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BONNIE ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, today’s face of poverty.  

Then, women targeted by horrendous online abuse.  Behind the headlines: ageism, the 

next frontier in feminism? 

 

(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, poverty. 

 

On the 50
th

 anniversary of the war on poverty, the war rages on.  Today’s face of 

poverty is female.  While the percentage of Americans living the beneath the poverty line 

has declined, nearly 70 percent of the 100 million Americans living in or on the brink of 

poverty are women and children.  Single mothers are twice as likely to be poor as single 

fathers.  Women make up almost two-thirds of minimum wage earners.   

 

So what’s the solution?  A poll of low-income women may reveal some answers.   

The “Shriver Report” found three-quarters would have liked to put a greater emphasis on 

education and career than before.  Almost 90 percent of women surveyed say paid sick 

leave would be, quote, “very useful.”  And while some conservatives favor promoting 

marriage, the majority of the low-income women polled regretted getting married when 

they did. 

 

So, Patricia Sosa, what should a new war on poverty look like? 

 

PATRICIA SOSA:  Well, first, let’s stop the war against poor people illustrated in 

the cuts in food stamps and unemployment.  And, second, let’s start thinking of women 

as an engine of economic growth and not working women as people that are not taking 

responsibility for their families. 

 

GENEVIEVE WOOD:  Promoting work, preparing people for work, and 

upholding marriage are the number one fighters against poverty, far more effective than 

spending trillions more dollars on other programs. 

 

MEGAN BEYER:  I like Senator Kirsten Gillibrand’s family opportunity plan.  

It’s raising the minimum wage; it’s family and medical leave; it’s walking the walk on 

equal pay; expanding pre-K; and giving incentives for child care.   

 

FRANCESCA CHAMBERS:  What the United States needs is not long-term 

benefits for the unemployed.  They need long-term solutions for the unemployed and 

that’s why we have to do – (inaudible) – in the war on poverty.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, let’s first get to the war on poverty started in ’64, very 

different country, very different situation.  Why is poverty – and we’ve made some 

progress down from 19 percent to 15 percent.  But why still 15 percent?  What’s wrong? 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, Bonnie, I would say, look, let’s put a few facts on the table, 

not (bare ?) people, numbers.  We spent $20 trillion since 1964 on the war on poverty 

over the past 50 years.  And while we’ve made a dent in some scenarios, as we see, we 

have more women today in poverty and single – and young children.  And the reality is 

it’s not just about handing out things.   

 

I mean, LBJ had a worthy goal.  Yes, to end the war on poverty, but he also talked 

about creating capacity for individuals to have opportunity to get jobs.  It was never 

intended to be a lifelong cycle.  But that’s what it’s turned into for many.   

 

And, unfortunately, because of the breakdown of the family, which is the number 

one indicator of whether somebody is going to end up in poverty more than their 

education level, more than what their family background was, it’s whether they’re in an 

intact family.  Look, marriage rates today compared to where they were, children back in 

the early ’60s, it’s like 8 percent of children were born out of wedlock.  Today, over 40 

percent of children are born out of wedlock.  And in the African-American community, 

it’s over 70 percent.   

 

So we can’t be too surprised – we can be saddened by the numbers but we have to 

look at what are the root causes.  Is it just spending more money or there are other things 

going on at the base level that we need to pay attention to? 

 

MS. BEYER:  I also think we need to look at how women factor into what’s 

happened in our economy.  We saw this paradigm shift from the single breadwinner 

household to the dual income household.  We saw women leave the kitchen, go out to the 

workforce, and the GDP spiked.  Productivity for companies spiked.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Poor women have always had to work.  

 

MS. BEYER:  That’s true. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I mean, African-American women didn’t start with the – you know, 

the work life revolution.  They’ve been working since the slaves were freed and before, 

obviously. 

 

MS. BEYER:  That’s true, but the point I’m trying to make is our society and our 

economy has benefited greatly from these women going out and working.  And the sad 

figures that are coming out of this “Shriver Report” showing how little has been done to 

support them, that they don’t even get paid family and medical leave from the 

government that’s enjoyed all this great GDP rise, and companies don’t give them paid 

family and medical leave.  They don’t give them a lot of childcare support.   

