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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, revolution or repression?  Are the 

uprisings in the Middle East improving women’s rights there?  Then, the new face of 

marketing: moms who blog.  Behind the headlines: colleges offer courses in weight and 

body image.  

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Today’s show marks the start of our 

20
th

 season bringing you news and views rarely seen elsewhere on television.  But, up 

first, female activism in the Arab world. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Women are on the frontlines of the revolutions in the Middle East 

demanding democracy and social justice.  While men and women are side by side in the 

demonstrations, there have been recent signs Arab women will be sidelined when it 

comes to empowerment.  In Egypt, no women were appointed to the council in charge of 

revamping the old constitution and the country’s new prime minister named only one 

woman to his cabinet.  Women in Bahrain have the right to vote and can run for office 

but under family law men retain most political and domestic powers.  Some Middle East 

experts believe women’s participation in anti-government protests will not equal 

advancement in women’s rights or change the cultural reality in these religiously 

conservative societies. 

 

MALOU INNOCENT [Foreign Policy Analyst, Cato Institute]:  It’s country 

specific.  I think you see certain countries in the region definitely much more progressive 

in terms of women’s rights than other countries.  In fact, many of the countries that we 

back, that the United States backs, happen to be some of the most conservative including 

Saudi Arabia versus say Tunisia which happens to be a little more liberal.  But I would 

argue that, you know – there are protest movements with men and women standing side 

by side but, again, it will take a long time, I think.  We’ve sort of forgotten that only 100 

years ago no country in the world allowed for women’s suffrage.  And so these changes 

have to sort of grow organically from the bottom up rather than be imposed externally 

from the top down. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So Kim Gandy, will these revolutions in the Middle East help or hurt 

women’s rights? 

 



MS. GANDY:  Well, it hasn’t always helped in the past but this time I believe it 

will.  The Egypt revolution was started by a woman.  And the women there are absolutely 

determined to be part of the rebuilding. 

 

MS. WHITE:  It depends.  It these revolutions promote liberal, democratic values, 

yes.  If they don’t and are Islamic in nature, they won’t.   

 

MS. TERKEL:  I think it’s yet to be determined and it could vary by country, but 

it’s something the international community has to keep a close eye on. 

 

MS. HAMEL:  Historically it hasn’t but with women having the availability of 

social media platforms to talk and to unite and speak out, I think there’s an opportunity 

for advancement here. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You said a woman started the Egyptian revolution.  I thought it was 

the guy on Face Book or Google or something.   

 

MS. GANDY:  It was a 25-year-old woman who posted something that went viral 

that said, they always say that women should be afraid of the police and that we shouldn’t 

be part of protests but I’m going to be here tomorrow.  You need to man up and get 

yourself out there because if I can do it, you can too.  And it went everywhere.  And that 

one day protest ended up becoming this sustained protest that women were a part of.  But 

there has been a longstanding and strong women’s rights movement in Egypt and in other 

countries.  We have in the upcoming issue of “Ms.” magazine there’s a whole expose 

called “The Women of the Arab Spring” that talks about the role women have played and 

what they’re going to be doing and what their determination is to be part of the new 

countries, the new governments that they’re building as a result of these protests. 

 

MS. WHITE:  I think we have to make a distinction between political reforms and 

cultural reforms.  And I think that’s the greatest barrier that women in this region face.  

It’s even if you have – in Bahrain you can vote and you can run for office but there are 

not that many women who have ever been elected.  So these are issues that go to culture 

and what are they going to do in terms of families, and what things are going to change 

within families? 

 

MS. ERBE:  But, you know, there’s always that issue in international affairs. 

 

MS. WHITE:  Absolutely. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Should we stop female genital mutilation because it’s something that 

women do to their daughters or have other village women do to their daughters because 

it’s cultural and not political?  But why is it – I mean, Hillary Clinton made famous 

women’s rights or human rights.  Aren’t women’s rights also political rights? 

 

MS. WHITE:  They’re absolutely political rights.  But I think until you have a 

situation where a woman feels, can I go out, can I be in the public space, she can’t 



exercise her rights.  If her husband’s not going to let her go out, then she can’t get out to 

vote, and he treats his daughters like that.  It might be illegal to sell your daughter off but 

if that’s how a man – your father is going to settle a debt, then that daughter is sold off.  

