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.STX 



 

MS. ERBE:  Is religious influence in American politics boosting or holding back 

women's status? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Make no mistake, it's the ideological, simplistic, restrictive 

and conservative form of any religion that hurts women. 

 

MS. LIEBAU:  The Judao-Christian tradition has been central to ensuring 

women's rights historically and still today. 

 

MS. SOSA:  There are many religions in America, and some are good for women 

and some are not. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  More than two centuries after the founding of this nation, the 

one thing that we know for sure is that the founding fathers had it right.  The separation 

of church and state is fundamental to promoting individual rights. 

 

(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, a U.N. 

report urges countries, including the U.S., to do more to boost women's status and ensure 

women's reproductive rights.  Behind the headlines, why smoking is on the rise among 

Asian-American girls.  Up first, foreign policy and religion. 

 

A new United Nations report says developing nations have made progress in 

boosting women's status and reproductive health during the past decade.  This report 

grades individual nation's progress in the decade since the 1994 U.N. Conference on 

Population and Development, where almost all participating nations agreed the way to 

increase development and quality of life was to educate young girls.  Since then, nearly 

all of the 151 developing countries surveyed by the U.N. have enacted laws or policies to 

protect women's rights.  During the past several years, however, the U.S. delegation, 

including more religious conservatives appointed by the Bush administration, has turned 

the focus to promoting abstinence education, denouncing condom use, and blocking $34 

million in aid for family planning in poor countries. 

 

Critics describe these policy changes as hallmarks of evangelical influence 

prescribed by an administration whose president makes his religious faith a central 

feature of his politic.  The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life found this month 68 

percent of Americans believe it's important a president has strong religious beliefs.  It 

also found 53 percent of women who self-identify as highly religious support Bush, 40 

percent support Kerry; 61 percent of women who are not highly religious support Kerry, 

32 percent Bush. 

 



Meanwhile, a Greenberg/Quilan/Rosner Research/To The Contrary Poll this 

summer found a minority of female likely voters say religious conservatives have too 

much influence in the Bush administration. 

 

Carol Platt Liebau, good to see you again. 

 

MS. LIEBAU:  Great to be back. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, what is it?  First of all, I think we can all agree evangelical and 

religious influence on American politics is greater than it was, say, five or ten years ago.  

Is this a good thing or a bad thing for women's progress? 

 

MS. LIEBAU:  Well, evangelical Christianity is just an offshoot of traditional 

Christianity, and historically the hallmarks of that faith have been a belief in the 

importance of human life, and the inherent dignity of every individual.  So, when you 

have that inevitably, historically, and even today, that serves to help the advancement of 

women because in a world where otherwise men can dominate women though sheer brute 

force, it gives a reason that women should be respected, and their rights should be 

secured.  And if that isn't clear from just looking at the United States, when you compare 

the status of women in countries that have come out of the Judao-Christian tradition 

versus those that have not, it is clear that women have better status, better health, and a 

whole accompaniment of benefits in a society where they are respected for their own 

inherent dignity. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you agree? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  No.  You know, if you move -- let's look at all religions, 

because this country is made up of so many religions, sort of reflective of the entire 

world, any time you have a very, very simplistic interpretation of that religion, trouble 

begins.  And it's usually a traditional one that is based on a patriarchal notion of where 

authority lies.  And when that occurs, what happens is that women's rights begin to revert 

back, or is being influenced to revert back to something much more conservative. 

