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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, President Obama reinstates a White 

House office dedicated to women and girls.  Then, moms minimize maternity leave in the 

recession.  Behind the headlines, changing the way we view rape.   

 

(Musical break.) 

 

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

discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, President 

Obama on women.    

 

President Obama this week created a White House Council on Women and Girls 

by executive fiat.  Valerie Jarrett, personal friend and senior advisor to the president, will 

chair the council.  Tina Chen, director of the White House Office of Public Liaison, will 

run its daily operations.  President Obama said the council will, quote, “ensure that 

American women and girls are treated fairly in all matters of public policy.”  Late last 

year several women’s groups sent a letter to then President-elect Obama asking him to 

create a cabinet-level bureau focused on women.  While this new council doesn’t have 

cabinet-level status, some women’s groups are pleased by its creation.  President Clinton 

maintained a White House Office for Women’s Initiatives and Outreach, as did several 

peer administrations, but President Bush abolished it shortly after taking office.    

 

So Megan Beyer, President Obama reinstated a less powerful women’s office than 

President Bush abolished.  Is this progress?   

 

MS. BEYER:  To paraphrase Madeleine Albright, we don’t need a federal agency 

that’s focusing on women.  What we need is for every federal agency to focus on women 

and that’s what this does.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Progress?  No.  Real progress would be a White House council on 

men.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. LYLES:  Well, certainly after eight years of Bush and really very little 

progress in some of the areas that were fighting for women’s rights, I would say it’s 

definitely a step in the right direction.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think it’s a great façade and a wonderful photo-op, but 

there are more significant things he could have done to measure the impact of public 

policy on women and families.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Like what?   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  If he were really good, he’d appoint a significant number of 

his senior staff to be women because women think in different ways than men and would 



actually be very inclusive of their policies.  He would charge the DPC, the Domestic 

Policy Council, with doing these things instead of a part-time council which doesn’t 

really amount to very much.   

 

MS. BEYER:  What I think is so great is that it’s under Valerie Jarrett, which 

basically says he wants to be on top of this.  This will go straight to the West Wing.  The 

first thing that they’re doing is creating an inventory of what is already out there in all 

these federal agencies.  And the Secretary Hilda Solis said, job one, looking at the 

stimulus bill to make sure that women, while these jobs are being created, have the 

opportunity to get the workforce training to make sure that they benefit because what’s 

happened is the old paradigm of how the economy works and how families benefit from 

that has changed.  There is the inherent understanding that if women do well, families do 

well, and they are critical to the economic recovery.   

 

MS. JAMES:  This was classic Washington – create a council to solve a problem.  

How many issues are there?   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, actually, but Kay, it’s a little different than that because there 

always was.  Even Bush daddy had a liaison office that reached out to women.  Well, 

President Bush came in and – so this is not – in the sense of creating a council, it’s not 

like him creating a commission on a subject where there never was a commission before.  

He’s reinstating, but at a weaker level, what was done by every recent president before 

President Bush.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Every president figures out which of their constituencies they need 

to take care of most and there’s usually a council, a commission, or something 

surrounding that.  So when you say this has always been there, absolutely.  Is it the best 

way to solve problems?  Is it the best way to implement real change, change you can 

believe in?  I’m not so sure creating a council like that is the solution.   

 

MS. LYLES:  Well, when you think of the mandates – economics, health, 

violence against women – these are all areas where if you look at our wage gap, the 

100,000 women who are still victims or survivors of rape, and where we are as an 

economy, and the health care crisis and how women are disproportionately affected by 

where we are in the health care crisis because we’re caregivers.  This thing that we have 

got where we are now, where it’s been worse over the past eight years, and so why not try 

something to try to fix these problems that are staring us right in the face.  These are 

family issues and if we don’t make sure we’re watching, then we’re going to be worse 

off, unfortunately, than we are – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes, but what about what Karen said?  What if he had just appointed 

half his cabinet or a little more were women instead of 25 percent that he did, which – 

 

MS. LYLES:  Well, I think that the specific here is that this council is supposed to 

be addressing women’s issues.  I think that if you – 

 



MS. ERBE:  That’s what a number of women group leaders said.  I’m not –  

 

MS. LYLES:  I think that we should do both.  There’s no reason why we can’t 

have women – because we’re half the population, right? – be represented fully in force 

throughout the administration, throughout the cabinet.  But we’re not hiring those women 

when you work on women issues.  We’re hiring those women or appointing them 

because they’re qualified.  And we should have equality.  This council is supposed to 

specifically make sure that there’s a net, so that we’re not forgetting about the disparate 

impact a lot of these issues we’re discussing have on women and they always have and 

we’re not there yet.  If we had equality, we could forget about it.   

