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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, actress and humanitarian Ashley 

Judd talks about the importance of ending maternal mortality and empowering women 

and girls.  Then, women win big in primary elections.  Behind the headlines, some 

Muslim women use Civil Rights era strategies to fight for gender equality.     

 

(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, improving global women’s 

reproductive health.   

 

This week, Actress Ashley Judd joined former Chilean President Michelle 

Bachelet, White House Advisor Valerie Jarrett, and other influential women at Women 

Deliver 2010, the world’s largest conference on women’s health and empowerment in 

more than a decade.  The goal is to reduce maternal mortality and achieve universal 

access to reproductive health services in five years.  About a half million women and 

girls die from pregnancy related causes each year.  AIDS is now the number one cause of 

death and diseases among women of child bearing age in the world.   

 

As an advocate for young people with AIDS worldwide, Judd says women are the 

new face of HIV/AIDS.   

 

MS. ASHLEY JUDD:  (From tape.)  Women are both biologically and culturally 

more susceptible to the HIV virus.  If you look at Uganda, for example, girls aged 15 to 

24 are infected at three times the rate of their male cohort, and that’s because of their 

vulnerability to sexual exploitation.  So it’s very much a women’s issue.  Well, no 

woman should die giving life and in this day and age is preposterous that it still occurs.  

It’s not an unknown unfathomable conundrum.  We know exactly what needs to be done 

to protect and empower maternal health and ensure child survival.  It’s just about public 

awareness, political will.  That’s really it.       

 

MS. ERBE:  And funding.  At the conference, Melinda Gates, wife of Microsoft 

founder, Bill Gates, pledged $1.5 billion over the next five years for maternal and child 

health, family planning, and nutrition programs in developing countries.  The U.S. has 

pledged $63 billion to help countries strengthen their health systems.  The United Nations 

is calling on governments and private donors to commit at least $12 billion.  Judd says 

empowering boys is another way to help girls.   

 

MS. JUDD:  (From tape.)  I believe very strongly that this hetero-normative, 

social construction of gender is as abusive to boys and men as it is to girls and women.  It 

appears as though boys and men have the authority and power, and of course in many 

instances their interests are still – and entitlements are still privileged.  But I don’t think 

that that’s healthy for them and I think that it’s a spiritually bankrupt is what happens to 



girls and women.  And so including boys and men in this caucus of development is 

essential.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman Norton, can the conference goal be met, that is 

universal access to birth control and no more maternal deaths in child birth by 2015? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, recent progress shows that such perfection is possible, 

but you can’t reach perfection unless you do what it takes to get there.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Reducing maternal deaths in child birth is obviously a laudable 

goal that I think we’ll all agree with.  I think the controversy, of course, is going to come 

with our talking about what does universal access to reproductive rights look like.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  I think that we absolutely can if we have the political 

will.  It’s not mysterious how we do it.  We know exactly how and if we want to, we will.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, what Genevieve said, I think it’s a laudable goal, but an 

unrealistic one on a global scale.  And any time you start talking about universal 

anything, I get very concerned.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, why?  Why?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, because – who’s going to mandate that?  Is that the 

government that’s going to force people?  Where does choice come into that?  Where is 

the money going to come from?  Universal – the concept of universal anything doesn’t 

really necessarily work.  How is it actually going to play out?  How are you going to 

administer this?  There’s problems when you start talking – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  And you know we got pretty close and recently child maternal 

deaths had gone up.  But we got pretty close in this country to that kind of perfection and 

it wasn’t all that difficult.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, I would also – I know this is going to sound a bit retro, but I 

remember millions of women per year dying in child birth, at least in my – years ago, the 

day they used to be in the millions, not half a million, and we’re talking about six plus 

billion people on the planet as a percentagewise.  I think as a percentagewise, it’s been 

going down for quite some time now, correct?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  It has and it keeps going down.  And if it keeps going down, I 

don’t know why that wouldn’t be outstanding for the rest of the world, even given the 

cultural differences.  Why in the world would we say, for example, as I think I heard my 

friend say, that universal access to the right to control whether you have children or not 

should be controversial?  Imagine somebody saying to you, “no, you ought to have as 

many children as I think you ought to have.”  

