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.STX 

 

 MS. ERBE:  The cult of celebrity, does America's worship of celebrities, 

which in the case of women usually includes good looks and sex appeal, affect 

women's status in society? 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  Actually, by making society take women more seriously, 

feminism has broadened the definition of celebrity. 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I think it certainly lends toward an emphasis on that which 

provides extrinsic value rather than intrinsic value. 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  Unfortunately, America's fixation on celebrity means that 



women are judged by their looks. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Let's get this right.  It's cool to worship celebrities, but 

politically incorrect to worship God?  No wonder women have higher expectations 

and low self-esteem. 

 

 (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. 

 

 First, an update on Iraq. 

 

 Then, the Air Force recommends changes following charges of rape and sexual 

misconduct at its academy. 

 

 Behind the headlines, celebrity profiler Martha Sherrill on how America's 

captivation with celebrity affects women. 

 

 Up first, women and war.  Since 1994, after the first Persian Gulf War, women 

were allowed into all military positions except ground combat and submarine duty.  

Women now comprise 15 percent of U.S. enlisted forces.  In this war versus 1991, 

women are flying combat aircraft, their onboard combat ships, they are even driving 

trucks loaded with supplies to enemy lines. 

 

 REPRESENTATIVE MILLER:  There are more and more women that are fully engaged 

in military operations at every level.  And so, they are a critical component of 

our total force, certainly, within every facet of the military.  And I think right 

now our prayers are with our military men and women, our entire military operation.  

But I think historically we'll look back at this particular conflict and the real 

opportunity that has given women to be a participant in our national defense, in 

securing the homeland, and, again, liberating Iraq. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Despite this, debate rages over women in combat.  Note this 

chronology of which restrictions were lifted, and when.  A Rand Corporation study 

found while most servicewomen support easing restrictions, only about 10 to 15 

percent want combat jobs. 

 

 REPRESENTATIVE SANCHEZ:  What is so special about women being really in 

combat-related positions, really, except for about 9 percent of the positions, 

every other position is open to women.  It gives the women operational experience 

in the battlefield, and that allows them to gain that experience that will enable 

them to move up the ranks, and become more prevalent in the ranks of general and 

colonel and others. 

 

 REPRESENTATIVE TAUSCHER:  This country has not yet made up its mind, and 

perhaps it has not really posed itself the question, but it certainly has not made 

up its mind that women should be in combat.  Certainly, hand-to-hand active combat 

that you would see, for example, in the Marines who are the tip of the spear.  But 

when I was on the CONSTELLATION New Year's Day, for example, in the Persian Gulf, 

there are about 40 women officers that are on the CONSTELLATION out of 5,000 people.  

And I had a chance to have a Coke with them and sit and chat, and they're so 

impressive, and they're just so dynamic.  And they are so patriotic, and it just 

makes you thrilled to know that they have done so well. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  From Iraq to Colorado Springs, nearly a decade after the Tailhook 

sex scandal swept the Navy, another branch of the military is having alarmingly 



similar problems.  Several female Air Force Academy Cadets recently went public 

with claims of rape and sexual harassment at the academy which they first reported 

internally.  Some claim they were even forced to resign after reporting such attacks 

to their superiors.  When their complaints were ignored or mishandled, they went 

public, and contacted Congress, which led to ongoing Air Force and congressional 

investigations.  Those revealed more than 50 cases of alleged rape and sexual 

misconduct during the past 10 year at the academy, the Air Force's premier officer 

training school. 

 

 Top Air Force officials now say the problem will be addressed by possible 

changes, including separate dormitories for male and female cadets.  The Air Force 

may also assign counselors to victims of sexual assault, who would try and handle 

future complaints.  Republican Congresswoman Heather Wilson of New Mexico is an 

Air Force Academy graduate, and retired officer. 

 

 REPRESENTATIVE WILSON:  With respect to the dormitories, there's no 

indication that dormitory arrangements are at the root of this problem, and there 

are only two dormitories, two very large dormitories at the academy.  The Class of 

'80 was the only class where they completely segregated women, and it didn't work.  

