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BONNIE ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” first, mothers rallying against police 

shootings.  Then, sexual assault on and off campus.  Behind the headlines, girls living as boys, a 

secret tradition in Afghanistan.   

 

(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, women and police reform.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Mothers of young black men and boys killed by police gathered in 

Washington.  At a congressional hearing, they called for an overhaul of the justice system.  It’s 

part of the continuing response to decisions by two grand juries that refuse to indict the officers 

who killed Michael Brown and Eric Garner.  The Ferguson, Missouri and New York cases have 

shined a national spotlight on police treatment of blacks and Hispanics across the country.   

 

TRESSA SHERROD:  My son should be here.  I should not have buried my son.  I need 

America, American citizens to stand up and fight this because the police have too much power.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Activist groups Mothers Against Police Brutality and the National Congress 

of Black Women organized the event.  They want law enforcement officers to submit to random 

drug testing, to wear body cameras and revise police training, they say, to change perceptions 

that black men are dangerous criminals.   

 

MS. SHERROD:  Police accountability is the only viable solution and we are demanding 

it nationwide.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Demonstrations continue in cities nationwide.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, will all the protest activity and everything else 

that’s going on around these killings lead to serious police reform?   

 

DEL. ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON (D-DC):  Bonnie, this issue, which has been 

teeming below the surface for decades has now found an outlet with social media.  It will be 

sustained, and I believe there will be remedies.   

 

GENEVIEVE WOOD:  Yeah, look, we have to talk about these things.  We should talk 

about these things.  I think we’re having some good dialogues.  We won’t all end up agreeing on 

everything, but I think you’re going to see some reforms that everybody does agree on.   

 

MEGAN BEYER:  This has been a gut check for communities.  In fact, in my town, 

political leaders, NAACP, police have already met.  They’re exploring these community policing 

approaching and cameras on street cops.   

 

DARLENE KENNEDY:  Well, there’s no question, reform is necessary, but we should 

also include in the dialogue that 40 percent of black males die from and they are not all by police 

officers.   

 

MR. ERBE:  All right, but what does that mean in terms of police reform.   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  Well, one of the things that black males are disproportionately in the 

system or approached by police officers, unfortunately, because of the crime rate and all the 

other, you know, issues that come along with it.  So my point being that, you know, yes, this is 

important, but I think the bigger picture is how we’re losing male, black males, you know, 

overall, and a lot of it is homicide like a black crime.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  This is an important issue and an issue that some of us who work on it 

– we have a congressional caucus on black men and boys, for example, in the Congress.  I’ve 

had one in my own district.  But we shouldn’t make these things comparable, really apples and 

oranges.  Law enforcement carries a badge.  They carry the – enjoying premature in mind.  So 

they have a very special responsibility when they carry that badge.  We have a problem in our 

own community.  We need to work on that as well.  But to confuse those is to confuse this issue.  

Let’s work on that issue and when we have a show on that issue, let’s discuss that issue.  But this 

is about police stops of men and boys in the street because of the color of their skin.  That is very 

un-American.   

 

There was a time, maybe 50 years ago, when there would not have been as much outrage, 

but today, when we’ve done so much in civil rights, this notion of racial profiling has not come 

to the surface as it now finally has.   

 



MR. ERBE:  Well, but I want to ask you about this because, on the one hand, all this 

makes me wonder and I hope it’s not viewed in any way, except as how I mean it, but should 

white cops be policing black neighborhoods?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  They certainly should be. 

 

MR. ERBE:  Why? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Because – 

 

MR. ERBE:  Look at what’s happening – 

 

DEL NORTON:  And black cops should be policing – 

 

MR. ERBE:  – as a result of this.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  You know, when I was a kid in D.C. black cops could do very little 

policing, and it all had to be in black neighborhoods.  In America, if you get a job, you should be 

able to carry out that job anyway.  And I really hope we don’t see this as a reflection on our 

police.  We need those police in our districts.  The chief of our own police district here is a white 

women.  (Laughter.)  She is beloved.  She is on Twitter.  She is on social media.  People that 

they can call her personally.  She has made a connection to the community.  You can do that 

regardless of your color.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. BEYER:  I see what you’re saying because I know there has been some complaint 

that in Ferguson there weren’t many African-American police officers.  And they’ve had some 

difficulty in recruiting them.  And the question arises is this an imperative.  It is an imperative.  