And those are cultural and that’s a lot harder to change and it’s generational. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, is it time that we start exerting our – not that we’ve been very 

strong in any of these Middle Eastern situations but is it time that we start making part of 

our diplomatic moves – I mean, what used to be UNIFEM is now the U.N. has its own 

department on women’s rights.  Should we not make that part of international diplomacy 

that we’re not going to trade with you if you don’t give your women – if you don’t do 

things like sell off daughters for debts, prevent young girls from going to school, engage 

in female genital mutilation? 

 

MS. HAMEL:  I think Hillary Clinton did a great job of it and so did Laura Bush.  

Both of them were very active in the Middle East in making sure that women had a right 

to get out there and speak out.  And when it comes to the cultural changes that need to be 

made, I mean, this is women finding courage to get out there and change that culture.  No 

one is going to change it for them.  They have to find that within themselves.  And a lot 

of them are finding it online with each other, like you said, with the social media and 

with Face Book and starting a revolution.  I mean, we need to start cultural revolutions.  

They have to take it upon themselves to do that.  We can’t force it upon them.   

 

MS. TERKEL:  The U.S. has to make it a priority or else we can see it sliding 

back and people won’t be focused on it.  We’re seeing it in Afghanistan a bit where 

women who are the victims of domestic abuse aren’t finding anywhere to go.  The 

government isn’t being quite as receptive to this issue as they should be.  But I think that 

women in the Middle East right now have a very strong ally in Hillary Clinton who has 

already expressed concern about what might happen to women’s rights during the 

revolutions. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And what should she be doing – what more should Clinton be doing 

to make sure that – well, even in Egypt, for example, they’re going to do an election 

sometimes in the fall but there’s talk that the young people who launched and won the 

revolution, so to speak, aren’t having enough time or don’t have enough time to get 

organized properly, so if the military wins the election, they just put another puppet guy 

like Mubarak and really nothing will have changed.  So how – what specifically should or 

can we do to make sure that doesn’t happen? 

 

MS. TERKEL:  I mean, when the U.S. talks about extending international aid, 

when the president, when Hillary Clinton go out there and speak about democracy, about 

political reforms, I mean, more freedom for women, more rights for women, like you 

said, is an integral part of that.  The U.S. needs to be clear that it’s watching and it’s 

making it a priority. 

 

MS. WHITE:  Well, and also, in Egypt, we have a robust mil-to-mil relationship 

with Egypt.  Maybe we should extend that also in the State Department.  Maybe you get 



more students over.  Maybe you provide more student visas, study abroad programs, 

scholarships where you’re getting more and more young people and women exposed to 

how it could be.   

 

MS. GANDY:  And we also see women who are doing really extraordinary things 

and risking their lives as women, not as part of the broader movement.  But if you look at 

Iran Nobel Laureate Shirin Ebadi is going to be at the conference in just a few weeks, a 

feminist majority conference, and she was expelled from the country as a result of her 

activism.  But that has been picked up the One Million Signatures Campaign, the young 

woman who’s speaking is incredibly inspiring, risks her life every single day, and 

thousands and thousands of young women throughout Iran and around the world are 

participating in that campaign.  And it’s having a tremendous impact, a tremendous 

impact.  They’re not going to be pushed back. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, and you say that why?  Is part of social media – is social media 

part of that too, because now there are –  

 

MS. GANDY:  Oh, sure.  Absolutely. 

 

MS. ERBE:  – channels of communication that the government simply can’t 

control? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Absolutely.  In fact, that’s the primary source of their initial 

organizing but then that – what you do on social media then has got to be brought down 

to the ground.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  I mean, you have 75 percent of all Face Book users live outside 

the U.S.  This is an area where people can express their views.  They can join together.  

They can find chance.  They can draw attention to some critical issues that aren’t being 

brought to the limelight.  And this – I think we’ve seen this in so many different countries 

throughout the world.  This is – even in Colombia, against the FARC, that was the first 

big Face Book revolution that we saw.  But, yes.  I think this is a great opportunity for 

advancement and I think social media plays a role in that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From protests to purchasing power. 

 

Combine motherly wisdom and blogging and what happens?  An advertiser’s 

dream come true.  Businesses are quickly learning that connecting with blogging moms is 

one of the best ways to market a product or service.  The recommendations and tips 

moms used to share via word of mouth have now moved online and reverberated into 

mom blog power.  Recent data show there are close to four million blogging mothers.  

