
Show Transcript: MeToo and Working Women; Teaching Hard History

Bonnie Erbe: This week on To The Contrary, first the Me Too movement and working-class women 
then for African American History Month why critics say American schools get an F when it comes to 
teaching the history of slavery.

Bonnie Erbe: Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe, welcome to To The Contrary a discussion of news and social 
trends from diverse perspectives. Up first using technology to boost women’s advancement.  The 
MeToo movement has helped female targets of sexual harassment and assault by some of the most 
powerful big-name men in US politics, entertainment, and business, but some say women in low wage 
jobs with no famous bosses have so far been left out.  That is apparently starting to change, especially 
in service jobs, agricultural work, and the hospitality industry.  Community and union organizers say 
they see women more willing to speak out and bosses more willing to fire workers who sexually harass 
or assault low-wage women. 25 year old Lida Farquhar is a waitress in New Orleans making 2 dollars
and 15 cents an hour plus tips.  She worked for a chef who faces numerous allegations of sexual 
harassment and says the Me Too movement hasn’t trickled down to low wage workers yet, but she sees 
an opportunity.

Lida Farquhar: We haven’t really seen any changes and I think this is an opportunity for change, but I 
really think that um it’s up to workers to get organized and um make this happen while everybody’s 
like really paying attention, you know because it is an issue it’s um, it may not be on everybody’s 
minds in a few months, but if real change isn’t made and it’s still gonna be here.

Bonnie Erbe: Meanwhile, another form of social media is emerging.  In addition to Twitter that women 
are using to out abusive people in power, a woman named Maura Donegan had to take down a Google 
spreadsheet she posted for women to out abusive men in media.  The spreadsheet caught fire online, 
spreading rapidly.  She had to take it down after 12 hours because it listed the names of 70 men and she
didn’t want to be sued for libel if there were unconfirmed incidents and men publicly named.

Bonnie Erbe: So why isn’t Latifa Lyles, formerly of the Labor Department, why isn’t this trickling 
down to lower-income women?

Latifa Lyles: Well the online movement makes an assumption that all women and work women, women
working have the privilege to speak out and the truth is that isn’t the case for most women.

Patrice Onwuka: Well in part because they don’t have a huge social media following and TMZ or 
regular news outlets aren’t willing to pick up their stories.  I mean I think that is the untold part of the 
story.

Avis Jones-DeWeever: I also think that the economic fragility that is inherent with low-wage work 
makes speaking out that much more dangerous for them.

Jennifer Higgins: Yeah, I agree.  I think that um these women have more to lose than maybe some of 
the other women that would be more compelled to have a movement behind social media.

Bonnie Erbe: Well if it doesn’t spread beyond Hollywood and not lets step back just a second, because 
it may actually be already helping some low-wage women in Hollywood maybe some of them have 



spoken out and benefited in some way, but obviously not waitresses in New Orleans earning two 
dollars and fifteen cents an hour.  I mean isn’t that part of the problem right there?

Avis Jones-DeWeever: Absolutely, because you know certain jobs that allow for below minimum wage 
work um makes it so that these women really rely on tips.  That’s really how they survive, so that puts 
them a particular danger in terms of the behavior of customers, and it puts them in danger in terms of 
the behavior of their bosses because they need to have the hours to be able to go and get the tips.  It’ s 
just a complete domino effect of danger and it makes it that much more fragile for their for their ability 
to be able to speak out.

Jennifer Higgins: We we want to get to a place where women aren’t having to make this calculated risk 
assesment about whether it’s okay to speak out and I think low-wage workers are particularly 
disadvantaged by having to make that assessment, which is, am I going to be retaliated against, do I 
even know what my rights are, if I am retaliated against, and what does this mean for my livelihood?  
Am I safe if I speak out, and knowing that I could lose my job, and potentially have an inability to 
support my family.

Bonnie Erbe: And how do you do that?  Is it the responsibility of the state of Louisiana or New 
Orleans, whoever put that two dollar and fifteen cent restaurant wage into effect?

Jennifer Higgins: Sure, I think that, I think income disparity makes it harder, obviously it makes those 
calculations much more difficult for this population, but I do think there are things that can be done.  I 
think the fact that unions are mobilizing is a positive sign.  I think it gives these women that are in that 
are in their restaurant hospitality industry an ability to sort of know that they have an advocate if you 
will, in the fight rather than assuming they have to go directly to their supervisor to fight this fight.

