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.STX 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Do abortions increase a woman's chance of coming down with breast 

cancer?  The Bush administration tries to convince women, yes.  Women's rights 

groups cry junk science.  Is this medicine or abortion politics? 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  It's a disgrace to let political ideology corrupt scientific 

research on a disease that all American women fear. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Scientific research shows there is a link, and women are dying 

in exponential numbers.  We have to listen to the statistics. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  This administration has the politics of choice down to a science.  



It's politics. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  When time and money are being spent on uncovering 

the causes of cancer, I don't think it can be a bad thing. 

 

 (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 in the news, the government's conference on controversial and 

disputed ties between abortion and breast cancer draws fire from women's rights 

groups. 

 

 Then, a level playing field for women.  More and more women are competing 

with men in professional sports. 

 

 Behind the headlines, To The Contrary's 2003 Unsung Heroines.  Meet ordinary 

women doing extraordinary things for their communities. 

 

 Up first, breast cancer and abortion.  The National Cancer Institute this 

week explored possible links between abortion and breast cancer at a nationally 

publicized conference.  But many women's health advocates who would normally 

welcome such a move were none too thrilled.  They charge anti-abortion rights 

politicking was the real reason for the conference designed to promote flawed 

studies connecting abortions to higher rates of breast cancer.  They call it an 

attempt by the Bush administration to skew medical research in order to promote 

its anti-abortion stance. 

 More than 30 studies have been published since 1957 on whether abortion or 

miscarriage increase the risk of breast cancer with varied conclusions.  The 

definitive Danish study of 1-1/2 million women published in 1997 found no elevated 

risk of breast cancer among women who had medical abortions. 

 

 So, Sandy Rios, the conference came to the conclusion that there was no tie, 

but women's rights groups were outraged.  Was it much ado about nothing? 

 

 MS. RIOS:  It's not much ado about nothing.  There is real evidence to show 

that there's a link.  And I understand why people polarize on this, and I try to 

diffuse that.  When I first heard this link, I was skeptical myself.  I'm pro life, 

and I thought this is just my pro life friends trying to come up with something.  

When you look at the evidence, it is overwhelming.  And let me just point out that 

women are gaining breast cancer exponentially.  And if you look at the curve, you 

see that breast cancer is increasing along with abortions since 1973. 

 

 So, that's not the only reason, it's not just a hint, there is some real 

research.  And let me point out one of them.  The National Cancer Institute 

authorized a study in 1996 by Janet Dahling, she's a great researcher, she's pro 

choice.  In fact, she sat on the panel that approved the French abortion pill 

recently.  But Janet Dahling had two sisters who had contracted breast cancer.  

So, she was an honest researcher.  And when she finished her study, she came up 

with a 50 percent chance increase in breast cancer if you had an abortion.  And 

even more startling, among women who had had early abortions when they were young, 

prior to 21, they had a history of breast cancer in their family, she did, 15 in 

her study, all 15 of those women contracted breast cancer in their 40s.  And so 

there is startling evidence. 

 

 But then, of course, they cite the Danish study.  In fact, in your piece, 



they the definitive study.  But that's a very faulty -- 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Definitive meaning in terms of -- I mean, in science you want 

the broadest number of possible subjects, and it is by far the largest study. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Absolutely. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  And it is by far the largest study. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  It's bigger than 15. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Absolutely.  But let me just tell you about the Denmark study.  

I think we have, first of all, we have to be intellectually honest, all of us 

probably at this table have had friends who have contracted breast cancer.  If 

we think there's a link between abortion and breast cancer, we would want to know.  

I would think you would want to know no matter what.  But let me tell you about 

the Danish study, the problem with it. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Wait, let's let someone else get in here, and then we'll come 

back to you. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  I am not a doctor, but I have talked to the American Cancer 

Society.  The American Cancer Society says, you know, we do not need to be setting 

off false alarms.  They consider life style, genetics, many other factors to be 

much greater concern than this supposed link to abortion.  And they feel that this 

is politically motivated.  There is a web site that uses the pink ribbon called 

Coalition on Abortion Breast Cancer.  And do you know that when you go to any link 

from that web page you see that this is a lobbying web page.  It is not a medical 

web page.  It purports to give information to women seeking credible medical 

information on breast cancer, and one link goes to the company that does their 

commercial.  They do commercials for the Catholic Church, other pro life groups.  