 

Notice the stigma that's now being placed on women who go to work, and don't 

take care of their children, and the emphasis placed on "the family," the idea being that a 

woman who doesn't take care of her family is somehow bad.  And that has been seeping 

more and more into our culture of late. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You, Irene, let's tell the viewers if they don't already know, you're a 

Catholic, you're a believing Catholic, you go to church every -- not a fallen away 

Catholic.  How do you rectify in your own mind being a very prominent feminist and 

fighting for women's rights and donating to a church, going to a church, supporting a 

church that doesn't let women get into the hierarchy? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Your religion is your home.  And I want to be able to go to 

my church to worship, even if I disagree with some of the precepts of that church.  When 



I read the Bible, I remembered a Jesus who went to the lepers, who went to the 

prostitutes, who went to the least of us.  So, I think of Jesus as being somehow much 

more generous, much more open-minded of people's differences, and going to those who 

had even less, and somehow finding the good in them.  So, that's the religions that I 

know.  So, to me, it is not separate from my being able to go to church as a Catholic. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I would like this discussion to be more concrete.  And let's speak 

concretely as to what's happening under the Bush administration.  And it's not only about 

his faith, and all presidents talk about their faith through the history of this country, it's 

how he's allowed his faith, and his alliance with the Christian conservative community to 

influence his policies.  You know, I'm a public health expert, we believe there are certain 

issues you need to do, for example, condom use to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS.  

Well now, internationally, they are trying not to allow those policies to be in place 

because the conservative Christians are against that.  So, that's my problem. 

 

What I do personally is one thing, but we are in a country that believes strongly, 

or was founded strongly in the separation of church and state, and there are sort of 

blurring that line under the Bush administration more than ever before. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I think that when we talk about this, one of the things we have 

to really keep in mind, and sort of be intellectually honest about this is, we live in a great 

democracy where we do have a separation of church and state, and regardless of what 

President Bush's religious beliefs are, or what Senator Kerry's religious beliefs are, no 

one person in the United States can dominate what this country does based on religious 

beliefs, unlike in other countries.  We have --  

 

MS. ERBE:  It's interesting that you say that, though, because -- that that's your 

position, because clearly under this president, one major thing that's going on, if you go 

on the internet and index for faith-based charities and religions, before he came into 

office, they were not getting federal money.  He signed an executive order.  He tried to 

pass a law, that fell apart.  But he signed an executive order, and there are now seminars 

out there about how religious charities can bid for and get federal funds.  So, why do you 

say -- I mean, a lot of people believe that the wall between church and state, if not porous 

like Swiss cheese at this point, doesn't exist anymore? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Because we have a separation of powers, and we have a great 

system of checks and balances.  I absolutely believe that if anyone in this country really 

believed that President Bush's religious beliefs, and we actually don't really know what 

they are, they're very nuanced positions that he takes on a variety of issues, but if anyone 

really believed that his religious beliefs were going to set back the path of women, 

whether domestically or abroad, we have a judicial branch and a legislative branch that 

can put that in check. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait.  Carol. 

 



MS. LIEBAU:  But even more than that, when we talk about the separation of 

church and state, it's important to go back and look at the founding, and what the 

founding fathers did.  And they created a First Amendment to protect freedom for 

religion, freedom for a variety of religions, not freedom from religion.  And this country 

has always had a highly religious component in all of its political and dialogue from 

George Washington, to Abraham Lincoln, to Ronald Reagan, and that tradition is true 

today. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  There's nothing bad about that.  I mean, I think people fled 

here for religious freedom, one of the major reasons.  It is when religious principles are 

being imposed on a larger population through practices like the one Bonnie had brought 

up earlier by an administration that may have different beliefs from some of the members 

of the population.  This whole --  

 

(Crosstalk.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  This whole insistence, for instance, on abstinence only as a 

major method for preventing all sorts of reproductive diseases is a reflection of a 

particular religious belief.  There was a time when abstinence was one option, 

contraception was another option, there were several options.  Now, there's a lot of 

money being poured into abstinence only, not only here in the United States, but also 

internationally. 