Patrice Onwuka: And you know what I think the Time’s Up uh movement or initiative is actually 
another avenue for women who um who need help to be able to find it.  I mean this is a private um kind
of initiative that’s creating a...legal fund defense fund.  I fourteen million dollars right now for women 
who really don’t have that platform to be able to go and kind of be able to fund their own legal 
redress and I think that’s important. It’s not just on the government side.  I think it’s also private 
industry, individuals, women who have power, and resources, bringing that to the table.

Latifa Lyles: But I do think there is something we can do societally and also from a government 
perspective.  I think that you know what happens on a policy level in corporations and on the 
workplace sometimes is about the bottom-line imperative, and so if there’s nothing in compelling you 
know employers to change the way they practice, and their, and their, the way they do their business, 
and they can still make you know get to their bottom line and not change a thing um knowing that even
with a Legal Defense Fund.  A lot of women are not going to take the time and energy to go that route.  
They’re not going to choose.  Bad actors are going to continue to be bad actors, so it’s really how do 
we get the employers, and the people in power to change their paradigm.

Bonnie Erbe: And how do you do that?  

Latifa Lyles: Well I think...

Bonnie Erbe: And what resources, if any do these women, like she told me during the interview there 
was someone who had been fired by a boss who had repeated uh allegation of sexual harassment and 



assault and they’re doing a parade, essentially in there doing a protest through downtown New Orleans 
um, coming up.

Latifa Lyles: But one thing I do think we can take from the Me Too movement is the fact that the the 
high people in power have to some extent have had some economic implications if you think losing 
post at high level jobs, or losing you know equity in your firm, or you know losing your ability to even 
go to work.  I think that you know not to say that public shaming is how we’re gonna get this problem 
solved, but there is something to the companies, and the employers, and the bosses who say this is not 
going to be on my watch.  I’m gonna take an affirmative two step, but I’m gonna get rid of those bad 
actors and I do that that the Me Too movement has said there actually can be consequences if we take 
these things seriously, but until the...the folks at the top are able to change your behavior, and not be 
enabled to continue this behavior.  We can continue marching in the streets for not, if those folks are 
gonna show up to work every day.

Bonnie Erbe: Well, if okay if conservatives for example are opposed um to hiking minimum wage 
wages what other ways can you get the people at the top of the corporations to respond? Can you deny 
them tax cuts if they don’t..do they need to pay a higher corporate tax for example than the twenty-one 
percent that Congress just passed and the President signed, if they are accused of so many instances of 
sexual harassment?

Jennifer Higgins: You raise a good point, which is I think in this environment one of the challenges for 
identifying what successes and the Me Too movement is understanding what the consequences are for 
whether its businesses or employers or harassers if you will, and right now that consequence is I don’t 
have a job anymore, or I don’t go to work at House of Cards next week for the next season, but what is 
a long term impact for some of these women, who are victims, and I think frankly maybe that’s a 
discussion that needs to be had is about does the punishment fit the crime, and right now the 
punishment is I don’t work anymore, and I take my parachute and go someplace else, but these women 
are still facing the challenge of being a victim and speaking out, and having to go to work everyday 
with hopefully a different boss, who doesn’t harass them, but in policies in place, and so I think unions,
EEOC, maybe the government, and maybe in some extent on policing internally amongst corporations 
is what needs to happen to show that there’s proven success, and we’re not just continuing to talk about
this five or ten years from 

Bonnie Erbe: Is is there a nexus between low wages and increased sexual assault and harassment within
an industry.  I mean Hollywood, obviously very high wages for the actors etc, not so much for the 
careers  uh or the you know the the assistants on the shoot at lower levels.

Avis Jones-DeWeever: You know I do think that sexual harassment is something that it can impact any 
woman at any level of income, any race. I mean there’s the boundaries are just not there, but I do also 
believe that low-income women are especially vulnerable.  I believe that those victimize-rs understand 
the relative powerlessness of those women and they take advantage of it.

Bonnie Erbe: And how do you make aside from increasing wages how do you make them more 
powerful?

Avis Jones-DeWeever: You know for me it has to be implication.  When there are infractions there has 
to be consequences and I think one of the best things about this movement is that we’re beginning to 
see some consequences behind this.  When you have something like this going on for years, and people



are able to get away with it over and over and over again, there is no imperative to stop until there are 
consequences that will continue to go on

Jennifer Higgins: I would suggest too that there’s some level of empowerment that needs to take place. 
A lot of these women, particularly low-wage workers aren’t aware of what their rights are, and what the
protections they have are, their employers  not telling them if you get harassed they don’t have the 
ability to retaliate against you, that’s, some of that is the EEOC, but some of that is if you can empower
this woman to know what their rights are then they could feel more confident about standing up to 
someone and accusing them of what they’ve done.

