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BONNIE ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, birthing in the wild.  Then, 

Pope Francis says Catholics should raise children, not pets.  Behind the headlines, 

women’s empowerment spurs economic growth.              

 

 (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, births at home and births in 

the wild.  

 

Lifetime TV, the commercial women-oriented cable channel is creating a program 

on women who give birth in the wild.  It was inspired by an online video of an Australian 

woman giving birth outside that has received more than 20 million views.  Despite the 

silly season aspect of the show, it raises serious questions about women wanting to 

escape the hospital system, which certainly has its drawback.  But a recent industry-

backed study showed hospital births are four times safer than births outside the system, 

most of which are at home.   

 

Home births are still quite rare, but rising, up to one and a third percent in 2012 

according to government figures.  And up to more than 2 percent for white women, who 

are a lot more likely than women of color to give birth at home with a midwife.   

 

So Delegate Norton, why is home birthing on the rise? 

 

DELEGATE ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON (D-DC):  Bonnie, that’s what I 

want to know.  I can only hope that this is a hapless fad that will fade before somebody 

dies.   

 

LINDA CHAVEZ:  Finally, we agree on something, Delegate Norton.  

(Laughter.)  It is on the rise.  I think it is a fad.  And there is some concern people have 

about MRSA and other of the super bugs going into the hospital, but it is much safer to 

have your baby in a hospital than at home.   

 

ERIN MATSON:  Well, to the point of why, many women are concerned by the 

over-medicalization of childbirth and they feel that’s happening.  And I don’t think it’s a 

surprise that the people who have access to home birth and who are using it are women 

with more money.   

 

KARIN AGNESS:  When I first heard about the show, I thought, for example, it 

was created by some group that was trying to critique the health care system and 

“Obamacare.”  I’m just glad to hear that they do actually have medical people on staff 

that can jump in if needed.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, but, you know, getting to your point, I mean, why is it white 

women who are doing this more than persons of color – women of color.  I was really 

surprised by that difference?   

 

MS. MATSON:  Well, that’s a fascinating question and going kind of into the 

deep history, it actually was more often women of color who were giving birth at home 

with midwives.  And what happened was, there was regulation and birth came to be more 

and more a medical event in hospital.   

 

These days, now, ironically enough, the only women who have access to home 

birth if they want it, setting aside the merits of whether that’s a good idea for them or not, 

are women who have more money, who, of course, tend to be white because of the 

impact of racism in society today and who has resources and who doesn’t.   

 

One thing that’s really interesting, my colleague Emily Crockett at RH Reality 

Check was recently covering a bill in Delaware that would make midwifery in the home 

for home birth legal.  Strangely enough, over 20 states in this country have rules that 

effectively make it illegal for an attendant who is trained to be present at the time of a 

home birth, so.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait, I want to get back to something you mentioned.  The 

whole thing about, well, a large part of home birthing is it’s supposed to be cheaper.  It’s 

$3,000 versus $10,000 for a hospital delivery.  Why are you saying that it’s women who 

are richer who are turning to home birth.   

 

MS. MATSON:  Oh, that’s a great question, yeah.  So the issue is that, you know, 

insurance won’t cover a home birth.  And in fact, that’s a huge issue and why it’s difficult 

for women to be regulated – to have a regulated legal home birth with attendants there 

because the insurance company doesn’t want the liability.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  And certainly for poor women, many of whom are Medicaid 

recipients, Medicaid is no going to cover it.  And I don’t think it should.  But I do think it 

does raise some very, very serious question.   

 

When you look at the problems that are likely to be attended, and particularly 

now, I mean, you know, birthing – one of the reasons women don’t die young now is that 

it is much safer to have a child today and it’s much safer because of medical intervention, 

because of all of the access and the children themselves.   

 

My first child was a breech delivery.  He was very, very late.  He had the cord 

wrapped around his neck three times.  If I tried to do that at home, I would not be the 

grandmother of five wonderful grandkids from that son.  I mean, I just think that women 

have to really think long and hard about these decisions.  I don’t think it makes sense.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I certainly don’t buy over medicalization because you can 

speak with your own –  



 

MS. ERBE:  For C-sections, I mean for – we should bring in the lotteries – C-

sections are now so prevalent.  And one reason women are giving birth at home is to not 

get into a situation where that’s used.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, but you don’t have to have it.  And if you’re worried 

about over-medicalization, speak with your obstetrician.  Speak with your own doctor.  