You can't operate an organization like the cadet wing where you have to teach 

leadership in small groups and keep women isolated.  And, frankly, I don't think 

the problem is separating men and women.  The issue is separating rapists from 

the Air Force, and getting them out of there. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  So, what do you think, Maria Echaveste, is the solution? 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  Well, I think that it's unfortunate that the academy has 

taken so long to recognize what clearly is a pervasive problem.  And it goes all 

the way to the top.  Women cadets, many of them never report it because they 

basically got the message that they were not going to get help, and were not going 

to get solutions to these issues.  So, it's more than simply changing dormitories.  

I mean, it's a culture.  And, I think, for example, going to more separation, we 

had mixed gender dorms across the colleges, and I would be interested, over 50 

rapes, over 50 in ten years sounds like a lot, and I would be hard pressed to think 

of other universities, if they had that kind of a record, there wouldn't be some 

outcry.  So, what was going on? 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  As an economist, you focus a lot on incentives, and it's 

clear that the wrong incentives have been placed here, and it's exactly the point 

that you commented on, it's that women are afraid to report it, they were silenced 

or thrown out in many instances, forced to resign afterwards.  You've got to make 

the incentives for the leadership within that institution that they are in worse 

trouble if they hide something than if they pretend it never happened. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  You're using a polite word for it, incentives.  The services 

are about discipline, and they've got discipline, it looks like, on everything 

except sex.  And that's where discipline is hardest, because we're dealing with 

young people whose hormones are really raging, and the notion of not understanding 

that, it seems to me, goes to the top, and not to the bottom. 

 

 I wonder if this is going to have to run its course.  We saw it in Tailhook.  

In 1996, we saw it begin with Aberdeen Proving Grounds near here, and there was 

rape and sexual abuse, and then the Secretary of the Army looked and found that 

sexual abuse was wholesale in the Army, and the Army did real structural changes.  

For example, they added a whole week of basic training in order to get training 

in there about how to be in an Army where there are girls, even pretty girls, and 

boys, too.  And I'm afraid you've got to hit it head on instead of assuming that 



it's all going to come together. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Discipline must begin with the individual, whether he is male 

or female, particularly if they want to serve in the armed forces.  Rape is a very 

serious charge.  And I'm sure that these will be properly prosecuted, I would hope, 

so that we understand whether or not rape did exist in each individual case.  If 

that's the case, I hope the victims are helped, and the perpetrators are punished. 

 

 This, though, in my view, spirals on to the larger issue of the proper rules 

for the genders within the larger military structure. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  And what do you think that is. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  And if you're looking at a microcosm in Colorado Springs then 

to actually say, gee, all women should be in combat tomorrow I think is a very 

dangerous proposition because of what happened here.  In other words, many times 

when people, myself included, believe that women perhaps should not be on the front 

lines, should not be in combat, it's really to protect the women, not the men.  

And we've seen here that where you are physiologically inferior to men, and cannot 

help yourself, cannot defend yourself against their unwanted and criminal physical 

advances, what becomes of you when -- 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  Kellyanne, I was sure that this side was going to make 

that argument.  But if you make that argument, you've got to start with, you 

shouldn't have men and women in the services at all.  It's a very dangerous argument.  

The fact is that we see that at the Air Force Academy there was a culture of sexual 

abuse, and we see that the command did nothing about it for years and years.  We 

ought to start there before making -- 

 MS. ERBE:  I'm curious as to one thing, though, Congresswoman Norton, why 

is it -- you have said many times that the military is sort of the model program 

in the country for integrating minorities, why so much more trouble, it seems, 

and Colin Powell, integrating and promoting, he's living proof of that, I think, 

why has the military been so much more successful integrating and promoting 

minorities than integrating and promoting women? 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  It's still a man's army is the short answer.  The military 

is when it comes to enforcing what we try to do in society by incentives, they've 

often done it very well, like affirmative action.  But when it comes to male/female 

relationships, the military has been slow, and sometimes slower than civilian 

society.  For example, on rape, we now have many cities, many jurisdictions which 

learned from the '70s and '80s what to do when a woman is raped, and what to do 

about sexual abuse in various kinds of entities, but I believe that what the 

services have done is to assume that all of this is going to come together under 

the rubric of general discipline without focusing in on the fact that it is 

something very different, something that is a departure of the millennia to have 

men and women in the services. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  I want to go back to Kellyanne's point, though, are you suggesting 

women shouldn't be in the military at all? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  No.  I'm not suggesting that. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  What are you suggesting? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  I'm suggesting that women should not be in combat situations.  