Bonnie Erbe: And what we’ve seen now, for example Twitter this this you know the Me Too movement
their hashtag movements they started on Twitter and now there was this woman who had to take down 
the Google spreadsheet, because it she had so many names, so quickly, so what’s next with social using
other forms of media, or social media to keep this thing going and even propel it forward.

Latifa Lyles:  Well to some extent in terms of the the low-wage workers you know restaurants are in 
communities you know there’s not a lot we can do uh for lot of different industries that seem very very 
far away from us like farming, but there are some industry that are local and we can we can make our 
decisions and we can use our voices through how we spend our money and I do think there’s an 
opportunity for us to say you know we we don’t want to just know that nothing happened.  We want to 
know that you as an employer as a business leader in this community in the United States has an 
affirmative plan to say no more.  This is not going to happen where we work and we actually believe 
that you should be protected and and empowered at work, not targeted and dis empowered and I think 
there’s an opportunity for for folks to com come out of the woodwork and people have to some extent 
to say now we do have new policies, but really what does that mean, and what are the consumers 
decisions in responding to that and honestly the other piece of this I think is really important for 
survivors or for women in these cases is it doesn’t mean if this doesn’t have to be ten thousand women 
or a hundred women or fifty women that it can be just be your case and I think that’s the other 
takeaway from this is with these movements is like you have any serial offenders, is that if people say 
well if if something hasn’t happened to five other people I can’t say anything about it and we have to 
say that no, one time is enough and one perpetrator doing it to one woman is enough.

Patrice Onwuka: I do want to bring in another aspect of this, which is, and I agree with you on the 
consequences there needing to be some, but there are other unintended consequences that actually have 
a backlash against women.  I mean, I think we saw Sheryl Sheryl Sandberg, CEO of Facebook talked 
about this, which is men are going to fell like they are not able to be around young women in particular,
and have those one-on-one interactions, um Lean In just released a study that found that almost fifty 
percent of uh uh male managers are not willing to be alone with women, have one-on-one interactions 
with them, and I think that’s a dangerous, a dangerous chilling effect on how men and women are 
communicating in the workplace, and that’s something that I think is left out of this conversation.

Bonnie Erbe: Okay, but what about something like look look at how video cop cams have changed the 
policing industry.  Why not AI, using artificial intelligence, why not every time you go into the office 
you’ve got your cell phone, you’ve got a a hidden camera and hidden earphones, hidden microphones, 
rather and AI scans all that stuff and if it picks up certain words it reports.

Latifa Lyles: There are certain technologies I do think could work, um not necessarily surveillance, but 
I do think things like Glassdoor and other opportunities, where employers do have an, employees have  
opportunity to talk about what’s happening in their workplace in an ominous way, knowing that it’s 



anonymous, but a lot of people who are either looking for jobs and other folks who are looking to rate 
employers and companies use those websites like Glassdoor and others where people, you know 
leaving an organization or company say this was my experience and I don’t think those types of tools 
have really been brought to the fore in this arena.

Jennifer Higgins: I don’t think we want to have a communication I would worry that every woman 
would be sitting in the break room by herself having coffee if everyone had a camera on them,

Latifa Lyles: Although I do think too, it’s hard to say women men don’t feel comfortable now.  I would 
say join the club, this is how women have felt for years.  I mean, I know lots of young women who said
oh gosh I hope I don’t have to go on a lunch by myself with that guy, so the tables have turned

Bonnie Erbe: There are lots of good guys out there.  There are more good guys than bad guys.

Bonnie Erbe: Behind the headlines, as part of our Black History Month coverage we focus on how 
slavery is taught at school.  A new report finds American schools get an F in teaching the history of 
slavery and its’ impact 

Maureen Costello: Teaching Hard History: American Slavery is really look at how do we teach 
American slavery in this country.  What do kids learn and really also how should we teach it, but we’re 
also hoping to spark a public conversation about what we know about the history of American slavery 
and what we should know about it

Bonnie Erbe (Voice Over): Maureen Costello spent close to forty years as an educator.  She developed 
anti-biased programming for classroom schools and school districts.  Costello is also the director of 
teaching tolerance for the Southern Poverty Law Center and was a leader for the study she says exposes
the need for a more comprehensive framework for teaching students about slavery.  