 



MS. WOOD:  No, I – I agree with you on that, but my concern is and I think 

Ashley Judd kind of maybe she was alluding to this – I’m not sure – at this, but I think 

women ought to be able to say no.  I don’t think it’s just about, “well, I’ve got to do 

whatever he says, so as long as I’ve got birth control and condom, I’ve got to go along 

with this.”  I think there’s – we need to empower women to also be able to say no.  And 

not just “no, I want to be able to have sex and not have kids,” but, “no, I don’t want to 

have sex with you.”  And that’s not what universal – the kind of – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Have you been there in these villages?   

 

MS. WOOD:  – well, Bonnie – 

 

MS. ERBE:  You’re talking about primitive – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – as much as anything else.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – but wait a second.  You’re talking about primitive tribal peoples, 

no education, no money, and – 

 

MS. WOOD:  But this whole thing’s about an education effort.  Why is the 

education effort just here’s how to use a condom?   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  And there’s so much that we agree.  If we only funded – 

if these people had access to plain old contraception, we don’t have to fight this fight 

about abortion.  We would reduce the number by a third.  That’s huge.  And we – and 

education really is a key.  In Bangladesh, they cut it in half in a decade with education.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, but the other thing – but the other thing too is – let me just tell 

you – in ’95, the UN conference on population and development, I went to the 

conference.  I did some coverage about birth control issues in Egypt.  The men came to 

the interviews, to do the interviews with their wives.  The culture is so – you can’t – yes, 

it would be wonderful to throw up every child born into an Arab primitive village to 

Harvard for education, but if at least the women could control – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – okay, one at a time, you, Melinda?   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Well, there’s so much that can be done that to me it’s 

immoral.  To me, this is not a complicated moral issue, especially for those who would 

argue that we’re this Christian country; I would say this is a no-brainer to get involved in 

this way.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  But it’s multifaceted because it’s not only the child birth 

mortality issue, it’s also the AIDS issue in Africa.  And the Bush administration – I 

would like to give them some credit.  They – the PEPFAR program was something of a 



huge accomplishment that made huge strides in Africa and this administration is 

continuing to fund it.  Some people think that it’s too much money, but what we’re doing 

there that has significantly reduced the AIDS rate.  Unfortunately, for every two people 

that are treated, five more people are contracting AIDS – 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, last word, Eleanor.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  PEPFAR is just the way to go.  You don’t try to – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Explain what that is, please, for people.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  This is a boatload of money we put into to eliminating AIDS in 

various ways in Africa.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  To pump up clinics, private clinics to help them treat, giving 

these treatments.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  But you should not introduce the cultural yeses and nos in this.  

And PEPFAR didn’t do this.  It went around the culture controlled by men and said, 

“look, women, this is what you have to do – 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, but Uganda was another example of a similar situation.  And 

abstinence was a big thing that was pushed there.  And it did more to lower the AIDS rate 

in Africa than anywhere else.  So I think you’ve got to look at both.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From women’s health to women in politics.  2010 is 

shaping up to be another year of the woman.  Female candidates swept a victory in many 

of Tuesday’s hotly contested primary races.  Two-term Arkansas Democratic Senator 

Blanch Lincoln fought off a wave of anti-incumbent sentiment.  Meg Whitman clinched 

the Republican gubernatorial spot in California.  But it’s the so-called “mama grizzlies” 

backed by GOP star Sarah Palin who are really shaking things up.  Their success proves 

the former Alaska governor and vice presidential candidate still has a major influence on 

voters.  The Palinista candidates include California Senate Republican Carly Fiorina, 

South Carolina gubernatorial candidate Nikki Haley, and New Mexico gubernatorial 

candidate Susana Martinez, who could become the first Latina governor in the country.   

 

So is this another year of the woman, the year of the Republican woman this 

time?  When you looked at Tuesday’s results, it was like all-women.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes, it was a lot of women.  It’s a lot of women, Bonnie, and a lot 

of them are Republicans.  You can put any headline you want.  I don’t know that’s 

because there’re women that were sitting in these places.  Meg Whitman has a pretty 

impressive résumé and it’s not just because it’s got woman stamped on it, as long – along 

with several of the others.  So yes, it may turn out to be that maybe the headline comes 

out.    

