
 
 

 
 

HOST: 

 

BONNIE ERBE 

 

 
 

 

GUESTS: 

 

RUTH CONNIFF, 

 

CARI DOMINGUEZ, 

 

DEL. ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON, (D-DC), 

 

GENEVIEVE WOOD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FRIDAY, APRIL 18, 2014 

 

TRANSCRIPT PROVIDED BY 

DC TRANSCRIPTION – WWW.DCTMR.COM  

http://www.dctmr.com/


 

 

 

BONNIE ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, can self-confidence break 

the glass ceiling?  Then, girls excusing sexual assault.  Behind the headlines, why this 

author calls herself a Jesus feminist.    

 

(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 confidence gap.  

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Women, on average underestimate their abilities, while men 

overestimate their competence.  Could this explain why women are underrepresented in 

the upper echelons of business and make less money overall than men?  That’s the 

argument put forth by journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman in a new book, “The 

Confidence Code.”   

 

KATTY KAY:  What we really wanted to focus on in “The Confidence Code” 

and it’s this issue of self-assurance.  Why women seem to hold themselves back?  

Because they lack confidence.   

 

CLAIRE SHIPMAN:  Confidence is, to some extent, genetic.  Some people think 

25 percent.  Some studies have estimated could be up to 50 percent genetic.  That’s 

because there’re a number of genes that affect things in the brain like serotonin, oxytocin, 

and dopamine, which really smart scientists are beginning to understand they affect 

things like confidence.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Women outnumber men in higher education and make up 50 percent 

of the workforce.  But men are more likely to ask for raises or apply for promotions even 

if they are unqualified.   

 

MS. KAY:  I think this is something many women have felt, that men seem to be 

more confident than women, but now there’s actually the data there, Bonnie.  Hewlett 

Packard has done one study that shows that women will apply for promotion if they have 

100 percent of the skill set.  Men feel it’s fine to apply with just 60 percent of the skill set 

because why not?  They could learn the rest on the job.   

 

MS. SHIPMAN:  There’s a part of our brain that’s called the worrywart center.  

It’s been dubbed that.  It’s the anterior cingulate gyrus and I hope I’m not slaughtering 

that.  And women use that much more than men do.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Writing for the “Atlantic” Magazine, Kay and Shipman interviewed 

top women from diverse fields, such as sports and business.  These women frequently felt 

they did not deserve their success.   

 

MS. SHIPMAN:  We found that to same extent there’s a little bit of the lack of 

confidence in a lot of women we wouldn’t have expected.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, is that the case?  Is it lack of confidence 

that’s holding women back?   

 

DEL. ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON (D-DC):  No, Bonnie.  Women may have 

some confidence issues, but sexism remains the dominant force the world over.  

 

GENEVIEVE WOOD: I think it’s great we’re having this discussion because I 

think the lack of confidence plays a much larger role than in the past we’ve given it credit 

for.  

 

RUTH CONNIFF:  I think women are responding to the world that they live in 

realistically.  And we really need to shore up women and girls to overcome these forces 

that sap their confidence. 

 

CARI DOMINGUEZ:  I like to paraphrase James Carville and say it’s the culture, 

stupid.  (Laughter.)  Because as long as we look at a cultural code from a man’s 

perspective, women are continue to going to be at a disadvantage.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, but I don’t – you know, I honestly think the difference is how 

a father treats a daughter because if a father treats you like you’re supposed to go out in 

the world and work like he did, that really – most of the women I know who’ve had big 

careers had fathers who were really supportive of them and believed in them.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think that’s a very good point, but remember, on one of your 

own shows, Bonnie, women earn less than their fathers did, even though they had chosen 

professions.   

 

MS. ERBEL:  Well, because not all women have fathers – first of all, not all 

women have two parents.  And secondly, not all fathers are good fathers.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I love laying blaming on the fathers – (laughter). 

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I think that that’s part of it.  I think that there is a – you can see 

the difference in young girls, where confidence starts to collapse in adolescence.  And I 

coached girls for many years.  And I feel like sports for girls and just a cultural space 

where girls can be competitive and joyful and maintain that great feeling about 

themselves that they have when they’re little girls is so critical.   



 

MS. ERBE:  You have three daughters.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I have three girls.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you see that need to them?   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I do.  I mean, I see a lot of joy in them.  And actually, I have to 

speak up for mothers, too, because I think that if they see that women can be – have 

fulfilling careers and also be great mothers and they feel kind of booed in who they are.  