 



All of these things, we really need to start looking at consumers dealing with 

companies, as workers working for companies, as governments and as employers.  And 

we need to make a chance because this economy has maintained a certain quality based 

on these women and we need to step up and make sure that we don’t kill the golden 

goose. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I mean, not only do we have a different reality in terms of, you 

know, the modern (father ?).  I mean, we have a completely different economy.  You 

know, the high-paying blue-collar jobs are not there anymore and we don’t have an 

educational system that has really transformed itself to train the people, particularly the 

women in this case, to take those higher paying jobs.   

 

So it’s not just, you know, one – you know, the single mothers.  It’s not one-

dimensional at all.  And, you know, the fact that the unions, for example, are not as 

strong, and the unions were a major force in terms of wealth distribution.  So there’s a lot 

of institutions that have been transformed that have played against the poor people in this 

country. 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  But I don’t think you can say that there’s been little to be 

done since the war on poverty to help these women in this situation.  Since then, they’ve 

introduced Section Eight housing.  Since then, food stamps have been introduced.  We 

now spend $80 billion a year on food stamps so even with the cuts, that’s surely 

something that they did not have back in Lyndon B. Johnson’s day.  And so, at that point, 

you have to start looking at the other factors, what can we do beyond government, 

because government is spending a lot of money already to help these women. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But I want to get back to your point about marriage.  I totally agree 

with you that a woman, you know, a teenager or a woman in her 20s gets pregnant 

without a husband, decided to keep the child, is setting herself up for a life of poverty, 

especially if she’s not had her education.  She’s setting her child up for a life of poverty 

in most cases.   

 

But guess what?  Government and even conservative think tanks can’t stand out 

there with, you know, with beating a drum and saying, get married, get married, get 

married, because they’re not listening  

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, the Heritage Foundation do, Bonnie.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Because the women – the women aren’t listening.  So then what? 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, look.  We’ve had some success with welfare reform.  If 

people go back to 1996, and one of the things there in the temporary assistance family – 

TANF as most people knew it, was you had some work requirements that were put to get 

benefits.  And you also said, let’s stop penalizing people for getting married.   

 



And, look, we do – we have 80 means tested federal welfare programs across the 

government, now, 80.  Food stamps is just one.  There’s a lot of others.  And the fact is in 

some of these cases, if people get married, they lose the benefits, right?  So they end up 

discouraging people who made – there’s a mother and father from living together and 

getting married because then he loses his benefits or she loses hers.  We need to look at 

those kind of things and make sure that we’re not penalizing marriage and keeping people 

from making the right choices.   

 

But we also need to do something else.  We have to say, look, if people couldn’t 

be underwritten for the lives they choose, that I’m going to have a child, and I’m 18, and 

I don’t have a good education and so I’m going to stay at home and the government is 

going to send me food stamps and give me housing, what kind of message is that giving 

to people, that we’re allowing them to make those choices without any end date and then 

other children around them and people see that and they make this – (inaudible). 

 

MS. ERBE:  Last word, Patricia Sosa. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I just know those people that the Republicans kept talking about that 

they live to take the food stamps and leave unemployment, what we see is a lot of people 

working really hard to get a job and not finding those jobs and the government being 

there to protect them from abject poverty until they get that real opportunity they’re 

looking for.  And I think that’s the responsibility of government. 

 

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

@BonnieErbe or #tothecontrary.  From poverty to online misogyny. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Writer Amanda Hess has sparked a national conversation about 

torrents of online abuse faced by women.   

 

In a cover story for “Pacific Standard” magazine, Hess recounts horrific threats 

she’s received over the years from anonymous web users.  Hess describes herself as a 

writer who covers sex, Hollywood, and technology.  Many threats included rape and 

murder.   

 

AMANDA HESS [Freelance Writer]:  I’ve got a text message from my friend and 

she found a Twitter account that seemed to have been created for the purposes of making 

threats to me.  And it was about seven tweets that were saying things like, I’m going to 

come to your house and rape you, and remove your head, and that social violence against 

people like me was really important.  So I decided to call the police.  And he asked me 

what Twitter was.  Police have been sort of dismissing violence against women for a long 

time.  And so this is just sort of new arena where that’s playing out. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Hess says such abuse is the norm, writing, quote, “None of this 

makes me exceptional.  It just makes me a woman with an Internet connection,” end 

quote. 