And you can easily find a doctor that – who will do it the way you want to do it, without 

going out in the forest to have your baby and I say without going at home.   

 

I think the reason that women from minority groups don’t do this, when you talk 

about those women in the early part of the 19
th
 century who died, you’re talking – first of 

all, you’re talking disproportionately of women.  There were more grave – tombstones of 

women because they died from child birth and didn’t make it into old age.   

 

But then, you’re talking about people who remember their grandmother – what 

their grandmother said and their grandmother said and their great grandmother said and 

who welcome the opportunity to have a safe childbirth, especially since people of color 

tend to lose their children more often than white women.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Your thoughts, Karin.   

 

MS. AGNESS:  Yeah, I mean, look, am I going to watch this show?  No.  But you 

know, some people do make the decision to have home births and to go to birthing 

centers and it is good to have a health care system that allows for options.  I don’t think a 

show like this should really be promoting it without letting people know that there is kind 

of medical attention there.  Again, I don’t plan to watch it, but we do want women to 

have choices when it comes to childbirth.   

 

MS. ERBE:  What about – well, several questions.  First of all, what about the 

fact – shouldn’t hospitals just be putting births in less medical type – I mean, what if they 

just had rooms with – living rooms and a bedroom – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  They do.  They do.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, all over the place – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Not all over the place, but that is an increasing trend.  When you 

go in now, you know, to visit, you know, people who are having babies, they’re much 

more likely to be in a much more home-like environment.  And in fact, hospitals in 

general, except for, you know, if you’re suffering from cancer or car accident or intensive 

care, they’re trying to make the hospital environment more welcoming because it does 

affect the way you recover.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And because it’s a market system.  When they see these other 

trends, they want to keep people coming to very expensive hospitals.   



 

MS. ERBE:  Well, you know, personally, I think that women should have 

whatever option they want, even if they want to take a more dangerous option that’s up to 

them.  But where I stop short on this is having other children at the birth.  How does 

everybody here feel about that?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  I don’t know how I feel about that.  I mean, it’s certainly in 

some, you know – depends on the age of the child.  Having had three kids, my husband 

was there for all of them, including the first birth, which was very unusual at the time, but 

when my son got into difficulty, they kicked my husband out of the room.  So again, you 

have to use some common sense here.  You don’t – you know, you don’t want to also 

traumatize.  It’s not – you know, it’s a bloody experience and it’s a lot of pain involved.  

And you not necessarily want to traumatize young children.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  That’s very important point.  You know, by the time we see the 

baby, we see the beautiful part of childbirth.  But the childbirth is not beautiful when it’s 

happening.  Women scream and blood and all the rest of it.  I’m not sure I’d want my 

children exposed to that.   

 

MS. MATSON:  I think, you know, it comes down to the individual choice of the 

woman who’s giving birth and her family and what’s best for them.  But flexibility is 

really the name of the game.  I mean, you don’t know what’s going to happen.  And you 

can go in with your best plans.  You know, I actually am approaching my daughter’s one-

year-old birthday this weekend.  And I went in thinking, you know, I’d prefer not to have 

pain medication.  Oh, my goodness.  The epidural was one of the best things that ever 

happened to me in my entire life, not just birthing in general.   

 

And I also wound up having an emergency C-section.  And sometimes, you know, 

C-sections often get a bad name, as well, that you know, it’s somehow not – it’s 

unnatural or it’s not a real birthing experience.  And it very much is one.  And sometimes, 

it is medically necessary and very important.  It was in my case.  And you know, I’m 

thrilled to have a happy, healthy daughter today.   

 

So, you know, if I were to have another child, for instance, you know, what if an 

emergency C-section became necessary?  Why would you have a kid there for that?   

 

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

@BonnieErbe or @TotheContrary.  From births to kids.   

 

Raise kids not pets.  That’s the message Pope Francis delivered to married 

couples this week.  The Pope warned that having a dog or a cat instead of a child might 

seem more comfortable, but couples without kids later regret, quote, “the bitterness of 

loneliness,” end quote, in old age.   