That is the strength of America, diversity.  Clearly, we want to have a diverse police force.  If 

you have a police force that’s all white men, that’s bad.  If you had a police force that was all 

black men or all black women, you know, that’s not diversity, that doesn’t reflect the 

community.   

 

MR. ERBE:  But the fact nationwide is that police departments have been trying to 

recruit minorities, particularly African-American and young African-Americans are now able to 

get better paying jobs.  And they’re having a really hard time trying to recruit them.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, but I think this shows – this is a complicated issue.  It’s not just a 

very narrow issue.  I think what you said is important.  I think what you said is important.  But 

there’s also things like – I would say the over-criminalization issue.  I mean, maybe not in 

Ferguson, that wasn’t the case so much, but in New York, I mean, this guy was selling cigarettes, 

okay, and really we’ve got to have a swarm of cops – but we’ve got so many laws on the books 

that people – I think we’re an over-criminalized society and I think that plays into – my point 

beyond that is just there’re so many things we need to talk about in this.  It’s not just white-



black.  It’s not just a race issue, even though I think that’s a big part of it.  There’s a lot going on 

here.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I happily will take that position as well.  It’s a good libertarian 

position.  When it comes to the move a foot now to make possession of small amounts of 

marijuana legal because we found that though blacks and whites use marijuana at the same rate, 

90 percent of those who have arrest records are blacks.  So yes, there is over-criminalization in 

the society.  And by the way, look what the attorney general is doing.  He is trying – because – 

we have in prison – Rand Paul has supported this as well – many black people, particularly black 

men who were convicted of low-level drug offenses – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Non-violent.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Non-violent.  Many of those are being released.   

 

MS. BEYER:  You could see this race divide with this recent Pew study that showed that 

90 percent of African-Americans, after seeing the Eric Garner video and the Grand Jury 

response, said the Grand Jury was absolutely wrong.  Sixty-four percent of whites who saw that 

Grand Jury response said it was correct.  And I think what we need to realize as a country is that 

some of us are viewing all of this through a lens of privilege and that we don’t understand how 

it’s viewed through a lens of being discriminated against.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  It’s a lens of personal experience. 

 

MS. BEYER:  That’s true.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  That’s ever had that experience.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Right and it is one of privilege.   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  And also, you know, the issue about having relationships with – 

Delegate, you mentioned about your neighborhood – and I know, growing up, you see, you 

know, Officer Smith, Officer Jones, whether he’s black of white, walking through your 

neighborhood.  There was a relationship.  He knew the kids in the block.  He knew the parents in 

the block.  So I mean we have a long way to go back to where there can be a good relationship.  

Are we going to have road cops making bad decisions?  Of course, we are.  But I think overall, 

you know, they’re really trying to do the right thing, but they, you know, need some help.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Let’s get back to, though, in the limited time we have left, the issue of 

recruiting minorities.  What is going on – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I want to speak to that.   

 

MR. ERBE:  – and why can’t we get more young African-Americans into the police 

force.   

 



DEL. NORTON:  Thank you for that.  Let me make it clear because you always hear, 

well, you know, blacks want to go to college now.  Guess who gets recruited as police – white 

who get recruited.  They’re not whites who want to go to college.  They’re from the working 

class.  So we ought to line up comparable groups of people.  Now, there is a difficulty because 

blacks in the working class are most often – very often, not most often, but very often in low 

income neighborhoods.  They will have a marijuana arrest, possession, small amounts, 

automatically disqualifies you from going into the Police Department.  So they need to look 

closely at these young men and not look at the ones who are on their way to college among 

blacks any more than you look at those who are on their way to college among whites.   

 

MR. ERBE:  It’s not what they’ve been doing?  They’ve been looking for college 

educated African-Americans – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes, because they’re looking for people who have absolutely clean 

records, who’ve been raised as middle class young black men.   

 

MS. WOOD:  And we understand that.  You got to have standards.  We all get that.  And 

I would say – I mean, we always say to young folks, black, white, whatever color you are, male 

and female, it matters what you do, you know.  And if you put yourself in bad situations, 

sometimes bad things happen, maybe things that shouldn’t have happened that you didn’t 

deserve, but you put yourself in a dangerous spot.  And people need to understand that.   

 

But on the other side of this, too, I think, Bonnie, there’re some good reforms out there 

that I think a lot of people will agree with, whether it’s the cameras on cops, a number of things.  

Let’s not have to have everything done before we can start making some serious steps.  We agree 

on that, let’s move on, next step, let’s move on.   

