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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” up first, the war on birth control.  

Next, female soldiers close in on the frontlines.  Behind the headlines, the “Nation’s” 

Katrina vanden Heuvel rallies progressives for the upcoming election. 

 

(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, Obama and 

birth control. 

 

President Obama is trying to appease the Catholic Church and other religious 

institutions.  Late this week, he told religious employers they will not be required to offer 

free contraceptives to workers.  The president will instead require insurance companies 

rather than religious institutions to offer the birth control benefit.  Insurance companies 

will then cover the cost.  The majority of Catholics want birth control covered by health 

insurance and use many forms of birth control. 

 

So, Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton, is this debate over religious 

freedom or over choice? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, our country has a long history of accommodating to 

religious liberty.  But the courts have consistently held that this accommodation does not 

permit the veto of the rights of others.   

 

MS. MARSHALL:  This is about religious liberty in particular and freedom 

generally.  And it’s all a product of the whole design of Obamacare.  As long as it is the 

law of the land, we are going to see continuing problems just like these. 

 

MS. BROWN:  I just wish, quite frankly, that it could be a choice to pursue your 

religious liberty.  I’m a little frustrated by the fact that both sides seem to want to bring 

church and state more together, whether it is the presidential candidates on the right or 

the White House on the left. 

 

MS. SOTO:  It’s a false dichotomy.  Simply talking about individual freedom, 

freedom of the family unit and within that is encompassed religious freedom. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So a false dichotomy.  You’re saying that is this a war on religious 

values? 

 

MS. SOTO:  The false dichotomy – and the question being: is this a question of 

choice or is this a question of religious freedom?  Why does it have to be one or the 

other?  I think in giving the individuals the right to choose their method of birth control 

and that being encompassed within the family unit, you also allow people to make their 

own decisions in accordance with their faith. 

 



MS. MARSHALL:  And, sadly, that choice that she’s painting is being eliminated 

more and more by the centralization of health care decisions overall.  That’s the direction 

our country is going under Obamacare.  We’re going to see more problems like this. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  But the late in the week compromise by the Obama White House 

was that religious institutions don’t have to pay anything to the insurance companies for 

contraceptive coverage.  The insurance companies have to provide that so why does that 

have anything to do with the religious liberties of churches? 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  This announcement today is a shell game.  It is said that the 

insurance companies will provide this coverage for free.  Somebody is going to pay.  And 

how it’s going to be shifted back to those religious employers is through higher 

premiums. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, we don’t know who’s going to pay.  I don’t think the 

good faith of the president trying to reach a compromise should be questioned.  But let’s 

get on the table what really was – is at stake here.  The Catholic Church is against 

contraception under all circumstances.   

 

In Africa, when it resulted in death of hundreds of thousands of people, because 

some of these countries are Catholic, the church stood firm against the use of condoms.  

The church has not been able to enforce its own rule against birth control on its own 

members.  But it took this opportunity, despite the fact that this very rule has been tested 

in two courts to come out again bringing its own ideology – now, who are we dealing 

with here?  Catholic universities, Catholic hospitals are instead of the state.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Standing in the place of the state. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Standing in the place of the state.  Moreover, none of them 

would be left standing if the federal funds that keep them going were pulled.  And they’re 

quite content to accept those funds.  But even though they’re acting as a public institution 

when they are a hospital, when they are a university, they know they have to accept all 

students, they know they have to employ people regardless of race or religion or sex, but 

they are trying to discriminate against the large number of women whom they employ 

regardless of sex when it comes to contraception.  It just won’t fly. 

 

MS. SOTO:  Catholics themselves – and right here, disclaimer, I’m a Catholic, 

very devout Catholic, but I disagree with the Council of Bishops’ view on this. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Isn’t it something like 98 percent of American Catholics –  

 

MS. SOTO:  Correct.  Practice birth control. 

 

MS. ERBE:  As the church calls it artificial birth control because they’re for the 

rhythm method. 

 



MS. SOTO:  Yes, there’s the rhythm method.  Yes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But nobody uses – very few people. 