Another link takes you to who is behind the organization, they've all done lobbying 

for legislation that is key to having this link between abortion and breast cancer.  

It is politically motivated, and it is representing itself, this web page, to be 

medical information. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  You know the data, Sandy, and briefly, because I do want to give 

Julia and Irene a chance to jump in here, but you know the data, what about having 

an abortion in your mind triggers breast cancer? 

 

 MS. RIOS:  It's interesting.  Now, I'm not a medical person, so I'll explain 

it to you the way I understand it, and this is what convinced me, honestly.  When 

you get pregnant, your body produces exponential amounts of estrogen, and when 

you carry a baby to term, that estrogen transfuses, changes, morphs into breast 

milk producing cells.  When you have an abortion, suddenly that process is cut 

off, and your body is left with these exponential amounts of estrogen.  That is 

why, they think, you are at a greater risk for breast cancer. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  So, what are they doing, for example, about women who have 

miscarriages, because obviously the same problem would occur. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  No, it doesn't.  It doesn't occur that way.  For whatever reason, 

nature or God himself, whoever designed our bodies, it doesn't happen that way 

when it happens through miscarriage, the body naturally takes care of it.  But 

when it's cut off artificially, it does not.  I think that makes sense. 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  Okay.  What you think makes sense, may not necessarily make 



sense for a lot of Americans.  The bottom line report from this conference is that 

there is no connection between abortion and breast cancer.  And that's the 

definitive statement from this group.  Here's where the -- we have to underscore 

the politics of this, the reason why the statement on the web page of NCI was changed 

was because conservative Senators objected to the statement that there was 

no -- definitively that there's no link between breast cancer and abortion, which 

was there initially.  It was then changed to reflect that it is inconclusive.  And 

then this thing was, because of this pressure from these members of Congress, a 

conference was called.  Just the fact that you call a conference that examines 

the linkage between the two is another political statement.  It's something that 

doesn't cost the administration anything, but it sends a signal to their 

conservative base that, indeed, they are there for pro life. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Irene, I would take exception to that. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Are you pro life or pro choice, or somewhere in-between? 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  I mean, you know, it's going to take too long for 

me to explain.  Let me get to the point of what we're discussing now.  I think 

if there's any shadow of doubt that somehow there may be a linkage between abortion 

and cancer, isn't it to all of our benefit to really find out more about it.  So, 

to me, I think that the issue -- 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Well, what do we make of or what do you make of, for example, 

the fact that this conference was called at the behest of conservatives, and it 

came out with a report that said it came out with a finding that there is no link? 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  To me, I think that we needed to put more trust 

in the National Cancer Institute.  It is a world-renowned institute.  And their 

research -- 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  But it's hard to trust a government agency that has to chance 

the wording of its research supposedly because of pressure from certain 

politicians.  And that's the part that's very hard to accept. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  But, Irene, what if there is a link?  What if there is a link, 

which I believe there is, then we would -- 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  But it's been proven that there isn't.  So, that's a big 

part of this. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  No, that's not true.  In fact, all the researchers that gathered 

at the conference this week would all agree that a woman who gets pregnant and 

carries the baby to term has less risk to contracting breast cancer.  They would 

agree on that.  The difference is on how to interpret these studies. 

 

 And let me go back to that Danish study, which they continue to cite.  The 

problem with the Danish study is that abortion became legal in Denmark in 1935-'36.  

And in this particular study, they did not factor that in.  They had some 60,000 

women in this study that they did not even consider that they might have had 

abortions before 1973.  So, there's a 60,000 person mistake there.  In addition 

to that, they included 300 -- 

 

 MS. ERBE:  How important is 60,000 out of 1.5 million? 