Mothers are also more likely to visit blogs than other Internet users.  A product review or 

one sentence endorsement can create a ripple effect in the blogging community.  Face 

Book and micro-blogging sites such as Twitter have made it even easier for advertisers to 

reach these women.  And it’s in the best interests of companies to do so.  Women account 

for 85 percent of all consumer purchases. 



 

So how long are other mothers going to keep reading blogs if they find the 

mothers writing some of these blogs are pitching products to them and they realize – I 

heard there was one woman who was making $1 million a year on a mom blog?  But it’s 

got to be a series of commercials for junk. 

 

MS. TERKEL:  Well, it’s all about trust when you’re a blogger.  Do you trust the 

facts they’re putting out there?  Do you trust the content they’re linking to?  And do you 

trust them when they’re talking about a product?  And I think you have to evaluate that 

when you’re a blogger with your audience.  You know, if you hide it, people might not 

trust you but if you say, look, here’s what I’m doing, your audience might be receptive.  I 

think it just depends on the blog.   

 

MS. HAMEL:  I mean, more power to her.  I mean, go her.  She’s making $1 

million off of this?  I mean, I think this is just like any other media platform, whether it’s 

TV, whether it’s online.  We are always being advertised to.  Women hold the purse 

strings.  There’s a lot of things that need to be purchased to run a household.  And if 

mothers are offering advice on which ones are best, more power to them if they want to 

make off that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I just wonder, when is everybody – I rebel against all this 

advertising.  I hit escape whenever a pop-up comes up.  I don’t watch commercial TV.  I 

don’t listen to commercial radio.  I cannot take it anymore.  And I would think if moms 

are trusting each other to rely on each other for advice and all of a sudden they find some 

woman is pitching among something, when they’re getting pitched all the time –  

 

MS. GANDY:  I think that that’s not really how it’s done.  I think it really is more 

of a conversation about products or things you use or what did or didn’t work, that sort of 

thing.  It’s not pop-up ads.  But I actually like the mom bloggers who are selling political 

ideas and information like Pundit Mom and Viva la Feminista do great blogs about things 

that are happening today that affects mothers.  And so they have a – and I don’t think that 

they sell any products or advertising, at least I’ve never noticed it, but they do sell ideas 

and there is a marketplace for ideas. 

 

MS. WHITE:  And I think there’s also something to be said for this may be the 

modern day Tupperware party, you know, you’re captive as a woman with children at 

home for a long time.  And if you can –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, it depends how you do it. 

 

MS. WHITE:  Well, it depends on how you do it but if you’re a stay at home 

mom and you have – you are minding a child most of the day, the computer is an outlet to 

the world.  And you also have to think about what do I have to have?  I’ve got to get this.  

I’ve got to get that.  What’s the best breast pump?  What’s the best this?  What’s the best 

that?  If you have a blog that you trust and there’s something that comes up and then 

there are comments or I’m having a problem too, could be a great resource and a way that 



women are sort of isolated more so than they were 20 or 30 years ago when you had more 

women or your mother, your aunts were closer to you than you are today. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is this an empowerment for women or not?  Or is it extending – 

what’s the word, I don’t know – promoting being a mother versus promoting being – 

having a job and being yourself out in the real world? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, you know, I think that probably at different stages these 

very same women might have a different kind of blog.  And individual blogs are pretty 

much about where you are right now, what’s going on in your life, what’s happening.  

Some of them, those millions of blogs, some of them are just putting up pictures of the 

kids so the grandparents don’t have to get e-mails with giant attachments.  But others are 

– this is where I am in my life.  I think that’s really what it comes to. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Have you seen any political action result from mom bloggers so far?  

What kinds of political actions? 

 

MS. TERKEL:  Oh, absolutely.  Around the elections a lot of mom bloggers were 

promoting Democrats or promoting Republicans, were forming groups and putting forth 

opinions.  And they would get interviews with candidates.  And they definitely can pull 

together and become a political force as well. 

 

MS. HAMEL:  Yes.  Mothers against Debt, Political Momentary (sp) – I mean 

they’ve been talking about government spending.  They offer advice on how to be a 

mother.  But it’s very empowering to them to be able to do – have their family, take care 

of their family but be able to talk about political issues, be able to lend some advice to 

fellow mothers.  But, yes, they’re talking about government spending.  They’re talking 

about the issues that are happening on Capitol Hill and that’s very empowering. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But since women tend to trend more Democratic than Republican, 

they didn’t succeed if the goal was to try to get more moms to the polls this past 

November. 

