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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, up first, the female gang of four in 

the U.S. Senate could control health care reform.  Then, advances in genetic testing are 

revealing to some fathers the child they’re raising is not theirs.  Behind the headlines, this 

Thanksgiving, as families gather, a look at mother-daughter relationships.   

 

(Musical break.) 

 

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

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, the gang of four.  The fate 

of the Senate’s health care bill may rest with these four women: Senators Blanche 

Lincoln, Mary Landrieu, Susan Collins, and Olympia Snowe.  This new bipartisan gang 

of four could be key to removing the heavily partisan debate dogging the legislation.  

Some see it as a reflection of women’s growing power in the Senate, where currently 

only 17 of 100 seats are held by women.  Senator Lincoln has already said she will drop 

her support for the bill if a public option is included in the final draft.  And all eyes will 

be on Senator Snowe, the lone Republican to back an earlier health care reform bill.  The 

White House and Democratic Party leaders will likely begin courting these women due to 

their sway with moderates and conservatives.   

 

So Congresswoman Norton, is the fact that women now seem to control the future 

of health care reform in the Senate evidence of the incredible growing power and 

influence of women in politics?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’ll tell you, Bonnie.  I’ve sat in the Congress and watched one 

man; usually a different man control the wrong result in the Senate for a very long time.  

Yes, four women can be the power if they get their act together.      

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Perhaps we have women in more influential seats of power 

in the Congress these days, but I don’t think they’re in the driver’s seat and I certainly 

don’t think they are in health care.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  And if they split the difference and we don’t know – I 

am eager to know – I don’t think that Snowe and Collins are going to go for this bill and I 

would – a lot of pressure would be on Lincoln and Landrieu to do so.  So I would say that 

they’ll probably all go with their parties.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  Well, there is a definitely a surge in the women’s world 

and leaders being in politics, but these women are not examples of it.  These women are 

on every swing vote list because they can’t make up their minds.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that a sexist statement?  I have to ask you.  (Laughter.)   

 



MS. DANNENFELSER:  I’m just saying.  They don’t know what their views are 

on the abortion language, or on the public option.  That’s – (inaudible) – every lobby – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  They know what their views are, but they’re trying to 

balance their views with their constituents. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  These women are pro-choice.  The reason that you see these 

Democratic women where they are is that we have a very diverse party.  We do have a 

party, where there are people very unlike me, progressive Democrats, who are very 

conservative Democrats.  That’s why we now control the Senate and the House.  And I’m 

proud of that.  These are majority makers and the reason that the Republicans have lost so 

badly is they have forced virtually every moderate out of their party.  And as long as they 

have this one track, they’re going to be on the outside track of the Senate and the House.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  And if we have a trend with Democrats increasing the size 

and scope of government and taking away people’s personal liberties and choices, that 

won’t be the case in the future.  You’re going to see more Republicans winning the mid-

term elections.  And that’s why Senator Blanche Lincoln is so concerned.  She may know 

how she wants to vote personally, but how is it going to affect her voters and how is 

going to affect her in the next election, I think she’s got a lot weighing on her mind.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But Marjorie, regardless of whether they end up being influential in 

the end or not, just the fact that they’re noted by the media now as the gang in control in 

the inner sanctums of political debate, that’s not evidence of advancement for women in 

national politics?   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  They’re a gang by accident, really.  They didn’t get 

together and decided “we’re going to be the gang like the gang – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I’m not sure.  The Senate Women’s Caucus meets all the time and 

talks about who’s going to lie with each other on what issues.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  Yes, Senator Reid’s doing a delicate balance of how to 

win this battle, given the abortion language that’s in there and given the public option.  

These women have different things going on.  They’re from different states.  They’re 

very diverse.  They might not necessarily vote in a pack.  I think there is a surge in 

women in politics and I’m seeing and I interview these women every day in the 

organization that I run.  But what people are looking for are people with core convictions.  

Gender’s exciting.  We bring special things to the table.  But core convictions are what 

voters are looking for now.  Sarah Palin is a great example.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  And these women are certainly not a bloc.  They’re not 

going to vote together.  We don’t think.   