Maureen Costello:  I asked some of my former students what they remembered about how they learned 
about slavery.  I taught in a white majority school, so in every class there’d be just a handful of African-
American students and what many of them said is you know you kind of did the best you could given 
the curriculum, but the entire experience of learning about American history in school was that it was 
whitewashed and one of them said you know I learned a lot about slavery, but I learned it over the 
dinner table at home.

Bonnie Erbe (Voice Over): Researchers surveyed teachers and high school students across the country.  
Their findings reveal teachers feel comfortable teaching the history of slavery, but they oftentimes 
require better source material to support their work.

Maureen Costello: The textbooks are problematic because first of all.  That’s what teachers have it’s the
basic piece of information and sure they can go online and they can find other sources of information, 
but then there’s a real burden to sift through it all.  Finally we looked at state standards, and we found 
that kids often learn about Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglas in First Grade or Kindergarten, but 
they don’t learn about slavery itself until fourth or fifth grade.

Bonnie Erbe (Voice Over): The study found a lack of knowledge among high school students.  Fewer 
than ten percent could identify the cause of the Civil War.  Roughly seventy percent didn’t know an 
amendment formally ended slavery.  Only about twenty percent of students knew the Constitution gave 



advantages to slaveholders.  Costello argues before slavery can be taught it must be appropriately 
defined.

Maureen Costello: Understand the background, slavery was practiced around the world, but slavery as 
it developed in in what became the United States was a very distinctive and peculiar form of slavery 
that we call chattel slavery that was hereditary.  One of the key concepts is that ideologies of white 
supremacy and racism grew up to defend slavery.  If we talk about any of the racial divisions that we 
still experience today, including the racial inequalities that all leads back to talking about slavery, and 
that’s why we need to teach it.

Bonnie Erbe (Voice Over): Costello believes understanding the repercussions of slavery and its 
connection to racism may help undo the racial divide.

Maureen Costello: One of the things we say is that the two grew up together, racism and enslavement.  
We ended enslavement legally.  We didn’t end racism.  One of the teachers that we work with said this 
“Look you don’t have to feel guilty about this. This isn’t on you.  You inherited this.  You inherited this 
racism.  It’s not on you, but if it’s still here in twenty years, that is on you.”  So we teach about the past 
so people are better able to make choices about the present and the future.

Bonnie Erbe: So Dr. DeWeever, I remember African history and African American history classes 
started springing up in college in the seventies.  Why is it not, why is there that gap in uh grade 
schools?

Avis Jones-DeWeever: I don’t believe there is a desire in this country to teach the truth about history, 
uh you know, there is a...

Bonnie Erbe: But doesn’t that depend on the part of the country, I mean I think that’s absolutely true in 
the south.

Avis Jones-Deweever: I believe that’s true in the north, in the south, in the east, in the west, every 
corner of this country and that’s exactly why we’re seeing a problem that we’re having right now.  I 
mean when she mentions that people aren’t making the link between slavery and the cause of the Civil 
War, when people aren’t making the link between all of those sort of buildings and  the economic 
development of this country and centuries of free labor, that to me is intentional indoctrination instead 
of education.

Bonnie Erbe: Your thoughts?

Jennifer Higgins: I think what’s challenging about..

Bonnie Erbe: Is it causing racism today?

Jennifer Higgins: Yeah I think it is, because I think in the context of education we’re seeing incomplete 
information.  What’s happening is that students are going to school and they’re getting part of the story.
They’re not getting the context, you talk about civil rights, but you don’t talk about slavery, you talk 
about Harriet Tubman, but you don’t explain the Constitution and the limitations on the impact of 
slavery, so I think part of this is really about making that connection and having people have better 
contacts and understanding so that they understand the contributions of African Americans in society as
opposed to seeing it through the lens of these little buckets and I completely agree history’s 



whitewashed through the sense and through the lens of the fact that we don’t talk about the Trail of 
Tears, we don’t talk about Japanese internment, we don’t talk about slavery in the way that we should 
at any level of education before college.

Bonnie Erbe: And I wonder too, is it just slavery we don’t talk about, but what about happened has 
happened since slavery in other words that really African Americans may not have been slaves, but 
they were paid slave wages until you know the Martin Luther King and the you know until a century 
later than than the actual end of slavery.