 



DEL. NORTON:  Oh, the women had come out – (inaudible) – and a lot of them 

– (inaudible) – women.  And you know what, they won’t live to see the office.  When the 

general election comes and some of these net wings get out here, you will see that if 

independents are alive and well, a lot of these women won’t make it.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Oh, I take issue with that obviously.  I think in California, we 

have two very strong candidates that happen to be women.  They have executive 

experience.  They have the money, which is usually a problem when it comes to Senate 

races and major federal office like that that women don’t have the same pipeline access to 

money that the male structure does.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes, but I think both candidates in California – let’s face it – this is 

definitely a progress for women in the sense that when before could you have had two 

multi– I don’t know Fiorina is a billionaire, but certainly Meg Whitman is worth well 

over a billion – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  She’s a multimillionaire.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – she’s a multimillionaire.  And they wouldn’t have gotten to their 

levels in corporate America to make their money to do what men have done all along, 

which is to say buy their way into office, and that’s progress.  That is progress.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Fiorina has $5 million less now and Meg Whitman has 

$71 million less now, but it is progress.  And I think it’s hypocritical for a liberal woman 

to say that we own the word “feminist.”  I think that it’s progress for all women to see 

this kind of new model of Republican women.  However, I did question whether Carly 

Fiorina looked like much of a feminist when he was making – caught on open mike – 

making fun of her opponent’s hair and making fun of her fellow Republican, Meg 

Whitman, for choosing to go on Hannity and of course, she’ll be on that on the Friday 

night.  (Laughter.)   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – wait a minute, I sure don’t want to start a fight over the word 

“feminist,” but I don’t think that Republican women, by running on essentially – 

 

MS. ERBE:  You’re talking the mama grizzlies, the Palinistas – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  – yes, running on men’s issues can somehow claim the feminist 

label.   

 

MS. WOOD:  But what are men’s issues?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  The issues they run on.  That is I see no difference between 

them and the men they’re running against.  I don’t see any women’s issues coming out of 

these tea party women.   



 

MS. WOOD:  What are women issues?   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Maybe all our issues are women’s issues.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  But I think it’s the political climate that we’re in right now.  

Dick Morris did a study a couple of years ago for Hillary Clinton, and it was an 

interesting one about why do people vote for women versus men.  And he found that 

obviously the electorate has specific views or stereotypes about what men – what issues 

men are good at, war, terrorism, that kind of stuff, defense – and what women are good 

at.  And people trust women when it comes to integrity in government, cleaning up 

corruption – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Financial issues.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – and financial issues, which is the hallmark of what we’re 

going through right now, which is another reason why I think people are looking to 

women to clean it up.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you this because this was to me the biggest question of 

the week.  Nikki Haley, down in South Carolina, accused of two affairs, guys took 

polygraph tests, and yet she made it.  She did lose some support, but she made it to a 

runoff.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait a second.  Do voters cut women accused of affairs some 

slack that they wouldn’t cut men accused of those affairs?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  This, excuse me, rag head, as she was called in South Carolina, 

I think made it through because she is a right wing reformer.  She’s on a state full of 

corruption in politics.  She took advantage of this to throw all the bombs out and by the 

way threw out everything that I think women should be for.  You want to know what 

women’s issues?  Why don’t they at least take the classical women’s issues, traditional 

women’s issues involving women and children and do something with it.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Most of them are off for school choice, which I think education is 

an issue that a lot of women care very much about.  But I’ll say, Nikki Haley, down in 

South Carolina, look, she’s a tough reformer.  She’s come out very strong there.  And 

she’s in tough competition in the primary.  These were like nobody she was running 

against.  But a whole other thing about the throwing out there, you had an affair.  I think 

people probably trust women more than that when it comes to that category.  But second, 

she denied it immediately and she said if it ever comes out it’s true, I’ll resign.  That – 

she came about very differently – 

 

(Cross talk.)   