They should not be -- 

 



 MS. ERBE:  This wasn't combat. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Wait a second, my point is very simple, it’s that we’re looking 

at a microcosm of the larger military structure here, and that failed to protect 

women. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Wait, I want to let her finish her point. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  It does sound so great to say things like, all women should 

be in combat. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Wait a second, I’m confused, if you keep women out of combat, 

how at all is that going to affect what goes on at the Air Force Academy, which 

is not a combat zone? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  It’s not.  I’m merely saying that this symptom should be 

countenanced, and considered when we are trying to judge what the proper role of 

the genders in the military are. 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  And hence the reference to microcosm.  Let me agree with 

one thing that Eleanor said, and one thing that Kellyanne said, it is a closed 

society, you are absolutely right.  The reason that there is perhaps slower 

evolution here in how you handle these problems is the military is historically 

a very closed society, and they’re not as open to what happens within their ranks.  

But, I think, Kellyanne, your point is exactly true, you can’t rewrite biology, 

and the reason I think that the military has been more successful at integrating 

minorities into their ranks and promoting them is that there is no difference 

between two men based on the color of their skin. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  No strength difference. 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  But, you can’t impute a difference based on skin color.  

However, there are physiological differences between men and women, and sometimes 

I think we’ve got a lot of strengths that they don’t have, but when there are 

differences they tend to matter, one is the area of physical strength. 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  I think there’s really two --  

 

 MS. ERBE:  Isn’t there another answer, though?  I mean, what about giving 

women weapons to fend off, like pepper spray? 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  Look, the reason it’s harder is that society -- the role 

of women and men, for millennia, has been -- I mean, this is deeply ingrained in 

terms of what the role of women is and here, I think Kellyanne’s point is logically 

inconsistent, because if you say, women shouldn’t be in combat, and this example 

at the Air Force Academy is just further proof, then they shouldn’t be at all in 

the services, because what you’re trying to really challenge here is society’s 

view about what women and men can do, and what they can do together.  And I would 

say, look, part of what we’ve seen over the last 50 years is really a challenge 

to our society about what women can do, in the same way that we challenged in this 

country what black men could do, and what black women could do. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  One thing we have not discussed, that is true in all the news 

accounts about the Air Force Academy is many of these women were drunk, we don’t 

know if they were all raped, and that just -- wait a second.  That needs to be 

adjudicated, too, because it gives too many women an excuse to say I, too, was 

harmed. 



 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  Many of these women were jumped.  You don’t have any 

evidence about how many women were implicated in their own rape.  And it’s a terrible 

thing to throw out here like that. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Wait a second, I’m repeating what the news media has said. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  Yes, but you don’t know that there were many of these women, 

and it is clear that even if they were drunk the notion of raping them while they’re 

drunk is even worse. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Kellyanne, final point. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Of course it is, but the thing is, rape does not exist unless 

it has been non-consensual.  And the criminal courts will find out whether these 

acts were non-consensual or consensual. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  All right.  And now without consent, it’s time for us to move 

onto the next topic.  Behind the headlines, Martha Sherill, former Washington Post 

film critic has chronicled the lives of celebrities for some time.  Here new novel, 

My Last Movie Star, draws on Ms. Sherill’s first-hand knowledge of the relationship 

between celebrities, media, and the public.  We talked with her about America’s 

celebrity worship, how that impacts women’s status, and how it distorts our views 

of celebrities as human beings. 

 

 MS. SHERILL:  Well, I agree that we’ve come to see celebrities as sort of 

non-people, they’re super heros, like I have a five year old son who plays with 

these little action figures, and they’re very much like that.  They’re one 

dimensional creatures, like gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus, or something.  

And again, we project a lot of things onto them, what we want from them is something 

that’s individual with each person.  I think we do look to them to guide us in 

a funny way, and it has created a funny discrepancy, because what we see as the 

celebrity is a non-person, and yet if you read a book about their lives, or really 

come to know a movie star, a celebrity, as I have over the years writing about 

them, you see that the real person bears very little resemblance to the non-person 

we make them into. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  What impact when celebrities speak out on political causes? 

