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.STX 

 



MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” up first, President Ellen Johnson-

Sirleaf of Liberia visits the nation’s capital to promote education reform, especially for 

Liberian girls.  Then, the state of marriage in America: two new reports show married 

couples are now in the minority, yet parents are spending more time than ever with their 

kids. 

 

(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, Liberia’s 

leading lady, President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, is the first female elected president of an 

African country.  She’s running Liberia’s government during a time of renewal, change, 

and violence.  She visited our nation’s capital this week to promote her initiative to 

educate Liberian girls.  “To the Contrary” producer Joy Fowlin covered President 

Johnson-Sirleaf’s visit and produced this report. 

 

PRES. ELLEN JOHNSON-SIRLEAF:  Why girls?  Because girls in Liberia, in 

Africa, have been the ones that have been left out. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Liberia’s history is one of war, dictatorship, and struggle for 

democracy.  It’s also one of bias against women.  Even with a woman as commander-in-

chief, Liberian girls are still left behind, especially when it comes to education.  Just 50 

percent of Liberian children go to school.  One quarter of them are girls.  Sexual assault 

in the classroom, teen pregnancy, and high drop-out rates all deplete girls’ attendance 

rates. 

 

PRES. JOHNSON-SIRLEAF:  Over the years for families to survive, their young 

children, particularly girls, have been a source of income because they go out on the 

streets.  There’s nothing more heart-breaking than to walk the streets and see a five-year-

old, a six-year-old with a huge basket or pan on their heads selling fruits or selling little 

packages of water – kids who should be in school.  We’ve got a young population: some 

40 percent of our population is less than 20 years old.  Many of them having been 

conscripted into warfare, have never been to school, and at this stage how do we respond 

to that?  We’re trying to meet the challenges of improving infrastructure.  We’re trying to 

meet the challenges of reconciliation coming from wars and the ethnic tensions and 

rivalries that were associated with that.  But most of all, getting our young children back 

into school and giving them a hope and confidence in the future. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Promoting education reform isn’t new to the president.  During her 

campaign, she combined education and women’s rights under the theme “Our time has 

come.” 

 

PRES. JOHNSON-SIRLEAF:  We had a strategy, and the strategy was tied to 

women.  Many people missed the fact that the ordinary market women, uneducated, 

caught on to the strategy and caught on to the idea that I sit in the sun, I sit in the rain and 

sell my goods for one primary purpose: to educate my children. 



 

MS. ERBE:  After more than two decades of civil war, Liberia has a lot going 

against it.  Many places lack electricity, or running water.  Eighty-five percent of workers 

are unemployed.  Eighty percent are illiterate, yet President Johnson-Sirleaf says 

significant progress will be made by January, 2008. 

 

PRES. JOHNSON-SIRLEAF:  Transformation has got to be visible.  

Transformation has got to be felt by the majority of the people.  We’ve got to touch the 

lives of these young girls and boys.  We’ve got to make a difference in their families 

because if we don’t, the record on that is very clear in post-conflict countries.  If you 

don’t make a difference in a relatively short period of time – one to two years – chances 

are the country slips back into chaos and back into conflict. 

 

MS. ERBE:  With $37 billion in debt, Liberia will need outside help to make this 

transformation happen. The Council of Women World Leaders is one of a handful of 

organizations helping to rebuild the Liberian education system.  Its secretary general, 

Laura Liswood, says President Johnson-Sirleaf’s presidency and her role as a world 

leader represents the power of living by example. 