 

MS. HESS:  I saw a lot of similarities to other arenas that have been addressed 

through civil rights legislation so one of them is sexual harassment in the workplace.  

And I’ve seen the same thing on the Internet.  It’s just that this new round, which, you 

know, not a school, not a workplace, not a home still hasn’t sort of been addressed by the 

legal system. 

 

MS. ERBE:  While most threats are not carried out, it’s impossible to discern 

when a deranged web user might act. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So what should be done here, Francesca? 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Well, online threats need to be taken just as seriously as a 

written or a verbal threat in any other way.  It would be impossible to know if these 

people were serious.  And I think we’d hate to see one of these crazy people actually turn 

out to be very serious and then have a case blow up.  I think something needs to be done 

before then.  This is certainly something I deal with a lot. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do we have the resources?  You deal with it because of your online 

work.  You get a lot of threats?   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Yes.  Not a lot of threats but I do deal with beyond threats 

things that make me feel uncomfortable and it’s not just any woman with an Internet 

connection.  It tends to be women who work in media or communications or just 

generally have a lot of opinions that some people might not like.  And I think as you see 

more of that on the Internet, you see more women rising up like that, then this is going to 

become more and more of a problem. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But, you know, what I like about the social media in general is that 

we’ve heard of the shareholder spring.  Now there’s this user spring that we’re seeing to 

combat this kind of abuse.   

 

You saw it last year with Facebook, where Facebook had this rape video and 

users wanted them to take it down and they all, you know, quickly formed a very 

powerful campaign on social media with the hashtag #fbrape and, you know, within a 

very short period of time, the video was taken down.  You’re seeing the same thing with 

Twitter.   

 

There was a case in the UK where a woman got death threats.  And when she 

went to Twitter and to law enforcement and they did nothing about it, she just re-tweeted 



the abuse.  Well, you know, within about a week, there was a response from Twitter; 

Scotland Yard picked up three of the suspects.   

 

And so, you know, I think that using the power of the social media it’s sort of that 

old expression, the best response to poor speech is more speech.  It’s exponential on 

social media. 

 

MS. WOOD:  And I think that’s the challenge.  I mean, you know, people say 

rude things all the time and some are – cross the line but are you going to go after every 

single person who makes a dumb statement?  I mean, where do you kind of draw the 

line?  And what’s interesting –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, you would want to – if the threats were being made against 

you though, you would want that line drawn pretty wide.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. WOOD:  Probably so.  Well, but I just think we have to be careful.  I mean, 

some people consider all sorts of things threats.  But, look, there’s a difference between 

somebody saying I hate you and I hate what you said and I’m coming to kill you and I’m 

going to get your family.  Those are different.  And I think we have to be very careful.   

 

But also what’s interesting is that when we look at cyber bullying, some of the 

biggest abusers are women more so than young men even, that when you look online, 

whether it’s Facebook or Twitter and these other things, and I don’t know why that is. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But I don’t know where you’re getting those numbers because the 

University of Maryland actually did a study.  They created all these accounts and they 

went into chat rooms.  And the women on average had 100 of these abusive comments – 

the handle looked like a woman, and the men had an average of 3.7 negative comments.  

So, yes, we hear a lot about the teens cyber bullying –  

 

MS. WOOD:  And it was women against women, not a general piece. 

 

MS. SOSA:  The interesting thing about this story is that it’s really a gap where 

law enforcement is and where sort of the reality, and where people exist, and where 

people need protection.  And so they don’t really understand the cyber world.   

 

And I agree with Francesca.  I think, you know, that it’s a culture that accepts that 

kind of behavior because if there was something in the culture and one of the things that 

could be is laws that say if you do this, you know, it will be criminalized, you bet that 

people will not sending the death threats and the rape threats.   

 

And, you know, we’re talking about extreme cases here.  We’re not talking about, 

you know, I hate what you’re saying, and consistently, and very graphic. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Or you’re stupid or something. 

 



(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  And this does happen a lot.  Don’t think that this is just 

happening to this one person.  With a lot of women, again, in communications and media, 

this happens on a daily basis saying, I will kill you; I will rape you.  Those are serious 

threats but I personally expect the police to take as seriously as a written or a phone call 

or, you know, a note left at my door. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But one of you just said that – talked about the culture.  I think it was 

you.  OK.  Look at Twitter, starting off with a – you know, going public and having an 

all-male board.  Is that – are they disconnected somehow? 