 

MS. SOTO:  Very few people.  The Pew came out with a study on religion.  

They’re always updating their data.  Sixty-one percent of Catholics do not have any 

children.  And I highly doubt it is because of the rhythm method.  So while the Council of 

Bishops may have a very staunch view, the vast majority of practicing Catholics here in 

the U.S. are for birth control.  And then there’s the issue of well, but the fastest growing 

population within the Catholic Church are Hispanics and Hispanics are very socially 

conservative.  That’s actually a myth.  Hispanics are no more conservative than non-

Latino Catholics. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So I wonder based on what you just said, maybe you want to answer, 

Jennifer, but who’s winning the PR war here?  If what you’re saying is true, it’s got to be 

the church losing the PR war by coming out in this day and age against the use of birth 

control.  I mean, abortion is one thing, birth control is quite another. 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  First of all, this is not just about the Catholic Church.  This is 

about a wide range of religious employers who are doing all kinds of service in society 

from prison ministries to housing and shelter and food services, and so on, serving needs 

in our communities.  And it includes Jewish and Evangelical and Protestant and Catholic 

groups.  We’re not even talking about religious small business employers who might be 

at odds with this mandate coming from the Obama administration.  And this 

characterization, the characterization –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  And by the way, they want small business and large business 

Catholic employers also exempted.  

 

MS. MARSHALL:  And shouldn’t they be? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Of course not. 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  Your view point is to make all of the civil society actors in 

the private sector agents of the state, that they no longer have the liberty to make 

decisions on the basis of their conscience.  That is a vast departure from our history of 

our nation. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But where do you delineate, please, between conscience and taking a 

right away from somebody else?  That is –  

 

MS. MARSHALL:  Wait a minute.  What is the taking the right? 

 

MS. ERBE:  Taking the right – there’s a right to have –  

 

MS. MARSHALL:  There’s a right to free contraception in America?   



 

MS. ERBE:  Well, there’s a certainly a right that the insurance companies have 

instituted themselves to free Viagra, so if there’s free Viagra, why should there not be 

free birth control? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  According to the law, there is a right to free contraception.  

And it is – and, therefore, you cannot exclude some of us who may work for Catholic 

institutions from having that legal right. 

 

MS. BROWN:  Let me just say.  First of all, I work at a religious institution, 

Villanova University.  And I am not speaking for the university in this instance, but I will 

say that the part that is a bit perplexing to me is that if I were fundamentally against the 

Catholic school or university or charities teaching, then it probably would not be a good 

idea for me to be working there.  So I think that there is this issue about I’m there 

voluntarily as an employee because I want to be.  And, you know, whether or not I sort of 

agree with everything that the Catholic bishops say is another story.  But I think that 

generally speaking, I work at that university because I believe in the mission of the 

school. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  This is absurd.  Absolutely absurd. 

 

MS. SOTO:  We are a very privileged group here.  We’re sitting here and you 

have the choice of working at Villanova.  We have different choices.  But what about the 

ladies who are there cleaning the classrooms or the maintenance workers.  They don’t 

have that choice and they desperately need that job.  And these are the folks who 

especially need contraception to be free.  We need –  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Could I just say this?  No Catholic hospital – these hospitals 

began as charity hospitals.  No Catholic hospital will be left standing if we withdrew 

Medicaid and Medicare.  And so to stand here now and say, well, this is an institution 

that should be practicing its own conscience.  If it wants to practice its own conscience, 

then let it in fact service its own people and use its own funds. 

 

MS. BROWN:  Well, this just goes to exactly what I began this discussion with 

which is that, quite frankly, we need to have more separation on both sides because 

neither side is going to be happy.  You know, the Catholic Church also pursues policies 

around sanctuary with regard to immigration.  They would like the government to be 

more active on social justice issues.  And, at the same time, if they’re doing that, then 

there is going to be consequence that secular values are also going to be imposed upon 

that. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  It doesn’t bump up against anybody – that doesn’t displace 

anybody else’s rights. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think and please follow me on 

Twitter @bonnieerbe.  



 

From women’s health to women in war. 