 

LAURA LISWOOD:  She to me represents what I call the power of the mirror: 

knowing what it is you can be by who it is you see.  And so the anecdote that I often tell 

is when I met with the president of Iceland – President Vigdis – she’s been in office 16 

years, but after she’s been in office for eight years she went around Iceland and she met 

with the children under eight years of age.  And all the children thought that only a 

woman could be president of Iceland because that’s all they had ever seen.  So for me, to 

have a woman like Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf come to power – that to me is such a great 

mirror for women around the world who don’t look like the typical woman, who don’t 

look like the normal sort of in-power woman also.  So to me that sense of seeing what it 

is you can be is probably one of the most powerful parts of who Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf is, 

just by being who she is. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman – (audio break) – from President Johnson-Sirleaf’s 

example. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  Bonnie, just in time for the November elections, the 

Liberian example teaches that women can be the catalyst for breaking with the messy 

past that men have created and helping the society to start all over again. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  The message is against all odds this women’s persistence 

and dedication has taken a war-torn country and will transform it for the future, for the 

better. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Her election was due to a huge mobilization of the women’s vote, 

so what I think we need to take from this is: women, vote. 

 



MS. BERNARD:  What I would hope American women take from this is the 

realization that every single woman can really make a difference.  We are peacemakers, 

we are forces of nature, and we are nation-builders. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But she herself said and I want you to – you met her earlier, a time 

or two before when she was in Washington meeting with the Congressional Black 

Caucus.  The statistics show – and she took over about a year ago or more – that there’s 

still 85 percent unemployment and 80 percent illiteracy.  Can she – is a woman better 

suited to fight those odds?  And she took over a country that was so strife torn for so 

many years, can she make the change that she says she needs to make in a year or two or 

back comes chaos and fighting? 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  A lot is riding on this woman and I’m going to say 

this is the right woman at the right time.  Here is a woman who bears all the credentials of 

men: been in jail, suffered the way male revolutionary figures do, got out – well-

educated, got out and is a good enough politician so she figured out what vote was not 

there.  Then, consider this: there had been leaders, 100 percent male, that had messed up 

the society so bad that not only is she the person that can do it – if she can’t do it, it can’t 

be done.  This is a woman – you could not break with the past more completely in any 

part of Africa than to elect a woman, the Mandela of her country, in order to try to lead it 

forward in an entirely new direction.  She’s going to do it. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Here’s what’s interesting about her.  We know that, unlike so 

many African countries, she’s not corrupt and she’s not corruptible.  And she has put her 

faith in children, in women and in families.  And if you look at the things that have 

happened in South Africa, for example, it was not a post-conflict situation, for example, 

when Mandela came in, but they have rebuilt that country and it is a wonder for the 

world.  I agree with Eleanor: if anybody can do it, it is President Johnson-Sirleaf. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Michelle said something earlier that really resonated with me as I 

watch all of this unfold in Liberia.  It’s nation-building.  When President Johnson-Sirleaf 

was here on the “NewsHour” on PBS, she was asked, why should America help you?  

What is our interest in helping Liberia?  And she said, I believe that your country needs a 

success story in its project to bring democracy around the world.  (Laughter.)  A very 

subtle and diplomatic way of making a very strong point. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But I’m the realist in all of this.  I think she’s a wonderful 

woman and I agree with all of you.  My only concern is setting a one to two-year 

timetable to educate the children. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, to start.  To make a change; not necessarily to get it all done, 

obviously.  Destruction over two decades or more is not going to be undone in a year or 

two. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I understand that she wants to do the sooner rather than later 

and start the process of educating the kids, but there are going to be too many critics, I 



think, within her own country and perhaps opposing parties who say, you promised it, but 

you didn’t deliver.  My concern is that she made such an aggressive timetable, you would 

not want to see her fail in this effort.  Would it be criticized?  Some of the children – 

(unintelligible) – say, where is the electricity?  So at the same time you’ve got to rebuild 

the infrastructure in addition to educating.  I think it’s a lot to do in a small timeframe. 