 

MS. TERKEL:  Well, I think we saw a lot of people, not just moms, but across 

the political spectrum vote toward Republicans for other issues which just shows that 

women may be blogging about mom issues but they still have other issues they’re 

concerned about too.  And so they can keep all these parts of their identity.  But they’re 

like any other voters and may be looking at other things. 

 

MS. WHITE:  I think the more you can stay in touch with the rest of the world – I 

mean, some moms don’t get a chance to get to the bathroom or a shower, let alone get 

involved in a meaningful debate.  So as much as you can be interactive with one another, 

I think it’s a good thing. 

 

MS. GANDY:  And stop and shower every once in a while on general principle.  

(Laughter.) 



 

MS. ERBE:  And go to the bathroom too.  Behind the headlines: fat studies.  It’s 

no secret America is obsessed with weight.  The message tends to be thin is in and fat is 

way out.  To combat this, some colleges now offer courses called fat studies to encourage 

students to remake their internal views of weight and body image.  To the Contrary spoke 

with a fat studies professors who says her class is designed to help young women focus 

on their health rather than the number on the scale. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

JACQUELINE JOHNSON [Ph.D., Professor, George Washington University]:  

We’ve put so much value on weight in the health realm, medical paradigm, but also in 

society.  And look what it’s doing to fat people – and I’ll use the word fat not in a 

negative term because that’s part of the fat acceptance movement is to use the word “fat” 

in its – it’s just a descriptor.  For my course, it is encouraging students to adopt healthy 

lifestyles.  So exercise, be physically active.  Be mindful, more mindful with your eating, 

but don’t worry about your weight.  Worry about your health. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Fat studies is an emerging interdisciplinary field exploring the 

political and cultural aspects of weight in society. 

 

MS. JOHNSON:  It’s really interesting to see how weight, the meaning of weight 

has changed through time in our culture and then looking at other cultures as well.  

Weight was not a big problem in certain cultures and now it is.  We could blame it on 

westernization but I think it’s bigger things than that, economic and political, social 

stratification has a lot to do with it, especially here in the U.S. 

 

MS. ERBE:  According to the National Eating Disorders Association, 10 million 

American females have eating disorders.  One in three American college aged women has 

so-called disordered eating habit, such as skipping meals, not eating enough food, 

abusing diet pills or laxatives and over-exercising.  Dr. Johnson says she teaches students 

how to decipher media messages about weight and develop healthy body images. 

 

MS. JOHNSON:  It is a course that is relevant to the time that we’re in now.  I 

don’t think of – if we had the course even 10 years ago, I don’t think it would be what it 

is.  But weight and the debate over weight and the very anti-fat attitudes that are out 

there, the students put them, even our general population, as looking for some kind of 

healthier discourse about this instead of this very anti-fat.  There are thin people with 

heart disease, high blood pressure, high cholesterol.  So is it the fatness of the person’s 

body or is it more so the behaviors of the person that may contribute to that weight gain 

and that’s why we’re seeing large people with heart disease, high blood pressure, but 

maybe it’s the behaviors.  Maybe that’s what we need to focus on. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Fat studies also teaches students about size-based discrimination or 

sizeism. 

 



MS. JOHNSON:  Fatter individuals are discriminated against and openly which 

baffles me so much because it’s not okay to discriminate based on gender, sexuality, race, 

but it’s okay to discriminate based on fat.  There are lawsuits of weight discrimination in 

employment mostly and most of them don’t get to make it all the way through the court 

system because most states don’t protect weight in their non-discrimination policy.  

Michigan is the only state that has active legislation that prohibits weight-based 

discrimination. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Not everyone’s happy with fat studies.  Some critics say the classes 

celebrate obesity and don’t provide educational value for the real world. 

 

MS. JOHNSON:  This course and other fat studies courses are necessary to bring 

this to a full broad discourse so we can discuss the whole spectrum of what needs to be 

discussed about weight, fat and fatness in our society.  One voice is being heard that’s 

very anti-fat and they’re loud and screechy.  And these voices need to be heard.  We’re a 

little quieter about it but we need to be heard.   