 

The birth rate in Italy, the United States and other developed countries is sharply 

declining.  Although, in the U.S., at least, the population is climbing rapidly mainly due 



to immigration.  While some followers praised Francis’s message, groups concerned with 

human population’s impact on the natural environment were critical.   

 

So why this message, why now, Linda?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, this is the Catholic view of marriage and the Catholic view 

of the procreative act of sex is that it always must be open to procreation, to the creation 

of a child.  And so there’s nothing surprising – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But don’t you find it a little bit odd coming from – I mean, 

everybody adores Pope Francis.  I understand that.  But coming from somebody who is 

not married and certainly never going to have children to tell everybody else to go out 

there and do it.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Not at all.  That is the position of the Catholic Church.  It has 

always been the position of the Catholic Church.  And frankly, we are in a birth dearth, 

certainly in all Western countries.  The United States population is not – first of all, 

immigration does contribute to our growth, but there’s net negative immigration going on 

right now.  And the reason it contributes to our birth is those immigrants are more likely 

to have more children than American born.  But all Western societies are suffering right 

now because populations are shrinking.  And looking around the table, at least some of 

us, I speak for myself – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I hear a lot of – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  – are aging.  We need more people if we’re going to have decent 

lives in the future, social services.   

 

MS. ERBE:  You know, I hear all these conservatives saying, you know, oh, it’s a 

graying society, there’s not going to be anybody to take care of the old people.  I hear the 

complaint; I never see the actuality of that.  Never ever.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  You want to see it?  Look at Japan.  Japan is – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Are there old people out in the street because there’s no – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  They’re in an economic crisis and they have not ever been able 

to come out because of the – 

 

MS. ERBE:  An economic crisis with a booming economy?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  It is not a booming economy.  Japan is just barely now, you 

know, coming out of the depression that it’s been in for two decades.  And the fact that 

their population has been shrinking is a dramatic factor.  Look, population – people are 

good.  People are good for the planet.  I am very much on the other side, as you know, 



Bonnie, on this population issue.  That’s where we get our innovation.  That’s where we 

get our thinkers.   

 

MS. ERBE:  That’s where we get our climate change.  Go ahead.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Speaking – you know – I don’t come from the Catholic point of 

view, but I think I can see what the Pope is saying when I step back from it.  The 

propensity of people having and loving their pets is at a far greater – is in far greater 

numbers than I have ever seen before.  And there’s no question in my mind that for a 

good many of them, they are taking the place of kids.   

 

Now, that said, that’s their choice.  Who would say they should make their 

choice?  I certainly don’t agree that we want a world full of old people.  I do want to 

encourage, even as we encourage longer life, I do want to encourage those people who 

wish to have children to have them and to put no negative notion out there about having 

children.  The reason I don’t want to do that is because it now turns out that every 

society, as it becomes more advanced, stops having children.   

 

So I don’t need now to talk about zero population growth.  People are taking care 

of that.  We need to think about what is it that would make people think it’s all right to 

have children.  And one thing that would make them think about it is that after they bring 

children into this world and women are told to go out and work, there’s some kind of 

childcare, education childcare to take care of their children.  We in the United States want 

to have it always.  Can’t do that.   

 

MS. AGNESS:  I think about – to Linda’s point on the way our kind of social 

services and systems are set up.  It really does rely on young people.  And one of the best 

examples right now is “Obamacare.”  You have the one to three ratio in there, saying that 

you can’t charge older people more than three times what you’re charging younger 

people.  So it means that we’re raising the rate, premiums for younger people.   

 

And that’s why you saw a number of efforts from the administration to try to get 

young people to sign up, whether it was the president and the first lady appearing on late 

night TV, Super Bowl commercials.  You’ve got to have young people the way our social 

service is set up for them to be successful.   

 

MS. MATSON:  I’d like to go back directly to the Pope’s comments.  First of all, 

if he thinks a cat is more comfortable than a child, he clearly hasn’t met my cat, nor my 

child.  (Laughter.)  But I will say that, you know, I don’t think it’s surprising that he said 

this right now.  And I think, to build off something what Linda was saying, it’s not just a 

view of marriage and procreation.  It’s really a view of women that he’s promoting here.  

