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16;11;11;25 Gwen Ifill:  President and Mrs. Carter, thank you once again for having us 
here at the Carter Center. 
 
President Carter: You’re certainly welcome.  We’re delighted. 
 
16;11;19;12Gwen Ifill: G: F. Scott Fitzgerald once said that Americans don’t get second 
acts in life.  Uh, you seem have a pretty successful second act going here.  How would 
you describe it? 
 
16;11;29;01 President Carter:  Well, when I was involuntarily retired from the White 
House by the election in 1980, it took us a while to get over the defeat.  But I soon 
realized that I was one of the youngest Presidents who had survived the White House and 
that I had a life expectancy still of about 25 years.  So we explored with each other what 
to do with the future based on the fact that as from the first family of America we had 
access to almost any leader on earth.  We had a lot of influence if we wanted to exert it.  
And so we tried to explore things that were not being addressed by the United Nations or 
the World Health Organization or the World Bank or the U.S. Government, so that we 
could kind of fill vacuums that existed on earth.  And that’s the origin of the Carter 
Center.  And that’s really what gave us a second life to use your phrase.  16;12;22;12 
 
16;12;22;27 Gwen Ifill: Mrs. Carter, talk a little bit about that, the second life.  President 
Carter says pretty candidly that it was a tough row to hoe leaving Washington and 
leaving the White House.  How did you help in the development about…of what you’d 
do next? 
 
16;12;38;21 Mrs. Carter: It was tough.  I was bitter..about being defeated.  And well, 
first we wrote books.  And in writing the books we realized how being in the governor’s 
mansion and the White House had broadened our view of what was important in the 
world.  And I know I woke up one night, Jimmy was sitting straight up in the bed.  I 
thought he was sick because he always sleeps all night long.  And he said I know what 
we can do at the Presidential library.  We can have a place to resolve conflicts.  So it 
really started to resolve conflicts.  But you don’t just go out and resolve conflicts.  So the 
first opportunity we had was for an agriculture program in Africa.  Well, being a farmer 
that appealed to him.  And also it got us into those countries where we saw the problems, 
then Dr.  ??? came to be our executive director from the Centers for Disease Control.  He 
attracted the health programs.  And it all just kind of came together.  And I think more 
than we ever dreamed it would, we wanted to be able to do things because of the 
influence of being a former president.  He soon learned when you get out of office, when 
he got out of office, that you still have the resources and people will help you with 
anything…the experts practically in the world you can call on, and that puts a big 
responsibility.  So it just developed. 16;14;08;29 
 
16;14;09;05 Gwen Ifill: Now you described book writing, you’ve also described book 
writing as having been a particularly strained time in your marriage. 
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Mrs. Carter: It was a tough time.  I think it’s the closest we ever came to, I wouldn’t say 
divorce…. 
 
President Carter: You could almost say divorce. 
 
Gwen Ifill: It was that bad? 
 
Mrs. Carter: It was that bad. 
 
President Carter: It was the worst thing that we ever tried to do.   
 
Gwen Ifill: Why? 
 
Mrs. Carter: To write a book together?  Never again.  16;14;32;15 
 
16;14;32;17 President Carter: Well, in the first place we agreed on about 97% of what 
was in the book.  There was a lot of retrospective about our life together.  But the other 
three percent became all-important.  And I was amazed at how faulty Rosalyn’s memory 
was.  I could remember precisely what happened.  She was always….16;14;50;15 
 
Gwen Ifill: She was always wrong? 
 
16;14;52;02 President Carter: Well, she thought the same thing otherwise.  But we got 
honestly so that we couldn’t even talk to each other about the book we were writing 
together.  And we already had a contract to publish it.  We just wrote ugly notes back 
forth on the computer.  And we never could resolve the differences of opinion about what 
had happened and why and how important it was.  So luckily we had a good editor, Peter 
… who finally said, when we told him we’d given up on the book, “Why don’t you let 
me referee?”  So if you look at the book, Everything to Gain, some of the paragraphs in 
there have an R by it, that’s Rosalyn’s paragraph.  I couldn’t agree with it.  Some of the 
paragraphs have a J by it.  So we finally saved the book and saved our marriage.  
16;15;35;03 
 
Gwen Ifill:  And had the most unique book ever written by a couple probably.   
 
President Carter: Well we’ll never try it again.   
 
