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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first lady Michelle Obama gets frank 

about her family’s faith.  Then, new research hones in on why so few women pursue 

carriers in math and science.  Behind the headlines, why every little girl wants to be a 

princess.      

 

(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 first family and 

religion.   

 

Some Americans want the Obamas to set the record straight about their religious 

beliefs.  This week, Ms. Obama said the first family participate in church and has a 

spiritual life.  She also said the president prays daily and often consults ministers by 

phone, but Ms. Obama would not disclose whether she has a spiritual advisor.  Despite 

many proclamations about being Christian, president Obama’s religion has been debated 

nationally since he became a candidate for national office.  Just last summer, one in five 

Americans believed he was a Muslim and close to half of Americans were unsure about 

the president’s religious beliefs.  Only 34 percent believe the president is Christian.  At 

the Annual National Prayer Breakfast, earlier this month, President Obama responded to 

his doubters.   

 

PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA:  (From tape.)  My Christian faith then has 

been a sustaining force for me over these last few years, all the more so when Michelle 

and I hear our faith questions from time to time.  We are reminded that ultimately what 

matters is not what other people say about us, but whether we’re being true to our 

conscience and true to our God.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Although the Obamas have worshiped at several churches, they 

haven’t officially joined a congregation.  Some wonder if this will impact his reelection 

campaign.   

 

So Dr. Avis Jones-DeWeever, is the president a Christian and does he need to 

convince the American public that he is?  

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  Well, without a shadow of a doubt, he is a Christian, 

but it’s really ironic to me that in a country based on a precept of religious freedom that 

we seem to have a litmus test on this issue.   

 

MS. PARKER:  Well, he says he’s a Christian, but I think that why some 

Americans question that is because they believe that in order to fulfill Christian precepts, 

you have a born again conversion, which usually leads to a biblically conservative world 

view.   



 

MS. GANDY:  Well, I want to know what happened to separation of Church and 

state.  Clearly he’s a Christian.  He was criticized heavily during the campaign for having 

been a member for 20 years of a Christian church, but I think it’s insulting that this is 

pressed and frankly pursued on right wing media.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  President Obama does say that he is a Christian and 80 percent of 

Americans have religious beliefs.  And so it is extremely important in the next year that 

he does make the case for his religion.   

 

MS. ERBE:  For starters, where is the stuff about him being a Muslim coming 

from and how did it developed and why is it necessary really?   

 

MS. PARKER:  I think some of it is because last year, when the National Prayer 

Day came, he rejected that.  He has spoken out against Christian principles and our 

founding.  He has embraced – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Which ones in particular?  Against Christian principles that he has 

spoken out against?   

 

MS. PARKER:  – yes, yes.  There’re some Christian principles that he has spoken 

and that he reject.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Which ones?   

 

MS. PARKER:  Well, there are several, prolife for instance.   

 

MS. GANDY:  That’s not a Christian principle.  I’m a Methodist and I’m 

prochoice.   

 

MS. PARKER:  Okay, where do we go from here?   

 

MS. GANDY:  I think Methodists were Christians last I looked.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. PARKER:  Well, you see, this is the problem, I suppose, is that in self-

defining and I guess that that is what religious has reduced itself to in this country that he 

now has declared a secular nation.  If you are secular, then you’re right, more relativism 

rules the day, and we can call Christianity anything that we want to.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  The real reason why – 

 

MS. GANDY:  Are you saying Methodists aren’t Christian?  Is that what you’re 

saying, really, seriously?  United Methodist Church? 

 

MS. PARKER:  I don’t know.  I’m not Methodist, but what in your definition 

anything qualifies – 



 

MS. GANDY:  Well, what about the Presbyterian Church of the United States?   

 

MS. PARKER:  – I am not Presbyterian either.  As I said in the opening, many – 

 

MS. GANDY:  But you’re saying that if you’re prochoice, you’re not Christian.   

 

MS. PARKER:  – I’ve talked about a Christian precept.  There is nowhere that 

you can find abortion in the scripture validated by those same scriptures.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  – and so we can find whatever you want.   