 

 MS. RIOS:  A lot.  And, in fact, and then they added 350,000 women who were 

not even 18 in 1973, and would not have had contracted breast cancer.  So, their 



figures are faulty, even though there continues to be the numbers that are cited. 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  But, it's the largest cohort to date that has been looked 

at in terms of this connect, and I think to that extent you can't totally disregard 

it, whether it's one million or half a million, if you deduct all these people, 

it's still a large group. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Is there anything that anybody could say on either side of the 

issue to change your mind, or change your mind? 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  There is proof.  There is the commission report that stands 

behind my opinion, and there is scientific acceptance of that proof. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  What I worry about is, you have anti-abortion activists on one 

side, and you have doctors on the other side. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  That's not really true though, there are a lot of doctors who 

have found that the link -- in fact, I mentioned Janet Dahling, Dr. Joel Brend, 

and there are many others -- the researchers are keeping quiet on this because 

the National Institute for Health, and National Cancer Institute has control of 

all the dollars that are spent on research.  And I have been told they are actually 

afraid to come out with their opinion on this, because it is not politically 

correct. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  I'm afraid to come out with my opinion, but we're out of time.  

From science to sports. 

 

 Move over guys, more women are playing in sports arenas that were once men 

only.  This spring, Anika Storenstam, the world's top female golfer, will be the 

first woman to play in the men's PGA Tour.  Last month a Canadian woman became 

the first to score a goal in a men's professional hockey league.  In December, 

a female kicker became the first woman to participate in a Division 1A football 

game where she attempted an extra point in the ball game.  Despite these advances, 

there's still many detractors who question whether women and men can compete on 

the same level.  And now a former Canadian golfer is announcing his intention to 

try qualifying for the U.S. Women's Open.  But he may have a hard time, the U.S. 

Golf Association requires entrants to be female at birth. 

 

 So, Irene, if women are competing in men's pro teams, do women's groups have 

any -- do women athletes, and I consider myself to be an athlete, by the way, I 

do compete, do we have standing to say guys can't compete in our leagues?  How 

fair is that? 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, you know, we're talking about a minority, tiny, tiny 

minority who have excelled to the point where they could compete with men on a 

level playing field.  That is not where most women athletes are to date.  And, 

you know, their level of strength, and level of development is still growing as 

opportunities because of Title IX have increased the ability of women to compete 

as equals in sports.  So, you know, these breakthroughs that are few, but are 

momentous, should be encouraged.  But at the same time, to have a man who is at 

a more advanced stage athletically compete in a sport dominated by women in which 

the women are not at the same physical level, would be a problem. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Now, I question this Canadian male golfer who wants 

to participate in the Women's Open. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  He's been open about it, he's doing it as a joke.  But there will 



be others who will come along who will want to do it seriously. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Let me make this point, sports to me, is about 

competition, about personal best, about achievement.  And what is he trying to 

do?  Because, you know, my husband is a golfer, so he's told me repeatedly that 

the course for women is about 1,000 yards shorter than for the men.  The women's 

tees are always in front. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  They do have different physical set ups. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Exactly, different physical set ups.  And so, what 

he's trying to do is not to do his personal best.  He's making a joke out of a 

very serious issue. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  He's trying to jerk our chain.  And, you know, I love Anika's 

whole approach to this.  She says, I'm not competing against men, I'm competing 

against myself.  You're right, it's tougher to play as a guy, and she wants to 

see how she does against them.  I say, what's good for the goose is good for the 

gander.  It's going to be good for the game of golf. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  But I'm not so sure, I mean, first of all, let me say I compete 

in equestrian sports, where horses are the great equalizers.  It's one of these 

sports where there are no differences between the size of the fences the men have 

to get over and the women have to get over.  And, guess what, there are more women 

who are good at it at the top levels proportionately than there are men because 

of that, and we sent an Olympic team to Atlanta and to Sydney.  I think our Sydney 

team was all four members of the jumper team were women, and in Atlanta it was 

half and half.  So, there are sports where strength and size doesn't really matter. 

 

 But what about this guy trying to get into the women's leagues. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  I actually think that's kind of funny.  But I would just say this, 

I think one of the big mistakes to me of the women's movement is the attempt to 

make women the same.  Equality is not sameness.  You know, we have strengths that 

men don't have, and we have strengths that they don't have.  And I like that myself.  

And I don't know why women, and I'm not saying any of you here at this table feel 

that way, but why women are so hellbent on being just like men.  They never will 

be in football, they never will be in basketball.  And so I don't know why we can't 

celebrate our differences. 