 

The Pentagon has recommended that Congress allow women to serve in jobs 

closer to the frontlines.  While the ban on women as infantry, armor and Special 

Operations Forces continues, these new rules formalize women soldiers as medics, police 

officers and intelligence personnel.  Many women already serve in these positions 

informally and are thereby exposed to combat but don’t get the pay and promotions that 

normally go along with combat service.  Opposition to women in combat continues with 

concerns over stamina and strength and whether women will affect unit cohesion.  

Women’s groups say the proposed rules go far but not far enough to promote equality.  

The recommendations to Congress, if approved this summer, would be the first time 

women are formally recognized for achievements on the battlefield. 

 

So is this a good move or a bad move, Jennifer? 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  This is a bad move.  It’s going to put women in harm’s way.  

And that will lead to new problems for the military at a time when we’re under very 

complex and dire situations around the globe and under extreme budget constraints. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’ll tell you what’s a bad move: to put women on the frontlines, 

say they are attached when they’re exposed to as much danger as the men on the 

frontlines are, not give them same rights to promotion after exposing themselves to the 

same danger, even though they’re essentially in the very same place that men are. 

 

MS. BROWN:  I agree actually with the congresswoman on this issue.  I for a 

long time believed that until women actually have parity and equality within the military, 

it would be unlikely to see a woman become commander in chief. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you feel like your feelings against women in combat are as 

important now that we have a completely volunteer force?  It’s one thing when there was 

a draft, but these are women going in knowing the consequences of going into the 

military.   

 

MS. MARSHALL:  All the more reason then to protect those who don’t want to 

go to the combat lines.  The military is not a place of nuance and detail and exception.  It 

is militaristic, that’s why we have that adjective.  And, therefore, there are going to be the 

kinds of blanket policies that turn a blind eye to particular wishes and are moving women 

in directions that they may not want their career to go. 

 

MS. SOTO:  But the combat lines have changed.  When you were fighting a war 

on terror in Afghanistan, in Iraq, a roadside bomb hits you and you’re in the middle of 

combat.  So the notions of World War I, World War II, maybe even Vietnam, have 

changed.  So these women are already in practice doing that.  And the world of the 

military strategy has shifted.  Let’s stop denying what is going on and better encompass 

it. 



 

MS. MARSHALL:  I do think there’s a difference though between incidental 

combat contact and planning for that in situations that are going to – we’re going to see 

evacuations of women on the frontlines for pregnancy and things like that.  That puts 

extra strain on the military at a very difficult time anyway. 

 

MS. ERBE:  That’s not what this rule deals with, however.  This rule deals with 

what you would call the incidental – the frontline has completely changed.  As you said, 

it’s not like two armies meeting in the middle of a valley somewhere.  You can be on the 

base and a missile comes in and hits and takes you out when you’re sitting in the lunch 

room.  

 

MS. MARSHALL:  But it’s clear from the report that brought this change about 

that the full intention is full combat opportunity.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, at some point but not under this rule.  This rule would still 

keep women, for example, out of the Marines, out of artillery, et cetera, et cetera. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But let it be known that the Defense Department did appoint a 

commission and this commission has in fact recommended that women be put on combat 

duty alongside – I don’t think they’re going to recommend that if they think the women 

who joined the services today aren’t ready for that. 

 

MS. BROWN:  And also I think it’s important – you know, at the promotional 

level.  I mean, when you look at the military, these promotions do come from having 

done combat service.  And so if we’re going to actually have a military that has more of a 

reflection at the upper echelons of our society, then we need to be able to put women 

there.   

 

MS. SOTO:  And there should be objective standards.  So if a woman cannot run 

as fast or carry as much weight as the men, absolutely not, she should not be on the 

frontlines or be in combat roles. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait a minute.  I thought – correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought 

there are those when you try to enter the military you have to pass a physical test.  And 

30 percent of men flunk the physical and a larger percentage of women flunk the 

physical. 