 

MS. PARKER:  And that’s what I just said, that more relativism rules the day, so 

we can define Christianity any way we want to.  So under those types of definitions, then 

everybody who says they are Christian is indeed a Christian.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  This really comes down to kind of the comparing contrast.  We 

just came out of eight years with President Bush, who is a very Christian man.  He talked 

about Christianity all the time.  He went to church every Sunday.  He talked about his 

faith and how he leaned on it.  And now we have a president who doesn’t talk about it as 

much.  So everyone’s kind of wondering.  It has them guessing.  So it’s really just a gap 

of communication on this issue and that leaves the American public wondering – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you think that being a Christian is a litmus test for running for 

president or should be?   

 

MS. HAMEL:  – I think with over 70 percent of the American public being 

protestant or being Catholic, I feel that this country feels that they need to have a 

Christian president.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But there was a huge survey that just came out recently.  It’s 

showing that more and more Americans are becoming secular.  They’re just not – that 

that sort of yesterday’s version and – 

 

MS. HAMEL:  This is a recent poll.  And if you look at Gallup released a poll last 

June saying more and more people are going to church and a lot of that is because of 

economic bad times that people lean on faith.  But with a war, with economic downtime, 

with the fiscal train wreck that this nation is on, people are looking for something to lean 

on.  And it comes down to their faith.  And people find root and find strength in their 

faith.  And they want our president find strength and faith.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  The real reason why people question his faith is 

because he’s different.  He looks different than any other president that we’ve ever had.  

He has a very different name than any other president that we have.  And this country is – 



particularly the right has used his name and his look as a battering ram against him and 

have always propagated these myths with regards to his religion and they continue to do 

it for their political advantage.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But is he proof that a Democrat doesn’t – as Bill Clinton did, when 

he – Bill Clinton made a big deal about having consulted his ministers or whatever during 

the Monica Lewinsky situation – (laughter) – but I mean – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. GANDY:  – visited him.   

 

MS. ERBE:   – and – yes, what an advisor he would be in that situation.  But – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. PARKER:  – he’s prochoice.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – but my point is he the first Democratic president and is this an 

advancement in some way because I think – obviously, again, the country is hugely 

divided, but the secularists, who seem to be growing some sort of majority populations in 

urban areas versus suburbs and rural areas – are less and less inclined to care what a 

president’s religion is, if at all, during an election, but is President Obama symbolic of the 

fact that maybe we’ve moved beyond needing to proclaim your religion in order to run 

for president.   

 

MS. GANDY:  I don’t know how we could say that because, in fact, he’s been 

pressed about his religion more than any president in my lifetime.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. GANDY:  – maybe John F. Kennedy, who was challenged over being a 

Catholic.  But he’s being – 

 

MS. PARKER:  No, but people always – 

 

MS. GANDY:  – Romney wasn’t president, sorry.   

 

MS. PARKER:  – no, no, no, pressed as a candidate.   

 

MS. GANDY:  He was pressed more than any president in my lifetime over his 

religion and called on repeatedly to justify his religion and to prove that he is a good 

Christian.  And I think that it’s really gone too far.   

 



MS. ERBE:  But isn’t there a reason for that in the fact that, first of all, he 

mentioned – he lauded secularists or non-believers, as he called it, in his inaugural 

address, never been done before.   

 

MS. GANDY:  What do you mean, “lauded?”   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, he said – he made a statement – 

 

MS. GANDY:  He said believers and non-believers.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – believers and non-believers alike.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Yes.  He included everybody.  Why would he exclude part of the 

population?   

 

MS. HAMEL:  He highlighted that.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – but wait a second – but, Kim, wait a second.  I want to get to this.  

He clearly is the first president in my lifetime who doesn’t make a show about going to 

church.  He doesn’t make – you wouldn’t find Nancy Reagan having said to any reporter 

who asked her about her faith, “it’s my – this is my private issue.”  You would hear a 

proclamation about how they believe in God.  And so is he setting a trend here of some 

sort by not playing into that?   

 

MS. GANDY:  I don’t think he is.  I think that he is being who he is and that he 

has spoken repeatedly about his faith.  He’s surrounded himself in the White House to the 

chagrin of many with an office of faith based and reading scripture every morning from 

Reverend DuBois, who works in the White House.  I don’t know how – I don’t know 

what else he could do.  Frankly, I think – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Be he could go to church every Sunday – 

 

MS. GANDY:  – he’s got a little overboard on it, I think.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  And we talk about that this is new ground.  This is not new 

ground.  There have been several presidents over the course of history that have not 

proclaimed Christianity as their faith or their belief.  Thomas Jefferson supposedly didn’t 

accept Christ into his life until right before he was about to die.  There are a number of 

presidents.  But – and today, with social media, with access to 24-hour news, with 

Twitter, with Facebook, people want to know more and people tend to talk about more 

and things get legs and stories that were nothing become something.  But a lot of it is just 

a gap of communication.   