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, I don’t know.  You ask a very good question.  I don’t know the 

answer but I think it is.  It is that if it was more women in control of those companies, 

they would think a little bit different about this kind of harassment.   

 

MS. BEYER:  And that’s, again, why I like this user spring.  The users took care 

of that.  They took care of Twitter and Facebook.  But one thing that’s good about this, as 

horrible as these abusive statements are, it’s outing a lot of misogyny and violence 

against women that’s in our culture.  We all hear these numbers: every nine seconds, a 

woman is assaulted or abused in America.  And you really kind of find that hard to 

believe.  But when you see this coming across on the Internet, it’s a little hard to believe 

that it’s not true. 

 

MS. SOSA:  But you know what is frustrating?  The Electronic Foundation, that’s 

the lobbying arm of the industry, I believe it’s the Electronic Foundation.  When they 

were reauthorizing the domestic violence act, they basically said that harassment online 

was not equal as harassment by phone because the law actually says that you cannot be – 

protects you from harassment by phone.  I’m thinking, what are they talking about?  

What reality do they live in?  Obviously, what they want is to protect their industry.  

They don’t care about the women.  They want to protect their industry.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Interesting.  Last word, quickly. 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  I didn’t even know, by the way, that Twitter had an all-male 

board.  I would blame this on the anonymity of the Internet and the ability to create a 

Twitter handle or something else and not use a real name.  And so as Google and 

YouTube and other things like that require you have a name, I would hope this goes 

down. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Yeah, but can’t they always get you by the number – your computer 

has a particular number –  

 

MS. SOSA:  The FBI can always get you. 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  But it’s harder to track down.   



 

MS. ERBE:  And especially if you’re using a public computer.  Behind the 

headlines: ageism as a feminist issue.  Social feminist and author Lynne Segal offers a 

more positive outlook on getting old.   

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

LYNNE SEGAL [Author, “Out of Times”]:  I want to say that it’s possible to be 

old and to think about being old as a time when life is still something to be celebrated. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Segal turns 70 later this year.  But this native-born Australian who 

teaches college psychology and gender studies says she’s come to accept aging and she 

wants others, young and old, to do the same.  Her newest book, “Out of Time: The 

Pleasures and Perils of Aging,” addresses the prejudices and the denials that impede the 

golden years. 

 

MS. SEGAL:  A lot of people nowadays like to cling to the idea that they’ll never 

be old, that we can simply stay young forever.  But I don’t agree with that.  What I think 

is that it’s really crucial to think about the later stages of life, in fact, they may be called 

the golden years, but there’s enormous fear and stigma, almost horror attached to the idea 

of being old. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In the U.S., the number of adults 65 and older will double during the 

next 30 years.  Older women will continue to outnumber older men.  Aging has always 

been an issue that impacts women disproportionately and the concerns have been 

reinforced culturally. 

 

MS. SEGAL:  Fears of old age implanted in us from very early on, particularly 

gendered fears of wicked old women, actually.  If you think of the witch, the harridan, the 

Medusa, these are very much female images, the image of the ugly old woman.  And I 

think that’s something that both women and also men have to contend with.  You know, 

women can start looking in the mirror from quite a young age and start being, oh, dear, 

oh dear.  You know, I’ve caught the disease of old age.   

 

MS. ERBE:  As a lifelong feminist, Segal has always been aware of gender 

stereotypes.  She rejected the idea that youth and beauty are the only means by which 

women could be recognized.  She faults youthful second wave feminists, herself 

included, for being narcissistic and failing to consider the stigma of old age and the needs 

of older women. 

 

MS. SEGAL:  I was on the first women’s liberation march in 1971, in London, 

and we sang gleefully, stay young and beautiful if you want to be loved.  And so fairly 

early on we began being accused of ourselves being ageist.  Older people told us that they 

didn’t feel welcome in the women’s movement. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Segal regrets that mistake all the more as she sees many countries’ 

aging populations grow larger.  She’s perplexed that despite longer life spans, people 

appear to be less accepting of growing old. 