 

MS. BEYER:  And it can come from the community.   

 

MS. WOOD:  That’s right.   

 

MR. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe and @TotheContrary.  From demonstrations against police shootings, to college 

age sexual assault.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MR. ERBE:  Eighty percent of sexual assaults against college students are never 

reported, that according to a new Justice Department study.  Researchers examined 18 years of 

sexual assault and rape data comparing female students with non-students.  The report also found 

slightly higher rates of sexual assault among 18 to 24-year-old women who were not in college.  

Non-students were more likely to report the assaults.  For both groups, 20 percent of victims say 

that the likelihood of negative backlash is the reason why they failed to report the attack.  In the 

final year studied, 2013, there were no differences in the rate of rapes and sexual assault between 

the two groups.   

 



(End video segment.)   

 

MR. ERBE:  So what do we need to do to get a true picture of what’s going on with 

sexual assault in this country?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, we have study after study.  This is the Department of Justice study 

that’s coming out.  There’ve been others.  Clearly there’re some issues here.  And I think we 

need to continue to raise awareness, both of the young people on campuses of what’s at risk and 

what they need to do to protect themselves, but Bonnie, we need to prosecute these things.  I 

mean, if people – if these are cases, they need to be taken to a criminal justice court room and 

prosecuted.  And I think that helps them twofold.  It puts people who are guilty of a very bad 

crime – they get a severe punishment, not just sent off to another college or transferred out.  But 

secondly, we do have people making false allegations.  And a criminal court room is a place to 

figure those things out.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  You know, high profile, by the way, I don’t think it will take many, 

one or two high profile prosecutions, I think, might act as a deterrent.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Because they’re all thinking they can do it – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah.  But this is difficult because we’ve allowed a culture to develop 

among the women and the men that the women are not supposed to do anything about it because 

their peers will not support them, and the men know nobody’s going to do anything about it.  So 

when you have to change a culture, it’s much more difficult than finding a remedy because the 

remedy is – regards much more than the usual let’s do this and it will disappear.    

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  I’m sorry.  These universities, they can’t – we can’t allow them to 

micromanage or manage or not manage themselves.  I mean, really prosecution is the way to go.  

And parents can help with that by – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why don’t they just refer it out there?  I mean, why don’t they –  

 

MS. KENNEDY:  Because, you know – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why don’t they refer anyone – 

 

MS. WOOD:  Because they got their own black eye.  They would protect themselves – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  Yeah, they want to protect themselves.  They want to keep the money 

rolling – 

 



MS. ERBE:  But I’m saying, why doesn’t this just change right now.  Like Teresa 

Sullivan at UVA is talking about having sort of a buddy system at these frat parties limiting 

underage – 

 

MS. WOOD:  Come on.  Come on.  Five years old – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Go to a party.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Right.  I mean, look, you should know if you’re 18 years old – if you go in 

and you do something wrong and it’s a criminal – you’re going to be criminally prosecuted.  

That should be the threat.  It should not be, gosh, my fraternity is going to kick me out or we’re 

going to pay a fine or some stupid – 

 

MS. BEYER:  But you do have to create a culture where people feel safe reporting, in 

light of this last case, where, you know, “Rolling Stone” Magazine had to unwind it and then 

they seem to be blaming the victim.  And it’s all very murky.  And then, we’ve just had this Bill 

Cosby case, where you had all these women making allegations and it wasn’t until – 

 

MR. ERBE:  Including most recently Beverly Johnson, the former supermodel. 

 

MS. BEYER:  So there are problems with making – going public with these things.  

You’ve seen what happened to those women through all these years – 

 

MR. ERBE:  Well, that’s what I was going to say about the prosecutions, for example, 

and not to raise Cosby in the context of sexual assault on campus, but off campus.  I mean, you 

had women who – one took him to – went to the prosecutor in Philadelphia and he said, I believe 

you that something’s going on, but there’s not enough evidence to take it to a grand jury or a 

jury.   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  Right, yeah, I mean, it depends on what the evidence is that’s 

available.  But this is a difficult topic because, you know, they should be prosecuted.  I mean, I 

know it’s redundant saying it again, but you know, and there’s no excuse for it.  And the 

reporting for women, I mean, you know, we’ve talked about it a little bit in the past, but I’m still 

curious as to why women really aren’t reporting it.  Is it that they’re fearful that not one’s going 

to believe them?  Is it fearful that they’re going to be ostracized and, you know, not going to be 

approached on campus?  I mean, that’s – we need to get down to – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

DEL. NORTON:  All of the above.   