 



MS. PARKER:  And a lot of it, as well, is where we are in our history because 

we’ve not had an environment in America where we did not have the majority of people 

who believed in God.  And today, we do.  As you mentioned, we have people who 

proclaimed themselves as atheists, proclaimed themselves as seculars.  And at the end of 

the day, most people feel more comfortable knowing where do you get your values.  

Where is your world view?  Because if you live it up to just men, they become a little bit 

uneasy because we have very, very deep and hard questions, not just in our society, but in 

the world. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Last word.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  Well, it’s just a shame that we also have used this – 

politicized this to such a great degree that people have even gone as far as to call him the 

Antichrist.  Personally, I believe there’s more evidence that maybe is Glenn Beck who’s 

the Antichrist, but beyond that discussion, I would jus argue that we need to stay true to 

our basic concepts in terms of religious freedom in the founding of this country.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From religion to science.   

 

Female scientists and mathematicians are given the same opportunities as their 

male counterparts.  That’s the conclusion drawn in a new National Academy of Sciences 

report, investigating the lack of women in STEM or Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Math careers.  The Cornell study finds lifestyle choices on the part of women, not 

workplace gender discrimination explain why so few women go into and stay in STEM 

careers.  Yet, every year, research institutions pour money into gender diversity and 

female recruitment programs.  The male-female duo who co-authored the report 

recommend redirecting that money into flexible work programs since child rearing and 

care giving responsibilities tend to cut into the time women would otherwise devote to 

careers in STEM jobs.   

 

So do you agree, Star Parker, with the researchers who said we’re wasting money 

researching why the gender gap in STEM jobs?  

 

MS. PARKER:  Well, I think that the money invested, if we could use that term, 

was to prove the obvious, that there are gender differences and I think that now, in this 

era, the 21
st
 century, women are making the choices that best fit their lifestyles.  We don’t 

see them going into these particular fields because they are a one or the other choice.  

And when it comes down to where they put their value, where they’d like to spend their 

time, it’s usually with their family and with their friends.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  I think really what it blows down to is that shows 

that there needs to be more work-life balance and that needs to be legislated and that 

needs to be mandated.  We can’t afford, as a nation, if we want to be competitive 

internationally, in terms of the brain power of this nation, to lose half of that brainpower 

because companies can’t figure out how to make it so that individuals can shape a life 

that is more balanced between work responsibilities and home responsibilities.   



 

MS. HAMEL:  Not to be Debbie Downer here, but we can’t have it all.  And I 

think this is what this study proved, is that choices have to be made.  We have to either 

choose a path of a career that we spend a lot of time in and we, at that risk, just don’t 

spend enough time with our children, our friends, and our family.  There are bounces here 

that we can try to attain, but at the end of the day, I don’t know if we can attain them.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you agree that we can’t have it all?  I can think of 20, 30 women 

off the top of – who are fabulously successful in media and had families and raised them.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Certainly, we all do.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HAMEL:  – there were tough choices they made.  They had to have nannies.  

They – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – wait, wait, wait, wait, wait.  A lot of – I look, for example, because 

I sat next to her covering Congress for six year, at Cokie Roberts, who has two sterling 

children, grew up to be fabulous adults, and had one of the best careers in TV news of 

any woman alive.  How can you say that you – that you can’t have it all?   

 

MS. HAMEL:  She had a career that accommodated that.  We’re talking about 

scientists.  We’re talking about – and it just depends on the type of profession, also.  