They feel – I mean, I feel like my mother gave me that.  She loved me and she made me 

feel wonderful about myself.  And it took me a long time to take in the really toxic 

messages from the more male dominated culture about body image.  I mean, I think you 

can create a climate that shores girls up.              

 

MS. WOOD:  But I think what plays out here, too, though, I mean – as their 

particular study shows, you know, different hormones play a role and that men and 

women are different.  You can make up for a lot of that if you choose to, but ever after 

Title IX that leveled the playing field on sports, what you still found was even though 

more girls got involved early, they eventually dropped out.  Some people said it was 

because they lacked confidence, or could it be, you know what, they started taking 

interest in other things around 12 and 13-year-olds and a lot of guys didn’t.  And things 

like sports can definitely, not just build your confidence, but you get used to the rough 

and tumble that you also see in the business environment.  So I think there’s a little bit of 

hormones involved as well.  

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And genetics.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But as a board member of large corporations, as former chair of the 

EEOC, how do you see it from the corporate perspective?   

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Well, you know, I think we need to stop analyzing women 

and start analyzing our society and the society’s values because when I was involved with 

the Glass Ceiling initiative, it was like, well, women just don’t have the right type of 

education.  So they went and they got their MBAs and all.  Well, they don’t have the 

right experience or they went on, well, you got work and family.  There’s always 

something that holds.  Now is a confidence code.  I really think it’s a cultural code.  I 

think we need to – women go to analysts a lot more often than the men do because, 

what’s wrong with me?  We just so internalize everything.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Yeah, I think that’s so true.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Tell me about the difference between this book and “Lean In.”  

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Well, I am one of Sheryl Sandberg’s defenders on “Lean In.”  I 

have to say.  I mean, she caught a lot of flack for that.  And both of these books focus on 



women at the very high end of the income scale.  So we have this collapse where we have 

now an economy that looks more and more third world with this tiny elite.  And we have 

all these people who are struggling.  And we’re talking about how are the elite doing.  

And so I share that sense about it.   

 

On the other hand, it’s a combination, right?  I mean, Sheryl Sandberg described 

this in the people that she works with, her female colleagues and herself.  The 

combination of telling girls they’re bossy, right, and that’s a bad thing.  And so the 

culture tells you to be demure.  And then blaming women for not having the confidence 

to stick out for themselves.   

 

MS. WOOD:  And I think that’s why negative does really impact.  I mean, there 

was a recent study that came out that showed in like the top 20 – in the metropolitans 

around the country, young women, at the same age as young men, are now actually 

outperforming their male counterparts in many – like in terms of wage.  But the reality is 

a Gallup poll also showed that those same type of women, young women, didn’t feel – 

they didn’t have the confidence and they were worried about asking for a raise alike.  

And so I think there’s a lot of – they’re being told, you’re in second place.  So many of 

them think they are in second place, even though they actually are in first place.   

 

And so – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, wait a minute – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – it’s a little bit mixed messages.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait, it’s a lot of mixed messages.  And is that – you know, when – 

in the ’60s and ’70s, the second wave of – or third wave of feminism, whichever wave it 

was, there – you know – women truly – there were no women CEOs or anything close to 

it.  Most women – most white women, anyway, were staying home full time.  African-

American women always had to work.  We know that.  But were denied access to any 

kind of education or decent jobs.  And not, it’s not quite like that anymore.  I mean, 

women have made advances.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  It’s interesting you point to that early period, when women 

were very assertive.  Women got tired of being rewarded for being the stereotype of what 

women were supposed to do.  They imagined and re-imagined how they might be.  That, 

however, is an almost revolutionary mindset.  And we remember that there was that 

mindset that got women the right to vote, when women, for example, panned themselves 

to the gates of the White House and then it kind of went back.   

 

So these confidence raising periods can only be sustained if they are reinforced.  

And I believe it has been reinforced because feminism came along and tried its best to do 

so, but certainly not sufficiently with these confidence gaps that we are seeing in very 

young women, who ought to be the more confident women in the world.   

