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Preface to the Fifteenth Anniversary Edition 

EV E R Y so O F T E N that perennial media topic "Whither the women's 
movement?" gets trotted out for examination, or rather for exor

cism—" Wither the women's movement" might be a more accurate render
ing of press sentiments. When it does, my phone often rings and a mildly 
irritated reporter asks, or rather huffs, the inevitable question: "Is there still 
a backlash?" 

Because the reporter's query is more of a complaint ("Aren't you done 
with this feminism business by now?"), it's hard not to respond in kind 
("Aren't you sick of this let's-attack-feminism business by now?"). Yet when 
I sat down to consider how to introduce the book I first published 15 years 
ago, I found myself bedeviled by a version of that same question: Is there a 
backlash? Still? 

The answer, unfortunately, is no. 
"Unfortunately," because it turns out there are some things worse than 

backlash. 
Back in the '80s, the slightest sign that women were exercising their in

dependence set the culture hounds to baying. Were young women defer
ring nuptials for higher education? "You're more likely to be killed by a 
terrorist than to kiss a groom!" the newsweeklies howled. Were older 
women postponing childbirth to pursue work they cared about? "Your bi
ological clock will strike midnight, and you'll turn into a barren pumpkin!" 
the "lifestyle" media mavens screeched. Were single women breaking 
courtship rules and taking the sexual initiative? "You'll turn into a psycho-
killer and meet your maker in an overflowing bathtub!" the Hollywood 
mullahs decreed. 

Ah, the good old days. 
The backlash scolds are less in evidence now, so much less that to grouse 

about the few remaining haranguers would seem to quibble with success. 
When was the last time a twisted single woman boiled a bunny in a feature 
film? We appear to have vanquished those daily amber alerts about the 
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"man shortage," the "infertility epidemic," and the "dark side of divorce," 
not to mention the Job-like plagues of nervous prostration, heart disease, 
alcoholism, hair loss, and adult acne that were once said to be afflicting 
every hard-charging "career woman." 

Yes, there are still the periodic reprimands, though generally they are 
presented as the products of a woman's "choice." The backlash is now said 
to be a strictly self-inflicted affair. That was the message of a front-page 
New York Times story on September 20, 2005 that asserted that "many" fe
male undergraduates at Ivy League colleges planned to junk their high-
priced educations and stay home to tend to their babies. ("I don't mind the 
status quo," a Yale sophomore cheerfully told the Times. "I don't see why I 
have to go against it.") "Choice" was also the point of the New York Times 
Magazine cover story on October 26, 2003, "The Opt-Out Revolution," 
which asserted that many female careerists were foregoing their fat salaries 
(though not their husbands') in favor of the stroller-pushing suburban life. 
("I don't want to be famous," one opt-outer told the Times. "I don't want 
to conquer the world.") And that was the theme struck in a "60 Minutes" 
report in April 2002 that held that "more and more" professional women 
were berating themselves for their "choice" and cashing in their life's sav
ings for infertility treatments. 

But these let's-turn-back-the-clock appeals in the media lack the 
adamancy of the backlash "trend" stories of the '80s. The New York Times 
nervously hedged in its article on the Ivy League future homemakers, con
ceding that "changing attitudes are difficult to quantify." (Indeed, the re
sults of the newspaper's e-mail survey of female students turned out to be 
hopelessly flawed, as a number of commentators later pointed out.) The 
author of the New York Times Magazines "Opt-Out Revolution" conceded 
that her conclusions were "not a scientific sample." Even the writer of At
lantic's March 2004 cover-story attack on working mothers who hire nan
nies, Caitlin Flanagan, confessed that she, too, employed a nanny. 

The '80s-style carpet bombing of emancipated women appears to have 
been called off. What we hear now seems to be nothing more than random 
sniper fire. We're told that feminism has faded into the background be
cause its aims have largely been achieved. We're told that young women 
don't identify with feminism anymore because they don't need to. As the 
young Yale undergraduate said in the Times, there's nothing left to "go 
against." 

On paper, at least, the undergrad appears to have a point. Women have 
made slow but steady gains in the last 25 years. They now represent nearly 
60 percent of undergraduates, two-thirds of journalism school enroll-
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ments, and half of medical and law school students. The pay gap between 
men and women has narrowed by about a dozen percentage points in the 
last couple of decades (although 60 percent of that "improvement" is actu
ally due to a decline in mens real earnings, not a rise in women's wages). 
About 15 percent of congressmen are congresswomen, hardly what you'd 
call representative democracy but better than the mere 3 percent who were 
female in the House and Senate in 1979. Women own about 38 percent of 
all businesses (although most are small and struggling businesses in the ser
vice sector). And 86 percent of Fortune 500 companies have at least one 
woman on their boards (albeit in most cases just one woman). 

We should be pleased with our progress. 
So why, as I survey the American gender landscape today, a landscape 

that has accommodated and to some extent been shaped by "liberated" 
women of my generation, do I feel so uneasy? Doesn't the lack of conflict 
suggest that feminists routed their enemies? Isn't this silence the silence 
after the battle, the silence of Agincourt? 

Maybe. But something tells me we are elsewhere. Somewhere like 
Heraclea, that ancient Roman battlefield where King Pyrrhus famously 
bemoaned his blood-soaked win with the words, "Such another victory 
and we are undone!" 

• • • 
I N T H E early '90s, after the long despond of the Reagan years, American 
women shook off their torpor and began again to fight. The televised sex
ist spectacle of the Senate Judiciary Committee members mocking Anita 
Hill's allegations of sexual harassment against Supreme Court nominee 
Clarence Thomas proved one humiliation too many for female viewers to 
witness. After all this time, indignant women told each other across the na
tion, these men still "don't get it." Indignation led to anger, which led to 
mobilization, which, by the spring of 1992, led to a massive pro-choice 
demonstration in Washington (one of the largest protest rallies of any kind 
in the nation's capital), the birth of dramatically effective feminist PACs 
like Emily's List, and a record number of progressive women running for 
national office. 

But women's political awakening provoked instant political reprisal. 
The speakers at the Republican National Convention in the summer of 
1992 couldn't get off the subject, and their panic was evident in their hy
perbole. A feminist army, they wailed, had invaded our culture, our TV 
sets (where a fictional woman was "mocking the importance of a father," as 
Bush Is running mate famously seethed on stage), our political system 
(where, as Pat Buchanan fulminated, the latest Democratic National Con-
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vention constituted "the greatest single exhibition of cross-dressing in 
American history"), and the hearts and minds of our women (whom femi
nists, the veep-candidate's wife told the assembled, intended to strip of 
"their essential natures"). 

The speakers weren't wrong to worry. On Election Day, the "cross-
dressers" prevailed. Senate victories went to Barbara Boxer, Dianne Fein-
stein, Patty Murray, and Carol Moseley-Braun, women who had run not 
only on the Democratic ballot but under a feminist banner. In the House of 
Representatives, women's numbers jumped from 28 to 47. The Democratic 
Party's emphasis on defending women's liberties—and the Republican 
Party's attack on the same—also inspired an unprecedented 28 percent of 
GOP women to defect from their own party at the polls. As even the usually 
feminist-averse media had to concede, 1992 was shaping up to be the "Year 
of the Woman." 

The year proved short. In a matter of months, the right wing ushered in 
the modern misogynist version of the Thermidorian Reaction. Like their 
French forebears, whose mask of moderation concealed what turned out to 
be a power grab, the antifeminist counterrevolutionaries cloaked their ulti
mate intentions in "kinder, gentler" drapery. By forcing women's concerns 
to the forefront of the political stage, feminists had helped elect a Demo
crat to the White House and had nearly barred the conservative choice for 
Supreme Court justice. Now the conservatives intended to stage a coup by 
beating the women's movement at its own game. This time, they would do 
the cross-dressing. Casting themselves as the feminist defenders of female 
dignity, the right-wing architects promised to emancipate the nation's 
women from the clutches of the Groper in Chief. And so it was that the 
greatest legal assault on liberalism in modern times would be mounted as a 
defense of women's rights. 

The showcased actors in this liberation masquerade were mostly women. 
And they weren't the old antifeminist warrior queens. Phyllis Schlafly with 
her Eagle Forum blue-rinse set and Beverly LaHaye with her Concerned 
Women for America "ladies" played only supporting roles this time. The 
new script featured neocon women who claimed to be neofeminists. The 
neofems hailed from emancipatory-sounding organizations like the Inde
pendent Women's Forum and the Network for Empowering Women (lav
ishly funded by the right-wing foundation troika of Scaife, Olin, and 
Bradley and staffed by graduates of the Heritage Foundation, the American 
Enterprise Institute, and the Bush I and II administrations). The neofems au
thored books with titles that suggested a slant toward women's indepen
dence, like Elizabeth Fox-Genovese's Feminism Without Illusions or 
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Christina Hoff Sommers s Who Stole Feminism? (the latter also bankrolled by 
right-wing foundations). The neofems paraded their sexually liberated li
bidos before the titillated media. Ann Coulter with her omnipresent thighs 
on Fox News and Laura Ingraham in her leopard-print micromini on the 
cover of the New York Times Magazine positioned themselves as the next 
wave's Germaine Greer and Gloria Steinem—"a second revolution in the 
women's movement," as the Washington Times enthused, the progeny of "the 
1970s feminists who burned their bras." 

The same male conservatives who had been desperate to rein in 
women's political advances were happy to elevate their sister travelers—as 
long as it was to posts where they could rein in other women's political ad
vances. As Tanya Melich noted in The Republican War Against Women, 
Newt Gingrich took pains to fill the lead slot and five of the top seven 
posts in the National Republican Congressional Committee with female 
faces. And the strategy paid off. In 1994, in a mirror image of the Demo
crats in '92, six new Republican female candidates, all of whom opposed 
abortion rights and were cultivated by the New Right, landed seats in the 
House of Representatives. That same year, one of Gingrich's favorites, Re
publican congresswoman Susan Molinari, sponsored a piece of legislation 
that was to be essential to the attack on the Clinton presidency. The bill al
lowed courts to pry into the consensual sexual history of defendants in civil 
cases involving sexual assault—and the wording defined sexual assault so 
broadly that it encompassed unwanted touching. This was the very offense 
that Paula Jones would allege in her sexual-harassment civil suit against 
Clinton. And this was the law that Judge Susan Webber Wright invoked 
when she ordered Clinton to testify about his other consensual dalliances. 
Molinari, intentionally or not, laid the trap that sprang for impeachment. 

• • • 
W H I L E T H E right wing and its sleeper cell of pod feminists were busy hi
jacking feminism and crashing it into the Oval Office, what were the rest 
of the nation's women doing? Fighting back? Taking to the streets? Cam
paigning for another slate of genuinely feminist candidates? Alas, they were 
running in a very different race. As it happened, the right wing wasn't the 
only demographic pursuing a distorted version of feminism. So was much 
of mainstream female America. 

Which is why, as I say, there are some things worse than backlash. 
The race American women were running was one that students of 

Ovid's Metamorphoses might find familiar. "You may have heard about a 
girl who could outrun the swiftest men," Venus recounts in Ovid's "The 
Story of Atalanta." When the fleet and fair Atalanta consults the oracle on 
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her future marital status, she is warned to steer clear of wedlock. "Avoid 
that habit!" the oracle instructs. "Still, I know you will not: you will keep 
your life, and lose yourself." Atalanta manages to maintain her indepen
dence for a while, by arranging races where she outruns her suitors. Until 
the god Hippomenes takes up Atalantas challenge to catch her in a race. 
Hippomenes conspires with Venus, who arms him with three golden ap
ples. On race day, as Atalanta pulls ahead, Hippomenes rolls the golden ap
ples, one by one, in her path. Distracted, she slows to scoop up the 
glittering fruit, and cedes her front-runner status. Atalanta, who'd met 
every direct confrontation she ever faced, trades her freedom for baubles. 

In the years since feminism's revival in the early 1970s, American 
women have sped across so much ground that we can scarcely recognize 
the lives our grandmothers lived. We have won so many contests, leveled so 
many barriers, that the changes wrought by the women's movement are 
widely viewed as irreversible, even by feminism's most committed antago
nists. Yet, as women near the finish line, we are distracted. We have 
stopped to gather glittery trinkets from an apparent admirer. The admirer 
is the marketplace, and the trinkets are the bounty of a commercial culture, 
which has deployed the language of liberation as a new and powerful tool 
of subjugation. Under its thrall, American women now are in danger of 
fulfilling the oracle's prophecy—keeping their lives but losing themselves. 

The bait-and-switch maneuver that the consumer market plays with 
feminism is long-standing. On Easter in 1929, a prominent ad man orga
nized a "Freedom March" down Fifth Avenue to honor suffrage—by en
couraging women to smoke. The American Tobacco Company's publicist 
persuaded "a leading feminist" to head up the procession of women, who 
were all puffing on their "torches of freedom." More recently, after the sec
ond wave of feminism, advertisers appealed to a female "revolutionary" 
spirit to retail everything from shampoo to nylons. Hanes even persuaded 
a NOW official to endorse its "liberating" pantyhose. That strategy was 
standard operating procedure by the time Backlash was published. I soon 
found myself fielding (and declining) multiple invitations from merchan
disers to place my feminist seal of approval on brands of blue jeans, high 
heels, even breast implants. 

By now, though, the modern soft sell has moved far beyond such bla
tant plugs. We live in a time when the very fundaments of feminism have 
been recast in commercial terms—and rolled at our feet like three golden 
apples. The feminist ethic of economic independence has become the 
golden apple of buying power—a "power" that for most women yields lit
tle more than credit-card debt, an overstocked closet, and a hunger that 
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never gets sated because it's a hunger for something beyond the material. 
The feminist ethic of self-determination has turned into the golden apple 
of "self-improvement"—an improvement dedicated mostly to one's physi
cal appearance, self-esteem, and the fool's errand of reclaiming one's youth. 
And the feminist ethic of public agency has shape-shifted into the golden 
apple of publicity—the pursuit of a popularity that hinges not on how 
much one changes the world, but on how marvelously one fits into its har
ness. 

How much harder than combating right-wing recalcitrance is sailing 
past the mercantile sirens, especially when their only professed desire is to 
give women what we want, or even more. The sirens offer an enhanced 
form of feminism—New! Better! More Satisfying!—liberation fortified 
with the nutrients of success, sex appeal, celebrity, happiness. In other 
words, exactly what Madison Avenue originally coined as "having it all." 
Who can resist such a come-on? 

But while women are distracted, we aren't exactly duped. We sense what 
Tocqueville asserted centuries earlier: "I know of nothing more opposed to 
revolutionary attitudes than commercial ones." That sneaking suspicion 
lurks beneath those lifestyle stories about women "stepping off the fast 
track" or "having second thoughts" about their so-called liberation. It lies 
below the surface of the words of the ex-careerist in the Timess "Opt-Out 
Revolution" story: "I don't want to be famous; I don't want to conquer the 
world; I don't want that kind of life." The Times interpreted her lament as 
a rejection of feminism, which the article's author claimed was all about 
"grabbing a fair share of power" and "standing at the helm in the macho 
realms of business and government and law." But fantasies of fame and 
world conquest aren't feminist aspirations; they belong to the dreamscape 
of the marketplace. 

Which isn't to say that the affluent women "opting out" in the Times s 
article were throwing over materialist concerns; their "revolution" was 
nearly as pseudo as the right-wing women's "liberation" movement. 
Nonetheless, haunting their distress is a disillusionment. And if they could 
find a way to express that discontent in political terms, it might lead them 
somewhere other than lost afternoons sipping lattes at Starbucks. 

A couple of years ago I was giving a talk on women's status at Washing
ton and Lee University. Afterward, an undergraduate buttonholed me to 
air an all-too-common grievance. "Feminism has been nothing but a bur
den for my generation," she said. What did she mean by a burden? "You 
have to be this big achiever," she told me. "You have to get the highest grades. 
You have to get the best LSAT scores. You have to get into the most presti-
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gious law firm. It's too much" Too much, yet not enough. For the young 
woman was right, if that is what we mean by feminism. What is missing is 
the deeper promise of a woman's revolution, a revolution that was never in
tended to champion cut-throat competition or winner-take-all ethics, a 
revolution that was abandoned on the road to economic opportunity. 
Women's disillusionment comes from the half-gleaned truth that, while we 
have achieved economic gains, we have yet to find a way to turn those gains 
toward the larger and more meaningful goals of social change, responsible 
citizenship, the advancement of human creativity, the building of a mature 
and vital public world. We live within the confines of a social structure and 
according to cultural conventions that remain substantially intact from 
before the revolution. We have used our gains to gild our shackles, but not 
break them. 

But disillusionment is a start. Being disappointed is not the same as 
being defeated. The very fact that women feel cheated, the very fact that, 
when we survey the perfumed trappings of our world, we smell, however 
faintly, a rat, suggests that women are still in fighting form. We aren't yet 
down for the count. The right-wing forces understand this fact better than 
we do. Which is why the right elevated women in their ranks in the first 
place—to oppose a threat they take very seriously, the threat posed by the 
larger goals of feminism. Conservative politicians no longer bother to de
fend the old antifeminist Maginot line; they aren't trying to block women 
from universities, corporations, lines of credit, or representation on the Re
publican platform committee. They have ceded that territory. And in ced
ing it, in accepting women into formerly forbidden precincts, they have 
revealed that those precincts were only frontier outposts, not the innermost 
fortress, the citadel that holds the key to the patriarchal status quo. That 
status quo would keep women, no matter how many stock options or 
credit cards or congressional seats or board appointments they possess, in a 
political stalemate: We will accept you into our world as long as you agree 
to accept the world as it is. The opponents of women's liberation are gird
ing for the next assault by American women. They seem to believe it will 
be an assault on the world as it is. We can only hope they are right. 

— S U S A N F A L U D I 

January 2006 
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To B E A WOMAN in America at the close of the 20th century—what 
good fortune. That's what we keep hearing, anyway. The barri

cades have fallen, politicians assure us. Women have "made it," Madi
son Avenue cheers. Women's fight for equality has "largely been won," 
Time magazine announces. Enroll at any university, join any law firm, 
apply for credit at any bank. Women have so many opportunities now, 
corporate leaders say, that we don't really need equal opportunity poli
cies. Women are so equal now, lawmakers say, that we no longer need 
an Equal Rights Amendment. Women have "so much," former Presi
dent Ronald Reagan says, that the White House no longer needs to ap
point them to higher office. Even American Express ads are saluting a 
woman's freedom to charge it. At last, women have received their full 
citizenship papers. 

And yet . . . 
Behind this celebration of the American woman's victory, behind the 

news, cheerfully and endlessly repeated, that the struggle for women's 
rights is won, another message flashes. You may be free and equal now, 
it says to women, but you have never been more miserable. 

This bulletin of despair is posted everywhere—at the newsstand, on 
the T V set, at the movies, in advertisements and doctors' offices and ac
ademic journals. Professional women are suffering "burnout" and suc
cumbing to an "infertility epidemic." Single women are grieving from a 
"man shortage." The New York Times reports: Childless women are "de
pressed and confused" and their ranks are swelling. Newsweek says: 
Unwed women are "hysterical" and crumbling under a "profound crisis 
of confidence." The health advice manuals inform: High-powered ca
reer women are stricken with unprecedented outbreaks of "stress-
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induced disorders," hair loss, bad nerves, alcoholism, and even heart at
tacks. The psychology books advise: Independent women's loneliness 
represents "a major mental health problem today." Even founding fem
inist Betty Friedan has been spreading the word: she warns that women 
now suffer from a new identity crisis and "new problems that have no 
name. 

How can American women be in so much trouble at the same time 
that they are supposed to be so blessed? If the status of women has 
never been higher, why is their emotional state so low? If women got 
what they asked for, what could possibly be the matter now? 

The prevailing wisdom of the past decade has supported one, and 
only one, answer to this riddle: it must be all that equality that's causing 
all that pain. Women are unhappy precisely because they are free. 
Women are enslaved by their own liberation. They have grabbed at the 
gold ring of independence, only to miss the one ring that really matters. 
They have gained control of their fertility, only to destroy it. They have 
pursued their own professional dreams—and lost out on the greatest fe
male adventure. The women's movement, as we are told time and again, 
has proved women's own worst enemy. 

"In dispensing its spoils, women's liberation has given my generation 
high incomes, our own cigarette, the option of single parenthood, rape 
crisis centers, personal lines of credit, free love, and female gynecolo
gists," Mona Charen, a young law student, writes in the National Re
view, in an article titled "The Feminist Mistake." "In return it has 
effectively robbed us of one thing upon which the happiness of most 
women rests—men." The National Review is a conservative publica
tion, but such charges against the women's movement are not confined 
to its pages. "Our generation was the human sacrifice" to the women's 
movement, Los Angeles Times feature writer Elizabeth Mehren contends 
in a Time cover story. Baby-boom women like her, she says, have been 
duped by feminism: "We believed the rhetoric." In Newsweek, writer 
Kay Ebeling dubs feminism "The Great Experiment That Failed" and 
asserts "women in my generation, its perpetrators, are the casualties." 
Even the beauty magazines are saying it: Harpers Bazaar accuses the 
women's movement of having "lost us [women] ground instead of gain
ing it." 

In the last decade, publications from the New York Times to Vanity 
Fair to the Nation have issued a steady stream of indictments against 
the women's movement, with such headlines as W H E N FEMINISM FAILED 
or T H E AWFUL TRUTH ABOUT WOMEN'S LIB. They hold the campaign for 
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women's equality responsible for nearly every woe besetting women, 
from mental depression to meager savings accounts, from teenage sui
cides to eating disorders to bad complexions. The "Today" show says 
women's liberation is to blame for bag ladies. A guest columnist in the 
Baltimore Sun even proposes that feminists produced the rise in slasher 
movies. By making the "violence" of abortion more acceptable, the au
thor reasons, women's rights activists made it all right to show graphic 
murders on screen. 

At the same time, other outlets of popular culture have been forging 
the same connection: in Hollywood films, of which Fatal Attraction is 
only the most famous, emancipated women with condominiums of their 
own slink wild-eyed between bare walls, paying for their liberty with an 
empty bed, a barren womb. "My biological clock is ticking so loud it 
keeps me awake at night," Sally Field cries in the film Surrender, as, in an 
all too common transformation in the cinema of the '80s, an actress who 
once played scrappy working heroines is now showcased groveling for 
a groom. In prime-time television shows, from "thirtysomething" to 
"Family Man," single, professional, and feminist women are humiliated, 
turned into harpies, or hit by nervous breakdowns; the wise ones recant 
their independent ways by the closing sequence. In popular novels, from 
Gail Parent's A Sign of the Eighties to Stephen King's Misery, unwed 
women shrink to sniveling spinsters or inflate to fire-breathing she-
devils; renouncing all aspirations but marriage, they beg for wedding 
bands from strangers or swing sledgehammers at reluctant bachelors. We 
"blew it by waiting," a typically remorseful careerist sobs in Freda 
Bright's Singular Women; she and her sister professionals are "condemned 
to be childless forever." Even Erica Jong's high-flying independent hero
ine literally crashes by the end of the decade, as the author supplants 
Fear of Flyings saucy Isadora Wing, a symbol of female sexual emancipa
tion in the '70s, with an embittered careerist-turned-recovering-"co-
dependent" in Any Woman's Blues—a book that is intended, as the narra
tor bluntly states, "to demonstrate what a dead end the so-called sexual 
revolution had become, and how desperate so-called free women were in 
the last few years of our decadent epoch." 

Popular psychology manuals peddle the same diagnosis for contem
porary female distress. "Feminism, having promised her a stronger 
sense of her own identity, has given her little more than an identity cri
sis," the best-selling advice manual Being a Woman asserts. The authors 
of the era's self-help classic Smart Women/Foolish Choices proclaim that 
women's distress was "an unfortunate consequence of feminism," be-
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cause "it created a myth among women that the apex of self-realization 
could be achieved only through autonomy, independence, and career." 

In the Reagan and Bush years, government officials have needed no 
prompting to endorse this thesis. Reagan spokeswoman Faith Whittle
sey declared feminism a "straitjacket" for women, in the White House s 
only policy speech on the status of the American female population— 
entitled "Radical Feminism in Retreat." Law enforcement officers and 
judges, too, have pointed a damning finger at feminism, claiming that 
they can chart a path from rising female independence to rising female 
pathology. As a California sheriff explained it to the press, "Women are 
enjoying a lot more freedom now, and as a result, they are committing 
more crimes." The U.S . Attorney General's Commission on Pornogra
phy even proposed that women's professional advancement might be 
responsible for rising rape rates. With more women in college and at 
work now, the commission members reasoned in their report, women 
just have more opportunities to be raped. 

Some academics have signed on to the consensus, too—and they are 
the "experts" who have enjoyed the highest profiles on the media cir
cuit. On network news and talk shows, they have advised millions of 
women that feminism has condemned them to "a lesser life." Legal schol
ars have railed against "the equality trap." Sociologists have claimed 
that "feminist-inspired" legislative reforms have stripped women of spe
cial "protections." Economists have argued that well-paid working 
women have created "a less stable American family." And demogra
phers, with greatest fanfare, have legitimated the prevailing wisdom 
with so-called neutral data on sex ratios and fertility trends; they say 
they actually have the numbers to prove that equality doesn't mix with 
marriage and motherhood. 

Finally, some "liberated" women themselves have joined the lamen
tations. In confessional accounts, works that invariably receive a hearty 
greeting from the publishing industry, "recovering Superwomen" tell 
all. In The Cost of Loving: Women and the New Fear of Intimacy, Megan 
Marshall, a Harvard-pedigreed writer, asserts that the feminist "Myth 
of Independence" has turned her generation into unloved and unhappy 
fast-trackers, "dehumanized" by careers and "uncertain of their gender 
identity." Other diaries of mad Superwomen charge that "the hard-core 
feminist viewpoint," as one of them puts it, has relegated educated ex
ecutive achievers to solitary nights of frozen dinners and closet drink
ing. The triumph of equality, they report, has merely given women 
hives, stomach cramps, eye-twitching disorders, even comas. 
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But what "equality" are all these authorities talking about? 
If American women are so equal, why do they represent two-thirds 

of all poor adults? Why are nearly 75 percent of full-time working 
women making less than $20,000 a year, nearly double the male rate? 
Why are they still far more likely than men to live in poor housing and 
receive no health insurance, and twice as likely to draw no pension? 
Why does the average working woman's salary still lag as far behind the 
average man's as it did twenty years ago? Why does the average female 
college graduate today earn less than a man with no more than a high 
school diploma (just as she did in the '50s)—and why does the average 
female high school graduate today earn less than a male high school 
dropout? Why do American women, in fact, face one of the worst 
gender-based pay gap in the developed world? 

If women have "made it," then why are nearly 80 percent of working 
women still stuck in traditional "female" jobs—as secretaries, adminis
trative "support" workers and salesclerks? And, conversely, why are they 
less than 8 percent of all federal and state judges, less than 6 percent of 
all law partners, and less than one half of 1 percent of top corporate 
managers? Why are there only three female state governors, two female 
U.S. senators, and two Fortune 500 chief executives? Why are only 
nineteen of the four thousand corporate officers and directors 
women—and why do more than half the boards of Fortune companies 
still lack even one female member? 

If women "have it all," then why don't they have the most basic re
quirements to achieve equality in the work force? Unlike virtually all 
other industrialized nations, the U .S . government still has no family-
leave and child care programs—and more than 99 percent of American 
private employers don't offer child care either. Though business leaders 
say they are aware of and deplore sex discrimination, corporate America 
has yet to make an honest effort toward eradicating it. In a 1990 na
tional poll of chief executives at Fortune 1000 companies, more than 
80 percent acknowledged that discrimination impedes female employ
ees' progress—yet, less than 1 percent of these same companies re
garded remedying sex discrimination as a goal that their personnel 
departments should pursue. In fact, when the companies' human re
source officers were asked to rate their departments' priorities, women's 
advancement ranked last. 

If women are so "free," why are their reproductive freedoms in 
greater jeopardy today than a decade earlier? Why do women who want 
to postpone childbearing now have fewer options than ten years ago? 
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The availability of different forms of contraception has declined, re
search for new birth control has virtually halted, new laws restricting 
abortion—or even information about abortion—for young and poor 
women have been passed, and the U.S . Supreme Court has shown little 
ardor in defending the right it granted in 1973. 

Nor is women's struggle for equal education over; as a 1989 study 
found, three-fourths of all high schools still violate the federal law ban
ning sex discrimination in education. In colleges, undergraduate 
women receive only 70 percent of the aid undergraduate men get in 
grants and work-study jobs—and women's sports programs receive a 
pittance compared with men's. A review of state equal-education laws 
in the late '80s found that only thirteen states had adopted the mini
mum provisions required by the federal Title IX law—and only seven 
states had anti-discrimination regulations that covered all education 
levels. 

Nor do women enjoy equality in their own homes, where they still 
shoulder 70 percent of the household duties—and the only major 
change in the last fifteen years is that now middle-class men think they 
do more around the house. (In fact, a national poll finds the ranks of 
women saying their husbands share equally in child care shrunk to 31 
percent in 1987 from 40 percent three years earlier.) Furthermore, in 
thirty states, it is still generally legal for husbands to rape their wives; 
and only ten states have laws mandating arrest for domestic violence— 
even though battering was the leading cause of injury of women in the 
late '80s. Women who have no other option but to flee find that isn't 
much of an alternative either. Federal funding for battered women's 
shelters has been withheld and one third of the 1 million battered 
women who seek emergency shelter each year can find none. Blows 
from men contributed far more to rising numbers of "bag ladies" than 
the ill effects of feminism. In the '80s, almost half of all homeless 
women (the fastest growing segment of the homeless) were refugees of 
domestic violence. 

The word may be that women have been "liberated," but women 
themselves seem to feel otherwise. Repeatedly in national surveys, ma
jorities of women say they are still far from equality. Nearly 70 percent 
of women polled by the New York Times in 1989 said the movement for 
women's rights had only just begun. Most women in the 1990 Virginia 
Slims opinion poll agreed with the statement that conditions for their 
sex in American society had improved "a little, not a lot." In poll after 
poll in the decade, overwhelming majorities of women said they needed 
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equal pay and equal job opportunities, they needed an Equal Rights 
Amendment, they needed the right to an abortion without government 
interference, they needed a federal law guaranteeing maternity leave, 
they needed decent child care services. They have none of these. So how 
exactly have we "won" the war for women's rights? 

Seen against this background, the much ballyhooed claim that femi
nism is responsible for making women miserable becomes absurd—and 
irrelevant. As we shall see in the chapters to follow, the afflictions as
cribed to feminism are all myths. From "the man shortage" to "the 
infertility epidemic" to "female burnout" to "toxic day care," these 
so-called female crises have had their origins not in the actual condi
tions of women's lives but rather in a closed system that starts and ends 
in the media, popular culture, and advertising—an endless feedback 
loop that perpetuates and exaggerates its own false images of woman
hood. 

Women themselves don't single out the women's movement as the 
source of their misery. To the contrary, in national surveys 75 to 95 per
cent of women credit the feminist campaign with improving their lives, 
and a similar proportion say that the women's movement should keep 
pushing for change. Less than 8 percent think the women's movement 
might have actually made their lot worse. 

• • • 
W H A T ACTUALLY is troubling the American female population, then? If 
the many ponderers of the Woman Question really wanted to know, 
they might have asked their subjects. In public opinion surveys, women 
consistently rank their own inequality, at work and at home, among 
their most urgent concerns. Over and over, women complain to poll
sters about a lack of economic, not marital, opportunities; they protest 
that working men, not working women, fail to spend time in the nurs
ery and the kitchen. The Roper Organization's survey analysts find that 
men's opposition to equality is "a major cause of resentment and stress" 
and "a major irritant for most women today." It is justice for their gen
der, not wedding rings and bassinets, that women believe to be in des
perately short supply. When the New York Times polled women in 1989 
about "the most important problem facing women today," job discrim
ination was the overwhelming winner, none of the crises the media and 
popular culture had so assiduously promoted even made the charts. In 
the 1990 Virginia Slims poll, women were most upset by their lack of 
money, followed by the refusal of their men to shoulder child care and 
domestic duties. By contrast, when the women were asked where the 



8 Susan Faludi 

quest for a husband or the desire to hold a "less pressured" job or to 
stay at home ranked on their list of concerns, they placed them at the 
bottom. 

As the last decade ran its course, women's unhappiness with inequal
ity only mounted. In national polls, the ranks of women protesting dis
criminatory treatment in business, political, and personal life climbed 
sharply. The proportion of women complaining of unequal employ
ment opportunities jumped more than ten points from the '70s, and 
the number of women complaining of unequal barriers to job advance
ment climbed even higher. By the end of the decade, 80 percent to 95 
percent of women said they suffered from job discrimination and un
equal pay. Sex discrimination charges filed with the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission rose nearly 25 percent in the Reagan years, 
and charges of general harassment directed at working women more 
than doubled. In the decade, complaints of sexual harassment nearly 
doubled. At home, a much increased proportion of women complained 
to pollsters of male mistreatment, unequal relationships, and male ef
forts to, in the words of the Virginia Slims poll, "keep women down." 
The share of women in the Roper surveys who agreed that men were 
"basically kind, gentle, and thoughtful" fell from almost 70 percent in 
1970 to 50 percent by 1990. And outside their homes, women felt 
more threatened, too: in the 1990 Virginia Slims poll, 72 percent of 
women said they felt "more afraid and uneasy on the streets today" than 
they did a few years ago. Lest this be attributed only to a general rise in 
criminal activity, by contrast only 49 percent of men felt this way. 

While the women's movement has certainly made women more cog
nizant of their own inequality, the rising chorus of female protest 
shouldn't be written off as feminist-induced "oversensitivity." The mon
itors that serve to track slippage in women's status have been working 
overtime since the early '80s. Government and private surveys are show
ing that women's already vast representation in the lowliest occupations 
is rising, their tiny presence in higher-paying trade and craft jobs stalled 
or backsliding, their minuscule representation in upper management 
posts stagnant or falling, and their pay dropping in the very occupations 
where they have made the most "progress." The status of women lowest 
on the income ladder has plunged most perilously; government budget 
cuts in the first four years of the Reagan administration alone pushed 
nearly 2 million female-headed families and nearly 5 million women 
below the poverty line. And the prime target of government rollbacks 
has been one sex only: one-third of the Reagan budget cuts, for example, 
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came out of programs that predominantly serve women—even more 
extraordinary when one considers that all these programs combined 
represent only 10 percent of the federal budget. 

The alarms aren't just going off in the work force. In national poli
tics, the already small numbers of women in both elective posts and 
political appointments fell during the '80s. In private life, the average 
amount that a divorced man paid in child support fell by about 25 per
cent from the late '70s to the mid-'80s (to a mere $140 a month). 
Domestic-violence shelters recorded a more than 100 percent increase 
in the numbers of women taking refuge in their quarters between 1983 
and 1987. And government records chronicled a spectacular rise in sex
ual violence against women. Reported rapes more than doubled from 
the early '70s—at nearly twice the rate of all other violent crimes and 
four times the overall crime rate in the United States. While the homi
cide rate declined, sex-related murders rose 160 percent between 1976 
and 1984. And these murders weren't simply the random, impersonal 
by-product of a violent society; at least one-third of the women were 
killed by their husbands or boyfriends, and the majority of that group 
were murdered just after declaring their independence in the most inti
mate manner—by filing for divorce and leaving home. 

By the end of the decade, women were starting to tell pollsters that 
they feared their sex's social status was once again beginning to slip. 
They believed they were facing an "erosion of respect," as the 1990 Vir
ginia Slims poll summed up the sentiment. After years in which an in
creasing percentage of women had said their status had improved from 
a decade earlier, the proportion suddenly shrunk by 5 percent in the 
last half of the '80s, the Roper Organization reported. And it fell most 
sharply among women in their thirties—the age group most targeted 
by the media and advertisers—dropping about ten percentage points 
between 1985 and 1990. 

Some women began to piece the picture together. In the 1989 New 
York Times poll, more than half of black women and one-fourth of 
white women put it into words. They told pollsters they believed men 
were now trying to retract the gains women had made in the last twenty 
years. "I want more autonomy," was how one woman, a thirty-seven-
year-old nurse, put it. And her estranged husband "wanted to take it 
away." 

The truth is that the last decade has seen a powerful counterassault 
on women's rights, a backlash, an attempt to retract the handful of 
small and hard-won victories that the feminist movement did manage 
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to win for women. This counterassault is largely insidious: in a kind of 
pop-culture version of the Big Lie, it stands the truth boldly on its head 
and proclaims that the very steps that have elevated women's position 
have actually led to their downfall. 

The backlash is at once sophisticated and banal, deceptively "pro
gressive" and proudly backward. It deploys both the "new" findings of 
"scientific research" and the dime-store moralism of yesteryear; it turns 
into media sound bites both the glib pronouncements of pop-psych 
trend-watchers and the frenzied rhetoric of New Right preachers. The 
backlash has succeeded in framing virtually the whole issue of women's 
rights in its own language. Just as Reaganism shifted political discourse 
far to the right and demonized liberalism, so the backlash convinced 
the public that women's "liberation" was the true contemporary Amer
ican scourge—the source of an endless laundry list of personal, social, 
and economic problems. 

But what has made women unhappy in the last decade is not their 
"equality"—which they don't yet have—but the rising pressure to halt, 
and even reverse, women's quest for that equality. The "man shortage" 
and the "infertility epidemic" are not the price of liberation; in fact, 
they do not even exist. But these chimeras are the chisels of a society-
wide backlash. They are part of a relentless whittling-down process— 
much of it amounting to outright propaganda—that has served to stir 
women's private anxieties and break their political wills. Identifying 
feminism as women's enemy only furthers the ends of a backlash 
against women's equality, simultaneously deflecting attention from the 
backlash's central role and recruiting women to attack their own cause. 

Some social observers may well ask whether the current pressures on 
women actually constitute a backlash—or just a continuation of Amer
ican society's long-standing resistance to women's rights. Certainly hos
tility to female independence has always been with us. But if fear and 
loathing of feminism is a sort of perpetual viral condition in our cul
ture, it is not always in an acute stage; its symptoms subside and resur
face periodically. And it is these episodes of resurgence, such as the one 
we face now, that can accurately be termed "backlashes" to women's ad
vancement. If we trace these occurrences in American history (as we 
will do in a later chapter), we find such flare-ups are hardly random; 
they have always been triggered by the perception—accurate or not— 
that women are making great strides. These outbreaks are backlashes 
because they have always arisen in reaction to women's "progress," 
caused not simply by a bedrock of misogyny but by the specific efforts 
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of contemporary women to improve their status, efforts that have been 
interpreted time and again by men—especially men grappling with real 
threats to their economic and social well-being on other fronts—as 
spelling their own masculine doom. 

The most recent round of backlash first surfaced in the late '70s on 
the fringes, among the evangelical right. By the early '80s, the funda
mentalist ideology had shouldered its way into the White House. By 
the mid-'80s, as resistance to women's rights acquired political and so
cial acceptability, it passed into the popular culture. And in every case, 
the timing coincided with signs that women were believed to be on the 
verge of breakthrough. 

Just when women's quest for equal rights seemed closest to achieving 
its objectives, the backlash struck it down. Just when a "gender gap" at 
the voting booth surfaced in 1980, and women in politics began to talk 
of capitalizing on it, the Republican party elevated Ronald Reagan and 
both political parties began to shunt women's rights off their platforms. 
Just when support for feminism and the Equal Rights Amendment 
reached a record high in 1981, the amendment was defeated the follow
ing year. Just when women were starting to mobilize against battering 
and sexual assaults, the federal government stalled funding for battered-
women's programs, defeated bills to fund shelters, and shut down its 
Office of Domestic Violence—only two years after opening it in 1979. 
Just when record numbers of younger women were supporting feminist 
goals in the mid-'80s (more of them, in fact, than older women) and a 
majority of all women were calling themselves feminists, the media de
clared the advent of a younger "postfeminist generation" that suppos
edly reviled the women's movement. Just when women racked up their 
largest percentage ever supporting the right to abortion, the U .S . 
Supreme Court moved toward reconsidering it. 

In other words, the antifeminist backlash has been set off not by 
women's achievement of full equality but by the increased possibility 
that they might win it. It is a preemptive strike that stops women long 
before they reach the finish line. "A backlash may be an indication that 
women really have had an effect," feminist psychologist Dr. Jean Baker 
Miller has written, "but backlashes occur when advances have been 
small, before changes are sufficient to help many people. . . . It is al
most as if the leaders of backlashes use the fear of change as a threat be
fore major change has occurred." In the last decade, some women did 
make substantial advances before the backlash hit, but millions of oth
ers were left behind, stranded. Some women now enjoy the right to 
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legal abortion—but not the 44 million women, from the indigent to 
the military work force, who depend on the federal government for 
their medical care. Some women can now walk into high-paying pro
fessional careers—but not the more than 19 million still in the typing 
pools or behind the department store sales counters. (Contrary to pop
ular myth about the "have-it-all" baby-boom women, the largest per
centage of women in this generation remain typists and clerks.) 

As the backlash has gathered force, it has cut off the few from the 
many—and the few women who have advanced seek to prove, as a so
cial survival tactic, that they aren't so interested in advancement after 
all. Some of them parade their defection from the women's movement, 
while their working-class peers founder and cling to the splintered re
mains of the feminist cause. While a very few affluent and celebrity 
women who are showcased in news articles boast about having "found 
my niche as Mrs. Andy Mill" and going home to "bake bread," the 
many working-class women appeal for their economic rights—flocking 
to unions in record numbers, striking on their own for pay equity and 
establishing their own fledgling groups for working women's rights. In 
1986, while 41 percent of upper-income women were claiming in the 
Gallup poll that they were not feminists, only 26 percent of low-
income women were making the same claim. 

• • • 
W O M E N ' S ADVANCES and retreats are generally described in military 
terms: battles won, battles lost, points and territory gained and surren
dered. The metaphor of combat is not without its merits in this context 
and, clearly, the same sort of martial accounting and vocabulary is al
ready surfacing here. But by imagining the conflict as two battalions 
neatly arrayed on either side of the line, we miss the entangled nature, 
the locked embrace, of a "war" between women and the male culture 
they inhabit. We miss the reactive nature of a backlash, which, by defi
nition, can exist only in response to another force. 

In times when feminism is at a low ebb, women assume the reactive 
role—privately and most often covertly struggling to assert themselves 
against the dominant cultural tide. But when feminism itself becomes 
the tide, the opposition doesn't simply go along with the reversal: it digs 
in its heels, brandishes its fists, builds walls and dams. And its resistance 
creates countercurrents and treacherous undertows. 

The force and furor of the backlash churn beneath the surface, 
largely invisible to the public eye. On occasion in the last decade, they 
have burst into view. We have seen New Right politicians condemn 
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women's independence, antiabortion protesters fire-bomb women's 
clinics, fundamentalist preachers damn feminists as "whores" and 
"witches." Other signs of the backlash's wrath, by their sheer brutality, 
can push their way into public consciousness for a time—the sharp in
crease in rape, for example, or the rise in pornography that depicts ex
treme violence against women. 

More subtle indicators in popular culture may receive momentary, 
and often bemused, media notice, then quickly slip from social aware
ness: A report, for instance, that the image of women on prime-time 
T V shows has suddenly degenerated. A survey of mystery fiction find
ing the numbers of female characters tortured and mutilated mysteri
ously multiplying. The puzzling news that, as one commentator put it, 
"So many hit songs have the B-word [bitch] to refer to women that 
some rap music seems to be veering toward rape music." The ascen
dancy of virulently misogynist comics like Andrew Dice Clay—who 
called women "pigs" and "sluts" and strutted in films in which women 
were beaten, tortured, and blown up—or radio hosts like Rush 
Limbaugh, whose broadsides against "femi-Nazi" feminists made his 
syndicated program the most popular radio talk show in the nation. Or 
word that in 1987, the American Women in Radio & Television 
couldn't award its annual prize for ads that feature women positively: it 
could find no ad that qualified. 

These phenomena are all related, but that doesn't mean they are 
somehow coordinated. The backlash is not a conspiracy, with a council 
dispatching agents from some central control room, nor are the people 
who serve its ends often aware of their role; some even consider them
selves feminists. For the most part, its workings are encoded and inter
nalized, diffuse and chameleonic. Not all of the manifestations of the 
backlash are of equal weight or significance either; some are mere 
ephemera, generated by a culture machine that is always scrounging for 
a "fresh" angle. Taken as a whole, however, these codes and cajolings, 
these whispers and threats and myths, move overwhelmingly in one di
rection: they try to push women back into their "acceptable" roles— 
whether as Daddy's girl or fluttery romantic, active nester or passive 
love object. 

Although the backlash is not an organized movement, that doesn't 
make it any less destructive. In- fact, the lack of orchestration, the ab
sence of a single string-puller, only makes it harder to see—and perhaps 
more effective. A backlash against women's rights succeeds to the degree 
that it appears not to be political, that it appears not to be a struggle at 
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all. It is most powerful when it goes private, when it lodges inside a 
woman's mind and turns her vision inward, until she imagines the pres
sure is all in her head, until she begins to enforce the backlash, too—on 
herself. 