  

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  It’s a real burden on the rest of the world because, 

yes, we do have a stake in her succeeding.  I’m not sure if she doesn’t put the bar high 

anybody will believe she can do anything.  And she’s such a wonderful politician: I think 

she, unlike most of us, knows how to draw it in and keep on going. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you agree there are parallels to this election here about women 

taking over and cleaning up messes men have left behind?  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  (You can ?) say that all the time.  Yes, she could be a role 

model for a lot of women, whether in this country or other countries.  There’s a – women 

can do a lot.  We are the peacekeepers, as you said earlier – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And the parents who usually are most protective of and concerned 

about their children.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Absolutely, so I think there are some parallels, but I think 

she’s got a lot more hurdles than folks in this country. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But you know what I love about her? And the distinct contrast of 

her leadership and the leadership we’ve seen in the United States of late, which is these 

primarily men involved in politics right now where it’s so transparent that there’s a 

political calculus that goes with every decision that is made.  It’s really becoming a 

cynical thing that everybody’s catching on to.  But when you listen to this grandmother, 

this mother, she comes across – even though she’s very well-educated, Harvard, worked 

at Citibank, clearly a savvy woman – a revolutionary – she is a mother and a grandmother 

first.  She was asked by a reporter whether she really felt that she could bring this country 

back and her answer was not political at all.  She said, when you think of the women who 

wake up in my country and they walk for hours in the sun and they spend 14 hours 

working, all day, so that they can come back and wash their children so they can go to 

school clean the next day, you will see the beauty of my country and the ability of my 

country.   

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  Well, why don’t we get beyond the rhetoric to raise a 

very good point?  You know, these are very ambitious goals, these are people who have 

seen nothing for decades.  I think she’d started with the easy part.  If you say – 

remember, it’s the women who mobilized for the victory, it’s the women who feel most 

encouraged – the women and the children.  If you say, I want to start by educating 

children in the primary grades, first of all that means that you know that these grown 

men, that many of these teenagers, that many of these kids who fought in wars are really 

lost here and you’ve got – so you start with kids.  You’ve got the women on your side.  



We’re not talking about the kind of schoolhouses we want kinds to go to.  All she’s got to 

do is have some huts.  And for us to provide her some Peace Corps volunteers, to start 

teaching children how to read and write.  I think she knows what she’s doing. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You can have an economy, which is what they need to build next, 

but you can’t have it without an educated populace. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  And you do not need electricity for kids to go to 

school and they are the people who will be excited about the notion that they get to go to 

school for – even it’s only three or four hours a day.  She is beginning – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Here’s a question, though, because I always ask this.  We’ve 

interviewed many women heads of state before, elected and not elected, but here it is: an 

African, developing, some would say third world country.  They’ve elected a woman 

president.  How far away are we and doesn’t this make us look bad in some way? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, it begs the question why is it that we’re not ready yet.  

We’ve had Margaret Thatcher.  We have the prime minister of Jamaica – a very, you 

know, machismos country has elected its first woman prime minister. 

 

MS. ERBE:  We have Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto was PM, Gro Harlem Brundtland 

of Norway, and the list goes on.  And currently the President Michelle Bachelet, of Chile. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Yes.  So all good things come with time.  I’m hoping we’ll see 

the day when that happens here in the United States.  But I’m particularly just so excited 

about Johnson-Sirleaf.  Here’s the irony in this: when you think about it, Liberia is a 

nation made up of freed slaves from the United States.  When those freed slaves went to 

Liberia and started that country, they modeled their constitution on our constitution and at 

that time blacks didn’t enjoy the same rights as whites did.  So we started off as an 

imperfect nation, Liberia tried to start off as a perfect nation, they were imperfect also.  

Things have kind of gone full circle and she’s going to take that nation to the next level. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And I’m taking us to the next topic.  From education in 

Liberia to marriage in the United States. 

 

Singles and unmarried couples head more than half of America’s households, 

according to a New York Times analysis of 2005 census figures.  For the first time, there 

are fewer married couples heading households than unmarried Americans.  Married 

couples head 49.7 percent of the more 100 million American households, a 52 percent 

drop from five years earlier.  Single adults head five percent of households, many of them 

younger adults putting off marriage until they’re older.  Since 2000, the percentage of 

heterosexual, unmarried couples rose 14 percent, male couples by 24 percent, and female 

couples up 12 percent. 

 

This by no means signals that marriage is out.  In fact, the total number of married 

couples is higher than ever due to a growing American population, but the percentage of 



married Americans has declined since 1930, when married couples ran 84 percent of all 

American homes. 