 

MS. SEGAL:  Nowadays, we’re all living longer and there are a lot of us.  And 

that has made most societies more fearful and worried about how to deal with these aging 

populations.  In China, for instance, we certainly hear that the elderly are respected, but 

that isn’t exactly true because only six months ago they had to pass a law saying that 

young people would be sent to jail if they didn’t look after their elderly parents. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Women who reach 65 are expected to live an average of 20 more 

years so making those years count can be very important. 

 

MS. SEGAL:  My views have not changed greatly about the world, about what 

I’d like to see changed, the hopes I have for greater equality, greater justice, and so on.  

And what does change is how the world looks at us, as frail or weak or irrelevant.  But, of 

course, that’s not likely to be how you see yourself.  You still have an image of yourself, 

which is very similar to the imagine that you’ve always had. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So how did we get from tribal societies where the elders are always 

revered to where we are today in, you know, modern society, which is, you know, throw 

the old person out with the bathwater? 

 

MS. BEYER:  I hope that’s not what they’re going to do to us.  But I think we 

started it, the baby boomers started it.  Remember, we weren’t going to trust anybody 

over 30 and now it’s coming home to roost.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Abbie Hoffman. 

 

MS. BEYER:  I don’t see that it’s – you know, there’s a little justice to this.  But 

the truth is look at the other writers, Gail Sheehy talking about, you know, from 45 on, 

it’s like another lifetime.  So think of yourself and imagine a new lifetime for yourself.  

Jane Polly writing this book about, you know, how exciting it is to be in the stage where 

you’re not raising your children anymore.  You can find a mission and work on that.   

 

To me, it actually seems like kind of an exciting time, where you’re 

unencumbered; you’re a little more enlightened; you’re a little more authentic.  And the 

kicker in our capitalist society is that there’s $71 trillion that’s going to transfer in the 

next 40 years.  And the vast majority of that is going to be transferring to women through 

inheritance, because women tend to live longer, through parents and husbands – the 

average age of a widow is 56 years old.  So there will be a lot more economic clout.  The 

markets are starting to respond to that.  I think it’s going to be an exciting time. 

 



MS. SOSA:  I want to blame Hollywood.  (Laughter.)  Because, no, really, it’s – 

and culture, popular culture overall.  I think she has a very important point, and your 

point is well taken that because the money will be there, hopefully, the markets and how 

culture is going to describe older women is going to turn more positive because they need 

them.   

 

But, you know, you look at the actresses and, you know, how many actresses 

survive turning 50?  It’s because they have too much plastic surgery.  You have to – 

(inaudible) – plastic surgery, they would, but it’s challenging.  I mean, I’m going through 

it myself, you know, that transition into, you know, much older age, and, you know, it’s 

challenging. 

 

MS. WOOD:  I do think – I mean, culture, there’s no doubt.  People love youth.  I 

mean, that’s what you see in Hollywood.  It’s what you see in magazines and the like.  

But, I think there’s something else at play here, and whether it’s in China – it’s not just in 

this country – but we’re not as connected as families generationally as we used to have to 

be.  So children used to have to take care of their parents.  And there was an incentive in 

that because if you didn’t take care of yours, your children weren’t going to take care.  I 

mean, there was a whole thing there.  And, unfortunately, we don’t have that the way that 

we do today.  I mean, it’s great that elderly folks are able many to take care of themselves 

but there’s not the interdependency among generations that there used to be.  And I think 

there are some downsides to that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do we need a new anti-ageism movement?  When I say new, in the 

’70s, the Gray Panthers.  You probably don’t remember.  That was a big movement at 

some point. 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Well, I don’t think that people in my generation disrespect 

older people or think less of them.  I tend to think that we revere a lot of older people in 

politics, in business, and whatnot.  I mean, you certainly don’t see – I mean, people 

looking at Condoleezza Rice and saying, oh, she’s old.  You now, I disrespect her now or 

something.   

 

But I do think, you know, I was thinking this the whole time when they were 

talking before is that I fear getting older mostly because just because I don’t want to die.  

That’s really what this is about.  This is not about looks.  This is not about the way I’m 

being treated.  I’m motivated because I don’t want to die. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Sorry.  You tell me that after you get your first wrinkle.  (Laughter.)   

 

That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@Bonnie Erbe and at “To the Contrary” website, and visit our website, which is 

PBS.org/tothecontrary, where the discussion continues.  And whether you agree or think 

to the contrary, please join us next time. 

 

(END) 



 