In the last decade, the backlash has moved through the culture's se
cret chambers, traveling through passageways of flattery and fear. Along 
the way, it has adopted disguises: a mask of mild derision or the painted 
face of deep "concern." Its lips profess pity for any woman who won't fit 
the mold, whole it tries to clamp the mold around her ears. It pursues a 
divide-and-conquer strategy: single versus married women, working 
women versus homemakers, middle- versus working-class. It manipu
lates a system of rewards and punishments, elevating women who fol
low its rules, isolating those who don't. The backlash remarkets old 
myths about women as new facts and ignores all appeals to reason. Cor
nered, it denies its own existence, points an accusatory finger at femi
nism, and burrows deeper underground. 

Backlash happens to be the title of a 1947 Hollywood movie in 
which a man frames his wife for a murder he's committed. The backlash 
against women's rights works in much the same way: its rhetoric 
charges feminists with all the crimes it perpetrates. The backlash line 
blames the women's movement for the "feminization of poverty"— 
while the backlash's own instigators in Washington pushed through the 
budget cuts that helped impoverish millions of women, fought pay eq
uity proposals, and undermined equal opportunity laws. The backlash 
line claims the women's movement cares nothing for children's rights— 
while its own representatives in the capital and state legislatures have 
blocked one bill after another to improve child care, slashed billions of 
dollars in federal aid for children, and relaxed state licensing standards 
for day care centers. The backlash line accuses the women's movement 
of creating a generation of unhappy single and childless women—but 
its purveyors in the media are the ones guilty of making single and 
childless women feel like circus freaks. 

To blame feminism for women's "lesser life" is to miss entirely the 
point of feminism, which is to win women a wider range of experience. 
Feminism remains a pretty simple concept, despite repeated—and 
enormously effective—efforts to dress it up in greasepaint and turn its 
proponents into gargoyles. As Rebecca West wrote sardonically in 
1913, "I myself have never been able to find out precisely what femi
nism is: I only know that people call me a feminist whenever I express 
sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat." 
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The meaning of the word "feminist" has not really changed since it 
first appeared in a book review in the Athenaeum of April 27, 1895, de
scribing a woman who "has in her the capacity of fighting her way back 
to independence." It is the basic proposition that, as Nora put it in 
Ibsen's A Doll s House a century ago, "Before everything else I'm a 
human being." It is the simply worded sign hoisted by a little girl in the 
1970 Women's Strike for Equality: i AM NOT A BARBIE DOLL. Feminism 
asks the world to recognize at long last that women aren't decorative or
naments, worthy vessels, members of a "special-interest group." They 
are half (in fact, now more than half) of the national population, and 
just as deserving of rights and opportunities, just as capable of partici
pating in the world's events, as the other half. Feminism's agenda is 
basic: It asks that women not be forced to "choose" between public jus
tice and private happiness. It asks that women be free to define them
selves—instead of having their identity defined for them, time and 
again, by their culture and their men. 

The fact that these are still such incendiary notions should tell us 
that American women have a way to go before they enter the promised 
land of equality. 
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Man Shortages and Barren Wombs: 
The Myths of the Backlash 

BY T H E E N D of the '80s, many women had become bitterly familiar 
with these "statistical" developments: 

• A "man shortage" endangering women's opportunities for marriage 
Source: A famous 1986 marriage study by Harvard and Yale re
searchers 
Findings: A college-educated, unwed woman at thirty has a 20 per
cent likelihood of marriage, at thirty-five a 5 percent chance, and at 
forty no more than a 1.3 percent chance. 

• A "devastating" plunge in economic status afflicting women who 
divorce under the new no-fault laws 

Source: A 1985 study by a sociologist then at Stanford University 
Findings: The average woman suffers a 73 percent drop in her liv
ing standard a year after a divorce, while the average man enjoys a 
42 percent rise. 

• An "infertility epidemic" striking professional women who post
pone childbearing 

Source: A 1982 study by two French researchers 
Findings: Women between thirty-one and thirty-five stand a 39 
percent chance of not being able to conceive, a big 13 percent jump 
from women in their late twenties. 

• A "great emotional depression" and "burnout" attacking, respec
tively, single and career women 

Source: Various psychological studies 
Findings: N o solid figures, just the contention that women's mental 
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health has never been worse, and is declining in direct proportion 
to women's tendency to stay single or devote themselves to careers. 

These are the fundamental arguments that have supported the backlash 
against women's quest for equality. They have one thing in common: 
they aren't true. 

That no doubt sounds incredible. We've all heard these facts and fig
ures so many times, as they've bounced back and forth through the 
backlash's echo chamber, that it's difficult to discount them. How is it 
possible that so much distorted, faulty, or plain inaccurate information 
can become so universally accepted? Before turning to these myths, a 
quick look at the way the media handled two particular statistical stud
ies may help in part to answer that question. 

STATISTICS AND A TALE OF TWO SOCIAL S C I E N T I S T S 

In 1987, the media had the opportunity to critique the work of two so
cial scientists. One of them had exposed hostility to women's indepen
dence; the other had endorsed it. 

"The picture that has emerged of Shere Hite in recent weeks is that 
of a pop-culture demagogue," the November 23, 1987, issue of 
Newsweek informed its readers, under the headline MEN AREN'T HER 
ONLY PROBLEM. Shere Hite had just published the last installment of 
her national survey on sexuality and relationships, Women and Love: A 
Cultural Revolution in Progress, a 922-page compendium of the views of 
4,500 women. The report's main finding: Most women are distressed 
and despairing over the continued resistance from the men in their lives 
to treat them as equals. Four-fifths of them said they still had to fight 
for rights and respect at home, and only 20 percent felt they had 
achieved equal status in their men's eyes. Their quest for more indepen
dence, they reported, had triggered mounting rancor from their mates. 

This was not, however, the aspect of the book that the press chose 
to highlight. The media were too busy attacking Hite personally. Most 
of the evidence they marshaled against her involved tales that, as 
Newsweek let slip, "only tangentially involve her work." Hite was ru
mored to have punched a cabdriver for calling her "dear" and phoned 
reporters claiming to be Diana Gregory, Hite's assistant. Curious be
havior, if true, but one that suggests a personality more eccentric than 
demagogic. Nonetheless, the nation's major publications pursued tips 
on the feminist researchers peculiarities with uncharacteristic ardor. 
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The Washington Post even brought in a handwriting expert to compare 
the signatures of Hite and Gregory. 

Certainly Hite's work deserved scrutiny; many valid questions could 
be raised about her statistical approach. But Hite's findings were largely 
held up for ridicule, not inspection. "Characteristically grandiose in 
scope," "highly improbable," "dubious," and "of limited value" was 
how Time dismissed Hite's report in its October 12, 1987, article "Back 
Off, Buddy"—leading one to wonder why, if the editors felt this way, 
they devoted the magazine's cover and six inside pages to the subject. 
The book is full of "extreme views" from "strident" women who are 
probably just "malcontents," the magazine asserted. Whether their 
views were actually extreme, however, was impossible to determine 
from Times account: the lengthy story squeezed in only two two-
sentence quotes from the thousands of women that Hite had polled 
and quoted extensively. The same article, however, gave plenty of space 
to Hite's critics—far more than to Hite herself. 

When the media did actually criticize Hite's statistical methods, 
their accusations were often wrong or hypocritical. Hite's findings were 
"biased" because she distributed her questionnaires through women's 
rights groups, some articles complained. But Hite sent her surveys 
through a wide range of women's groups, including church societies, 
social clubs, and senior citizens' centers. The press charged that she 
used a small and unrepresentative sample. Yet, as we shall see, the re
sults of many psychological and social science studies that journalists 
uncritically report are based on much smaller and nonrandom samples. 
And Hite specifically states in the book that the numbers are not meant 
to be representative; her goal, she writes, is simply to give as many 
women as possible a public forum to voice their intimate, and generally 
silenced, thoughts. The book is actually more a collection of quotations 
than numbers. 

While the media widely characterized these women's stories about 
their husbands and lovers as "man-bashing diatribes," the voices in 
Hite's book are far more forlorn than vengeful: "I have given heart and 
soul of everything I am and have . . . leaving me with nothing and 
lonely and hurt, and he is still requesting more of me. I am tired, so 
tired." "He hides behind a silent wall." "Most of the time I just feel left 
out—not his best friend." "At this point, I doubt that he loves me or 
wants me. . . . I try to wear more feminine nightgowns and do things to 
please him." "In daily life he criticizes me for trivial things, cupboards 
and doors left open. . . . I don't like him angry. So I just close the cup-
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boards, close the drawers, switch off the lights, pick up after him, etc., 
etc., and say nothing." 

From these personal reports, Hite culls some data about women's at
titudes toward relationships, marriage, and monogamy. That the media 
find this data so threatening to men is a sign of how easily hysteria 
about female "aggression" ignites under an antifeminist backlash. For 
instance, should the press really have been infuriated—or even sur
prised—that the women's number-one grievance about their men is 
that they "don't listen"? 

If anything, the media seemed to be bearing out the women's plaint 
by turning a deaf ear to their words. Maybe it was easier to flip through 
Hite's numerical tables at the back of the book than to digest the hun
dreds of pages of rich and disturbing personal stories. Or perhaps some 
journalists just couldn't stand to hear what these women had to say; the 
overheated denunciations of Hite's book suggest an emotion closer to 
fear than fury—as do the illustrations accompanying Times story, 
which included a woman standing on the chest of a collapsed man, a 
woman dropping a shark in a man's bathwater, and a woman wagging a 
viperish tongue in a frightened male face. 

At the same time the press was pillorying Hite for suggesting that 
male resistance might be partly responsible for women's grief, it was ap
plauding another social scientist whose theory—that women's equality 
was to blame for contemporary women's anguish—was more conso
nant with backlash thinking. Psychologist Dr. Srully Blotnick, a Forbes 
magazine columnist and much quoted media "expert" on women's ca
reer travails, had directed what he called "the largest long-term study of 
working women ever done in the United States." His conclusion: suc
cess at work "poisons both the professional and personal lives of 
women." In his 1985 book, Otherwise Engaged: The Private Lives 
of Successful Women, Blotnick asserted that his twenty-five-year study of 
3,466 women proved that achieving career women are likely to end up 
without love, and their spinsterly misery would eventually undermine 
their careers as well. "In fact," he wrote, "we found that the anxiety, 
which steadily grows, is the single greatest underlying cause of firing for 
women in the age range of thirty-five to fifty-five." He took some 
swipes at the women's movement, too, which he called a "smoke screen 
behind which most of those who were afraid of being labeled egomani-
acally grasping and ambitious hid." 

The media received his findings warmly—he was a fixture every
where from the New York Times to "Donahue"—and national maga-
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zines like Forbes and Savvy paid him hundreds of thousands of dollars 
to produce still more studies about these anxiety-ridden careerists. 
None doubted his methodology—even though there were some fairly 
obvious grounds for skepticism. 

For starters, Blotnick claimed to have begun his data collection in 
1958, a year in which he would have been only seventeen years old. On 
a shoestring budget, he had somehow personally collected a volumi
nous data base ("three tons of files, plus twenty-six gigabytes on disk 
memory," he boasted in Otherwise Engaged)—more data than the 
largest federal longitudinal studies with multimillion-dollar funding. 
And the "Dr." in his title was similarly bogus; it turned out to be the 
product of a mail-order degree from an unaccredited correspondence 
school. When tipped off, the editors at Forbes discreetly dropped the 
"Dr." from Blotnick s by-line—but not his column. 

In the mid-'80s, Dan Collins, a reporter at U.S. News & World Re
port, was assigned a story on that currently all-popular media subject: 
the misery of the unwed. His editor suggested he call the ever quotable 
Blotnick, who had just appeared in a similar story on the woes of sin
gles in the Washington Post. After his interview, Collins recalls, he began 
to wonder why Blotnick had seemed so nervous when he asked for his 
academic credentials. The reporter looked further into Blotnick's back
ground and found what he thought was a better story: the career of this 
national authority was built on sand. Not only was Blotnick not a li
censed psychologist, almost nothing on his résumé checked out; even 
the professor that he cited as his current mentor had been dead for fif
teen years. 

But Collins's editors at U.S. News had no interest in that story—a 
spokeswoman explained later that they didn't have a news "peg" for it— 
and the article was never published. Finally, a year later, after Collins 
had moved to the New York Daily News in 1987, he persuaded his new 
employer to print the piece. Collins's account prompted the state to 
launch a criminal fraud investigation against Blotnick, and Forbes dis
continued Blotnick's column the very next day. But the news of Blot-
nick's improprieties and implausibilities made few waves in the press; it 
inspired only a brief news item in Time, nothing in Newsweek. And 
Blotnick's publisher, Viking Penguin, went ahead with plans to print a 
paperback edition of his latest book anyway. As Gerald Howard, then 
Viking's executive editor, explained at the time, "Blotnick has some 
very good insights into the behavior of people in business that I con
tinue to believe have an empirical basis." 
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• • • 
T H E PRESS'S treatment of Hite's and Blotnick's findings suggests that 
the statistics the popular culture chooses to promote most heavily 
are the very statistics we should view with the most caution. They may 
well be in wide circulation not because they are true but because they 
support widely held media preconceptions. 

Under the backlash, statistics became prescriptions for expected fe
male behavior, cultural marching orders to women describing only how 
they should act—and how they would be punished if they failed to heed 
the call. This "data" was said to reflect simply "the way things are" for 
women, a bedrock of demographic reality that was impossible to alter; 
the only choice for women was to accept the numbers and lower their 
sights to meet them. 

As the backlash consensus solidified, statistics on women stopped 
functioning as social barometers. The data instead became society's 
checkpoints, positioned at key intervals in the life course of women, 
dispatching advisories on the perils of straying from the appointed 
path. This prescriptive agenda governed the life span of virtually every 
statistic on women in the '80s, from initial gathering to final dissemi
nation. In the Reagan administration, U .S . Census Bureau demogra
phers found themselves under increasing pressure to generate data for 
the government's war against women's independence, to produce statis
tics "proving" the rising threat of infertility, the physical and psychic 
risks lurking in abortion, the dark side of single parenthood, the ill ef
fects of day care. "People I've dealt with in the [Reagan] government 
seem to want to recreate the fantasy of their own childhood," Martin 
O'Connell, chief of the Census Bureau's fertility statistics branch, says. 
And results that didn't fit that fantasy were discarded, like a government 
study finding that federal affirmative action policies have a positive ef
fect on corporate hiring rates of women and minorities. The Public 
Health Service censored information on the beneficial health effects of 
abortion and demoted and fired federal scientists whose findings con
flicted with the administration's so-called pro-family policy. 

"Most social research into the family has had an immediate moral 
purpose—to eliminate deviations like divorce, desertion, illegitimacy, 
and adultery—rather than a desire to understand the fundamental na
ture of social institutions," social scientist Kingsley Davis wrote in his 
1948 classic Human Society. More than forty years later, it is one of the 
few statements by a demographer that has held up. 
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THE MAN SHOBTAGE: A TALE OF TWO MABBIAGE S T U D I E S 

Valentines Day 1986 was coming up, and at the Stamford Advocate, it 
was reporter Lisa Marie Petersen's turn to produce that year's story on 
Cupid's slings and arrows. Her "angle," as she recalls later, would be 
"Romance: Is It In or Out?" She went down to the Stamford Town 
Center mall and interviewed a few men shopping for flowers and 
chocolates. Then she put in a call to the Yale sociology department, 
"just to get some kind of foundation," she says. "You know, something 
to put in the third paragraph." 

She got Neil Bennett on the phone—a thirty-one-year-old unmar
ried sociologist who had recently completed, with two colleagues, an 
unpublished study on women's marriage patterns. Bennett warned her 
the study wasn't really finished, but when she pressed him, he told her 
what he had found: college-educated women who put schooling and 
careers before their wedding date were going to have a harder time get
ting married. "The marriage market unfortunately may be falling out 
from under them," he told her. 

Bennett brought out the numbers: never married college-educated 
women at thirty had a 20 percent chance of being wed; by thirty-five 
their odds were down to 5 percent; by forty, to 1.3 percent. And black 
women had even lower odds. "My jaw just dropped," recalls Petersen, 
who was twenty-seven and single at the time. Petersen never thought to 
question the figures. "We usually just take anything from good schools. 
If it's a study from Yale, we just put it in the paper." 

The Advocate ran the news on the front page. The Associated Press 
immediately picked up the story and carried it across the nation and 
eventually around the world. In no time, Bennett was fielding calls 
from Australia. 

In the United States, the marriage news was absorbed by every outlet 
of mass culture. The statistics received front-page treatment in virtually 
every major newspaper and top billing on network news programs and 
talk shows. They wound up in sitcoms from "Designing Women" to 
"Kate and Allie"; in movies from Crossing Delancey to When Harry Met 
Sally to Fatal Attraction; in women's magazines from Mademoiselle to 
Cosmopolitan; in dozens of self-help manuals, dating-service mailings, 
night-class courses on relationships, and greeting cards. Even a transit 
advertising service, "The Street Fare Journal," plastered the study's find
ings on display racks in city buses around the nation, so single 
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straphangers on their way to work could gaze upon a poster of a bereft 
lass in a bridal veil, posed next to a scorecard listing her miserable nup
tial odds. 

Bennett and his colleagues, Harvard economist David Bloom and 
Yale graduate student Patricia Craig, predicted a "marriage crunch" for 
baby-boom college-educated women for primarily one reason: women 
marry men an average of between two and three years older. So, they 
reasoned, women born in the first half of the baby boom between 1946 
and 1957, when the birthrate was increasing each year, would have to 
scrounge for men in the less populated older age brackets. And those 
education-minded women who decided to get their diplomas before 
their marriage licenses would wind up worst off, the researchers postu
lated—on the theory that the early bird gets the worm. 

At the very time the study was released, however, the assumption 
that women marry older men was rapidly becoming outmoded; federal 
statistics now showed first-time brides marrying grooms an average of 
only 1.8 years older. But it was impossible to revise the Harvard-Yale 
figures in light of these changes, or even to examine them—since the 
study wasn't published. This evidently did not bother the press, which 
chose to ignore a published study on the same subject—released only a 
few months earlier—that came to the opposite conclusion. That study, 
an October 1985 report by researchers at the University of Illinois, con
cluded that the marriage crunch in the United States was minimal. 
Their data, the researchers wrote, "did not support theories which see 
the marriage squeeze as playing a major role in recent changes in mar
riage behavior." (In fact, in their historical and geographic review of 
marital data, they could find "marriage crunches" only in a few Euro
pean nations back in the 1900s and in some Third World countries in 
more modern times.) 

In March 1986, Bennett and his co-researchers released an informal 
"discussion paper" that revealed they had used a "parametric model" to 
compute women's marital odds—an unorthodox and untried method 
for predicting behavior. Princeton professors Ansley Coale and Donald 
McNeil had originally constructed the parametric model to analyze 
marital patterns of elderly women who had already completed their 
marriage cycle. Bennett and Bloom, who had been graduate students 
under Coale, thought they could use the same method to predict mar
riage patterns. Coale, asked about it later, was doubtful. "In principle, 
the model may be applicable to women who haven't completed their 
marital history," he says, "but it is risky to apply it." 
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To make matters worse, Bennett, Bloom, and Craig took their sam
ple of women from the 1982 Current Population Survey, an off year in 
census-data collection that taps a much smaller number of households 
than the decennial census study. The researchers then broke that sample 
down into ever smaller subgroups—by age, race, and education—until 
they were making generalizations based on small unrepresentative sam
ples of women. 

As news of the "man shortage" study raced through the media, 
Jeanne Moorman, a demographer in the U .S . Census Bureaus marriage 
and family statistics branch, kept getting calls from reporters seeking 
comment. She decided to take a closer look at the researchers' paper. A 
college-educated woman with a doctoral degree in marital demography, 
Moorman was herself an example of how individual lives defy demo
graphic pigeonholes: she had married at thirty-two, to a man nearly 
four years younger. 

Moorman sat down at her computer and conducted her own mar
riage study, using conventional standard-life tables instead of the para
metric model, and drawing on the 1980 Population Census, which 
includes 13.4 million households, instead of the 1982 survey that 
Bennett used, which includes only 60,000 households. The results: At 
thirty, never-married college-educated women have a 58 to 66 percent 
chance at marriage—three times the Harvard-Yale study's predictions. 
At thirty-five, the odds were 32 to 41 percent, seven times higher than 
the Harvard-Yale figure. At forty, the odds were 17 to 23 percent, 
twenty-three times higher. And she found that a college-educated single 
woman at thirty would be more likely to marry than her counterpart 
with only a high school diploma. 

In June 1986, Moorman wrote to Bennett with her findings. She 
pointed out that more recent data also ran counter to his predictions 
about college-educated women. While the marriage rate has been de
clining in the general population, the rate has actually risen for women 
with four or more years of college who marry between ages twenty-five 
and forty-five. "This seems to indicate delaying rather than forgoing 
marriage," she noted. 

Moorman's letter was polite, almost deferential. As a professional 
colleague, she wrote, she felt obligated to pass along these comments, 
"which I hope will be well received." They were received with silence. 
Two months passed. Then, in August, writer Ben Wattenberg men
tioned Moorman's study in his syndicated newspaper column and 
noted that it would be presented at the Population Association of 
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America Conference, an important professional gathering for demogra
phers. Moorman's findings could prove embarrassing to Bennett and 
Bloom before their colleagues. Suddenly, a letter arrived in Moorman's 
mailbox. "I understand from Ben Wattenberg that you will be present
ing these results at PAA in the spring," Bennett wrote; would she send 
him a copy "as soon as it's available"? When she didn't send it off at 
once, he called and, Moorman recalls, "He was very demanding. It was, 
'You have to do this, you have to do that.' " This was to become a pat
tern in her dealings with Bennett, she says. "I always got the feeling 
from him that he was saying, 'Go away, little girl, I'm a college profes
sor; I'm right and you have no right to question me. '" (Bennett refuses 
to discuss his dealings with Moorman or any other aspect of the mar
riage study's history, asserting that he has been a victim of the over-
eager media, which "misinterpreted [the study] more than I had ever 
anticipated.") 

Meanwhile at the Census Bureau, Moorman recalls, she was running 
into interference from Reagan administration officials. The head office 
handed down a directive, ordering her to quit speaking to the press 
about the marriage study because such critiques were "too controver
sial." When a few T V news shows actually invited her to tell the other 
side of the man-shortage story, she had to turn them down. She was 
told to concentrate instead on a study that the White House wanted— 
about how poor unwed mothers abuse the welfare system. 

By the winter of 1986, Moorman had put the finishing touches on 
her marriage report with the more optimistic findings and released it to 
the press. The media relegated it to the inside pages, when they re
ported it at all. At the same time, in an op-ed piece printed in the New 
York Times, the Boston Globe, and Advertising Age, Bennett and Bloom 
roundly attacked Moorman for issuing her study, which only "further 
muddled the discussion," they complained. Moorman and two other 
Census Bureau statisticians wrote a response to Bennett and Bloom's 
op-ed article. But the Census Bureau held up its release for months. 
"By the time they finished blue-lining it," Moorman recalls, "it said 
nothing. We sent it to the New York Times, but by then it was practi
cally the next December and they wouldn't print it." 

Bennett and Bloom's essay had criticized Moorman for using the 
standard-life tables, which they labeled a "questionable technique." So 
Moorman decided to repeat her study using the Harvard-Yale men's 
own parametric model. She took the data down the hall to Robert Fay, 
a statistician whose specialty is mathematical models. Fay looked over 
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Bennett and Blooms computations and immediately spotted a major 
error. They had forgotten to factor in the different patterns in college-
and high school-educated women's marital histories. (High school-
educated women tend to marry in a tight cluster right after graduation, 
making for a steep and narrow bell curve skewed to the left. College-
educated women tend to spread out the age of marriage over a longer 
and later period of time, making for a longer and lower curve skewed 
to the right.) Fay made the adjustments and ran the data again, using 
Bennett and Bloom's mathematical model. The results this time were 
nearly identical to Moorman's. 

So Robert Fay wrote a letter to Bennett. He pointed out the error 
and its significance. "I believe this reanalysis points up not only the in
correctness of your results," he wrote, "but also a necessity to return to 
the rest of the data to examine your assumptions more closely." Bennett 
wrote back the next day. "Things have gotten grossly out of hand," he 
said. "I think it's high time that we get together and regain at least some 
control of the situation." He blamed the press for their differences and 
pointedly noted that "David [Bloom] and I decided to stop entirely our 
dealings with all media," a hint perhaps that the Census researchers 
should do the same. But Bennett needn't have worried about his major 
error making headlines: Moorman had, in fact, already mentioned it to 
several reporters, but none were interested. 

Still, Bennett and Bloom faced the discomforting possibility that the 
Census researchers might point out their mistake at the upcoming PAA 
conference. In what Moorman suspects was an effort to avert this awk
ward event, Bennett and Bloom suddenly proposed to Moorman that 
they all "collaborate" on a new study they could submit jointly to the 
PAA conference—in lieu of Moorman's. When Bennett and Bloom dis
covered they had missed the conference deadline for filing such a new 
paper, Moorman notes, they just as suddenly dropped the collaboration 
idea. 

In the spring of 1987, the demographers flew to Chicago for the 
PAA conference. The day before the session, Moorman recalls, she got 
a call from Bloom. He and Bennett were going to try to withdraw their 
marriage study anyway, he told her—and substitute a paper on fertility 
instead. But the conference chairman refused to allow the eleventh-
hour switch. 

When it was time to present the notorious marriage study before 
their colleagues, Bloom told the assembly that their findings were 
"preliminary," gave a few brief remarks and quickly yielded the floor. 
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Moorman was up next. But, thanks to still more interference from her 
superiors in Washington, there was little she could say. The director of 
the Census Bureau, looking to avoid further controversy, had ordered 
her to remove all references to the Harvard-Yale marriage study from 
her conference speech. 

Three and a half years after the Harvard-Yale study made nationwide 
headlines, the actual study was finally published—without the mar
riage statistics. Bennett told the New York Times: "We're not shying 
away because we have anything to hide." And the reporter took him at 
his word. The famous statistics were deleted, the news story concluded, 
only because the researchers found them "a distraction from their cen
tral findings." 

• • • 
I N ALL the reportorial enterprise expended on the Harvard-Yale study, 
the press managed to overlook a basic point: there was no man short
age. As a simple check of the latest Census population charts would 
have revealed, there were about 1.9 million more bachelors than unwed 
women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four and about a 
half million more between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-four. If any
one faced a shortage of potential spouses, it was men in the prime mar
rying years: between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-four, there were 
119 single men for every hundred single women. 

A glance at past Census charts would also have dispelled the notion 
that the country was awash in a record glut of single women. The pro
portion of never-married women, about one in five, was lower than it 
had been at any time in the 20th century except the '50s, and even 
lower than the mid to late 19th century, when one in three women 
were unwed. If one looks at never-married women aged forty-five to 
fifty-four (a better indicator of lifelong single status than women in 
their twenties and thirties, who may simply be postponing marriage), 
the proportion of unwed women in 1985 was, in fact, smaller than it 
had ever been—smaller even than in the marriage-crazed '50s. (Eight 
percent of these women were single in 1950, compared with 5 percent 
in 1985.) In fact, the only place where a "surplus" of unattached 
women could be said to exist in the '80s was in retirement communi
ties. What was the median age of women who were living alone in 
1986? Sixty-six years old. (The median age of single men, by contrast, 
was forty-two.) 

Conventional press wisdom held that single women of the '80s were 
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desperate for marriage—a desperation that mounted with every passing 
unwed year. But surveys of real-life women told a different story. A 
massive study of women's attitudes by Battelle Memorial Institute in 
1986, which examined fifteen years of national surveys of ten thousand 
women, found that marriage was no longer the centerpiece of women's 
lives and that women in their thirties were not only delaying but actu
ally dodging the wedding bands. The 1985 Virginia Slims poll reported 
that 70 percent of women believed they could have a "happy and com
plete" life without a wedding ring. In the 1989 "New Diversity" poll by 
Langer Associates and Significance Inc., that proportion had jumped to 
90 percent. The 1990 Virginia Slims poll found that nearly 60 percent 
of single women believed they were a lot happier than their married 
friends and that their lives were "a lot easier." A 1986 national survey 
commissioned by Glamour magazine found a rising preference for the 
single life among women in their twenties and thirties: 90 percent of 
the never-married women said "the reason they haven't [married] is that 
they haven't wanted to yet." And a 1989 Louis Harris poll of still older 
single women—between forty-five and sixty—found that the majority 
of them said they didn't want to get married. A review of fourteen years 
of U.S . National Survey data charted an 11 percent jump in happiness 
among 1980s-era single women in their twenties and thirties—and a 
6.3 percent decline in happiness among married women of the same 
age. If marriage had ever served to boost personal female happiness, the 
researchers concluded, then "those effects apparently have waned con
siderably in the last few years." A 1985 Woman's Day survey of sixty 
thousand women found that only half would marry their husbands 
again if they had it to do over. 

In lieu of marriage, women were choosing to live with their loved 
ones. The cohabitation rate quadrupled between 1970 and 1985. 
When the federal government finally commissioned a study on single 
women's sexual habits in 1986, the first time ever, the researchers found 
that one-third of them had cohabited at some time in their lives. Other 
demographic studies calculated that at least one-fourth of the decline in 
married women could be attributed to couples cohabiting. 

The more women are paid, the less eager they are to marry. A 1982 
study of three thousand singles found that women earning high in
comes are almost twice as likely to want to remain unwed as women 
earning low incomes. "What is going to happen to marriage and child-
bearing in a society where women really have equality?" Princeton de-
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mographer Charles Westoff wondered in the Wall Street Journal in 
1986. "The more economically independent women are, the less at
tractive marriage becomes." 

Men in the '80s, on the other hand, were a little more anxious to 
marry than the press accounts let on. Single men far outnumbered 
women in dating services, matchmaking clubs, and the personals 
columns, all of which enjoyed explosive growth in the decade. In the 
mid-'80s, video dating services were complaining of a three-to-one 
male-to-female sex ratio in their membership rolls. In fact, it had be
come common practice for dating services to admit single women at 
heavily reduced rates, even free memberships, in hopes of remedying 
the imbalance. 

Personal ads were similarly lopsided. In an analysis of 1,200 ads in 
1988, sociologist Theresa Montini found that most were placed by 
thirty-five-year-old heterosexual men and the vast majority "wanted a 
long-term relationship." Dating service directors reported that the ma
jority of men they counseled were seeking spouses, not dates. When 
Great Expectations, the nation's largest dating service, surveyed its 
members in 1988, it found that 93 percent of the men wanted, within 
one year, to have either "a commitment with one person" or marriage. 
Only 7 percent of the men said they were seeking "lots of dates with 
different people." Asked to describe "what concerns you the day after 
you had sex with a new partner," only 9 percent of the men checked 
"Was I good?" while 42 percent said they were wondering whether it 
could lead to a "committed relationship." 

These men had good cause to pursue nuptials; if there's one pattern 
that psychological studies have established, it's that the institution of 
marriage has an overwhelmingly salutary effect on men's mental health. 
"Being married," the prominent government demographer Paul Glick 
once estimated, "is about twice as advantageous to men as to women in 
terms of continued survival." Or, as family sociologist Jessie Bernard 
wrote in 1972: 

There are few findings more consistent, less equivocal, [and] more 
convincing, than the sometimes spectacular and always impressive 
superiority on almost every index—demographic, psychological, or 
social—of married over never-married men. Despite all the jokes 
about marriage in which men indulge, all the complaints they lodge 
against it, it is one of the greatest boons of their sex. 



B A C K L A S H 33 

Bernard's observation still applies. As Ronald C . Kessler, who tracks 
changes in men's mental health at the University of Michigan's Institute 
for Social Research, says: "All this business about how hard it is to be a 
single woman doesn't make much sense when you look at what's really 
going on. It's single men who have the worst of it. When men marry, 
their mental health massively increases." 

The mental health data, chronicled in dozens of studies that have 
looked at marital differences in the last forty years, are consistent and 
overwhelming: The suicide rate of single men is twice as high as that of 
married men. Single men suffer from nearly twice as many severe neu
rotic symptoms and are far more susceptible to nervous breakdowns, 
depression, even nightmares. And despite the ail-American image of the 
carefree single cowboy, in reality bachelors are far more likely to be mo
rose, passive, and phobic than married men. 

When contrasted with single women, unwed men fared no better in 
mental health studies. Single men suffer from twice as many mental 
health impairments as single women; they are more depressed, more 
passive, more likely to experience nervous breakdowns and all the des
ignated symptoms of psychological distress—from fainting to insom
nia. In one study, one third of the single men scored high for severe 
neurotic symptoms; only 4 percent of the single women did. 

If the widespread promotion of the Harvard-Yale marriage study had 
one effect, it was to transfer much of this bachelor anxiety into single 
women's minds. In the Wall Street Journal, a thirty-six-year-old single 
woman perceptively remarked that being unmarried "didn't bother me 
at all" until after the marriage study's promotion; only then did she 
begin feeling depressed. A thirty-five-year-old woman told USA Today, 
"I hadn't even thought about getting married until I started reading 
those horror stories" about women who may never wed. In a Los Ange
les Times story, therapists reported that after the study's promotion, sin
gle female patients became "obsessed" with marriage, ready to marry 
men they didn't even love, just to beat the "odds." When Great Expec
tations surveyed its members a year after the study's promotion, it 
found that 42 percent of single women said they now brought up mar
riage on the first date. The Annual Study of Women's Attitudes, con
ducted by Mark Clements Research for many women's magazines, 
found that the proportion of all single women who feared they would 
never marry had nearly doubled in that one year after the Harvard-Yale 
study came out, from 14 to 27 percent, and soared to 39 percent for 
women twenty-five and older, the group targeted in the study. 
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The year after the marriage report, news surfaced that women's age 
at first marriage had dropped slightly and, reversing a twenty-year 
trend, the number of family households had grown faster between 
1986 and 1987 than the number of nonfamily households. (The in
crease in family households, however, was a tiny 1.5 percent.) These 
small changes were immediately hailed as a sign of the comeback of tra
ditional marriage. "A new traditionalism, centered on family life, is in 
the offing," Jib Fowles, University of Houston professor of human sci
ences, cheered in a 1988 opinion piece in the New York Times. Fowles 
predicted "a resurgence of the conventional family by the year 2000 (fa
ther working, mother at home with the children)." This would be good 
for American industry, he reminded business magnates who might be 
reading the article. "Romance and courtship will be back in favor, so 
sales of cut flowers are sure to rise," he pointed out. And "a return to 
homemaking will mean a rise in supermarket sales." 

This would also be good news for men, a point that Fowles skirted 
in print but made plain enough in a later interview: "There's not even 
going to have to be a veneer of that ideology of subscribing to feminist 
thoughts," he says. "Men are just going to feel more comfortable with 
the changed conditions. Every sign that I can see is that men feel 
uncomfortable with the present setup." He admits to being one of 
them: "A lot of it has to do with my assumptions of what it is to be 
a male." 

But will his wife embrace the "new traditionalism" with equal relish? 
After having recently given birth to their second child, she returned im
mediately to her post as secondary education coordinator for a large 
Texas school district. "She's such a committed person to her job," 
Fowles says, sighing. "I don't think she'd give up her career." 

T H E NO-FAULT D I S A S T E B : A TALE OF TWO DIVOBCE 
B E P O B T S 

In the 1970s, many states passed new "no-fault" divorce laws that made 
the process easier: they eliminated the moralistic grounds required to 
obtain a divorce and divided up a marriage's assets based on needs and 
resources without reference to which party was held responsible for the 
marriage's failure. In the 1980s, these "feminist-inspired" laws came 
under attack: the New Right painted them as schemes to undermine 
the family, and the media and popular writers portrayed them as inad
vertent betrayals of women and children, legal slingshots that "threw 
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thousands of middle-class women," as a typical chronicler put it, "into 
impoverished states." 

Perhaps no one person did more to fuel the attack on divorce-law re
form in the backlash decade than sociologist Lenore Weitzman, whose 
1985 book, The Divorce Revolution: The Unexpected Social and Eco
nomic Consequences for Women and Children in America, supplied the 
numbers quoted by everyone assailing the new laws. From Phyllis 
Schlafly to Betty Friedan, from the National Review to the " C B S 
Evening News," Weitzman s "devastating" statistics were invoked as 
proof that women who sought freedom from unhappy marriages were 
making a big financial mistake: they would wind up poorer under the 
new laws—worse off than if they had divorced under the older, more 
"protective" system, or if they had simply stayed married. 

If the media latched on to Weitzman's findings with remarkable fer
vor, they weren't solely to blame for the hype. Weitzman wasn't above 
blowing her own horn. Until her study came along, she writes in The 
Divorce Revolution, "No one knew just how devastating divorce had be
come for women and children." Her data, she asserts, "took years to 
collect and analyze" and constituted "the first comprehensive portrait" 
of the effects of divorce under the new laws. 

This is Weitzman's thesis: "The major economic result of the divorce-
law revolution is the systematic impoverishment of divorced women and 
their children." Under the old "fault" system, Weitzman writes, the "in
nocent" party stood to receive more than half the property—an arrange
ment that she says generally worked to the wronged wife's benefit. The 
new system, on the other hand, hurts women because it is too equal—an 
evenhandedness that is hurting older homemakers most of all, she says. 
"[T]he legislation of equality actually resulted in a worsened position for 
women and, by extension, a worsened position for children." 

Weitzman's work does not say feminists were responsible for the new 
no-fault laws, but those who promoted her work most often acted as if 
her book indicts the women's movement. The Divorce Revolution, Time 
informed its readers, shows how forty-three states passed no-fault laws 
"largely in response to feminist demand." A flurry of anti-no-fault 
books, most of them knockoffs of Weitzman's work, blamed the 
women's movement for divorced women's poverty. "The impact of the 
divorce revolution is a clear example of how an equal-rights orientation 
has failed women," Mary Ann Mason writes in The Equality Trap. 
"[J]udges are receiving the message that feminists are sending." 

Actually, feminists had almost nothing to do with divorce-law re-



36 Susan Faludi 

form—as Weitzman herself points out. The 1 9 7 0 California no-fault 
law, considered the most radical for its equal-division rule, was drafted 
by a largely male advisory board. The American Bar Association, not 
the National Organization for Women, instigated the national "divorce 
revolution"—which wasn't even much of a revolution. At the time of 
Weitzman's work, half the states still had the traditional "fault" system 
on their books, with no-fault only as an option. Only eight states had 
actually passed community property provisions like the California law, 
and only a few required equal property division. 

Weitzman argued that because women and men are differently situ
ated in marriage—that is, the husbands usually make more money and, 
upon divorce, the wives usually get the kids—treating the spouses 
equally upon divorce winds up overcompensating the husband and 
cheating the wife and children. On its face, this argument seems rea
sonable enough, and Weitzman even had the statistics to prove it: "The 
research shows that on the average, divorced women and the minor 
children in their households experience a 7 3 percent decline in their 
standard of living in the first year after divorce. Their former husbands, 
in contrast, experience a 42 percent rise in their standard of living." 

These figures seemed alarming, and the press willingly passed them 
on—without asking two basic questions: Were Weitzman's statistics 
correct? And, even more important, did she actually show that women 
fared worse under the new divorce laws than the old? 

• • • 
I N T H E summer of 1 9 8 6 , soon after Lenore Weitzman had finished tes
tifying before Congress on the failings of no-fault divorce, she received 
a letter from Saul Hoffman, an economist at the University of Delaware 
who specializes in divorce statistics. He wrote that he and his partner, 
University of Michigan social scientist Greg Duncan, were a little be
wildered by her now famous 7 3 percent statistic. They had been track
ing the effect of divorce on income for two decades—through the 
landmark " 5 , 0 0 0 Families" study—and they had found the changes fol
lowing divorce to be nowhere near as dramatic as she described. They 
found a much smaller 3 0 percent decline in women's living standards in 
the first year after divorce and a much smaller 1 0 to 1 5 percent im
provement for men. Moreover, Hoffman observed, they found the 
lower living standard for many divorced women to be temporary. Five 
years after divorce, the average woman's living standard was actually 
slightly higher than when she was married to her ex-husband. 

What baffled Hoffman and Duncan most was that Weitzman 
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claimed in her book to have used their methods to arrive at her 73 per
cent statistic. Hoffman's letter wondered if he and Duncan might take a 
look at her data. N o reply. Finally, Hoffman called. Weitzman told him 
she "didn't know how to get hold of her data," Hoffman recalls, because 
she was at Princeton and her data was at Harvard. The next time he 
called, he says, Weitzman said she couldn't give him the information 
because she had broken her arm on a ski vacation. "It sort of went on 
and on," Hoffman says of the next year and a half of letters and calls to 
Weitzman. "Sometimes she would have an excuse. Sometimes she just 
wouldn't respond at all. It was a little strange. Let's just say, it's not the 
way I'm used to a scholar normally behaving." Finally, after the demog
raphers appealed to the National Science Foundation, which had 
helped fund her research, Weitzman relented and promised she would 
put her data tapes on reserve at Radcliffe's Murray Research Center. But 
six months later, they still weren't there. Again, Hoffman appealed to 
N S F officials. Finally, in late 1990, the library began receiving Weitz
man's data. As of early 1991, the archives' researchers were still sorting 
through the files and they weren't yet in shape to be reviewed. 

In the meantime, Duncan and Hoffman tried repeating her calcula
tions using her numbers in the book. But they still came up with a 33 
percent, not a 73 percent, decline in women's standard of living. The 
two demographers published this finding in Demography. "Weitzman's 
highly publicized findings are almost certainly in error," they wrote. 
Not only was the 73 percent figure "suspiciously large," it was "incon
sistent with information on changes in income and per capita income 
that she reports." The press response? The Wall Street Journal acknowl
edged Duncan and Hoffman's article in a brief item in the newspaper's 
demography column. N o one else picked it up. 

Weitzman never responded to Duncan and Hoffman's critique. 
"They are just wrong," she says in a phone interview. "It does com
pute." She refuses to answer any additional questions put to her. "You 
have my position. I'm working on something very different and I just 
don't have the time." 

Confirmation of Duncan and Hoffman's findings came from the 
U.S. Census Bureau, which issued its study on the economic effects of 
divorce in March 1991. The results were in line with Duncan and 
Hoffman's. "[Weitzman's] numbers are way too high," says Suzanne 
Bianchi, the Census Study's author. "And that seventy-three percent fig
ure that keeps getting thrown around isn't even consistent with other 
numbers in [Weitzman's] work." 
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How could Weitzman's conclusions have been so far off the mark? 
There are several possible explanations. First, her statistics, unlike 
Duncan and Hoffman's, were not based on a national sample, although 
the press widely represented them as such. She drew the people she in
terviewed only from Los Angeles County divorce court. Second, her 
sample was remarkably small—114 divorced women and 114 divorced 
men. (And her response rate was so low that Duncan and Hoffman and 
other demographers who reviewed her work questioned whether her 
sample was even representative of Los Angeles.) 

Finally, Weitzman drew her financial information on these divorced 
couples from a notoriously unreliable source—their own memories. "We 
were amazed at their ability to recall precisely the appraised value of their 
house, the amount of the mortgage, the value of the pension plan, etc.," 
she writes in her book. Memory, particularly in the emotion-charged 
realm of divorce, is hardly a reliable source of statistics; one wishes that 
Weitzman had been a little less "amazed" by the subjects' instant recall 
and a little more dogged about referring to the actual records. 

To be fair, the 73 percent statistic is only one number in Weitzman's 
work. And a 30 percent decline in women's living standard is hardly 
ideal, either. Although the media fixed on its sensational implications, 
the figure has little bearing on her second and more central point—that 
women are worse off since "the divorce revolution." This is an impor
tant question because it gets to the heart of the backlash argument: 
women are better off "protected" than equal. 

Yet, while Weitzman's book states repeatedly that the new laws have 
made life "worse" for women than the old ones, it concludes by recom
mending that legislators should keep the new divorce laws with a little 
fine-tuning. And she strongly warns against a return to the old system, 
which she calls a "charade" of fairness. "[I]t is clear that it would be un
wise and inappropriate to suggest that California return to a more tra
ditional system," she writes. 

Needless to say, this conclusion never made it into the press coverage 
of Weitzman's study. A closer reading explains why Weitzman had little 
choice but to abandon her theory on no-fault divorce: she had con
ducted interviews only with men and women who divorced after the 
1970 no-fault law went into effect in California. She had no compara
ble data on couples who divorced under the old system—and so no way 
of testing her hypothesis. (A later 1990 study by two law professors 
reached the opposite conclusion: women and children, they found, 
were slightly better off economically under the no-fault provisions.) 
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Nonetheless, Weitzman suggests she had two other types of evidence to 
show that divorcing women suffered more under no-fault law. Divorcing 
women, she writes, are less likely to be awarded alimony under the new 
legislation—a loss most painful to older homemakers who are ill 
equipped to enter the work force. Second, women are now often forced to 
sell the family house. Yet Weitzman fails to make the case on either count. 