 

MS. LIEBAU:  Well, again, the whole point about abstinence education, there 

have been studies in places like the Journal of the American Medical Association that do 

show that things like virginity pledges reduce teenage sexuality and the problems that can 

result there from dramatically.  So, that's one particular issue.  Abstinence, though, is not 

just some bizarre feature of the evangelical Christianity.  As you know, that's something 

that's in the Catholic Church, the Muslim faith, a wide variety of them.  And so -- 

 

(Crosstalk.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  When it becomes government policy, there is a problem with 

that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Patricia. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Absolutely.  It should be driven by research and data, and there's 

plenty that we know about what works in many areas.  Reproductive issues has been one, 

education, marriage, stem cell research, there's a whole list of issues that there is plenty 

of data that is overwhelming that the -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  I'm going to close this discussion, Carol, but specifically how does 

increased religion in public life and politics empower women? 

 



MS. LIEBAU:  It empowers women in a number of ways because to the extent 

that people are believing Christians, or believing in a faith that does recognize the 

inherent dignity of every human being, and every human life, that works to the benefit of 

women.  And for a contrast, look to China, where female babies are being aborted and 

left on roadsides, 41 million more boy babies than girl babies because girls are simply not 

valued in that society.  That wouldn't happen here. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Where religion has intruded the most into government 

policies in the area of reproductive choice that allowed women to have choices that 

enabled them to be able to go to work so that they can feed their families, and that is the 

one area in which conservative interpretation of Judao-Christian religion has harmed 

women enormously in this country and abroad. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Michelle. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I don't think religion has any place in politics.  I think that's 

why we have a separation of church and state.  I think that's why we have a system of 

checks and balances.  And I think that rather than just concentrating on what the problem 

is, we need to discuss what the solution is. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Lastly, Patricia. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I agree with Michelle.  Unfortunately, the politics are not there in 

terms of the separation of the branches of government, and I think the Bush 

administration is seriously trying to undermine the separation of church and state. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Thank, Carol, for joining this part of the program. 

 

MS. LIEBAU:  Delighted to be with you. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Behind the headlines, smoking is not a top priority in the Asian-

American community, but health experts say it is the major cause of death among Asian-

Americans.  In this report, To The Contrary continues its coverage of tobacco control and 

minority communities with this look at how Asian-Americans and Pacific Islanders are 

staying smoke free. 

 

Wall climbing and ropes courses may not be typical anti-smoking activities, but 

these Washington State teens are gaining empowerment and learning about team building 

in this weekend retreat run by the Asian-American/Pacific Islander Coalition Against 

Tobacco. 

 

MS. SIM:  Those are all challenges that they have to face, and they face it 

together.  And it's the same as tobacco. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The challenge with Asian-Americans and tobacco is complex.  

Smoking is less prevalent among Asian-American adults than among the general U.S. 



population.  Asian-American women smoke in much smaller percentages than other 

groups.  The bigger problem is among young people who smoke at low rates in middle 

school but increase quickly so are smoking at similar rates to most other teens by high 

school.  A recent study found Asian-American teens smoke menthol cigarettes in higher 

percentages than most other groups.  Menthols are more carcinogenic than non-menthol 

cigarettes. 

 

MS. SAETURN:  A majority of my friends, they all smoked, and some even if 

they're under the age of 18, they still have access to it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Many of these teens used to smoke.  Their friends pressured them to 

smoke, or their parents smoke.  Immigrant parents import customs from countries where 

anti-smoking efforts pale compared to those in the U.S.  For example, 66 percent of 

Korean men smoke versus 39 percent of Korean-American men, versus 23 percent of 

adult Americans.  The World Health Organization reports most Asian countries tax 

cigarettes lightly, and don't control advertising or sponsorships by tobacco firms. 

 

MS. SHIGAKI:  A large percentage of our community are immigrants and 

refugees, and when they're coming to this country they've already been dealing with some 

cultural expectations or norms that are difference here than the United States.  For 

example, men in Asia are expected to smoke, both in terms of socializing with other men, 

but also to succeed in the business world, and immigrants are also lacking knowledge 

about basic information about smoking. 

 

MR. LEW:  The tobacco industry at the same time is targeting specifically their 

products to Asia and the Pacific.  What you actually see is double targeting, because 

immigrant families who come here from Asia and the Pacific have been targeted in their 

home country.  When they come here, they're also targeted again. 