 

MS. ERBE:  Last word.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  I sort of thought jinx alert, that’s kind of like – 

 

MS. WOOD:  That’s going to come out.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – said follow me around for a while.  You’ll find 

nothing.  (Inaudible) – and it probably helped her that there was pushback to that 

hopefully against that kid of politics, where you slime somebody at the last minute, then 

get away with it.  And I –   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And thank you, Melinda – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – very much agree with what you said about how women 

are traditionally seen as the outsiders and that helps women across the spectrum.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – and thank you, Melinda, for joining us for this part of the show.  

Behind the headlines, pray-ins.  A group of women in the nation’s capital are launching 

what they hope will become a national trend.  They’re walking out from behind the 

seven-foot barrier separating men and women in some mosques and praying with the 

men.  Comparing themselves to Civil Rights era demonstrators, these women say they’re 

fighting for a return to what they believe is true Islam.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. FATIMA THOMPSON:  If we succeed in ending gender segregation that our 

community will be closer to a truer expression, truer spirit of Islam and then we can 

move forward in working for social justice in the world, regardless of religious 

boundaries.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Fatima Thompson, who became a Muslim almost two decades ago, 

organized the first two pray-ins.  Thompson says two thirds of U.S. mosques keep 

women in some time of seclusion during prayer.  Some say it promotes modesty.  Others 

say it keeps men from being distracted during the service.    

 

MS. THOMPSON:  When I’m standing behind that barrier, I cannot hear them 

pray.  I cannot see the other men ahead of us praying, and so it’s very hard to follow the 

prayers.  And more than that, you’re just totally cut off from the community and you feel 

like a second class citizen.  I’ve been in really bad conditions, but I would feel so cut off 

and I was really irritated that when I finished praying that there was a jama’ah, but I 

didn’t hear it to be able to benefit from joining it.  And I just decided at that moment, 

“that’s enough.”   

 

MS. ERBE:  The prey-ins provoked mosque officials to call police and file a 

restraining order against the women.  Thompson responded with a civil rights complaint 



to the Council on American Islamic Relations.  One fellow Muslim calls the women 

brave and hopes Muslim women in the U.S. and around the world will follow her 

example.   

 

MS. :  The women did not ask for something that is not acceptable.  They just 

wanted to change and they wanted to be in the big hall, in the place that all of men and 

women worship and pray to God.  And they want to be able to make that connection with 

the imam who’s leading the prayer and all of that.   

 

MS. THOMPSON:  Sometimes, they perceive me as a non-Muslim because they 

realize that I’m American and that I’m a convert.  And they try to assume that really I’m 

a non-Muslim trying to put forward Western ideals or our agendas.  So that makes it a 

little difficult to take a lead in this.  It’s also difficult to refute other Muslims who are 

either immigrant or who have – our boy Muslims have been on this for 20, 30, 40 years 

because it’s hard to go against the flow of what so many people are doing.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Thompson says she’s noticed a conservative trend in Islam in recent 

years, which she believes contributes to the acceptance of segregated mosques.   

 

MS. THOMPSON:  I’ve spoken to individuals who have visited mosques that 

would be considered progressive or did not have gender segregation.  They had one floor 

where the men and women prayed on the same floor.  And they’ve gone back to visit 

years later and there’s a barrier.   

 

MS. :  I think the meaning of it is like keep women away from the place of – or 

the leadership of religious authority.  If the women are there, then they’re going to be 

interfering or talking about issues and decisions.  And this is a way of undermining 

women.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Despite the restraining order and negative reactions from some 

Muslims, Thompson says the protests will continue.   

 

MS. THOMPSON:  Every journey starts with one step.  And just the fact that 

we’ve taken this step I think it’s working.  It’s a progress.  It’s not a single event that will 

affect the change.   

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Welcome to the panel, Jehan Harney, very nice to have you here.   

 

MS. HARNEY:  Thank you.    

 

MS. ERBE:  What have these women accomplished so far?   

 

MS. HARNEY:  I think before we talk about accomplishments, we need to draw 

the line between two issues – Islam and the cultural practice of Islam.  What these 



women are calling for, basically equality between men and women in the mosques, has 

actually been practiced traditionally in Islam during the days of the Prophet.  Women 

used to pray either side by side men or behind men.  They were part of the same space, of 

the same cultural learning and religious spiritual experience.  

