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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, controlling gun violence; then, 

women candidates 2012.  Behind the headlines: the Olympics and women’s weight 

lifting.   

 

(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, the right to bear arms. 

 

The Aurora, Colorado, theater shooting has reignited the debate over gun control.  

President Obama weighed in, reaffirming the rights of Americans to bear arms, but added 

assault weapons belong in the battlefield, not on our streets.  GOP presidential hopeful 

Mitt Romney says we don’t need more gun laws because changing the law won’t make 

bad things go away.  Meanwhile, cyberspace debates are erupting on whether women are 

safer if they have and carry guns. 

 

So Congresswoman Norton, will the Aurora, Colorado, shooting be the watershed 

event that leads to more federal gun control legislation? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Oh, Bonnie, President Obama went further than anyone had 

predicted, but even bloody murder on a mass scale will not get candidates to talking 

about gun remedies in an election year. 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Yes, actually, I don’t think that this will change anything on 

a federal level.  If you remember, Colorado actually has some of the strictest gun laws in 

the entire country. 

 

MS. CEVALLOS:  I don’t think so either.  There’s just no bipartisan consensus 

on this issue and any efforts that are made are defeated by lobbying organizations or 

partisan politics.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  What happened in Colorado is not going to change anything on 

the federal level.  I think what it is going to do is you’re going to have people on the left 

trying to stoke fear and vilify gun owners.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, it doesn’t vilify gun owners, particularly if you look at 

the polls that show that most Americans, even gun owners, believe that AK-47 assault 

weapons are not appropriate and that there are other battlefield guns that are running 

loose in the cities that nobody has a constituency for.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But, Congresswoman Norton, you live in a city that at least has tried 

to have some of the strictest gun control to the extent that Congress will allow the district 

to enact and enforce its own laws.  But what about President Obama this week first 



coming out and saying that AK-47s belong in the battlefield, not on our streets, and then 

backing off two days later? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, he backed off.  He said – and here you can’t blame him.  

The Congress, including many Democrats, because of the force – and that’s the only 

word for it, virtually to point a gun at members – of the gun lobby, the NRA and the like 

are not about to do virtually anything.   

 

Speaker Boehner did say after what happened in Aurora that he thought that this 

is a matter that should be discussed, and I give him credit because that’s going further 

than any Republican I’ve ever seen.   

 

But if you, who are the president, the Democratic president, who has NRA going 

after you, even though you haven’t done a thing about gun laws, you’re not going to get 

out there when you’ve got people in your own party who have been intimidated by the 

gun lobby and the whole Republican Party has embraced the NRA. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Okay.  I think it’s reprehensible for you to say that the NRA is 

pointing guns at members of Congress’ head.  That is awful to say.  And that we could 

say –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  You know that I’m speaking metaphorically. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  How would you like for me to say that the teachers’ unions are 

putting guns to teachers’ heads –  

 

MS. ERBE:  If you want to say it metaphorically, that’s one thing, but let’s get to 

the substance of what’s going on here.  I mean, there was a Republican poll out this week 

that showed that something like 84 percent of gun owners do not see a reason why AK-

47s and assault weapons should be legal. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  AK-47 is not an assault weapon.  AK-47 is a semi-automatic 

weapon.  It does not – it is allowed in its clip – it permits one round of bullets.  And so is 

the AR-15 gun that –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Thank you.  Thank you for the clarification, but let’s get to the meat 

here. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Fifty-three percent, according to a Gallup poll – 53 percent of 

Americans oppose lifting any ban on assault weapons, 53 percent of Americans.  So you 

were wrong about that.  Forty-nine percent of Americans, according to the new Pew poll 

that was in the “Wall Street Journal” today – the Pew Charitable Trust did a poll – 49 

percent of Americans believe that we should uphold the Second Amendment right and 

not diminish then compared to 45 percent. 

 



DEL. NORTON:  Let’s talk about Second Amendment rights, because we’re not 

talking about the right to own a gun now.  We’re talking about battlefield weapons, 

battlefield weapons in the hands of people like this young man who legally, legally 

purchased the weapons, legally purchased ammunition in one of those guns. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  One at a time.  One at a time. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Ammunition, ammunition that will murder hundreds of people 

at one time.  There ought to be something that comes out of mass murder after mass 

murder that we can do something about. 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Let me add one thing.  One is that after the Columbine 

tragedy, there were eight news laws enacted in Colorado.  I mean, there was broad public 

support because many of them were enforcement laws and others were rights, sort of for 

good, law-abiding citizens, they had more ability to own a gun.   