 

MS. SHIGAKI:  Youth are being targeted, and they're also targeting women now 

since Asian women have had such a low smoking rate, they see that as a huge pool of 

people that they can recruit. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In the 1990s, only 12 percent of women in Asian countries smoked, 

but that's changing as the tobacco industry targets young women with messages equating 

smoking with equality and personal freedom. 

 

MS. TANJASIRI:  For the younger girls, it's something that is oftentimes hidden, 

right, because there is significant family stigma against Asian girls smoking, but it's a 

form of assertiveness, and becoming independent.  So, when you walk across many 

college campuses, like my own, you'll see many groups of girls smoking.  So, gender 

roles, acculturation, dieting actually and body image. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Here and abroad, ads such as this one from Virginia Slims show an 

Asian woman as a geisha.  The title, finding your voice, and finding your strength.  And 

there are others. 



 

MS. TANJASIRI:  Print ads, for example, that now are portraying multiethnic, 

kind of those vague multiethnic women in very appealing roles, they're slightly Asian, 

and they really do appeal to the girls in our communities. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Advocates say there needs to be a long-term commitment to fight 

tobacco industry efforts to recruit new smokers.  Appeal, a national social justice network 

working toward a tobacco free community, has trained more than 300 leaders during the 

past five years. 

 

MR. LEW:  Our community has been co-opted by the tobacco industry in terms 

of our organizations receiving money from tobacco companies.  But also just the 

disempowerment that happens with the tobacco issue, not only in terms of being 

impacted around tobacco related diseases, but not being able to respond to it, not getting 

the resources. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Needed are materials in appropriate languages, and quit programs 

designed specifically for women and teens.  Surveys also show family values are 

important.  While women may not feel the impact of tobacco themselves, they 

overwhelmingly don't want their children exposed to it.  One major barrier is often times 

Asian-Americans are not considered to be in need, so funding isn't available for the 

programs. 

 

MS. ISIHARA:  It's the most preventable health issue, but yet it's not a priority in 

our community, and building the capacity and educating our communities around the 

issue will begin to have it become a priority issue. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Marguerite Ro, welcome to the panel.  Good to see you. 

 

MS. RO:  Thank you.  Good to see you again. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is smoking a bigger problem in the Asian-American community than 

it would be otherwise if tobacco companies weren't specifically targeting that 

community? 

 

MS. RO:  I think that we have a long-standing issue with tobacco because, as we 

know, in East Asia and Southeast Asia, the use of tobacco is quite prevalent there.  And 

so, given that you know over 65 percent of our Asian-American population are 

immigrants, or are foreign-born still, this is a major issue that needs to be dealt with.  

Again, tobacco is the number one preventable cause of death for Asian-Americans as 

well as for all other populations. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And explain, we saw the pictures, we were reacting while we 

watched the tape, oh my god, how is this -- you know, the geisha with the cigarette in the 

mouth, and that sort of thing.  And, aside from that, how are they targeting Asian-

American women particularly, and girls? 



 

MS. RO:  You know, one of the things that the tobacco industry does is that it 

goes out and it acts as a supporter of community groups, and community events, whether 

it's in the arts, or whether it's small businesses, and especially with small businesses, 

given that we have so many kind of mom and pop stores, the small convenience stores 

that are run by Asians. 

 

MS. SOSA:  As you know, for a living, I actually do a lot of work on tobacco 

control, and I have been working very closely with the Asian and Pacific Islander 

community, and there's a couple of things.  It's a very diverse community.  We know that 

we like to lump them into one.  I mean there is just this diversity of cultures.  And 

smoking rates are very different, and you alluded to that earlier in the segment.  But, for 

example, in the Vietnamese community, you have sectors that have 70 percent smoking 

rates among men in the United States.  We're not talking back home, we're talking here 

domestically, the Filipino community, and those communities need help, and the 

resources are not there because they're lumped, everybody in the Asian community 

doesn't need resources, and there's a real issue on how to deal with those specific 

communities. 