 

MS. ERBE:  So why did it change and why did the women at the time of the 

change accept the change?   

 

MS. HARNEY:  Today, what we see is the cultural practice of it in the mosques.  

We see barriers introduced by – a lot of them are immigrant Muslims, come from cultures 

that have basically been extra-protective of women, basically keeping them in a separate 

space.  And they brought that with them here.  So you find nearly like two thirds of these 

mosques have introduced barrier, put them in separate space, and in some instances some 

mosques have actually – few mosques have actually not really welcomed women there 

because there’s no space, especially during Friday prayers.  These mosques are 

traditionally basement or a home or an apartment building, so the space is very limited.  

And their also understanding of where women should be is also limited.  They see 

women’s place is actually in the home and not the mosque.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you think they can succeed in breaking this barrier?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  The reason I think they can is because this is how it happens, 

always from somebody pushing from the far reaches inside.  You said something very 

important.  I never realized that this was culturally, rather than religiously imposed.  And 

if it’s culturally imposed, these women are doing exactly wrong thing.    

 

MS. ERBE:  But that’s what they say, for example, about the burka, that it’s not – 

obviously all Islamic women don’t wear it, but certain cultures adopted it, like the 

Taliban in Afghanistan.   

 

MS. HARNEY:  Exactly, exactly, so I think what these women are actually doing 

is shedding light on a particular practice in mosques that is not really in line with the true 

spirit of traditional Islam, of what the Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, has 

practiced in his days.  And I think in cases when women are not really welcomed in a 

mosque, whether they’re being told as such, or whether they just don’t find the space to 

be there, I think it’s a sad issue because women in this culture who need to be more in 

touch with their faith in a foreign land, they feel like they want to be part of that 

community.  So if they’re not being welcomed enough, do not have enough space, and 

are not really represented on the boards of these mosques, then they’re being really kept 

away.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you a question.  You’re obviously not wearing a head 

covering.  And when I see women a lot of – in my neighborhood – wearing the head 

covering, I feel like they’re setting – not meaning to obviously, but in a way, they’re 

setting American women back and I find it very offensive because we fought so hard for 

what we have here.  What do you say to those women, first of all, why they continue to 



shroud themselves when they’re in a country where they can be free and they can be 

Islamic without covering themselves?   

 

MS. HARNEY:  So are you actually asking why women continue to wear the veil 

in a culture when they don’t have to?   

 

MS. ERBE:  Right.  And what Americans should understand about why they’re 

doing it?   

 

MS. HARNEY:  I think – I actually made a film on this, a short documentary 

called “The Colors of Veil.”  And I featured a former U.S. soldier who converted to Islam 

and now basically wears the veil and is trying to make a difference, bringing cultures and 

people of different faiths together through her veil.  And it’s a personal choice.  When I 

see somebody basically tattooing all his body or piercing his body, it’s a personal choice.  

So – and it’s a form of modesty.  They’re trying not to really follow the trend that’s 

basically set by men, according to this person, whose name is – whose original name is 

Kim and now is Haidia (ph).  So basically, she doesn’t want to follow the trend set by 

men.  And she just wants to be modest.  And the attention that she gets just for her work 

and not for her looks or her attire.  That’s their personal view on these things.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Quickly.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I think for us, where your outward appearance and freedom of 

expression, in our culture it’s difficult to reconcile that.  I understand that.  And I think 

that also when you’re looking at a culture that’s so ancient in places like Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, the resilience of the women there and the freedom that they’re 

trying to put forth and the empowerment there, it should be applauded because the 

oppression that they are under, not only from culturally, but religiously it seems, is 

exponentially different than what we experience here in America.  And we should be 

proud of them for doing that.           

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And that’s where we’ll have to end.  That’s it for this 

edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, for Father’s Day, we talk with a dad who 

convinced his family to live off the grid for a whole year.  Please join us on the web for 

“To the Contrary Extra.”  Whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please 

join us next time. 

 

(END)  

 