National data collected by the U .S . Census Bureau show that the 
percentage of women awarded alimony or maintenance payments (all 
told, a mere 14 percent) is not significantly different from what it was 
in the 1920s. Weitzman argues that, even so, one group of women— 
long-married traditional housewives—have been hurt by the new laws, 
caught in the middle when the rules changed. Yet her own data show 
that older housewives and long-married women are the only groups of 
divorced women who actually are being awarded alimony in greater 
numbers under the new laws than the old. The increase that she reports 
for housewives married more than ten years is a remarkable 21 percent. 

Her other point is that under no-fault "equal division" rules, the 
couple is increasingly forced to sell the house, whereas under the old 
laws, she says, the judge traditionally gave it to the wife. But the new 
divorce laws don't require house sales and, in fact, the authors of the 
California law explicitly stated that judges shouldn't use the law to force 
single mothers and their children from the home. If more women are 
being forced to sell the family home, the new laws aren't to blame. 

The example Weitzman gives of a forced house sale is in itself 
harshly illuminating. A thirty-eight-year-old divorcing housewife 
wanted to remain in the home where the family had lived for fifteen 
years. Not only did she want to spare her teenage son further disrup
tion, she couldn't afford to move—because the child support and al
imony payments the judge had granted were so low. In desperation, she 
offered to sacrifice her portion of her husband's pension plan, about 
$85,000, if only he would let her stay in the house. He wouldn't. She 
tried next to refinance the house, and pay off her husband that way, but 
no bank would give her a loan based on spousal support. In court, the 
judge was no more yielding: 

I begged the judge. . . . All I wanted was enough time for Brian [her 
son] to adjust to the divorce. . . . I broke down and cried on the 
stand . . . but the judge refused. He gave me three months to 
move. . . . [M]y husband's attorney threatened me with contempt if 
I wasn't out on time. 
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The real source of divorced women's woes can be found not in the 
fine print of divorce legislation but in the behavior of ex-husbands and 
judges. Between 1978 and 1985, the average amount of child support 
that divorced men paid fell nearly 25 percent. Divorced men are now 
more likely to meet their car payments than their child support obliga
tions—even though, as one study in the early '80s found, for two-
thirds of them, the amount owed their children is less than their 
monthly auto loan bill. 

As of 1985, only half of the 8.8 million single mothers who were 
supposed to be receiving child support payments from their ex-
husbands actually received any money at all, and only half of that half 
were actually getting the full amount. By 1988, the federal Office of 
Child Support Enforcement had collected only $5 billion of the $25 
billion fathers owed in back child support. And studies on child sup
port collection strategies are finding that only one tactic seems to 
awaken the moral conscience of negligent fathers: mandatory jail sen
tences. As sociologist Arlie Hochschild has observed, economic aban
donment may be the new method some divorced men have devised for 
exerting control over their former families: "The new' oppression out
side marriage thus creates a tacit threat to women inside marriage," she 
writes. "Patriarchy has not disappeared; it has changed form." 

At the same time, public and judicial officials weren't setting much 
of an example. A 1988 federal audit found that thirty-five states weren't 
complying with federal child support laws. And judges weren't even up
holding the egalitarian principles of no-fault. Instead, surveys in several 
states found that judges were willfully misinterpreting the statutes to 
mean that women should get not one-half but one-third of all assets 
from the marriage. Weitzman herself reached the conclusion that judi
cial antagonism to feminism was aggravating the rough treatment of 
contemporary divorced women. "The concept of 'equality' and the sex-
neutral language of the law," she writes, have been "used by some 
lawyers and judges as a mandate for 'equal treatment' with a vengeance, 
a vengeance that can only be explained as a backlash reaction to 
women's demands for equality in the larger society." 

In the end, the most effective way to correct the post-divorce in
equities between the sexes is simple: correct pay inequality in the work 
force. If the wage gap were wiped out between the sexes, a federal advi
sory council concluded in 1982, one half of female-headed households 
would be instantly lifted out of poverty. "The dramatic increase in 
women working is the best kind of insurance against this vulnerability," 
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Duncan says, observing that women's access to better-paying jobs saved 
a lot of divorced women from a far worse living standard. And that ac
cess, he points out, "is largely a product of the women's movement." 

• • • 
W H I L E T H E social scientists whose views were promoted in the '80s 
harped on the "devastating consequences" of divorce on women, we 
heard virtually nothing about its effect on men. This wasn't for lack of 
data. In 1984, demographers on divorce statistics at the Institute for 
Social Research reviewed three decades of national data on men's men
tal health, and flatly concluded—in a report that got little notice—the 
following: "Men suffer more from marital disruption than women." 
No matter where they looked on the mental spectrum, divorced men 
were worse off—from depressions to various psychological impair
ments to nervous breakdowns, from admissions to psychiatric facilities 
to suicide attempts. 

From the start, men are less anxious to untie the knot than women: 
in national surveys, less than a third of divorced men say they were the 
spouse who wanted the divorce, while women report they were the ones 
actively seeking divorce 55 to 66 percent of the time. Men are also 
more devastated than women by the breakup—and time doesn't cure 
the pain or close the gap. A 1982 survey of divorced people a year after 
the breakup found that 60 percent of the women were happier, com
pared with only half the men; a majority of the women said they had 
more self-respect, while only a minority of the men felt that way. The 
nation's largest study on the long-term effects of divorce found that five 
years after divorce, two-thirds of the women were happier with their 
lives; only 50 percent of the men were. By the ten-year mark, the men 
who said their quality of life was no better or worse had risen from one-
half to two-thirds. While 80 percent of women ten years after divorce 
said it was the right decision, only 50 percent of the ex-husbands 
agreed. "Indeed, when such regrets [about divorcing] are heard, they 
come mostly from older men," the study's director, Judith Wallerstein, 
observed. 

Nonetheless, in her much-publicized 1989 book, Second Chances: 
Men, Women and Children a Decade After Divorce—hailed by such New 
Right groups as The Family in America and promptly showcased on the 
cover of the New York Times Magazine—Wallerstein chooses to focus 
instead on her belief that children are worse off when their parents di
vorce. Her evidence? She doesn't have any: like Weitzman, she had no 
comparative data. She had never bothered to test her theory on a con-
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trol group with intact families. Her three-hundred-page book explains 
away this fundamental flaw in a single footnote: "Because so little was 
known about divorce, it was premature to plan a control group," 
Wallerstein writes, adding that she figured she would "generate hy
potheses" first, then maybe conduct the control-group study at a later 
date—a shoot-first, ask-questions-later logic that sums up the thinking 
of many backlash opinion makers. 

"It's not at all clear what a control group would be," Wallerstein ex
plains later. One would have to control for other factors that might 
have led to the divorce, like "frigidity and other sexual problems," she 
argues. "I think people who are asking for a control group are refusing 
to understand the whole complexity of what a control group is," she 
says. "It would just be foolish." 

By the end of the decade, however, Wallerstein was feeling increas
ingly queasy about the ways her work was being used—and distorted— 
by politicians and the press. At a congressional hearing, she was startled 
when Sen. Christopher Dodd proposed that, given her findings, maybe 
the government should impose a mandatory delay on all couples seek
ing a divorce. And then national magazines quoted her work, wrongly, 
as saying that most children from divorced families become delin
quents. "It seems no matter what you say," she sighs, "it's misused. It's a 
very political field." 

If the campaign against no-fault divorce had no real numbers to 
make its case, then relentless promotion against divorce in the '80s 
served as an effective substitute. Americans were finally convinced. 
Public support for liberalizing divorce laws, which had been rising since 
1968, fell 8 percent from the '70s. And it was men who contributed 
most to this downturn; nearly twice as many men as women told poll
sters they wanted to make it harder for couples to divorce. 

THE INFEBTILITY EPIDEMIC: A TALE OF TWO PBEGNANCY 
S T U D I E S 

On February 18, 1982, the New England Journal of Medicine reported 
that women's chances of conceiving dropped suddenly after age thirty. 
Women between the ages of thirty-one and thirty-five, the researchers 
claimed, stood a nearly 40 percent chance of being infertile. This was 
unprecedented news indeed: virtually every study up until then had 
found fertility didn't start truly declining until women reached at least 
their late thirties or even early forties. 
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The supposedly neutral New England Journal of Medicine didn't just 
publish the report. It served up a paternalistic three-page editorial, ex
horting women to "reevaluate their goals" and have their babies before 
they started careers. The New York Times put the news on its front page 
that day, in a story that extolled the study as "unusually large and rigor
ous" and "more reliable" than previous efforts. Dozens of other newspa
pers, magazines, and T V news programs quickly followed suit. By the 
following year, the statistic had found its way into alarmist books about 
the "biological clock." And like the children's game of Telephone, as the 
40 percent figure got passed along, it kept getting larger. A self-help 
book was soon reporting that women in their thirties now faced a 
"shocking 68 percent" chance of infertility—and promptly faulted the 
feminists, who had failed to advise women of the biological drawbacks 
of a successful career. 

For their study, French researchers Daniel Schwartz and M. J . 
Mayaux had studied 2,193 Frenchwomen who were infertility patients 
at eleven artificial-insemination centers that were all run by a federation 
that sponsored the research—and stood to benefit handsomely from 
heightened female fears of infertility. The patients they used in the 
study were hardly representative of the average woman: they were all 
married to completely sterile men and were trying to get pregnant 
through artificial insemination. Frozen sperm, which was used in this 
case, is far less potent than the naturally delivered, "fresh" variety. In 
fact, in an earlier study that Schwartz himself had conducted, he found 
women were more than four times more likely to get pregnant having 
sex regularly than by being artificially inseminated. 

The French study also declared any woman infertile who had not 
gotten pregnant after one year of trying. (The twelve-month rule is a 
recent development, inspired by "infertility specialists" marketing ex
perimental and expensive new reproductive technologies; the definition 
of infertility used to be set at five years.) The one-year cutoff is widely 
challenged by demographers who point out that it takes young newly-
weds a mean time of eight months to conceive. In fact, only 16 to 21 
percent of couples who are defined as infertile under the one-year defi
nition actually prove to be, a congressional study found. Time is the 
greatest, and certainly the cheapest, cure for infertility. In a British lon
gitudinal survey of more than seventeen thousand women, one of the 
largest fertility studies ever conducted, 91 percent of the women even
tually became pregnant after thirty-nine months. 

After the French study was published, many prominent demogra-
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phers disputed its results in a round of letters and articles in the profes
sional literature. John Bongaarts, senior associate of the Population 
Council's Center for Policy Studies, called the study "a poor basis for as
sessing the risk of female sterility" and largely invalid. Three statisti
cians from Princeton University's Office of Population Research also 
debunked the study and warned it could lead to "needless anxiety" and 
"costly medical treatment." Even the French research scientists were 
backing away from their own study. At a professional conference later 
that year, they told their colleagues that they never meant their findings 
to apply to all women. But neither their retreat nor their peers' dis
paraging assessments attracted press attention. 

Three years later, in February 1985, the U.S . National Center for 
Health Statistics unveiled the latest results of its nationwide fertility 
survey of eight thousand women. It found that American women be
tween thirty and thirty-four faced only a 13.6 percent, not 40 percent, 
chance of being infertile. Women in this age group had a mere 3 per
cent higher risk of infertility than women in their early twenties. In fact, 
since 1965, infertility had declined slightly among women in their 
early- to mid-thirties—and even among women in their forties. Over
all, the percentage of women unable to have babies had actually 
fallen—from 11.2 percent in 1965 to 8.5 percent in 1982. 

As usual, this news made no media splashes. And in spite of the fed
eral study's findings, Yale medical professor Dr. Alan DeCherney, the 
lead author of the New England Journal's sermonizing editorial, says he 
stands by his comments. Asked whether he has any second thoughts 
about the editorial's message, he chuckles: "No, none at all. The edito
rial was meant to be provocative. I got a great response. I was on the 
'Today' show." 

• • • 
I N S E E K I N G the source of the "infertility epidemic," the media and 
medical establishment considered only professional women, convinced 
that the answer was to be found in the rising wealth and independence 
of a middle-class female population. A New York Times columnist 
blamed feminism and the careerism it supposedly spawned for creating 
"the sisterhood of the infertile" among middle-class women. Writer 
Molly McKaughan admonished fellow career women, herself included, 
in Working Woman (and, later, in her book The Biological Clock) for the 
"menacing cloud" of infertility. Thanks largely to the women's move
ment, she charged, we made this mistake: "We put our personal fulfill
ment first." 
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At the same time, gynecologists began calling endometriosis, a uter
ine ailment that can cause infertility, the "career woman's disease." It af
flicts women who are "intelligent, living with stress [and] determined 
to succeed at a role other than mother' early in life," Niels Lauersen, a 
New York Medical College obstetrics professor at the time, asserted in 
the press. (In fact, epidemiologists find endometriosis no more preva
lent among professional women than any other group.) Others warned 
of high miscarriage rates among career women. (In fact, professional 
women typically experience the lowest miscarriage rate.) Still others re
minded women that if they waited, they would more likely have still
births or premature, sick, retarded, or abnormal babies. (In fact, a 1990 
study of four thousand women found women over thirty-five no more 
likely than younger women to have stillbirths or premature or sick new
borns; a 1986 study of more than six thousand women reached a simi
lar conclusion. Women under thirty-five now give birth to children 
with Down syndrome at a higher rate than women over thirty-five.) 

Exercising the newly gained right to a legal abortion became another 
favorite "cause" of infertility. Gynecologists warned their middle-class 
female patients that if they had "too many" abortions, they risked de
veloping infertility problems later, or even becoming sterile. Several 
state and local governments even enacted laws requiring physicians to 
advise women that abortions could lead to later miscarriages, prema
ture births, and infertility. Researchers expended an extraordinary 
amount of energy and federal funds in quest of supporting data. More 
than 150 epidemiological research efforts in the last twenty years 
searched for links between abortion and infertility. But, as a research 
team who conducted a worldwide review and analysis of the research 
literature concluded in 1983, only ten of these studies used reliable 
methods, and of those ten, only one found any relation between abor
tion and later pregnancy problems—and that study looked at a sample 
of Greek women who had undergone dangerous, illegal abortions. 
Legal abortion methods, the researchers wrote, "have no adverse effect 
on a woman's subsequent ability to conceive." 

In reality, women's quest for economic and educational equality has 
only improved reproductive health and fertility. Better education and 
bigger paychecks breed better nutrition, fitness, and health care, all im
portant contributors to higher fecundity. Federal statistics bear out that 
college-educated and higher-income women have a lower infertility 
rate than their high school-educated and low-income counterparts. 

The "infertility epidemic" among middle-class career women over 
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thirty was a political program—and, for infertility specialists, a market
ing tool—not a medical problem. The same White House that pro
moted the infertility threat allocated no funds toward preventing 
infertility—and, in fact, rebuffed all requests for aid. That the back
lash's spokesmen showed so little interest in the decade's real infertility 
epidemics should have been a tipoff. The infertility rates of young black 
women tripled between 1965 and 1982. The infertility rates of young 
women of all races in their early twenties more than doubled. In fact, 
by the '80s, women between twenty and twenty-four were suffering 
from 2 percent more infertility than women nearing thirty. Yet we 
heard little of this crisis and its causes—which had nothing to do with 
feminism or yuppie careerists. 

This epidemic, in fact, could be traced in large part to the negligence 
of doctors and government officials, who were shockingly slow to com
bat the sexually transmitted disease of chlamydia; infection rates rose in 
the early '80s and were highest among young women between the ages 
of fifteen and twenty-four. This illness, in turn, triggered the breakneck 
spread of pelvic inflammatory disease, which was responsible for a vast 
proportion of the infertility in the decade and afflicted an additional 1 
million women each year. Chlamydia became the number-one sexually 
transmitted disease in the U.S . , afflicting more than 4 million women 
and men in 1985, causing at least half of the pelvic inflammatory infec
tions, and helping to quadruple life-threatening ectopic pregnancies be
tween 1970 and 1983. By the mid- to late-'80s, as many as one in six 
young sexually active women were infected; infection rates ran as high 
as 35 percent in some inner-city clinics. 

Yet chlamydia was one of the most poorly publicized, diagnosed, 
and treated illnesses in the country. Although the medical literature had 
documented catastrophic chlamydia rates for a decade, and although 
the disease was costing more than $1.5 billion a year to treat, it wasn't 
until 1985 that the federal Centers for Disease Control even discussed 
drafting policy guidelines. The federal government provided no educa
tion programs on chlamydia, no monitoring, and didn't even require 
doctors to report the disease. (By contrast, it does require doctors to re
port gonorrhea, which is half as prevalent.) And although chlamydia 
was simple to diagnose and easy to cure with basic antibiotics, few gy
necologists even bothered to test for it. Nearly three-fourths of the cost 
of chlamydia infections, in fact, was caused by complications from lack 
of treatment. 

Policymakers and the press in the '80s also seemed uninterested in 
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signs of another possible infertility epidemic. This one involved men. 
Men's sperm count appeared to have dropped by more than half in 
thirty years, according to the few studies available. (Low sperm count is 
a principal cause of infertility.) The average man's count, one researcher 
reported, had fallen from 200 million sperm per milliliter in the 1930s 
to between 40 and 70 million by the 1980s. The alarming depletion 
has many suspected sources: environmental toxins, occupational chem
ical hazards, excessive X-rays, drugs, tight underwear, even hot tubs. 
But the causes are murky because research in the area of male infertility 
is so scant. A 1988 congressional study on infertility concluded that, 
given the lack of information on male infertility, "efforts on prevention 
and treatment are largely guesswork." 

The government still does not include men in its national fertility 
survey. "Why don't we do men?" William D . Mosher, lead demogra
pher for the federal survey, repeats the question as if it's the first time 
he's heard it. "I don't know. I mean, that would be another survey. You'd 
have to raise money for it. Resources aren't unlimited." 

• • • 
IF T H E "infertility epidemic" was the first round of fire in the pronatal 
campaign of the '80s, then the "birth dearth" was the second. At least 
the leaders of this campaign were more honest: they denounced liber
ated women for choosing to have fewer or no children. They didn't pre
tend that they were just neutrally reporting statistics; they proudly 
admitted that they were seeking to manipulate female behavior. "Most 
of this small book is a speculation and provocation," Ben Wattenberg 
freely concedes in his 1987 work, The Birth Dearth. "Will public atti
tudes change soon, thereby changing fertility behavior?" he asks. "I 
hope so. It is the root reason for writing this book." 

Instead of hounding women into the maternity ward with now-or-
never threats, the birth dearth theorists tried appealing to society's baser 
instincts—xenophobia, militarism, and bigotry, to name a few. If white 
educated middle-class women don't start reproducing, the birth-dearth 
men warned, paupers, fools, and foreigners would—and America 
would soon be out of business. Harvard psychologist Richard Herrn-
stein predicted that the genius pool would shrink by nearly 60 percent 
and the population with IQs under seventy would swell by a compara
ble amount, because the "brighter" women were neglecting their repro
ductive duties to chase after college degrees and careers—and insisting 
on using birth control. "Sex comes first, the pains and costs of preg
nancy and motherhood later," he harrumphed. If present trends con-
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tinue, he grimly advised, "it could swamp the effects of anything else 
we may do about our economic standing in the world." The documen
tation he offered for this trend? Casual comments from some young 
students at Harvard who seemed "anxious" about having children, 
grumblings from some friends who wanted more grandchildren, and 
dialogue from movies like Baby Boom and Three Men and a Baby. 

The birth dearth's creator and chief cheerleader was Ben Wattenberg, 
a syndicated columnist and senior fellow at the American Enterprise 
Institute, who first introduced the birth dearth threat in 1986 in the 
conservative journal Public Opinion—and tirelessly promoted it in an 
endless round of speeches, radio talks, television appearances, and his 
own newspaper column. 

His inflammatory tactics constituted a notable departure from the 
levelheaded approach he had advocated a decade earlier in his book The 
Real America, in which he chided population-boom theorists for 
spreading "souped-up scare rhetoric" and "alarmist fiction." The fertil
ity rate, he said, was actually in slow decline, which he saw then as a 
"quite salutary" trend, promising more jobs and a higher living stan
dard. The birth dearth, he enthused then, "may well prove to be the 
single most important agent of a massive expansion and a massive eco
nomic upgrading" for the middle class. 

Just ten years later, the fifty-three-year-old father of four was sound
ing all the alarms about this "scary" trend. "Will the world backslide?" 
he gasped in The Birth Dearth. "Could the Third World culture be
come dominant?" According to Wattenberg's treatise—subtitled "What 
Happens When People in Free Countries Don't Have Enough Ba
bies"—the United States would lose its world power status, millions 
would be put out of work, multiplying minorities would create "ugly 
turbulence," smaller tax bases would diminish the military's nuclear 
weapons stockpiles, and a shrinking army would not be able "to deter 
potential Soviet expansionism." 

When Wattenberg got around to assigning blame, the women's 
movement served as the prime scapegoat. For generating what he now 
characterized as a steep drop in the birthrate to "below replacement 
level," he faulted women's interest in postponing marriage and mother
hood, women's desire for advancing their education and careers, 
women's insistence on the legalization of abortion, and "women's liber
ation" in general. To solve the problem, he lectures, women should be 
urged to put their careers off until after they have babies. Nevertheless, 
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he actually maintains, "I believe that The Birth Dearth sets out a sub
stantially pro-feminist view." 

Wattenberg's birth dearth slogan was quickly adopted by New Right 
leaders, conservative social theorists, and presidential candidates, who 
began alluding in ominous—and racist—tones to "cultural suicide" 
and "genetic suicide." This threat became the subject of a plank in the 
political platforms of both Jack Kemp and Pat Robertson, who were 
also quick to link the fall of the birthrate with the rise in women's 
rights. Allan Carlson, president of the conservative Rockford Institute, 
proposed that the best way to cure birth dearth was to get rid of the 
Equal Pay Act and federal laws banning sex discrimination in employ
ment. At a 1985 American Enterprise Institute conference, Edward 
Luttwack went even further: he proposed that American policymakers 
might consider reactivating the pronatal initiatives of Vichy France; 
that Nazi-collaborationist government's attack on abortion and promo
tion of total motherhood might have valuable application on today's re
calcitrant women. And at a seminar sponsored by Stanford University's 
Hoover Institution, panelists deplored "the independence of women" 
for lowering the birthrate and charged that women who refused to have 
many children lacked "values." 

These men were as anxious to stop single black women from procre
ating as they were for married white women to start. The ra tcof illegit
imate births to black women, especially black teenage girls, was 
reaching "epidemic" proportions, conservative social scientists intoned 
repeatedly in speeches and press interviews. The pronatalists' use of the 
disease metaphor is unintentionally revealing: they considered it an 
"epidemic" when white women didn't reproduce or when black women 
did. In the case of black women, their claims were simply wrong. Ille
gitimate births to both black women and black teenagers were actually 
declining in the '80s; the only increase in out-of-wedlock births was 
among white women. 

The birth dearth theorists were right that women have been choosing 
to limit family size in record numbers. They were wrong, however, 
when they said this reproductive restraint has sparked a perilous decline 
in the nation's birthrate. The fertility rate has fallen from a high of 3.8 
children per woman in 1957 to 1.8 children per woman in the 1980s. 
But that 1957 peak was the aberration. The national fertility rate has 
been declining gradually for the last several centuries; the '80s rate sim
ply marked a return to the status quo. Furthermore, the fertility rate 
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didn't even fall in the 1980s; it held steady at 1.8 children per woman— 
where it had been since 1976. And the U.S . population was growing by 
more than two million people a year—the fastest growth of any indus
trialized nation. 

Wattenberg arrived at his doomsday scenarios by projecting a declin
ing birthrate two centuries into the future. In other words, he was spec
ulating on the number of children of women who weren't even 
born—the equivalent of a demographer in preindustrial America theo
rizing about the reproductive behavior of an '80s career woman. Pro
jecting the growth rate of a current generation is tricky enough, as 
post—World War II social scientists discovered. They failed to predict 
the baby boom—and managed to underestimate that generation's pop
ulation by 62 million people. 

THE GREAT F E M A L E D E P R E S S I O N : WOMEN ON THE V E R G E 
OF A NERVOUS BREAKDOWN 

In the backlash yearbook, two types of women were named most likely 
to break down: the unmarried and the gainfully employed. According 
to dozens of news features, advice books, and women's health manuals, 
single women were suffering from "record" levels of depression and 
professional women were succumbing to "burnout"—a syndrome that 
supposedly caused a wide range of mental and physical illnesses from 
dizzy spells to heart attacks. 

In the mid-'80s, several epidemiological mental health studies noted 
a rise in mental depression among baby boomers, a phenomenon that 
soon inspired popular-psychology writers to dub the era "The Age of 
Melancholy." Casting about for an explanation for the generation's 
gloom, therapists and journalists quickly fastened upon the women's 
movement. If baby-boom women hadn't received their independence, 
their theory went, then the single ones would be married and the ca
reerists would be home with their children—in both cases, feeling 
calmer, healthier, and saner. 

• • • 
T H E R I S I N G mental distress of single women "is a phenomenon of this 
era, it really is," psychologist Annette Baran asserted in a 1986 Los An
geles Times article, one of many on the subject. "I would suspect," she 
said, that single women now represent "the great majority of any psy
chotherapist's practice," precisely "sixty-six percent," her hunch told 
her. The author of the article agreed, declaring the "growing number" 
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of single women in psychological torment "an epidemic of sorts." A 
1988 article in New York Woman issued the same verdict: Single women 
have "stampeded" therapists' offices, a "virtual epidemic." The maga
zine quoted psychologist Janice Lieberman, who said, "These women 
come into treatment convinced there's something terribly wrong with 
them." And, she assured us, there is: "Being single too long is trau
matic." 

In fact, no one knew whether single women were more or less de
pressed in the '80s; no epidemiological study had actually tracked 
changes in single women's mental health. As psychological researcher 
Lynn L. Gigy, one of the few in her profession to study single women, 
has noted, social science still treats unmarried women like "statistical 
deviants." They have been "virtually ignored in social theory and re
search." But the lack of data hasn't discouraged advice experts, who 
have been blaming single women for rising mental illness rates since at 
least the 19th century, when leading psychiatrists described the typical 
victim of neurasthenia as "a woman, generally single, or in some way 
not in a condition for performing her reproductive function." 

As it turns out, social scientists have established only one fact about 
single women's mental health: employment improves it. The 1983 
landmark "Lifeprints" study found poor employment, not poor mar
riage prospects, the leading cause of mental distress among single 
women. Researchers from the Institute for Social Research and the Na
tional Center for Health Statistics, reviewing two decades of federal 
data on women's health, came up with similar results: "Of the three fac
tors we examined [employment, marriage, children], employment has 
by far the strongest and most consistent tie to women's good health." 
Single women who worked, they found, were in far better mental and 
physical shape than married women, with or without children, who 
stayed home. Finally, in a rare longitudinal study that treated single 
women as a category, researchers Pauline Sears and Ann Barbee found 
that of the women they tracked, single women reported the greatest sat
isfaction with their lives—and single women who had worked most of 
their lives were the most satisfied of all. 

While demographers haven't charted historical changes in single 
women's psychological status, they have collected a vast amount of data 
comparing the mental health of single and married women. None of it 
supports the thesis that single women are causing the "age of melan
choly": study after study shows single women enjoying far better mental 
health than their married sisters (and, in a not unrelated phenomenon, 
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making more money). The warning issued by family sociologist Jessie 
Bernard in 1972 still holds true: "Marriage may be hazardous to 
women's health." 

The psychological indicators are numerous and they all point in the 
same direction. Married women in these studies report about 20 per
cent more depression than single women and three times the rate of 
severe neurosis. Married women have more nervous breakdowns, ner
vousness, heart palpitations, and inertia. Still other afflictions dispro
portionately plague married women: insomnia, trembling hands, dizzy 
spells, nightmares, hypochondria, passivity, agoraphobia and other 
phobias, unhappiness with their physical appearance, and overwhelm
ing feelings of guilt and shame. A twenty-five-year longitudinal study 
of college-educated women found that wives had the lowest self-
esteem, felt the least attractive, reported the most loneliness, and con
sidered themselves the least competent at almost every task—even child 
care. A 1980 study found single women were more assertive, indepen
dent, and proud of their accomplishments. The Mills Longitudinal 
Study, which tracked women for more than three decades, reported in 
1990 that "traditional" married women ran a higher risk of developing 
mental and physical ailments in their lifetime than single women— 
from depression to migraines, from high blood pressure to colitis. A 
Cosmopolitan survey of 106,000 women found that not only do single 
women make more money than their married counterparts, they have 
better health and are more likely to have regular sex. Finally, when 
noted mental health researchers Gerald Klerman and Myrna Weissman 
reviewed all the depression literature on women and tested for factors 
ranging from genetics to PMS to birth control pills, they could find 
only two prime causes for female depression: low social status and 
marriage. 

• • • 
I F MENTALLY imbalanced single women weren't causing "The Age of 
Melancholy," then could it be worn-out career women? Given that em
ployment improves women's mental health, this would seem unlikely. 
But the "burnout" experts of the '80s were ready to make a case for it 
anyway. "Women's burnout has come to be a most prevalent condition 
in our modern culture," psychologists Herbert Freudenberger and Gail 
North warned in Women's Burnout, one of a raft of potboilers on this 
"ailment" to hit the bookstores in the decade. "More and more, I hear 
about women pushing themselves to the point of physical and/or psy
chological collapse," Marjorie Hansen Shaevitz wrote in The Super-
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woman Syndrome. "A surprising number of female corporate executives 
walk around with a bottle of tranquilizers," Dr. Daniel Crane alerted 
readers in Savvy. Burnout's afflictions were legion. As The Type E 
Woman advised, "Working women are swelling the epidemiological 
ranks of ulcer cases, drug and alcohol abuse, depression, sexual dys
function and a score of stress-induced physical ailments, including 
backache, headache, allergies, and recurrent viral infections and flu." 
But that's not all. Other experts added to this list heart attacks, strokes, 
hypertension, nervous breakdowns, suicides, and cancer. "Women are 
freeing themselves up to die like men," asserted Dr. James Lynch, au
thor of several burnout tomes, pointing to what he claimed was a rise in 
rates of drinking, smoking, heart disease, and suicide among career 
women. 

The experts provided no evidence, just anecdotes—and periodic jabs 
at feminism, which they quickly identified as the burnout virus. "The 
women's liberation movement started it" with "a full-scale female inva
sion" of the work force, Women Under Stress maintained, and now 
many misled women are belatedly discovering that "the toll in stress 
may not be worth the rewards." The authors warned, "Sometimes 
women get so enthused with women's liberation that they accept jobs 
for which they are not qualified." 

The message behind all this "advice"? G o home. "Although being a 
full-time homemaker has its own stresses," Georgia Witkin-Lanoil 
wrote in The Female Stress Syndrome, "in some ways it is the easier side 
of the coin." 

Yet the actual evidence—dozens of comparative studies on working 
and nonworking women—all point the other way. Whether they are 
professional or blue-collar workers, working women experience less de
pression than housewives; and the more challenging the career, the bet
ter their mental and physical health. Women who have never worked 
have the highest levels of depression. Working women are less suscepti
ble than housewives to mental disorders big and small—from suicides 
and nervous breakdowns to insomnia and nightmares. They are less 
nervous and passive, report less anxiety and take fewer psychotropic 
drugs than women who stay home. "Inactivity," as a study based on the 
U.S . Health Interview Survey data concludes, " . . . may create the most 
stress." 

Career women in the '80s were also not causing a female rise in heart 
attacks and high blood pressure. In fact, there was no such rise: heart 
disease deaths among women dropped 43 percent since 1963; and most 



54 Susan Faludi 

of that decline has been since 1972, when women's labor-force partici
pation rate took off. The hypertension rate among women has likewise 
declined since the early 1970s. Only the lung cancer rate has increased, 
and that is the legacy not of feminism but the massive midcentury ad 
campaign to hook women on smoking. Since the '70s, women's smok
ing rate has dropped. 

The importance of paid work to women's self-esteem is basic and 
long-standing. Even in the "feminine mystique" '50s, when married 
women were asked what gave them a sense of purpose and self-worth, 
two-thirds said their jobs; only one-third said homemaking. In the '80s, 
87 percent of women said it was their work that gave them personal sat
isfaction and a sense of accomplishment. In short, as one large-scale 
study concludes, "Women's health is hurt by their lower [my emphasis] 
labor-force participation rates." 

By helping to widen women's access to more and better employ
ment, the women's rights campaign couldn't help but be beneficial to 
women's mental outlook. A U.S . National Sample Survey study, con
ducted between 1957 and 1976, found vast improvements in women's 
mental health, narrowing the gender differences in rates of psychologi
cal distress by nearly 40 percent. The famous 1980 Midtown Manhat
tan Longitudinal Study found that adult women's rate of mental health 
impairment had fallen 50 to 60 percent since the early '50s. Midtown 
Manhattan project director Leo Srole concluded that women's increas
ing autonomy and economic strength had made the difference. The 
changes, he wrote, "are not mere chance coincidences of the play of his
tory, but reflect a cause-and-effect connection between the partial 
emancipation of women from their 19th-century status of sexist servi
tude, and their 20th-century advances in subjective well-being." 

If anything threatened women's emotional well-being in the '80s, it 
was the backlash itself, which worked to undermine women's social and 
economic status—the two pillars on which good mental health are 
built. As even one of the "burnout" manuals concedes, "There is a di
rect link between sexism and female stress." How the current coun-
terassault on women's rights will affect women's rate of mental illness, 
however, remains to be seen: because of the time lag in conducting epi
demiological studies, we won't know the actual numbers for some time. 

• • • 
W H O , T H E N , was causing the baby boomers' "Age of Melancholy"? In 
1984, the National Institute of Mental Health unveiled the results of 
the most comprehensive U.S . mental health survey ever attempted, the 
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Epidemiological Catchment Area (ECA) study, which drew data from 
five sites around the country and in Canada. Its key finding, largely ig
nored in the press: "The overall rates for all disorders for both sexes are 
now similar." 

Women have historically outnumbered men in their reports of de
pression by a three-to-one ratio. But the E C A data, collected between 
1980 and 1983, indicated that the "depression gap" had shrunk to less 
than two-to-one. In fact, in some longitudinal reviews now, the depres
sion gap barely even existed. In part, the narrowing depression gap re
flected women's brightening mental picture—but, even more so, it 
signaled a darkening outlook for men. Epidemiological researchers ob
served a notable increase especially in depressive disorders among men 
in their twenties and thirties. While women's level of anxiety was de
clining, men's was rising. While women's suicide rate had peaked in 
1960, men's was climbing. The rates of attempted suicide for men and 
women were converging, too, as men's rate increased more rapidly than 
women's. 

While the effects of the women's movement may not have depressed 
women, they did seem to trouble many men. In a review of three 
decades of research literature on sex differences in mental health, social 
scientists Ronald C . Kessler and James A. McRae, Jr., with the Univer
sity of Michigan's Institute for Social Research, concluded, "It is likely 
that men are experiencing more rapidly role-related stresses than are 
women." The role changes that women have embraced "are helping to 
close the male-female mental-health gap largely by increasing the dis
tress of men." While women's improving mental health stems from 
their rising employment rate, the researchers said, at the same time "the 
increase in distress among men can be attributed, in part, to depression 
and loss of self-esteem related to the increasing tendency of women to 
take a job outside the home." For many men in the '80s, this effect was 
exacerbated by that other well-established threat to mental health—loss 
of economic status—as millions of traditional "male" jobs that once 
yielded a living wage evaporated under a restructuring economy. Ob
serving the dramatic shifts in the mental-health sex ratios that were oc
curring in manufacturing communities, Jane Murphy, chief of 
psychiatric epidemiology at Massachusetts General Hospital, wrote in 
1984: "Have changes in the occupational structure of this society cre
ated a situation that is, in some ways, better for the goose than for the 
g a n d e r . . . ?" In fact, as Kessler says in an interview, researchers who 
focus on thH^male side of the mental health equation are likely miss-



56 Susan Faludi 

ing the main event: "In the last thirty years, the sex difference [in men
tal illness] is getting smaller largely because men are getting worse." 

Numerous mental health reports published in the last decade sup
port this assertion. A 1980 study finds husbands of working women re
porting higher levels of depression than husbands of housewives. A 
1982 study of 2,440 adults at the University of Michigan's Survey Re
search Center finds depression and low self-esteem among married men 
closely associated with their wives' employment. A 1986 analysis of the 
federal Quality of Employment Survey concludes that "dual earning 
may be experienced as a downward mobility for men and upward mo
bility for women." Husbands of working women, the researchers 
found, had greater psychological distress, lower self-esteem, and greater 
depression than men wed to homemakers. "There lies behind the fa
cade of egalitarian lifestyle pioneering an anxiety among men that can
not be cured by time alone," they concluded. The fact is, they wrote, 
"that conventional standards of manhood remain more important in 
terms of personal evaluation than contemporary rhetoric of gender 
equality." 

A 1987 study of role-related stresses, conducted by a team of re
searchers from the University of Michigan, the University of Illinois, 
and Cornell University, makes the same connection and observes that 
men's psychological well-being appears to be significantly threatened 
when their wives work. "Given that previous research on changing gen
der roles has concentrated on women to the neglect of men," they 
wrote, "this result suggests that such an emphasis has been misleading 
and that serious effort is needed to understand the ways changing fe
male roles affect the lives and attitudes of men." This warning, how
ever, went virtually unheeded in the press. When Newsweek produced 
its cover story on depression, it put a grim-faced woman on the cover— 
and, inside, all but two of the nine victims it displayed were female. 

T H E DAY CARE DEMONS: MAKE YOUR OWN STATISTICS 

The anti-day care headlines practically shrieked in the '80s: "MOMMY, 
D O N ' T LEAVE M E HERE!" T H E DAY CARE PARENTS D O N ' T SEE. DAY CARE 

CAN B E DANGEROUS TO YOUR CHILD 'S HEALTH, W H E N CHILD CARE B E 

COMES C H I L D MOLESTING: IT HAPPENS MORE OFTEN THAN PARENTS LIKE 

TO T H I N K . CREEPING C H I L D CARE . . . CREEPY. 

The spokesmen of the New Right, of course, were most denuncia
tory, labeling day care "the Thalidomide of the '80s." Reagan's men 
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didn't mince words either, like the top military official who proclaimed, 
"American mothers who work and send their children to faceless cen
ters rather than stay home to take care of them are weakening the moral 
fiber of the Nation." But the press, more subtly but just as persistently, 
painted devil's horns both on mothers who use day care and day care 
workers themselves. 

In 1984, a Newsweek feature warned of an "epidemic" of child abuse 
in child care facilities, based on allegations against directors at a few day 
care centers—the most celebrated of which were later found innocent 
in the courts. Just in case the threat had slipped women's minds, two 
weeks later Newsweek was busy once more, demanding "What Price 
Day Care?" in a cover story. The cover picture featured a frightened, 
saucer-eyed child sucking his thumb. By way of edifying contrast, the 
eight-page treatment inside showcased a Good Mother—under the title 
"At Home by Choice." The former bond seller had dropped her career 
to be home with her baby and offer wifely assistance to her husband's 
career. "I had to admit I couldn't do [everything]," the mother said, a 
view that clearly earned an approving nod from Newsweek. Still later, in 
a special issue devoted to the family, Newsweek ran another article on 
"the dark side of day care." That story repeatedly alluded to "more and 
more evidence that child care may be hazardous to a youngster's 
health," but never got around to providing it. This campaign was one 
the press managed to conduct all by itself. Researchers were having a 
tough time linking day care with deviance. So the press circulated some 
antiquated "research" and ignored the rest. 

At a press conference in the spring of 1988, the University of New 
Hampshire's Family Research Laboratory released the largest and most 
comprehensive study ever on sexual abuse in day care centers—a three-
year study examining the reported cases of sexual abuse at day care fa
cilities across the country. One would have assumed from the swarm of 
front-page stories on this apparent threat that the researchers' findings 
would rate as an important news event. But the New York Timess re
sponse was typical: it noted the study's release in a modest article on the 
same page as the classifieds. (Ironically, it ran on the same page as an 
even smaller story about a Wisconsin father beating his four-year-old 
son so brutally that the child had to be institutionalized for the rest of 
his life for brain injuries.) Why such little interest? The study con
cluded that there was no epidemic of child abuse at day care centers. In 
fact, if there was an abuse crisis anywhere, the study pointed out, it was 
at home—where the risk to children of molestation is almost twice as 
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high as in day care. In 1985, there were nearly 100,000 reported cases 
of children sexually abused by family members (mostly fathers, step
fathers, or older brothers), compared with about 1,300 cases in day 
care. Children are far more likely to be beaten, too, at the family 
hearth, the researchers found; and the physical abuse at home tends to 
be of a longer duration, more severe and more traumatic than any vio
lence children faced in day care centers. In 1986, 1,500 children died 
from abuse at home. "Day care is not an inherently high-risk locale for 
children, despite frightening stories in the media," the Family Research 
Laboratory study's authors concluded. "The risk of abuse is not suffi
cient reason to avoid day care in general or to justify parents' withdraw
ing from the labor force." 

Research over the last two decades has consistently found that if day 
care has any long-term effect on children, it seems to make children 
slightly more gregarious and independent. Day care children also ap
pear to be more broad-minded about sex roles; girls interviewed in day 
care centers are more likely to believe that housework and child rearing 
should be shared by both parents. A National Academy of Sciences 
panel in 1982 concluded that children suffer no ill effects in academic, 
social, or emotional development when mothers work. 

Yet the day care "statistics" that received the most press in the '80s 
were the ones based more on folklore than research. Illness, for exam
ple, was supposedly more pervasive in day care centers than in the 
home, according to media accounts. Yet, the actual studies on child care 
and illness indicate that while children in day care are initially prone to 
more illnesses, they soon build up immunities and actually get sick less 
often than kids at home. Day care's threat to bonding between mother 
and child was another popular myth. But the research offers scant evi
dence of diminished bonds between mother and child—and suggests 
that children profit from exposure to a wider range of grown-ups, any
way. (No one ever worries, it seems, about day care's threat to paternal 
bonding.) 

With no compelling demographic evidence to support an attack on 
day care for toddlers, critics of day care turned their attention to in
fants. Three-year-old toddlers may survive day care, they argued, but 
newborns would surely suffer permanent damage. Their evidence, how
ever, came from studies conducted on European children in wartime 
orphanages and war refugee camps—environments that were hardly 
the equivalent of contemporary day care centers, even the worst variety. 
One of the most commonly quoted studies in the press wasn't even 
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conducted on human beings. Psychologist Harry Harlow found that 
"infants" in day care surfer severe emotional distress. His subjects, how
ever, were baby monkeys. And his "day care workers" weren't even sur
rogate adult monkeys: the researchers used wire-mesh dummies. 

Finally in 1986, it looked as if day care critics had some hard data 
they could use. Pennsylvania State University psychologist and social 
researcher Jay Belsky, a prominent supporter of day care, expressed 
some reservations about day care for infants. Up until this point, Belsky 
had said that his reviews of the child development literature yielded few 
if any significant differences between children raised at home and in 
day care. Then, in the September 1986 issue of the child care newslet
ter Zero to Three, Belsky proposed that placing children in day care for 
more than twenty hours a week in their first year of life may pose a "risk 
factor" that could lead to an "insecure" attachment to their mothers. 
The press and conservative politicians hurried to the scene. Soon Bel
sky found himself making the network rounds—"Today," " C B S Morn
ing News," and "Donahue"—and fielding dozens of press calls a 
month. And, much to the liberal Belsky's discomfort, "conservatives 
embraced me." Right-wing scholars cited his findings. Conservative 
politicians sought out his Congressional testimony at child care hear
ings—and got furious when he failed to spout "what they wanted me 
to say." 

Belsky peppered his report on infant day care with qualifications, 
strongly cautioned against overreaction, and advised that he had only a 
"trickle," "not a flood," of evidence. He wrote that only a "relatively 
persuasive circumstantial [all italics are his] case can be made that early 
infant care may be associated with increased avoidance of mother, possi
bly to the point of greater insecurity in the attachment relationship." 
And he added, "I cannot state strongly enough that there is sufficient 
evidence to lead a judicious scientist to doubt this line of reasoning." 
Finally, in every press interview, as he recalls later, he stressed the many 
caveats and emphasized that his findings underscored the need for bet
ter funding and standards for child care centers, not grounds for elimi
nating day care. "I was not saying we shouldn't have day care," he says. 
"I was saying that we need good day care. Quality matters." But his 
words "fell on deaf ears." And once the misrepresentations of his work 
passed into the media, it seemed impossible to root them out. "What 
amazed me was the journalists just plagiarized each other's newspaper 
stories. Very few of them actually read my article." 

What also got less attention in the press was the actual evidence 
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Belsky used to support his tentative reassessment. He focused on four 
studies—any of which, as he himself conceded, "could be dismissed for 
a variety of scientific reasons." The first study was based on one center 
that mostly served poor welfare mothers with unplanned pregnancies— 
and so it was impossible to say whether the children were having trou
ble because they went to day care or because they had such grim and 
impecunious home lives. Belsky said he had evidence from more 
middle-class populations, too, but the authors of the two key studies he 
used later maintained that he had misread their data. University of 
North Carolina psychologist Ron Haskins, author of one of the studies 
on the effects of day care on aggression, flatly stated in a subsequent 
issue of Zero to Three that "my results will not support these conclu
sions." Belsky alluded to a final study to support his position that in
fants in day care might be "less compliant" when they get older. But he 
failed to mention the study's follow-up review, in which the authors 
rather drastically revised their assessment. Later behavioral problems, 
the researchers wrote, "were not predicted by whether the toddler had 
been in day care or at home" after all. In response, Belsky says that it all 
depends on how one chooses to read the data in that study. Like so 
many of the "findings" in this politically charged field of research, he 
says, "It is all a question of, is the glass half full or half empty?" 