 

 I'm not against women who are really highly skilled and don't get challenged 

among other women having a chance to play with men, as long as it doesn't hurt 

them, hurt them physically, and also hurt the team.  In fact, we had a story, this 

is an interesting story, this University of New Mexico had this female kicker, 

and she tried to kick the extra point and she missed the extra point, this is her 

big moment, and she was very sorry about it, but she made this statement:  Maybe 

the important thing was that I was deemed good enough to take the kick, not 

necessarily the outcome. 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  Sandy, I don't want an entire movement misrepresented.  I 

don't think feminists want all women to be looked at the same way.  They want the 

same options available to them, the same opportunities to compete against men, 

against other women, to do their personal best.  But, as the Augusta Golf Club 

indicates, there are opportunities that are not yet there.  So, you know, it's 

really not trying to make everyone the same, but allowing the women to be the best 

they can be in sports by opening the door to their participation, whether it's 

male-driven sport or it is primarily female. 



 

 MS. BEYER:  And I think Anika says that.  She's basically saying, look, I 

need a greater challenge, so I want to play with the men.  She's saying we're 

different. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Sandy, would you agree, though, that we need to 

ensure equal opportunity? 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Yes.  But I'm not in favor of ruining the whole breakdown 

between -- and I'm not sure how this plays out -- between men's things and women's 

things.  I don't think women should have access to everything that's male just 

to prove something.  Sometimes I think that's destructive. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  What about men, should they have access to everything that's 

female? 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Well, if women are going to have access to all the things that 

are male, then it should work the other way.  I mean, that's only fair to me.  But, 

meanwhile, I'm in favor of some sort of difference.  I think surely, surely, we 

can give women opportunity to play, and to develop their gifts, without having 

to ruin and force men to come back to -- just like training in the military.  We've 

ruined training -- 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  Sandy, nobody is ruining men's participation in sports today. 

 

 MS. RIOS:  Not yet. 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  It's the number one American business as well as the number 

one American playing field.  It isn't.  And one of the things that you said is 

true, we don't know how this is going to play out.  You know, Congresswoman Patsy 

Mink, who is behind Title IX, she said, you know who would have thought that this 

bill that I had made happen so that women can go to schools and get any job that 

they want would affect sports.  We didn't know that.  And she was just as surprised.  

What did we know that we developed women's talents to the point that they could 

compete in men's sports? 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you this, if we have now, again, it's a teensy, teensy 

minority, but a couple of these women competing in men's leagues, and we have a 

guy now trying to compete in a women's league, why don't we switch.  Instead of 

having these leagues like this, why don't we switch it the way they do it in the 

military, which is you must meet a certain physical standard.  And if you can throw 

the ball, you're a woman basketball player, and you can throw it as -- have an 

A League and a B League, and the really strong women can get in the A League.  And 

the not so strong men can get into the B League. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  Well, you know, my daughter is on a soccer team, and I proposed 

the same thing, because she loved playing with the boys, and then at a certain 

age they split them up.  And to tell you the truth, she's not a great soccer player. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Tell her not to watch this show. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  She never watches.  But the thing is, I thought why is it that 

at a certain age suddenly they split them up, when clearly we had a group of kids, 

some were great, some were not that great, and probably due to her mother's 

genetics, but not all the great ones were boys.  All of a sudden, they split them 

up. 

 



 MS. RIOS:  But think about that, though, if you really did that, and you 

had an A and B team that was gender neutral, the best players would end up being 

the boys just because of the sheer upper body strength.  And then the girls would 

get the short-end of the stick, because they would have to always play on the B 

Team.  So, you don't really want that to happen. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Most of the time they would, but speaking about being great, now 

we do have to talk about women who are great. 

 

 Behind the headlines, women who make a difference in their communities.  

Along with Mitsubishi Motors, To The Contrary sponsors the Annual Unsung Heroines 

Awards, honoring women nominated by a member of Congress who chose them because 

they give so much back to their hometowns, but receive little or no public 

recognition.  This year, Labor Secretary Elaine Chao and her husband Kentucky 

Senator Mitch McConnell; House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi; Congresswoman 

Loretta Sanchez; and Representative Candice Miller of Michigan chose the awardees. 

