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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary.  Up first, pay equity and the Obama 

administration.  Then, the recession stokes role reversal.  Behind the headlines: young, 

black, and HIV positive.   

 

(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, Lilly Ledbetter lets loose.   

 

As one of its first orders of business, the 111
th

 Congress took major steps toward 

achieving pay equity by passing the Lilly Ledbetter and Paycheck Fairness Acts in the 

U.S. House.  The acts, which President-elect Obama campaigned on and said he will sign 

into law, overturn a Supreme Court ruling barring women from suing employers for past 

pay discrimination.  Supporters say these bills will boost earnings for American women 

and ensure they’re paid what they’re worth, which is critical in a down economy.  

Women currently earn 78 cents to the male dollar and their unemployment rate covers 

near double digits.   

 

The Lilly Ledbetter Act is named after an Alabama woman who was denied back 

wages.  The Supreme Court ruled last year she waited too long to file her gender-based 

pay discrimination lawsuit.  The Ledbetter ruling is seen as mainly affecting women 

bringing pay discrimination suits, but it’s also harming plaintiffs filing claims under Title 

VII, the U.S. Employment Discrimination Law, civil rights laws, and for discrimination 

in housing and education.   

 

So Ann Lewis, should these be the first bills that President-elect – soon to be 

President Obama signs into office?   

 

MS. LEWIS:  Absolutely.  Equal pay for women means more income for families.  

For households, that’s especially welcome right now.  And you know what?  This is the 

kind of change we voted for.  Elections make a difference.   

 

MS. JAMES:  There are people out there who want to do Americans a great deal 

of harm.  Also our economy is in shambles.  Is this important legislation?  Absolutely.  

Should it be the first thing up?  Maybe not.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  This should certainly be among the first, definitely.  

To do so would send a strong message that the Obama administration is for fairness and 

helping America’s working women and families.   

 

MS. CARPENTER:  Obama said over and over again the first thing that he was 

going to do when he comes in office is to sign an economic stimulus bill.  I don’t think 



that this is a good move to make after you’ve made that campaign promise.  This is 

something that’s going to be so easy for the Republicans to say, it’s nothing but a favor to 

trial lawyers.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, well, we saw some really bad jobless figures come out this 

week and even though women overall were 5.9 percent, single mothers and working 

mothers with families were at 9 percent.  So why would – would this boomerang against 

him if it’s the first thing he did?  I think if, for example, President Clinton and – he did 

some work on abortion – overturning some of the Reagan antiabortion rules and it really 

came back to hurt him.   

 

MS. LEWIS:  Actually the first bill that Bill Clinton signed was the Family 

Medical Leave Act.  Very much like Equal Pay for Women, the Family Medical Leave 

Act made its way through Congress, is consistently stopped by Republicans, opposed by 

a Republican president.  Bill Clinton gets in with a Democratic Congress, signed it.  

Millions and millions of American families have been able to use it ever since and it’s 

very popular.  Same thing with Equal Pay.  Want to talk about an economic stimulus?  

Great.  Paying women what they’re worth is one of the quickest ways to get some more 

money going into household budgets.  And you know what?  As you say, it is 78 percent 

– women are making just 78 percent of what men are making.  When you look at women 

of color, the disparity is even greater.  For single mothers, for mothers who are heads of 

households, you want to move children out of poverty?  Pay their mothers what they’re 

worth.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Bonnie, I don’t really understand or know all of the intricacies of 

this particular piece of legislation and the implications of it, but I do know this: I do know 

that people on my side of the aisle, Republicans, need to learn how to talk about these 

issues, to talk about it with compassion, to talk about it with understanding.  I understand 

that – the sort of core of the legislation I have no problem with whatsoever.  In terms of 

the details of the legislation and why the Supreme Court took the stand that it did on the 

statute of limitations, I think that there’re some very important legal questions there that 

need to be answered, need to be talked about.  The legislation needs to be debated.  But I 

just plead with my Republican brethren to think through how you talk about these issues 

with compassion, with sensitivity, and understanding the plight of women in this country.  

We –   

 

MS. ERBE:  How do you do it with, for example, while supporting lower taxes, 

which means fewer government services for these same women, not to get too far off the 

Lilly Ledbetter case?   