 

MS. BEYER:  If I could go back to Kay’s point, too.  We know that this actually 

is a valuable thing to do because it was in the early 1990s when Hillary Clinton appeared 

in Beijing at that women’s conference and really owned some of these women’s issues 

that she came back.  It was not under the White House Office on Women.  It was under 

the first lady’s office that they created this interagency council upon which the council 

today is basically founded.  And you can talk to Madeleine Albright.  You can talk with 

others who were involved in that project and they said so much progress was made 

because you see agency by agency disparities in how women are treated, and this way 

you can make sure that in every agency there is a focus in regulations and in policies that 

– 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  They’re doing it now already.  There are more interagency 

working groups on every issue under the sun and there are – this is really a slap in the 

face to a lot of the federal agencies – the Women’s Bureau at the Labor Department, 

HHS has a Women’s Health Office, there are so many around there and they’re already 

talking to each other on a lot of issues.  And they’ve had contacts in the White House 

before.  I hate to say it, I think this is all for show to make it seem like there’s a lot of 

activity going on when government is going to operate like it always has.   

 

(Cross talk.)    

 

MS. JAMES:  – council on race, where is that?     

 

MS. ERBE:  Ask the president.  I’d like to answer it, but I’m not in the position 

to.  (Laughter.)  So you think should he have done that instead of on women or in 

addition to?   

 

MS. JAMES:  No, my point is there are many issues like that that exist within our 

country today, that deserve that kind of and that level of attention.  I am not diminishing 

at all the fact that we need to focus on issues related to women.  The question is, is that 

the best way to get it done?  I think there is issue surrounding race.  There’s issue 

surrounding gender.  There’re many issues.  I think real leadership comes when you 

appoint people in your administration who understand your agenda and your commitment 

to those issues and they are carried out across all federal agencies.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Well?  

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, it has just started this week, this council.  We’ll have to take 

a look at how it plays out and see whether we’ve made some progress.  I think it’s a great 

idea.  I think that it has – the last eight years have been – it’s been very unfortunate that 

the president has not been on top of trying to make sure that women have parity.  

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  That’s not true.  That is not true.  My main job at the Labor 

Department was working with the woman who handled all women’s outreach.  And the 

last administration focused on women’s business issues because women were creating 

jobs at a faster pace than anybody else in the economy.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Women-owned businesses.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Women-owned businesses, excuse me.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Right, but I’m saying that the profile being directly to the West 

Wing and to the White House and at this level.  You had it under Clinton.  You didn’t 

have it under Bush.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  You had a different form of it under Bush.  It’s just every 

president – 

 

MS. LYLES:  Well, the key – the key thing here, though, is that we have to look 

at what’s working.  I think we can probably all agree that we’re not where we ought to be 

as women, as educated women, as family members, as workers – 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  We don’t rule the world.   

 

MS. LYLES:  We don’t.  And I think that doing something a little bit different is 

sort of what we’re looking for.  This didn’t work.  What we had before didn’t bring us to 

where we needed to be.  In some cases, we’re worse off than we were actually, when you 

look at health and wages and the fact that we – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And government contracts to women-owned businesses.  Actually 

the rate of progress, which is ridiculously slow anyway, slowed down under the Bush 

administration.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  You’re right, but I will tell you.  Sixty-eight percent of all 

recipients of employment training dollars in the $15 billion system we have are women.  

The majority of users of many of the government services are women.  So you can’t say 

that it’s being ignored.  And that is a huge focus when you’re looking at any agency with 

the programs – how does it affect the client population.   

 

MS. LYLES:  It’s not being ignored, but we can do better.   

 



MS. BEYER:  And I think having the president on top of it, it couldn’t hurt.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right and we can do better by moving on from women in public 

policy to maternity and money.  We’ve heard a lot about the down economy forcing 

retirees back to work, but new data show it’s also forcing many new mothers who had 

planned to take months or years of maternity leave to return to work much sooner.  

Almost two thirds of women with children under the age of six are in the paid workforce.  

The recession is forcing many women who’d planned to take leave to instead look for 

part time and full time jobs.  Mom Corps, a staffing firm that places mothers in jobs says 

the women it places are now asking for some 25 percent more work than prior to the 

recession.  And corporate psychologists tell the “Wall Street Journal” the recession is 

raising the level of stress and post-partum depression suffered by new mothers.   