And it’s fairly consistent.  And he speaks softly, but he certainly is doing everything he 

can to reinforce traditional gender roles.  And I think this exhortation to have more 

children is actually, you know, again, about trying to go back to a more conservative 

place of women.  This is a pope who’s said let’s not focus on the little rules, but at the 



same time, has continuously supported efforts by those in the Vatican hierarchy to keep 

cracking down on things like contraception and the like.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, the economic case for women’s 

empowerment.  A new World Bank report finds denying a woman’s independence not 

only hinders the development of her family and her community, but her entire country.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

JENI KLUGMAN:  We just launched a major report today about agency, which is 

about women being able to make decisions about quite basic aspects of their own lives, 

like whether, when, how many children to have, being able to buy land or inherit land, 

being able to participate in public life, as well as in their community.  And what we see 

systematically around the world is that this is too often denied.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The report shows in concrete economic terms how women’s 

empowerment or lack thereof changes a country’s economy.   

 

SRI MULYANI INDRAWATI:  If you improve the equal opportunity or gender 

gap, actually you can gain 14 percent of your GDP larger or higher.  That’s really 

significant amount for any country to try to eliminate poverty, to improve the prosperity 

of the people.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton joined the president of the 

World Bank and the executive director of UN Women to highlight the need for proof of 

this economic impact.  Clinton says the World Bank report, not only measures progress, 

it inspires it.   

 

SECRETARY HILLARY CLINTON:  Many of us, and I look around the 

audience, have made the case on behalf of women’s equality on a moral, humanitarian, 

human rights base for a number of decades.   

 

We’re now building on a much stronger foundation in order to be able to make 

the case as to why women’s equal, full participation, their voice and agency is not only 

the right thing to do, but the smart thing.   

 

JIM YONG KIM:  The great thing is that the evidence is in so many ways caught 

up with our deepest moral convictions.  The numbers are really clear.  Discrimination is 

bad for economic growth.  

 

MS. ERBE:  The World Bank reports gender-based violence costs many countries 

between just more than 1 to almost 4 percent of their entire economic productivity.  

That’s huge.  Teen pregnancy costs India a mammoth 12 percent and Uganda 30 percent.   

 

MS. KLUGMAN:  In most of the world, no place is less safe for a woman than 

her own home.  Eighty million women have pregnancies that were unintended that they 



wanted to delay or not have at all.  And in developing countries, pregnancy related causes 

are the largest cause of death among girls who should be at high school.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The report makes the case for legal reform, but only as part of the 

solution.  Ending societal and cultural norms like gender-based violence, child brides, 

and maternal mortality are key to lasting change.   

 

SEC. CLINTON:  The laws help to delegitimize certain behavior, not that it 

eliminates it.  Very often those laws are not enforced, they’re not implemented, and they 

don't reach norms.  You cannot change norms if you’re only talking to women and girls 

about changing the norms that restrict their voice and agency.   

 

MS. ERBE:  UN Women launched the HeForShe campaign online to try to 

mobilize a billion men to take stands.  

 

PHUMZILE MLAMBO-NGCUKA:  We ask men to upload themselves on our 

digital media explaining what they understand by gender inequality and what men should 

do.    

 

MS. ERBE:  The Clinton Foundation’s No Ceilings project will assess women’s 

progress since the 1995 UN Conference on Women in Beijing, where then First Lady 

Hillary Clinton made her women’s rights are human rights speech.  One area where it is 

already known there have been gains is in primary education.  The Bank reports this is 

evidence that societal norms can change and improve lives 

 

MS. INDRAWATI:  Women who have the equal opportunity can have the ability 

to raise their children, to send them to the education.  One additional year of education 

for a woman will have an increasing earning for their future wage up to 30 percent.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The World Bank plans to use Voice and Agency, the report, as a 

central part of its global development agenda.  It will apply what it calls a gender lens 

when investing in countries.   

 

MS. INDRAWATI:  Thirty one billion of our lending last year, more than 90 

percent or 98 percent, is actually now gender mainstream, meaning that each of our 

projects will be designed with the perspective of how this is going to benefit women or 

girls.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So now we have documented proof that when you give women more 

freedom, economic power, they contribute to and help grow countries’ economies.  What 

do we do with this?   