 

 Cathy Bailey identified a heart-wrenching need in her community of 

Louisville, Kentucky, care for children of incarcerated mothers.  Cathy's 

organization, Operation Open Arms, gives these children a stable, loving home. 

 

 MS. BAILEY:  If I could even change the thought of one child so they could 

be raised in a loving, caring environment, they would not be in the same situation.  

We would be able to hopefully break this cycle of violent activity. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Tough economic times have put many families in crisis financially 

and otherwise, Marcia Knalk (sp) of Michigan's Samaritan House makes a difference 

by providing food, clothing, free medical help, and an array of services to 

residents in need.  Samaritan House is a collaborative effort of 16 

Michigan churches. 

 

 Dr. America Bracho founded Latino Health Access in 1993 to cater to the needs 

of the Latino community.  Her vision and energy make the center a model for similar 

programs, providing accessible, yet comprehensive healthcare to Latinos. 

 

 DR. BRACHO:  Well, the first step is to train them, and to train the community.  

Not only train the experts, because the experts don't live in this community.  We 

bring the experts to help, but we train the regular moms, regular dads, regular 

youth to help each other. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  One obstacle the Spanish-speaking population faces is an 

overwhelming lack of health insurance.  A little further up the coast in San 

Francisco, the Mission Neighborhood Health Center is tackling this problem by 

connecting its patients with government sponsored insurance programs.  Gladys 

Sandlin, who has been the bilingual center's executive director for 20 years. 

 

 MS. SANDLIN:  Specialized healthcare for minorities in our community is so 

important because most of the minorities we suffer from chronic illness, and that 

is because we have not had access to prevention early in time.  So things like 

diabetes, HIV, and other chronic illness continue to grow in our population. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Women, as we know, Megan, have always been the backbone of the 

volunteer community.  And women are busier now than ever.  So, are we going to 

see future generations of Unsung Heroines?  I don't mean next year or the year 

after, but 20 years from now.  Are women going to have the time to lead major 

volunteer efforts? 

 



 MS. BEYER:  Actually, there's a book right now called the Quickening of 

America, by Frances Moore Lappe that actually lays the case for a ripe environment 

for this kind of thing, and she gives a whole lot of reasons.  But I do see this 

as being such fertile ground for our democracy.  Volunteerism is a uniquely American 

thing, and I think it is the natural evolution. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  There's no volunteerism in other countries? 

 

 MS. BEYER:  There's very little in European countries.  And the reason is, 

in a democracy, in a vital democracy, every person thinks they can make a difference 

when it's working right.  And when you look at where we are in the eyes of the 

world right now, I'm so glad, Bonnie, that you have portrayed these women, shown 

these women, this is the American spirit of women looking to their communities, 

and acting on their conscience to do good for others.  And this is the heart of 

American democracy. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  Let us not forget that men also volunteer. 

 MS. BEYER:  Absolutely. 

 

 AMBASSADOR CHANG BLOCH:  And, Megan, you're absolutely right, I think the 

fundamental to any democracy is a civil society.  And what's unique to American 

democracy is the mass of volunteerism.  Do you know that 44 percent, this is 

according to the independent sector that tracks volunteerism, 44 percent of 

Americans volunteer regularly.  That is growing and not diminishing.  And another 

number that's even more wonderful, 55 percent of our teenagers volunteer. 

 

 MS. BEYER:  You know what they say, that hope is believing despite the 

evidence and watching the evidence change.  And these women all have that.  And 

in a democracy, in a free society, that's what should drive us. 

 

 MS. NATIVIDAD:  You know, the famous ones are the ones that are, you know, 

always shown in the media.  So, I'm just delighted that you pick community based 

leaders who are doing this, and don't normally get the kudos and are brought to 

light to people.  There was another study about women, have they dropped off in 

terms of being volunteers as they went to work, it didn't.  They just added another 

work. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  Sandy, I'll have to get your response after we go to credits.  

Hold one second. 

 

 That's it for this edition of To The Contrary.  Next week, Republican women 

in Congress, we speak to Representative Deborah Pryce of Ohio, the highest ranking 

Republican woman in the history of the U.S. House.  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.) 

 