 

So, Kay James, what’s going on out there and should we be any more alarmed by 

this impact on this segment of workers than on retirees having to go back to work?   

 

MS. JAMES:  I think we just need to be generally alarmed.  Our country is in a 

severe economic crisis.  It is having an impact on men, on women, on children, all across 

our demographics.  I think what’s important here for corporations to understand is that in 

order to be profitable in this environment; they’re going to have to be flexible.  They’re 

going to have to be flexible with women and their schedules.  But you know what?  

They’re going to have to be flexible with dads, too.  Who’s out of work?  Sometimes the 

mom can have the job and the father can’t find one.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But don’t you think in this economy, as in prior downturns, flexible 

benefits, as they’re called, tend to be the first thing pulled off the table.  Would you rather 

lose your flex time or your health care?  Would you rather lose your flex time or lose 

bodies?   

 

MS. JAMES:  Not just flex time, but flexible benefits.  Maybe child care is more 

important to me than flex time.  Maybe health care is balanced off against long-term care 

insurance because my husband is dealing with some sort of ailment or disease.  So I’m 

talking flexibility across the whole host of benefits.  And the smart companies – those 

that win the awards – are those companies that recognize the need to be family friendly 

and to help their employees and their workers get through this difficult period.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Yes, but I think you make a good point, Bonnie, that when there 

are very few resources, those are the very times when it’s hard to provide flexibility, 

benefits.  I hear about companies all the time who’ve fired people and then they’ve asked 

other workers to work longer hours than they generally do.  They’re all so afraid that 

they’d be the next one fired, that – okay, I’ll do it.  And what is suffering?  Our families.  

And yesterday when the president signed this bill on his council, he talked about his own 

family, knowing that his grandmother had hit a glass ceiling and the men at work were 

making more than he was.  And I – 

 

MS. JAMES:  Than she was.   



 

MS. BEYER:  – than she was and that there was an inequity there that affected 

him, that affected the family, and that people are starting to internalize and understand 

that when we look at the paradigm of our economy, we’re not trying to help the male 

head of household.  We need to help women because they’re part of those households in 

terms of the economy.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I want to pick up on what you’re saying.  We’re talking 

about flexible work places.  All workplace laws had been set in place for such a long 

period of time.  If I want to work – right now in order to get health care benefits through 

your employer, if you have 50 or more employees, you have to work 30 hours a week.  

Well, maybe you can’t do 30 because you’re taking care of a sick mother and a bunch of 

kids.  Maybe 25 would be better.  This is what this president’s council should be talking 

about is portable health care so that I don’t have to depend on my employer and be forced 

to a 30, 40, 50, 60 hours a week in order to get benefits.  It should come with me, whether 

I want to work 20 hours a week or 30 hours a week.  People want more control of their 

lives and this is – the benefits in particular.  I think more women with very young 

children go back to work.  Yes, their husbands may be out of work, but they need those 

benefits so desperately and it forces people into a situation they may not want to do.   

 

MS. ERBE:  If a lot of women start spending more time than they meant to in the 

workforce, how will this affect women’s progress in the workforce, and also how will it 

affect their kids that they’re not able to spend more time with?   

 

MS. LYLES:  Well, I think that when times are tough is when we start to really 

figure out what’s really important and I think that this conversation – we talked about 

child care and medical leave and things like that – I think that it’s highlighting that – the 

fact that we cannot afford to continue to deprive women and men of these resources.  We 

don’t have child care across the board.  We don’t have paid medical leave of any kind 

that’s across the board.  We can’t continue to force our workers into these really dire 

situations with limited resources while they’re trying to raise families.  And it’s just a 

perfect example of why we’re so behind across the world when it comes to these things.  

Whether it’s health care, child care, or paid leave, we are really lagging.  And because 

both parents have to work in an economy, it just shows how far behind we really are.  

We’ve got to do better.   

 

MS. BEYER:  And I think we’ve had an epiphany.  I think that the really bad 

economic times have made people begin to wonder, look, we’ve given up a lot of jobs.  

We’ve outsourced jobs for this global economy.  We’ve done all kinds of things that – we 

saw the major corporations did very well for a while there month to month.  And yet, 

what have we gotten?  Ours is one of the very few industrialized countries in the world 

that doesn’t give paid medical leave.  So what I think what is – what is going to come out 

of this is the maternity leave, things that we have not had – child care – there will be 

created.  The political will to see those laws has changed.   