 

MS. JAMES:  Well, Lilly Ledbetter is a symbol and she symbolizes something 

for a lot of women in this country, Republican women as well as Democrat women.  As a 

result of that, my only plea is – there may be pieces of the legislation that you just can’t 

vote for and you understand the legal implications of some of the statute of limitation 

issues – 

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, just so the audience understands, what we’re talking about 

here is the Supreme Court said, Lilly Ledbetter, you can’t bring your lawsuit because you 

should have known you’re a victim of pay discrimination before you did know.  The 

statute says know or should have known.  They’re saying, you should have known before 

you actually could have known and – 

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  Exactly.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – and the Democrats are saying, bunk, how could she have known?  

And if you are a victim of pay discrimination, you should be able to sue a couple of years 

later when you find out.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  Exactly.  I think most people understand that.  Most 

people don’t really know what their coworkers are making in the exact same position that 

they are in.  And Lilly Ledbetter was in the unfortunate circumstance where when she 

was at retirement age, she received and anonymous letter that said, hey, your colleagues, 

who you’ve been working with for now nearly two decades, has been making more 

money than you for nearly two decades despite your wonderful service.  Once she found 

out, she sued.  She won at the lower court level.  She lost at the Supreme Court.  Most 

people understand that that’s just plain wrong.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, is there any way for Republicans to be compassionate on this 

and still reverse what the Supreme Court did, which is, of course, a majority Republican 

court?   

 

MS. CARPENTER:  Well, the conversation, I think, we’re having right now, 

we’re actually talking about the issue which is the statute of limitations.  I think it’s 

where the debate should be, rather Republicans caught up into that they’re anti-women 

because they’re going to say that Lilly Ledbetter shouldn’t have been entitled to the 

money.  But she was collecting her pension.  It was a good deal of time after.  And there 

is room to talk about what is an appropriate time to place on that.  And that’s where the 

debate should be, but this is one of those issues that it just gets so complicated.  It doesn’t 

ever get there.   

 

MS. LEWIS:  Actually, I think it’s pretty simple because I want to point out, as 

you say, most – many of us do not know what we’re making compared to what our 

coworkers are making.  In fact – 

 

MS. CARPENTER:  But I wouldn’t want my coworkers to know what I’m 

making.   

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. LEWIS:  – so to choose to put yourself in a disadvantage, you may – that 

may be you’re going to do it, but a lot of people would like to know that they’re being 

treated fairly.  And what we’re talking about here are two bills: Lilly Ledbetter, which 



says you should be able to say, wait a minute, this is discrimination, when you learn 

about it because if for 20 years you didn’t know it, you weren’t allowed to know, you 

shouldn’t then be further penalized.   

 

And by the way, as we just heard, lower courts have until now, until the Bush – 

Roberts – Alito Supreme Court have interpreted it that the clock starts ticking on 

limitations when you learned about the act of discrimination.  It was only in 2007, when 

we had this newly Republican majority court that suddenly the door is clanged shut.  But 

secondly, there is the second piece of legislation, the Paycheck Fairness Act.  The goal 

here is to prevent these kinds of lawsuits, if possible, by giving people more information.  

For example, that law says it would prohibit employers from penalizing people for 

talking about how much they make or asking their coworkers what they make.   

 

Let’s have more information.  Let’s let a little sunlight in.  That ought to be a fair 

deal for everybody.   

 

MS. CARPENTER:  I think it gets into very complicated matters.  You invite the 

government to start assessing comparable work between jobs.  I for one, and I say it right 

now, I want to protect – I want it to be a conversation between me and my employer 

about my compensation.  I don’t think there’s any reason for my colleagues to know 

exactly what I make, and the same for them.  It should all be based on merit and that 

should be a private conversation with the employer.  That’s something I’m not 

comfortable letting the government – 

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  You’re absolutely leaving yourself vulnerable then to 

be discriminated against – 

 

MS. CARPENTER:  I am confident in my workplace abilities.  I think most 

women in this kind of competitive environment, free market, can find their own worth 

and people of my generation I just don’t think see these kinds of disparities that 

unfortunately existed for Lilly Ledbetter.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Great legal issues need to be discussed, need to be debated, but 

Lilly Ledbetter should not be seen as some sort of wacko, crazy woman out there who’s a 

poster child for the left.  She isn’t.  She represents a lot of women – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Who sees her that way because I’ve watched a lot of coverage of her 

and I haven’t seen her portrayed that way at all.  She’s a Southern Belle type.  She’s – she 

doesn’t come off as – she’s not Casey’s mom – 

 

MS. JAMES:  Bonnie, you and I don’t hang out in the same places.  (Laughter.)  