 



DEL. NORTON:  Maybe – again, let’s look at these women.  The two 

Republicans are moderates.  The two Democrats are conservative.  Their politics is more 

like one another in many aspects than it’s like sometimes members of their own party.  

And that kind of coalition, particularly if it’s a women’s coalition, can get together.  And 

I think we ought to be encouraging that and not saying, “what kind of odd fellows are 

these.”  And I do think it’s by accident, but I think that that accident has a lot to do with 

their core politics, not their core beliefs, but their core politics.  And they tend to be 

people who are more collegial, looking for ways to make coalitions.  And that’s good.  

We need more of that in the Congress.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I agree with you on that, but one thing that really surprises 

me – women are coalition builders, but if women are so concerned about the preexisting 

conditions and all the health language, we haven’t heard enough of that.  Yes, we’re 

hearing about the public option.  It is – that’s the hot button issue where the whole bill is 

going to go up or down, but the women could take – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, no, that and the Stupak Amendment.  

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Yes, but at the same time I think they pretty much found 

a middle ground on that – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, but this is an important point that she’s making.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Melinda, talk about that please.  What’s the middle ground?   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – well, when we came out of the House, the bill that 

came out of the House, people were very upset on both sides and women – Democratic 

women were so with their point of view especially, were saying, “This is a deal killer.  

We don’t – we’re not going to support a bill that has even as the language of the Hyde 

Amendment had and Stupak certainly did go farther than that.”  But now, what’s coming 

out of the Senate is that we’re sticking with the status quo of the Hyde Amendment, 

meaning that there can be no federal funds for abortions for women – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – I’m on your side on this, at least politically.  Politically, that 

(in the Senate ?) is 60 votes.  We don’t have 60 votes to beat Stupak in the Senate yet.  

There may be some Senate version of it that can get us.  They’re going to make every 

vote of this kind a 60-vote margin.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And the role that – talk about the role that the four women in the 

Senate play.  Where are they on public option?  Where are they on Stupak?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, Karen, I think was about to say -- these two issues, as 

important as they are, are not at the core and why aren’t we talking of preexisting 

conditions?   



 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – But I want to explain to the audience, first – sorry – and then go to 

you.  But Stupak, of course, is the amendment that would require all private insurance 

companies if they want to participate in the public option, which they have to because 

they’ll go out of business if they can, not to cover abortion as part of a private medical 

insurance.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Well, if you’re being subsidized you can come and put 

the money in abortion – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But anyway, but you were going to say – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  But I was going to say that the reason we’re not talking 

about preexisting conditions, I think, is that that’s going to be in any bill we get.  That 

really is something that pretty much across the spectrum people agree that you have to 

cover people.  That’s one of the most agreed upon aspects of a health care reform bill, is 

that you have to – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – mid-chemo or not be able to drop someone just 

because they’ve been sick.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Last word.  The influence of these women, what will they do to 

possibly bring together the Senate on the Stupak Amendment and what will they do on 

the public option?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  There’s no  question that they’re going to force some kind of 

change in the public option.  Now, it may be a change that even I could live with, but 

when you consider that we need 60 votes, I see two of them out there, and I know these 

women very well.  And Mary Landrieu isn’t burning, but Blanche Lincoln, who’s been 

very strong, is and she is getting it from both sides.  If she goes home without a public 

option, when you consider how poor state that is – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Arkansas.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – yes, she’s going to be in trouble if she goes home with it 

because it’s a state where the white voters, among the poorest in the country, vote against 

their own interest when it comes to government funding.  She’s also going to be on the 

outside, so she’s going to decide this question, I think, almost entirely politically because 

she is up the next time.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From health care to paternity tests.  More men than ever 

are taking DNA tests to find out if they’re really the father of kids they’re raising as their 



own.  Many are sadly finding the answer is no.  During the past decade, the number of 

DNA paternity tests initiated by fathers has risen to more than 400,000 per year.  This 

does not include test kits purchased online or at local drugstores.  Of the men who take 

the paternity tests, about 30 percent find out they are not the biological father.  State 

courts are trying to wade through the messy family law question of who should take 

financial responsibility in that situation – the legal father or the biological one, who may 

have been absent in the child’s life.  While some state court judges have let non-

biological fathers who were tricked into believing they were the child’s father stop 

paying child support, most judges require these men to continue paying, ruling it’s in the 

child’s best interest.   