 



MS. CZARNECKI:  No, it won’t.  You know what’s going to happen?  The trend 

right now is to contract that – and I don’t mean overseas.  People are hiring contractors 

now because they don’t want to pay those health care benefits or the flex time policies or 

anything else.  I am seeing with a lot of my friends in the whole Washington metro area.  

They’re – (inaudible) – stay at home – (inaudible) – who wanted to go with part time.  

Their contract businesses are booming.  People want contractors because they want to be 

able to – if I don’t need you next month, I’m going to cut you loose.  I’m not going to pay 

your benefits and it doesn’t matter.  There’s an impersonal relationship and I think if we 

force people to be more like socialist countries in Europe, giving them full health care, 

paid maternity leave et cetera, I think you’re going to see more contracting and more 

people struggling.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All agree, disagree?   

 

MS. BEYER:  I don’t know if I agree with that.  I think that’s been happening 

over the last 20 years.  I think you’ve go to every newsroom.  Everybody’s working 

something less than 40 hours, so they don’t have to get any benefits.  I think something 

needs to be done from a policy perspective to see that these workers aren’t taken 

advantage of.   

 

MS. LYLES:  Yes because there’s going to be a precedent.  What happens right 

now is we’re desperate.  People are desperate to work.  What we don’t want to do is get 

into a situation where we take this job.  We cut our losses because we can’t really argue.  

I got this job, so I don’t have child care.  Well, fine, I’ll deal with it.  I think what’s going 

to happen in this recession is that we’re going to probably move away from the critical 

issues that we talked about in the programs because people are so desperate for work.  

And actually, I think the workers are at disadvantage and women are at disadvantage.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, changing how Americans view rape.  

No means no.  We’re probably all familiar with the popular anti-rape slogan, but the 

editors of the new anthology “Yes Means Yes” say for too long even rape prevention 

methods have approached sexual violence in a way that places the burden on women.  

They say if we really want to see a world without rape, we need to say yes.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. JACLYN FRIEDMAN:  It came out of a lot of conversations both within us 

and in the blogosphere and other places that it just – it’s not enough to only have access 

to no and it leaves women in a place where they’re stuck, still being expected to not want 

sex, to be the ones who’re responsible for saying no to sex.  And if they don’t, if we’re 

sexual beings, if we pursue sex and we act sexually, then whatever happens to us, the 

culture says fair game.  We were asking for it and we deserved it.  And so yes means yes 

is about claiming our right to our own sexuality, our own authentic sexuality, without 

saying we’re saying yes to rape.   

 



MS. JESSICA VALENTI:  I don’t know that we need to redefine women’s 

sexuality as much as we need to respect it and say that it’s okay for a woman to have a 

sexuality that isn’t strictly defined and enforced by people other than women.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Feminist blogger Jessica Valenti and writer Jaclyn Friedman pulled 

together and edited the collection of essays “Yes Means Yes.”  In the book, writers, male 

and female, young and old, offer new perspectives on how to reduce sexual violence 

against women.   

 

MS. VALENTI:  We’re not kind of putting aside the model of no means no that 

feminists worked so hard for.  We’re really trying to build on that.  And really it was kind 

of putting together a new cohesive body of work on (rape culture?).  We thought like that 

hadn’t been anything in print out there for a long time.   

 

MS. ERBE:  In fact, the no-means-no model may be partially responsible for the 

decline in sexual violence against women.  In 2007, some 90,000 women reported being 

raped, down from more than 96,000 in 1997.  Although sexual assault remains one of the 

least reported crimes, reporting has risen by about 10 percent since the mid-‘90s.  But 

Valenti and Friedman say those statistics can improve even more if society breaks away 

from viewing women as either pure and delicate or wild and out of control.   

 

MS. VALENTI:  I think there’s also something really strategic about painting 

women as either victims-to-be or kind of oversexed girls gone wild.  If we’re really – if 

we’re too slutty and out of control or if we’re virgins that need to be protected, in either 

case, we’re not capable of making our own decisions.  We need someone to make 

decisions for us.  In one case, we need to be protected or maybe we’re just too crazy and 

someone needs to take control of us.   

 

MS. FRIEDMAN:  Well, we believe that pleasure is an essential human right and 

that right now the way most of the time rape culture and rape prevention education is 

done is we told women and girls, “Be careful.  Don’t go out by yourself.  Don’t drink too 

much.  Don’t wear that outfit in that neighborhood if you’re going to be doing that.  

Don’t go out with that guy” or that whole message.  All these messages are about women 

policing themselves and denying themselves pursuing things that might actually be fun 

and bring them pleasure, so that they don’t get raped.   