 

And then, the second issue as to the international dynamic.  Yes, there's a tradition 

of high smoking rates in those countries, 60 percent smoking rates or higher among men 

in China, for example.  But what's happening, the American tobacco companies, like 

Phillip Morris, are trying to penetrate the Chinese market.  And what they do -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  Chinese market in China? 

 

MS. SOSA:  In China.  And what they do when they penetrate the market is 

typical behavior of American companies, is they go after women because women are the 

untapped market in terms of smoking.  So, it's very scary, and here while they can market 

to them here, and that will influence their families in China, they can influence the 

women in China, and they will immigrate to the United States.  So, it's a very difficult 

situation to deal with. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  As an Asian-American, I have to say this was a revelation to 

me, and I'm so glad to know this.  American tobacco companies are doing exactly what 

every company wants to do, they're being pushed out of here, so they're going to find 

niche markets, they're going to penetrate other areas of the world, not just in Asia but also 

in other --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait a minute.  When I go overseas, and I've been to Asia many 

times, the smoking rates to me in European countries, in Italy, in France, in Asia, 

everywhere, are much higher because they haven't had the anti-smoking efforts that we 

have here.  So, how can they grow the market there when they've penetrated most of 

those markets? 

 



MS. SOSA:  In most of those countries, they're state-owned cigarette companies, 

and they follow certain traditions:  i.e., in many of the Asian countries you do not market 

women, you tailor your product to men.  When the American companies come in, they 

change the dynamic. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Also, there is a cache in American brands, and that is one of 

the things that is marketable abroad.  Having American cigarettes supposedly is a better 

type of cigarette.  All of that then comes back here, because of all those smoking habits 

somehow are retained, and women, the Asian women, are double whammied.  They have 

passive smoking, they inhale all of that at home, and then also their kids are being 

targeted, or they, themselves, are being targeted. 

 

But the part that's really hard here is the cultural component.  You know, when 

one of the commentators in the piece that we just saw said, well, you know smoking 

among young women is a sign of assertiveness against what is at home.  It's also a sign of 

being an American.  It's also a sign of being with it.  Then, you couple that with this 

tradition, this cultural tradition of the men smoking, and you've got this huge cultural 

component to a big health problem. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But when you talk about it's a sign of being American, it's a sign of 

being hip, how is that any different for Asian-American girls than it is for 

European -- American girls of European descent? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  The discussion actually saddens me, because it's another 

minority community that's being marketed to.  In the African-American community, it is 

dissimilar, but there are similarities.  African-Americans are market to, you see, for beer, 

for cigarettes, it's a sign of being cool, it's a sign of being a part of the hip hop 

community.  I think generally the same sort of sense we get about immigrants who come 

here who want to do something that's cool, who want to appear American and sort of 

assimilate into our culture, and it's sad that to do that you pick up a habit that can kill you. 

 

MS. RO:  And assimilation, you're really fighting some cultural boundaries here, 

because when you get the young Asian teenage girl here who wants to suddenly exert her 

independence, you'll see, if you look at the smoking rates among Asian teenagers, you 

know, in middle school they have some of the lowest rates.  But by the time they reach 

12th grade, 33 percent of Asian-American teenagers are smoking.  And, you know, what 

we haven't done is, we haven't tracked it to see what happens when they go to college, 

when they really, truly do have some of their independence. 

 

MS. SOSA:  And, Bonnie, that's the catastrophe.  The marketing strategies are 

similar, and the patterns in terms of wanting -- the new generation wanting to assimilate 

is similar.  But the magnitude of what happens is different because when you're dealing 

with Asian girls the smoking rates are so low.  And, from a public health perspective, you 

want to keep it there, and you're fighting this mighty enemy, which is the tobacco 

industry who is trying to undermine everything you're doing. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Hold the rest of that thought until after we come back from credits.  

That's it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, the latest in research about 

women and diabetes.  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.) 

 