16;15;35;05 Mrs. Carter:  …different writing habits…I’m a morning person….I’m a 
night person.  He’s a morning person.  And he can go into his office and write a chapter 
in an afternoon.  It takes me a month.  And so he always said that I considered his just a 
draft and that he ..that I didn’t want him to change one word.  And it was all true.  
16;16;04;08 
 
16;16;04;10 Gwen Ifill:  Well because you can’t write together, you were forced to do 
other things together obviously.  And among those things is you’ve traveled the world to 
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some of the poorest, the most disadvantaged regions of the world.  Looking back on 20 
years of this, do you come away optimistic or discouraged?   
 
16;16;22;25 President Carter: We’ve been in more than 120 countries.  And they have 
been, most of them, the poorest and most forgotten and isolated and poverty stricken 
countries on earth.  And that’s where the Carter Center does our work.  I’m optimistic 
about the quality of the people there, because they have shown thousands of times that 
the people who live in those poverty stricken villages and still are suffering are just as 
intelligent, just as hard working, just as dedicated.  Their family values are just as strong 
as ours.  They just need a chance in life.  And quite often the whole village will be 
afflicted by disease that could be completely eliminated just by handing out a few filter 
cloths so they can strain their water that they drink.  Or one tablet a year that would 
prevent them going blind.  And they respond so beautifully when they’re given a chance.  
And we have programs now, as Rosalyn mentioned earlier, in 12 countries in Africa 
dealing with tiny farmers, 2 acres each, 600,000 of them now.  And we can double or 
triple their production the first year of basic food grains corn, wheat, rice, sorghum, and 
millet.  And that appeals to me as a farmer.  But just to see how when you give those 
people an opportunity how hard they work and how successful they are.  That is the 
optimistic part of the future.  16;17;53;14 
 
16;17;53;16 Gwen Ifill: How about for you Mrs. Carter?  Optimism?  Discouragement?   
 
16;17;56;21 Mrs. Carter: Optimism about the people, who are absolutely wonderful.  
And they, as Jimmy said, are so thankful for any even any little thing you do for them.  I 
know on our agriculture programs where we, no mechanization, they still stick a stick in 
the ground and drop a seed in it, but we just show them to clear the land instead of slash 
and burn, which they do slash and burn. …plant around stumps and stuff.  They say 
things like, “Why didn’t somebody tell us this before?  It’s so simple?”  And yet, there’s 
so much to them.  And so I’m optimistic about the people when they have a chance.  I’m 
not as optimistic about whether we’ll give them a chance.  16;18;38;02 
 
16;18;38;11 Gwen Ifill: We being?  
 
Carters: The rich countries. 
 
Gwen Ifill: The rich countries are not living up to their responsibilities? 16;18;44;26 
 
16;18;44;29 President Carter: Most of us don’t care at all about people that live in… or 
Mali or Haiti or countries of that kind.  We don’t really know or care.  We enjoy the great 
privileges and benefits and blessings that we have.  And theoretically we might care.  But 
as far as actually becoming involved in their lives and making sure that we’re generous 
and are getting to know them or learn about them, we rarely do that.  16;19;12;10 
 
16;19;12;13 Mrs. Carter: We’ve been working in Sudan for instance to try peace to 
them.  That war has been going on for 17 or 18 years.  2 million people have died.  
Almost everybody else in the country is displaced or either left refugees.  And nobody 
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knows that.  Nobody in our country knows that.  And they suffer.  We go to see people 
who live in garbage because there’s nowhere else to live.  And it’s an incredible 
experience.  16;19;37;12 
 
16;19;37;16 Gwen Ifill: The key to the issue in places like the Sudan is conflict 
resolution, which has been a work of yours here as well.  Have you hit on a way 
especially in different countries, which have different conflicts to begin to make progress 
on conflict resolution?  Is there something that we are missing? 
 