There are more – 

 

MS. ERBE:  If you don’t think – wait, wait, wait, wait, wait – Gretchen, 

Gretchen, if you don’t think that getting to be co-anchor of a Sunday morning news show 

is every bit as demanding as a career in science, you’re not facing reality.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  No, no, I do.  I do believe it’s demanding.  I do believe it’s 

demanding.  But also the hours are different.  A lot of these jobs are nine to five.  A 

veterinarian, for example, there are more women that are veterinarians than men right 

now.  There are more women students that are veterinarians.  These are clearly – 

 

MS. ERBE:  There’re more women students who are going into becoming 

doctors.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  – so are we – are we right now talking – 

 

MS. PARKER:  When they see, what do I have to give up; some women really 

want to go to their children’s events.  They want to be a part of their children’s lives.  

And they’re choosing that now.  And then, as their children age, they want to be a part of 

their grandchildren’s lives.   



 

MS. ERBE:  Go for it.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, the reality is that people can set their hours in science 

careers, too, which is what this article was about.  You can do your research from 4:00 

a.m. to 2:00 p.m.; just as well as you can do a morning show on the air from those hours.  

And what the researchers are saying is that there ought to be more accommodation of 

this.  But I also want to question the basis of this report.  They made a lot of conclusions, 

having done no original research whatsoever.  The reports on this make it sound like they 

did some research.  Actually, they didn’t.  They pulled out a bunch of studies that have 

been done over the last 20 years and they looked at those studies and their opinion of 

those studies was that women have no problems anymore, except those that are created 

by culture or biology.  And that has really been challenged repeatedly.  There’s no 

question that women get less funds for research.  They end up with less prestigious 

positions.  Women are more than 50 percent of math majors.  I was a math major.  Yet 

only eight percent of their professors in the math department are women.  There are 

clearly barriers there and we have to address that.  Why don’t we make things more 

flexible for women and men?   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines.  Pretty and pink, go into a toy store 

and you’ll quickly notice the trend for girls’ toys.  Princesses, it may just be a phase, but 

could the fairytale trend lead to something more toxic down the line?  In her new book, 

one mom asks, “when did every girl want to be a princess?”   

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. PEGGY ORENSTEIN:  I think that the princess culture and the pink culture 

is just part of this.  What’s new is that is this unprecedented encouragement of girls to 

define themselves through beauty and play-sexiness at ever and ever younger ages.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Take Barbie dolls, for instance.  When the product launched in 1955, 

they were marketed to girls aged nine to 12.  Today, three to seven-year-olds are the 

target demographic.  And it’s not just toys.  Forty percent of young girls regularly wear 

lipstick or gloss.  Just last month, Wal-Mart introduced a new anti-aging makeup line for 

eight-year-olds.  Advertisers call it KGOY or Kids Getting Older Younger and insists 

they’re just giving girls what they want.  But Peggy Orenstein, mother of a seven-year-

old daughter does not agree.   

 

MS. ORENSTEIN:  It’s really hard to say where desire ends and coercion begins, 

when you’re talking about a $4 billion a year industry of 26,000 products.  And that’s just 

Disney.  When I took Daisy, when she was about five years old, we went scootering with 

a friend, and the friend had this pink scooter helmet and Daisy had a fire breathing 

dragon scooter helmet.  And the other little girl said, “your helmet’s not pink.  It’s not for 

girls.”  And Daisy said, “well, it’s for girls or for boys.”  And the other little girl looked 

really skeptical.  And I thought there was so much in this, this interchange about the 

narrowing of what’s expected from girls, the potential exclusion if you don’t toe the line 



and just this pink box that increasingly defines girlhood and femininity as being about 

makeovers, princesses, and being the fairest, and ultimately the hottest of them all.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Orenstein says there are real life risks for this fairytale obsession.  

She believes it limits girls’ imagination and promotes sexualization.  Research finds early 

sexualization can lead to negative body image, eating disorders, and depression.   

 

MS. ORENSTEIN:  The American Pediatrics Association recently came out and 

said that its members need to watch for eating disorders among children under 12 because 

they’ve been on the rise.  There’s lots of research that says that girls’ emphasis on body, 

over say – their concern about their body and their beauty, as opposed to their 

schoolwork has risen in the last eight years.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Orenstein says it’s important for parents to distinguish between 

sexuality and sexualization.   

 

MS. ORENSTEIN:  Sexuality is this healthy thing we want to cultivate in our 

girls and that is having agency, making good choices, feeling your own feelings.  And 

sexualization is something that comes from the outside, that you’re performing for other 

people, that you’re judging by other people judge you.  And that’s what girls are 

constantly encouraged to do.  And so when I talked to a researcher who does work with 

girls and desire, she told me that by the time she talks to teenage girls and she asks them 

how an intimate experience felt to them, they respond by telling her how they believe 

they looked.  And she has to tell them that looking good is not a feeling.   