Social scientists could supply plenty of research to show that one 
member of the American family, at least, is happier and more well ad
justed when mom stays home and minds the children. But that person 
is dad—a finding of limited use to backlash publicists. Anyway, by the 
end of the decade the press was no longer even demanding hard data to 
make its case. By then the public was so steeped in the lore of the back
lash that its spokesmen rarely bothered to round up the usual statistics. 
Who needed proof? Everybody already believed that the myths about 
'80s women were true. 
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A BACKLASH AGAINST WOMEN'S RIGHTS is nothing new in Ameri

can history. Indeed, it's a recurring phenomenon: it returns every 
time women begin to make some headway toward equality, a seemingly 
inevitable early frost to the culture's brief flowerings of feminism. "The 
progress of women's rights in our culture, unlike other types of 
'progress,' has always been strangely reversible," American literature 
scholar Ann Douglas has observed. Women's studies historians over 
the years have puzzled over the "halting gait," the "fits and starts," the 
"stop-go affair" of American feminism. "While men proceed on their 
developmental way, building on inherited traditions," women's histo
rian Dale Spender writes, "women are confined to cycles of lost and 
found." 

Yet in the popular imagination, the history of women's rights is more 
commonly charted as a flat dead line that, only twenty years ago, began 
a sharp and unprecedented incline. Ignoring the many peaks and val
leys traversed in the endless march toward liberty, this mental map of 
American women's progress presents instead a great plain of "tradi
tional" womanhood, upon which women have roamed helplessly and 
"naturally," the eternally passive subjects until the 1970s women's 
movement came along. This map is in itself harmful to women's rights; 
it presents women's struggle for liberty as if it were a one-time event, a 
curious and even noxious by-product of a postmodern age. It is, as poet 
and essayist Adrienne Rich has described it, "the erasure of women's po
litical and historical past which makes each new generation of feminists 
appear as an abnormal excrescence on the face of time." 

An accurate charting of American women's progress through history 
might look more like a corkscrew tilted slightly to one side, its loops 
inching closer to the line of freedom with the passage of time—but, 
like a mathematical curve approaching infinity, never touching its goal. 

Backlashes Then and Now 
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The American woman is trapped on this asymptotic spiral, turning 
endlessly through the generations, drawing ever nearer to her destina
tion without ever arriving. Each revolution promises to be "the revolu
tion" that will free her from the orbit, that will grant her, finally, a full 
measure of human justice and dignity. But each time, the spiral turns 
her back just short of the finish line. Each time, the American woman 
hears that she must wait a little longer, be a little more patient—her 
hour on the stage is not yet at hand. And worse yet, she may learn to ac
cept her coerced deferral as her choice, even to flaunt it. 

Whenever this spiral has swung closer to equality, women have be
lieved their journey to be drawing to a close. "At the opening of the 
twentieth century," suffragist Ida Husted Harper rejoiced, the female 
condition was "completely transformed in most respects." Soon the 
country would have to open a Woman's Museum, feminist Elsie Clews 
Parsons mused in 1913, just to prove "to a doubting posterity that once 
women were a distinct social class." Still later, at the close of World War 
II, a female steelworker declared in a government survey, "The old the
ory that a woman's place is in the home no longer exists. Those days are 
gone forever." 

Yet in each of these periods the celebrations were premature. This 
pattern of women's hopes raised only to be dashed is peculiar neither to 
American history nor to modern times. Different kinds of backlashes 
against women's mostly tiny gains—or against simply the perception 
that women were in the ascendancy—may be found in the rise of restric
tive property laws and penalties for unwed and childless women of an
cient Rome, the heresy judgements against female disciples of the early 
Christian Church, or the mass witch burnings of medieval Europe. 

But in the compressed history of the United States, backlashes have 
surfaced with striking frequency and intensity—and they have evolved 
their most subtle means of persuasion. In a nation where class distinctions 
are weak, or at least submerged, maybe it's little wonder that gender sta
tus is more highly prized and hotly defended. If the American man can 
claim no ancestral coat of arms on which to elevate himself from the 
masses, perhaps he can fashion his sex into a sort of pedigree. In Amer
ica, too, successfully persuading women to collaborate in their own sub
jugation is a tradition of particularly long standing. White European 
women first entered the American colonies as "purchase brides," shipped 
into Virginia and sold to bachelors for the price of transport. This trans
action was billed not as servitude but choice because the brides were 
"sold with their own consent." As a perplexed Alexis de Tocqueville ob-
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served, the single woman in early 19th-century America seemed to have 
more freedom than her counterpart in Europe, yet also more determina
tion to relinquish it in confining marriages: "It may be said that she has 
learned by the use of her independence to surrender it without a strug
gle." Such a trait would prove especially useful in the subsequent periodic 
campaigns to stymie women's progress, as American women were en
couraged to use what liberty they did have to promote their own dimin-
ishment. As scholar Cynthia Kinnard observes in her bibliographical 
survey of American antifeminist literature, about one-third of the articles 
and nearly half the books and pamphlets denouncing the campaign for 
women's rights have issued from a female pen. 

While American backlashes can be traced back to colonial times, the 
style of backlash that surfaced in the last decade has its roots most 
firmly in the last century. The Victorian era gave rise to mass media and 
mass marketing—two institutions that have since proved more effective 
devices for constraining women's aspirations than coercive laws and 
punishments. They rule with the club of conformity, not censure, and 
claim to speak for female public opinion, not powerful male interests. 

If we retrace the course of women's rights back to the Victorian era, 
we wind up with a spiral that has made four revolutions. A struggle for 
women's rights gained force in the mid-19th century, the early 1900s, 
the early 1940s, and the early 1970s. In each case, the struggle yielded 
to backlash. 

THE ALL-AMERICAN REPEATING B A C K L A S H 

The "woman movement" of the mid-19th century, launched at the 
1848 Seneca Falls women's rights convention and articulated most fa
mously by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, pressed for 
suffrage and an array of liberties—education, jobs, marital and prop
erty rights, "voluntary motherhood," health and dress reform. But by 
the end of the century, a cultural counterreaction crushed women's ap
peals for justice. Women fell back before a barrage of warnings virtually 
identical to today's, voiced by that era's lineup of Ivy League scholars, 
religious leaders, medical experts, and press pundits. Educated women 
of this era, too, were said to be falling victim to a man shortage; "the re
dundancy of spinster gentlewomen," in the parlance of the time, in
spired debate in state legislatures and frenzied scholarly "research." A 
marriage study even made the rounds in 1895, asserting that only 28 
percent of college-educated women could get married. They, too, faced 



64 Susan Faludi 

a so-called infertility epidemic—this one induced by "brain-womb" 
conflict, as a Harvard professors best-selling book defined it in 1873. 
And Victorian women who worked were likewise said to be suffering 
a sort of early career burnout—"exhaustion of the feminine nervous 
system"—and losing their femininity to "hermaphroditism." 

Then as now, late-Victorian religious and political leaders accused 
women who postponed childbearing of triggering a "race suicide" that 
endangered (white) America's future; they were, in the words of President 
Theodore Roosevelt, "criminals against the race" and "objects of con
temptuous abhorrence by healthy people." Married women who de
manded rights were charged, then as now, with creating a "crisis of the 
family." The media and the churches railed against feminists for fueling 
divorce rates, and state legislatures passed more than one hundred restric
tive divorce laws between 1889 and 1906. South Carolina banned di
vorce out-right. And a band of "purity" crusaders, like the contemporary 
New Right brigade, condemned contraception and abortion as "obscene" 
and sought to have them banned. By the late 1800s, they had succeeded: 
Congress outlawed the distribution of contraceptives and a majority 
of states criminalized abortion—both for the first time in the nation's 
history. 

In the early 1910s, women's rights activists resurrected the struggle 
for suffrage and turned it into a nationwide political campaign. The 
word "feminism" entered the popular vocabulary—even silent film 
vamp Theda Bara was calling herself one—and dozens of newly formed 
women's groups hastened to endorse its tenets. The National Woman's 
Party organized in 1916, a campaign for an Equal Rights Amendment 
began and working women formed their own trade unions and struck 
for decent pay and better working conditions. The International 
Ladies' Garment Workers Union, founded in 1900, grew so quickly 
that it was the American Federation of Labor s third largest affiliate by 
1913. Margaret Sanger led a national birth control movement. And 
Heterodoxy, a sort of feminist intelligentsia, began conducting early 
versions of consciousness-raising groups. 

But just as women had won the right to vote and a handful of state 
legislatures had granted women jury duty and passed equal-pay laws, 
another counterassault on feminism began. The U.S . War Department, 
with the aid of the American Legion and the Daughters of the Ameri
can Revolution, incited a red-baiting campaign against women's rights 
leaders. Feminists like Charlotte Perkins Gilman suddenly found they 
couldn't get their writings published; Jane Addams was labeled a Com-
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munist and a "serious threat" to national security; and Emma Goldman 
was exiled. The media maligned suffragists; magazine writers advised 
that feminism was "destructive of woman's happiness"; popular novels 
attacked "career women"; clergymen railed against "the evils of woman's 
revolt"; scholars charged feminism with fueling divorce and infertility; 
and doctors claimed that birth control was causing "an increase in 
insanity, tuberculosis, Bright's disease, diabetes, and cancer." Young 
women, magazine writers informed, no longer wanted to be bothered 
with "all that feminist pother." Postfeminist sentiments first surfaced, 
not in the 1980s media, but in the 1920s press. Under this barrage, 
membership in feminist organizations soon plummeted, and the re
maining women's groups hastened to denounce the Equal Rights 
Amendment or simply converted themselves to social clubs. "Ex-
feminists" began issuing their confessions. 

In place of equal respect, the nation offered women the Miss Amer
ica beauty pageant, established in 1920—the same year women won 
the vote. In place of equal rights, lawmakers, labor and corporate lead
ers, and eventually some women's groups endorsed "protective" labor 
policies, measures that served largely to protect men's jobs and deny 
women equal pay. The '20s eroded a decade of growth for female pro
fessionals; by 1930 there were fewer female doctors than in 1910. 
When the Depression hit, a new round of federal and state laws forced 
thousands of women out of the work force, and new federal wage codes 
institutionalized lower pay rates for women. 

"All about us we see attempts being made, buttressed by governmen
tal authority, to throw women back into the morass of unlovely de
pendence from which they were just beginning to emerge," feminist 
Doris Stevens wrote in 1933, in Equal Rights, the National Woman's 
Party publication. "It looks sometimes as if pre-suffrage conditions 
even might be curiously reversed and the grievance held by women 
against men be changed into a grievance held by men against women," 
Margaret Culkin Banning remarked in an essay in Harpers in 1935. 
But like today, most social commentators held that the feminists' tents 
were folding only because their battle was over—women's rights had 
been secured. As political science scholar Ethel Klein writes of the 
1920s, "The dissipation of interest in the women's movement was 
taken as a sign not of failure but of completion." 

The spiral swung around again in the 1940s as a wartime economy 
opened millions of high-paying industrial jobs to women, and the gov
ernment even began to offer minimal day care and household assis-
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tance. Federal brochures saluted the hardy working woman as a true pa
triot. Strong women became cultural icons; Rosie the Riveter was 
revered and, in 1941, Wonder Woman was introduced. Women wel
comed their new economic status: 5 to 6 million poured into the work 
force during the war years, 2 million into heavy-industry jobs: by war's 
end, they would represent a record 57 percent of all employed people. 
Seventy-five percent reported in government surveys that they were 
going to keep their jobs after the war—and, in the younger generation, 
88 percent of the 33,000 girls polled in a Senior Scholastic survey said 
they wanted a career, too. Women's political energies revived; working-
class women flooded unions, protested for equal pay, equal seniority 
rights, and day care; and feminists launched a new campaign for the 
ERA. This time, the amendment won the endorsements of both politi
cal parties, and, in the course of the war, for the first time since the 
ERA had been proposed in 1923, the Senate Judiciary Committee 
voted it to the Senate floor three times. In a record outpouring of leg
islative goodwill, the '40s-era Congress passed thirty-three bills serving 
to advance women's rights. 

But with the close of World War II, efforts by industry, government, 
and the media converged to force a female retreat. Two months after a 
U .S . victory had been declared abroad, women were losing their eco
nomic beachhead as 800,000 were fired from the aircraft industry; by 
the end of the year, 2 million female workers had been purged from 
heavy industry. Employers revived prohibitions against hiring married 
women or imposed caps on female workers' salaries, and the federal 
government proposed giving unemployment assistance only to men, 
shut down its day care services, and defended the "right" of veterans to 
displace working women. An anti-ERA coalition rallied its forces, in
cluding the federal Women's Bureau, forty-three national organiza
tions, and the National Committee to Defeat the UnEqual Rights 
Amendment. Soon, they had killed the amendment—a death sentence 
hailed on the New York Times editorial page. "Motherhood cannot be 
amended and we are glad the Senate didn't try," the newspaper pro
claimed. When the United Nations issued a statement supporting equal 
rights for women in 1948, the United States government was the only 
one of the twenty-two American nations that wouldn't sign it. 

Employers who had applauded women's work during the war now 
accused working women of incompetence or "bad attitudes"—and laid 
them off at rates that were 75 percent higher than men's. Advice experts 
filled bookstores with the usual warnings: education and jobs were 
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stripping women of their femininity and denying them marriage and 
motherhood; women were suffering "fatigue" and mental instability 
from employment; women who used day care were selfish "fur-coated 
mothers." Yet another Ivy League marriage study drew headlines: this 
Cornell University study said college-educated single women had no 
more than a 65 percent chance of getting married. Better watch out, 
the Sunday magazine This Week advised its female readers; a college ed
ucation "skyrockets your chances of becoming an old maid." Feminism 
was "a deep illness" that was turning modern women into a woebegone 
"lost sex," the eras leading advice book warned. Independent-minded 
women had gotten "out of hand" during the war, Barnard sociologist 
Willard Waller decreed. The rise in female autonomy and aggressive
ness, scholars and government officials agreed, was causing a rise in ju
venile delinquency and divorce rates—and would only lead to the 
collapse of the family. Child-care authorities, most notably Dr. Ben
jamin Spock, demanded that wives stay home, and colleges produced 
new curricula to train women to be good homemakers. 

Advertisers reversed their wartime message—that women could 
work and enjoy a family life—and claimed now that women must 
choose, and choose only home. As a survey of women's images in post
war magazine fiction would later find, careers for women were painted 
in a more unattractive light in this era than at any time since the turn of 
the century; these short stories represented "the strongest assault on 
feminine careerism" since 1905. On the comics pages, even the postwar 
Wonder Woman was going weak at the knees. 

Again, a few defenders of women's rights tried to point out signs of 
the gathering political storm. In 1948, Susan B. Anthony IV remarked 
that there appeared to be a move afoot to "crack up" the women's move
ment. Margaret Hickey, head of the federal Women's Advisory C o m 
mittee to the War Manpower Commission, warned that a "campaign of 
undercover methods and trumped up excuses" was driving women 
from top-paying government jobs. But most women's rights groups 
were disowning their own cause. Soon, Hickey herself was declaring, 
"The days of the old, selfish, strident feminism are over." Meanwhile, a 
younger generation of women, adrift in a TV-shaped dreamscape of 
suburban patios and family dens, donned padded bras and denied per
sonal ambition. Soon, the majority of young college women were 
claiming they were on campus only to find husbands. Their age at first 
marriage dropped to a record low for the century; the number of their 
babies climbed to a record high. 
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The '50s era of the "feminine mystique" is amply chronicled, most 
famously in Betty Friedan's 1963 account. But in fact the much publi
cized homebound image of the '50s woman little matched her actual 
circumstances. This is an important distinction that bears special rele
vance to the current backlash, the effects of which have often been dis
counted, characterized as benign or even meaningless because women 
continue to enter the work force. In the '50s, while women may have 
been hastening down the aisle, they were also increasing their numbers 
at the office—soon at a pace that outstripped even their wartime work 
participation. And it was precisely women's unrelenting influx into the 
job market, not a retreat to the home, that provoked and sustained the 
antifeminist furor. It was the reality of the nine-to-five working woman 
that heightened cultural fantasies of the compliant homebody and 
playmate. As literary scholars Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar ob
serve of the postwar era, "[J]ust as more and more women were getting 
paid for using their brains, more and more men represented them in 
novels, plays, and poems as nothing but bodies." 

These cultural images notwithstanding, the proportion of women 
working doubled between 1940 and 1950, and for the first time the 
majority of them were married—forcing the average man to face the 
specter of the working woman in his own home. Even at the very peak 
of the postwar industries' expulsion of female workers, women were 
quietly returning to the workplace through a back door. While 3.25 
million women were pushed or persuaded out of industrial jobs in the 
first year after the end of World War II, 2.75 million women were en
tering the work force at the same time, in lower-paid clerical and ad
ministrative positions. Two years after the war, working women had 
recouped their numerical setbacks in the job market, and by 1952 more 
women were employed than at the height of the war economy's output. 
By 1955 the average wife worked until her first child was born and went 
back to work when her children started school. 

The backlash of the feminine-mystique years did not return working 
women to the home (and, instructively, almost none of the wartime 
clerical work force was laid off after V-J Day). Rather, the culture de
rided them; employers discriminated against them; government pro
moted new employment policies that discriminated against women; 
and eventually women themselves internalized the message that, if they 
must work, they should stick to typing. The ranks of working women 
didn't shrink in the '50s, but the proportion of them who were rele
gated to low-paying jobs rose, their pay gap climbed, and occupational 



B A C K L A S H 69 

segregation increased as their numbers in the higher-paying professions 
declined from one-half in 1930 to about one-third by 1960. The '50s 
backlash, in short, didn't transform women into full-time "happy 
housewives"; it just demoted them to poorly paid secretaries. 

Women's contradictory circumstances in the '50s—rising economic 
participation coupled with an embattled and diminished cultural 
stature—is the central paradox of women under a backlash. At the turn 
of the century, concerted efforts by university presidents, politicians, 
and business leaders to purge women from the campus and the office 
also failed; between 1870 and 1910 both the proportion of college 
women and the proportion of working women doubled. We should 
not, therefore, gauge a backlash by losses in women's numbers in the 
job market, but by attacks on women's rights and opportunities within 
that market, attacks that serve to stall and set back true economic 
equality. As a 1985 A F L - C I O report on workers' rights observed of 
women's dubious progress in the '80s job market: "The number of 
working women has grown to about 50 million today, but there has 
been no similar growth in their economic status." 

To understand why a backlash works in this contrary manner, we 
need to go back to our tilted corkscrew model of female progress. In 
any time of backlash, cultural anxiety inevitably centers on two pressure 
points in that spiral, demographic trends that act like two arrows push
ing against the spiral, causing it to lean in the direction of women's ad
vancement, but also becoming the foci of the backlash's greatest wrath. 

A woman's claim to her own paycheck is one of these arrows. The 
proportion of women in the paid labor force has been rising with little 
interruption since the Victorian era. In a society where income is the 
measure of social strength and authority, women's growing presence in 
the labor force can't help but mitigate women's secondary standing. But 
it hasn't brought full equality. Instead, with each turn of the spiral, the 
culture simply redoubles its resistance, if not by returning women to 
the kitchen, then by making the hours spent away from their stoves as 
inequitable and intolerable as possible: pushing women into the worst 
occupations, paying them the lowest wages, laying them off first and 
promoting them last, refusing to offer child care or family leave, and 
subjecting them to harassment. 

The other straight arrow pressing against but never piercing the 
backlash corkscrew is a woman's control over her own fertility—and it, 
too, sets up the same paradox between private behavior and public atti
tudes. As Henry Adams said of the furor over women's increasing 
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propensity to limit family growth in his day, "[T]he surface current of 
social opinion seemed set as strongly in one direction as the silent un
dercurrent of social action ran in the other." With the exception of the 
postwar baby boom, the number of childbirths per household has grad
ually declined in the last century. The ability to limit family size has cer
tainly improved women's situation, but it, too, has only inspired 
countervailing social campaigns to regulate pregnant women's behavior 
and stigmatize the childless. In periods of backlash, birth control be
comes less available, abortion is restricted, and women who avail them
selves of it are painted as "selfish" or "immoral." 

The 1970s women's movement made its most substantial progress on 
the twin fronts of employment and fertility—forging historic and record 
numbers of equal employment and anti-discrimination policies, forcing 
open the doors to lucrative and elite "male" professions, and ultimately 
helping to legalize abortion. And now, once again, as the backlash crests 
and breaks, it crashes hardest on these two shores—dismantling the fed
eral apparatus for enforcing equal opportunity, gutting crucial legal rul
ings for working women, undermining abortion rights, halting birth 
control research, and promulgating "fetal protection" and "fetal rights" 
policies that have shut women out of lucrative jobs, caused them to un
dergo invasive obstetric surgeries against their will, and thrown "bad" 
mothers in jail. 

• • • 
T H E ATTACK on women's rights that has developed in the last decade is 
perhaps most remarkable for how little it has been remarked upon at 
all. The press has largely ignored the mounting evidence of a back
lash—and promoted the "evidence" that the backlash invented instead. 
The media have circulated make-believe data on marriage and infertil
ity that linked women's progress to marital and fertility setbacks, or un-
questioningly passed along misleading government and private reports 
that concealed increasing inequities and injustice—such as the Labor 
Department's claim that women's wage gap has suddenly narrowed or 
the EEOC' s claim that sexual harassment on the job is declining or a 
Justice Department report that rape rates are static. 

In place of factual reporting on the political erosion in women's lives, 
the mass media have offered us fictional accounts of women "cocoon-
ing," a so-called new social trend in which the Good Housekeeping-
created "New Traditionalist" gladly retreats to her domestic shell. 
Cocooning is little more than a resurgence of the 1950s "back-to-the-
home movement," itself a creation of advertisers and, in turn, a recycled 
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version of the Victorian fantasy that a new "cult of domesticity" was 
bringing droves of women home. Not surprisingly, the cocooning lady 
has been invented and exalted by the same institutions that have 
sustained the heaviest financial hit from women's increasingly non-
cocooning habits. Traditional women's magazine publishers, television 
programmers, and the marketers of fashion, beauty, and household 
goods have all played central roles—all merchandisers who still believe 
they need "feminine passivity" and full-time homemaking to sell their 
wares. They have saluted and sold the New Traditionalist's virtuous sur
render time and again—in promotional tributes heralding the so-called 
return of the "new" Clairol Girl, the "new" Breck Girl, the new hearth 
angel of Victoria magazine, and the new lady of leisure in the catalogs of 
Victoria's Secret. 

The very choice of the word "cocooning" should suggest to us the 
trend's fantastical nature. A cocoon is a husk sloughed upon maturity; 
butterflies don't return to their chrysalis—nor to a larval state. The cul
tural myth of cocooning suggests an adult woman who has regressed in 
her life cycle, returned to a gestational stage. It maps the road back 
from the feminist journey, which was once aptly defined by a turn-of-
the-century writer as "the attempt of women to grow up." Cocooning's 
infantile imagery, furthermore, bears a vindictive subtext, by promot
ing a retreat from female adulthood at the very time when the largest 
proportion of the female population is entering middle age. Feminine 
youth is elevated when women can least ascend its pedestal; cocooning 
urges women to become little girls, then mocks them mercilessly for the 
impossibility of that venture. 

The false feminine vision that has been unfurled by contemporary 
popular culture in the last decade is a sort of vast velveteen curtain that 
hides women's reality while claiming to be its mirror. It has not made 
women cocoon or become New Traditionalists. But its thick drapery 
has both concealed the political assault on women's rights and become 
the impossible standard by which American women are asked to judge 
themselves. Its false front has encouraged each woman to doubt herself 
for not matching the image in the mass-produced mirror, instead of 
doubting the validity of the mirror itself and pressing to discover what 
its nonreflective surface hides. 

As the backlash has gained power, instead of fighting and exposing 
its force, many women's groups and individual women have become 
caught up with fitting into its fabricated backdrop. Feminist-minded 
institutions founded a decade earlier, from The First Women's Bank to 
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Options for Women, camouflaged their intent with new, neutral-
sounding names; women in politics have claimed they are now only in
terested in "family issues," not women's rights; and career women with 
Ivy League degrees have eschewed the feminist label for public con
sumption. Instead of assailing injustice, many women have learned to 
adjust to it. Instead of getting angry, they have become depressed. In
stead of uniting their prodigious numbers, they have splintered and 
turned their pain and frustration inward, some in starkly physical ways. 

In turn, this female adjustment process to backlash pressures has 
yielded record profits for the many "professionals" who have rushed in 
to exploit and exacerbate it: advice writers and pop therapists, match
making consultants, plastic surgeons, and infertility specialists have 
both fueled and cashed in on women's anxiety and panic under the 
backlash. Millions of women have sought relief from their distress, only 
to wind up in the all-popular counseling of the era where women learn 
not to raise their voices but to lower their expectations and "surrender" 
to their "higher power." 

The American woman has not yet slipped into a cocoon, but she 
has tumbled down a rabbit hole into sudden isolation. In Wendy 
Wasserstein's 1988 Broadway hit The Heidi Chronicles, her heroine, 
Heidi Holland, delivers a speech that would become one of the most 
quoted lines by women writing about the female experience in the '80s: 
"I feel stranded, and I thought the point was that we wouldn't feel 
stranded," the once feminist art historian says. "I thought we were all in 
this together." As women's collective quest for equal rights smacks into 
the backlash's wall of resistance, it breaks into a million pieces, each 
shard a separate woman's life. The backlash has ushered in not the cozy 
feeling of "family togetherness," as advertisers have described it, but the 
chilling realization that it is now every woman for herself. "I'm alone," a 
secretary confides in an article surveying contemporary women, an arti
cle that is filled with such laments. "I know a lot of people [are] dealing 
with the same problems, but I guess we're just dealing with them by 
ourselves." Both young and old women, nonideological undergraduates 
and feminist activists alike, have felt the pain of this new isolation—and 
the sense of powerlessness it has bred. "I feel abandoned," an older fem
inist writes in the letters column of Ms., "as if we were all members of a 
club that they have suddenly quit." "We don't feel angry, we feel help
less," a young woman bursts out at a college panel on women's status. 

The loss of a collective spirit has proven far more debilitating to 
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American women than what is commonly characterized as the overly 
taxing experience of a liberated life. Backlash-era conventional wisdom 
blames the women's movement for American women's "exhaustion." 
The feminists have pushed forward too fast, backlash pundits say; they 
have brought too much change too soon and have worn women out. 
But the malaise and enervation that women are feeling today aren't in
duced by the speed of liberation but by its stagnation. The feminist rev
olution has petered out, leaving so many women discouraged and 
paralyzed by the knowledge that, once again, the possibility for real 
progress has been foreclosed. 

When one is feeling stranded, finding a safe harbor inevitably be
comes a more compelling course than bucking social currents. Keeping 
the peace with the particular man in one's life becomes more essential 
than battling the mass male culture. Saying one is "not a feminist" 
(even while supporting quietly every item of the feminist platform) 
seems the most prudent, self-protective strategy. Ultimately in such 
conditions, the impulse to remedy social injustice can become not only 
secondary but silent. "In a state of feeling alone," as feminist writer 
Susan Griffin has said, "the knowledge of oppression remains mute." 

To expect each woman, in such a time of isolation and crushing con-
formism, to brave a solitary feminist stand is asking too much. "If I 
were to overcome the conventions," Virginia Woolf wrote, "I should 
need the courage of a hero, and I am not a hero." Under the backlash, 
even a heroine can lose her nerve, as the social climate raises the stakes 
to an unbearable degree and as the backlash rhetoric drives home, time 
and again, the terrible penalties that will befall a pioneering woman 
who flouts convention. In the last decade, all the warnings and threats 
about the "consequences" and "costs" of feminist aspiration have had 
their desired effect. By 1989, almost half the women in a New York 
Times poll on women's status said they now feared they had sacrificed 
too much for their gains. The maximum price that their culture had 
forced them to pay for minimal progress, they said, was just too high. 

A CRISIS IN CONFIDENCE . . . BUT W H O S E CRISIS? 

"And when women do not need to live through their husbands and 
children, men will not fear the love and strength of women, nor need 
another's weakness to prove their own masculinity." 

B E T T Y F R I E D A N , The Feminine Mystique 
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This stirring proclamation, offered in the final page of Friedan's classic 
work, is one prediction that never came to pass. Feminists have always 
optimistically figured that once they demonstrated the merits of their 
cause, male hostility to women's rights would evaporate. They have al
ways been disappointed. "I am sure the emancipated man is a myth 
sprung from our hope and eternal aspiration," feminist Doris Stevens 
wrote wearily in the early 1900s. "There has been much accomplish
ment," Margaret Culkin Banning wrote of women's rights in 1935, 
" . . . and more than a few years have passed. But the resentment of men 
has not disappeared. Quietly it has grown and deepened." 

When author Anthony Astrachan completed his seven-year study of 
American male attitudes in the 1980s, he found that no more than 5 to 
10 percent of the men he surveyed "genuinely support women's de
mands for independence and equality." In 1988, the American Male 
Opinion Index, a poll of three thousand men conducted for Gentle
men's Quarterly, found that less than one fourth of men supported the 
women's movement, while the majority favored traditional roles for 
women. Sixty percent said wives with small children should stay home. 
Other studies examining male attitudes toward the women's move
ment—of which, regrettably, there are few—suggest that the most sub
stantial share of the growth in men's support for feminism may have 
occurred in the first half of the '70s, in that brief period when women's 
"lib" was fashionable, and slowed since. As the American Male Opinion 
Index observed, while men in the '80s continued to give lip service to 
such abstract matters of "fair play" as the right to equal pay, "when the 
issues change from social justice to personal applications, the consensus 
crumbles." By the '80s, as the poll results made evident, men were in
terpreting small advances in women's rights as big, and complete, ones; 
they believed women had made major progress toward equality—while 
women believed the struggle was just beginning. This his-and-hers ex
perience of the equal-rights campaign would soon generate a gulf be
tween the sexes. 

At the same time that men were losing interest in feminist concerns, 
women were gaining and deepening theirs. During much of the '70s, 
there had been little divergence between men and women in polling 
questions about changing sex roles, and men had even given slightly 
more support than women to such issues as the Equal Rights Amend
ment. But as women began to challenge their own internalized views 
of a woman's proper place, their desire and demand for equal status 
and free choice began to grow exponentially. By the '80s, as the polls 
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showed, they outpaced men in their support for virtually every feminist 
position. 

The pressures of the backlash only served to reinforce and broaden 
the divide. As basic rights and opportunities for women became in
creasingly threatened, especially for female heads of households, the 
ranks of women favoring not just a feminist but a social-justice agenda 
swelled. Whether the question was affirmative action, the military 
buildup, or federal aid for health care, women were becoming more 
radical, men more conservative. This was especially apparent among 
younger women and men; it was younger men who gave the most sup
port to Reagan. (Contrary to conventional wisdom, the rise of "the 
conservative youth" in the early '80s was largely a one-gender phenom
enon.) Even in the most liberal baby-boom populations, male and fe
male attitudes were polarizing dramatically. A national survey of 
"progressive" baby boomers (defined as the 12 million who support 
social-change groups) found 60 percent of the women called them
selves "radical" to "very liberal," while 60 percent of the men titled 
themselves "moderate" to "conservative." The pollsters identified one 
prime cause for this chasm: The majority of women surveyed said they 
felt the '80s had been a "bad decade" for them (while the majority of 
men disagreed)—and they feared the next decade would be even worse. 

The divergence in men's and women's attitudes passed several bench
marks in 1980. For the first time in American history, a gender voting 
gap emerged over women's rights issues. For the first time, polls found 
men less likely than women to support equal roles for the sexes in busi
ness and government, less likely to support the Equal Rights Amend
ment—and more likely to say they preferred the "traditional" family 
where the wife stayed home. Moreover, some signs began to surface 
that men's support for women's rights issues was not only lagging but 
might actually be eroding. A national poll found that men who 
"strongly agreed" that the family should be "traditional"—with the 
man as the breadwinner and the woman as the housewife—suddenly 
jumped four percentage points between 1986 and 1988, the first rise in 
nearly a decade. (The same year, it fell for women.) The American Male 
Opinion Index found that the proportion of men who fell into the 
group opposing changes in sex roles and other feminist objectives had 
risen from 48 percent in 1988 to 60 percent in 1990—and the group 
willing to adapt to these changes had shrunk from 52 percent to 40 
percent. 

By the end of the decade, the National Opinion Research poll was 
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finding that nearly twice the proportion of women as men thought a 
working mother could be just as good a parent as a mother who stayed 
home. In 1989, while a majority of women in the New York Times poll 
believed American society had not changed enough to grant women 
equality, only a minority of men agreed. A majority of the men were 
saying, however, that the women's movement had "made things harder 
for men at home." Just as in previous backlashes, American men's dis
comfort with the feminist cause in the last decade has endured—and 
even "quietly grown and deepened." 

While pollsters can try to gauge the level of male resistance, they 
can't explain it. And unfortunately our social investigators have not 
tackled "the man question" with one-tenth the enterprise that they have 
always applied to "the woman problem." The works on masculinity 
would barely fill a bookshelf. We might deduce from the lack of litera
ture that manhood is less complex and burdensome, and that it requires 
less maintenance than femininity. But the studies that are available on 
the male condition offer no such assurance. Quite the contrary, they 
find masculinity a fragile flower—a hothouse orchid in constant need 
of trellising and nourishment. "Violating sex roles has more severe con
sequences for males than females," social researcher Joseph Pleck con
cluded. "[Mjaleness in America," as Margaret Mead wrote, "is not 
absolutely defined; it has to be kept and reearned every day, and one es
sential element in the definition is beating women in every game that 
both sexes play." Nothing seems to crush the masculine petals more 
than a bit of feminist rain—a few drops are perceived as a downpour. 
"Men view even small losses of deference, advantages, or opportunities 
as large threats," wrote William Goode, one of many sociologists to puz
zle over the peculiarly hyperbolic male reaction to minuscule improve
ments in women's rights. 

"Women have become so powerful that our independence has been 
lost in our own homes and is now being trampled and stamped under
foot in public." So Cato wailed in 195 B . C . , after a few Roman women 
sought to repeal a law that forbade their sex from riding in chariots and 
wearing multicolored dresses. In the 16th century, just the possibility 
that two royal women might occupy thrones in Europe at the same 
time provoked John Knox to issue his famous diatribe, "The First Blast 
of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women." 

By the 19th century, the spokesmen of male fears had mostly learned 
to hide their anxiety over female independence behind masks of pater
nalism and pity. As Edward Bok, the legendary Victorian editor of the 
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Ladies'Home Journal and guardian of women s morals, explained it to his 
many female readers, the weaker sex must not venture beyond the fam
ily sphere because their "rebellious nerves instantly and rightly cry out, 
'Thus far shalt thou go, but no farther.' " But it wasn't female nerves that 
were rebelling against feminist efforts, not then and not now. 

A "crisis of masculinity" has erupted in every period of backlash in 
the last century, a faithful quiet companion to the loudly voiced call for 
a "return to femininity." In the late 1800s, a blizzard of literature decry
ing the "soft male" rolled off the presses. "The whole generation is 
womanized," Henry James's protagonist Basil Ransom lamented in The 
Bostonians. "The masculine tone is passing out of the world; it's a femi
nine, a nervous, hysterical, chattering, canting age. . . . The masculine 
character . . . that is what I want to preserve, or rather, as I may say, to 
recover; and I must tell you that I don't in the least care what becomes 
of you ladies while I make the attempt!" Child-rearing manuals urged 
parents to toughen up their sons with hard mattresses and vigorous ath
letic regimens. Billy Sunday led the clerical attack on "feminized" reli
gion, promoting a "muscular Christianity" and a Jesus who was "no 
dough-faced, lickspittle-proposition" but "the greatest scrapper that 
ever lived." Theodore Roosevelt warned of the national peril of losing 
the "fiber of vigorous hardiness and masculinity" and hardened his own 
fiber with the Rough Riders. Martial swaggering prevailed on the polit
ical platform; indeed, as sociologist Theodore Roszak writes of the 
"compulsive masculinity" era that culminated in World War I, "The 
period leading up to 1914 reads in the history books like one long 
drunken stag party." 

The masculinity crisis would return with each backlash. The fledg
ling Boy Scouts of America claimed one-fifth of all American boys by 
1920; its founder's explicit aim was to staunch the feminization of the 
American male by removing young men from the too powerful female 
orbit. Chief Scout Ernest Thompson Seton feared that boys were de
generating into "a lot of flat-chested cigarette-smokers, with shaky 
nerves and doubtful vitality." Again, in the years following World War 
II, male commentators and literary figures were panicking over reduced 
masculine powers. At home, "momism" was siphoning virile juices. 
Philip Wylie's best-selling Generation of Vipers advised, "We must face 
the dynasty of the dames at once, deprive them of our pocketbooks," 
before the American man degenerated into "the Abdicating Male." In 
what was supposed to be a special issue on "The American Woman," 
Life magazine fixated on the weak-kneed American man. Because 
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women had failed to live up to their feminine duties, the 1956 article 
charged, "the emerging American man tends to be passive and irrespon
sible." In the business world, the Wall Street Journal warned in 1949 
that "women are taking over." Look decried the rise of "female domi
nance": First, women had grabbed control of the stock market, the 
magazine complained, and now they were advancing on "authority-
wielding executive jobs." 

In the '80s, male nerves rebelled once more, as "a decline in Ameri
can manhood" became the obsession of male clergy, writers, politicians, 
and scholars all along the political spectrum, from the right-wing Rev
erend Jerry Falwell to the leftist poet and lecturer Robert Bly. Antiabor-
tion leaders such as Randall Terry rallied thousands of men with their 
visions of a Christ who was a muscle-bound "soldier," not a girlish 
"sheep." A new "men's movement" drew tens of thousands of followers 
to all-male retreats, where they rooted out "feminized" tendencies and 
roused "the wild man within." In the press, male columnists bemoaned the 
rise of the "sensitive man." Harpers editor Lewis Lapham advocated all-
male clubs to tone sagging masculinity: "Let the lines of balanced ten
sion go slack and the structure dissolves into the ooze of androgyny," he 
predicted. In films and television, all-male macho action shows so 
swamped the screen and set that the number of female roles in this era 
markedly declined. In fiction, violent macho action books were flying 
off the shelves, in a renaissance for this genre that Bantam Books' male-
action-adventure editor equated with the "blood-and-thunder pulp 
dime novels of the nineteenth century." In apparel, the masculinity cri
sis was the one bright spot in this otherwise depressed industry: sales 
boomed in safari outfits, combat gear, and the other varieties of what 
Newsweek aptly dubbed "predatory fashion." In national politics, the 
'88 presidential campaign turned into a testosterone contest. "I'm not 
squishy soft," Michael Dukakis fretted, and leapt into a tank. "I'm very 
tough." George Bush, whose "wimpiness" preoccupied the press, an
nounced, "I'm the pitbull of S D L " He stocked his wardrobe with 
enough rugged togs to adorn an infantry, and turned jogging into a 
daily photo opportunity. Two years into his presidency, George Bush's 
metaphorical martial bravado had taken a literal and bloody turn as his 
administration took the nation to war; it might be said that Bush began 
by boasting about "kicking a little ass" in his debate with Géraldine 
Ferraro and ended by, as he himself put it, "kicking ass" in the Persian Gulf. 

Under this backlash, like its predecessors, an often ludicrous overre-
action to women's modest progress has prevailed. "The women are tak-
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ing over" is again a refrain many working women hear from their male 
colleagues—after one or two women are promoted at their company, 
but while top management is still solidly male. In newsrooms, white 
male reporters routinely complain that only women and minorities can 
get jobs—often at publications where women's and minorities' num
bers are actually shrinking. "At Columbia," literature professor Carolyn 
Heilbrun has observed, "I have heard men say, with perfect sincerity, 
that a few women seeking equal pay are trying to overturn the univer
sity, to ruin it." At Boston University, president John Silber fumed that 
his English department had turned into a "damn matriarchy"—when 
only six of its twenty faculty members were women. Feminists have 
"complete control" of the Pentagon, a brigadier general complained— 
when women, much less feminists, represented barely 10 percent of the 
armed services and were mostly relegated to the forces' lowest levels. 

• • • 
B U T WHAT exactly is it about women's equality that even its slightest 
shadow threatens to erase male identity? What is it about the way we 
frame manhood that, even today, it still depends so on "feminine" de
pendence for its survival? A little-noted finding by the Yankelovich 
Monitor survey, a large nationwide poll that has tracked social attitudes 
for the last two decades, takes us a good way toward a possible answer. 
For twenty years, the Monitor's pollsters have asked its subjects to de
fine masculinity. And for twenty years, the leading definition, ahead by 
a huge margin, has never changed. It isn't being a leader, athlete, 
lothario, decision maker, or even just being "born male." It is simply 
this: being a "good provider for his family." 

If establishing masculinity depends most of all on succeeding as the 
prime breadwinner, then it is hard to imagine a force more directly 
threatening to fragile American manhood than the feminist drive for 
economic equality. And if supporting a family epitomizes what it 
means to be a man, then it is little wonder that the backlash erupted 
when it did—against the backdrop of the '80s economy. In this period, 
the "traditional" man's real wages shrank dramatically (a 22 percent 
free-fall in households where white men were the sole breadwinners), 
and the traditional male breadwinner himself became an endangered 
species (representing less than 8 percent of all households). That the 
ruling definition of masculinity remains so economically based helps to 
explain, too, why the backlash has been voiced most bitterly by two 
groups of men: blue-collar workers, devastated by the shift to a service 
economy, and younger baby boomers, denied the comparative riches 
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their fathers and elder brothers enjoyed. The '80s was the decade in 
which plant closings put blue-collar men out of work by the millions, 
and only 60 percent found new jobs—about half at lower pay. It was a 
time when, of all men losing earning power, younger baby-boom men 
were losing the most. The average man under thirty was earning 25 to 
30 percent less than his counterpart in the early '70s. Worst off was the 
average young man with only a high-school education: he was making 
only $ 18,000, half the earnings of his counterpart a decade earlier. In
evitably, these losses in earning power would breed other losses. As poll
ster Louis Harris observed, economic polarization spawned the most 
dramatic attitudinal change recorded in the last decade and a half: a 
spectacular doubling in the proportion of Americans who describe 
themselves as feeling "powerless." 

When analysts at Yankelovich reviewed the Monitor survey's annual 
attitudinal data in 1986, they had to create a new category to describe a 
large segment of the population that had suddenly emerged, espousing 
a distinct set of values. This segment, now representing a remarkable 
one-fifth of the study's national sample, was dominated by young men, 
median age thirty-three, disproportionately single, who were slipping 
down the income ladder—and furious about it. They were the younger, 
poorer brothers of the baby boom, the ones who weren't so celebrated 
in '80s media and advertising tributes to that generation. The 
Yankelovich report assigned the angry young men the euphemistic label 
of "the Contenders." 

The men who belonged to this group had one other distinguishing 
trait: they feared and reviled feminism. "It's these downscale men, the 
ones who can't earn as much as their fathers, who we find are the most 
threatened by the women's movement," Susan Hayward, senior vice 
president at Yankelovich, observes. "They represent 20 percent of the 
population that cannot handle the changes in women's roles. They were 
not well employed, they were the first ones laid off, they had no savings 
and not very much in the way of prospects for the future." Other sur
veys would reinforce this observation. By the late '80s, the American 
Male Opinion Index found that the largest of its seven demographic 
groups was now the "Change Resisters," a 24 percent segment of the 
population that was disproportionately underemployed, "resentful," 
convinced that they were "being left behind" by a changing society, and 
most hostile to feminism. 

To single out these men alone for blame, however, would be unfair. 
The backlash's public agenda has been framed and promoted by men of 
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far more affluence and influence than the Contenders, men at the helm 
in the media, business, and politics. Poorer or less-educated men have 
not so much been the creators of the antifeminist thesis as its receptors. 
Most vulnerable to its message, they have picked up and played back 
the backlash at distortingly high volume. The Contenders have domi
nated the ranks of the militant wing of the '80s antiabortion move
ment, the list of plaintiffs filing reverse-discrimination and "men's 
rights" lawsuits, the steadily mounting police rolls of rapists and sexual 
assailants. They are men like the notorious Charles Stuart, the strug
gling fur salesman in Boston who murdered his pregnant wife, a lawyer, 
because he feared that she—better educated, more successful—was 
gaining the "upper hand." They are young men with little to no 
prospects like Yusef Salaam, one of six charged with raping and crush
ing the skull of a professional woman jogging in Central Park; as he 
later told the court, he felt "like a midget, a mouse, something less than 
a man." And, just across the border, they are men like Marc Lepine, the 
unemployed twenty-five-year-old engineer who gunned down fourteen 
women in a University of Montreal engineering classroom because they 
were "all a bunch of fucking feminists." 