16;19;56;15 President Carter:  There are techniques that we’ve evolved at the Carter 
Center, which we share with others.  I wrote a textbook about that for high school and 
college to …called talking peace.  And the essence of it is that the causes for conflict 
between a husband and a wife or between a father and sons or on a college campus are 
exactly the same basic causes as between two nations or a civil war.  And a technique for 
resolving those conflicts is also the same.  What opens up a door for an outside mediator 
though is rare.  When the Carter Center is in a country for years eradicating guinea worm 
or alleviating the suffering of river blindness or dealing elephantiasis, and that country is 
faced with a challenge that might lead to a civil war, the last thing they want is for the 
United States government to come in or for the United Nations come in.  But they know 
that we are already there and that we care about their people.  So quite often they turn to 
us.  And that puts a tremendous opportunity and responsibility on our shoulders.  And 
that’s where the Carter Center is able to participate as a mediator or a negotiator when 
others may be excluded.  16;21;05;12 
 
16;21;05;15 Gwen Ifill:  Participating with or without U.S. government request or 
involvement necessarily?   
 
16;21;11;21 President Carter: Usually I’m very careful to get permission from the 
White House or at least inform the White House and move into one of those countries.  
But quite often the United States is not deeply involved in the interior affairs of even 
sometimes between two countries like between Uganda and Sudan.  Those two presidents 
asked the Carter Center to negotiate a peace agreement, which we did very successfully.  
And I just merely informed the White House that we were going to do this and there was 
no objection to that.  But on a high profile thing like mid-East peace, it would be 
inappropriate for the Carter Center to become involved.  16;21;47;15 
 
16;21;47;26 Mrs. Carter: In a small country if there’s a disagreement or if there’s a 
revolution there somewhere challenging the government.  The government does not want 
to admit to the United Nations or anybody in the outside world that they might have a 
problem, because that does something to their sovereignty … And that also is one reason 
they don’t want to call somebody in, because they just don’t want the outside world to 
know that they’re challenged.  16;22;13;21 
 
16;22;14;05 Gwen Ifill: But there are so many challenges, there are so many places, so 
many problems.  How do you decide where you’ll go, where you’ll have the greatest 
impact?  Are there endless meetings?  Do you just decide on your own?   
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16;22;26;25 President Carter: There are endless meetings and discussions at the Carter 
Center before we take it on.  First of all, we in case of a very difficult election where 
democracy is threatened, or where there’s a first move from an authoritarian government 
to a democracy, we have to have the approval for our involvement from the ruling party 
and also from the major opposition parties.  And if they don’t, if we can’t induce them to 
invite us in, then we just can’t go.  In the case of a war, either ongoing or potential civil 
war, say, there again the two antagonists have to be willing to turn to the outside world, 
namely the Carter Center, in the case I’m describing, to help them resolve their dispute.  
16;23;14;06 
 
16;23;14;18 Gwen Ifill: Have they come to you? 
 
16;23;15;18 President Carter: Sometimes we entice them to come to us because we’re 
already there, we know their problem, and we try to induce them to invite us.  But 
sometimes they come to us just out of the blue.  And we try to respond.  There’s a limit to 
what the Carter Center can do.  I would say the maximum number of elections that we 
can monitor in a given year is about 5, because we go into the country well in advance, 
several months in advance, And we make sure that their constitution, their laws, their 
rules for conducting the election are conducive to a fair and free election.  And then we 
send in experienced analysts and experts.  And then Rosalyn and I generally go in with a 
group of volunteers before election day, on election day, and afterwards.  Sometimes I 
have to stay in the country several days after an election is over to make sure that the 
winners and the losers are gracious about it and accept the results of the election, because 
sometimes they’re shocked at the result of the election.  So it takes a lot of time for us.  In 
the case of Nigeria, which you know is the largest and most important country in Africa, 
the last election they had followed a very despicable dictator…And we, the Carter 
Center, went in, and we helped them out the local elections, and then the governor’s 
elections, and then the parliamentary elections, and then the presidential elections.  And 
after that we stayed in until actually through inauguration day to make sure that 
everybody accepted the results.  So it’s a time consuming thing, but one that’s very 
gratifying to us.  16;24;51;25 
 
16;24;52;00 Gwen Ifill: Mrs. Carter, it’s become familiar for us to see when you do 
these international missions, to see not only President Carter there, but you always there 
every step of the way.  Why bother?  Why not stay home and focus on the mental health 
issues, which are your concern, focus on more domestic issues or work at a distance.  
Why go on all these trips? 
 