 

MS. MATSON:  It’s time to move.  And it’s been time to move for a long time.  

You know, we know that it’s not just a human rights issue to have full and equal 



participation of women and girls in all aspects of life, but it’s also an economic issue.  So 

where do we go from here?  Well, it’s interesting because, you know, one of the things 

that we need most is investment and investment in areas that will improve women’s lives, 

fighting violence against women, particularly when violence from intimate partners is 

something that’s experienced.  You know, you’ve got one in three women in this world 

being subjected to intimate partner violence, usually at the hands of a husband or a 

boyfriend.  

 

Also looking at things like contraception and access to family planning.  Delaying 

childbirth is one of the best things that you can do for women.  Delaying marriage means 

that a woman will be more likely to live longer, that the children she does have have 

better access to education and better health outcomes.  So interesting to go full circle 

from the Pope, where we were just talking about that.  And then, of course, access to 

education – huge.  And so we’ve got to really, you know, put on our boots and get ready 

and commit our dollars.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  You know, it’s very interesting.  We had a big story this week 

with release of five Taliban officials in trade for an American soldier held prisoner.  One 

of the things that surprised me is how little some of us who talk about the war on terror 

do not focus on the fact that society is – like Afghanistan under the Taliban, like Iran, like 

so many countries around the world where women are treated not just as chattel, I mean 

they are kept from learning education, when they do try to go to school, acid is pour at 

their face, they get shot like the girl from Afghanistan.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Malala.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Malala – happened to her.  You know, I think education is the 

key.  If you educate young women, it does delay their having children at too young an 

age.  It does mean that they contribute to the economy.  But there are, unfortunately, 

countries around the world, many of them Islamic fundamentalist countries, which want 

to keep women down.  That seems to be, as much as anything, the basis of their ideology.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, it’s very sad to see that correlation, but I’m afraid you do.  

Leave aside all those bad things for a moment.  This is the functional equivalent of 

having sons.  Let’s say you had two sons.  And men equally have, let’s say, brown eyes 

and green eyes.  And you say, you know, for you who have brown eyes, we don’t need 

your use in the world.  That’s exactly what they’re doing to women.  You are not making 

use, whatever that turns out to be in your society, of half of the population.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But is that a winning argument with – because that argument has 

been around for a long time.  You know, when discrimination means you’re not making 

use of all this talent that you have.  But has that been a winning argument with men?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’m not talking of use in the terms of work.  I’m talking about 

use in some of the terms that have been discussed here.  For example, women who have 

closer relationship to children and if they have more education, they’ll send their children 



to school, more likely to send their children to school.  I’m talking about making full use 

of whatever role you give women.  And I am saying, and the Islamic countries are a 

perfect example of that, the further you push this half – and understand it’s at least that – 

of the population aside, the more likely it is you get no use out of them.  You use them, 

rather than getting whatever fundamental use you can get out of them in your particular 

society.   

 

MS. AGNESS:  I’m glad we’re talking about, you know, the challenges that 

women face all around the world because one of the things I was most interesting in the 

commencement season this year – you know, I speak on a lot of college campuses, that’s 

a constituency I work with a lot – is you had Ayaan Hirsi Ali, who was supposed to speak 

at Brandeis University.  He suffered genital mutilation, escaped an arranged marriage and 

is really trying – 

 

MS. ERBE:  We’ve had her on the program twice.  She’s an incredible woman 

and what Brandeis did was unconscionable.   

 

MS. AGNESS:  Yeah, and she’s trying to bring attention to these issues.  And 

then you have, you know, some student protests and faculty protests shutting that down.  

So I hope reports like this and people like her who are speaking out will really shine more 

light on some of the challenges these women are facing around the world.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Is this just a developing nations’ problem or is it ours, too?  I mean, 

you know, women are not at parity economically in this country yet.   

 

MS. MATSON:  Of course they’re not.  And we have a moral imperative to 

address the equality of women everywhere in the world.  And the specifics may be 

different, but the fact is we all deserve an equal shot.   

 

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

me on Twitter, visit our website, pbs.org/tothecontrary.  And whether you agree or think 

to the contrary, see you next week.   

 

(END) 

 