The economic victims of the era are men who know someone has 
made off with their future—and they suspect the thief is a woman. At 
no time did this seem more true than in the early '80s, when, for the 
first time, women outranked men among new entrants to the work 
force and, for a brief time, men's unemployment outdistanced women's. 
The start of the '80s provided not only a political but an economic hair 
trigger to the backlash. It was a moment of symbolic crossover points 
for men and women: the first time white men became less than 50 per
cent of the work force, the first time no new manufacturing jobs were 
created, the first time more women than men enrolled in college, the 
first time more than 50 percent of women worked, the first time more 
than 50 percent of married women worked, the first time more women 
with children than without children worked. Significantly, 1980 was 
the year the U.S . Census officially stopped defining the head of house
hold as the husband. 

To some of the men falling back, it certainly has looked as if women 
have done the pushing. If there has been a "price to pay" for women's 
equality, then it seems to these men that they are paying it. The man in 
the White House during much of the '80s did little to discourage this 
view. "Part of the unemployment is not as much recession," Ronald 
Reagan said in a 1982 address on the economy, "as it is the great in-
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crease of the people going into the job market, and—ladies, I'm not 
picking on anyone but—because of the increase in women who are 
working today." 

In reality, the past decade's economic pains most often took a dispro
portionate toll on women, not men. And working women's so-called 
gains under Reagan had precious little to do with men's losses. If 
women appeared to be snapping up more jobs in the Reagan era of 
1.56 percent annual job growth—the smallest rate under any adminis
tration since Eisenhower—that's only because women had few male 
competitors for these new employment "opportunities." About a third 
of the new jobs were at or below the poverty level, up from a fourth a 
decade earlier, and lowly "female" service jobs in retail and service in
dustries accounted for 77 percent of the total net job growth in the 
'80s. The so-called job growth occurred in such areas as $2-an-hour 
sweatshop labor, home-based work with subminimum wages, the sales-
clerk and fast-food career track of no security and no benefits. These 
were not positions men were losing to women; these were the bottom-
of-the-barrel tasks men turned down and women took out of despera
tion—to support families where the man was absent, out of work, or 
underemployed. 

The '80s economy thinned the ranks of middle-income earners and 
polarized the classes to the greatest extreme since the government began 
keeping such records in 1946. In this climate, the only way a middle-
class family maintained its shaky grip on the income ladder was with 
two paychecks. Household income would have shrunk three times as 
much in the decade if women hadn't worked in mass numbers. And 
this fact dealt the final blow to masculine pride and identity: not only 
could the middle-class man no longer provide for his family, the person 
who bailed him out was the wife he believed he was meant to support. 

To the men who were suffering, the true origins of economic polar
ization seemed remote or intangible: leveraged buyouts that larded up 
debt and spat out jobs; a speculative boom that collapsed in the 1987 
Black Monday stock market crash; a shift to offshore manufacturing 
and office automation; a loss of union power; the massive Reagan 
spending cuts for the poor and tax breaks for the rich; a minimum wage 
that placed a family of four at the poverty level; the impossible cost of 
housing that consumed almost half an average worker's income. These 
are also conditions, it's worth noting, that to a large degree reprise eco
nomic circumstances confronting American workers in previous back
lash eras: mass financial speculation led to the panic of 1893 and the 
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1929 crash; under the late-19th-century and Depression-era back
lashes, wage earners also reeled under waves of corporate mergers, 
unions lost their clout, and wealth was consolidated in the hands of the 
very few. 

When the enemy has no face, society will invent one. All that free-
floating anxiety over declining wages, insecure employment, and over
priced housing needs a place to light, and in the '80s, much of it fixed 
itself on women. "There had to be a deeper cause [for the decade's ma
terialism] than the Reagan era and Wall Street," a former newspaper ed
itor wrote in the New York Times Magazine—then concluded, "The 
women's movement had to have played a key role." Seeking effigies to 
hang for the '80s excesses of Wall Street, the American press and public 
hoisted highest a few female MBAs in this largely white male profes
sion. "FATS" ("Female Arbitrageurs Traders and Short Sellers") was 
what a particularly vindictive 1987 column in Barron's labeled them. 
When the New York Times Magazine got around to decrying the avidity 
of contemporary brokers and investment bankers, the publication re
served its fiercest attack for a minor female player: Karen Valenstein, an 
E. F. Hutton vice president who was one of Wall Street's "preeminent" 
women. (In fact, she wasn't even high enough to run a division.) The 
magazine article, which was most critical of her supposed failings in the 
wife-and-motherhood department, unleashed a torrent of rage against 
her on Wall Street and in other newspapers (the New York Daily News 
even ran an un-popularity poll on her), and she was ultimately fired, 
blacklisted on Wall Street, and had to leave town. She eventually 
opened a more lady-like sweater store in Wyoming. Still later, when it 
came time to vent public wrath on the haves of the decade, Leona 
Helmsley was the figure most viciously tarred and feathered. She was 
dubbed "the Wicked Witch of the West" and a "whore" by politicians 
and screaming mobs, scalded in a Newsweek cover story (entitled 
"Rhymes with Rich"), and declared "a disgrace to humanity" (by, of all 
people, real-estate king Donald Trump). On the other hand, Michael 
Milken, whose multibillion-dollar manipulations dwarf Helmsley's 
comparatively petty tax evasions, enjoyed fawning full-page ads from 
many admirers, kid-gloves treatment in national magazines such as 
Vanity Fair, and even plaudits from civil rights leader Jesse Jackson. 

For some high-profile men in trouble, women, especially feminist 
women, became the all-purpose scapegoats—charged with crimes that 
often descended into the absurd. Beset by corruption and awash in 
weaponry boondoggles, military brass blamed the Defense Depart-
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merit's troubles on feminists who were trying "to reduce combat effec
tiveness" and on "the feminization of the American military"; com
manding officers advised the Pentagon that pregnancy among female 
officers—a condition affecting less than I percent of the total enlisted 
force at any one time—was the armed services' "single biggest readiness 
problem." Mayor Marion Barry blamed a "bitch" for his cocaine-laced 
fall from grace—and one of his more vocal defenders, writer Ishmael 
Reed, went further, recasting the whole episode later in a play as a fem
inist conspiracy. Joel Steinberg's attorney claimed that the notorious 
batterer and child beater had been destroyed by "hysterical feminists." 
And even errant Colonel Oliver North blamed his legal troubles in the 
Iran-Contra affair on "an arrogant army of ultramilitant feminists." 

THE NATURE OF TODAY'S B A C K L A S H 

Once a society projects its fears onto a female form, it can try to cordon 
off those fears by controlling women—pushing them to conform to 
comfortingly nostalgic norms and shrinking them in the cultural imag
ination to a manageable size. The demand that women "return to fem
ininity" is a demand that the cultural gears shift into reverse, that we 
back up to a fabled time when everyone was richer, younger, more pow
erful. The "feminine" woman is forever static and childlike. She is like 
the ballerina in an old-fashioned music box, her unchanging features 
tiny and girlish, her voice tinkly, her body stuck on a pin, rotating in a 
spiral that will never grow. 

In times of backlash, images of the restrained woman line the walls 
of the popular culture's gallery. We see her silenced, infantilized, immo
bilized, or, the ultimate restraining order, killed. She is a frozen home-
bound figure, a bedridden patient, an anonymous still body. She is "the 
Quiet Woman," the name on an '80s-vintage wine label that depicted a 
decapitated woman. She is the comatose woman on display in perfume 
ads for Opium and many other '80s scents. She is Laura Palmer, the 
dead girl of "Twin Peaks," whom Esquire picked for the cover of its 
"Women We Love" issue. While there have been a few cases—Murphy 
Brown on TV, or, to some degree, Madonna in music—where a female 
figure who is loud and self-determined has successfully challenged the 
popular consensus, they are the exceptions. More commonly, outspo
ken women on screen and stage have been hushed or, in a case like 
Roseanne Barr's, publicly shamed—and applause reserved for their 
more compliant and whispery sisters. In this past decade, the media, 
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the movies, the fashion and beauty industries, have all honored most 
the demure and retiring child-woman—a neo-Victorian "lady" with a 
pallid visage, a birdlike creature who stays indoors, speaks in a chirpy 
small voice, and clips her wings in restrictive clothing. Her circum
stances are, at least in mainstream culture, almost always portrayed as 
her "choice"; it is important not only that she wear rib-crushing gar
ments but that she lace them up herself. 

The restrained woman of the current backlash distinguishes herself 
from her predecessors in earlier American backlashes by appearing to 
choose her condition twice—first as a woman and second as a feminist. 
Victorian culture peddled "femininity" as what "a true woman" wants; 
in the marketing strategy of contemporary culture, it's what a "liber
ated" woman craves, too. Just as Reagan appropriated populism to sell 
a political program that favored the rich, politicians, and the mass 
media, and advertising adopted feminist rhetoric to market policies 
that hurt women or to peddle the same old sexist products or to conceal 
antifeminist views. Bush promised "empowerment" for poor women— 
as a substitute for the many social-service programs he was slashing. 
Even Playboy claimed to ally itself with female progress. Women have 
made such strides, the magazine's spokeswoman assured the press, 
"there's no longer a stigma attached to posing." 

The '80s culture stifled women's political speech and then redirected 
self-expression to the shopping mall. The passive consumer was reis
sued as an ersatz feminist, exercising her "right" to buy products, mak
ing her own "choices" at the checkout counter. "You can have it all," a 
Michelob ad promised a nubile woman in a bodysuit—but by "all," the 
brewing company meant only a less-filling beer. Criticized for targeting 
young women in its ads, an indignant Philip Morris vice president 
claimed that such criticism was "sexist," because it suggested that "adult 
women are not capable of making their own decisions about whether or 
not to smoke." The feminist entreaty to follow one's own instincts be
came a merchandising appeal to obey the call of the market—an appeal 
that diluted and degraded women's quest for true self-determination. 
By returning women to a view of themselves as devoted shoppers, the 
consumption-obsessed decade succeeded in undercutting one of the 
guiding principles of feminism: that women must think for themselves. 
As Christopher Lasch (who would himself soon be lobbing his own ver
bal grenades at feminists) observed in The Culture of Narcissism, con
sumerism undermines women's progress most perniciously when it 
"seems to side with women against male oppression." 
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The advertising industry thus encourages the pseudo-emancipation 
of women, flattering them with its insinuating reminder, "You've 
come a long way, baby" and disguising the freedom to consume as 
genuine autonomy. . . . It emancipates women and children from 
patriarchal authority, however, only to subject them to the new pa
ternalism of the advertising industry, the industrial corporation, and 
the state. 

The contemporary counterassault on women's rights contributes still 
another unique tactic to the old backlash strategy books: the pose of a 
"sophisticated" ironic distance from its own destructive ends. To the 
backlash's list of faked emotions—pity for single women, worry over 
the fatigue level of career women, concern for the family—the current 
onslaught adds a sneering "hip" cynicism toward those who dare point 
out discrimination or anti-female messages. In the era's entertainment 
and advertising, aimed at and designed by baby boomers, the self-
conscious cast of characters constantly let us know that they know their 
presentation of women is retrograde and demeaning, but what of it? 
"Guess we're reliving 'Father Knows Best,' " television figures ironically 
chuckle to each other, as if women's secondary status has become no 
more than a long-running inside joke. To make a fuss about sexual in
justice is more than unfeminine; it is now uncool. Feminist anger, or 
any form of social outrage, is dismissed breezily—not because it lacks 
substance but because it lacks "style." 

It is hard enough to expose antifeminist sentiments when they are 
dressed up in feminist clothes. But it is far tougher to confront a foe 
that professes not to care. Even the unmitigated furor of an antiabor-
tion "soldier" may be preferable to the jaundiced eye of the sitcom 
spokesmen. Feminism is "so '70s," the pop culture's ironists say, stifling 
a yawn. We're "postfeminist" now, they assert, meaning not that 
women have arrived at equal justice and moved beyond it, but simply 
that they themselves are beyond even pretending to care. It is an affect-
lessness that may, finally, deal the most devastating blow to American 
women's rights. 



P A R T T W O 

The Backlash in 
Popular Culture 





4 

The 'Trends" of Antifeminism: 
The Media and the Backlash 

TH E FIRST ACTION of the new women's liberation movement to re
ceive national front-page coverage was a protest of the Miss Amer

ica pageant. Many feminist marches for jobs, pay equity, and 
coeducation had preceded it, but they didn't attract anywhere near the 
media attention. The reason this event got so much ink: a few women 
tossed some padded brassieres in a trash can. N o one actually burned a 
bra that day—as a journalist erroneously reported. In fact, there's scant 
evidence of undergarment pyrotechnics at any women's rights demon
stration in the decade. (The only two such displays that came close 
were both organized by men, a disc jockey and an architect, who tried 
to get women to fling their bras into a barrel and the Chicago River as 
"media events." Only three women cooperated in the river stunt—all 
models hired by the architect.) Yet, to read the press accounts of the 
time, the bonfires of feminism nearly cremated the lingerie industry. 

Mostly, editors at the nation's reigning publications in the late '60s 
and early '70s preferred not to cover the women's movement at all. 
The "grand press blitz," as some feminists jokingly called the media's 
coverage of the movement, lasted three months; by 1971, the press was 
already declaring this latest "fad" a "bore" or "dead." All that "bra burn
ing," the media perversely said of its own created myth, had alienated 
middle-American women. And publications where editors were forced 
to recognize the women's movement—they were under internal pres
sure as women on staff filed sex discriminations suits—often deployed 
reporters to discredit it. At Newsday, a male editor assigned reporter 
Marilyn Goldstein a story on the women's movement with these in
structions: "Get out there and find an authority who'll say this is all a 
crock of shit." At Newsweek, Lynn Young's 1970 story on the women's 
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movement, the magazine's first, was rewritten every week for two 
months, then killed. Finally, Newsweek commissioned a free-lancer for 
the job, the wife of a senior editor and a self-professed antifeminist. 
(This tactic backfired when she changed her mind after "my first inter
view" and embraced the movement.) 

By the mid-'70s, the media and advertisers had settled on a line that 
served to neutralize and commercialize feminism at the same time. 
Women, the mass media seemed to have decided, were now equal and 
no longer seeking new rights—just new lifestyles. Women wanted self-
gratification, not self-determination—the sort of fulfillment best ser
viced at a shopping mall. Soon periodicals and, of course, their ad 
pages, were bristling with images of "liberated single girls" stocking up 
on designer swimsuits for their Club Med vacations, perky M B A 
"Superwomen" flashing credit cards at the slightest provocation. "She's 
Free. She's Career. She's Confident," a Tandem jewelry ad enthused, in 
an advertorial tribute to the gilded Tandem girl. Hanes issued its "latest 
liberating product"—a new variety of pantyhose—and hired a former 
N O W officer to peddle it. The subsequent fashion show, entitled 
"From Revolution to Revolution: The Undercover Story," merited fea
ture treatment in the New York Times. S U C C E S S ! was the stock headline 
on magazine articles about women's status—as if all barriers to women's 
opportunity had suddenly been swept aside. U P T H E LADDER, FINALLY! 
Business Week proclaimed, in a 1975 special issue on "the Corporate 
Woman"—illustrated with a lone General Electric female vice president 
enthroned in her executive chair, her arms raised in triumph. "More 
women than ever are within striking distance of the top," the magazine 
asserted—though, it admitted, it had "no hard facts" to substantiate 
that claim. 

The media's pseudofeminist cheerleading stopped suddenly in the 
early '80s—and the press soon struck up a dirge. Feminism is "dead," 
the banner headlines announced, all over again. "The women's move
ment is over," began a cover story in the New York Times Magazine. In 
case readers missed that issue, the magazine soon ran a second obituary, 
in which Ivy League students recanted their support for the women's 
movement and assured readers that they were "not feminists" because 
those were just women who "let themselves go physically" and had "no 
sense of style." 

This time around, the media did more than order up a quiet burial 
for the feminist corpse. They went on a rampage, smashing their own 
commercial icons of "liberated" womanhood, tearing down the slick 



B A C K L A S H 91 

portraits that they themselves had mounted. Like graffiti artists, they 
defaced the two favorite poster girls of the '70s press—spray-painting a 
downturned mouth and shriveled ovaries on the Single Girl, and 
adding a wrinkled brow and ulcerated stomach to the Superwoman. 
These new images were, of course, no more realistic than the last 
decade's output. But their effect on live women would be quite real and 
damaging. 

• • • 
T H E PRESS first introduced the backlash to a national audience—and 
made it palatable. Journalism replaced the "pro-family" diatribes of 
fundamentalist preachers with sympathetic and even progressive-
sounding rhetoric. It cosmeticized the scowling face of antifeminism 
while blackening the feminist eye. In the process, it popularized the 
backlash beyond the New Right's wildest dreams. 

The press didn't set out with this, or any other, intention; like any 
large institution, its movements aren't premeditated or programmatic, 
just grossly susceptible to the prevailing political currents. Even so, the 
press, carried by tides it rarely fathomed, acted as a force that swept the 
general public, powerfully shaping the way people would think and talk 
about the feminist legacy and the ailments it supposedly inflicted on 
women. It coined the terms that everyone used: "the man shortage," 
"the biological clock," "the mommy track" and "postfeminism." Most 
important, the press was the first to set forth and solve for a mainstream 
audience the paradox in women's lives, the paradox that would become 
so central to the backlash: women have achieved so much yet feel so 
dissatisfied; it must be feminism's achievements, not society's resistance 
to these partial achievements, that is causing women all this pain. In the 
'70s, the press had held up its own glossy picture of a successful woman 
and said, "See, she's happy. That must be because she's liberated." Now, 
under the reverse logic of the backlash, the press airbrushed a frown 
into its picture of the successful woman and announced, "See, she's 
miserable. That must be because women are too liberated." 

"What has happened to American women?" A B C asked with much 
consternation in its 1986 special report. The show's host Peter Jennings 
promptly answered, "The gains for women sometimes come at a formi
dable cost to them." Newsweek raised the same question in its 1986 
story on the "new problem with no name." And it offered the same di
agnosis: "The emotional fallout of feminism" was damaging women; an 
"emphasis on equality" had robbed them of their romantic and mater
nal rights and forced them to make "sacrifices." The magazine advised: 
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" 'When the gods wish to punish us, they answer our prayers,' Oscar 
Wilde wrote. So it would seem to many of the women who looked for
ward to 'having it all.' " (This happens to be the same verdict Newsweek 
reached when it last investigated female discontent—at the height of 
the feminine-mystique backlash. "American women's unhappiness is 
merely the most recently won of women's rights," the magazine re
ported then.) 

The press might have looked for the source of women's unhappiness 
in other places. It could have investigated and exposed the buried roots 
of the backlash in the New Right and a misogynistic White House, in a 
chilly business community and intransigent social and religious institu
tions. But the press chose to peddle the backlash rather than probe it. 

The media's role as backlash collaborator and publicist is a familiar 
one in American history. The first article sneering at a "Superwoman" 
appeared not in the 1980s press but in an American newspaper head
line at the turn of the century. Feminists, according to the late Victo
rian press, were "a herd of hysterical and irrational she-revolutionaries," 
"fussy, interfering, faddists, fanatics," "shrieking cockatoos," and "un-
pardonably ridiculous." Feminists had laid waste to the American fe
male population; any sign of female distress was surely another "fatal 
symptom" of the feminist disease, the periodicals reported. "Why Are 
We Women Not Happy?" the male-edited Ladies' Home Journal asked 
in 1901—and answered that the women's rights movement was debili
tating its beneficiaries. 

As American studies scholar Cynthia Kinnard observed in her bibli
ography of American antifeminist literature, journalistic broadsides 
against women's rights "grew in intensity during the late 19th century 
and reached regular peaks with each new suffrage campaign." The argu
ments were always the same: equal education would make women spin
sters, equal employment would make women sterile, equal rights would 
make women bad mothers. With each new historical cycle, the threats 
were simply updated and sanitized, and new "experts" enlisted. The 
Victorian periodical press turned to clergymen to support its brief 
against feminism; in the '80s, the press relied on therapists. 

The 1986 Newsweek backlash article, "Feminism's Identity Crisis," 
quoted many experts on women's condition—sociologists, political sci
entists, psychologists—but none of the many women supposedly suf
fering from this crisis. The closest the magazine came was two drawings 
of a mythical feminist victim: a dour executive with cropped hair is 
pictured first at her desk, grimly pondering an empty family-picture 
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frame, and then at home, clutching a clock and studying the hands— 
poised at five minutes to midnight. 

The absence of real women in a news account that is allegedly about 
real women is a hallmark of '80s backlash journalism. The press deliv
ered the backlash to the public through a series of "trend stories," arti
cles that claimed to divine sweeping shifts in female social behavior 
while providing little in the way of evidence to support their generaliza
tions. The trend story, which may go down as late-20th-century jour
nalism's prime contribution to its craft, professes to offer "news" of 
changing mores, yet prescribes more than it observes. Claiming to mir
ror public sentiment, its reflections of the human landscapes are 
strangely depopulated. Pretending to take the public's pulse, it moni
tors only its own heartbeat—and its advertisers'. 

Trend journalism attains authority not through actual reporting but 
through the power of repetition. Said enough times, anything can be 
made to seem true. A trend declared in one publication sets off a chain 
reaction, as the rest of the media scramble to get the story, too. The 
lightning speed at which these messages spread has less to do with the 
accuracy of the trend than with journalists' propensity to repeat one an
other. And repetition became especially hard to avoid in the '80s, as the 
"independent" press fell into a very few corporate hands. 

Fear was also driving the media's need to dictate trends and deter
mine social attitudes in the '80s, as print and broadcast audiences, espe
cially female audiences, turned to other news sources and advertising 
plunged—eventually falling to its lowest level in twenty years. Anxiety-
ridden media managements became preoccupied with conducting mar
ket research studies and "managing" the fleeing reader, now renamed 
"the customer" by such news corporations as Knight-Ridder. And their 
preoccupations eventually turned up in the way the media covered the 
news. "News organizations are moving on to the same ground as polit
ical institutions that mold public opinion and seek to direct it," Bill 
Kovach, former editor of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution and the Nie-
man Foundation's curator, observed. "Such a powerful tool for shaping 
public opinion in the hands of journalists accustomed to handling fact 
is like a scalpel in a child's hands: it is capable of great damage." 

Journalists first applied this scalpel to American women. While '80s 
trend stories occasionally considered the changing habits of men, these 
articles tended to involve men's latest hobbies and whimsies—fly fish
ing, beepers, and the return of the white shirt. The '80s female trends, 
by contrast, were the failure to find husbands, get pregnant, or properly 



94 Susan Faludi 

bond with their children. N B C , for instance, devoted an entire evening 
news special to the pseudotrend of "bad girls," yet ignored the real 
trend of bad boys: the crime rate among boys was climbing twice as fast 
as for girls. (In New York City, right in the network's backyard, rape ar
rests of young boys had jumped 200 percent in two years.) Female 
trends with a more flattering veneer surfaced in women's magazines and 
newspaper "Style" pages in the decade, each bearing, beneath new-and-
improved packaging, the return-to-gender trademark: "the New Absti
nence," "the New Femininity," "the New High Monogamy," "the New 
Morality," "the New Madonnas," "the Return of the Good Girl." While 
anxiety over A I D S has surely helped fuel promotion of these "new" 
trends, that's not the whole story. While in the '80s AIDS remained 
largely a male affliction, these media directives were aimed almost ex
clusively at women. In each case, women were reminded to reembrace 
"traditional" sex roles—or suffer the consequences. For women, the 
trend story was no news report; it was a moral reproach. 

The trends for women always came in instructional pairs—the trend 
that women were advised to flee and the trend that they were pushed to 
join. For this reason, the paired trends tended to contradict each other. 
As one woman writer observed wryly in an Advertising Age column, 
"The media are having a swell time telling us, on the one hand, that 
marriage is 'in and, on the other hand, that women's chances of marry
ing are slim. So maybe marriage is 'in' because it's so hard to do, like 
coal-walking was 'in' a year ago." Three contradictory trend pairs, con
cerning work, marriage, and motherhood, formed the backlash media's 
triptych: Superwoman "burnout" versus New Traditionalist "cocoon
ing"; "the spinster boom" versus "the return of marriage"; and "the in
fertility epidemic" versus "the baby boomlet." 

Finally, in female trend stories fact and forecast traded places. These 
articles weren't chronicling a retreat among women that was already 
taking place; they were compelling one to happen. The "marriage 
panic," as we have seen, didn't show up in the polls until after the press's 
promotion of the Harvard-Yale study. In the mid-'80s, the press del
uged readers with stories about how mothers were afraid to leave their 
children in "dangerous" day care centers. In 1988, this "trend" surfaced 
in the national polls: suddenly, almost 40 percent of mothers reported 
feeling fearful about leaving their children in day care; their confidence 
in day care fell to 64 percent, from 76 percent just a year earlier—the 
first time the figure had fallen below 70 percent since the survey began 
asking that question four years earlier. Again, in 1986 the press declared 
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a "new celibacy" trend—and by 1987 the polls showed that the propor
tion of single women who believed that premarital sex was acceptable 
had suddenly dropped six percentage points in a year; for the first time 
in four years, fewer than half of all women said they felt premarital sex 
was okay. 

Finally, throughout the '80s the media insisted that women were 
fleeing the work force to devote themselves to "better" motherhood. 
But it wasn't until 1990 that this alleged development made a dent—a 
very small one—in the labor charts, as the percentage of women in the 
work force between twenty and forty-four dropped a tiny 0.5 percent, 
the first dip since the early '60s. Mostly, the media's advocacy of such a 
female exodus created more guilt than flight: in 1990, a poll of working 
women by Yankelovich Clancy Shulman found almost 30 percent of 
them believed that "wanting to put more energy into being a good 
homemaker and mother" was cause to consider quitting work alto
gether—an 11 percent increase from just a year earlier and the highest 
proportion in two decades. 

The trend story is not always labeled as such, but certain characteris
tics give it away: an absence of factual evidence or hard numbers; a ten
dency to cite only three or four women, typically anonymously, to 
establish the trend; the use of vague qualifiers like "there is a sense that" 
or "more and more"; a reliance on the predictive future tense ("Increas
ingly, mothers will stay home to spend more time with their families"); 
and the invocation of "authorities" such as consumer researchers and 
psychologists, who often support their assertions by citing other media 
trend stories. 

Just as the decade's trend stories on women pretended to be about 
facts while offering none, they served a political agenda while telling 
women that what was happening to them had nothing to do with polit
ical events or social pressures. In the '80s trend analysis, women's con
flict was no longer with her society and culture but only with herself. 
Single women were simply struggling with personal problems; they 
were "consistently self-destructive" or "overly selective." 

The only external combat the press recognized was woman on 
woman. T H E UNDECLARED WAR, a banner headline announced on the 
front page of the San Francisco Examiners Style section: "To Work or 
Not Divides Mothers in the Suburbs." Child magazine offered T H E 
MOMMY WARS and Savvy s WOMEN AT O D D S informed readers that "the 
world is soon to be divided into two enemy camps and one day they 
may not be civil toward each other." Media accounts encouraged mar-
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ried and single women to view each other as opponents—and even 
confront each other in the ring on "Geraldo" and "Oprah." Is H E SEPA
RABLE? was the title of a 1988 Newsday article that warned married 
women to beware the husband-poaching trend; the man shortage had 
driven single women into "brazen" overtures and wives were advised to 
take steps to keep "the hussy" at bay. 

Trend journalists in the '80s were not required to present facts for 
the same reason that ministers aren't expected to support sermons with 
data. The reporters were scripting morality plays, not news stories, in 
which the middle-class woman played the Christian innocent, led 
astray by a feminist serpent. In the final scene, the woman had to pay— 
repenting of her ambitions and "selfish" pursuit of equality—before she 
could reclaim her honor and her happiness. The trend stories were 
strewn with judgmental language about the wages of feminist sin. The 
A B C report on the ill effects of women's liberation, for example, re
ferred to the "costs" and "price" of equality thirteen times. Like any 
cautionary tale, the trend story offered a "choice" that implied only one 
correct answer: Take the rocky road to selfish and lonely independence 
or the well-paved path to home and flickering hearth. N o middle route 
was visible on the trend story's map of the moral feminine universe. 

COCOONERS, NEW TRADITIONALISTS, 
AND MOMMY T R A C K E R S 

"Many Young Women Now Say They'd Pick Family Over Career," the 
front page of the New York Times announced in 1980. Actually, the 
"many" women were a few dozen Ivy League undergraduates who, de
spite their protestations, were heading to medical school and fellowships 
at Oxford. The Times story managed to set off a brief round of similar 
back-to-the-home stories in the press. But with no authority to bless the 
trend, return-to-nesting's future looked doubtful. Then, midway 
through the decade, a media expert surfaced spectacularly in the press. 
Her name, which soon became a household word, was Faith Popcorn. 

A former advertising executive, Popcorn had reinvented herself as a 
"leading consumer authority" and launched her own market research 
firm, BrainReserve, which had this specialty: "trend identification." Pop
corn even maintained a "Trend Bank," whose deposits she offered to 
clients at a charge of $75,000 to $600,000. Claiming a 95 percent accu
racy rate, Popcorn promised to identify not only "major trend directions 
in the nation today" but also "upcomingTIPs (trends-in-progress)." 
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Much of the information in Popcorn's Trend Bank was hardly 
proprietary. While she did have a group of consumers that she polled, 
her predictions often came from popular T V shows, bestsellers, and 
"lifestyle" magazines. "People is my bible," Popcorn said. She also 
checked out movies and fashion from the last backlash, on the theory 
that styles repeat every thirty years. In spite of this rather elementary 
method of data collection, she managed to attract hundreds of corpo
rate clients, including some of the biggest names in the packaged food 
and household goods industries—from Campbell Soup Company to 
Quaker Oats. Popcorn's clients, fretting over sluggish consumerism and 
the failure of more than 80 percent of new products introduced in the 
contemporary marketplace, were especially interested in her promise of 
"brand renewal." Rather than coming up with new products that ap
pealed to shoppers, they could rely on Popcorn's promotion of 
retrotrends to get their has-been goods flying off the shelves again. As 
Popcorn promised, "Even if people don't move to the country, they will 
buy L. L. Bean's stuff." 

In 1986, Faith Popcorn managed to please the media trend writers 
and her corporate clients at the same time with the coining of a single 
word, "cocooning." The word "just popped into my head" in the mid
dle of an interview with the Wall Street Journal, Popcorn recalls. "It was 
a prediction . . . It hadn't happened." But that wasn't quite how she 
marketed it to the media at the time. 

Cocooning was the national trend for the '80s, she told the press. 
"We're becoming a nation of nesters . . . We like to stay home and co
coon. Mom foods, like meat loaf and chicken potpie, are very big right 
now." Her foodmaker clients were more than happy to back her up on 
that. As one enthusiastic spokesman for Pillsbury told Newsweek, "I be
lieve in cocooning." 

The press evidently did, too. In the next year alone Popcorn and her 
cocoon theories were featured in, to mention just a few publications, 
Newsweek (five times), the Wall Street Journal (four times), USA Today 
(twice), the Atlantic, US. News & World Report, the Los Angeles Times, 
Boardroom Reports, Success!, and, of course, People. "Is Faith Popcorn the 
ur of our era," a bemused writer wondered in The New Yorker. "Is she 
the oversoul incarnate?" Faith Popcorn is "one of the most interviewed 
women on the planet," grumbled Newsweek in 1987, which, despite its 
irritation, allotted her another two pages. 

"Cocooning" may have been envisioned by Popcorn as a gender-
neutral concept. But the press made it a female trend, defining cocoon-
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ing not as people coming home but as women abandoning the office. 
Other Popcorn predictions helped to goad on that media misimpres-
sion: "Fewer women will work. They will spend their time at home 
concentrating on their families." The press feminized this trend even 
further, envisioning not only cocooning but the cocoon itself as female. 
"Little in-home wombs," was how the Los Angeles Times described these 
shells to which women were supposed to be retreating. 

Female cocooning might have shown up on Popcorns trend meter 
but it had yet to make a blip on U.S . Bureau of Labor Statistics charts. 
Women steadily increased their representation in the work force in the 
'80s—from 51 to 57 percent for all women, and to more than 70 per
cent for women between twenty-five and forty-four. And the increase 
in working mothers was the steepest. Opinion polls didn't support the 
theory either: they showed adult women increasingly more determined 
to have a career with a family (63 percent versus 52 percent a decade 
earlier) and less interested in having a family with no career (26 percent 
versus 38 percent a decade earlier). And 42 percent of the women who 
weren't working said they would if there were more day care centers in 
the vicinity. 

Popcorn herself is no model of the trend she has so avidly promoted. 
Past forty, she is happily unmarried and childless—and puts her career 
first. "I'm hooked on my work," she confesses, laughing, in an interview. 
Though she has had many men in her life, she says, marriage has never 
appealed to her: "I didn't want somebody to own me." The women in her 
family, she proudly reports, have valued professionalism and financial in
dependence for at least three generations. Her grandmother owned and 
managed New York City real estate—and pronounced marriage "dumb" 
and "boring." Popcorn's mother, a negligence lawyer in the '20s who 
started her own firm when no one would hire her, took a similarly low 
view of traditional femininity. "She was really a cowgirl, rough and 
tough," Popcorn recalls with admiration. "She was teeny, five feet, but 
you'd never know it." 

Despite her assertions that, as a trend, feminism is out—"it's seen as 
a step back"—Popcorn describes herself as "still a seventies feminist." 
She explains, "I think we still have a long way to go. I think we have a 
lot of prejudice and a lot of discrimination. I think we need to orga
nize." She, in fact, says she started BrainReserve because prejudice was 
stalling her progress at a male-run advertising agency. "I didn't like how 
I was being treated. . . . And I wanted to be noticed, I wanted the top 
title, I wanted the recognition, just like any guy." 
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What made Popcorn think that "cocooning" was a trend? In the 
press, she cited the following evidence: the improving sales of "mom 
foods," the popularity of "big comfortable chairs," the ratings of the 
"Cosby" show, and one statistic—"a third of all the female M B As of 
197[6] have already returned home." But the sales spurt in "mom 
foods" was the consequence, not the cause, of her relentless "cocoon
ing" promotions; if it had been the other way around, Campbell Soup 
wouldn't have needed her services. And while people might well be 
sinking into Barcaloungers or tuning in the Huxtables on "Cosby," that 
hardly meant real women were flocking home. Only the last statistic 
had anything remotely to do with gauging women's actual behavior— 
and that statistic, as it happened, was highly dubious. 

• • • 
POPCORN BORROWED the M B A figure from what was, at the time, a 
celebrated trend article—a 1986 Fortune cover story entitled "Why 
Women Are Bailing Out." The article, about businesswomen trained at 
elite schools fleeing the corporate suite, inspired similar "bailing out" 
articles in Forbes, USA Today, and U.S. News & World Report, among 
others. 

The Fortune story left an especially deep and troubling impression 
on young women aspiring to business and management careers; after 
all, it seemed to have hard data. A year later at Stanford University's 
Graduate School of Business, women were still talking about the article 
and the effect it had had on them. Phyllis Strong, a Stanford M B A can
didate, said she now planned to look for a less demanding career, after 
reading how "you give up too much" and "you lose that sense of bond
ing and family ties" when you take on a challenging business job. 
Marcia Walley, another M B A candidate, said that she now understood 
"how impossible it is to have a successful career and a good family life. 
You cant have it all and you have to choose." A group of women at the 
business school even wrote a musical number on this theme for the se
nior play. Set to the tune of Paul Simon's "You Can Call Me Al," the 
bitter little anthem provoked tears from young women in the audience: 

When I was at B-school, they said. . . 
Girl, you can have it all. But I 
Didn't think I'd lose so much. 
Didn't want such long hours. 
Who'd think my only boyfriend 
Would be a blow-up doll?. . . 
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Where are my old boyfriends now? 
Nesting, nesting, 
Getting on with their lives, 
Living with women who get off at five. 

The year after Fortune launched the "bailing out" trend, the proportion 
of women applying to business schools suddenly began to shrink—for 
the first time in a decade. 

Fortunes 1986 cover photo featured Janie Witham, former IBM sys
tems engineer, seated in her kitchen with her two-year-old daughter on 
her lap. Witham is "happier at home," Fortunes cover announced. She 
has time now to "bake bread." She is one of "many women, including 
some of the best educated and most highly motivated," wrote the arti
cle's author, Fortune senior writer Alex Taylor III, who are making "a 
similar choice" to quit work. "These women were supposed to lead the 
charge into the corridors of corporate power," he wrote. "If the MBAs 
cannot find gratification there [in the work force], can any [his italics] 
women?" 

The Fortune story originated from some cocktail chatter at a Fortune 
editor's class reunion. While mingling with Harvard Business School 
classmates, Taylor's editor heard a couple of alumnae say they were stay
ing home with their newborns. Suspecting a trend, he assigned the 
story to Taylor. "He had this anecdotal evidence but no statistics," 
Taylor recalls. So the reporter went hunting for numbers. 

Taylor called Mary Anne Devanna, research coordinator at Colum
bia Business School's Center for Research in Career Development. She 
had been monitoring M B A women's progress for years—and she saw 
no such trend. "I told him, 'I don't believe your anecdotes are right,' " 
she recalls. " 'We have no evidence that women are dropping out in 
larger numbers.' And he said, 'Well, what would convince you?' " She 
suggested he ask Fortune to commission a study of its own. "Well, For
tune apparently said a study would cost $36,000 so they didn't want to 
do one," she says, "but they ended up running the story anyway." 

Instead of a study, Taylor took a look at alumni records for the Class 
of '76 from seventeen top business schools. But these numbers did not 
support the trend either: in 1976, the same proportion of women as 
men went to work for large corporations or professional firms, and ten 
years later virtually the same proportion of women and men were still 
working for these employers. 

Nonetheless, the story that Taylor wrote stated, "After ten years, sig-
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nificantly more women than men dropped off the management track." 
As evidence, Taylor cited this figure: "Fully 30 percent of the 1,039 
women from the class of '76 reported they are either self-employed or 
unemployed, or they listed no occupation." That would seem newswor
thy but for one inconvenient fact: 21 percent of the men from the same 
class also were self-employed or unemployed. So the "trend" boiled 
down to a 9 percentage-point difference. Given that working women 
still bear primary responsibility for child care and still face job discrim
ination, the real news was that the gap was so small. 

"The evidence is rather narrow," Taylor concedes later. "The drop
out rates of men and women are roughly the same." Why then did he 
claim that women were fleeing the work force in "disquieting" num
bers? Taylor did not actually talk to any of the women in the story. "A 
[female] researcher did all the interviews," Taylor says. "I just went out 
and talked to the deep thinkers, like the corporate heads and social sci
entists." One woman whom Taylor presumably did talk to, but whose 
example he did not include, is his own wife. She is a director of corpo
rate communications and, although the Taylors have two children, 
three years old and six months old at the time of the interview, she's still 
working. "She didn't quit, it's true," Taylor says. "But I'm struck by the 
strength of her maternal ties." 

The Fortune article passed lightly over political forces discouraging 
businesswomen in the '80s and concluded that women flee the work 
force because they simply would "rather" stay home. Taylor says he per
sonally subscribes to this view: "I think motherhood, not discrimina
tion, is the overwhelming reason women are dropping out." Yet, even 
the ex- IBM manager featured on the cover didn't quit because she 
wanted to stay home. She left because IBM refused to give her the flex
ible schedule she needed to care for her infant. "I wish things had 
worked out," Witham told the magazine's interviewer. "I would like to 
go back." 

Three months later, Fortune was back with more of the same. "A 
woman who wants marriage and children," the magazine warned, "real
izes that her Salomon Brothers job probably represents a choice to 
forgo both." But Fortune editors still couldn't find any numbers to sup
port their retreat-of-the-businesswoman trend. In fact, in 1987, when 
they finally did conduct a survey on business managers who seek to 
scale back career for family life, they found an even smaller 6 percent 
gender gap, and 4 percent more men than women said they had refused 
a job or transfer because it would mean less family time. The national 
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pollsters were no help either: they couldn't find a gap at all; while 30 
percent of working women said they might quit if they could afford it, 
30 percent of the men said that too. And contrary to the press about 
"the best and brightest" burning out, the women who were well edu
cated and well paid were the least likely to say they yearned to go home. 
In fact, a 1989 survey of 1,200 Stanford business-school graduates 
found that among couples who both hold MBAs and work, the hus
bands "display more anxiety." 

Finally Fortune just turned its back on these recalcitrant career 
women and devoted its cover instead to the triumph of the "trophy 
wife," the young and doting second helpmate who "make[s] the fifty-
and sixty-year-old C E O s feel they can compete"—unlike that selfish 
first wife who failed to make her husband "the focus of her life" and "in 
the process loses touch with him and his concerns." Fortune wasn't the 
only publication to resort to this strategy. Esquire, a periodical much 
given to screeds against the modern woman, devoted its entire June 
1990 issue to a dewy tribute to "the American Wife," the traditional 
kind only. In one memorable full-page photo, a model homemaker was 
featured on her knees, happily scrubbing a toilet bowl. 

While women in business management received the most pressure to 
abandon their careers—the corporate boardroom being the most 
closely guarded male preserve—the media flashed its return-to-the-nest 
sign at all working women. "A growing number of professional women 
have deliberately stepped off the fast track," Newsweek asserted in 1988, 
an assertion once again not supported by federal labor statistics. 
Women who give up career aspirations, the magazine said, are "much 
happier," offering the examples of only three women (two of whom 
were actually complaining of self-esteem problems because they weren't 
working full-time). More professional career women are "choosing" to 
be "something they never imagined they would be—stay-at-home 
mothers," a New York Times Magazine article announced. It maneu
vered around the lack of data to back its claim by saying, "No one 
knows how many career women each year leave jobs to be with their 
children." A Savvy article weighed in with an even more unlikely sce
nario: "More and more women," the magazine maintained, are actually 
"turning down" promotions, top titles, and high salaries—because they 
have realized "the importance of a balanced life." 

In 1986, just five months before Fortune claimed that female man
agers were leaping from the company ship, Newsweek was sounding a 
more general alarm to "America's Mothers," as the cover teaser put it. 
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The May cover story was entitled "Making It Work: How Women Bal
ance the Demands of Jobs and Children." But the headline turned out 
to be ironic; the accompanying article hammered home its real mes
sage, that the balancing act is destined to fail. The inside headline, A 
MOTHER'S CHOICE, more accurately expressed the article's sentiments. 
The choice offered America's mothers was, as always, a prescribed 
one—go home or crack up. 

The Newsweek story opened with a morality tale: 

Colleen Murphy Walter had it all. An executive at a Chicago hospi
tal, she earned more than $50,000 a year, had been married for a 
dozen years and had two sons. . . . But there was a price. Late at 
night, when everyone else was sleeping, she would be awake, desper
ately trying to figure out how to survive "this tangle of a lifestyle." 
Six months ago, Walter, thirty-six, quit, to stay home and raise her 
children. "Trying to be the best mother and the best worker was an 
emotional strain," she says. "I wanted to further myself in the corpo
rate world. But suddenly I got tired and realized I just couldn't do it 
anymore." 

"Today the myth of Supermom is fading fast—doomed by anger, 
guilt and exhaustion," Newsweek proclaimed. "An increasing number" 
of mothers are working at home and "a growing number" of mothers 
have reached "the recognition that they can't have it all." If Newsweek 
was vague on the actual numbers, it had its reasons. The magazine did 
commission a survey to prove its point—but the poll found that 71 
percent of mothers at home wanted to work, and 75 percent of the 
working mothers said they would work even if they didn't need the pay
check. 

That women might have less trouble "balancing" if they had fewer 
dishes and diapers in their arms—and their men had more—was not a 
point that Newsweek dwelled on. "Fathers are doing more at home and 
with their children," the magazine insisted. It made much of its one ex
ample, "Superdad" R. Bruce Magee, who boasted to Newsweek that he 
had recently changed one out of every two diapers, cooked 60 percent 
of the meals and washed half the clothes. 

• • • 
The media jumped when Felice Schwartz, the founder of Catalyst—a 
consulting firm to corporations on women's careers—claimed that 
"most" women are "willing to trade some career growth and compensa-



104 Susan Faludi 

tion for freedom from the constant pressure to work long hours and 
weekends." Not only was Schwartz a bona fide expert, she was taking 
her stand in the esteemed Harvard Business Review. 

The "mommy-tracking" trend, as the media immediately coined it, 
became front-page news; Schwartz personally fielded seventy-five inter
views in the first month and her words inspired more than a thousand 
articles. It wasn't as dramatic as women "bailing out" of the work force 
altogether, but it was better than nothing. "Across the country, female 
managers and professionals with young families are leaving the fast 
track for the mommy track," Business Week proclaimed in a cover story. 
Their numbers are "multiplying." It offered no actual numbers, only a 
few pictures of women holding children's books and stuffed animals, 
and quotes from four part-time workers. The woman on the cover was 
even a mommy-tracking employee from Faith Popcorn's client, Quaker 
Oats. (In another photo inside, she was posed next to three different 
Quaker Oats products.) 