 

But I think what’s sometimes left out of this conversation is the fact that there 

have been many instances in Colorado, in Virginia, in Pennsylvania, where there have 

been these kind of massacre attempts, but they’ve been avoided as a result of gun laws 

that we have on the books that have allowed for concealed carry and other law-abiding 

citizens to protect themselves.  And so I think it would be helpful if we’re having this 

conversation –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Come on, Sabrina.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry, but where were those law – 

can I finish, and don’t interrupt me.  Nobody.  When I jump in, you stop.  Where were 

those law-abiding citizens with concealed carry in the theater in Colorado?  This whole 

NRA thing of – you know, you need weapons to defend yourself against situations like 

that is insane.  Nobody was able to fire at this guy, nobody.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Bonnie, I just want to raise something about the state of Illinois, 

one of the strictest gun laws in the nation.  You know the murder rate – and most of these 

are young black men, starting in January to now 300.  Young black men are getting 

slaughtered in the state of Illinois, one of the strictest gun laws in this nation.  Where is 

the president on that?  Let me finish.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, but you’re making your point, and I do want to get Monica in 

here.  But you’re making the point that, right, nothing but an absolute ban on all weapons 

will – and getting ready of the 300 million guns in this country will work.  Go ahead. 

 

MS. CEVALLOS:  You know, what Obama is also saying, he’s saying to get the 

hands out of the folks that are – you know, background checks on violent criminals and 

mentally unstable people.  So that’s exactly what we’re looking at here to prevent these 

kinds of things from happening.  You said that James Holmes was mentally unstable.  

Well, if we’re able to prove that and we were able to create some kind of system that will 



work, that we can check this, then we would be able to get a few steps forward with this 

controversy. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I just want to say AK-47s I’m told by the director in my ear are 

assault weapons, period. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I think they’re semi-automatic, but –  

 

MS. ERBE:  No, they are assault weapons.  They checked it online. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  With respect to mental illness, I think this country going back – I 

think the president has talked about mental illness – a lot of people have, even people 

who believe in the Second Amendment.   

 

Mental illness is very much stigmatized in this country.  I know people in my 

family who have been affected by mental illness and been afraid to seek treatment.  We 

need to do a better job, because a person – we haven’t even talked about arsonists, people 

who blow up their family and their children in homes.  We’re not banning matches. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But if we’re talking about guns, let me tell you –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Let her finish. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I just want to finish this point.  Mental illness is very serious.  

James Holmes it seems was very troubled.  He was undiagnosed.  A background check 

wouldn’t do anything about that.  All I’m saying is that’s a huge problem, because most 

of the madmen we know – Columbine – who have done awful heinous things with guns 

have a problem, have a mental problem.  So I think as a society we need to have a – and 

Tipper Gore did a good job on this topic.  We need to be more embracing of people with 

mental illness. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  The NRA opposes mental background on anybody.  At least we 

ought to come out and at least say – at least ask the people who have a diagnosed mental 

illness – those people should not get guns. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Those people can’t.  It says on –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  In some states they can.  For example, the NRA tried to knock 

that out in the District of Columbia. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay.  But it does say – the NRA also knocked out in Virginia that 

you had a limit on two-handgun purchases a month.  So if you need 20 a month now in 

my home state, you can get them thanks to the NRA.  Go ahead. 

 

MS. CEVALLOS:  What I was going to say is that’s exactly what – one of the 

solutions to this problem is really to start paying attention, to start educating our youth on 



these – on what it means, to life and death with gun ownership and also, you know, to 

pay attention to all those sings.  Almost all of these – you’ve mentioned – all of them 

have some sign of mental illness or some issue that’s going on with them.  The family 

needs to be aware of this and needs to bring it to the table because they could save lives. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe or #tothecontrary. 