 

 MS. SHERILL:  I always am turned off, maybe as a cynical journalist, I’m 

always a little bit turned off when celebrities want to come forward as an expert 

on something like a war, you know.  But, I’m very happy to hear them on the subject 

of fame, or Hollywood, or stories, or movies.  I think it’s better when people 

talk about what they know. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  How does the fact that we idolize women mainly for their looks 

and not for their brains affect the view of women in American society? 

 

 MS. SHERILL:  I, even as a young girl, picked very powerful, strong women 

to relate to, Katherine Hepburn, Myrna Loy, always, even when she’s a ditz always 

seems like an intelligent, strong person, Gloria Swanson, certainly.  I mean, 

Hollywood is full of examples of women who really ran their own show, didn’t marry 

men for money, weren’t sex pots, endured.  You can go to the library and read their 

memoirs, Gloria Swanson’s and Myrna Loy’s in particular, just fantastic, 

intellectual women, very strong, who should still be inspiring us.  And yet I do 

think we tend to glom onto the Brittany Spears and the kind of maybe more idiotic 

role models and concern ourselves about them.  What are our young daughters going 



to think, do they want to be like Brittany Spears.  But, I think we can guide them. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  So for kids who aren’t watching Turner Classic movies, who are 

today’s role models, who are today’s Betty Davises and Katherine Hepburns? 

 

 MS. SHERILL:  I certainly think Claire Danes projects an incredible strength 

and intelligence, Natalie Portman, who plays Queen Amidala, that’s a sort of 

admirable role, a young girl who’s running a planet.  There are people out there 

that we can focus on that are presenting all kinds of positive images.  I’d rather 

see people sort of exploring the positive role models, instead of concerning 

themselves too much with Brittany Spears.  Although, you could probably make a 

very good case for Brittany Spears being a positive role model, a business woman 

and out there, and confident.  I don’t know. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Do you think it helps the status of women in society, Kellyanne, 

to have celebrities as role models for young girls? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Like many things it’s probably a mixed blessing, for the 

following reasons.  Eleanor’s original point in the opening is very important, 

that the expansion of who can be considered a celebrity, whether it is a female 

professional athlete, a businesswoman, it doesn’t always have to be a star of stage 

and screen, it’s great, because these women are running their own empires, they 

make business decisions, they do the hiring and the firing, they decide whether 

to buy a building, and to keep producing things.  So that’s great, you see more 

women in Hollywood being directors now, and script writers, and things that before 

maybe weren’t as appreciated.  That said, of course, there’s a downside to this.  

And it’s that I think women in cherishing these people they’ll never be, and never 

meet, and probably wouldn’t want to be if they really focused on it, are driving 

themselves crazy because they will always fall short of an ideal that if they really 

took a deep breath it probably neither inspires them, nor do they aspire to be 

it.  So I am concerned.  And here’s something else, unlike the classic screen 

legends, Myrna Loy and the others that were mentioned here, today it’s so easy 

to become besotted with the cult of celebrity, because it’s not just I see you 

in the movie, you also cut a record, you have a line of clothing, there’s a cartoon 

character about you.  You are ubiquitous as a celebrity.  So I wear you, I taste 

you, I see you, I am you, all the senses. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Like Madonna, I make babies, even though you’re worth billions, 

and I have no money to support this --  

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  And what you have is a kind of celebrity worship, a kind 

of hero worship, which is nothing we ought to encourage in anyone.  If anything 

the notion of -- yes, I like role model better than celebrity, because you look 

at that person to see what qualities you might, in fact, imitate.  I mean, Oprah 

Winfrey could have never have been a celebrity in the Hollywood sense, and the 

notion of --  

 

 MS. ERBE:  But, a lot of young women worship her, nonetheless. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  I think they look at her for lots of things.  Look, the 

girl’s been in movies, she’s on television giving people advice, she’s one of the 

richest women, now we know, in the world, and so there are lots of things to look 

at her and wonder about.  You even have, god help us, political figures who become 

celebrities.  It bothers me a lot to see people running around saying, can I have 

your autograph, not that that isn’t something that -- because now they want 

anybody’s autograph of anybody they’ve seen on TV, even for 15 minutes worth of 

fame. 