 

All right, King or Queen Solomon, what do you think here?  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  I really found this piece heartbreaking on the men who 

were finding out that they weren’t the biological father, but still wanted to do the right 

thing and have some relationship with the child they had known as their own, and yet 

should they be paying child support?  These are really questions that don’t even seem – 

the law is inadequate to deal with these really thorny emotional issues.  And I loved 

reading about these men who were stepping up to do the right thing, even when the law 

wasn’t forcing them to – so I find it encouraging that even though technology has given 

us some problems to have to work out, that it’s not – that we should expand our definition 

of what being a parent means and that we’re acknowledging parental relationships that 

are not only biological.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  The core problem here is when sexual intimacy gets 

separated from long term commitment.  And when it does, you have 40 percent of 

children being born outside of marriage.  When you have that, you have a spider web of 

complications that arise.  And this is the heartbreaking story of what happens.  In the end, 

bad behaving parents hurt children the most.  And the children’s concerns in this story 

should be central.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But I haven’t seen anything, Congresswoman.  The bad behaving 

parent here is the mother who lied to the non-biological parent.  She should be punished, 

not the child and not the man who’s raised this child as his own.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And so the way the courts get at it is definitely no standard.  

There just isn’t any standard that’s been developed.  They look at the one standard they 

do have: the best interest of the child.  And so they can’t pull away the support from the 

child.  Many of these mothers may not be working.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this.  Why aren’t they – a court order the mother 

to go out and get a job and support her own child?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Because the standard of best interest of the child works in favor 

of whatever is most economically stable.  Look, this is fraud.  This is bad.  And the 

notion that the ABA has come up with probably more fits with the way our law deals 



with some of these things.  It says, you know, you have until the child gets to be two and 

to make your case for fraud.  And then, what you’re saying, Bonnie, would occur.  Now, 

since DNA has become almost you can go to the drugstore and find out, that two-year 

window may be what it takes to remedy this problem.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Some people are saying that two-year window that the 

American Bar Association has come up with – I think seven states have passed that 

model law – they say it’s not enough because sometimes you don’t find out till the kids 

are nine, 10, 11, 12.  I think the challenge here is that courts have followed the common 

law tradition.  And if you – when a child is born or adopted and you agree to be the 

parent and you sign all that paperwork, that’s your legal and binding responsibility.  And 

essentially, what your choice is right now – if you find out that you’re not the biological 

father of a child, you could either abandon the child and walk away and then courts might 

make you not pay your child support – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Might make not – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  – yes, some courts might allow you to not – yes – they may 

allow you to walk a way, simply just walk away.  But then you have to – then you’re 

harming the child.  You’re just saying, “Okay, I may have raised you for 11 years, but 

honestly, you’re not my responsibility anymore.  I’m not longer married to your mother.  

And here you go.”  I think that’s horrible in a situation like that.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  That’s because there’re two issues to be discussed in 

each one.  That’s the legal matter, who’s in charge, and the emotional matter.  That bond 

is critically important.  And if you leave after age 13 – this has been my father all my life 

and now he’s gone.  Well, I don’t see how you can require that he continue to pay child 

support, but I do see that the man who actually is the biological father should start to pay 

child support.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Look at how outrageous this gets to be.  If you walk away, then 

the court might recognize it.  But if you, out of a feeling of bonding and kinship, 

whatever the genetics is, if you stay, then the court is, “Well, you knew it was fraud and 

stayed, therefore you’ve got to pay.”  The law cannot continue to condone that in that 

way.      

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But also the government is going to pick up the tab – who 

wants – if you walk away when the child is 11 or 12 or 13 years old, whose responsibility 

is it to pay that?  The courts don’t want to assume that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  If DNA is getting to be as cheap as it is, maybe we ought to say 

– 

 

MS. ERBE:  DNA testing.   



