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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, little girls and big guns.  Then, 

bias against women in science.  Behind the headlines: BPA, a chemical used in plastic 
that’s everywhere and raising health concerns.     

 
(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, tweeting firestorm. 
 
GOP Vice Presidential Candidate Paul Ryan generated controversy this week 

when he stopped off from his campaign to buy hunting gear for his 10-year-old daughter.  
The avid hunter said his daughter is ready to hunt for the first time.  He bought her a rifle 
for Christmas last year.   

 
Ryan fans banded together on Twitter to show their Second Amendment support 

by posting pictures of their daughters shooting all types of guns, ranging from pistols to 
semi-automatic weapons.   

 
The informal Girls with Guns campaign had hundreds of fans posting stories and 

pictures to Twitter and other social networking sites.  But not everyone is all smiles.  
Some parents voice concern about putting guns in the hands of children. 

 
So, Congresswoman Norton, will this help lower the coveted women’s vote to the 

Romney-Ryan ticket? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  All I can say, Bonnie – if you will forgive me – is: is that his 

best shot?  (Laughter.) 
 
MS. HAMEL:  That’s a good one.  You know, it may help in his likeability in 

some parts of this nation but, at the end of the day, women care about the economy, jobs 
and government spending.  And they’re going to cast their vote on those issues. 

 
MS. SOSA:  Well, I think we’ve got consensus.  I think it’s going to motivate his 

base, which I think is the strategy of the Republican Party right now, but it’s not going to 
close the gap.   

 
MS. KENNEDY:  Yes.  I agree.  I think we’re all in agreement.  This is not going 

to make or break the election for the Romney-Ryan ticket.  It’s about the economy and 
other issues that are much more important. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But, if it’s supposed to – and, Gretchen, you’re absolutely right.  It’s 

a base motivator.  But if it’s supposed to be a base motivator and the polls show Romney 
really falling behind at this point, is it going to help? 



 
MS. HAMEL:  I don’t know if he’s really falling behind.  I mean, there are so 

many polls out there that you can look at. 
 
MS. ERBE:  Most of them – I mean, the most recent ABC News/“Washington 

Post,” those kind of polls in the last week or two have shown a statistically significant 
gap.  And in the battleground states it’s even worse – like in Ohio, all of a sudden, they 
were neck in neck, and a few months ago was ahead, and now Obama is six, seven points 
ahead. 

 
MS. HAMEL:  Well, you have to look at enthusiasm and those numbers.  And I 

think that’s where they’re aiming for – pun intended – it’s to keep those enthusiasm 
numbers high.  And they’re very high.  They’re high – they’re about the point that you 
want them the week or two before the election.  They’re that high a month out.   

 
And, honestly, I think Ryan did this – I don’t know if it was a political stunt as 

much as it was him just showing his personal side of who he is, and that he’s a family 
man, and that he is one that is an outdoorsman too. 

 
MS. SOSA:  Well, I have to say this – I know gun control has not been a big issue 

in this campaign, because I have to say Obama has not really taken on the issue because 
the concern with the base.  But I was looking at a report by the Children Defense Fund.  
They used the latest data on kids that have died of gun injury – 5,740 kids have died 
because of gun injuries.  So I want to put the other side –  

 
MS. ERBE:  In the past year? 
 
MS. SOSA:  In the past – between 2008 and 2009.  That’s the latest data.  So I 

just want to put this issue on the table because there’s another side to the debate about 
gun control.  And I wish we had a serious discussion about it. 

 
MS. KENNEDY:  You know, while I certainly am saddened that children are 

killed by guns, usually it’s accidental.  And in those cases, a lot of times it’s because the 
parents aren’t being responsible, whether – in most instances, they’re illegal guns in the 
household and children are getting access to them.  So there’s a whole layer of things that 
have to be addressed.   

 
I mean, with regard to Mr. Ryan and going out shopping for his daughter, you 

know, it’s great.  He loves his daughter.  He wants to have fun with her.  But I really 
don’t think that’s the issue in terms of the election and whether or not that’s going to 
make or break their campaign.  It really isn’t.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  And, you know, and those of us who are for gun control, (we 

should watch out ?).  These are children being taught how to use a gun and these are 
children who come from hunting families.  It’s very different from the kind of gun 
control people like me, who live in big cities, see.   