But my point is that we’ve got to have this debate, this discussion.  There are legal issues.  

I think those points are very valid points, but you’ve got to do it within the context of 

understanding that there are some real issues for women there.   

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  From pay equity to home life.  One interesting side effect 

of this recession is the unprecedented number of American families experiencing role 

reversal.  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, more than four million families 

now depend on a female primary breadwinner – double the number 20 years ago.  The 

recession has spurred the majority of layoffs in male dominated professions such as 

construction and financial services with more to come, while industries that employ more 

women, such as health and education, aren’t hit quite as hard.  The Families and Work 

Institute says families today are more psychologically prepared to deal with the role swap 

than during past recessions, but many marriages are strained as men adjust to the role of 

Mr. Mom and women get used to less time with the children.  

 

MS. DIANA ZUCKERMAN:  (From tape.)  We still have traditional views of 

what men and women are supposed to do and men in particular often feel strongly they 

should be supporting the family.  And if they’re not able to support the family because 

they’ve lost their job or even if their hours have been cut or their salary’s been cut, it can 

be very hurtful and harmful for how they feel about themselves and their role in the 

family.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So will a possible good side of this very deep recession that we’re in 

now, and looks like it may last a while, be that men can get more comfortable with not 

having to be the primary breadwinner in every single relationship?   

 

MS. JAMES:  Quite frankly, Bonnie, it’s a little difficult for me to have a sort of 

disinterested conversation about this.  My husband is a Bush appointee who on January 

16
th

 will be coming home and be struggling with all of these issues and figuring them out.  

What’s a little for me is he’s an extraordinary man who’s never had issues with roles and 

how to divide up the work and those sorts of things.  As a matter of fact, a new career for 

him could be hosting seminars for other men who find – (laughter) – themselves in that 

situation.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Except that they’re unemployed, so they have no money to go to 

seminars.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Okay, but I think these are good issues for us to be working 

through as families and as couples.  And I think it gives women the opportunity, as well 

as men, to look at the work that we do in and outside of the home, to understand the value 

of the work that happens inside the house.  I think men have a tremendous opportunity to 

see that right now.  In answer to your question, yes, a lot of good could come out of this, 

but hopefully for not too long.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. LEWIS:  Kay, we don’t want to hear from you.  (Inaudible.)  What’s 

interesting, listening to her, I think there is two things going on.  One is gender, but the 

second is generation.  And I do think it’s generational.  The case is it may be unusual 

among men of his generation, for whom it’s much harder to either change roles or being 

more flexible about their roles.  I hear from younger couples and I talk to younger men all 

the time.  First place, many of them have jobs where they spend more time at home, 



working at home anyway.  Much easier for them, again, to think, “well, I’ll take my turn 

at the family chores.”  So I think we’re changing in several ways, but I agree with you, 

Bonnie.  I think it’s a good change.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Will we see more – will women gain economically?  Will we see 

more Rosie the Riveters now out there working and supporting the family, while – except 

this time the man, instead of being at war in Europe or Asia is at home taking care of the 

kids?   

 

MS. CARPENTER:  Yes, that could be – what she said, that strikes very close 

home for me.  As newly married, I have a husband who works from home quite 

frequently and he has no problem doing the dishes if he’s there during lunch, and very 

often I come home from work or a late night show or something to a clean house with 

dinner on the table.  He has no problem with it, and so I think is refreshing, but I think the 

bigger aspect of it is not just with the economy going down, but more people working at 

home, telecommuting, the sort of things Barack Obama makes a big deal about to save 

energy, save time, save money.  I think it’s great all around.  I like it, big fan.   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  In addition to the age dynamic I think there’s also a 

cultural dynamic here too.  With African-American families, I think there’s always been 

more of an egalitarian split of the labor since black women have always been in the 

workforce.  So this is nothing new, I think.  And it’s interesting to see how the rest of the 

nation is now adjusting with this.  But ultimately, I think it will help all women in a sense 

because now we will have those partners vying for our need to be paid fairly in the 

workplace because it impacts not only the woman’s well-being economically; it impacts 

her whole family.   