 

DEL. NORTON:  – if it’s that cheap, since there’re a lot of things that we now 

identified – (inaudible) – let’s just do it routinely, get out of this problem.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  To your – (inaudible) – saying let’s blame – let’s put it 

on the mom – it’s so difficult to, in this case, divide the interests of the mom from the 

interests of the child.  I think that’s what makes it difficult to find what you said in the 

child’s best interest.  How do you separate that from the parents?   

 

MS. ERBE:  But my point is – very good point, but my point also is she’s the 

only one who can control a situation like this.  She could either tell the non-biological 

father when she first conceives, “This is not your child, do you want to stay married – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  So women always even know that?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Oh, Lord.  (Laughter.)    

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, if she’s sleeping with so many people, all at once, nine and a 

half – what 40 weeks from when the child is born, then – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Apparently these situations do happen, Bonnie.  

(Laughter.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Oh, boy, okay.  Now, we’re out of time.  (Laughter.)  Behind the 

headlines, this Thanksgiving families will be gathering to enjoy the holidays together.  

One special familial relationship, that between mothers and daughters has always been 

key to girls’ development and froth with potential difficulties.  Two authors argue 

advances in technology and women’s rights enable some mother-daughter pairs to be 

closer than ever, but how close is too close?   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. :  We noticed that a lot of young women were saying that their mothers 

were their best friends and that a lot of mothers really found that idea to be awful.  When 

we would ask mothers whether they considered themselves their daughter’s best friends, 

the reaction would be in their faces, in their bodies and they would go, “No.”  But the 

daughters kind of found it a wonderful idea.  So we wanted to explore the notion of 

whether daughters and mothers could be best friends.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Their conclusion?   

 

MS. :  Mothers and daughters really can’t be best friends.  A best friendship 

requires mutuality.  It requires a shared life experience, going to college, growing up 

together.  And the best friend is someone who is much more considerate of your feelings.  



The only kind of unconditional love that there is is between a parent and child.  And 

because of that, the relationship is never equal.  They’re never on the same page at the 

same time.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Regardless of this inequality, these close relationships are happening 

with more frequency today than a generation ago.  Schaffer (sp) and Gordon, both 

mothers of daughters themselves say today’s prolonged post-adolescent period is part of 

the reason why.   

 

MS. :  I think some of the daughters are not taking as much responsibility.  

They’re certainly slower at assuming responsibility because their life experience is 

different.  It’s a delayed adulthood.  They get married later.  They have children later.   

 

MS. :  In my generation, we got married at 22 years old on an average.  And so 

we were out of the house quickly and we were married.  And that created a clear 

boundary between us and our mothers.  Well, that boundary doesn’t exist anymore.  So 

we graduate from college, we may move back home or getting a job and we still have a 

lot of similar time and a lot of shared time to spend with our mothers.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But even if the relationship is long-distance, social media such as 

Facebook and Twitter can make it seem as though the other person is as close as the 

nearest computer.   

 

MS. :  Technology plays a big role in the relationship.  It’s part of the reason 

that we have the shrinking of the generation gap.  It’s also given our kids the feeling that 

we are their own personal concierge.  So what you’ll get is you’ll get somebody – and 

this has actually happened – who’s on her way to class in school and will call her mother 

and say, “Could you go online and look in the syllabus and see what room my class is 

in?”  So technology gives you the feeling that you have a safety net at all times and that 

it’s almost like you have your mom in your pocket.   

 

MS. ERBE:  While the authors believe friendship between mother and daughter 

should be nurtured, they also make a clear distinction between supporting and enabling.   

 

MS. :  I don’t think that what I’m describing necessarily keeps your daughters 

from becoming adult.  I do think that you need to look at the boundaries and see if you 

are impeding your daughter, if you’re enabling her to stay a child.  The problem is a lot of 

mothers don’t realize that the way they’re loving their daughters, the way we love may 

sometimes be keeping our daughters younger.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  You have three daughters.  What are you doing to them to make sure 

that they – to enforce a boundary?   