 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  But, you know, I tell my kids that it says a lot about 

you who you revere, it says a heck of a lot about your own value system and who 

you aspire to be. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  What does it say about me that I don’t revere anybody? 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  That you’re an individualist, you’re iconoclastic, all 

the things we all know and love about you.  But, I was talking to my 13 year old 

daughter and saying, you know, is it Brittany Spears or is it this female athlete, 

is it this -- I remember in a --  

 

 MS. ERBE:  Carly Fiorina. 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I’m going to make a concession, in a beauty pageant I was 

asked who my female role model was, and I said Professor Karen Vaughan of George 

Mason University.  And they said, who’s that?  And I said, she’s a famous female 

economist, other than proving that I had no personality, I mean, they were shocked, 

they didn’t know who the heck she was.  But, I’m still proud of that answer, that 

it wasn’t this famous singer, or someone else who was kind of a fly by night. 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  I think the celebrity -- I mean, America’s culture, it says 

something about the emptiness in so many people’s lives, that the work that they’re 

engaged in is not fulfilling, that they escape by pretending to read, and be so 

interested in other people’s lives.  It’s a sad commentary on so much of what’s 

in American society that there would be this incredible industry around celebrity, 

because it says, what is missing from your life?  And it goes to the point of, 

who do you idolize, who do you look to?  It says a lot about who you are. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  But, let me -- do young men idolize, for example, an Arnold 

Swartzenegger, a Mel Gibson, whoever else, as much as young girls will idolize 

and try to emulate a Madonna, an Oprah? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Well, for young boys it’s more the athletes, probably, that 

they’re trying to emulate. 

 

 MS. PFOTENHAUER:  They idolize the young women, but they don’t want to become 

the young women.  They want to be with the young women. 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  In some ways I think younger boys, too, can separate some things 

a little bit easier, which is the difference between notoriety and popular, and 

fame and infamy.  And celebrity doesn’t really make those demarcations, and if 

you can focus on that, that sure, this person is well known, but how is it that 

we came to know them is probably more important. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  I think it’s even more dangerous for them, for the reasons 

that you say, the athletes.  I think it’s much more dangerous for them, because 

they really do want to be these athletes, and they really can’t be these athletes. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  But, isn’t it still true with celebrity that men are more admired 

for their athletic and physical prowess, and women are admired for T&A? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Yes, we’re really to blame for that, too, Bonnie. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  How so? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  We’re so hard on ourselves and each other. 



 

 MS. ERBE:  Women are to blame for this? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  I would say for every half the time that I care about what I’m 

wearing, there’s got to be 50 other women who are paying more attention to it.  

It’s just -- it’s very, very true, that whole thing, women dressing for women, 

I think we’re really hard on ourselves.  We have helped to perpetuate these 

unrealistic ideals of what it is to be a contemporary, successful, happy, good 

looking woman. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  And how do we break that? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  We’re buying the women’s magazines, the men aren’t. 

 

 MS. ECHAVESTE:  I think maybe what’s going on, too, is because where it’s 

2003, young women it’s a really new world.  It’s changed a lot over the last 20-30 

years, in terms of what you can do as a woman.  And I think perhaps that might 

explain a little bit of why young women seem to gravitate toward trying to figure 

out who they can be, because we’ve said through the women’s movement, you can be 

anything you want. 

 

 DELEGATE NORTON:  Look at the phenomena of eating disorders, I think you 

see what can happen with celebrity, and with wanting to be you, and focusing in 

on a very special part of you.  And this is one of the true downsides of celebrity, 

taking it beyond role model to absorption of you into me, and I agree with you, 

Kellyanne, it’s coming at you from every side.  You see this woman somehow or other 

in every part of your life.  So you decide, if I can’t be that person something 

is wrong with me. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  And I wanted to pick up on your response to the open question, 

Kellyanne, which is that worshiping god, worshiping celebrities, how do those two 

things affect women’s status in society? 

 

 MS. CONWAY:  Overall the society seems to perpetuate this idea that you’re 

very uncool if you are a person of religion.  By very uncool I mean, people yawn 

to think that that can get any kind of treatment.  If one of these celebrities 

stood up and said, I believe in Jesus Christ, or I’m Jewish and I’m proud of it, 

it wouldn’t make as much noise, news or noise as, I’m against the war in Iraq. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Hold that thought just for a second and we’ll come right back 

to it. 

 

 That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, Governor Janet 

Nepolitano of Arizona, she’s one of six women governors, the first to take over 

from another female governor.  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.) 

 