 



MS. CONNIFF:  They’re better educated – 

 

MS. WOOD:  A lot of things going on, but I think they’re hearing a lot of things 

of like you’re still in second place.  Guys are still all the top in all the top jobs.  And 

while some of that’s true, the more you tell people that, the more they think they can’t 

break through.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And that’s why it does matter.  I mean, that’s what Sheryl 

Sandberg says.  It does matter if we have more women senators.  It does matter if we 

have more women CEOs.  We have got to have a world where women can be in 

leadership positions and girls can see that as a possibility.  And we are just not there.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  The world reinforces their notion of their own inferiority.  Look 

at – if you’re looking at the top or even – and little management is beginning to make 

some headways, you just don’t see the role models that reinforce the notion that if you 

get rid of this lack of confidence or we are told men have overconfidence – 

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Yeah.  (Laughter.)   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I have to say.  You have to like women for not being these 

unrealistic braggers.  And the fact that men –   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  – humble.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  – they’re so great and that women kind of roll their eyes.  You 

know, I mean, I think you bring a better perspective into the world when you have a little 

more realism about who you are.  Yeah.  And what you know.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But let’s say most women aren’t like that – (laughter) – but there are 

a few who are like that.  I actually grew up next to one career ladder wise.  And she’s too 

famous for me to tell you what happened, but anyway.  Let us know what you think.  

Please follow me on Twitter @BonnieErbe.  From lacking confidence to normalizing 

assault.   

 

Young women have become more accepting of sexual harassment and assault 

according to a disturbing new study.  Researchers at Marquette University analyzed 

interviews with 100 girls and young women ages three to 17.  The study reveals young 

women don’t view sexual harassment as particularly unacceptable or inappropriate.  They 

believe it’s a part of everyday life, not a criminal act.  And they excuse it with the notion 

boys will be boys.   

 



The research supports what women’s advocates have argued for years.  Women 

underreport abuse.  There are several reasons.  Fear of so-called slut-shaming, the belief 

that men can’t help themselves, trivializing assault and harassment, and lack of trust in 

authority figures.   

 

So Ruth Conniff, where is this coming from?  I mean, how do the – do your girls 

think it’s okay to be raped and boys will be boys?   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  No, but my girls are young.  I mean, I have a first grader, fourth 

grader, and a seventh grader.  I think, you know, I think there’s something really wrong 

in our culture.  And I think it may have to do with sort of the porn infiltrating popular 

culture to the degree that it has and also – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that because of the Internet?   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I think maybe partly.  I mean, I think there’s a kind of a pop 

culture setting.  But you know, the thing that just struck me so much in reading about this 

is we know that we can be equals with boys and with men.  We know.  I mean, I grew up 

as part of a sports team with boys who cheered for the girls and girls who cheered for the 

boys.  We know we can be in the workplace together.  We know that men are not just 

dying to rape us all the time.  And yet, there are cultures where people really believe that.  

They believe girls can’t go to school with boys.  They believe that men are, you know, 

just these predators and that that’s natural and to be expected.  And they accept that.   

 

And that is – I mean, we just cannot perpetuate that.  We have to stand up for a 

society in which men and women can be friends and colleagues and we can be equal.  We 

know it’s possible.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Go ahead.   

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I was just going to say I think that’s also tied into the whole 

bullying piece because when, you know, you bully women or girls into compliance and 

you say, if you don’t do this, I’m going to come home and rape you.  I’m going to come 

to your house and rape you.  I think all of that has just become such a norm now.   

 

When you look at the media, when you look at video games and the kinds of 

things that we’re dealing with, it just – it’s almost like it’s an acceptable type of thing.  

And the girls kind of say, you know, we have to stand for ourselves.  And you know, 

boys will be boys.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Does anybody have an idea of how to get a handle on this and turn it 

around?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think that’s very important because if this were not so – 

maybe it isn’t – deeply cultural, it has mired its way in less than a generation.  All of a 

sudden, when people would have been appalled to this, it becomes the norm.  That is 



what’s scary because it’s that deep and at all classes.  Look at recent report that the 

president of Dartmouth, one of – an Ivy League college, felt he had to give a major 

speech about just this kind of behavior involving women and involving brawling and 

involving drinking and you got to speak out.  And they said, well, wait a minute, don’t 

you think that will make Dartmouth look like – he said, no, because this is throughout the 

society and that these are youngsters at the upper class version of society.   

 

And these are not thugs.  And yet, this thuggish behavior has become culturally 

rooted.  And I think if we don’t get a hold of it now and root it out – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But how do you?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, first, you don’t glorify it, which I think the media has a 

tendency to do.  Not just through video games, but what you see on television and the 

fact that younger and younger kids are experimenting with sex and these different things.  

I just – you know, it becomes – I think these blurred lines occur whether way, is this right 

or is this wrong?  I mean – and I think increasingly, if you live in a world in which is not 

clear what’s right and wrong, you start getting confused about what’s right and wrong.  