 

MS. ERBE:  While she may not agree with buying into the princess culture, 

Orenstein doesn’t believe buying girls boys’ toys is the solution either.   

 

MS. ORENSTEIN:  I think that gives girls the message that things that are 

attributed to girls are bad and that therefore being a girl is somehow bad or inferior.  So 

you have to give them something that is equally fun and equally powerful that allows 

them to assert that.  I sort of liken this kind of awareness to the food movement, so that if 

we were sitting here and having that conversation 15 years ago about food, who would 

know what trans-fat was, right?  Who would know – who would think like I want my 

chickens to be cage-free?  Who would have that idea?  But because of a couple of books 

that sparked the conversation, not everybody, not everywhere, but a lot of people are 

much more conscious about the ethics and the safety and the health of what they eat.  

And Congress is revamping the school lunch menu.  And MacDonald’s has healthier 

choices.  And I feel like if we can make MacDonald’s blink as parents, we can make 

Mattel blink. 

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you agree with her about the princess culture?  And my question 

is why now?  Young girls are so much more liberated and treated so much more equally 

than kids 40, 50 years ago.  Is this like the market trying to push them back somehow?   



 

MS. GANDY:  It’s hard to imagine.  It seems like it might be a bit of a backlash, 

but I think in some ways it’s a marketing genre.  It’s you consult twice as much if you 

have this requirement.  But it’s also playing into things that are happening in the 

education system.  There was a school in Seattle, where they interviewed a little girl, 

when she said, “oh, I like my single-sex classroom.  I like my all-girls classroom because 

instead of having ambassador of the day, like we did in my old school, now we have 

princess of the day.”  And she had a big smile.  And I’m sure there were plenty of parents 

out there that just groaned that that really wasn’t when they’d put their kid in a single-sex 

school.  That was not what they thought was going to be taught.  And so there really are, 

in a lot of directions, society pushing girls into this kind of separation, segregation, pink 

world.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Your thoughts.   

 

MS. PARKER:  Oh, my goodness.  I think you can’t have it both ways as liberals.  

It’s like – all right, you want to talk to the kids about sex in kindergarten.  You want to 

make sure that anything goes on television, whether it’s on the “Sesame Street,” or 

anything.  They could talk about sexual things, but the marketplace then cannot deliver 

up the product.  What’s happened here is another cultural breakdown.  When you have a 

healthy marital household, the husband is married to the mother of his children, he calls 

his daughter princess.  She wants that Cinderella dream because she sees her mom well-

taken care of, and she grows up that way.  And what we have now, again, is a separation 

in our society for others to try to determine what other little girl should want to be and do.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  I grew up in a very healthy marriage.  My parents are 

still together after nearly 50 years.  And I was a tomboy, the biggest tomboy that you 

could ever imagine.  I was never a princess one day in my life and neither do I miss it.  

But I think what’s going on now is a lot of hyper-sexualization in our advertisements and 

I believe that has come to define what womanhood is to a lot of our girls.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  At the end of the day, you can advertise all you want, but unless a 

parent is going to throw down the cash to buy that Barbie, it’s not going to happen.  A lot 

of this is about parenting.  And you know what?  I played with Barbies.  I had plenty of 

Barbies and my little ponies as well, but at the end of the day, my – I grew up on a 

farming ranch and my parents made sure that I got out there and that I did other things 

and that I just didn’t live in this little fantasy world.  There’s nothing wrong with 

fantasying and aspiring to be someone.  It’s just that overindulgence and spoiling little 

girls to where they then feel entitled as well.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, and is it a casualty of over-commercialization of how we raise 

kids today that this brand of toys sells, so parents are going to run and go buy it, as 

opposed to saying, “sorry, no,  you have to do your homework – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 



MS. ERBE:  Okay.  We’re out of time.  That’s it for this edition of To the 

Contrary.  Next week, women in Europe battle for seats on corporate boards.  Please join 

us on the web for “To the Contrary” Extra, and whether your views are in agreement or to 

the contrary, please join us next time.   

 

(END) 