 
And I don’t want to get like the tea party anything that smacks of, then I’m 

against it.  If you’re from a hunting family, if boys would be taught, and these pictures 
are of girls being taught.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me just say again – pun intended – hunting is a dying sport in 

this country as we urbanize – no.  The data show there are fewer and fewer – first of all, 
there are fewer places to hunt because they’re all getting developed.  Certainly you have 
to drive hours out of cities to get to places that are remote enough.   

 
Point is – my point is: will this be a motivator for more moms or a turnoff to more 

moms – I’ve got to imagine – I don’t have data on this point – I do know hunting is 
shrinking.  There have been many articles written about that.  But is this a turnoff or a 
turn-on to moms, the women’s vote? 

 
MS. SOSA:  And I have to it (blurs ?).  You’re an expert.  You’re a legislator so 

you deal with these issues and you compartmentalize issues but for me, as your average 
citizen, guns – and it triggers all sorts of emotion.   

 
So let’s go back to the election.  Again, it’s going to motivate their base.  And it’s 

clear to me that they’re stalking the strategy that if we motivate our base and we suppress 
the Democratic vote, we can win this election.   

 
And I’m with you, Bonnie.  The numbers are not working in the direction of 

Romney.  And I’m surprised that they’re not shifting at all.  They continue working the 
base, working the base.   

 
The “60 Minute” interview with Mitt Romney, Mitt Romney saying that we have 

health insurance because the ambulance will come and take you to an emergency room 
hospital – Romney is an expert in health care policy.  He reformed health care in the state 
of Massachusetts, but he’s talking like an ignorant.  He’s not.  He’s talking to his base.  
And, you know what?  So far I don’t think it’s working. 

 
MS. ERBE:  I want you to make the argument – wait a second – back to the girls 

with guns, winning argument for the women’s vote? 
 
MS. HAMEL:  I don’t think it’s a real winning issue for women so much.  But 

I’m a farm and ranch girl and I grew up in a family that did hunt.  And I had a gun when I 
was in my single digits back in the day, and was taught how to shoot, and was taught 
about how to treat a gun and how to respect, and things like that.  And I think that’s 
important.  And I think it’s an important place in our culture that we have these different 
activities that take place.  

 
MS. ERBE:  Go ahead. 
 



MS. KENNEDY:  I was going to say – as Congresswoman Norton said, I mean, 
you have to kind of divvy up the group – of course, those who are in hunting families, 
who live in rural areas, they think it’s great, wow, he’s getting his kid out there and that’s 
wonderful.   

 
I think the other side of the coin is that I think moms might be supportive of him 

if they feel that he’s being attacked for doing something with his – in other words, a 
woman who may – a mom who may not necessarily be a hunter, interested in hunting or 
guns, may say, well, gee, this poor guy is trying to do something with his family line of 
things that he does with his daughter –  

 
MS. ERBE:  Okay.  But let’s get a little more specific.  Are you talking about 

moms who are base Republican Party moms who tend to vote Republican anyway, or are 
you talking some part of Democratic moms?  Are you talking independent voter moms? 

 
MS. KENNEDY:  Well, I don’t know statistically how to break it down other than 

saying –  
 
MS. ERBE:  No, but I’m just asking you – would this appeal to other than the 

base?  Is this going to appeal outside the base? 
 
MS. KENNEDY:  I think it could.  If he’s attacked enough, it could.  I mean, the 

issue of the gun – of the rifles and hunting itself, you know, I don’t think it necessarily 
draws to one side or the other.  There are Democrats who hunt and Republicans who 
hunt. 

 
MS. HAMEL:  Exactly. 
 
MS. KENNEDY:  However, I think with regard to him being attacked for it – or 

criticized maybe is a better word of putting it – I think that might draw more sympathy to 
him.  I’m not saying more votes necessarily, but sympathy that this guy is just doing what 
he would normally do if he wasn’t a –  

 
MS. SOSA:  I go back to Congresswoman Norton’s point.  If that’s the best they 

can do – I mean, they have a gap for real reasons because their economic agenda is not 
addressing the women’s concerns, because their reproductive – their standing on 
reproductive issues is Neanderthal.  That’s why they’re not getting the women’s vote.  
And all they have is this guy saying, I’m going to take my 10 year old hunting?  You 
know, I think that’s – it can backfire. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But I do want to get back to you and ask why – three or four months 

ago, a lot of people would have called this election for Romney.  Just a few weeks ago, it 
kind of evened up.   

 
And just in the last couple of weeks, not only is President Obama pulling ahead 

but Senate candidates – a lot of people thought had no chance – Tammy Baldwin, Claire 



McCaskill, you go down the line, and now they’re not talking so much about the 
Republicans winning back the Senate, but in some circles I’ve heard talk about 
Democrats taking back the House. 