And I just think – you’ve got kids that are not able yet to deal with some of these things 

and they’re not getting reinforced from the culture as to what they should be doing.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  We need to tell girls that they don’t have to put up with this 

stuff.  And I think the adults in their lives, I mean, looking at this study, the adults in their 

lives are not doing a good enough job of telling the girls, you know what, this is 

outrageous.  This is not okay.  And it’s not your fault.  I mean, these girls need to 

understand it’s not their fault and that they can say no and that they can get some support 

from the adults around them.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And what role do men play in turning this around?   

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I think we have to set the tone as a society.  And when you 

look at what’s going on in the military, for example, you know, and oftentimes the 

victims are looked at as the perpetrators of this.  So I think we have to set the tone and we 

have to eradicate it by saying you are the victim and we are going to deal – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah, I agree with that, but how do you – how do you drive 

that home?  And here’s where I want to fall those who are, quote, “in charge” real 

authority figures.  One of the great and terrible things said about sexual harassments, rape 

even on campus is how difficult it is to get colleges to be upfront about it, say it 

happened.  Say these people have to be turned over to the police and the rest because they 

think it will harm their reputation.   

 

Unless people show, authority figures show that they are willing to treat this 

conduct for what it is, it is now so deep, it will not be rooted out.   

 



MS. CONNIFF:  I think we’ve made progress legally.  I mean, there used to be no 

such thing as marital rape.  You know, we’ve made progress in the legal system in terms 

of defining sexual assault as a crime – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Educating police.  There used to be – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah, but that’s easier.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And I think the – I mean, I think this is not so much a new 

phenomenon as it’s a holdover from an era when women were – really felt completely 

powerless to do anything about these kinds of assaults.  And I think just culturally we 

have to stay on top of this and not allow there to be a new generation of sexual 

exploitation and just say now, you know, we’ve come too far for this.  We’re not putting 

up with this.  You don’t have to be treated that way.   

 

MS. WOOD:  I just have to say, though, I just think our culture is more 

sexualized than it’s ever been and it should not be surprising that these kind of things 

happen.  And so part of it is doing exactly what we’ve talked about, but it’s also saying 

we need to stop having such lax standards here and sexualizing everybody and everything 

and no matter what their age – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Yeah, but I totally agree – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  It’s a First Amendment – 

 

MS. WOOD:  It’s a First Amendment.  People should take responsibility to 

address – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Pardon me for feeling that it’s kind of out of anybody’s control with 

the media being – you know, with the media being your computer linking up to 

somebody else’s computer half way around the world.  How can you control what images 

girls are – 

 

MS. CONNIFF:  It’s not just images, though.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – boys are thinking is okay and what girls are thinking is okay.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I would make a distinction.  I mean, I think there are – you look 

at Europe, and there are cultures in which sex is not – I mean, I think Americans are 

strange about sex in that we combine a kind of a puritanical disapproval of sex with this 

extremely consumer, you know, sort of pornography driven sexualized culture.  And you 

can actually have frank discussions about sex.  You can have a culture in which sex is not 

so taboo without abuse and rape coming into it.   

 



So I think that it is actually possible to say to girls like even though there is all 

this stuff out there and there is this very sexualized culture that you as a person do not 

have to absorb physical abuse.  It’s just a bottom line.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Last word.  

 

MS. NORTON:  Look, the peer culture is reinforcing this.  And that is why I 

think it’s gotten so bad that people that the whole society has to listen to has got to say 

not only you have to stop this, but we are going to penalize those who don’t, including 

youngsters.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, behind the headlines.  Jesus feminist, can those two words 

coexist?  It’s the title of a book by Sarah Bessey, who insist those two words intertwine 

better than one may think.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

SARAH BESSEY:  Growing up as a Christian and in a lot of churches people 

would kind of take a step back and say, well, what do you mean you’re a feminist?  I 

think that usually they mean that was I the stereotype that they had perhaps heard and 

being used for so many years.  And so they were wanting to sort of, I guess, ascertain.  

They couldn’t really associate me with the term as they understood it.  And so I just sort 

laugh and say, well, I’m a Jesus feminist.   

 

MS. ERBE:  While many Christians find the term contradictory, Sarah Bessey 

insists it’s not.  Jesus, she says, supported the same things modern day feminists promote, 

equality.   

 

MS. BESSEY:  I loved how he engaged with women.  There wasn’t any special 

or preferential treatment, but neither were we ever the butt of the joke.  We were engaged 

just like any other man in the story that he encountered with.  There was no concerns if 

we were, you know, too feminine or too able to, you know, engage with his teachings or 

anything that was coming along.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Historically, certain passages in the bible have been used to deny 

women equal rights.  When Bessey studied them more closely, she had a different 

interpretation.   