 

MS. SOTO:  Agree, Bonnie.  So let’s stick to the objective.  You know, we’re not 

discriminating against women or against men.  But if they can surpass these standards 

and if it is their choice to enroll in these positions, then so be it. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  And remember Title Nine.  Things have changed for girls too.  

Girls are raised to be more athletic.  And some of them are going into the military able to 

do the exact same thing men do.   

 



MS. ERBE:  That’s interesting.  Does that change your thinking at all? 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  I think we’re not listening enough to the diversity of 

women’s opinions on this.  And if we try – the military doesn’t do things halfway.  So I 

think we may see some women regretting – women in the military in fact regretting this 

trend towards – (off mike). 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what you’re saying to those women who do voluntarily enlist, 

who do pass the physical, aren’t you saying to them, I know better than you –  

 

MS. MARSHALL:  There’s a glass ceiling. 

 

MS. ERBE:  – what you’re capable of doing and what you’re not capable of 

doing? 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  I think what I’m saying is what we’ve recognized throughout 

history.  Men and women are different and we have different skills and gifts and those 

can be expressed even in an organization like the military differently. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines: President Obama and progressives.  

The 2012 presidential campaign is heating up.  Progressive women are wondering where 

they stand with the president.  “To the Contrary” spoke with Katrina vanden Heuvel, 

editor of the “Nation” magazine and an early Obama supporter. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

KATRINA VANDEN HEUVEL [Author, “The Change I Believe In”]:  Obama in 

the arena of women I think has met more expectations than in other areas. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Vanden Heuvel assesses the president’s performance in her new 

book, “The Change I Believe In.” 

 

MS. VANDEN HEUVEL:  One of the first steps he took was repealing the global 

gag rule and empowering women to control their own reproductive rights, both at home 

and abroad.  And I think in terms of fighting for women’s rights in the economy and for 

equal pay, the Lilly Ledbetter piece of legislation was very important as a signal to 

women that they had the dignity and the power in this country. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But the appraisal is not always positive.   

 

MS. VANDEN HEUVEL:  He has not been as strong in speaking out for abortion 

rights, which I do think are at the center of women’s right, controlling their bodies’ 

reproductive rights.  For example, the Mississippi Personhood Initiative – the president 

hasn’t spoken out in ways one might have hoped.  But he has spoken out against the right 

wing efforts to defund Planned Parenthood. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Vanden Heuvel feels when it comes to appointments of women and 

women in the Obama administration, it’s also something of a mixed bag. 

 

MS. VANDEN HEUVEL:  Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan, two strong 

women appointed to a Supreme Court that is in need of strong women’s voices.  He’s 

appointed a lot of strong women to his cabinet.  I’m thinking particularly of people like 

Hilda Solis, Department of Labor, Lisa Jackson, at the Environmental Protection Agency.  

Now, do they have as much power in his administration as we would wish?  I think it’s 

very important to have women’s voices close in to the seat of power.  And there haven’t 

been many women close in.  There’s Valerie Jarrett, but she’s a personal colleague and 

ally. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Vanden Heuvel believes the president exhibits a more feminine 

leadership style.  He listens and tries to create compromise, but his style is changing. 

 

MS. VANDEN HEUVEL:  I think women lead in many ways, but he has tried to 

lead by consensus and working with conciliation in this city, but at some point, as we see 

now, he realizes that isn’t moving the dial and that isn’t getting his agenda done. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Despite the disappointment many progressives, especially 

progressive women may feel, Vanden Heuvel believes the president can win back their 

support. 

 

MS. VANDEN HEUVEL:  If this president will once again connect with people 

who work their heart and soul out to get him into this White House and listen to what 

people are saying that they want jobs, that they want justice, they seek dignity, and they 

want a measure of fairness in a government  that it doesn’t seem rigged against them, if 

this president can speak to that spirit, I think he has a far better chance than he would if 

he remains more locked into a technocratic inside the beltway style of leadership. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So do you think that with the battle we talked about in the first 

section of this show, contraception, he’s taking a pretty hard stand, a progressive stand, 

will that energize voters who – and, of course, we have the unemployment rate down to 

8.3 percent and dropping, will that help to energize progressives who voted for him in ’08 

who maybe a couple of months ago were thinking they weren’t going not turn out? 