 
MS. HAMEL:  They’re not going to take back the House.  But let’s look.  Okay.  

So we had the primary at the beginning of the year.  That was about a whole host of 
candidates fighting it out between themselves.  Romney was really not ahead during the 
summer.  He was making this race tighter.  That’s what happens over the course of the 
summer.  Then you have conventions where both parties get to see Romney –  

 
MS. ERBE:  And he got virtually no bump and Obama got a huge bump. 
 
MS. HAMEL:  Can you really think that he’s going to get a bump when you have 

a Democratic convention that starts basically just like within hours afterwards?  I mean, I 
don’t know if you’re going – I don’t know if real bumps exist anymore.  Look at the 
bump –  

 
MS. ERBE:  It did for Obama though. 
 
MS. HAMEL:  But that bump is already coming down.  And look at the bump he 

got for killing Osama bin Laden.  That bump was gone like this.  So I don’t know if 
bumps really exist for that long anymore because we are such a 24-hour news cycle.   

 
On this I think that we are 39 days out, you saw a bump from the president’s 

convention.  You have Romney who’s made some mistakes.  If you look behind the 
numbers of favorability, if you think – (inaudible) – Romney’s still got a shot at this.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Quickly please. 
 
DEL. NORTON:  He’s motivating his base because that’s all that’s left.  And, 

frankly –  
 
MS. HAMEL:  Only his base left? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  That’s right.  I don’t write that off because we still have to 

contend with a pile of money they’re going to pour out at the end and we still have to 
contend with voter ID. 

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think about this.  Please follow me 

on Twitter @BonnieErbe and #tothecontrary.  From girls with guns to biased science 
professors. 

 
Despite years of fighting gender bias in the sciences, a new study by researchers 

at Yale says science professors at American universities regard female undergraduates as 
less competent than their male counterparts.   

 



The researchers analyzed responses from professors who are asked to evaluate an 
application from a recent grad seeking a laboratory manager position.  This fictitious 
applicant was portrayed as promising but not stellar.   

 
In half the descriptions, the applicant was named John, the other half Jennifer.  

Professors gave John an average score of four for competence but gave Jennifer a 3.3.  
John also seen more favorably as someone they might hire and offer a higher salary.  The 
study found female professors to be just as biased against women. 

 
So after 20, 30 years of pushing to advance women and women making 

advancements in college education, even doctors, biology, chemistry, education, you’re 
still seeing this bias in the sciences.  Are we ever going to overcome it? 

 
MS. KENNEDY:  Interestingly enough, the study was done by Yale, and it turns 

out at Yale they have some of the higher numbers for women in the stem program – 39 to 
46 percent of their students in that program are female.  And I think last year, at 2011 
graduation, they had around 47 percent graduation rate where the national average was 
around 38 percent.   

 
But what bothers me or what concerns me with this is some of this is still 

unfortunately bias and prejudices, both from men and women.  And that’s really human 
nature and how do we get beyond that because I think part of it is – you see with the 
study that some women graded the men higher than women.  Is that because they thought 
the guy was really more qualified or are you afraid you might lose your position?  You 
know, on the other side of the coin is with men, the bias is, do you want to keep that old 
boys’ network or do you want to open up for women?   

 
And the other thing that I think we’re all working on but need to work harder is to 

encourage our young women to be a little bit more aggressive in terms of going after 
these positions because I think societally, we kind of teach women to be docile and be 
nice and friendly.  But, you know, it’s a dog eat dog world out there.  And I think 
sometimes you have to be a little bit more aggressive. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  But look, suppose something we don’t know from the study, 

suppose the girls were a little less aggressive than the men – you know, that’s exactly 
why you need a female professor.  This was not only surprising –  

 
MS. ERBE:  But the women –  
 
DEL. NORTON:  I know.  That’s why – it wasn’t just surprising.  It was shocking 

that they wouldn’t identify with these girls, that they wouldn’t see themselves in these 
girls as they were trying to become scientists.  And women have to look into themselves 
and ask themselves – have you absorbed male notions so deeply that you even have 
absorbed their discrimination? 

 



MS. SOSA:  And I think that’s exactly what some of the women were saying, 
some of the faculty that did this, they became aware of their own prejudice that they were 
not aware.  So if I want to see – if we can see a silver lining in this report, which got a lot 
of dissemination, which I’m very glad, it’s an education process, because I think 
professors thought they were not biased; another were that they’re biased so they have to 
be more careful when they look at this application and when they’re looking at a woman 
applicant, am I biased?  And I fair?  It’s a process.  It’s a process.  And I think it’s an 
important report for that process. 