 

MS. BESSEY:  When I began to engage with the whole story of Scripture, with 

the entire narrative of God as he engages with his people and even with the Apostle Paul 

who wrote a lot of those more – those passages that are often used against women, is that 

the interpretation that I had always been given and the answer I’d always been given was 

actually – didn’t line up with everything else.  That the whole story of Scripture really 

does affirm and encourage full equality for women.  And those passages often have been 

misinterpreted or misapplied and sadly even used against women.  And I think that that’s 

a real tragedy.   



 

MS. ERBE:  Bessey grew up in a church where female pastors were the norm.  

Now, she’s part of one of modern Christianity’s biggest debates, the role of women in the 

church.   

 

MS. BESSEY:  I understand why people are having that debate, but a big part of 

why I wanted to write the book and a big reason why I wanted to put it out there is 

because I wanted to share what happens when you’re on the other side of answering those 

questions.  I look around and I see women who are serving alongside men with a 

tremendous amount of holiness and joy.  And it’s an exciting thing to see.  I think it’s a 

really beautiful thing to see and redemptive for a lot of people.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Though she has received a backlash from some Christians and 

secular feminists, Bessey says the response to her book has been overwhelmingly 

positive.   

 

MS. BESSEY:  For me, it really is a book about the kingdom of God and what it 

looks like when we’re walking in holiness and in freedom together.  And so even though 

if some people may see it as a bit provocative, it still is a provocative love letter.   

 

(End video segment.)         

 

MS. ERBE:  Let’s stay away, because we’re almost out of time, from how this – 

how she plays into the abortion argument.  But other than that, was Jesus a feminist?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, you know, I think Christianity has done more for women 

than almost – well, than anything else that we’ve seen throughout human history.  And as 

we’re on Easter weekend, I think it’s interesting to remember, it was women who first 

saw Jesus coming out of the tomb as taught in the bible.  Not men, it was women who 

saw him, who saw him first and told the good news.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’ve never seen feminism as incongruous with Christianity, 

Judaism, or anything else.  It’s hard to believe that Jesus Christ would have thought 

anybody unequal anyone else, but I do think she shows that everybody takes his version 

of the bible and makes it suit her taste.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, and that’s true.  And in some sense, doesn’t that make it kind 

of meaningless?  I mean – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, I think – 

 

MS. ERBE:  – everybody says, you know, oh, no, Islam isn’t anti-woman.  

Christianity isn’t anti-woman.  And yet, Jimmy Carter just had a book we talked about a 

few weeks ago, religion is the biggest oppressor of women there is.  (Laughter.)   

 



MS. DOMINGUEZ:  When you look at ordination of women, as she talked about, 

it seems to me that, you know, Jesus said go preach to the whole world.  He didn’t say the 

men go preach and the women stay behind.  He says go and – everyone’s supposed to 

have the Holy Spirit, according to the bible.  So if he says men get the Holy Spirit, 

women stay in the kitchen – that was not his focus at all.  So I do think that from that 

perspective Jesus was a feminist.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I think Jesus was a feminist and a socialist and a community 

organizer – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  – the fact is the message of Christ is a long way from 

conservative Christianity.  There was no support for the money changes in the temple or 

the huge wealthy institution of religion.  I mean, it was really – there is this whole 

message of radical liberation theology that comes directly out of Jesus’ teachings.  And 

there’s a lot to be done with it.  And we have a pope now who’s really turning the 

Catholic Church upside down because of these messages.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yeah, but not doing what he should be doing for women, at least not 

yet.  But – I mean, seriously, you look at Christianity.  The whole world was pagan until 

Constantine came along, in 300 A.D. and converted everybody to Christianity.  

Everybody – throughout time, everybody has had a different take.  And some of those 

takes were picked up and some of those weren’t.  So why not – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  – used religion in the service of power.  They’ve used religion in 

the service of conquest and power.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Politics.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Really, that is actually totally contradictory to the message that 

was so galvanizing, these religious messages are galvanizing for people because they 

speak to the sense of justice.  And that’s the opposite of where the church is – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But it’s totally inevitable and I think we ought to understand 

that.  That these wonderful passages from the Old and New Testament and Islam and the 

Koran can be used an abused.  And if we understand that, then I think we will be at home 

with those differences.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Nobody on this world was perfect, except Jesus.  Not surprising, 

people have imperfect views of some of the things that were taught in the bible. 

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  Thank you.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  

Please follow me on Twitter and visit our website pbs.org/tothecontrary.  And whether 

you agree or think to the contrary, see you next week. 

 

(END) 

 