16;25;10;03 Mrs. Carter: Well I have, I focus on mental health issues all the time.  I 
have an international mental health program.  I have a committee of women leaders in the 
country at the world federation of mental health.  We’re building 5 public health schools 
in Ethiopia, developing protocols on maybe 24 diseases.  I think it started off at 70.  
Depression is going to be one of them, because by 2020 depression will be the second 
leading cause of the birth of disease in the world.  And so I’m focusing on mental health 
issues all the time, and I have other programs too.  Immunization and care-giving and so 
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forth here at home.  But I feel part of the Carter Center, I’m the co-chairperson along 
with Jimmy and I’m involved.  It’s interesting.  And you always learn something, and 
also I like to travel with Jimmy.  16;26;05;00 
 
16;26;05;05 President Carter: I have to say that when there’s a conflict between an 
important mental health meeting and an election somewhere, mental health comes first.  
 
Gwen Ifill: As you’ve both traveled the world, how is the United States viewed around 
the world in your view? 
 
President Carter: I’d rather not say.  16;26;24;08 
 
16;26;24;10 Mrs. Carter: Well I’ll tell you, you said in the eye of the beholder, and I’ll 
tell you what we run into in all of these countries if people want something, if their 
leaders want something for the people, they ask us if we know any Japanese or any 
Norwegians, because they give.  They will help them.  They don’t ask us about what our 
country will do for them.  And there’s one thing though that I want to make clear.  It’s 
not the American people.  If the American people could see what was happening in 
Sudan all the time, that war would be over, because we would have focused on it.  The 
American people are good.  They just don’t know about some of these things that we see.  
And…but it’s our country and foreign aid is a dirty word.  And it’s so distressing to me.  
I remember going in Sudan once, and the people had not had healthcare for 13 years.  
And Jimmy got a guinea worm…so we could find all of the endemic guinea worm 
villages.  And some of the doctors…and others set up medical stations.  And we were 
working in this when it was just a blue plastic with sticks in the ground…people on the 
ground everywhere as far as you could see.  Sick babies dying with malaria and I thought 
you know, if people in our country could see that, foreign aid wouldn’t be a dirty word.  
16;27;50;04 
 
16;27;50;06 Gwen Ifill: You really don’t want to respond to that Mr. President? 
 
16;27;52;22 President Carter: Well I think a lot of people in the world admire the 
accomplishments of the United States, but increasingly fear us as a nation that’s not 
willing to treat them as equals, but that uses our tremendous military and economic 
power to dominate others.  And as Rosalyn said, the test of our fair interest in the United 
States, assisting them is that they turn to other countries as a first and most likely 
prospect.  As I mentioned earlier, every time a dollar is given by the American 
government, the Norwegians give $17, and a European gives $4.  And so the people in 
other countries that interested in benevolent assistance for housing, health, or food, 
education, they turn to other countries primarily.  They don’t see us as really interested in 
them unless there’s some strategic benefit for United States.  And I would like to 
emphasize what Rosalyn says, that is not the attitude of the American people.  And there 
are some exceptions in that the great foundations of America, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, is a powerful factor.  The Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the 
MacArthur Foundation, those private beneficent organizations are superb.  But in our 
government, it’s not a politically attractive thing.  And I’ll just give you one quick 
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example.  If you go to the Netherlands or to Denmark or Norway or Sweden, one of the 
most attractive platform planks that the candidates can have is I’m going to increase 
assistance to foreign countries to promote peace and human rights and environmental 
quality and so forth.  But can you imagine an American candidate for congress saying if 
I’m elected, I’m going to increase foreign aid?  It would be suicidal.  And I think the 
reason is that most Americans either are not interested or they feel that foreign aid is 
wasted when it can be a life saving thing.  16;30;01;05 
 
16;30;01;08 Mrs. Carter: But they also feel that we give a lot to foreign aid. 
 
Gwen Ifill: They don’t actually know. 
 
Mrs. Carter: There was a survey done, and people answered that they thought that we 
gave 15% of our GNP for foreign aid.  We give … 
President Carter: One tenth of 1% 
 
Mrs. Carter: One tenth of 1%.  16;30;18;26 
 
16;30;18;28 Gwen Ifill: Talk about the United States doing things for strategic 
advantage.  You were no longer in office when the Berlin Wall fell.  Has the post-Cold 
War world become much more complicated than even you expected it to be? 
 