 



MS. CZARNECKI:  I always remind them.  I’m not your friend, I’m your mother.  

I give you instructions and you ought to follow.  It’s very challenging these days when 

you see mothers and daughters.  It’s one things to have friendships and go to the movies 

and go to dinner together, but when mothers are dressing like their daughters and when 

mothers are posting on their – not just their daughters, but their son’s Facebook accounts, 

oh, what a cute – you need to have a separation.  You need to know who’s the adult in 

charge and who’s the child.  And once somebody gets over the age of 30 or 40 or 

something like that, you can have a closer friendship, where you can discuss intimate 

details.  But with young girls, talking about their adolescence and telling their mothers 

everything, I think there’s some harm in that.  You have to learn how to grow up.  People 

do need to realize there are boundaries in these relationships and you can’t be best friends 

all the time.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, I think this is the culmination of later marriage on the 

part of young women and overlapping adulthood, mothers who refuse to grow up – or is 

it grow old – who want to be like their daughters, who think that now – especially the 

baby boom generation is not supposed to age.  Remember that.  And one way to think 

you’re not aging is to become your daughter’s best friend.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Won’t work.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Well said. 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  It’s not only mothers and daughters, as you were saying 

with the Facebook page.  This is an old enabling – the son was the way it was 

traditionally done – momma’s boys and – in Italy it’s a whole culture.  They call these 

guys the mammoni.  So there’s a long tradition of this.  And I do agree that today maybe 

we’ve only extended that to treat the girls the same way, but I don’t want to be my 

daughter’s pal.  You have to have those boundaries and the authority.  That’s what’s 

changed is women now don’t always want to be – for whatever reason, they’re trying to 

stay young – they don’t want to establish themselves as the authority figure with their 

child, which is really – kids crave those boundaries and that’s what they want.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  I think what’s interesting is why we are where we are.  

Our parents’ generation, they never treated us like best friends forever.  And our kids will 

have best friends forever, but they’re only going to have one mother.  And the discipline 

– I think you’re right.  Somebody who says, “no, no, no,” and backs up no, that’s not a 

best friend.  That’s what a mother is supposed to do within, of course, the bounds of 

unconditional love.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Two things I wanted to point out that are going on simultaneously 

here.  We started on the show doing all these stories 10 years ago about kids graduating 

college, moving back home or even when they marry living with the parents for a while, 

so they can save for a house and that sort of thing.  So that’s going on simultaneously and 

I wonder how much it’s contributing to this kind of overemphasis on mother-daughter 

relationships.   



 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Well, if you take a look at the research, it says that in every 

recession that we’ve had, there’s been a larger percentage of kids moving in with their 

parents in their 20s and 30s, typically if their single.  But in rare circumstances these days 

you’re seeing married couples moving in with somebody’s parents because of the 

financial strain.  I think it does underscore the blurring of the lines.  We’ve got a meshing 

of cultures and a meshing of generations so to speak, and where do you all fit – does 

everybody fit in?  If you’ve got a 35-year-old adult child living with you, so you tell them 

that their curfew is 11 o’clock?  I don’t think so.  But does that mean that they can have 

wild parties with their friends till two o’clock in the morning in your household?  No, it is 

all about boundaries and it is about respecting each other once you get beyond a certain 

age.  But again, you have to know when to stop and when not to push it too far.   

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  And if you’ve become emotionally dependent on your 

daughter for your happiness, it’s very hard for you to say no, no, no.  And that’s a big 

danger.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And that’s a normative progression.  Child’s authority figure is 

mother.  The older the child gets, the more likely it is that you can strike up a friendship 

relationship that is healthy.  But what happens in older age is that the parents, the mother 

becomes more dependent on the child.  And if you see that progression, then you can see 

that we’re crossing the boundary.  If when a kid is 13, she and I hang it out together, oh – 

 

MS. DANNENFELSER:  Checking out her boyfriend.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, 

getting rid of toxic friendships.  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)  

 