If the media had no evidence that the mommy trackers were multi
plying, neither did Felice Schwartz. She merely speculated that the ma
jority of women, whom she called "career-and-family women," were 
"willing" and "satisfied" to give up higher pay and promotions. Corpo
rations should somehow identify these women and treat them differ
ently from "career-primary" women, allotting them fewer hours, 
bonuses, and opportunities for advancement. That this would amount 
to discrimination didn't seem to occur to Schwartz. In fact, at a confer
ence sponsored by traditional women's magazines, she proposed that 
young women ignore Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and review their 
child-rearing plans with prospective employers; women need to move 
beyond "insistence on the rights women achieved in an era when we 
weren't valued," she told her audience. 

Women with this mommy-track mind-set were, in reality, vastly in 
the minority in the workplace: in the 1984 Newsweek Research Report 
on Women Who Work, for example, more than 70 percent of women 
interviewed said they would rather have high-pressure jobs in which ad
vancement was possible than low-pressure jobs with no advancement. 
And a year after Schwartz's article was published, when the 1990 Vir
ginia Slims poll specifically asked women about "mommy tracking," 70 
percent of the women called it discriminatory and "just an excuse for 
paying women less than men." 

Corporations, Schwartz asserted, had cause to be impatient with fe
male employees; as she put it in the first sentence of her Harvard Busi-
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ness Review article, "The cost of employing women in management is 
greater than the cost of employing men." As evidence she vaguely al
luded to two studies, neither published, conducted by two corporations 
which she refused to identify. One of them, a "multinational corpora
tion," claimed its rate of turnover in management positions was two 
and a half times higher among top-performing women than men. That 
company, Schwartz reveals in a later interview, is Mobil Corporation— 
and its women managers were fleeing not because they were mommy 
tracking but because "until the last few years, it was a company that was 
not responsive to women." Only in 1989 did Mobil even get around to 
modifying its leave-of-absence policy to allow its employees to work a 
reduced workweek temporarily to care for sick children or elderly par
ents, Mobil's employee policy manager Derek Harvey concedes. But, 
Harvey maintains, Mobil is very accommodating of its women: "We're 
a very paternalistic company." 

"I was not writing a research piece," Schwartz says in her defense. "I 
was writing as an expert in the field." But as an expert, she should at 
least have been familiar with the research. Federal statistics that have 
compared the cost of employing men and women find no significant 
differences between the sexes; men and women take about the same 
number of sick days and leaves. Schwartz herself seems to have come 
around to that view. In a turnabout that was as ignored in the press as 
her mommy-track credo was celebrated, she issued a ten-page state
ment hotly denying that she ever supported mommy tracking. Her re
cantation didn't register, even on the Harvard Business Review editors 
still busy defending the article. "She speaks with a tone of authority," 
the Reviews executive editor Timothy Blodgett told Ms. "That comes 
through." Later that spring, the Reviews managing editor Alan M. 
Webber wrote an op-ed piece in the New York Times that may help ex
plain why he was so willing to trumpet the mommy-track message in 
his magazine. In his essay, entitled "Is the American Way of Life 
Over?," Webber wrung his hands over "the demise" of motherhood and 
charged that critics of Schwartz's article were too fixated on women's 
rights and didn't care about the future of American maternity. Fears 
over declining female fertility, not cheers for rising mommy tracking, 

was apparently the trend weighing heaviest on his mind. 

• • • 
If scaring women with tales of sleepless nights and "emotional strain" 
didn't prompt women to leave the full-time work force, maybe they 
could be flattered into an exodus. That seemed, anyway, to be the 
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premise behind Good Housekeepings massive "New Traditionalist" ad 
campaign, launched in 1988 with double-page ads in dozens of na
tional publications. The New Traditionalist woman wasn't even real, 
but she set off another round of trend stories in the national media, 
similar ad campaigns by publications from the New York Times to 
Country Living, and similar sales pitches by merchandisers from Ralph 
Lauren to Wedgwood. The New York Times even held up Barbara Bush 
as an example of the New Traditionalist trend, a case of a real woman 
living up to the standards of a fake one. 

The New Traditionalist ads presented grainy photos of former ca
reerists cuddled in their renovated Cape Codder homes, surrounded by 
adoring and well-adorned children. The accompanying text dished out 
predictable women's magazine treacle about the virtues and "deep-
rooted values" of any woman who "found her identity" by serving 
home, husband, and kids. But this homage to feminine passivity was 
cleverly packaged in activist language, a strategy that simultaneously ac
knowledged women's desire for autonomy and co-opted it. The New 
Traditionalist, the ads said, was an independent thinker who "made her 
own choices" and "started a revolution." The magazine's ads assured 
readers, "She's not following a trend. She is the trend. . . . In fact, mar
ket researchers are calling it the biggest social movement since the 
sixties." 

Praising women for their "choices" was hardly the purpose of this ad 
campaign. As Good Housekeeping publisher Alan Waxenberg himself as
serted, women today "don't need all that choice." The "social move
ment" that Good Housekeeping had in mind would lead not only to the 
home but, more important, to the magazine's subscription office. 
"America is coming home to Good Housekeeping was the ad's final sen
tence, an assertion that was just wishful thinking. In the '80s, the circu
lation of traditional women's magazines had fallen by about 2 million 
readers; ad linage was down at nearly all these magazines. And Good 
Housekeeping was worst off; its advertising pages had shrunk more than 
13 percent in the year before the magazine launched the New Tradi
tionalist campaign. But Waxenberg hoped that neotraditional ism 
would spur ad growth among the magazine's staple advertisers: "Well-
established brands will be big sellers in the future," once the retrotrend 
takes hold, he said. 

To salvage its profit margins, Good Housekeeping might have tried a 
more obvious strategy. It could have simply recognized women's changed 
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status, and changed with it. That tactic worked spectacularly for Working 
Woman, the only women's magazine to concentrate on the business 
needs of career women in the decade. The magazine's circulation 
climbed tenfold from 1980 to 1 million subscribers by 1989, making it 
the most popular business magazine in the country—even more widely 
read than Business Week or Fortune. Its annual ad revenues (more than 
half from business products and financial services) increased accordingly, 
sixty times over, to more than $25 million. 

In 1987, Good Housekeepings management was, in fact, considering 
a move in that direction. Maybe, some of its top editors proposed at the 
time, the magazine should appeal to working women. After all, even 65 
percent of Good Housekeepings current readership worked. But when 
the magazine's managers turned to an outside advertising agency for 
help, they were quickly talked out of such an unorthodox solution. 
"The problem, as they perceived it, was that they were considered old-
fashioned and they thought they needed to be more contemporary," re
calls Malcolm MacDougall, the advertising executive commissioned to 
overhaul the magazine's image. MacDougall, vice chairman of Jordan, 
McGrath, Case & Taylor, told them to think again; "neotraditionalism" 
was coming and they'd best be ready for it. His evidence: the counsel of 
Faith Popcorn and the fact that Quaker Oats's hot-cereal sales were ris
ing. (Evidence closer to home wasn't as compelling: MacDougall's wife 
works and, as he concedes, she found some of the New Traditionalist 
ads "kind of sexist.") MacDougall says he found the oatmeal factor 
especially telling. "Two years ago, no one thought hot cereal would 
sell. Quaker Oats came out with 'It's the Right Thing to Do ' campaign 
and literally changed the way America eats breakfast!" (That ad also 
happens to be his. In fact, in a case of one ad campaign pitching in 
for another, the copy in one of the New Traditionalist ads, which 
MacDougall also wrote, murmurs about the delights of "oatmeal on the 
breakfast table.") 

But oatmeal sales, which probably picked up thanks to the late-'80s 
mania for cholesterol-fighting oat bran, have little to do with whether 
women are returning to "traditional" values and lifestyles. Nonetheless, 
MacDougall said he had one other key source of proof of "neotradi
tionalism"—from the Yankelovich Monitor poll of 2,500 Americans. 
Some of the New Traditionalist ads even footnoted this survey, lending 
a pseudoscholarly touch. "When I looked at that study." MacDougall 
says of the Yankelovich report, "the numbers just jumped out at me. It's 
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a pretty dramatic shift. It's a trend going back five years, it's very real 
and it can be backed up. So I went back to Good Housekeeping and I 
said, this is not a problem, it's an opportunity." 

But at Yankelovich, the researchers are still trying to figure out just 
what numbers jumped out at him. "I cheerfully disavow any connec
tion with those Good Housekeeping ads," Susan Hayward, senior vice 
president at Yankelovich, says. "Good Housekeeping is a client of ours. 
They looked at the Monitor study and we did a proprietary study for 
them, too. And they chose to misinterpret both." Neither study shows 
any signs of women leaving work or even fantasizing about leaving 
work. The percentage of women who want to work in the Yankelovich 
poll is as high as ever. And the proportion of women who describe 
motherhood as "an experience every woman should have" stands at 53 
percent; in 1974, when nontraditionalism was more in vogue, it was 54 
percent. 

But doubts about neotraditionalism's validity don't faze MacDougall. 
"You can argue forever that people aren't this way but it doesn't work be
cause they are," he says. Pressed to offer something more substantial, he 
gets a little huffy: "I'm selling a magazine based on home values. C'mon. 
We're in business here. I'm not going to give in to a few angry women." 

THE S P I N S T E R BOOM: THE S O R R O W AND THE PITY 

"In all respects, young single American women hold themselves in 
higher regard now than a year ago," the New York Times noted in 1974. 
Single women are more "self-assured, confident, secure." The article 
concluded, "The [women's] movement, apparently, is catching on." 

Such media views of single women were certainly catching on in the 
'70s. Newsweek quickly elevated the news of the happy single woman to 
trend status. "Within just eight years, singlehood has emerged as an in
tensely ritualized—and newly respectable—style of American life," the 
magazine ruled in a 1973 cover story. "It is finally becoming possible to 
be both single and whole." In fact, according to Newsweek, the single 
lifestyle for women was more than "respectable"; it was a thrill a 
minute. The cover photo featured a grinning blonde in a bikini, toast
ing her good fortune poolside. Inside, more singles beamed as they 
sashayed from sun decks to moonlit dances. "I may get married or I just 
may not," a flight attendant, who described her single status as "pretty 
groovy," told the magazine. "But if I do, it will be in my own time and 
on my own terms. . . . I see nothing wrong with staying single for as 
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long as you please." And even Newsweeks writers, though betraying 
some queasiness at such declarations, ultimately gave a round of ap
plause to these spunky new singles who weren't "settling for just any old 
match." 

The many features about giddy single women in the early '70s left 
the impression that these unwed revelers rarely left their beach towels. 
The stereotype got so bad that one bachelor grumbled in a 1974 New 
York Times article, "From reading the press, you'd think that every girl is 
36-24-36 . . . and every guy lounges by a poolside and waits for the 
beautiful blondes to admire his rippling muscles." 

Married life, on the other hand, acquired a sour and claustrophobic 
reputation in the early '70s press. "Dropout Wives—Their Number Is 
Growing," a 1973 New York Times trend story advised, asserting that 
droves of miserable housewives were fleeing empty marriages in search 
of more "fulfilled" lives. The Times s portrait of the wedded state was 
bleak: it featured husbands who cheat, criticize and offer "no commu
nication," and wives who obsessively drink and pop pills. According to 
Newsweek, married couples were worse than troubled—they were un-
trendy: "One sociologist has gone so far as to predict that eventually 
married people could find themselves living in a totally singles-oriented 
society. 

A dozen years later, these same publications were sending out the op
posite signals. Newsweek was now busy scolding single women for refus
ing to "settle" for lesser mates, and the New York Times was reporting 
that single women are "too rigid to connect" and suffer from "a sickness 
almost." Single women were no longer the press's party girls; with a 
touch of the media's wand, they were turned back into the scowling 
scullery maids who couldn't go to the ball. Too LATE FOR PRINCE 
CHARMING? the Newsweek headline inquired sneeringly, over a drawing 
of a single woman sprawled on a lonely mattress, a teddy bear her only 
companion. The magazine now offered only mocking and insincere 
pity for women shut out of the marital bedroom, which '80s press ac
counts enveloped in a heavenly, and tastefully erotic, glow. On the front 
page of the New York Times, the unwed woman stalked the empty 
streets like Typhoid Mary; though "bright and accomplished," she 
"dreads nightfall, when darkness hugs the city and lights go on in warm 
kitchens." It's clear enough why she fears the dark: according to the '80s 
press, nightmares are a single girl's only bedmate. New York magazine's 
1984 cover story on single women began with this testimony from 
"Mary Rodgers," which the magazine noted in small print was not her 
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real name: "Last night, I had a terrible dream. The weight of the world 
was on my shoulders, and it was pressing me into the ground. I 
screamed for help, but nobody came. When I woke up, I wanted some
body to hold me. But it was just like the dream. There was no husband. 
N o children. Only me." 

"Mary" was an executive in a garment firm. Like most of the ailing 
single women that the '80s media chose to pillory, she was one of the 
success stories from the women's movement now awakening to the 
error of her independent ways. She was single because, as the story's 
own headline put it, she was one of those women who "expect too 
much." 

The campaign for women's rights was, once more, identified as the 
culprit; liberation had depressed single women. "Loveless, Manless: 
The High Cost of Independence," read one women's magazine head
line. "Feminism became a new form of defensiveness" that drove men 
away, explained a 1987 Harpers Bazaar article, entitled "Are You Turn
ing Men Off?: Desperate and Demanding." New York's story on grim-
faced single women summoned an expert, psychotherapist Ava Siegler, 
who said the women's movement should be blamed for "failing to help 
women order their priorities." Siegler charged, "It [the women's move
ment] didn't outline the consequences. We were never told, 'While 
you're climbing up the corporate ladder, don't forget to pick up a hus
band and child.' " 

ABC's 1986 special, "After the Sexual Revolution," also told single 
women to hold feminism responsible for their marital status. Women's 
success has come "at the cost of relationships," co-host Richard 
Threlkeld said. Even married women are in danger, he advised: "The 
more women achieve in their careers, the higher their chances for di
vorce." Co-host Betsy Aaron concurred: Feminists never "calculated 
that as a price of the revolution, freedom and independence turning to 
loneliness and depression." It wasn't a trade-off Aaron could have de
duced from her own life: she had a successful career and a husband— 
co-host Threlkeld. 

The media's preoccupation with single women's miseries reared up 
suddenly in the mid-1980s. Between 1980 and 1982, as one study has 
noted, national magazines ran only five feature articles about single 
women; between 1983 and 1986, they ran fifty-three—and almost all 
were critical or pitying. (Only seven articles about single men ran in 
this same period.) The headlines spoke bleakly of T H E SAD PLIGHT OF 
SINGLE WOMEN, T H E TERMINALLY SINGLE WOMAN, and SINGLE SHOCK. 
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To be unwed and female was to succumb to an illness with only one 
known cure: marriage. 

The press contributed to single women's woes as much as it reported 
on them, by redefining single women's low social status as a personal 
defect. The media spoke ominously of single women's "growing isola
tion"—but it was an isolation that trend journalism helped create and 
enforce. In the '70s, the media's accounts featured photos and stories of 
real single women, generally in groups. In the '80s, the press offered 
drawings of fictional single women and tales of "composite" or "anony
mous" single women—almost always depicted alone, hugging a tear-
stained pillow, or gazing forlornly from a garret window. McCalVs 
described the prototype this way: "She's the workaholic, who may enjoy 
an occasional dinner with friends but more likely spends most of her 
time alone in her apartment, where she nightly retreats as her own best 
friend." 

Just as the press had ignored the social inequalities that cause career 
women to "burn out," it depoliticized the situation of single women. 
While '70s press reports had chipped away at the social stigma that hurt 
single women, the '80s media maintained, with the aid of pop psychol
ogists, that single women's troubles were all self-generated. As a thera
pist maintained in the New York Times story on single women, 
"Women are in this situation because of neurotic conflicts." This thera
pist was even saying it about herself; she told the Times she had entered 
"intensive analysis" to cure herself of this singular distaff disorder. 

The media's presentation of single women as mental patients is a well-
worn backlash tradition. In the late Victorian press, single women were 
declared victims of "andromania" and "marriage dread." After briefly re
habilitating single women as sprightly "bachelor girls" in the early 1900s, 
the press condemned them to the mental ward once more for the dura
tion of the Depression. In the '30s, Good Housekeeping conducted a poll 
of single career women that looked for signs of psychic distress. When the 
single women all said they were quite satisfied with their lives, the maga
zine inquired hopefully, "May not some of them have hidden a longing 
that hurt like a wound . . . as they bent above some crib and listened to 
the heavy sleeping breath that rhythmed from rosy lips?" And yet again 
in the '50s, a parade of psychoanalysts led by Marynia Farnham and 
Ferdinand Lundberg, authors of the 1947 leading manual Modern 
Woman: The Lost Sex, marched through the women's magazines, declar
ing single women "defeminized" and "deeply ill." 

When the backlash press wasn't labeling single women mental mis-
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fits, it was busy counting the bodies. Not only were single women sick, 
the media pundits warned, they were outnumbered—a message that 
only helped to elevate anxiety levels. The late Victorian press was ob
sessed with calculating the exact number of "excess" or "redundant" sin
gle women; national periodicals printed graphs and tables listing the 
overabundance of unaccounted-for women. "Why Is Single Life Be
coming More General?" The Nation pondered in 1868, noting that the 
issue "is fast getting into the category of topics of universal discussion." 
The ratio was so bad, Harpers Bazaar exclaimed in 1874, that men 
could get "wives at discount," and "eight melancholy maids" clung to 
the same bachelor's arm at parties. "The universal cry is 'No husbands! 
N o husbands!' " (Feminist ideas, the magazine was quick to add, were 
to blame for this "dreadful" situation: "Many 'advanced women' forgot 
that there can be no true progress for them save in the company of, not 
in opposition to, men.") 

By the mid-1980s, the media was busy once more counting heads in 
the single-woman pool and issuing charts that supposedly proved a sur
plus of unattached women, which the press now called "the spinster 
boom" and "hypermaidenism." The most legendary tally sheet ap
peared in Newsweek. "If You're a Single Woman, Here Are Your 
Chances of Getting Married," the headline on Newsweek s June 2, 
1986, cover helpfully announced. The accompanying graph plunged 
like the north face of the Matterhorn, its color scheme changing from 
hot red to frigid blue as it slid past thirty—and into Old Maid free-fall. 
"The traumatic news came buried in an arid demographic study," 
Newsweek's story began, "titled innocently enough, 'Marriage Patterns 
in the United States.' But the dire statistics confirmed what everybody 
suspected all along: that many women who seem to have it all—good 
looks and good jobs, advanced degrees and high salaries—will never 
have mates." 

Newsweek took the flawed and unpublished Harvard-Yale marriage 
study and promoted it to cover-story celebrity status. A few months 
later, the magazine received the more comprehensive U .S . Census Bu
reau marriage study and shrank it to a two-paragraph item buried in 
the "Update" column. Why? Eloise Salholz, Newsweek s lead writer on 
the marriage study story, later explains the showcasing of the Harvard-
Yale study in this way: "We all knew this was happening before that 
study came out. The study summarized impressions we already had." 

The New York Times assigned a staff writer to the Harvard-Yale study 
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and produced a lengthy story. But when it came time to cover the Cen
sus Bureau study, the Times didn't even waste a staff writer's time; it just 
used a brief wire story and buried it. And almost a year after demogra
phers had discredited the Harvard-Yale study, the New York Times ran a 
front-page story on how women were suffering from this putative man 
shortage, citing the Harvard-Yale study as proof. Asked to explain this 
later, the story's author, Jane Gross, says, "It was untimely, I agree." But 
the story was assigned to her, so she made the best of it. The article 
dealt with the fact that the study had been invalidated by dismissing the 
entire critique as "rabid reaction from feminists." 

Some of the press's computations on the marriage crunch were at re
medial levels. The Newsweek story declared that single women "are 
more likely to be killed by a terrorist" than marry. Maybe Newsweek was 
only trying to be metaphorical, but the terrorist line got repeated with 
somber literalness in many women's magazines, talk shows, and advice 
books. "Do you know that. . . forty-year-olds are more likely to be 
killed by a terrorist than find a husband?" gasped the press release that 
came with Tracy Cabot's How to Make a Man Fall in Love with You. A 
former Newsweek bureau intern who was involved in the story's prepa
ration later explains how the terrorist analogy wound up in the maga
zine: "What happened is, one of the bureau reporters was going around 
saying it as a joke—like, 'Yeah, a woman's more likely to get bumped 
off by a terrorist'—and next thing we knew, one of the writers in New 
York took it seriously and it ended up in print." 

Newsweek's "marriage crunch" story, like its story on a "mother's 
choice," was a parable masquerading as a numbers report. It presented 
the "man shortage" as a moral comeuppance for independent-minded 
women who expected too much. Newsweek's preachers found single 
women guilty of at least three deadly sins: Greed—they put their high-
paying careers before the quest for a husband. Pride—they acted "as 
though it were not worth giving up space in their closets for anything 
less than Mr. Perfect." And sloth—they weren't really out there beating 
the bushes; "even though they say they want to marry, they may not 
want it enough." 

Now came judgment day. "For many economically independent 
women, the consequences of their actions have begun to set in," Newsweek 
intoned. "For years bright young women singlemindedly pursued their 
careers, assuming that when it was time for a husband they could pencil 
one in. They were wrong." Newsweek urged young women to learn from 
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the mistakes of their feminist elders: "Chastened by the news that delay
ing equals forgoing, they just may want to give thought to the question [of 
marriage] sooner than later." 

For the further edification of the young, Newsweek lined up errant 
aging spinsters like sinners before the confessional grate and piously 
recorded their regrets: "Susan Cohen wishes she had been able to see 
her way clear to the altar. 'Not being of sound mind,' she refused sev
eral marriage proposals when she was younger." Pediatrician Catherine 
Casey told the magazine's inquisitors, " I never doubted I would marry, 
but I wasn't ready at twenty-two. I was more interested in going to 
school. . . . Now my time clock is striking midnight." 

Parading the penitent unwed became a regular media tearjerker, and 
it was on the network news programs that the melodrama enjoyed its 
longest run. " C B S Morning News" devoted a five-day special in 1987 
to the regrets of single women. Just like the timing of the Newsweek 
story, the show was graciously aired in the wedding month of June. 
"We thought we were going to be dating for twenty-five years," one 
woman moaned. "We'll be sitting here in our forties and our biological 
clocks will have stopped," wailed another. The relentless C B S news
caster behaved as if she were directing an on-air group therapy session. 
"Have you always been this way?" she pressed her patients. "What are 
you scared of?" "Do you all have strong relationships with your dads?" 
"Did you learn to talk as kids?" 

A B C took television psychiatry one step further in its three-hour 
special in 1986. Not only did the network hire a psychiatrist to serve as 
a behind-the-scenes consultant, the newscaster managed to badger one 
of the program's subjects into an on-camera breakdown. Laura Slutsky, 
thirty-seven and single, the president of her own company, tried to ex
plain that while living alone could be a "difficult challenge," she was de
termined to "make my life work." "I'll do it," she said, "I'll be classy 
about it, at times." But the interviewer would have none of it and kept 
at her. Finally: 

INTERVIEWER: Face that fear a minute for me. 
SLUTSKY: Wait a second, this is not easy stuff, [starts to cry] The fear of 

being alone is not—I don't like it. I'll do it though. Why am I cry
ing? I don't know why I 'm crying. . . . These are hard ques
tions. . . . But I'll do it. I'll do it. I don't want to do it. I don't want to 
do it. 
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Apparently still not sated, A B C aired another special the following 
year, this one the four-day "Single in America." Co-anchor Kathleen 
Sullivan set the tone in the opening segment: "Well, when I first heard 
that we were going to do this," she announced on the air, "I said, so 
what? I mean, who cares about singles? They don't have responsibilities 
of family. They're only career-motivated." But, she added generously, 
she's learned to pity them: "I at first wasn't compassionate, but now 
I am." 

Compassion seemed only appropriate given that, as Sullivan's report 
amply demonstrated, a single woman's life is a gallery of horrors: 

Day One—"Singles have to go to industries to provide them with 
some way to meet people." 

Day Two—"Today, we'll look at singles and sex, how the fatal disease 
AIDS is redefining some of their choices." (A gory clip from the singles 
bar—hopping movie Looking for Mr. Goodbar follows, with Sullivan's ad
visory voice-over: "Indiscriminate dating can be dangerous. In this case 
it killed.") 

Day Three—"Single parents can be sexual, bu t . . . better think twice 
[unless] you want your child to sleep around with anyone when they 
get older." 

Day Four—"Today we'll have a more positive outlook for you . . . " 
followed by: "But there are some overwhelming concerns. One is eco
nomics. It's not that easy on a single income to buy a home. [And] there 
is an overwhelming and a very saddened concern about the A I D S virus, 
and that this deadly disease is changing the sexual habits of singles." 

When all was said and done, Sullivan could only find one "positive" 
development in single women's lives: they could now sign themselves 
up to the "self registry" in Bloomingdale's—just like a bride. But even 
here, her co-host Charles Gibson chimed in with the downside: 
"I'm not sure who goes out to buy you presents if you're not getting 
married." 

Despite the title, "Single in America," the network program never 
addressed the status of single men. The omission was typical. The pro
motional literature for ABC's "After the Sexual Revolution" actually 
promised to discuss the impact on men. But it never did. Asked to ex
plain the omission later, co-host Richard Threlkeld says, "There wasn't 
any time. We only had three hours." 

When the press did manage to fit the single man into its busy sched
ule, it was not to extend condolences. On the cover of the New York 
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Times Sunday magazine, a single man luxuriated in his well-appointed 
bachelor pad. Reclining on his parquet floor, his electric guitar by his 
side, he was casually reading a book and enjoying (much to the joy of 
the magazine's cigarette advertisers, no doubt) a smoke. W H Y WED? was 
the headline. Inside, the story's author Trip Gabriel clucked patroniz
ingly about the "worries" of "the army of single women in their thir
ties." O f single men, however, he had this to say: "I was impressed by 
the men I talked with" and "I came away thinking bachelorhood a vi
able choice." Even the men who seemed to be avoiding women alto
gether earned his praise. He saw nothing wrong, for example, with a 
thirty-year-old man who recoiled from Saturday night dates because 
"Sunday's my game day." Nor did he wonder about a thirty-five-year-
old single sports photographer who told him, "To me, relationships al
ways seemed very stifling." Instead, Gabriel praised his bachelorhood as 
a "mature decision." 

Having whipped single women into high marital panic—or "nup-
tialitis," as one columnist called it—the press hastened to soothe fretted 
brows with conjugal tonic. In what amounted to an enormous dose of 
free publicity for the matchmaking and bridal industries, the media 
helped peddle exorbitant miracle cures for the mentally, and statisti
cally, handicapped single women—with scores of stories on $1,000 
"How to Marry the Man of Your Choice" workshops, $4,600 dating 
service memberships that guaranteed marriage within three years, and 
$25,000 matchmaking consultations. "Time is running out for single 
people," a San Francisco Chronicle columnist (himself an aging bache
lor) advised, and then turned his column over to a dating service owner 
who was anxious to promote her new business: "There's a terrific 
scramble going on now," she alerted single women, "and in two years 
there just isn't going to be anyone left out there. There aren't going 
to be all these great surplus older guys." The media even offered their 
own coaching and counseling assistance. New York trotted out inspira
tional role models—single women who managed to marry after forty. 
"When they really decided to set their sights on a marriageable man," 
the article, entitled "Brides at Last," declared, "they found one." USA 
Today even played doctor, offering a special hot line for troubled sin
gles—with psychologists working the phones. The telephone monitors 
confessed to being "startled" at the results: lovelorn male callers out
numbered women—by two to one. 

Women's magazines rose most grandly to the occasion. Nuptialitis 
was, after all, their specialty. Cosmopolitans February 1989 issue offered 
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an eleven-page guide to oiling the husband trap, under the businesslike 
title "How to Close the Deal." The magazine lectured, "You've read the 
statistics: More women than men practically everywhere but San 
Quentin. . . . You have to tidy up your act. Starting right now." Its get-
married-quick pointers were all on loan from the last backlash's advice 
books. Among them: pretend to be less sexually experienced than you 
are, play up your knitting and cooking skills, let him do most of the 
talking, and be "extremely accepting." At Mademoiselle, similar 1950s-
style words of wisdom were on tap: the magazine promoted "The Re
turn of Hard-to-Get," advised women to guard their "dating 
reputation," and reminded them, "Smart Cookies Don't Phone First." 
And a New Woman cover story by Dr. Joyce Brothers offered some old 
advice for gold-band hunters: "Why You Shouldn't Move In with Your 
Lover." 

While the press was busy pressing single women into marriage, it 
was simultaneously ordering already married women to stay put. One 
effective holding action: spreading fear about life after divorce. In 
1986, N B C ran a special report that focused exclusively on "the nega
tive consequences of divorce." Cosmopolitan offered a four-page feature 
wholly devoted to divorce's drawbacks. "Singlehood seems so tempting 
when you're wrangling bitterly," it instructed. "But be forewarned: 
More and more marital veterans and experts in the field are cautioning 
potential divorcées to be wary—extremely wary—of eight common, 
dangerous delusions [about divorce]." For women, the press reported 
over and over again, broken wedding vows lead to severe depression, a 
life of loneliness, and an empty bank account. 

To stave off divorce, the media once more came to the rescue with 
friendly advice and stern moral lectures. C B S revived "Can This Mar
riage Be Saved?"—the old Ladies' Home Journal feature—as a nation
wide talk show in 1989, offering on-air reconciliation for couples with 
rocky relations. "How to Stay Married" was Newsweek's offering—a 
1987 cover story replete with uplifting case studies of born-again cou
ples who had gone "right to the edge" before finding "salvation," usu
ally through a therapist's divine intervention. Several marital counselors 
made promotional appearances in these pages, one hawking a sixteen-
week marital improvement program—for newlyweds. 

"How times have changed!" Newsweek wrote. "Americans are taking 
marriage more seriously." The magazine had no evidence that a marital 
boom was in progress. All it could produce was this flimsy statistic: an 
insignificant 0.2 percent drop in the divorce rate. 
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INFERTILITY I L L N E S S AND BABY F E V E R S 

"Is this surge in infertility the yuppie disease of the '80s?" N B C corre
spondent Maria Shriver asked in a 1987 special report. Could it be, she 
worried, turning to her lineup of experts, that barren wombs have be
come "The Curse of the Career Woman"? Her experts, infertility doc
tors hawking costly experimental cures, were only too happy to agree. 

By now, the trend journalists had it down; they barely needed an 
expert to point out the enemy. If it was a woman's problem, then they 
knew women's quest for independence and equality must be to blame. 
In the case of the "curse of the career woman," the witch casting the 
spell must be carrying her own wallet—with, doubtless, a N O W mem
bership card inside. The headlines made it clear why women's wombs 
were drying up: "Having It All: Postponing Parenthood Exacts a Price" 
and "The Quiet Pain of Infertility: For the Success-Oriented, It's a Bit
ter Pill." As a New York Times columnist asserted, the infertile woman 
today is "a walking cliché" of the feminist generation, "a woman on the 
cusp of forty who put work ahead of motherhood." 

Newsweek devoted two cover stories to the "trend of childlessness." 
Between shots of lone career women in corner offices and lone teddy 
bears in empty cribs, Newsweek warned that as many as 20 percent of 
women in their early to mid-thirties will end up with no babies of their 
own—and "those numbers will be even higher for women with high-
powered careers, the experts say." The expert that Newsweek used to 
support this point was none other than Harvard economist David 
Bloom, co-author of the infamous Harvard-Yale marriage study. Now 
he was saying that 30 percent of all female managers will wind up 
childless. 

Not to be upstaged in the motherhood department, Life issued its 
own special report, "Baby Craving," which said that "millions" of career 
women will "pay a price for waiting." Life produced photographic evi
dence: Mary Chase, a forty-two-year-old writer and producer, who 
stared contritely at an empty bassinet. In subsequent snapshots, Mary 
was examined by an infertility specialist, bared her back to an acupunc
turist attempting to "stimulate the energy," sought counsel from a male 
psychic claiming to have inspired one pregnancy, stood on her head in 
her underwear after having sex, and opened her mouth wide for hus
band Bill, who peered in and tried "to uncover early traumas that might 
block Mary's ability to conceive." The couple didn't know the cause of 
their fertility troubles, so it was just as likely that Bill's "early traumas" 
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were the problem. (Infertility odds are the same for both sexes.) But the 
Life story never dealt with that possibility. 

As in all trend stories, the data supporting the infertility epidemic 
were nonexistent, so the magazines had to fudge. "It's hard to tell, but 
infertility may be on the rise," Newsweek said. "There are few good sta
tistical measures of how infertility has overtaken our lives," Life said. O f 
course, plenty of good statistical measures existed; they just didn't up
hold the story of the "curse of the career woman." Some magazine arti
cles got around the lack of proof by simply shifting to the future tense. 
Mademoiselle, for example, offered this prediction—in upper-case type: 
T H E INFERTILITY EPIDEMIC is COMING. And a 1982 feature in the New 

York Times just cast aspersions on all skeptics. Women in their thirties 
who don't believe their infertility odds are high must be suffering "on 
an emotional level" from "a need to deny the findings." 

The week that this New York Times feature ran, women who sub
scribed to both the Times and Time magazine must have been be
wildered. While the Times was busy bemoaning the empty wombs 
of thirty-plus professional women—it ran, in fact, two such stories 
that week—Time was burbling about all the inhabited ones. The 
newsweekly was pushing the other half of the trend pair: a baby boom-
let. "Career women are opting for pregnancy and they are doing it in 
style," the magazine cheered in its cover story entitled "The New Baby 
Bloom." Once again, federal Census numbers didn't bear Time out; the 
birthrate had not changed for more than a decade. But that was beside 
the point. The baby-boomlet trend was only a carrot for the infertility 
epidemic's stick. Time made that clear when it complemented its 
boomlet story with this cautionary sidebar article: "The Medical Risks 
of Waiting." 

To get around the lack of data, Time resorted to the familiar trend 
euphemisms: "More and more career women," it asserted, "are choos
ing pregnancy before the clock strikes twelve." Then it quickly directed 
readers' attention to a handful of pregnant movie stars and media 
celebrities. Former "Charlie's Angels" actress Jaclyn Smith and Princess 
Diana were expecting, so it must be a national phenomenon. 

Time wasn't the only publication to substitute a few starlets for many 
numbers. McCalTs gushed over "Hollywood's Late-Blooming Moms." 
Vogues story on "baby fever" exulted over still another mom from the 
"Charlie's Angels" set: "Motherhood is consuming Farrah Fawcett. All 
she wants to talk about is breast-feeding." Reaching even farther afield 
for evidence of baby mania, the press made much of this bulletin from 
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a zoo official claiming to communicate with a primate: "Koko the Go
rilla Tells Keeper She Would Like to Have a Baby." And, just as it had 
done with single women, the media sought to induce pregnancy with 
counseling and even prizes. Radio stations in Iowa and Florida spon
sored "Breeder's Cup" contests—a $1,000 savings bond, six months' di
aper service, and a crib to the first couple to conceive. 

The mythical "baby bloom" inspired even more florid tributes on 
the press's editorial pages. The San Francisco Chronicle waxed eloquent: 

In our personal life, we must observe, we have noted an absolute 
blossoming of both marriages and of births to many women who 
seemed, not all that long ago, singlemindedly devoted to the pursuit 
of personal careers. It's nice to hear again the sound of wedding bells 
and the gurgles of contented babies in the arms of their mothers. 

In less purply prose, the New York Times conveyed the same sentiments: 

Some college alumnae answered 25 th reunion questionnaires with 
the almost-guilty admission that they were "only" wives and moth
ers. But before long, other women found that success at jobs tra
ditionally held by men doesn't infallibly produce a fulfilling life. 
Motherhood started to come back in style. 

If the articles didn't increase the birthrate, they did increase women's 
anxiety and guilt. "You can't pick up a magazine without reading about 
another would-be-mom with a fertility problem that might have been 
less complicated if she had just started at an earlier age," a young 
woman wrote in an op-ed essay in the New York Times, entitled "Moth
erhood's Better Before Thirty." She was upset, but not with the media 
for terrorizing women. She was mad at the older women who seemed 
to think it was safe to wait. "I believe it is my birthright to follow a 
more biologically sound reproductive schedule," she sniffed, sounding 
suspiciously MBA-ish under those maternity clothes. 

Simply being able to recognize the media onslaught put that young 
writer ahead of a lot of other women readers who, wondering why they 
suddenly felt desperate, unworthy, and shameful for failing to repro
duce on the media's schedule, decided the signals were coming exclu
sively from their bodies, not their newspapers. "I wasn't even thinking 
about having a child, and suddenly, when I was about thirty-four, it 
gripped me like a claw," a woman confided in Vogue. "It was as if I had 
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nothing to do with it, and these raging hormones were saying, 'Do 
what you are supposed to do, which is reproduce.' It was a physical feel
ing more than a mental feeling." 

In the end, this would be the press's greatest contribution to the 
backlash: not only dictating to women how they should feel, but 
persuading them that the voice barking orders was only their uterus 
talking. 

TRUE MS. C O N F E S S I O N S 

While the media promoted the backlash, who covered it? The main
stream press wasn't doing a very good job. The formerly quasi-feminist 
forum, the "Hers" column in the New York Times, was now printing 
stories on such politically charged topics as what it's like to have a 
makeover, why a woman really wants a big engagement ring, and the 
restorative powers of bathtub cleaning. And many smaller-circulation 
feminist newspapers were closing up shop; even in the San Francisco 
Bay area, once a mecca for women's rights periodicals, most of the pub
lications had folded by 1989. 

Surely, however, women could still turn to the flagship of feminist 
journalism, Ms., for the real scoop on the backlash. But as the '80s ad
vanced, Ms.'s readers would find the magazine retreating almost as 
quickly as the culture around it. 

"We give you permission to have nicely plucked eyebrows," Ms. 
chirped in the October 1989 issue, in a three-page feature on groom
ing. Also okay now, according to Ms.: uprooting unsightly hairs with 
painful electrolysis treatments and applying Accutane, a suspected car
cinogen, to vanquish "adult acne." All this from a magazine that used to 
be critical of the beauty industry. 

Although the magazine still investigated sexual harassment, domes
tic violence, the prescription-drug industry, and the treatment of 
women in third-world countries, the new management of Ms. in the 
late '80s launched a regular fashion column, featured Hollywood stars 
on more than 25 percent of its covers, and delivered the really big 
news—pearls are back. The first magazine ever to run the pulpy face of 
a battered wife on the cover now pulled a photo of battered wife Hedda 
Nussbaum from its cover to pacify advertisers. (The cover that replaced 
it: a soft-focus shot of a naked woman.) 

What was most curious about Ms. s escalation of celebrity reporting 
was that it occurred after the magazine jettisoned its nonprofit status— 
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a course the editors took precisely so they could be "more political." As 
a for-profit venture, Ms. could endorse candidates, founding editor 
Gloria Steinem told the press at the time of the changeover. Indeed, 
they did. And Anne Summers did start a Ms. bureau in Washington to 
cover national politics and produced numerous dispatches on the 1988 
presidential election. 

When Summers took over from Steinem in 1987, she decided, 
much like Good Housekeepings editors, that Ms. s image needed "updat
ing." What it seemed to add up to, though, was upscaling—a strategy 
the magazine s previous management had already begun to embrace by 
the mid-'80s. Now that Ms. was a profit-making concern, the magazine 
was primarily interested in claiming women readers with high incomes. 
This point was stated clearly enough in the promotional literature it 
sent to potential advertisers, such as the one in 1986, which promised 
to deliver readers who "shop in gourmet stores more than anybody"— 
and later illustrated its pitch with a photo of a woman falling, upside 
down, off a couch, credit card and other signs of affluence spilling from 
her pockets. (It was, weirdly, the exact same pose that Connoisseur mag
azine used on its cover about the same time—for a story on expensive 
lingerie.) 

To further the upscale marketing of Ms., Summers hired a market re
search firm to conduct consumer focus groups around the country. 
Only women in households making more than $30,000 a year were in
vited. The researchers asked these women to assess women's magazines 
currently on the market. Summers recalls, "They complained that the 
women's magazines were patronizing and condescending. They were 
sick of reading about celebrities. They wanted a magazine that made 
them feel good, valued, honored." Judging by the subsequent covers, 
Ms. paid scant attention to the women's anti-celebrity sentiments. In 
her first five covers, Ms. Summers experimented with noncelebrities 
and with issues. The circulation dropped dramatically. By the sixth 
issue the celebrities began to return. But the magazine's editor did take 
very seriously one comment the women made. "One of the things that 
emerged from the groups was that—especially in the young age 
groups—there was this incredible resistance to the word 'feminist,'" 
Summers says. One might have thought Ms.'s whole mission was to 
tackle that resistance, to show women that "feminist" was a word they 
might embrace instead of fear, to explain how American culture had de-
monized that word precisely because it offered such potential power for 
women. The magazine could, in fact, have helped fight the backlash by 
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exposing it, and driving home the point that feminism simply meant 
supporting women's rights and choices. This was, after all, an agenda 
that the women in the focus group uniformly supported; every woman 
interviewed said she believed she shouldn't have to choose between 
family and career. 

But instead of revitalizing the word, Summers came close to redlin
ing it. "I think we have to be very careful in the ways we use it," Sum
mers said in 1988. "Often you can say 'woman' and it means the same 
thing." But, as subsequent issues of Ms. would make abundantly clear, 
"woman" and "feminist" are not interchangeable. While the tradition
ally feminist issues were still being covered, the offending word hardly 
applied to many of the stories the magazine was now printing. Who 
needs to talk about feminism in features about "Cookbooks to Dream 
About" or "Laundry Daze," an article about "stain-removal rules." 

Indeed, by the end of the decade, Ms. readers were encountering 
sentiments in its pages not very different from the moral judgments is
sued by the backlash press. In an underreported but overheated cover-
story assault on the misdeeds of Bess Myerson, the former Miss 
America and Mayor Koch aide, writer Shana Alexander informed her 
audience: 

As for the Women's Movement, I often think we may have opened 
Pandoras box. We wanted to be equal. We insisted. We did i t . . . We 
forgot that we are different from men; we are other; we have different 
sensibilities. Today young women are paying for our error. 

Newsweek couldn't have said it better. 
Women in the Ms. focus groups complained about another phe

nomenon: the backlash. "The main thing we learned is that women are 
having a hard time out there," Summers says, "and we should be more 
sympathetic." One wishes her magazine had been less sympathetic and 
more analytical. Only after the Supreme Court issued the Webster deci
sion restricting women's reproductive rights, Ms. did truly rouse itself 
and declare " I T ' S WAR!" on the cover of the August 1989 issue. The 
abortion cover was seen as too political by some advertisers, who were 
looking for an excuse in a softening consumer market to bail out any
way. Meanwhile, the magazine's publishers had been losing many of 
their biggest advertisers at their other venture, Sassy, which, the year be
fore, had become the target of a fundamentalist letter-writing campaign 
after printing some frank stories on teenage sexuality. Finally, with 
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Sassy s advertising exodus threatening to push both magazines into fi
nancial collapse, male publisher Dale Lang took control of the female-
run magazine in October 1989. Summers remained to fight for her 
staff and the preservation of the magazine, but was let go as Editor-in-
Chief in December by Lang. He then shut it down for eight months, 
diverted circulation to his other publications, and finally reissued Ms. 
as a bimonthly journal with no ads, a tiny distribution network—and 
an impossibly high annual subscription price (a move that cut circula
tion by half). 

With Ms. no longer a major player in the mainstream circulation, 
would any of the new magazines launched in the late '80s dare to chal
lenge the backlash? Not Men or Mens Life (for the "real man") or 
M. Inc. (for the "powerful" man) or any of the other new men's maga
zines that hit the newsstands in a sudden burst at the end of the '80s: 
they featured stories on why men prefer blondes and what was so repul
sive about "the sensitive man." Not Victoria, Hearst's new magazine for 
women: its stories were all about the joys of needlepoint and flower 
arrangements. Not Elle, the slick new periodical of fashion and beauty 
trends for young women: it maintained that the new generation of 
women "no longer needs to examine the whys and hows of sexism," 
and, anyway, "all those ideals that were once held as absolute truths— 
sexual liberation, the women's movement, true equality—have been de
bunked or debased." The only new periodical that showed even the 
vaguest interest in tackling the concerns of real women was Lear's, a 
magazine targeted to women over forty, and one of the few run by a 
female-owned firm. "We want to use characters who are real, with lines 
on their faces," publisher Frances Lear announced (though this didn't 
stop her from running ads of flawless women half her readers' age). But 
by the decade's end, she, too, was beginning to make backlash noises. 
At a speech at the 1988 Women in Communications convention, Lear 
spoke out against the "new pragmatist" who cared only for "all-out ma
terialism," then declared, "And I blame the women in the move
ment . . . the feminist preoccupation with filling one's own needs." At 
last, the media's leaders had found a way to pin crass commercialism 
that they themselves encouraged on female independence. 