 

MS. LEWIS:  Good point and I was just thinking there’s one more beneficiary we 

haven’t talked about yet, and that’s the children.  This means there’s another generation 

of children who’re going to grow up seeing more of dad, because when I grew up, I 

couldn’t see very much my father.  He was expected to be at work all the time.  They’re 

going to see more of their parents.  They’re going to see both parents doing family 

responsibilities.  That’s a good thing.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, but we have been talking about women gaining parity, 

equality, whatever you want to call it, in the workplace now since really 40 years ago – 

the beginning of second wave feminism.  We’re now on third wave feminism.  But is it – 

is what’s holding women back now sort of that we can’t let go of these old traditional 

views of, “I’m the female.  I should be at home.  I should raise the children.”  Or is it that 

– or is it more men thinking that way?  Who – which gender holds – clings to that 

traditional version more.   

 

MS. LEWIS:  I haven’t met many women who say, “Oh, no, I don’t want to go 

forward.  I want to stay back.”  I think partly because changing economics means that is a 

luxury that very few families have anymore.  I think it has been easier for women to be 

more flexible.  If you think about it, women could play either role for a time, certainly 



since second wave feminism.  It has been harder on men.  And that’s why I say especially 

men who grew up under one set of roles and they’re now being expected to live under 

very different roles.   

 

MS. JAMES:  Bonnie, you want to know what conservative women talk about 

when they get together?   

 

MS. ERBE:  Please.   

 

MS. JAMES:  We talk about the fact that when we look at what we hear our 

feminist colleagues talking about out there, they want our husbands.  Our husbands – 

(laughter) – our husbands are doing the dishes.  Our husbands are elevating us.  Our 

husbands are telling us to get out there and do it.  They have been the most supportive, 

encouraging.  And I’ve been watching this phenomenon for over 30 years now, so this is 

really nothing new.  And it’s been an interesting thing to watch.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So you have the same experience?   

 

MS. CARPENTER:  Yes, I have a great husband.  I hope it doesn’t go bad.  He’s 

on a great path right now.  (Laughter.)  I’m not really sure.  But this whole thing is very 

interesting.  You see – I know what you’re saying with the resistance on the female 

behalf because there’s – you see – (inaudible) – in places like the New York Times, where 

the woman says, “I come home from work and I didn’t know I’m expected to bring home 

the bacon, fry it, and do the dishes too” or something like that.  And I think there is some 

of that going on right now, but I think that’s really an adjustment in communication that 

has to go on between the couples.  I don’t know if it’s like a generational thing or what, 

but couples have to talk about how to divide things up and in a healthy relationship both 

people are going to do what’s best for the family.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, young women and HIV.  AIDS is 

caused by HIV, which weakens a person’s immune system.  More than 42 million people 

worldwide are HIV positive, including one million here in the U.S.  Even though AIDS 

awareness is up, the number of infected women has tripled during the last two decades.  

To the Contrary spoke with Marvelyn Brown.  She’s more than a statistic.  She’s using 

her life as an example to young women, warning them not to follow in her path.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. MARVELYN BROWN:  When asked how did I contract HIV, I simply say I 

contracted it because I didn’t love myself enough to protect myself.  It went from me.  I 

was involved with a guy, who I called my Prince Charming because he was my 

everything.  And when he told me he loved me, it meant I loved myself that much more.  

I felt so special and I had no idea in that moment that I was choosing to have unprotected 

sex with him that I was giving him so much power.   

 



MS. ERBE:  At 19, Marvelyn Brown found out she was HIV positive.  She’d 

heard of HIV, but always thought pregnancy was the worst thing that could happen after 

having unprotected sex.   

 

MS. BROWN:  I never cared about HIV until it happened to me.  I just didn’t 

think that me being non-promiscuous, a heterosexual female that it could happen to me.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The data revealed she’s not alone.  The number of American women 

infected with HIV is on the rise.  Among young African-American women the situation is 

even grimmer.  AIDS is the number one killer of black women between the ages of 25 

and 34.   