 

From the politics of gun control to more women in Congress. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Almost 300 women have filed to run for U.S. House seats this 

election season.  And with 20 states yet to hold primary elections, we’re on track to 

shatter the record of women running for seats in the general election.  Women are not 

running for the U.S. Senate in record-breaking numbers, but so far, 36 women have filed, 

with 23 still in the running.  North Dakota Senate candidate Heidi Heitkamp says to 

expect more women in the Senate in the next session. 

 

HEIDI HEITKAMP [U.S. Senate Candidate, North Dakota]:  I think given how 

competitive all of those women Senate races are, I think that we’re going to see as a 

percentage more women in the Senate. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Heitkamp’s race for North Dakota’s open Senate seat is a statistical 

tie.  The state, which tends to swing Republican, stands to vote in a female senator and a 

Democrat.  She’s running because she wants to affect change in Washington. 

 

MS. HEITKAMP:  There’s a lot of women running right now because there’s a 

huge level of frustration right now in America about the inability of Washington to put 

partisan interests aside and represent the people of this country.  And I think that’s why 

I’m in the race as I’ve been talking to people across the country.  And I can tell you the 

one consistent point of view is that “compromise” is not a bad word.  We expect you to 

go there.  We expect you to take all the ideas under advisement and work on a solution 

that is a solution for the entire country. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Monica, do you expect to see more women in the House at least after 

November?  And if there were more women, would there be more compromise? 

 

MS. CEVALLOS:  Yes.  I love that question, because I definitely – obviously, 

with these reports, the Center for American Women in Politics is showing that there’s 

more women running.  And so, you know, there’s proven – there’s statistics that show 

that women are advocates.  They like to work together.  They’re problem solvers.  And so 

hopefully, with this, there will be more compromise in the House and Senate.   

 



MS. WRIGHT:  I think this Monica and I agree on.  I think we all at this table 

agree on.  I’m excited and I’m very heartened.  Somebody like Mia Love, the first black 

Republican running in Utah, could really get that House seat.  She’s dynamic.  She’s 

exciting.  She’s excited a lot of young people about getting into politics, young women.  

And I think – I just use her as an example because I’m inspired by her.   

 

And I think when you think about Congress right now, I there’s 17 percent of 

women in Congress with – this year, we stand to gain 3 more percentage points.  I think it 

could be records set up to 20 percent.  So you know, as Beyoncé says, girls run the world 

and I’m excited about that. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I agree with you.  I’m encouraged that there are more 

Republican women running.  In fact, the Republican Party would be a lot better off if it 

attracted more women to run.  But you look at the field out there and almost twice as 

many Democratic women are running as Republican women.   

 

But let me tell you what encourages me about this election.  The 112
th

 Congress is 

– everyone agrees – the worst – at least the House – that anybody can remember seeing 

certainly in the 20
th

 century.  And all you’ve got to do is look at the polls.  You’ve never 

seen anything like these numbers for any elected officials.   

 

So I thought this would be the kind of year that would discourage women from 

running.  Who wants to be a part of that crazy, loony bunch up there?  Instead, it looks as 

if women see themselves as problem solvers, let’s go to Washington and see if we can 

straighten these itchy, terrible men out who will never compromise on anything, who 

insist upon my way or the highway.  I say bring them on, Democratic or Republicans, just 

so long as they’re women.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I hope this puts to rest the whole notion that women are 

somehow discriminated against at the polls because I think a lot of research has been 

done to show that people don’t not vote for a woman because she’s a woman and that if 

we want more women in public office, it’s a matter of getting more women to run.  And 

so there’s something good to see that the conversation is changing. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And there are also – one big factor over many, many years, just until 

recently was when women ran, they had much more trouble raising money.  Now women 

are pretty much a parity in terms of raising money. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  You raise a good point.  Did you know Michele Bachmann is the 

top fundraiser in the House next to speaker Boehner, the top?  She’s pulled in a ton of 

money.   

 

But back to why women – we need more women to run, right?  This is all about 

role models and saying, hey, I’m going to stand up.  I’m going to put myself out there.  

But, curiously, 60 percent of men say, yes, they’ll run in a heartbeat, right?  Only 40 

percent of women say they’ll run and they question themselves.  They have self-doubts.   



 

And I think this goes back to something we’ve talked about many times on this 

show.  You know, women were held to another standard when we’re in positions of 

leadership, whether we’re CEOs or running for Congress.   