 
MS. HAMEL:  I go with you.  It’s a lot about human nature.  And we have this 

bias in the board rooms.  We have this bias for CEOs.  We have this bias here in 
Washington, D.C., even on Capitol Hill.   

 
Women – you’re a trail blazer.  I mean, women are still trying to make their place 

in this world and still trying to get that same respect and trying to even still get the same 
amount of pay.  I mean, President Obama did sign the Lilly Ledbetter Act into law, but 
even the president pays women less than he does men.  Even the Senate pays women less 
than it does men.  So practice what you preach.  I think this is a problem that we’ve got to 
get over. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  Yes, but that’s men doing it.  And the following with this study 

is –  
 
MS. HAMEL:  So you’re saying it’s okay because President Obama does it? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  Wait a minute.  What are you talking about?  I’m talking about 

men versus women.  We had assumed that if women were in charge, that that would 
affect other women.  And to find that at least in this aspect it does not ought to call for 
some soul searching on the part of women.  I’m not going to excuse it for a moment.  If it 
were a man – I’ll tell you, we have seen that they reach out and mentor young men more 
easily than young women.  And we have been critical of that. 

 
MS. HAMEL:  Go and look at the Senate payroll.  All the women Senators, they 

have the same problem in paying women less than they do men in their own offices.  It’s 
a problem.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Interesting and unfair. 
 
MS. KENNEDY:  It definitely goes back to character.  I totally support – we need 

to reach inside ourselves.  As a former law professor, I know I made my way – not just 
for female students; both male and female students, but particularly female students to 
encourage them to pursue certain areas – like I’m a tax person.  A lot of women don’t go 
into the field of tax.   

 



So I think it’s a whole bunch of issues that you have to address.  But certainly 
reaching back out and saying, look, I made it so what can I do to help you, it’s certainly 
part of that process. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Or just teaching women to be more aggressive, to be more self-

congratulatory as a lot of men are.  These characteristics that young women just haven’t 
learned yet how to bargain, how to push, how to show themselves – is that part of it too? 

 
MS. SOSA:  Absolutely.  I think that’s part of it.  The other aspect of this debate 

is there were a lot of men trying to justify the discrepancy because of the abilities.  
Women were less skillful in terms of math and sciences and now we see that the problem 
is the biases of the people that are doing the hiring. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Including the women.  Behind the headlines: a new study on BPA – 

a plastic additive found in some food packaging and many consumer goods.   
 
This week, researchers reported more compelling evidence that BPA can disrupt 

women’s reproductive systems, alter chromosomes and cause birth defects.  Earlier this 
year, another study linked fetal exposure to BPA with higher rates of breast cancer.  To 
the Contrary reports on concerns about a host of other serious illnesses. 

 
(Begin video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Bisphenol A, better known as BPA, is a synthetic chemical similar to 

the hormone estrogen.  It’s most widely known for its former widespread use in baby 
bottles.  But it’s also in most consumer goods. 

 
WALTER BROOKE [Actor]:  I just want to say one word to you, just one word. 
 
DUSTIN HOFFMAN [Actor]:  Yes, sir. 
 
MR. BROOKE:  Are you listening? 
 
MR. HOFFMAN:  Yes, sir, I am. 
 
MR. BROOKE:  Plastics. 
 
MS. ERBE:  Even the producers of the 1967 movie, “The Graduate,” had no idea 

how ubiquitous plastics and later BPA would become. 
 
FRED VOM SAAL [University of Missouri]:  Chemists in the 1950s found that if 

they linked these BPA molecules together, they could make a plastic.  And now it’s 
become this very large industry, something like 10 billion pounds of this chemical are 
made a year. 

 



PETE MYERS [Founder, CEO and Chief Scientist, Environmental Health 
Sciences]:  It’s used in medical flasks.  It’s used in actually a wide variety of different 
types of medical equipment, the rosins that line today about 80 percent of food cans that 
are on supermarket shelves in America, or a dust that’s painted on paper receipts that 
come out of ATM machines.  It’s an incredibly useful molecule, but over the last 15 
years, we’ve discovered that it’s also tied to a wide range of adverse effects. 

 
MS. ERBE:  There’s a wealth of evidence linking BPA exposure to early puberty, 

prostate disease, breast cancer, changes in brain chemistry, and many other conditions – 
spontaneous miscarriage and Down syndrome rates may also rise after exposure to BPA. 