 

MS. BROWN:  HIV is the issue that people don’t want talk about and they don’t 

want to deal with, but with the numbers rising and the statistics the way they are, people 

are not getting this information and people are not talking about it.  And that’s something 

that we have to do because people are still dying from HIV and AIDS in America and 

people are still contracting the virus daily.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Brown wrote a book about her experience and has made it her 

mission to teach young women about the dangers of unprotected sex.  Her message: get 

tested, get educated, and act responsibly.   

 

MS. BROWN:  You can have all the self-love in the world.  You can have a 

mother and a father.  You can still contract this virus when it comes down to that one 

moment that you know most people let themselves go.  It’s really about protecting 

yourself on top of the sex education.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Brown’s mission is controversial.  Some critics accuse her of trying 

to glamorize HIV, pointing to her book cover as proof.   

 

MS. BROWN:  HIV does not define me.  You see?  So thanks for saying I’m 

glamorous, but I’m not trying o glamorize a disease that is very, very hard to live with.  

It’s serious parts to this disease.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s this the best way to get the word out to other young African-

American women – to use her own situation to try to wake them up?   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  I think it’s critically important.  Unfortunately, 

particularly within the African-American community, the visual image of AIDS is one 

that is probably the stereotypical image of AIDS back in the early 1980s.  People think of 

skinny, white, gay men.  And that is killing black women because they don’t see 

themselves.  And what she does is show that it could be anyone.  The face of AIDS is any 

face that you can see walking down the street.  That is the crucial service.   

 



MS. JAMES:  I love the cover of her book.  It’s a little play on the naked truth, so 

she’s there naked and telling the truth.  I have no problem with that.  I think what she’s 

doing is a huge public service.  The story needs to be told.  I think that because of who 

she is, how articulate she is, how attractive she is that perhaps she can get through to an 

audience that I couldn’t in a million years.  And so I think anything that – anyone, who 

can deliver that message and deliver it as well as she can, should be encouraged.   

 

Given the data and what’s going on in the African-American community, I just 

want to encourage her and tell her to stay out there.  I don’t think she’s glamorizing the 

issue, but she is also sending message that you can be an attractive, well-spoken, African-

American female and this disease will come looking for you.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Why – is it more the youth thing because all teenagers think they’re 

invulnerable?  They’re going to live forever.  They’re never going to die.  I was one of 

them.  And so is it that or is it something special and different about what’s going on 

among young black women that they are running – having this terrible think happen to 

them?   

 

MS. JONES-DEWEEVER:  Well, youth is a part of it, but it’s not all of it.  If you 

look at the statistics with regards to black women across the AIDS spectrum, from the 

youngest teenagers, two thirds of girls who have HIV are black.  Two thirds of grown 

women who have HIV roughly are black.  So it’s – and even among the senior, more 

seasoned population, there is a huge increase among African-American women.  The 

problem is we just don’t see it as a credible threat, and that’s why it’s important that you 

have people out there who are living with this disease to get out there and tell their stories 

so everyone understands that, yes, you too are vulnerable.   

 

MS. LEWIS:  This is just so important.  I remember when in the early presidential 

debates Hillary Clinton said something like, if the rate of HIV/AIDS among young white 

women was similar to that among young black women, if it even came close, there would 

be public outcry.  We would wage a campaign against it.  This is a public health problem 

that should affect every one of us.  We’ve got to take it more seriously.  And so I think 

what she’s doing is terrific because we need to make it a priority and it takes young 

people speaking out for themselves.  It takes young people saying, “It happened to me.  It 

could happen to you.”  We need to do – we’ve learned a lot about treatment.  We can do 

so much more in treatment, but the key to this is also prevention and education and that’s 

what she’s doing.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And I have to ask – I interviewed the author of On the Down Low.  I 

can’t remember his name right now, very engaging, articulate guy and he blames the 

spread of AIDS to young and even married black women on the black church in part 

because he says that they – because there’s this huge fear of homosexuality and they 

don’t want to admit that some of the men are on the down low.   

 



MS. JAMES:  Well, there’s – there’s a lot of blame to go around.  Does some of it 

belong with the church?  Absolutely.  Should the church talk more about these issues?  

They should.  There should me more health fairs.  We’ve got to attack this on all fronts.   

 

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

Next week, the woman known as Obama’s brain, Karen Kornbluh.  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) 

 