 

We’re talked about – remember the Fox News commentator that asked – Chris 

Wallace – he asked Michele Bachmann, was she a flake?  Men don’t get asked the 

question that we get asked.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I also don’t think women interviewers would have asked her that.  

You would address her on a policy –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes.  Women interviewers wouldn’t have asked her that.  

(Inaudible) – think it was an unfair question. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But I want to ask you.  Okay, Michele Bachmann is in the House.  

You serve in the House.  Is it easier for you – and you’re on the progressive wing of the 

Democratic Party and she, obviously, being on the conservative wing of the Republican 

Party, can you guys negotiate any better than two guys in those situations?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’m interested, because it is true that Michele Bachmann 

deserves credit for being such a huge fundraiser, but you’ve got to know it has nothing to 

do with women’s issues.  It has nothing to do with being a woman.  She has painted 

herself on such the far right on women’s issues that she’s the last person any woman 

would look to.  It’s important.  It’s a milestone.   

 

But what you want in the Congress is women problem solvers do not expect 

Republican women to have my views on the issues, but I really don’t expect them to be 

on the opposite side of the average woman on every living thing, including the Equal Pay 

Act, the new Equal Pay Act, which I support. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But are you saying then that it’s really no easier for somebody – a 

woman on the progressive end of the Ds and a woman on the conservative end of the Rs 

to negotiate than it would be for two men? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  If you got to I suppose the farther edge of both sides, if we get 

more Republican women in the Congress – and, by the way, there are some.  They in a 

real sense are not the ones you hear from.  Their caucus is very intimidated.   

 

But if we get among those women coming in more who have come from state 

legislatures, where they’ve had to negotiate in order to get something done, the whole 

country will be better off and we, who are Democrats, there are many progressive 

Democrats like me who are willing to negotiate on Social Security, who are willing to 

negotiate on a lot of things, but we don’t have anybody to negotiate with at the moment.   

 



MS. WRIGHT:  I think it’s unfair for you to say in one breath, congresswoman, 

that you want all – you just said that you wanted all women to run, whether they’re 

Republican or Democrat, and then you said, but they have to be the right kind of 

Republican.  And somehow Michele Bachmann – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  If you get them. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Excuse me.  Michele Bachmann you just painted the picture that 

she wasn’t the right kind of a Republican.  I think Michele Bachmann –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  She was a right wing Republican. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Well, we have a left wing Debbie Wasserman Schultz. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But she is anti-woman. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait.  Please let Crystal –  

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Can we go back to the topic?  Michele Bachmann wouldn’t be 

pulling in the money she’s pulling in from women, men and every American under the 

sun if her message wasn’t relevant to women as well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Sabrina, last word. 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I think ultimately, this is why I think that there’s sometimes 

too much emphasis on getting women to run for office.  I’m more concerned with finding 

candidates who represent the values that I believe in, which happen to be limited 

government free market values.  So I much would rather see a John Boehner than a 

Debbie Wasserman Schultz.  That’s okay.  I don’t think that there’s anything wrong with 

looking for women who represent those values.  I do think they bring other things to the 

table, but I think we should be careful not to become too focused on that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines: a new documentary about women 

weightlifters.  It’s timed to release with this week’s start of the 2012 Olympics.  Called 

“Strong,” it takes viewers behind the scenes into the world of women weightlifters who 

struggle to fit into a society that values femininity. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

CHERYL HAWORTH [Weightlifter]:  I think there’s a 24.  It’s too small.  I’m 

too big.  This is as big as they go on the big girls.   

 

JULIE WYMAN [Producer and Director, “Strong”]:  I think women weightlifters 

kind of push the bounds and push our ideas of what it is to be feminine, what it is to be 

female.  These are women who are in a traditionally male sport, who are expressing and 



exemplifying real kind of aggression and just this incredible power when they step up to 

the platform. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Women’s weightlifting was catapulted into the spotlight during the 

2000 Olympics when Cheryl Haworth became the youngest athlete to earn a medal in that 

sport.  Her success in turn shined a light on all shapes and sizes of women. 

 

MS. WYMAN:  Another way to think about it is that weightlifting is like the sport 

of gymnastics in which the athletes moves the bar around their body as opposed to 

moving their body around the bar.  It happens so quickly.  It happens in a split second.  