5 

Fatal and Fetal Visions: 
The Backlash in the Movies 

PU N C H T H E B I T C H ' S F A C E I N , " a moviegoer shouts into the darkness 
of the Century 21 Theater, as if the screenbound hero might hear, 

and heed, his appeal. "Kick her ass," another male voice pleads from 
the shadows. 

The theater in suburban San Jose, California, is stuffy and cramped, 
every seat taken, for this Monday night showing of Fatal Attraction in 
October 1987. The story of a single career woman who seduces and 
nearly destroys a happily married man has played to a full house here 
every night since its arrival six weeks earlier. "Punch the bitch's lights 
out! I'm not kidding," a man up front implores actor Michael Douglas. 
Emboldened by the chorus, a man in the back row cuts to the point: 
"Do it, Michael. Kill her already. Kill the bitch." 

Outside in the theater's lobby, the teenage ushers sweep up candy 
wrappers and exchange furtive quizzical glances as their elders' bellows 
trickle through the padded doors. "I don't get it really," says Sabrina 
Hughes, a high school student who works the Coke machine and finds 
the adults' behavior "very weird," an anthropological event to be ob
served from a safe distance. "Sometimes I like to sneak into the theater 
in the last twenty minutes of the movie. All these men are screaming, 
'Beat that bitch! Kill her off now!' The women, you never hear them say 
anything. They are all just sitting there, real quiet." 

• • • 
H O L L Y W O O D J O I N E D the backlash a few years later than the media; 
movie production has a longer lead time. Consequently, the film indus
try had a chance to absorb the "trends" the '80s media flashed at inde
pendent women—and reflect them back at American moviegoers at 
twice their size. "I'm thirty-six years old!" Alex Forrest, the homicidal 
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single career woman of Fatal Attraction, moans. "It may be my last 
chance to have a child!" As Darlene Chan, a 20th Century Fox vice 
president, puts it: "Fatal Attraction is the psychotic manifestation of the 
Newsweek marriage study." 

The escalating economic stakes in Hollywood in the '80s would 
make studio executives even more inclined to tailor their message to fit 
the trends. Rising financial insecurity, fueled by a string of corporate 
takeovers and the double threat of the cable-television and home-VCR 
invasions, fostered Hollywood's conformism and timidity. Just like the 
media's managers, moviemakers were relying more heavily on market 
research consultants, focus groups, and pop psychologists to determine 
content, guide production, and dictate the final cut. In such an envi
ronment, portrayals of strong or complex women that went against the 
media-trend grain were few and far between. 

The backlash shaped much of Hollywood's portrayal of women in 
the '80s. In typical themes, women were set against women; women's 
anger at their social circumstances was depoliticized and displayed as 
personal depression instead; and women's lives were framed as morality 
tales in which the "good mother" wins and the independent woman 
gets punished. And Hollywood restated and reinforced the backlash 
thesis: American women were unhappy because they were too free; 
their liberation had denied them marriage and motherhood. 

The movie industry was also in a position to drive these lessons 
home more forcefully than the media. Filmmakers weren't limited by 
the requirements of journalism. They could mold their fictional 
women as they pleased; they could make them obey. While editorial 
writers could only exhort "shrill" and "strident" independent women to 
keep quiet, the movie industry could actually muzzle its celluloid bad 
girls. And it was a public silencing ritual in which the audience might 
take part; in the anonymity of the dark theater, male moviegoers could 
slip into a dream state where it was permissible to express deep-seated 
resentments and fears about women. 

"It's amazing what an audience-participation film it's turned out to 
be," Fatal Attractions director Adrian Lyne would remark that fall, as 
the film continued to attract record crowds, grossing more than $100 
million in four months. "Everybody's yelling and shouting and really 
getting into it," Lyne said. "This is a film everyone can identify with. 
Everyone knows a girl like Alex." That women weren't "participating," 
that their voices were eerily absent from the yelling throngs, only un
derscored Lyne's film message; the silent and impassive female viewers 
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were serving as exemplary models of the "feminine" women that the di
rector most favored on screen. 

• • • 
E F F O R T S T O hush the female voice in American films have been a 
perennial feature of cinema in backlash periods. The words of one out
spoken independent woman, Mae West, provoked the reactionary Pro
duction Code of Ethics in 1934. It was her caustic tongue, not her 
sexual behavior, that triggered these censorship regulations, which 
banned premarital sex and enforced marriage (but allowed rape scenes) 
on screen until the late '50s. West infuriated the guardians of the na
tion's morals—publisher William Randolph Hearst called her "a men
ace to the sacred institution of the American family"—because she 
talked back to men in her films and, worse yet, in her own words; she 
wrote her dialogue. "Speak up for yourself, or you'll end up a rug," 
West tells the lion she tames in I'm No Angel, summing up her own phi
losophy. In the '30s, she herself would wind up as carpeting, along with 
the other overly independent female stars of the era: Marlene Dietrich, 
Katharine Hepburn, Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford and West were all of
ficially declared "box office poison" in a list published by the president 
of Independent Theater Owners of America. West's words were deemed 
so offensive that she was even banned from radio. 

Having stopped the mouth of the forty-year-old West and the other 
grown-up actresses, the '30s studios brought in the quiet good girls. 
The biggest Depression female star, Shirley Temple, was not yet school 
age—and got the highest ratings from adult men. When she played 
"Marlene Sweetrick" in War Babies, she was playing a version of the au
tonomous Dietrich, shrunk now to a compliant tot. 

During World War II, in a brief burst of enthusiasm for strong and 
working women, a handful of Rosie-the-Riveter characters like Ann 
Sothern's aircraft worker in Swing Shift Maisie and Lucille Ball's Meet 
the People flexed muscles and talked a blue streak, and many female 
heroines were now professionals, politicians, even executives. Through
out the '40s, some assertive women were able to make themselves 
heard: Katharine Hepburn's attorney defended women's rights in the 
courtroom in Adam's Rib, and Rosalind Russell's single reporter in His 
Girl Friday huskily told a fiance who wanted her to quit work and move 
to the country, "You've got to take me as I am, instead of trying to 
change me. I'm not a suburban bridge player; I'm a newspaperman." 

But even in this decade, the other Hollywood vision of womanhood 
vied for screentime, and it began to gain ground as the backlash built. 
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Another group of women on screen began to lose their voices and their 
health. A crop of films soon featured mute and deaf-mute heroines, and 
the movie women took to their beds, wasting away from brain tumors, 
spinal paralysis, mental illness, and slow poisons. As film historian 
Marjorie Rosen observes, "The list of forties female victims reads like a 
Who's Who hospital roster." The single career women on screen, a brit
tle, dried-up lot, were heading to the doctor's office, too, for psychiatric 
treatment. In movies like Dark Mirror, Lady in the Dark, and later The 
Star, they all received the same medical prescription: quit work and get 
married. 

By the '50s, the image of womanhood surrendered had won out, its 
emblem the knock-kneed and whispery-voiced Marilyn Monroe—a 
sort of post-lobotomized "Lady in the Dark," no longer fighting doc
tor's orders. Strong women were displaced by good girls like Debbie 
Reynolds and Sandra Dee. Women were finally silenced in '50s cinema 
by their absence from most of the era's biggest movies, from High Noon 
to Shane to The Killing to Twelve Angry Men. In the '50s, as film critic 
Molly Haskell wrote, "There were not only fewer films about emanci
pated women than in the thirties or forties, but there were fewer films 
about women." While women were relegated to mindless how-to-catch-
a-husband movies, men escaped to womanless landscapes. Against the 
backdrop of war trenches and the American West, they triumphed at 
last—if not over their wives then at least over Indians and Nazis. 

• • • 
I N L A T E - ' 8 O S Hollywood, this pattern would repeat, as filmmakers 
once again became preoccupied with toning down independent women 
and drowning out their voices—sometimes quite literally. In Over
board, an unexceptional product of the period, Goldie Hawn's charac
ter, a rich city loudmouth (like Fatal Attractions antiheroine, Alex), 
plunges off a yacht and suffers a spell of amnesia. A rural carpenter she 
once tongue-lashed rescues her—and reduces her to his squeaky-voiced 
hausfrau: "Keep your mouth closed," orders the carpenter (played, cu
riously, by Hawn's real-life partner Kurt Russell), and she learns to like 
it. In The Good Mother, the wisecracking Babe, who resists marriage and 
bears an illegitimate child, winds up drowning in a lake. Her punish
ment parallels that of the film's heroine, Anna, a repressed single 
mother who dares to explore her sexuality—and, as a result, must sacri
fice her six-year-old daughter. Fittingly, this was the decade in which 
Henry James's The Bostonians was brought to the screen; Basil Ransom's 
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vow to "strike dumb" the young women's rights orator had renewed 
market appeal. 

Glenn Close's character in Fatal Attraction was not the only indepen
dent working woman whose mouth gets clamped shut in a Lyne pro
duction. In 9V2 Weeks, released a year before Fatal Attraction, a single 
career woman plays love slave to a stockbroker, who issues her this com
mand: "Don't talk." And soon after Fatal Attractions triumph at the 
box office, Lyne announced plans for another film—about a literally 
mute black prostitute who falls for a white doctor. The working title, he 
said, was Silence. 

The plots of some of these films achieve this reverse metamorphosis, 
from self-willed adult woman to silent (or dead) girl, through coercion, 
others through the female character's own "choice." In any case, only 
for domestic reasons—for the sake of family and motherhood—can a 
woman shout and still come out a heroine in the late-'80s cinema. The 
few strong-minded, admirable women are rural farm mothers defend
ing their broods from natural adversity (Places in the Heart, The River, 
and Country) and housewives guarding their families from predatory 
single women (Tender Mercies, Moonstruck, Someone to Watch Over Me, 
and Terms of Endearment). The tough-talking space engineer who saves 
an orphan child in Aliens is sympathetically portrayed, but her willful
ness, too, is maternal; she is protecting the child—who calls her 
"Mommy"—from female monsters. 

In Hollywood, 1987 was a scarlet-letter year for the backlash against 
women's independence. In all four of the top-grossing films released 
that year, women are divided into two groups—for reward or punish
ment. The good women are all subservient and bland housewives 
(Fatal Attraction and The Untouchables), babies or voiceless babes 
(Three Men and a Baby and Beverly Hills Cop II). The female villains are 
all women who fail to give up their independence, like the mannish and 
child-hating shrew in Three Men and a Baby, the hip-booted gun-
woman in Beverly Hills Cop II, and the homicidal career woman in 
Fatal Attraction. All of these films were also produced by Paramount— 
ironically, the studio that had been saved from bankruptcy a half cen
tury earlier by Mae West. 

O f all Paramount's offerings that year, Fatal Attraction was the one 
that most mesmerized the national media. Completing the feedback 
loop, the press even declared the movie's theme a trend and scrambled 
to find real live women to illustrate it. Story after story appeared on the 
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"Fatal Attraction phenomenon," including seven-page cover stories in 
both Time and People. A headline in one supermarket tabloid even 
dubbed the films single-woman character the M O S T H A T E D W O M A N I N 

A M E R I C A . Magazine articles applauded the movie for starting a 
monogamy trend; the film was supposedly reinvigorating marriages, 
slowing the adultery rate, and encouraging more "responsible" behavior 
from singles. People promoted this trend with cautionary case studies of 
"Real Life Fatal Attractions" and warned, "It's not just a movie: All too 
often, casual' affairs end in rage, revenge, and shattered lives." Though 
in real life such assailants are overwhelmingly male—a fact surely avail
able to the six reporters assigned this apparently important story—all 
but one of the five aggressors People chose as examples were women. 

FATAL ATTRACTION, B E F O R E AND A F T E R 

British director and screenwriter James Dearden first dreamed up the 
story that became Fatal Attraction one solitary weekend in London in 
the late '70s. He was battling writer's block; his wife was out of town— 
and he wondered to himself, "What if I picked up that little black ad
dress book and rang that girl who gave me her number at a party six 
months ago?" The original plot was simple. Dearden recalls it this way: 

A writer takes his wife to the station in the morning with their child 
and sees them off. Then he picks up the phone and rings a girl whose 
number he's got. He takes her out to dinner, takes her to bed. He 
thinks that's the end of it, but the phone rings the next day and it's 
her. So he goes over to see her and spends Sunday with her. And Sun
day evening she freaks out completely and cuts her wrists. . . . He 
stays the second night and gets home early in the morning. His wife 
gets back. The phone rings and it's the girl. He fobs her off and the 
phone rings again and the wife goes to pick up the phone and you 
know that's going to be it. She's going to find out about the affair. 
The wife picks up the phone and says hello, and the screen goes black. 

Dearden says he intended the story to explore an individual's respon
sibility for a stranger's suffering: he wanted to examine how this man 
who inflicted pain, no matter how unintentionally, must eventually 
hold himself accountable. In 1979, Dearden turned his screenplay into 
a forty-five-minute film called Diversion, highly acclaimed at the 
Chicago Film Festival the following year. 
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In the early '80s, American producer Stanley Jaffe was in London 
looking for new talent, and he paid Dearden a call. The former presi
dent of Paramount had recently teamed up with Sherry Lansing, for
mer president of production at 20th Century Fox, to launch an 
independent movie production company that would be affiliated with 
Paramount. Lansing had left Fox in 1982, where she was the first 
woman ever to be put in charge of production at a major fdm studio, 
because she wanted more authority than Fox was willing to grant her. 
Jaffe returned from London with a stack of scripts for Lansing. "I kept 
coming back to Diversion," she recalls. It was the film's potential to de
liver a feminist message that appealed to her most, she says: 

I always wanted to do a movie that says you are responsible for your 
actions. . . . And what I liked in the short film was that the man is 
made responsible. That there are consequences for him. When I 
watched that short film, I was on the single woman's side. And that's 
what I wanted to convey in our film. I wanted the audience to feel 
great empathy for the woman. 

Lansing invited Dearden to Los Angeles to expand the story into a fea
ture film, a story from the woman's point of view with a turning-of-the-
tables message: The Other Woman shouldn't be getting all the blame; 
let the adulterous man take the fall for a change. 

But Paramount didn't want to make that kind of movie. "[Para
mount president] Michael Eisner turned it down because he thought 
the man was unsympathetic," director Adrian Lyne recalls. When 
Eisner left Paramount in 1984, Lansing tried again, and this time the 
studio agreed to take the film. Almost immediately, however, the old 
objections were raised. "My short film was a moral tale about a man 
who transgresses and pays the penalty," Dearden says. "But it was felt, 
and it was a feeling I didn't particularly agree with, that the audiences 
would not be sympathetic to such a man because he was an adulterer. 
So some of the onus for the weekend was taken off his shoulders and 
placed on the girl's." With each rewrite, Dearden was pressured to alter 
the characters further; the husband became progressively more lovable, 
the single woman more venomous. Dearden finally did away with the 
man's litde black address book and made the single career woman the 
initiator of the affair. "As we went along, Alex became much more ex
treme," Dearden says. "She ended up having a kind of predatory qual
ity. It weakened her case and strengthened his." 
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"The intent was to soften the man," a studio executive who was in
volved in the development discussions explains. "Because if you saw 
him shtup a different woman every week, then people would see him as 
cold and deliberate, and obviously you had to feel for him." Apparently 
no one had to feel for the single woman. The feelings of another man 
were involved, too: Michael Douglas, who was cast early on to play the 
husband, made it clear to Fatal Attractions producers that he was not 
going to play "some weak unheroic character," Dearden recalls. 

With Douglas on board, the next task was finding a director. Adrian 
Lyne was the producers' first choice—a peculiar one for a film that was 
supposed to empathize with women. O f course, they chose him not for 
his perspective on the opposite sex but for his record at the box office. 
In 1983, Lyne directed Flashdance, a hit MTV-style musical in which 
the dancing women's rumps received far more screen time than their faces. 

Following Flashdances commercial success, Lyne had also directed 
9 ¥2 Weeks, which attracted media attention for its glossy depiction of 
sadomasochism and for a particularly graphic episode, ultimately ex
cised from all but the video version, in which the masochistic woman is 
forced to grovel for money at her stockbroker boyfriend's feet. During 
the filming, the humiliation continued between takes. Kim Basinger, 
the actress who played the woman, was cringing not only before her 
character's lover but also from the ministrations of Lyne, who waged an 
intimidation campaign against the actress—on the theory that an "edge 
of terror" would "help" prepare her for the role. At one point, heeding 
Lyne's instructions that "Kim had to be broken down," co-star Mickey 
Rourke grabbed and slapped Basinger to get her in the mood. 

Much as he would later invert Fatal Attractions theme, Lyne tried to 
reverse the original message of 9 ¥2 Weeks. The story of that film was 
drawn from a real woman's 1978 memoirs, which recounted her devas
tating descent into sexual masochism. In the original script, the woman 
finally rejects the humiliation and walks away from her tormentor. But 
Lyne tried to change the ending so that she winds up learning to love 
the abuse. Only a mass protest by the women on the set prevented Lyne 
from shooting this version. 

"Where is the new Kim Basinger?" casting agent Billy Hopkins re
calls Lyne demanding throughout the auditions for Fatal Attraction. 
"Get me the new Kim Basinger." The casting agents went after several 
name actresses, including Debra Winger and Jessica Lange, who turned 
them down. Meanwhile, they kept getting calls from Glenn Close's 
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agent. Close was determined to have the role; she was even willing to 
come in for a screen test, an unheard-of gesture for a major star. Close 
was anxious to shed the good-girl image of her previous roles, from the 
nurse-mother in The World According to Garp to the lady in white in 
The Natural. And late-'80s Hollywood offered actresses only one op
tion for breaking typecasts: trading one caricatured version of woman
hood for another. 

Once Close was hired, the casting agents turned their attention to 
the character of the wife. In the original script she was a side character, 
unimportant. But the producers and Lyne wanted her remade into an 
icon of good wifery. Producer Stanley Jaffe says, "I wanted her to be— 
and I think this is the way she turned out—a woman who is sensitive, 
loyal, and acts in a way that I would be proud to say, T would like to 
know that lady.'" Casting agent Risa Bramon recalls that she was told 
to find an actress who "projected incredible warmth and love and 
strength in keeping the family together." Meanwhile, Dearden was sent 
back to his desk to turn the two women into polar opposites—as he 
puts it, "the Dark Woman and the Light Woman." Originally the wife, 
Beth, had a job as a teacher that she was anxious to resume* But by the 
final version, all traces of a career were excised and Beth transformed 
into the complete Victorian hearth angel (à la the prototypical Victo
rian "Beth" of Little Women), sipping tea, caressing piano keys, and 
applying cosmetics with an almost spiritual ardor. 

Concurrently, Lyne was pushing Close in the other direction, trans
forming her character, as he describes it, into "a raging beast under
neath." It was his idea to dress her up in black leather and turn her 
apartment into a barren loft in New York's meat market district, ringed 
by oil drums that burned like witches' cauldrons. 

To inspire this modern vision of the Dark Woman, Lyne says he "re
searched" the single women of the publishing world. "I was mostly in
terested in their apartments," he says. He looked at Polaroids of dozens 
of single women's studios. "They were a little sad, if you want me to be 
honest. They lacked soul." His "research" didn't involve actually talking 
to any of the inhabitants of these apartments; he had already made up 
his mind about unmarried career women. "They are sort of overcom-
pensating for not being men," he says. "It's sad, you know, because it 
kind of doesn't work." Sadness, however, is not Lyne's dominant feeling 
for single professional women, particularly when it comes to the hand
ful of career women he confronts in Hollywood. 
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I see it with the executives within the studio area. The other day, I 
saw a woman producer who was really quite powerful; and she rail
roaded, walked all over this guy, who was far less successful and pow
erful than her. She just behaved as if this man wasn't there because 
her position was more powerful than his. And it was much more dis
concerting because it was a woman doing it. It was unfeminine, you 
know? 

In Lyne's analysis, the most unfeminine women are the ones clamoring 
for equal rights: 

You hear feminists talk, and the last ten, twenty years you hear 
women talking about fucking men rather than being fucked, to be 
crass about it. It's kind of unattractive, however liberated and eman
cipated it is. It kind of fights the whole wife role, the whole child-
bearing role. Sure you got your career and your success, but you are 
not fulfilled as a woman. 

For his ideal of the "feminine" woman, he points to his wife: 

My wife has never worked. She's the least ambitious person I've ever 
met. She's a terrific wife. She hasn't the slightest interest in doing a 
career. She kind of lives this with me, and it's a terrific feeling. I come 
home and she's there. 

Michael Douglas harbored similar ill will for feminism and its ef
fects. He told a reporter: 

If you want to know, I'm really tired of feminists, sick of them. 
They've really dug themselves into their own grave. Any man would 
be a fool who didn't agree with equal rights and pay but some 
women, now, juggling with career, lover, children [childbirth], wife
hood, have spread themselves too thin and are very unhappy. It's 
time they looked at themselves and stopped attacking men. Guys are 
going through a terrible crisis right now because of women's unrea
sonable demands. 

Even Dearden appears to have come around to Lyne's view of the 
single career woman. "I think there are many women in New York who 
live like Alex Forrest," Dearden says. 
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Maybe that thrusting career woman looks rather attractive for a 
brief fling, but in reality you don't want to spend your life with a 
woman like that. Because they have their careers and their careers 
would probably conflict with your career and there probably would 
be rivalry and it wouldn't be that kind of mutually supportive rela
tionship. 

Lyne's and Dearden's views on women alone did not shape the 
movie's ultimate message. Close consulted three psychiatrists, who as
sured her "this kind of behavior is totally possible." And market re
search had the final cut. Originally, Fatal Attraction was supposed to 
end with Alex in deep despair over her unrequited love, committing 
suicide by slitting her throat to the music of Madame Butterfly. But 
when Paramount showed this initial version to test audiences, the re
sponse was disappointing. "It was not cathartic," Dearden recalls. 
"They were all wound up to a pitch and then it all kind of went limp 
and there was no emotional payoff for them. They'd grown to hate this 
woman by this time, to the degree that they actually wanted him to have 
some retribution." Suicide, apparently, was insufficient punishment. 

The films creators immediately decided to redraft the ending with 
an audience-pleasing climax—a last-minute revision that would cost 
them $1.3 million. Alex's death would be a homicide, they decided— 
and the Light Woman would kill the Dark Woman. They set the cli
mactic blowout in the home, "the final sanctum," as Dearden describes 
it. The evil Alex invades, clutching a meat cleaver, and Dan grabs her by 
the throat, tries to drown her in the tub. But it is up to the dutiful wife 
to deliver the fatal shot, in the heart. The film ends with a slow pan of 
a framed family portrait, the family restored—the Gallagher family 
anyway. (For all their domestic sentimentality, the filmmakers gave no 
thought to the fact that Alex was pregnant when Beth shot her.) 

What of Lansing's original objective—to make a feminist film? 
Lansing concedes that by the end of the film, "Your allegiance is not 
with Alex. It's with the family." But she contends that the film is on 
Alex's side to a point. "I do sympathize with her up until she dumps the 
acid on the car," Lansing says. She realizes, though, that most male 
viewers don't share her feelings. In one scene in the movie, Alex sits on 
the floor in tears, compulsively switching a light on and off. "I just 
found that tragic," Lansing says. "But in the screenings that often gets 
laughter. That surprised me." 

Still, Lansing maintains that this remains a story about "the moral 
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consequences of a man's actions." For the straying husband, she says, 
"his whole life turns into a horrendous nightmare." That may be true, 
but it's a nightmare from which he wakes up—sobered, but unscathed. 
In the end, the attraction is fatal only for the single woman. 

"I think the biggest mistake filmmakers can make is to say, okay, 
we're only going to show women who are together and stable and won
derful people," Lansing says. In late '80s Hollywood, however, there 
didn't seem much danger of that. Asked to come up with some exam
ples of "together and stable and wonderful" single women in her films, 
Lansing says, "Oh, I've made plenty." Such as? "I'm sure I've shown 
characters like this," she repeats. Pressed once more to supply a specific 
example, she finally says, "Well, Bonnie Bedelia in When the Time 
Comes [an A B C television movie] was just this functioning, terrific 
Rock of Gibraltar." But then, Bedelia was playing a young woman 
dying of cancer—another Beth of Little Women. Lansing's example only 
underscores the point driven home in the final take of Fatal Attraction: 
The best single woman is a dead one. 

THE '70S: UNMARBIED WOMEN AND BRILLIANT CAREERS 

For a while in the '70s, the film industry would have a brief infatuation 
with the feminist cause. Just as silent-era Hollywood gave the move
ment a short run—after a series of low-budget pro-suffrage films 
turned into big hits—movie studios in the late '70s finally woke up to 
the profit potential in the struggle for women's independence. In films 
like Diary of a Mad Housewife, A Woman Under the Influence, An Un
married Woman, Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore, Up the Sandbox, Pri
vate Benjamin, and The Turning Point, housewives leave home, 
temporarily or permanently, to find their own voice. At the time, the 
female audience seemed to be on a similar quest. In New York movie 
theaters in 1975, women were not sitting placidly in their seats. They 
were booing the final scene of the newly released Sheila Levine Is Dead 
and Living in New York, because the script rewrote the best-seller's end
ing to marry off the single woman—to a doctor, of course, who would 
presumably cure her of her singles sickness. 

Eventually, filmmakers came around to the boisterous audience's 
feminist point of view. The end of Private Benjamin, where the heroine 
rebuffs her domineering groom, is a case in point. "It was very impor
tant to me that she walk out of that church," recalls Nancy Meyers, 
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who created the film with Charles Shyer. "It was important to write 
about women's identity, and how easily it could be lost in marriage. 
That sounds almost old-fashioned now, I guess. But I know it mattered 
to many, many women." After Private Benjamin came out, Meyers was 
inundated with letters from women "who saw themselves in her charac
ter." It was a liberating event for the film's leading actress, too: Goldie 
Hawn had been typed up until then as a blond bubblehead. 

In Private Benjamin, Hawn plays the single Judy, whose "life's de
sire"—marriage—comes crashing down when her husband dies on 
their wedding night. "If I'm not going to be married, I don't know what 
I'm supposed to do with myself," she says. She winds up enlisting in the 
army, where basic training serves as a metaphorical crash course in emo
tional and economic independence. Over thirty but not panicked 
about her single status, Judy goes to work and lives on her own in Eu
rope. Eventually she meets a French doctor and they are engaged, but 
when she discovers his philanderings, she calls a halt to the wedding in 
midceremony, flees the church, and flings her bridal crown to the heav
ens. The scene recalls the famous ending of the 1967 The Graduate; but 
in the feminist version of this escape-from-the-altar scenario, it was no 
longer necessary for a man to be on hand as the agent of liberation. 

The women who go mad in the 1970s women's films are not over-
thirty single women panicked by man shortages but suburban house
wives driven batty by subordination, repression, drudgery, and neglect. 
In the most extreme statement of this theme, The Stepford Wives, the 
housewives are literally turned into robots created by their husbands. In 
Diary of a Mad Housewife and A Woman Under the Influence, the wives' 
pill-popping habits and nervous breakdowns are presented as not-so-
unreasonable responses to their crippling domestic condition—madness 
as a sign of their underlying sanity. What the male characters label lu
nacy in these films usually turns out to be a form of feminist resistance. 

Women in these '70s films do not turn to male "doctors" to cure 
them: in Private Benjamin, when her fiancé (who is, significantly, a gy
necologist) offers to give Judy a shot to help her "calm down," she slaps 
his face. Instead, these heroines seek counsel from other women, who 
dispense the opposite advice of traditional male clinicians: take action 
and speak up, they urge. The housewife in Paul Mazursky's An Unmar
ried Woman seeks advice from an independent female therapist, who 
tells her to go out, enjoy sex, and "get into the stream of life." In 
Martin Scorsese's Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore, the housewife turns 
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to a wisecracking and foul-mouthed waitress for wisdom. "Once you 
figure out what it is you want," the waitress advises, "you just jump in 
there with both feet and let the devil take the hindmost." 

The American marriage, not the woman, is the patient under analy
sis in the 7 0 s women's films, and the dialogue probes the economic and 
social inequities of traditional wedlock. "A woman like me works twice 
as hard and for what?" Barbra Streisand, the housewife Margaret in Up 
the Sandbox, demands of her husband, a history professor. "Stretch 
marks and varicose veins, that's what. You've got one job; I've got 
ninety-seven. Maybe I should be on the cover of Time. Dust Mop of 
the Year! Queen of the Laundry Room! Expert on Tinker Toys!" Mar
garet's mother offers the most succinct summation of what, in the opin
ion of these films, lies at the core of marital distress: "Remember, 
marriage is a 7 5 - 2 5 proposition. The woman gives 75 ." 

In these films, the heroines are struggling to break out of the 
supporting-actress status that traditional marriage conferred on them; 
they are asking to be allowed, for once, to play a leading role in their 
own lives. "This story is going to be all about me," announces Judy 
Davis's Sybylla, in the first line of Gillian Armstrong's My Brilliant Ca
reer, an Australian film that became a hit in the United States in the late 
'70s. The youthful heroine turns down a marriage proposal not because 
she doesn't care for her suitor, but because marriage would mean that 
her own story would never have a chance to develop. "Maybe I'm am
bitious, selfish," she says apologetically. "But I can't lose myself in 
somebody else's life when I haven't lived my own yet." 

O f course, according to the conventional '80s analysis, these '70s 
film heroines were selfish, their pursuit of self-discovery just a euphe
mism for self-involvement. But that reading misses a critical aspect of 
the female quest in these movies. The heroines did not withdraw 
into themselves; they struggled toward active engagement in affairs be
yond the domestic circle. They raised their voices not simply for per
sonal improvement but for humanitarian and political causes—human 
rights in Julia, workers' rights in Norma Rae, equal pay in 9 to 5, and 
nuclear safety in The China Syndrome. They wished to transform not 
only themselves but the world around them. They were loud, belliger
ently loud, because speaking up was a social, as well as a private, re
sponsibility. "Are you still as angry as you used to be?" Julia, the World 
War II resistance fighter, asked Lillian Hellman in the biographical 
Julia. "I like your anger. . . . Don't you let anyone talk you out of it." 
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THE '80S: THE C E L L U L O I D WOMAN'S S U R R E N D E R 

If Vanessa Redgrave's Julia represented the kind of heroine that 1970s 
feminist cinema would single out for biographical study, then it fell to 
Redgrave's daughter, Natasha Richardson, to portray her counterpart 
for the late 1980s: Patty Hearst. As conceived in Paul Schrader's 1988 
film, the bound and blindfolded heiress is all victim; her lack of iden
tity is her leading personality trait. As Schrader explained: "[Essentially 
the performance is like a two-hour reaction shot." 

The same might be said of the droves of passive and weary female 
characters filling the screen in the late 1980s. In so many of these 
movies, it is as if Hollywood has taken the feminist films and run the 
reels backward. The women now flee the office and hammer at the 
homestead door. Their new quest is to return to traditional marriage, not 
challenge its construction; they want to escape the workplace, not re
make it. The female characters who do have professional lives take little 
pleasure from them. They find their careers taxing and tedious, "jobs" 
more than callings. While the liberated women of '70s films were writ
ers, singers, performers, investigative reporters, and political activists 
who challenged the system, the women of the late '80s are management 
consultants, investment advisers, corporate lawyers, behind-the-scenes 
production and literary assistants. They are the system's support staff. 

Most women in the real contemporary labor force are, of course, rel
egated to ancillary, unsatisfying or degrading work, but these films 
aren't meant to be critiques of sex discrimination on the job or indict
ments of a demoralizing marketplace. They simply propose that 
women had a better deal when they stayed home. The films stack the 
deck against working female characters: it's easier to rationalize a return 
to housekeeping when the job left behind is so lacking in rewards or 
meaning. It's hard to make the case that a woman misses out if she quits 
the typing pool—or that society suffers when an investment banker 
abandons Wall Street. 

The career women of the late-'80s cinema are an unappealing lot. 
They rarely smile and their eyes are red-rimmed from overwork and ex
haustion. "I don't know what I'm doing anymore," Cher, an attorney, 
complains to a co-worker in Suspect; he's single, too, but, being male, 
immune to burnout. She tells him: 

I don't have a life. The last time I went to the movies was like a year 
ago. The only time I listen to music is in my car. I don't date. I'd like 
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to have a child but I don't even have a boyfriend so how can I have a 
c h i l d ? . . . I don't think I can do it anymore. You know, I'm tired. I'm 
really tired. 

In Surrender, Sally Field's Daisy is an "artist." But her artistry is per
formed at an assembly-line factory, where she mass-produces landscape 
art for hotels. Her one stab at a personal statement is to brush a tiny fe
male figure into one of the canvases; it is a picture of herself drowning. 
All she wants to do, understandably, is quit and devote her life to mar
riage and motherhood. "If I'm not married again by the time I'm forty-
one," she moans, "there's a twenty-seven percent chance I'll end up a 
lonely alcoholic." Her "biological clock" is practically a guest star in this 
film. She has a dream, she tells her enviably fertile friend, who is preg
nant for the fourth time. "This dream has a husband and baby in it." 
The "bottom line," says Daisy, is, "I want a baby." Although she claims 
to aspire to a career as a painter, after five minutes in front of the easel 
she is sidetracked by her more important marital mission. She hums the 
wedding march as she chases her prospective husband, a prolific and 
successful novelist. 

The single Isabelle in Crossing Delancey is another mirthless working 
woman. An assistant in a bookshop, she serves the needs of successful 
male authors. Her off hours are not too gratifying either: in one painful 
scene in a Manhattan deli, she and other single women flutter like souls 
in limbo around the salad bar, their faces ghostly under the fluorescent 
lights. Clutching their Styrofoam food containers, they drift home
ward—to consume their bland suppers curled solo on their beds. 

Typical of "postfeminist" fare, Crossing Delancey mouths sympathy 
for feminist aspirations, then promptly eats its words. The film's hero
ine takes a stand for self-determination only to undercut it. Isabelle 
huffily tells her grandmother she has good friends and a full life, and 
doesn't "need a man to be complete"—then admits to a nightmare she's 
just had about drowning. She claims she values her independence— 
then gathers with her girlfriends to bemoan the man shortage. She 
protests that she's really "a happy person," that she doesn't need the 
matchmaker her grandmother has hired to save her from spinsterhood. 
But the film shows her bereft and alone on her birthday, eating a hot 
dog at a stand-up grill in Times Square—while a wild-eyed bag lady 
croons "Some Enchanted Evening" in her ear. "A dog should live alone, 
not a woman," her grandmother tells her. And in the end, her words are 
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the ones we're meant to believe. Isabelle learns to "settle"—in this case, 
for the pickle vendor in the old neighborhood. He's dull but solid, a 
good provider for the little woman. 

The professional women on screen who resist these nesting "trends," 
who refuse to lower their expectations and their voices, pay a bitter 
price for their recalcitrance. In Broadcast News, Holly Hunter's Jane, a 
single network producer, fails to heed the cocooning call. She's not out 
there beating the bushes for a husband and she's passionate about her 
work. Her male co-worker, a single reporter, has the same traits; on him 
they are admirable, but on her they constitute neurosis. She is "a basket 
case" and "an obsessive," who dissolves into inexplicable racking sobs in 
the middle of the day and compulsively chatters directions. "Except for 
socially," a female colleague tells her, "you're my role model." While the 
two lead male characters wind up with brilliant careers and full private 
lives, Jane winds up alone. Her aggressiveness at work cancels out her 
chances for love. Her attempts to pull off a romantic encounter fail 
miserably every time. "I've passed some line someplace," she says. "I'm 
beginning to repel people I'm trying to seduce." 

In these backlash films, only the woman who buries her intelligence 
under a baby-doll exterior is granted a measure of professional success 
without having to forsake companionship. In Working Girl, Melanie 
Griffith's Tess, an aspiring secretary with a child's voice, rises up the 
business ladder and gets the man—but she achieves both goals by play
ing the daffy and dependent girl. She succeeds in business only by 
combing the tabloid gossip columns for investment tips—and relying 
on far more powerful businessmen to make the key moves in her "ca
reer." She succeeds in love Sleeping Beauty—style, by passing out in a 
man's arms. 

Tess is allowed to move up in the ranks of American business only by 
tearing another woman down; in the '80s cinema, as in America's real 
boardrooms, there's only room for one woman at a time. Female soli
darity in this film is just a straw man to knock down. "She takes me se
riously," the naive Tess confides to her boyfriend about her new boss, 
Katharine. "It's because she's a woman. She wants to be my mentor." 
The rest of the narrative is devoted to disabusing Tess of that notion. 
Katharine, a cutthroat Harvard M B A with a Filofax where her heart 
should be (the film's ads called her "the boss from hell"), betrays Tess at 
the first opportunity. The film ends with a verbal cat fight between the 
Dark and Light Woman, a sort of comic version of Fatal Attractions 
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final scene, in which Tess orders Katharine to get her "bony ass" out of 
the office. Not only does Katharine not get the man; she doesn't even 
get to keep her job. 

The incompatibility of career and personal happiness is preached in 
another prototypical woman's film of the '80s, Baby Boom. Like Fatal 
Attraction, it was a movie that the media repeatedly invoked, as "evi
dence" that babies and business don't mix. "Remember the troubles 
that beset the high-powered Manhattan businesswoman played by 
Diane Keaton in the movie Baby Boom . . . ?" Child magazine prodded 
its readers. "[T]he talents needed to nurture a child are at odds with 
those demanded for a fast-paced career." 

As was the case in Working Girl, the male boss's hands in Baby Boom 
are clean. A benign patriarch, he reminds J . C . Wiatt, an aspiring man
agement consultant with a messianic complex to match her initials, 
that she must choose between the corner office and the cradle. He's not 
being nasty, just realistic. "Do you understand the sacrifices?" he asks as 
he offers her a chance to become one of the firm's partners. "A man can 
be a success. My wife is there for me whenever I need her. I'm lucky. I 
can have it all." Baby Boom was cowritten by Nancy Meyers, creator of 
Private Benjamin, so one might expect that the film would set out to 
challenge this unjust arrangement—and argue that the corporation 
must learn to accommodate women, not the other way around. But 
this is a very different Nancy Meyers from the one who championed 
Private Benjamin's liberation seven years ago. 

In keeping with the decade's prevailing views, Meyers now envisions 
women as divided into two hostile camps. "There are certain women 
who are very aggressive and great at business but who know nothing 
about babies and are intimidated by the thought of having kids," she 
told the press now. "They want them but don't know how to go about 
settling down and having one out of fear of what it'll do to their careers. 
I feel bad for those women." 

"I don't see women having it all and achieving great things," Meyers 
says later in an interview. She's sitting in her Studio City house with a 
baby in her arms. "I don't see them in the corporate world." Rather 
than protest the lack of progress, Meyers has made adjustments. She 
says she has chosen to take a back seat to her creative partner and 
common-law husband, director Charles Shyer, so she can look after 
their two young children. Although Meyers was deeply involved in the 
creation of Baby Boom, Shyer got the directing credit. "People ask me 
why I don't direct," Meyers says. "I've had directing offers and I've 
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turned them down. It wouldn't be right for my family. It wouldn't be 
right for my children. The movie says 'Directed by Charles Shyer' and 
people look at that and I guess they think, w e l l . . . " Her voice trails off. 
"But that's just the way it is. I'm not saying it's fair; I'm not saying 
women should compromise, but they do have to compromise. I guess if 
more men would give up something . . . " Meyers's voice trails off again. 
If this last remark is meant for Shyer, who is sitting across the table 
from her, he doesn't acknowledge it. 

In scaling back her female characters' expectations, Meyers got 
plenty of encouragement from the Hollywood studios. When she and 
Shyer wrote Protocol, they ran into heavy interference from the presid
ing studio, Warner Brothers. The story was supposed to be about a 
naive waitress, again played by Goldie Hawn, who has her conscious
ness raised and becomes a politically wise diplomat. The studio insisted 
the producers rewrite the female character's development, Shyer recalls, 
removing Hawn's political evolution from the script. In the final ver
sion, she winds up a scatterbrained national sweetheart, cheerleading 
for the American way. "They were very nervous about the content of 
the movie, that it not have a political point of view," Charles Shyer re
calls. "It was the beginning of the Reagan administration and they 
didn't want anything that might be seen as an anti-Reagan movie." A 
woman who thinks for herself, apparently, could now be mistaken for a 
subversive. 

By the time production rolled around for Baby Boom in the mid-
'80s, Meyers and Shyer had internalized the studio's commands; no un
seemly political outbursts sully Diane Keaton's performance. At the 
start of Baby Boom, J . C . Wiatt, the Tiger Lady of the boardroom, has 
"chosen" career over marriage and maternity and in the process scoured 
away any trace of womanhood—or humanity. Diane Keaton's Wiatt is 
an efficient machine; even her sexual encounters are confined to pas
sionless four-minute couplings. When a baby is forced into her unwill
ing arms by the death of a distant relative, she tries to explain about the 
zero-sum game of "choice": "I can't have a baby," she says, "because I 
have a twelve-thirty lunch meeting." Because she has cast her lot in a 
man's world, she is also seemingly incapable of the simplest acts of child 
care. Diapering the baby becomes an impossible ordeal for this Ivy 
Leaguer. Eventually, in the female game of trade-offs, as her baby skills 
ascend, her career plummets. Devotion to the baby destroys her chances 
of a promotion; the partnership offer is retracted and she is demoted to 
the dog-food account. 



144 Susan Faludi 

It never occurs to the highly educated Tiger Lady that her treatment 
might constitute sex discrimination. Instead of proceeding to the court
room, she quits and moves to the country. Ensconced in a bucolic es
tate, she soon softens up, learning to bake and redirecting her business 
skills to a more womanly vocation, making and marketing gourmet 
baby food. Ultimately, her truly feminine side is awakened by the local 
veterinarian "Cooper." Like Tess, she finds love the old-fashioned 
way—by fainting. The doctor revives her on his examining table, and 
she falls in love. 

Baby Booms values are muddled; the film takes a feeble swipe at the 
corporate system before backing off completely. It pretends to reject the 
'80s money ethic without ever leaving its orbit. The Tiger Lady retreats 
to the country, but to an obscenely expensive farmhouse that she can 
afford only because of her prior Wall Street paychecks. She turns up her 
nose at yuppie materialism, but supports herself by selling boutique ap
plesauce baby food to yuppie mothers. When one of her old corporate 
accounts at the firm offers to buy her baby-food company for $3 mil
lion in cash, she marches into the boardroom to reject the deal. "Coun
try Baby is not for sale," she says piously. Her speech might have been 
an opportunity to take the firm to task for expelling its most valuable 
employee simply because she had a child. She could have spoken up for 
the rights of working mothers. But instead, the former Tiger Lady's talk 
dribbles off into a dewy-eyed reverie about the joys of rural living. "And 
anyway, I really think I'd miss my sixty-two-acre estate," she explains. 
"Elizabeth [her baby] is so happy there and well, you see, there's this 
veterinarian I'm seeing . . . " The last shot shows her back at home in a 
rocking chair, baby in her arms, surrounded by curtain lace and floral 
upholstery. 

Like Fatal Attractions creators, Meyers and Shyer defend the "you-
can't-have-it-all" message of the film by explaining that they based it on 
"research." To their credit, they did go to the trouble of interviewing an 
actual career woman. They modeled the Tiger Lady on a management 
consultant with a Harvard MBA. "She was so torn by the whole thing," 
Meyers says. "It was so hard for her. She didn't know what to do." What 
their model, Nadine Bron, didn't do, however, was give up work. She 
managed to find love and marry, too, despite the career. She's not even 
particularly "torn," she says. 

"Well, I know it's Hollywood and all," Bron says diplomatically 
when asked later for her view of Baby Boom, "but what bothered me is 
that the movie assumed that is the only way—to give it all up and move 



B A C K L A S H 145 

to the country." Bron s life does not fit the you-can't-have-it-all thesis: 
she has worked for a large consulting firm and now runs her own 
money-management business—without abandoning a personal life. 
Her marriage, she says, is stronger because both she and her husband 
have "full lives." She has no desire to become a country housewife. 

"My mother stayed home while my father ran the business," she re
calls. "She was very frustrated." Growing up, Bron was a pained witness 
to her mother's weight swings and bouts of depression. It is not a pat
tern she cares to repeat. "For some women," Bron says, "staying home 
is preferable, but I could never do it. For me, it's very important to 
work." The problem, as she sees it, is not women wanting to go home 
but the male business world refusing to admit the women on equal 
terms. "Society has not been willing to adapt to these new patterns of 
women," she says. "Society punishes you." 

BRINGING UP THE CINEMATIC BABY 

An unintentionally telling aspect of Baby Boom is its implication that 
working women must be strong-armed into motherhood. The film is 
not the first of its era to suggest that, at a time when "baby fever" was 
supposedly raging in female brains, intense pressure, scoldings or a deus 
ex machina (like the Tiger Lady's improbable inheritance of a stranger's 
baby) is necessary to turn these reluctant modern women into mothers. 
Like the media, these movies aren't really reflecting women's return to 
total motherhood; they are marketing it. Sometimes, in fact, these films 
degenerate into undisguised advertising. In the last five minutes of Par
enthood, the whole brood crowds into a maternity ward, with virtually 
every woman either rocking a newborn or resting a proud hand on a 
bulging tummy. As the camera pans over row upon row of gurgling di
apered babies, it's hard to remember that this is a feature film, not a 
commercial break for Pampers. 