 

MR. ERBE:  In the case of the UVA woman, for example, where “Rolling Stone” 

mistakenly did not consult the guy, who of course was going to deny everything – 

 

MS. WOOD:  They didn’t consult anybody else.  That’s part of the problem.  They have 

one source. 



 

MR. ERBE:  Okay, but, you know, how reliable – what guy is going to be approached 

and say, yeah, I did all of that.   

 

MS. WOOD:  But there’re other people involved that could have been – it’s shoddy 

journalism.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MR. ERBE:  It was shoddy journalism, but on the other hand, it was shoddy of “Rolling 

Stone” in my humble opinion, to walk back so immediately instead of saying, okay, we’ll go 

check now.  We’ll do a follow-up story.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Right.  But I do want to say something about rape.  Rape – we finally, 

in this country – it took us almost 10 years to begin to take rape seriously in most police 

departments.  Rape is very hard to prove.  So we can all say about – 

 

MR. ERBE:  Not with the anti kits now.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Huh?   

 

MR. ERBE:  Not with the anti kits now.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MR. ERBE:  Rape kits.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, I’m sorry – you – we’re talking about – 

 

MR. ERBE:  Well, you’re a better lawyer than I am, for sure, so – (laughter) – so I’ll go 

with your assessment.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  You go to a party, everybody’s drinking.  You did have sexual 

relations.  I say it was rape.  He says what are you talking about?  You consented to that.  Hard to 

prove.  That’s why you need a good, high profile case that is difficult to come by, but if DAs and 

U.S. attorneys look for it, they’ll find it.   

 

MS. WOOD:  As I just said in the previous segment, take some personal responsibility 

here folks.  You put yourself in a bad situation.  Doesn’t mean it’s okay that bad things happen, 

but they might.  And you can never take that back.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  But you can say – 

 

MR. ERBE:  I just went to big miss rally where one of – awarding women who are 

fighting campus rape across the country.  This was about two weeks ago.  And one of the women 



commented, she said, you know, let’s teach men to stop raping instead of telling women not to 

go out in high heels and short – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  You let me know when that’s – when they get that done.  (Laughter.)  And 

I’ll start wearing my high heels and short skirts again.  I mean, come on, take some 

responsibility.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Let me say something in support of what Bonnie just said.  I talked to a 

president of a local college and what he has done is he’s got a training – it’s part of orientation.  

He’s trained his faculty, trained the security people, and then he said, I got to train these students 

and let them know, here are the protections that will be here if this happens.  You know, these 

are the situations you can get yourself into.  I think that’s a great idea because at least, they’re 

not walking in straight from high school in a vacuum where maybe, you know, maybe it’s no 

accident that these are happening to the kids in their freshman year.  And most of them are 

happening.   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  And it’s definitely seems like it’s being treated differently, you know, 

because most of the rapes on campuses, they know one another.  But you know, when you’re 

raped outside of the campus by a stranger, then they’re ready to move forward with it faster.   

 

MR. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, Bacha Posh, a secret third gender in 

Afghanistan.  “To the Contrary” spoke with Jenny Nordberg, the journalist and foreign 

correspondent who uncovered the hidden Afghan practice of raising girls as boys.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

JENNY NORDBERG:  A Bacha Posh is a girl who is dressed up as a boy and brought up 

as a boy essentially.  It means literally dressed up like a boy in Dari, which is Afghanistan’s 

second largest language.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Nordberg discovered this practice almost accidentally while working on a 

story on female parliamentarians.  When interviewing a politician named Azita, she was 

introduced to Azita’s son, who the family later explained was actually a girl. 

 

MS. NORDBERG:  If you’re without a son, you’re seen as weak and you’re not only 

seen as weak, you are in fact weak.  And you may have a harder time negotiating a loan or 

getting a job or getting real estate.  This is a – you know, think of a very old traditional 

conservative patriarchal society.  So then, if you don’t have a son, it’s almost better to make one 

up.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Before Nordberg’s research and investigation, nothing had been written 

about this tradition.  She turned to international experts.  They were skeptical that the practice 

existed.   

 



MS. NORDBERG:  You have to remember that this is one of the most conservative 

societies on earth and one of the hardest societies in which to be a girl and a woman.  So gender 

roles are very fixed.  Girls are supposed to look like girls and behave like girls and boys as boys.  