 

DIANA M. ZUCKERMAN:  Being single and being a single parent has become 

much more acceptable, but that doesn’t mean it’s necessarily a good idea for women who 

do want to have children or who have children.  It’s very difficult to support a family on 

one income, particularly a woman’s income, particularly a single mom’s income. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The Times also reports married couples have similar weekly work 

loads, 65 hours each.  That includes all paid work, housework and child rearing.  The 

difference is in where each spouse is working.  Men are spending more time in the office, 

while women are spending more time at home cleaning and caring for kids.  Both parents 

are spending more time with kids than 40 years ago: 6.5 hours a week up from 2.5 for 

dads, and 12.9 hours a week up from 10.6 for moms. 

 

MS. ZUCKERMAN:  Forty years ago, fathers really spent very, very little time 

with their children.  And now we live in a culture where men are expected to actually get 

to know their kids.  For women, especially women who are working outside the homes, 

there’s tremendous pressure to make sure those kids aren’t being denied a relationship 

with their mother because she works.  Marriage is a very big commitment of time.  If 

married people are spending 65 hours between paid work and family responsibilities, and 

household chores, that’s a very big commitment that not everybody is going to be willing 

to make. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, Karen, let’s start with the married-headed households becoming 

the minority in this country.  How does that change society? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think for all of us involved in public policy, it changes the 

way we have to look at our future laws and how that addresses working conditions, 

family conditions, and it means we can’t take the assumptions of the past that things have 

not changed, because they certainly have.  For example – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But we do know, particularly in the case of young, unwed mothers, 

that they’re more likely to be in poverty, raise their children in poverty, and never get out 

of poverty – the data show – if they have children – if they drop out of high school, if 

they don’t get married, and have children, so – 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Again – 

 

MS. ERBE:  – are we going to – is this going to lead to increased poverty in this 

nation? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I just think as we elect 

officials, as we look at laws, as we discuss education reform, tax reform, health care 

reform, you’ve got to think about the majority of individuals who need this help.  And it 



doesn’t mean that we should be doing things the way we have for the past two decades on 

all of these different issues. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But you know what worries me a little bit?  It comes in tandem 

with this 300 million mark that we’ve just hit with our population.  And unlike countries 

like France in Europe, where they’re really worried about the graying of their population, 

and the direct result of that are these wonderful family-friendly programs through 

government and business, that now we’re finding there more households for single 

people.  We don’t have the worries about the graying society.  What kind of implications 

may this have as businesses decide, gee, do we really need to offer these family friendly 

programs?  I don’t know. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  Not good.  Not good.  The trend is not good if it’s a 

long-lasting trend.  You wouldn’t want a society to get to the point where two-thirds of 

the people live for the rest of their lives as single people.  And most women wouldn’t 

want that, and I think most men also really wouldn’t want that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But more young women than older women, certainly, are finding it 

socially acceptable – 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  It is socially acceptable and I hope it remains socially 

acceptable. 

 

 MS. ERBE:  – to live with their boyfriends, have babies, have a boyfriend, have a 

baby, live by yourself with the baby. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  Yes.  And that shouldn’t be socially acceptable 

because it shouldn’t be acceptable to treat children that way.  You begin with some 

people who don’t want to have children.  I would hope that even those people would find, 

at least for some point in their life, married life would matter.  But I think that a society – 

this follows a number of other trends.  A me-oriented society, a society that becomes 

more and more selfish.  We see this in public policy.  People are not willing to vote for 

things.  It would be a sin raising their taxes that benefits the entire society.  We see it 

because the web and the internet disconnects us rather than brings us together.  We see it 

in people delaying marriage, and that is what I think is the salvageable of all of this.  

That’s fine, because that may mean that we create healthier marriages at the end.  But the 

one thing we do not want to see is the miniaturization of marriage so that it becomes the 

unusual cohort in our society. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I’m sitting here listening to everyone talking.  I’m thinking 

we’ve got this large homosexual population here that wants to get married and I keep 

thinking to myself, what do they know that the rest of us don’t seem to know? 