16;30;31;26 President Carter: There was a clarity, an unfortunate clarity that existed 
ever since the second World War before the Berlin Wall did fall, and that is that in every 
country a key factor that tied that country to the international community was a 
competition between the Soviet Union and the United States.  It didn’t matter where it 
was in Central America and in South America in Africa in Asia wherever, and with the 
demise of the Soviet Union and the fragmentation of it and to Russia and to other 
countries and it’s no longer being a superpower and with one super power, I think the 
responsibilities are much more confusing and nearly so clearly drawn as it was when it 
was U.S. versus Soviet Union.  But it puts a great responsibility on our country, and I 
think we’re still feeling our way along.  How have to assume the … of the world’s only 
super power and how can we use this in a benevolent fashion that arouses admiration and 
confidence and trust.  That we are a major driving force for peace, for democracy, 
freedom, and human rights.  16;31;40;29 
 
16;31;41;02 Gwen Ifill: And how, Mrs. Carter, as the world’s only remaining great 
superpower, are we coping efficiently well appropriately with our own civil and human 
rights issues? 
 
16;31;53;22 Mrs. Carter: I’m not sure, because I have been opposed to the death 
penalty for instance.  I’m on the Georgia indigent defense council.  If we can’t do away 
with the death penalty, we surely should be able to give poor people sufficient 
representation, good representation in the court system.  But that’s one thing that really 
bothers me.  And I’m sure there are other things.  There’s still poor people.  We don’t 
treat children the way we should in our country.  We wait until they get in trouble when 



The Carters, A Conversation 
Transcript 
Program 2 

8 

they grow up a little bit before we focus on them.  That’s one of the things that I’ve been 
working on with my mental health program, because we know that if you give that child 
good health care from conception, good nurturing, good mind stimulation and so forth, 
they have a much better chance to grow up to be well adjusted young people.  And we 
don’t do that.  So there’s some things that we could do a lot better in our country.  
16;33;00;11 
 
16;33;00;14 President Carter: You know the jails are full of poor people and Hispanics 
and African Americans primarily.  And many of those who are incarcerated are there 
because of drugs.  And the laws that the congress has passed are blatantly unfair.  For 
instance, the use of cocaine.  If you have an ounce, a gram of crack cocaine, which is 
used by the poorest of people, the penalty there is almost identical to if you have 100 
grams of white manufactured cocaine, which rich people use.  And this is a punishment 
that’s been imposed by actually and act of congress.  And there’s no distinguishing factor 
between an ounce of crack or a gram of crack cocaine and a gram of powder cocaine.  
But that shows that the difference in the application of laws even under our own present 
constitution.  And you never would dream of hearing of a rich white man being executed.  
That’s just inconceivable to think of it, because they would be adequately represented by 
very shrewd council.  Whereas you know the rate of executions in this country has gone 
up.  And we’re one of just I think two countries that authorizes the execution of children.  
So, a lot can be done in this country to improve the equity of the law and the alleviation 
of suffering of the poorest and most deprived people.  16;34;42;01 
 
16;34;42;03 Mrs. Carter: We’re one of the few countries in the world that execute 
anybody.  Turkey, for instance, just had to do away with the death penalty to be able to 
join the European Union.  16;34;50;01 
 
16;34;50;25 Gwen Ifill: Before we go, I have to ask you both a final question.  Are you 
ever going to retire? 
 
16;34;58;01 President Carter: The answer is yes.  And we’re making very careful 
preparations for the Carter Center’s perpetuation in the future.  We’re building up an 
endowment that’s adequate to finance a good portion of our programs.  We have a 
marriage, in effect, a legal marriage with Emory University.  So the Carter Center’s 
active participation all over the world can be combined with a foundation of academic 
and research base of Emory University.  And we have collected a wide array of people to 
help us.  For instance, in this hemisphere alone, when Rosalyn and I cannot go to say an 
election in the Dominican Republic.  We have 35 other presidents and prime ministers 
who have been democratically elected in this hemisphere who continue to work under the 
name of the Carter Center.  So we will retire, and we hope that the work of the Carter 
Center will not retire.  16;35;48;03 
 
Gwen Ifill:  And looking forward to it Mrs. Carter. 
 
16;35;49;14 Mrs. Carter: Yeah it sounds really good.  Every year we say we’re going to 
slow down, and it hasn’t happened yet.   
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16;35;56;09 Gwen Ifill: Well, thank you very much for taking the time for us.  It’s been 
a pleasure President and Mrs. Carter.   
 
Both: Thank you.  Been a pleasure. 
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