Latifa Lyles: Yeah, so well, you know I I believe, I’m one of those people who believes we should have
a slavery...slavery education museum on the national mall.  I mean you know we have a monument to a
lot of hard history points that you know don’t reflect a very very critical point in our history that place 
throughout our lives every day.

Bonnie Erbe:  But you don’t think the African American History Museum of um History and Culture 
that opened up a couple years ago that’s not, you think you need one just devoted to slavery period.

Latifa Lyles: Absolutely.  I think we you know and I think thre needs to be you know all over this 
country there needs to be monument and testament to the experiences and the history of slavery across 
South and other places that were directly impacted, but it’s it’s it’s a hidden it’s almost a hidden truth. 
You know it’s something we hear about or we read it, it’s on page twenty-five of our textbooks of 
children um and then we swallow it and keep moving on, but there’s really no it’s it’s it’s just this sort 
of we need to be past it. I think that’s where everyone is we’re we’re past it and so can’t we move on 
and I think that reflects in how we learn and what we tell our kids and a lot of generations past then 
don’t have to tools to talk with their kids about it even if they want to, you know to your point about 
you know are there people who really want to do it, nobody has the tools to do it. They haven’t been 
created. They don’t exist, um and we have been as you you know you said effectively wiping trying 
really hard not not successfully to wipe this off of our of our books.

Patrice Onwuka: I think it’s fascinating when you compare Germany and how children are taught about
the Holocaust and taught the gruesome details of the loss of life and maybe that’s a lesson that needs to 
be taught here in the United States.  

Bonnie Erbe: You know actually they’re starting they’re taught in Poland too except they’re starting to 
stop teaching it.  They are starting to stop uh mention of the Holocaust and of course you know some of
the worst concentration camps were in Poland.

Patrice Onwuka: Well that’s political correctness.  I think that’s part of the conversation, but when we 
look at our education and curriculum in general, there is just such a rush to get through everything and 
to cram down so much information that its’ hard to do those deep dives into into things like slavery and
making those connections, so maybe that’s uh for our education system to start thinking about 
systematically presenting these ideas rather than just a timeline with no connections across..

Jennifer Higgins: Montana actually had to pass a Constitutional amendment in their state to encourage 
the curriculum changes around Native Americans.  They felt as though their population in the state of 
Montana has such a rich history in Native American culture they needed to share that, so they wanted 
to make a part of the curriculum and so I don’t know that we’re at a place where we have Black History
Month which is important, but we do need to find a better way to have this not just a monthly thing 



where we’re focusing on um slavery, or on Black History, but have it be something that is embedded in 
the curriculum in a thoughtful way.

Bonnie Erbe: And who should write, who should be writing these material for schools?  Should white 
people be writing this history or should it be, yes?

Patrice Onwuka: I think everyone. I mean certainly black people (crosstalk) people part of the diaspora 
as well, but I think you want to have different perspectives represented, because each person will see 
something differently in how in how the story is presented.

Latifa Lyles: Well the other thing I think is interesting too and it comes out you mentioned the African 
American Museum of History and Culture on the mall and visiting there and seeing so many other 
African American families visiting at the same time and um so many multi-generations.  I think we’re 
at a pivotal moment where we have you know a lot.  My great-grandmother could talk about her you 
know grandmother being or and grandfather being a slave.  We’re losing that generation even who can 
even document those stories and our oral historians um are at loss as well.

Bonnie Erbe: And I want to tell you having gone through all the WPA interviews with with slaves, 
freed slaves in the 1930’s the the Roosevelt Administration did all they talk about is relatively positive 
stuff.  They were clearly afraid because they were being interviewed by white people and and that’s 
why I asked the question about who should write the history, uh because they never talked about you 
know, my master beat me...he raped me, whatever it was they and that’s so clearly documented 
throughout the history of slavery.

Jennifer Higgins: Right, and we’re missing an opportunity if we have the entertainment industry 
providing young people with a perspective on what slavery looks like, whether they’re positive movies 
like Twelve Years a Slave, or movies that really are not documentaries, but films and that seems to be 
the current exposure level for what people are getting.  I would say that on the front about who teaches 
the information.  I think we do need to make a concerted effort and we’ve talked about this to have 
more African Americans involved in teaching and education, because at this point we have to eighty-
two percent of teachers are white white and I think that’s also a limiting our ability to have this 
dialogue.

Bonnie Erbe: 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.