 

MS. BROWN:  Well, let me say a couple of things about this.  First, I think that 

both sides would very much like a culture war at this moment in time.  I think the 

Republicans see an advantage to getting off of the economic issues because the economy 

is getting a big better.  I think the Democrats, including President Obama, are not really 

keen on talking yet about the improvement that is coming.  So I think both of them are 

fine with talking about the social issues and reigniting a level of polarization.   

 



I also want to say that there’s no doubt that President Obama should be worried 

about it.  George W. Bush won in 2004 in large part because the women’s votes split.  

The gender gap was the same in 2004 and 2008, but in 2008, what you saw was that 

actually John McCain only carried 34 percent of women whereas George W. Bush had 

carried 48 percent.  It makes a difference in terms of how women vote.  Women split 

their vote again in 2010.  It is part of what contributed to Republican increases.  Given all 

of that, I think this administration very much understands that it needs to bring back 

women.  In particular, it needs to bring back white, married women, who have a –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Who all vote Republican. 

 

MS. BROWN:  Tend to vote Republican but have moved even more Republican 

in the last few years. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Could I speak up for both the Democrats and Republicans?  I 

think the Republicans – neither the Republicans, nor the Democrats want a culture war.  

And you could see that because the Republicans have been burning on the economy.  

They know the economy is getting better and so there’s some who say now they want 

split and now make it a culture war.   

 

It’s interesting what they have done in the last few elections.  They have quieted 

the social issues.  They have quieted the extreme parts of their own party.  And, indeed, 

the tea party was itself not primarily in the beginning about that.  It doesn’t help the 

Republicans to start a culture war, but now that one started, that’s a wedge they don’t 

mind taking hold of.  I don’t think either side was lined up for a culture war. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about energizing progressives though in November? 

 

MS. SOTO:  There needs to be more mobilization.  There’s definitely going to be 

some lack of enthusiasm.  You get so excited about the election of the first African-

American president.  And then he’s not able to do a lot of the things that he had set out to 

do.  So this is why mobilizations can be especially important.  It’s going to be really 

important.  And we’re going to see a lot of – this micro-targeting.  We’re going to see a 

zoom in on women and then we’re going to start to see women chunked up, so the soccer 

moms.  I think we’re going to have the whole foods moms, the book club moms.   

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the Hispanic moms?  The Latinas? 

 

MS. SOTO:  The Hispanic moms too, absolutely.   

 

MS. ERBE:  No, how is he going to do with them, though this election? 

 

MS. SOTO:  Latinos have an approval rating of Obama of about 66, 67 percent.  

So, obviously, approval rating doesn’t automatically translate into turnout, but so far he’s 

actually doing rather well among that segment, especially women. 

 



MS. MARSHALL:  I think progressive women have a lot to be thankful for under 

this administration.  This administration has played out many of their views on the 

economy, on a vision of government that’s taking more and more of civil society into its 

sweep, and on the moral and social issues.  What we don’t see in this administration is 

exactly what the president promised back on the campaign trail that he would be a uniter 

(sp), not a divider.  And from the Mexico City policy, not funding abortion abroad, to the 

fight we’re seeing right over the mandate on coverage, to making higher spending in 

government that’s going to risk higher taxes and force more women out of the home and 

into work.  That is not representing a large swath of American women. 

 

MS. SOTO:  Well, that’s not a party issue.  The Republicans have also spent in 

terms of George W. Bush some of the highest deficit spending. 

 

MS. MARSHALL:  Fair enough. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  The president’s problem is he raised not only out expectations.  

He raised the whole country’s expectations.  And then we all kind of got led down in that 

way.  The problem is that he tried accommodation and it didn’t work so he’s had to go 

the other way. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of “To the Contrary.”  Next week: 

outgoing Finnish President Tarja Halonen.  Check our website, pbs.org/ttc, for “TTC 

Extra.”  This week, big female Hollywood stars fight back against comments about their 

weight.  And whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next 

time. 

 

(END) 

 