 
BPA affects the endocrine system, a delicate, balanced system of glands and 

hormones that regulate such vital functions as body growth responds to stress, sexual 
development and behavior, production and utilization of insulin, rate of metabolism, 
intelligence and behavior, and the ability to reproduce. 

 
MR. VOM SAAL:  So one of the biggest problems with BPA is that it acts like 

this sex hormone, estrogen, and when you’re exposed to extra amounts of this, it can 
cause all kinds of diseases.  It happens to be a sex hormone that’s used in products which 
is, from the perspective of someone who cares about public health, just bizarre. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Still, representatives of the plastics industry and BPA producers 

continue to maintain it is safe at low doses.  In March, the Food and Drug Administration 
ruled that BPA is safe.  It rejected a petition by the Natural Resource Defense Council to 
ban it, saying more studies were needed. 

 
The FDA declined an interview with To the Contrary, but released the following 

statement: “The FDA is constantly monitoring the science on the substances or products 
it regulates, including BPA.  FDA’s strategy to address concerns about BPA is founded 
on science.  We have invested significant resources to research and review any and all 
scientific findings.” 

 
GAIL PRINS [University of Illinois At Chicago]:  The FDA, the Food and Drug 

Administration can regulate chemicals that get into our food.  Bisphenol A isn’t only 
going into our food.  In fact, it’s not considered a direct food additive.  It’s an indirect 
food additive in that it makes its way into the food by leaching out of the containers that 
come in contact with the food.  And so the legislative authority isn’t straightforward. 

 
MS. ERBE:  As an indirect additive, the FDA is limited in its ability to regulate 

BPA.  BPA is protected by its use in interstate commerce, making it difficult for the FDA 
to restrict use. 

 
MS. PRINS:  There’s a lot of pushback from the chemical industry, from the 

companies that are making these products that are convinced that they’re safe at the 
levels that humans are exposed to.  And they have the influence within government 
bodies as much as do scientists or perhaps more have their influence.  So a lot of different 



things need to be evaluated and weighed in making decisions.  And that’s what has 
slowed processes down. 

 
MS. ERBE:  While the FDA has stalled action at the federal level, state and local 

governments as well as regulators in other nations have banned it. 
 
MR. VOM SAAL:  Eleven states have passed legislation restricting the use of 

BPA and in virtually all of those states, there are additional attempts being made to 
further restrict BPA in essentially all kinds of food contact uses.  Canada has declared 
Bisphenol A a toxic chemical.  It’s restricted for use in China, you know, some countries 
in South America, around the world. 

 
MS. PRINS:  In science, nothing is black and white, but increasing numbers of 

studies from a variety of investigators from around the world now are showing that BPA 
has these negative consequences. 

 
THEO COLBORN [Founder and President, the Endocrine Disruption Exchange]:  

We can’t wait another generation with chemicals like Bisphenol A and methylates and 
some of the other chemicals that are now a greater part of our lifestyle.  They’re in our 
home.  They’re in our automobiles.  They’re in all the equipment and toys that children 
play with, sporting good equipment.  They’re in everything. 

 
(End video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  So, Patricia Sosa, what does it say about our government that places 

like China and Canada and other countries have been able to ban BPA and we’re still 
thinking about it? 

 
MS. SOSA:  Well, I would say the scientific data is very mixed.  Supposedly, the 

studies that they’ve done said that we process BPA very quickly and that the health 
impact is not conclusive, and that’s the difficulty that we’re having with this issue. 

 
MS. KENNEDY:  Well, I’m just going to say, I don’t know about the rest of you, 

but I’m throwing out my plastics.  When I get back to home, I’m going back to mason 
jars.  But, you know, that frightens me that they’re not worried about now and we have to 
keep looking because 10, 20 years from now, we’re talking about the next generation of 
children that are being born or not being born due to these side effects from this plastic. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Do you think the science is mixed? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  You can make that case because the FDA says that it’s 

disposed of somehow in your body, but I have to tell, consumers have already gotten 
some canned food products to pull back.  So they’re doing a better job than the FDA.  
Shameful. 

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  Sorry, no time.  But that’s it for this edition of To the 
Contrary.  Please follow me on Twitter @BonnieErbe and #tothecontrary and check our 
website, pbs.org/ttc, where the discussion continues.  And whether you agree or think to 
the contrary, please join us next time. 

 
(END)  
 