 

And there’s two things wrong with that.  One is basically it doesn’t work because 

rape is still happening and every girl knows from age three – watch Law and Order or 

listen to your mother.  Like it’s saturated in the culture like if you do this set of things 

which have to do with women and sexuality, you might get yourself raped.  So first of all 

it’s not working – shaming women, telling women to keep a lid on their own pleasure in 

order to prevent rape.  It’s not preventing rape.  But second of all, the ability to enjoy 

yourself and to pursue pleasure in our own bodies is a basic human right.  And when 

you’re asking half the population to curtail that so that the other half of the population 

doesn’t hurt them, that’s a human rights issue.   

 



(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Latifa, this conversation provoked a lot of thoughts in my mind, but 

first and foremost if women are allowed to feel free to do whatever they want sexually 

and run along on the street nude – who cares?  But would that provoke a man who 

otherwise would not have been a rapist to rape somebody?   

 

MS. LYLES:  I don’t think so.  I think that there are predators.  There is 

relationship situations where there’s violence and rape.  I think this is a bigger question 

about how we view sexuality in our country and how a very unhealthy view of that, 

whether it’s because we’re not educating our kids properly and comprehensively in the 

schools, or we don’t have the relationships with our children where we can talk about 

what the boundaries are.  And it’s very disempowering and I think that that lack of 

empowerment on the part of both boys and girls leads to a culture of a lot of 

uncertainties, murky areas, power dynamics that are very antiquated.  And so I think this 

brings up a larger question of are we a healthy sexual society.   

 

MS. BEYER:  I grew up in the era where your parents would tell you, “Well, a 

man isn’t going to buy the cow if he can get the milk for free,” which is sort of the kind 

of way of saying, “This is a commodity.”  You hold the commodity and the implicit 

understanding of the male-female relationship then is that the male is after something that 

you have.  The male is pursuing and you are – 

 

MS. ERBE:  That’s a business deal.  (Laughter.)  Right, but it’s also – giving sex 

is a business deal.   

 

MS. BEYER:  And in fact in these abstinence-only programs, some of the 

language that it’s used that the man gives you a diamond and you give him the diamond 

of your chastity, it is an asset that has an appreciating value under certain circumstance.  I 

don’t – I think what they’re trying to say it’s that we need to recognize that there is 

human sexuality.  Women have sexuality.  Men have sexuality.  That it’s not this one-

way power struggle relationship.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I wonder – first of all, let’s think about the goal here – ending rape.  

Will that ever happen?   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I don’t think so because you’re going to have a small 

percentage of the population who either misread sexual cues that they’re getting from 

their partner or you can have people who have deviant behavior and they’re always going 

to look for the – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I’m thinking you have the end mental illness, which of course is 

genetically encoded and – 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think in the piece one of the ladies mentioned respect.  I 

think we have to teach people to respect others, respect yeses and nos – the boys and girls 



need to be taught in schools.  They could be taught to respect their own bodies.  So yes, 

they can make their own decisions whether they’re good, bad, or whether we would agree 

with them or not.  But boys need to respect girls, too.  Just because you’re wearing a low 

cut blouse, doesn’t mean you’re asking for it.  That is an old-fashioned mentality that 

because of the way you dress – I’m going to look at my three girls and say, “You’re not 

going out in that.  First of all, you’re 12 as opposed to 22 and it’s a very bad choice for 

you.”  When it comes time for buying shoes, my kids picked the stiletto heels and I said, 

“I don’t think so.  I’m not taking you to the emergency room with a broken ankle.”   

 

But kids don’t make very wise choices oftentimes and it’s up to us to teach them 

respect yourself.  Respect your body.  Don’t let your friends put themselves into positions 

where it’s going to be really detrimental to them, whether it’s a relationship or otherwise.   

 

MS. JAMES:  You know, Bonnie, one of the things we talked about on that piece 

is that so many of the messages seemed to be targeted towards women.  And I think one 

of the reasons for that is that the consequences of the act are so devastating to women.  

And so we tend to send our messages there and we tend to try to get women focused on 

what they need to change and do in their lives.  I don’t think that it’s necessarily that 

women are responsible.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. LYLES:  – I think that if we get passed the taboos, we can have a 

conversation and the boys to the girls and the parents can talk to all of them together and 

get past some of these problems.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes, let’s definitely keep talking about it.  That’s it for this edition of 

To the Contrary.  Next week, unconventional D.C. public schools Chancellor Michelle 

Rhee.  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) 