 

MS. ERBE:  There’ve been comedy routines about why should they want to 

follow straight people who’ve done such terrible things with marriage? 

 



MS. BERNARD:  Exactly, because here’s what we do know: it has become 

socially acceptable for young girls to decide to have children on their own.  And what we 

know is that married couples live longer, it’s better for your children.  We don’t want to 

live in a society where people think it’s okay and that little boys and little girls don’t need 

their fathers or they don’t need their mothers.  Kids need both of their parents.  This has a 

negative impact on your finances.  And I think that if the trends continues, we will see 

more women and children in poverty.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Which is a perfect segue to the next report that we previewed a 

moment ago, which shows that married parents and parents living together are spending – 

men are spending a little more time with their children, even women with careers are 

spending more time with their children.  But, the downside is women are still doing the 

majority of child and house care.  Is that ever going to change?  Why hasn’t your 

generation made it change?   

 

MS. BERNARD:  I think we’ve made a lot change.  I know there are times when 

I call my mother and I’m complaining about my husband, and she just says, oh, my God, 

they’re all the same way, get over it.  I mean, and he does a lot.  Times have changed, I 

know most of the women that I know that are married, their husbands do so much more 

than their fathers did.  And I think eventually – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But then why do women keep continuing to do the vast majority of 

home and child care? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, I guess we could stop, but then your house might be 

filthy and you’d be even angrier. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. BEYER:  – are little different.  My husband is willing to put up with a lot 

more of a mess than I am, and I wouldn’t want him to get near the decorating.  And the 

food – I think the part of it is I want to control some of those things.  I like to be in charge 

of the lifestyle. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  I’m very encouraged.  I think we see a transformation 

or transition going on.  It isn’t there yet, but the notion that we would have gotten to the 

point where men feel they must spend more time with their children.  Yes, the women 

who also spend more time with their children still are doing a disproportional amount of 

the housework, but guess what?  The men are beginning also to do housework, but 

they’re always slow learners.  (Laughter.)  So we bring them along. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It’s really as women – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 



MS. ERBE:  Let me just apologize to the men who might be offended – 

(laughter).  Go ahead. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  No, it’s up to the women to train their children appropriately.  

If you want your future men to be better husbands, you’re going to have to teach them 

how to cook, you’re going to have to teach them how to do laundry.  And I think people 

of our generation are doing that. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  But also, we also define manlihood (ph).  We’ve got our own 

notions of what is a manly man and what is not a manly man.  And there are some things 

that we do not want our husbands doing, as much as we say they should do more. 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  Like what?  

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  There’s some things you might just think, okay – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. ERBE:  I think there is a territorial issue here.  A lot of women, whether 

they’re working or home full time feel territorially threatened if men start cooking, if men 

start doing more child care, because then they feel that they have – (laughter).  This is 

serious.  They have no role to play and they are not needed.  Am I right or am I right? 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  I’m not saying all – 

 

MS. HOLMES NORTON:  They don’t know how to do it.  It’s because they’ll 

mess things up.  It’s not because we don’t want you to do this.  Hey, do as much of this as 

you can do without messing the whole thing up is what I think most women say.  And 

your point then about raising your boy right it seems to me clicks right in here.  He 

doesn’t know what in the world he’s doing.  If he has to ask you, how does this diaper go 

on, if you’ve got to teach him the basics of housework, it’s for God’s sake, let me just do 

it. 

 

MS. ERBE: Right. 

 

MS. BEYER:  What they’re doing in Spain is not going to be – it’s not going to 

go over well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes.  Spain is mandating men do a certain percentage of housework.  

That’s not going to happen here.  (Laughter.)  That’s it for this edition of “To the 

Contrary.”  Next week, immigration’s impact on American workers’ wages.  Please join 

us on the web for “To the Contrary” extra.  Whether your views are in agreement or to 

the contrary, please join us next time. 

 



(END) 