And in that sense, the irony of this whole thing is that in such an environment, some parents 

actually just switch their children into the other gender.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Her book, “The Underground Girls of Kabul” reveals different women’s 

experiences of growing up as a Bacha Posh.   

 

MS. NORDBERG:  I’ve interviewed a number of these women now who – in adult age, 

who’ve had this experience.  And many of them, usually when they’ve been turned into girls and 

women before puberty, they’ve talked about how it left them with some, you know, an 

empowering experience.  What’s the harder thing, you know, to grow up in a constant 

environment of war and insecurity or to be brought up as the other gender?  You know, maybe 

gender isn’t really the big story here.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Nordberg says girls being one of the boys is both a universal and historical 

phenomenon, often depicted in popular books and movies.   

 

MS. NORDBERG:  You’ll see this happening, girls dressing as boys and young women 

disguising themselves and essentially living as young men throughout these countries where, you 

know, where women are oppressed.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Since this practice has come to light, human rights activists have questioned 

what should be done to help them.  Yet, Nordberg suggests this raises larger questions about the 

way Westerners view gender and foreign intervention.   

 

MS. NORDBERG:  What we’ve been trying to do is to start all kinds of gender projects 

and, you know, essentially teach Afghans about human rights.  A consequence of that has 

become that anything human rights, anything women’s rights are now largely seen as a Western 

idea, a Western intervention, something that has – you know, stands against men.  It stands 

against Islam.  And even if you’re a progressive Afghan, male or female, it’s very difficult to 

embrace that, because other people might see you as a, you know, foreign collaborator.   

 

MR. ERBE:  In almost all cases, these Bacha Posh are turned back into women when 

they come of age.  They take on the role of the traditional Afghan woman who is forced to marry 

and bear children.   

 

MS. NORDBERG:  These women also do say that, you know, once they’ve been forced 

to become women or, you know, turned into young girls from having grown up as boys, that the 

male – what’s considered traditionally male has stayed with them.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Nordberg founded the website Bachaposh.com to create a platform for 

women to share their stories of being a Bacha Posh and bringing the issue to the global 

conversation about gender equality, human rights, and freedom.   

 



MS. NORDBERG:  I mean, the way I see it, at the heart of it, this is not really a story 

about gender.  It’s a story about freedom.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MR. ERBE:  So now that she’s uncovered this bizarre practice, what do – what’s an 

American, what’s a Westerner to do, if anything, without being seen as intruding on a cultural 

situation that is only Afghanistan’s business and not ours.   

 

MS. BEYER:  I don’t think we really should do anything.  I mean, imagine what you 

would feel like as a mother having daughters have to live in this oppressive society that you 

yourself have to live in.  I don’t think we can make a judgment call on what’s being done here.  

And I know that the State Department is actually hoping to employ the sense of freedom that 

these women can gain through, you know, seeing what’s going on in Western cultures.  You 

know, there’s an ideological war going on in the heads of millennials in these Muslim societies.  

And one thing that really helps us in that weighing of the two cultures is that they see that 

women do have freedom.   

 

There’s a platform on the Interned called Generation Change.  And it has 25 chapters of 

different Muslim groups of young millennials who talk about freedom and opportunities and the 

empowerment of women.  And I think that’s probably where I’d rather see the battleground 

when it comes to trying to promote our values.   

 

MR. ERBE:  So as usual technology solves everything.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. KENNEDY:  I agree.  We shouldn’t get involved.  But that being said, I mean, it 

seems such a selfish act.  You know, you raise the young lady as a boy and then when it’s time 

for her to get married off and have babies, you can be a girl again.  They don’t talk about getting 

them education, maybe possibly getting them out of the country.  So you know, these – from 

what the story has told us that it’s done because it makes you have stature in your family, not that 

it’s helping the child. 

 

MR. ERBE:  And because the husbands want it, quite frankly – 

 

MS. KENNEDY:  Right. 

 

MR. ERBE:  – and the husbands are completely in charge.  You thoughts.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, my first thought was, oh, finally, somebody has found an answer 

to female oppression, just become a boy.  (Laughter.)  And then, I almost wanted to cry because 

this is such a psychological violation and I think if we get with the girls early enough and the 

women, in the society, they could change it.   

 

MR. ERBE:  Got to run.  Sorry, we’re out of time.  That’s it for this edition.  Please 

follow me on Twitter and visit our website PBS.org/tothecontrary.  And whether you agree or 

think to the contrary, see you next week.   