But what I try to do in my film is slow that down and show the grace, the balance, the 

flexibility and the timing that are involved in the sport of weightlifting.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Throughout the documentary, Haworth and other female 

weightlifters struggle with ideals of beauty, strength and success.  But Haworth says there 

are advantages to being strong and powerful.   

 

MS. HAWORTH:  Like a little girl leans back with too much weight, you’re just 

going to – wham.  And finally – (inaudible) – there’s a little bit more room, like you’re 

sturdier, you’re more stable. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And even though Haworth confronts issues of beauty and self-

acceptance in the documentary, director Julie Wyman hopes her story will inspire women 

to redefine beauty. 

 

MS. WYMAN:  I think that self-esteem is very tied for women to appearance.  

And that appearance and beauty are dictated by an unfortunately really narrow scope of 

images that we have out there.  My hope is that by creating images of women that kind of 

break out of those narrow confines, they’ll be models for girls of all sizes. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Sabrina, I saw a great post on Facebook this week about Zoe Smith, 

who’s I think on the British Olympic weightlifting team and she was saying, you know, 

there were nasty things being said about how unattractive physically they were, 

unfeminine.  And she said, look, you know, we’re not trying to be hot.  That’s not our 

goal here.  And if men don’t like it, fine.  We don’t like the way a lot of men look either.   

 

But on the other hand, you know, if men do find us attractive, we think that’s 

great.  So how do you joggle being in a sport that’s really going to make you look more 

masculine because of the muscles and yet wanting to be attractive? 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Well, it’s interesting I think when the Olympics takes place, 

there’s a lot of emphasis in all of the sports on the athletes’ bodies and we talk about the 

gymnasts and they’re so small, and the wrestlers, and the swimmers.   

 



What I’m maybe more interested in is that this is the first summer Olympics, I 

think, in which women are represented on every single team, from every country that’s 

participating, even from some of the most sort of conservative Islamic countries, like 

Saudi Arabia.   

 

And so I think whether they’re beautiful in one person’s eyes or not, I think it’s 

more important that we’re seeing women are encouraged to get out there.  It’s a very 

positive message. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  It’s important that they are trying every conceivable sport.  For 

me, this is a case of (glory ?) and sadness, because as this young women is approaching 

retirement, she realizes not so much – maybe there’s a male wrestler she could find, but 

she realizes that she’ll have health consequences with this 300-pound weight and that 

she’s not as attractive.  And I don’t think she or anything she does will change femininity 

or what men and women look at when they look at a woman. 

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I think Sabrina made a good point too that the Olympics really is 

about sportsmanship, right, and the best athlete excelling.  And this morning I was 

watching a lot of coverage of anticipation about the games starting.  Everybody is 

focusing on, so and so on the swim team, I think they’re hooking up.   

 

And like Sabrina said, we focus a lot of on esthetics and the cute little gymnasts 

or Michael Phelps or this that and other.  I think female body lifters, this is great.  You 

know, we should – and I proud when I see Cheryl stand up for her sport.   

 

And really, you know, if you’re a guy, like you said, Bonnie, there’s a lot of fat 

guys out there.  We don’t like those guys either.  But there’s somebody for everybody out 

there and I think the more attention that is put on all the sports – and this goes back to the 

media, right, how you cover the Olympics.   

 

I don’t think female body – you know, lifting the weights and being Herculean is 

something that a lot of people in the media find sexy.  But I say more power to them.  I 

want to know about the athletes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Shame on those whatever media you were watching that they’re 

focusing on –  

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I won’t call them out. 

 

MS. ERBE:  – that they’re focusing on the ridiculous side issues. 

 

MS. CEVALLOS:  I think it’s great as well.  I just – these women are confident 

and they found something that they can excel in.  And, you know, that’s really – that’s 

something that all little girls – we have a large population that is of this size.  And more 

than the most athletic ladies that are in the Olympics right now.  And so I think it’s 

something that girls should look up to being confident about whatever size you are, 



finding something that you can excel in.  It’s proud to see that we have women in all 

these different sports. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes.  Go, girls.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Please 

follow me on Twitter @BonnieErbe and #tothecontrary.  And check out our website, 

pbs.org/ttc, where the discussion continues.  And whether you agree or think to the 

contrary, please join us next time. 

 

(END) 

 