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Fat studies at college is a good idea or a bad idea?   

 

MS. HAMEL:  I think it’s too little too late.  You know, by the time you get to 

college, you pretty much have your mind made up how you feel about the way people 

look, whether they’re fat, whether they’re skinny.  I think having a dialogue about this is 

great.  But I think we should start the dialogue a lot earlier.  I think college is too late. 

 

MS. GANDY:  You know, I think that that’s a good perspective.  I got interested 

in this issue a number of years ago when my daughters were young when I read that 80 

percent of fourth grade girls either were or had been at some point on a diet to lose 

weight.  We’re talking 10 and 11-year-olds.  And I realize at that point there was 

something very, very screwed up in the way that kids were looking at themselves and 

looking at their bodies.  They were trained to –  

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s called advertising. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Right.  Oh, the media – exactly, the fashion media, cosmetic 

media and the like is very, very heavily into that.  But when you’ve got seven-year-olds 

saying are my thighs too big, as one of my daughters did many years ago, and I thought I 

was going to pass out, there’s really something wrong with it.  And we have to – need to 

deal with that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And how did you respond to that? 

 

MS. GANDY:  I told her her thighs were just beautiful and perfect just like the 

rest of her.  You know, what’s a mom to say?  And they were and they still are.   

 



MS. WHITE:  I agree with Gretchen that this is a sort of late study.  It seems to 

me it’s a lot like health class used to be.  And I think we should maybe institute 

something more like the presidential fitness test for adults like instead of it being about 

what your size is, what can you do?  Can you run a mile at a certain age group in less 

than 15 minutes?  Can you do how many sit-ups, have a sort of – be about behaviors and 

what you’re capable of doing as opposed to what size jeans you can get into. 

 

MS. GANDY:  A lot of skinny people cannot do a pushup.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. WHITE:  It’s absolutely true. 

 

MS. TERKEL:  I mean, the thing with these classes is when you get to college 

you can pick what you take.  So these classes a lot of times are going to be preaching to 

the choir.  And that’s why things need to be done earlier.  They need to be done to the 

larger society. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Are you saying though that – if an overweight person were to take 

one of these and start exercising as a result that they couldn’t in some way possibly help? 

 

MS. TERKEL:  I think that would be great.  And, of course, that would help 

them.  But if we want to change the message in the larger society, there needs to be a lot 

more done than just these classes because it’s a very self-selecting group.  

 

MS. HAMEL:  But isn’t this class just sitting around talking about it?  I mean, 

this class has been – and I’m like – I think it’s kind of funny, right, that we’re talking 

about how important it is to get out there and do things but we’re going to sit around and 

we’re going to talk about it and hope they do it later. 

 

MS. GANDY:  I don’t think that’s what they talk about though.  I think they 

actually talk about the difference in the perception of fat people like there are certainly 

have always been stereotypes about women, assumptions about African-American 

people.  The same thing is true with people who are overweight.  There are assumptions 

that they’re lazy or slow or not very smart.  I mean, we’ve all experienced those kinds of 

assumptions – 

 

MS. HAMEL:  And looking at how it’s changed overtime. 

 

MS. GANDY:  – stereotypes and what does that mean?  How does that reflect on 

society? 

 

MS. HAMEL:  But one college class at George Washington University isn’t 

going to do anything to change that.  This is something that has to be taken down to the 

lower level and taught by every family and every school teacher out there. 

 

MS. GANDY:  I agree but they probably said that about the very first women’s 

studies class too.   



 

MS. HAMEL:  Well, maybe.   

 

MS. WHITE:  I would also say that maybe combined – at my university we had a 

fitness test when you first got to college.  You had to be able to swim.  You had to be 

able to do sit-ups.  There was a fitness requirement your first week of orientation.  So 

maybe if colleges start instituting that and then those who failed are those – and have a 

dialogue in conjunction with actual physical fitness. 

 

MS. TERKEL:  I mean, despite all this, there’s no harm in offering them, people 

saying this is some sort of bad propaganda, we can offer them but I think what we call 

agree is that we can also be doing more.   

 

MS. WHITE (?):  Yes.  It’s probably getting you have to pay for it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And maybe end them with the last four weeks be physical – getting 

out there and exercising.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, 

Ambassador Karen Kornbluh on women’s economic empowerment.  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) 

 