The backlash films struggle to make motherhood as alluring as pos
sible. Cuddly babies in designer clothes displace older children on the 
'80s screen; the well-decorated infants function in these films more as 
collector's items than people. The children of a decade earlier were talk
ative, unpredictable kids with minds of their own—like the precocious, 
cussing eleven-year-old boy who gives his mother both delight and lip 
in Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore, or the seventeen-year-old girl who 
offers her mother both comfort and criticism in An Unmarried Woman. 
In the late 1980s, by contrast, the babies hardly cry. 
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Once again, women get sorted into two camps: the humble women 
who procreate and their monied or careerist sisters who don't. Over-
board's haughty heiress refuses to reproduce. But by the end of the 
film—after she is humiliated, forced to scrub floors and cook meals, 
and at last finds happiness as a housewife—she tells her tyrannical new 
husband of her greatest goal in life: having "his" baby. Women who re
sist baby fever, by controlling their fertility or postponing motherhood, 
are shamed and penalized. In Immediate Family, Glenn Close's career 
woman—an Ivy League—educated realtor—delays and her biological 
clock expires. After a grueling round of visits to the infertility doctors, 
she has to hire a teenage surrogate to have a baby for her. 

In this sanctimonious climate, abortion becomes a moral litmus test 
to separate the good women from the bad. On the day the husband in 
Parenthood loses his job, his good wife announces she's pregnant with 
child number four; she recoils in horror from the mere mention of 
abortion. The options of her sister-in-law's pregnant teenage daughter 
are presented as similarly limited. She's just received her high SAT 
scores in the mail, but, of course, the movie assures, she'll give up her 
college plans to have the baby and marry her deadbeat boyfriend—an 
unemployed dragstrip racer. Abortion is denounced in Listen to Me, 
which is supposedly an even-handed debate on the issue, and de-
monized in Criminal Law, where the abortionist, Sybil, is a witchlike 
figure whose profession traumatizes her son and turns him into a psy
chopath. Even more intelligent films preach on this subject. In Woody 
Allen's Another Woman, the single scholar, a rigid unfeeling spinster, 
flashes back to a shameful youthful memory—her selfish decision to 
have an abortion. "All you care about is your career, your life of the 
mind," her lover charged at the time, and now she sees, too late, that he 
was right to castigate her. 

Three Men and a Baby became the most popular of the pronatal films 
(later inspiring the sequel Three Men and a Little Lady) with its baby-
girl heroine center stage and its career woman expelled from nursery 
heaven. The premise—a single woman with career ambitions dumps 
her offspring at the doorstep of three bachelors—recalls the antisuffrage 
films seventy years earlier. (In the 1912 A Cure for Suffragettes, for exam
ple, feminists flocking to a suffrage powwow abandon their prams on a 
street corner, leaving the policemen to tend to the neglected babies.) 

Three Men and a Cradle, the original French version of the film, was 
such a hit with American audiences that Paramount hastened to release 
its own version, and the revisions are illuminating. For the American 
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story, Paramount inserted a new character, wretched Rebecca, a dour 
lawyer with perpetually pursed lips. The wet-blanket girlfriend of bach
elor Peter, Rebecca recoils with disgust at their new bundle of joy. 
When the baby drools on Rebeccas fingers, she can barely suppress her 
nausea. Peter pleads, "Rebecca, please stay with me—help me take care 
of her," but callous Rebecca refuses. She has no maternal juices, nor any 
romantic ones either. When Peter asks her to spend the night on his 
birthday, she refuses because she has a pretrial court date in the morn
ing—and that ranks higher on her in-basket priority list. 

At first glance, Three Men and a Baby might seem like a film with 
feminist tendencies; after all, the men are taking care of the baby. But 
the movie does not propose that men take real responsibility for raising 
children. It derives all its humor from the reversal of what it deems the 
natural order: mom in charge of baby. Viewers are regaled with the 
myriad ways in which these carefree bachelors are not cut out for par
enthood. The fact that one of them actually is the father is played for 
laughs. "How do I know it's mine?" he says blithely. "Boys Will Be 
Boys" is the song that plays incessantly throughout the film. Indeed, 
despite their upwardly mobile careers and advancing middle age, the 
three bachelors celebrate their arrested development inside a high-
priced frat house. The three "boys" gleefully adhere to an another night / 
another girl sexual philosophy. "So many women, so little time," they 
snort, slapping each other on the back like football teammates after an
other completed pass. 

Unlike the French version, the American film keeps anxiously bol
stering its male characters' masculinity. As if terrified that having a baby 
around the house might lower the testosterone level, the guys are for
ever lifting weights, sweating it out on the playing fields and jogging to 
the newsstands for the latest issue of Sports Illustrated and Popular Me
chanics. In the American remake, the straying mother will eventually 
learn to uphold the traditional "feminine" role, too. In the final frame, 
remorseful mom not only reshoulders her maternal responsibilities but 
agrees to live under the men's roof. The baby, one of the bachelors 
asserts, "needs a full-time mother"—and, one gets the impression, so 
do they. 

The American film industry in the '80s was simply not very welcom
ing to movie projects that portrayed independent women as healthy, 
lusty people without punishing them for their pleasure. Producer Gwen 
Field's experience with Patti Rocks, released soon after Fatal Attraction, is 
one measure of Hollywood's hostility to such themes in the decade. In 
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Field's film, an opinionated single woman shuns marriage ("Marriage is 
fattening," she jokes), enjoys sex, chooses to have a child on her own 
and yet pays no price for her behavior. Patti Rocks received its share of 
good reviews from the critics, but generated nothing but animosity and 
rejection from the guardians of Hollywood. Field was turned away by 
one studio after another and always for the same reason; they told her 
the film's message was "irresponsible" because it showed a single woman 
indulging in sex with whomever she pleased. (This same moral concern 
never surfaced over Three Men and a Baby, where the randy bachelors 
randomly scatter their seed.) The industry's rating board tried to assign 
the film an X rating, even though it featured no violence and no more 
sex than the average R movie. Field recalls that the board members dis
approved not of the visual display but "the language"—the same offense 
that brought down Mae West a half century earlier. As Field observes, "It 
was very ironic that we had received an X rating for a film that is against 
what pornography depicts—the degradation of women." It took three 
formal appeals before the board members finally approved an R rating. 
Ultimately Patti Rocks s chances for commercial success were slim any
way; as an independently produced film with out-of-the-mainstream 
content, it would get distributed to only a handful of theaters. 

THE C E L L U L O I D MAN TAKES CHARGE 

"Who am I?" the single female psychiatrist asks her male mentor, a 
small-time gambler and con artist, in David Mamet's 1987 House of 
Games. Although she's the one with the medical degree, he's playing 
doctor. Her hair shorn, her face severe and unsmiling, she clutches the 
book she has written, Driven: Obsession and Compulsion in Everyday 
Life, but its contents have no answers for her. Those must come from 
him. The consultation that follows recalls a therapy session from the 
last backlash cinema, between the male psychoanalyst and the driven 
single magazine editor in Lady in the Dark. That earlier film's dialogue: 

H E : You've had to prove you were superior to all men: You had to dom
inate them. 

S H E : What's the answer? 
H E : Perhaps some man who will dominate you. 

After half a century of "progress," the diagnosis remains the same in 
House of Games: 
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S H E : What do I want? 
H E : Somebody to come along. Somebody to possess you. Would you 

like that? 
S H E : Yes. 

Offscreen, David Mamet was complaining bitterly about women in 
the entertainment business who apparently prefer to dominate and 
"won't compromise." In a 1988 essay on women entitled "Bewitched, 
Bothered and Bewildered," he asserted, "The coldest, crudest, most ar
rogant behavior I have ever seen in my professional life has been—and 
consistently been—on the part of women producers in the movies and 
the theater." In Mamet's House of Games, the stepped-on confidence 
man slips the cold careerist woman back under his thumb through his 
sleights of hand. And who is the actress Mamet cast in the demeaning 
female role? Lindsay Crouse, his own wife. 

The '80s backlash cinema embraces the Pygmalion tradition—men 
redefining women, men reclaiming women as their possessions and 
property. In the most explicit statement of this theme, the Wall Street 
tycoon in Pretty Woman remakes the loud, gum-smacking hooker into 
his soft-spoken and genteel appendage, fit for a Ralph Lauren ad. In 
film after film, men return to their roles of family potentate, provider, 
and protector of female virtue. In films from Moonstruck to The Family, 
the celluloid neopatriarchs preside over "old-fashioned" big ethnic fam
ilies. In The Untouchables, when Eliot Ness goes into combat against 
the mob, he is as busy defending the traditional domestic circle as he is 
enforcing the law. In films like Someone to Watch Over Me, Sea of Love, 
or Look Who's Talking, the backlash heroes play Big Daddy guardians to 
helpless women and families threatened by stalkers. In the real world, 
blue-collar men might be losing economic and domestic authority, but 
in these movies the cops and cabbies were commanding respect from 
cowering affluent women. 

For all the sentimental tributes to the return of the ail-American 
household—"Nothing can take the place of the family!" the son toasts 
in Moonstruck, and "Nice to be married, huh?" the men tell each other 
in The Untouchables—the late-1980s pro-family films are larded with 
male anger over female demands and male anxiety over women's 
progress. "Stick it here, stick it there," Al Pacino's divorced police offi
cer says bitterly of his ex-wife in Sea of Love. "I see eight women 
tonight, every one of them made more money than me," his partner 
tells him. "How come they're not married?" She's Having a Baby is sup-
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posed to celebrate a '50s-style suburban marriage, but most of the film 
is devoted to the husband's fantasies of escaping from under his nag
ging wife's thumb. In Surrender, the male protagonist, a twice-divorced 
author, suspects all women of malicious ulterior motives. "We're all just 
meat to them," he says of women, and vows to move to Kuwait "be
cause women don't vote there." Standing in the lobby of his divorce 
lawyer's building, he faces a choice: entering one elevator with a leather-
clad woman or another elevator with a snarling Doberman and street 
hood. He takes his chances with the canine-and-criminal duo. 

The decade in family cinema ended not with a heartwarming salute 
to home's cozy comforts but with an explosion of hateful marital fire
works. The underbelly of the backlash finally surfaced on screen, as 
spouses lunged for each other's throats in films like The War of the Roses, 
She-Devil, I Love You to Death, and Sleeping with the Enemy. Usually 
hidden fears about strong women's powers are on bold display. In both 
The War of the Roses and She-Devil, the wives are virtual witches, con
trolling and conquering their husbands with a supernatural and deadly 
precision. 

In the 1970s women's liberation films and 1940s wartime movies, 
men and women struggled endlessly with each other, too, but they ar
gued with good intentions—to understand and enlighten each other, to 
close rather than widen the gender gap. When the dust clears after the 
shouting match between Ellen Burstyn and Kris Kristofferson in Alice 
Doesn't Live Here Anymore, each comes to see the other's point of view, 
and they walk away from the struggle with stronger empathy and love. 
In Adam's Rib, Spencer Tracy's lawyer stomps from the house demand
ing a divorce after his wife (Katharine Hepburn) wins her feminist 
case in court. "I like two sexes," he shouts at her. "And another thing. 
All of a sudden I don't like being married to what is known as the New 
Woman." She calls after him, "You are not going to solve anything by 
running away," and in the end, he agrees; they reunite and work out 
their differences. In The War of the Roses, by contrast, there's no hope for 
reconciliation, truce, or even escape from the marital battle—both 
spouses wind up dead, their bodies smashed in the familial foyer. 

In many of these late-'80s films, men and women not only have quit 
trying to hash things out, they don't even keep company on the same 
film reel. Like the '50s backlash cinema, independent women are fi
nally silenced by pushing them off the screen. In the tough-guy films 
that proliferated at the end of the decade, male heroes head off to all-
male war zones and the Wild West. In the escalating violence of an end-
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less stream of war and action movies—Predator, Die Hard, Die Harder, 
RoboCop, RoboCop 2, Lethal Weapon, Days of Thunder, Total Recall— 
women are reduced to mute and incidental characters or banished alto
gether. In the man-boy body-swapping films that cropped up in the late 
'80s—18 Again, Like Father, Like Son, and, the most memorable, Big— 
men seek refuge in female-free boyhoods. And male characters in an
other whole set of films retreat even further, to hallucinatory all-male 
fantasies of paternal renewal. In such films as Field of Dreams, Indiana 
Jones and the Last Crusade, Dad, and Star Trek V: The Final Frontier, 
mother dies or disappears from the scene, leaving father (who is some
times resurrected from the dead) and son to form a spiritually restora
tive bond. 

Not surprisingly, when the Screen Actors Guild conducted a count 
of female roles in Hollywood in 1990, the organization discovered that 
women's numbers had sharply dropped in the last two years. Men, the 
guild reported, were now receiving more than twice as many roles as 
women. 

While men were drifting off into hypermasculine dreamland, the fe
male characters who weren't already dead were subject to ever more vi
olent ordeals. In 1988, all but one of the women nominated for the 
Academy Award's Best Actress played a victim. (The exception, fit
tingly, was Melanie Griffith's working "girl.") The award's winner that 
year, Jodie Foster, portrayed a rape victim in The Accused. The producer 
of that film was Sherry Lansing. 

Lansing released The Accused a year after Fatal Attraction, and hoped 
that it would polish up her feminist credentials. The film told the story 
of a young working-class woman gang-raped at a local bar while a 
crowd of men stood by and let it happen—a tale based on a grisly real 
gang rape at Big Dan's tavern in New Bedford, Massachusetts. "If any
one thinks this movie is antifeminist, I give up," Lansing told the press. 
"Once you see this movie, I doubt that you will ever, ever think of rape 
the same way again. Those images will stick in your mind, and you will 
be more sympathetic the next time you hear of somebody being raped." 

Did people really need to be reminded that rape victims deserve 
sympathy? Apparently Lansing did: "Until I saw this film, I didn't even 
know how horrible [rape] is," she announced. Apparently many young 
men watching this film needed the reminder, too: they hooted and 
cheered the film's rape scene. And clearly a society in which rape rates 
were skyrocketing could stand some reeducation on the subject. 

Lansing said The Accused should be hailed as a breakthrough movie 
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because it tells America a woman has the "right" not to be raped. But it 
seems more reasonable that it should be mourned as a depressing arti
fact of the times—because it tells us only how much ground women 
have already lost. By the end of the '80s, a film that simply opposed the 
mauling of a young woman could be passed off as a daring feminist 
statement. 



6 

Teen Angels and Unwed Witches: 
The Backlash on TV 

UN D E R N O C I R C U M S T A N C E S is this going to be the return of'jiggle. ' 
These aren't just girls who look good; they have actual personali

ties." Tony Shepherd, vice president of talent for Aaron Spelling Pro
ductions, puts his full weight behind each word, as if careful 
enunciation might finally convince the remaining skeptics in the Hol
lywood press corps. Thankfully, most of the reporters assembled at the 
Fox Television Center for the announcement of the network's new tele
vision series, "Angels '88," see things Shepherd's way; they reach across 
the buffet table's mountain of pastries to shake his hand. "Great work, 
Tony," says one of the guys from the tabloids, his mouth full of crois
sant. "Great work selecting the girls." 

This May morning in 1988 is the grand finale of Fox's two-month 
quarter-million-dollar nationwide search for the four angels—a quest 
the company publicists liken to "the great search for Scarlett O'Hara" 
and "the glamour days of Old Hollywood." Shepherd has crossed the 
country four times ("I had to watch Three Men and a Baby five times on 
the plane"), personally conducted open casting calls in twelve of the 
forty-four cities, and eyeballed at least six thousand of the sixteen thou
sand women who stood in half-mile-long lines all day for one-and-a-
half-minute interviews. Secretaries and housewives, he says, weathered 
25-degree temperatures just to see him; one woman even passed out 
from hypothermia. 

But a few journalists at this event can't resist asking: Isn't "Angels 
'88" just a reprise of Spelling's "Charlie's Angels," where three jiggle-
prone private eyes took orders from invisible boss Charlie and bounced 
around in bikinis? "No, no, no!" Shepherd, the chain-smoking great-
grandson of Louis B. Mayer, exhales a fierce stream of smoke. "They 
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didn't have distinct characters. They were just beauties." The characters 
in "Angels '88," he says, are more "advanced," independent women 
who won't even necessarily be fashion plates. That's why the network 
interviewed so many real women for the leading roles. These new an
gels "might not have perfect hair and be the perfect model types," he 
says. "In Angels '88, ' you're going to find these girls sometimes wearing 
no makeup at all. Particularly, you know, when they are running 
around on the beach." 

Just then, a Fox publicist takes the stage to announce the angels' im
minent debut. N o interviews, he warns the media, until the photogra
phers finish their "beauty shots." The angels file on stage and the 
cameramen begin shouting, "Girls, over here, over here!" "Oh, young 
ladies, right here!" The angels turn this way and that, well-coiffed hair 
swinging around flawlessly made-up faces. The idle reporters leaf 
through their press kits, which offer large photographs and brief biog
raphies of each star—Tea Leoni, "the 5 '7" blonde beauty"; Karen 
Kopins, "the 5 '8" brunette beauty"; and so on. O f the four, only Leoni 
was actually picked from the nationwide casting call. The others are 
models with minor acting backgrounds. 

The angels spend a carefully timed five minutes with the press before 
they are whisked off for a lengthy photo session for Time. The stage 
mike is turned over to Aaron Spelling, creator of some of the most lu
crative programs in television history, a list ranging from "Love Boat" 
to "Fantasy Island." "How's this show going to be different from 'Char
lie's Angels'?" a reporter asks. "These young ladies are on their own; 
they do not report to any men," Spelling says. "It's an entire ladies' 
show without guidance. It's a young ladies' buddy-buddy show is what 
it is." He turns a beseeching face on his audience. "Why, why," he 
wants to know, would anyone think that he wants to bring back "the 
beautiful bimbos"? He shakes his head. "It's going to be a show of 
today's young ladies of today [sic], and we'll go into their personal lives, 
we'll treat today's issues, we'll treat the problems of their dating and sex 
and safe sex and sex of our time. It's going to be a very attractive show." 

Later that same day in Santa Monica, screenwriter Brad Markowitz 
rolls his eyes as he hears the details of the press conference. A few 
months earlier, Spelling had hired Markowitz and his writing partner to 
script the series pilot. "Spelling made all these fine speeches to us about 
how 'the girls' would be more real," Markowitz recalls. "He talked a 
good game about how the show would be more representative of how 
women really are, as opposed to that idealized, frosted look." But when 
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it came down to drafting a script, Markowitz says, Spelling instructed 
the screenwriters to open the episode with scantily clad angels wriggling 
to a rock video. Spelling was unhappy with their first draft, Markowitz 
recalls, because "we didn't have enough girls in bikinis"; he ordered 
them to add more bathing-beauty scenes. Spelling also insisted that the 
thirty-two-year-old police academy—trained detectives (their original 
status in "Charlies Angels") be demoted to unemployed actresses in 
their early twenties who just fall into police work and bungle the job. 
Spelling, who later denies demanding these changes—"the script just 
wasn't good enough is all I know"—defended the alterations this way: 
"That's what makes the show funny—that they are supposed to be 
doing it by themselves and they can't! They are incompetent!" 

After various delays and script battles, "Angels '88" was put on hold, 
then reformatted as a "telefilm," in which, Spelling says, the women 
will be even younger college "coeds." Meanwhile, for the 1988—89 sea
son, Spelling applied his "young ladies' buddy-buddy show" concept to 
"Nightingales," an N B C prime-time series about five jiggly student 
nurses who prance around the locker room in their underwear. While 
they aren't independent, their boss is a woman, Spelling says proudly— 
as if a female head nurse represents nontraditional casting. 

Anyway, as Spelling pointed out at the "Angels" press conference, at 
least his shows have women in lead roles. "Go and look at television 
today. Tell me how many shows outside of a few comedies are domi
nated by women. You'll find the answer is very few." 

True enough. In the 1987-88 season, the backlash's high watermark 
on TV, only three of twenty-two new prime-time dramas featured fe
male leads—and only two of them were adults. One was a sorority girl 
and another a nubile private eye who spent much of her time posing 
and complaining about the dating scene. (The title of that show, "Leg 
Work," speaks for itself.) In a sharp dropoff from previous seasons, 60 
percent of the shows launched as series in this season had either no reg
ular female characters or included women only as minor background 
figures; 20 percent had no women at all. And women over the age of 
consent were especially hard to find. 

Women were also losing ground in the one television genre they had 
always called their own: situation comedy. In a resurgence of the old 
"Odd Couple" format, bachelor buddies took up house together with
out adult women in one out of five new sitcoms, a list that included 
"Everything's Relative," "My Two Dads," "Trial and Error," and "Full 
House." In the single-parent household sitcoms that took over prime 
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time that year, two-thirds of the children lived with dad or a male 
guardian—compared with 11 percent in the real world. "This season 
it's especially clear that T V writers are uncomfortable with the concept 
of working mothers," New York Woman observed. The magazine offered 
a quiz that starkly documented this discomfort; the "Moms at Work" 
puzzle invited readers to match each new prime-time show with the 
current status of the working-mother character. The correct answers: "A 
Year in the Life"—dead. "Full House"—dead. "I Married Dora"—dead. 
"My Two Dads"—dead. "Valerie's Family"—dead. "Thirtysomething"— 
quits work to become a housewife. "Everything's Relative"—show can
celed. "Mama's Boy"—show canceled. 

Women's disappearance from prime-time television in the late '80s 
repeats a programming pattern from the last backlash when, in the late 
'50s and early '60s, single dads ruled the T V roosts and female charac
ters were suddenly erased from the set. By the 1960 season, only two of 
the top ten rated shows had regular female characters—"Gunsmoke" 
and "Real McCoys"—and by 1962 the one woman on "Real McCoys" 
had been killed off, too. The vanishing act eventually spread to domes
tic dramas, where the single father took charge of the household on 
"Bachelor Father," "My Three Sons," "Family Affair," and "The Andy 
Griffith Show." 

In the '80s, women began to shrink and dwindle in the 1985-86 
season, as a new breed of action-adventure series that included women 
only as victimized girls began crowding out more balanced fare. In this 
new crop of programs, as uneasy critics commented at the time, the vi-
ciousness of the assaults on the young female characters rivaled slasher 
films. On "Lady Blue," for example, teenage boys armed with scalpels 
eviscerate their female prey; on "Our Family Honor," a seventeen-year-
old girl is slashed to death with a coat hanger. And that season, female 
characters who weren't under attack were likely to be muzzled or miss
ing from action: An analysis of prime-time T V in 1987 found 66 percent 
of the 882 speaking characters were male—about the same proportion 
as in the '50s. 

While the new male villains were busy pulverizing women, male he
roes on continuing series were toughening their act. The "return of the 
hard-boiled male," New York Times television writer Peter Boyer 
dubbed it in an article on the phenomenon. In "St. Elsewhere," the af
fable Dr. Caldwell was recast as an unapologetic womanizer. In "Moon
lighting," the immature hireling of the elegantly confident Maddie 
Hayes now overshadowed his boss lady—and cut her down to size. 
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Network executives even instructed Tom Selleck to get more masculine 
on "Magnum, P.I." And the networks continued to boost their macho 
output; of the ten new dramas unveiled in the fall of 1989, five were 
about male cops or cowboys, with such self-explanatory titles as "Nasty 
Boys" and "Hardball." The latter show's premiere made it clear who 
would be on the receiving—and losing—end of this game. In the debut 
episode, a homicidal and evil female cop is beaten into submission by 
the male hero—a scene that reenacts the climactic confrontation in 
Fatal Attraction. (He holds her head under water in the bathroom and 
tries to drown her.) 

If T V programmers had their reasons for bringing on the he-men, 
popular demand wasn't among them. In audience surveys, T V viewers 
show the least interest in police dramas and westerns. Nonetheless, 
Brandon Tartikoff, president of entertainment at N B C , asserted in the 
New York Times that the T V men were turning brutish because "the au
dience" was sick of male "wimps" and "Alan Alda-esque heroes who 
wore their sensitivity on their shirtsleeves"; as proof, he pointed not to 
real people but to the outpouring of macho movies—yet another case 
of the makers of one cultural medium invoking another's handiwork to 
reinforce the backlash. Glenn Gordon Caron, producer of "Moonlight
ing," admitted to more personal motives in an interview in the New 
York Times: "I very much wanted to see a man on television." He com
plained that the last decade of social change had elbowed his sex off the 
screen. "[For] a long time, men just sort of went away," he grumbled; 
one could only tell the gender of these ineffectual guys "because their 
voices were lower and their chests were flatter." Glen Charles, copro-
ducer of "Cheers," was even blunter: he turned his show's bartender 
Sam into a chauvinistic womanizer because "he's a spokesman for a 
large group of people who thought that [the women's movement] was a 
bunch of bull and look with disdain upon people who don't think 
it was." 

The backlash on television would to a degree follow the fdm indus
try's lead. Fatal Attraction became ABC's "Obsessive Love" a year later; 
Baby Boom became a television series of the same name; Working Girl, 
Parenthood, and Look Who's Talking all resurfaced as T V series; the west
ern returned to the big screen and the small set. (And in keeping with 
the single-dad theme, bachelor cowboy Ethan Allen, the hero of TV's 
"Paradise," gets saddled with four orphans.) The same backlash trends 
were recycled: single women panicked by the man shortage dashed into 
the arms of a maniac on "Addicted to His Love." (The A B C T V movie 
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even cited the Harvard-Yale marriage study's 20 percent odds for 
college-educated single women over thirty.) Career women swooned 
with baby fever and infertility on shows like "Babies." ("My biological 
clock is beginning to sound like Big Ben!" cries one of the empty-vessel 
heroines.) Even the "epidemic" of sex abuse at day care centers was 
turned into ratings fodder: In "Do You Know the Muffin Man?" a di
vorced working mother discovers her four-year-old son has been raped 
and contracted gonorrhea at nursery school. 

But TV's counterassault on women's liberation would be, by neces
sity, more restrained than Hollywood's. Women have more influence in 
front of their sets than they do at the movies; women represent not only 
the majority of viewers but, more important, they represent the viewers 
that advertisers most want to reach. When the T V programmers tried 
to force-feed its cast of overweening guys and wilting gals in the 
1987-88 season, a devastating proportion of the female audience sim
ply shut off their sets. None of the twenty-five new prime-time shows 
made it into the top twenty except for "A Different World," which was 
a spinoff of the "Cosby" show (and one of the rare new shows with a 
female lead). By December, the networks' prime-time ratings had 
plunged a spectacular nine points from a year earlier, an average loss of 
3.5 million households a night and the lowest rated T V season ever. 
While the dropoff can be partly attributed to the phasing in of the 
"people meter," a more finely tuned measure of viewership, that tech
nological change doesn't explain why the audience flight was so dispro
portionately female. Nor does it explain why, in subsequent backlash 
seasons, when the people meter was no longer at issue, a lopsidedly fe
male exodus kept recurring. Moreover, the people meters were reputed 
to favor younger viewers more than the old "diary" methods of audi
ence measurement had. But while younger men increased their weekly 
viewing time by more than two hours in the fall of 1987 over the previ
ous year, younger women decreased their viewing time by almost an 
hour in the same period. 

By the following season, the programmers backed off a bit to admit 
a couple of strong female leads to the prime-time scene. "Roseanne" 
and "Murphy Brown," both featuring outspoken women—and both, 
not coincidentally, created by women—became instant and massive 
hits: "Roseanne" was one of the most successful series launched in tele
vision history and held the number-one ratings slot season after season. 
But two strong women were seen as two too many. Independent 
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women were "seizing control of prime time," Newsweek griped in a 
1989 cover story. "The video pendulum has swung too far from the 
blissfully domestic supermoms who once warmed the electronic 
hearth." Behind the scenes, the network tried to make changes that 
amounted to "taking all the stuffing out of Murphy," the show's creator 
Diane English observed. The tart-tongued Roseanne Barr especially be
came a lightning rod for that rancor. While her penchant for mooning 
crowds and singing the national anthem off-key clearly warrants no 
Miss Congeniality prizes, the level of bile and hysteria directed at this 
comic seemed peculiarly out of proportion with her offenses. The 
media declared her, just like the Fatal Attraction temptress, "the most 
hated woman in America"; television executives savaged her in print; 
her former executive producer even took out a full-page ad in Daily Va
riety to deride the comedian; and, despite critical acclaim and spectacu
lar ratings, "Roseanne" was shut out of the Emmys year after year after 
year. Outside the network suites, a chorus of male voices joined the 
Barr-bashing crusade. Sportswriters, baseball players, and news colum
nists damned her in print as a "bitch" and a "dog." Even George Bush 
felt compelled to issue a condemnatory statement; he called her "dis
graceful." (And later he told the troops in the Middle East that he 
would like to make her a secret weapon again Iraq.) Businessman James 
Rees, the son of the former congressman, launched a nationwide "Bar 
Roseanne Club," soliciting members in the classifieds sections of 
Rolling Stone and The National. ("Hate Roseanne Barr?" the ad copy in
quired. "Join the club.") In a few weeks, he had more than six hundred 
responses, almost all from men who thoroughly agreed with Rees's as
sessment of "old lard butt." She's "a nasty filthy ugly Jell-O-Bodied 
tasteless monster from the black lagoon," wrote one man. Another pro
posed, "Let's shish-Kebab [her]." 

By the following season, prime time reverted to traditional feminine 
icons, as the new series filled the screen with teenage models, home-
makers, a nun and—that peculiar prototype of the last T V backlash— 
the good suburban housekeeper witch. An updated version of the 
tamed genie of "Bewitched" reappeared in the ironically named "Free 
Spirit." By the next season, women were shut out of so many new 
shows that even comic Jay Leno joked about it at the Emmys. T V critic 
Joyce Millman, observing that the new offerings were "overloaded with 
adolescent boys and motherless households," asked, "Whatever hap
pened to TV's 'Year of the Woman'? . . . [I]t's back to 'Boys' Night Out ' 
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for the upcoming fall season." Only two of thirty-three new shows were 
about women with jobs; on the rest they were housewives, little girls, or 
invisible. 

The lurching quality of televisions backlash against independent 
women is the product of the industry's own deeply ambivalent affair 
with its female audience. T V prime-time programmers are both more 
dependent on women's approval than filmmakers and, because of their 
dependence, more resentful. To serve a female master is not why the 
T V men came west to Hollywood. (And most are men; more than 90 
percent of television writers, for example, are white males.) They say 
they want shows that draw a large audience, but when those shows 
feature autonomous women, they try to cancel them. "Designing 
Women" and "Kate and Allie," both tremendously popular series, have 
fought back repeated network attempts to chase them off the set. 

The modern network programmers find themselves in a situation 
roughly analogous to that of the late Victorian clergymen. Like those 
leaders of the last century's backlash, T V executives watch anxiously as 
their female congregation abandons the pews—in the daytime for work 
and in the evening for other forms of electronic entertainment that 
offer more control and real choices. Women are turning to VCRs and 
cable offerings. In 1987, as the networks took their free fall in the rat
ings, prime-time cable viewership increased 35 percent and the propor
tion of T V households that owned VCRs rose from 19 to 60 percent in 
one year. The networks' audience shrank by more than 25 percent in 
the decade—and women contributed most to that shrinkage. By 1990, 
Nielsen was reporting that the percentage of decline in female prime-
time viewers was two to three times steeper than male's. Women's deser
tion was more than an insult; it represented a massive financial loss. (A 
mere one-point drop in prime-time ratings equals a loss of more than 
$90 million in the network's revenue in one season.) 

Not only do some programming executives personally want to expel 
the independent women from the American set; their advertisers, who 
still view the housewife as the ideal shopper, demand it. This puts T V 
programmers in an impossible bind: the message advertisers want the 
networks to promote appeals least to modern women. Female viewers 
consistently give their highest ratings to nontraditional female charac
ters such as leaders, heroines, and comedians. But TV's biggest adver
tisers, packaged-foods and household-goods manufacturers, want 
traditional "family" shows that fit a sales pitch virtually unchanged in 
two decades. Advertisers prefer to reflect the housewife viewer because 
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she is perceived as a more passive and willing consumer, because she is 
likely to have more children, and because they are simply used to this 
arrangement. Since its inception, television has been marketed as a 
family-gathering experience—the modern-day flickering hearth— 
where merchandisers' commercial messages can hit the whole clan 
at once. 

As the '80s television backlash against independent women pro
ceeded in fits and starts from season to season, a few shows managed to 
survive its periodic surges—"L.A. Law," "Designing Women," and 
"The Golden Girls" are some examples. But overall, it succeeded in de
populating T V of its healthy independent women and replacing them 
with nostalgia-glazed portraits of apolitical "family" women. This process 
worked its way through television entertainment in two stages. First in 
the early '80s, it banished feminist issues. Then, in the mid-'80s, it 
reconstructed a "traditional" female hierarchy, placing suburban home-
makers on the top, career women on the lower rungs, and single women 
at the very bottom. 

FROM C O N S C I O U S N E S S - B A I S I N G T O CHEERLEADING 

For a brief period in the mid-'70s, prime-time television's domestic se
ries tackled political issues—and with them, a whole range of feminist 
subjects. They weren't just restricted to single "issue" episodes; discus
sions about women's rights were woven into the series' weekly fabric. 
The Bunkers argued about women's liberation constantly in "All in the 
Family," Maude openly discussed abortion and, on "The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show," Lou Grant's wife, Edie, went to consciousness-raising 
sessions and eventually left her husband. 

By 1978, these programs had all been canceled; and the few pro
grammers who tried to sell the networks on programs with feminist 
themes encountered fierce resistance. In 1980 Esther Shapiro, ABC's 
vice president for miniseries (one of the few women ever to attain such 
a post), tried to interest her male colleagues in a script based on Mari
lyn French's novel The Women's Room. The script's author had come to 
Shapiro after C B S had turned her down. "It was terrifie," Shapiro re
calls. "And I thought, this is something we have to get on television." It 
also seemed like a guaranteed hit. The book was a huge best-seller; 
women had loved the story of the liberated housewife who leaves home. 

But convincing the network turned into what Shapiro recalls as "the 
most grueling experience" of her career. The men were monolithic in 
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their opposition. N o matter what argument she used, "all I got back 
was an absolute no," she says. Not only would they personally 
stonewall the idea, they assured her, no advertiser would touch the 
feminist-tainted subject matter either. Shapiro launched a campaign on 
the show's behalf, sending telegrams to the most recalcitrant executives, 
even hanging signs on the men's bathroom door that read W O M E N ' S 

R O O M . But the men just responded with the ratings argument: "They 
said it wouldn't get more than an eleven share," she says. "They treated 
it like its audience was a minority, which seemed strange to me. I mean, 
women are fifty-four percent of the population." 

Finally, she persuaded the network's executives to run "The Women's 
Room" simply to set off another show that they were very eager to air, a 
stock sexploitation number called Dallas Cowboy Cheerleaders. The net
work men agreed but instructed her to shrink "The Women's Room" 
from a miniseries to a one-night special. And the network's Standards 
and Practices division insisted it air only with a disclaimer assuring 
viewers the show was set in the past and not meant to be relevant to 
current times. When such right-wing groups as Reverend Donald 
Wildmon's National Federation of Decency heard that A B C would be 
dramatizing this women's liberation drama, they inundated the net
work with boycott threats, and advertisers canceled all but four minutes 
of the fourteen minutes' worth of commercial spots. Nonetheless, "The 
Women's Room" finally aired, and it received a huge 45 share (the high
est rated movie on T V that week), prompted a raft of positive mail, and 
won an Emmy. 

Feminist television writers Barbara Corday and Barbara Avedon got 
caught in the first waves of the backlash, too. They figured they had an 
original concept when they first drafted "Cagney and Lacey": two 
strong, mature, and fully formed female characters, one single, one 
married, who are partners on the police force. "The original script was 
kind of an outrageous boisterous comedy; we even had a ring of male 
prostitutes," Corday recalls. "What we were trying to do was turn 
everything around to a feminist point of view." But even after Corday 
toned down the script and brought on her husband, influential pro
ducer Barney Rosenzweig, to pitch it, "Cagney and Lacey" took six 
years to sell. They were turned down everywhere: movie studios, inde
pendent production companies, the networks. 

Rosenzweig recalls hearing the same complaint wherever he went: 
"These women aren't soft enough. These women aren't feminine 
enough." The Hollywood executives were even upset that the women 
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used "dirty words," even though it was nothing more than a few 
damns and hells. As he struck out again and again, Rosenzweig recalls, 
"[Barbara] Corday said to me, 'The women's movement is going to pass 
me by [before the show gets sold] . '" She wasn't far wrong. 

C B S executives finally decided to air "Cagney and Lacey" as a televi
sion movie in 1981. When it received a smash-hit 42 share, the net
work agreed to produce the series. Rosenzweig cast Meg Foster to play 
the single woman. After two episodes, C B S executives canceled the 
show, claiming bad ratings. Rosenzweig convinced them to give the 
show another try—but they complained that the women were "too 
tough" and Foster, especially, wasn't sufficiently genteel and would have 
to go. "I said I can't review the show unless we have a casting change," 
Harvey Shephard, then senior vice president of programming, recalls. 
"Meg Foster came across in this role as being masculine," C B S vice 
president Arnold Becker explains later. "Mind you, they were police
men, and the notion of women policemen is not easily acceptable." 
Rosenzweig replaced her with the blond Sharon Gless. 

Still the network programmers weren't satisfied. C B S executives were 
obsessed with the single-woman character, pestering the show's writers 
with endless demands to enhance her femininity, soften her rhetoric 
and appearance, make her more respectably "high class." An additional 
$15,000 was budgeted for "classier clothes," her feminism muted, and 
a genteel Westchester County upbringing added to her family back
ground. 

The C B S executives were especially distressed by the character's var
ied romantic encounters. "Cagney's sexual habits were constantly under 
scrutiny, not only by the network but by the head of programming," 
Rosenzweig says. "I would say, 'You don't mind when Magnum P.I. has 
sex,' and he would say, 'That's different.' That Cagney slept with some
one cheapened her, he thought." Shephard, CBS's programming chief, 
says he was worried that she would "come off as promiscuous," which 
would be a problem because then she wouldn't be "a positive role 
model." C B S executive Becker explains the anxiety and interference 
over Cagney's behavior this way: "Well [Lacey], she was married, and so 
they did have occasion to show her in her home being tender. But 
[Cagney] was single so that opportunity was not there, so it became 
more difficult to portray her as being vulnerable." And why did she 
need to be portrayed as vulnerable? "Because that's the way the vast ma
jority of Americans feel women should be. . . . I wonder how many 
men there are in the U .S . today who'd be anxious to marry a hard-
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boiled female cop." Becker then notes, somewhat sheepishly, that "my 
daughter might kill me for saying that." She is a lawyer, he says, and 
such an "extreme feminist" that she actually corrects him when he refers 
to grown women as "girls." 

The network really clamped down on episodes that centered on fem
inist issues. On one segment that dealt with the ERA, Rosenzweig 
wanted to ask feminist leader Gloria Steinem to play a bit role. As ap
palled as if the show's creators had selected Son of Sam for a cameo, ex
ecutives in the network's Standards and Practices division barred her 
appearance. Then several affiliates pulled the whole episode anyway, a 
few hours before air time, contending that the women's rights subject 
matter would offend female viewers. 

An even greater furor erupted over an episode in which Cagney was 
to become pregnant and consider whether to have an abortion. The 
script provided that she would miscarry in the closing scene so she 
would never actually have to make the decision, but this was still too 
unsavory for C B S programming executives. Finally, the show's writers 
reworked the script to duck the whole issue. In the final version, titled 
"Choices," Cagney only mistakenly thinks she is pregnant. Lacey chas
tises her for not behaving more responsibly—and tells her that if she 
had been pregnant she should have gotten married. Abortion is never 
offered as a choice. 

In a later episode, about the bombing of an abortion clinic, the net
work's broadcast standards officials sent Rosenzweig a three-page 
single-spaced memo "filled with thou-shalt-nots," he recalls. They were 
especially upset that both women on the show were supporting a 
woman's right to an abortion. Rosenzweig pointed out, to no avail, that 
the script was simply reflecting working women's views in the real 
world, where 70 percent are pro-choice. Meanwhile outside the net
work, as soon as word leaked out about the upcoming episode, anti-
abortion protesters mobilized and picketed local affiliates around the 
country. The controversy wound up on national talk shows and radio 
programs. 

The network's executives said they were meddling with the show's 
content only out of concern for female viewers, who might feel "intim
idated" by working women like Cagney and Lacey. Rosenzweig told 
them: " 'I've got four thousand fan letters on my desk from women who 
don't seem intimidated. What's your research?' They didn't have any." 
(In fact, the evidence in Becker's own living room pointed in the other 
direction. His wife, a home-maker of thirty-five years, was a "big fan" 
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of the show, he admits.) It was the C B S male programmers, not female 
viewers, who were uncomfortable with the two strong women of 
"Cagney and Lacey." Becker complained at the time that the show's 
women were "inordinately abrasive, loud, and lacking warmth." An
other C B S executive told TV Guide that the heroines "were too harshly 
women's lib. . . . These women on 'Cagney and Lacey' seemed more in
tent on fighting the system than doing police work. We perceived them 
as dykes." 

Ultimately, the show's staff tried to save the show by disavowing its 
own politics. For public consumption, they began denying that the 
show had any feminist content—even though the show regularly took 
feminist positions on employment discrimination, sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, women's health, and prostitution. "Cagney and 
Lacey" producer April Smith assured the press that the show's crew had 
"no desire to turn it into a women's lib vehicle." On a talk show, the 
show's co-star, Sharon Gless, asserted that "Cagney and Lacey" was not 
a "feminist" show because that label was too "limiting." When a 
women's studies scholar wrote in with some questions about the show's 
stance on women, she received a chilly letter from the show's apprecia
tion club director, informing her, "We do not wish to be involved in 
discussing our views on feminism." 

Recantation, however, wasn't enough to appease the network. In 
1983, C B S canceled "Cagney and Lacey." After tens of thousands of 
letters poured in from loyal viewers (an avalanche out-stripping the last 
leading fan-mail recall campaign, for "Lou Grant," by ten to one), after 
Tyne Daly (Lacey) won the Emmy for best dramatic actress, and after 
the show scored number one in the ratings during summer reruns, the 
network backed off and put the show back on the air. The program 
went on to win five more Emmys, including best dramatic series. 
Nonetheless, in the fall of 1987, C B S pulled "Cagney and Lacey" from 
its regular time and reassigned it to a doomed time slot. By the follow
ing season, "Cagney and Lacey" was gone for good. 

N E S T E R S AND PATRIARCHS 

"Nesting will be a crucial theme this year for returning shows," TV 
Guide announced at the start of the 1988 fall season, an observation 
that turned out to be something of an understatement. On prime-time 
series from "Cheers" to "Beauty and the Beast," "Designing Women" to 
"Newhart," "L.A. Law" to "Night Court," dozens of female characters 
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succumbed to "baby craving," charged off to infertility clinics, and even 
gave birth on air. One show fed off another's fever. "Thirtysomething" 
devoted an entire episode to a delivery. Then, on the season premiere of 
"L.A. Law," the expectant mother discussed this "thirtysomething" 
birth sequence in her Lamaze class. That same night, on "Cheers," an
other mom went into labor. And that same week, on the "Cosby" show, 
the men fantasized that they were pregnant. 

The birthing festival itself was benign enough, if a little monoto
nous. But the networks weren't just bringing on the babies; they were 
bringing back regressive fantasies about motherhood and marriage. T V 
programmers began recycling their childhood memories of '50s televi
sion; before long, "retroprogramming," as it was dubbed, ruled the air
waves. The networks brought back '50s television quite literally, with a 
deluge of reruns and "new" fare like "The New Leave It to Beaver," 
"The New Newlywed Game," and "The New Dating Game," none of 
which exactly offered progressive views of womanhood. At the same 
time, the networks revived the '50s family shows more subtly, inside a 
modern shell. On a few of the programs, the mothers ostensibly have 
jobs, but their employment is in title only. The wife in "Family Ties" 
has a "career," but regular viewers would be hard pressed to name it. 
(She's an architect.) The wife in the "Cosby" show may be the first at
torney to hold down a full-time job without leaving home; when she 
does ply her trade, it's only to litigate domestic disputes in the family 
living room. These women are the same old T V housewives with their 
housecoats doffed, their "careers" a hollow nod to the profound 
changes in women's lives. 

The "Cosby" show may present a black family, but it was the show's 
presentation of the nuclear family more than its racial makeup that net
work executives—and Ronald Reagan, one of its most loyal fans— 
found so appealing. "Bill Cosby brought masculinity back to sitcoms," 
N B C entertainment president Brandon Tartikoff told the press. In 
episode after episode, Cosby's Dr. Heathcliff Huxtable—who is, appro
priately, an obstetrician—reasserts his role as family potentate, quelling 
all insubordination with his genial but authoritarian voice. Political 
concerns are absent; teaching children to obey dad is the show's pri
mary mission. Some typical "issues" examined in this upper-middle-
class family: a daughter's reluctance to change out of a party dress and a 
son's five-minute tardiness from basketball practice. "I do believe in 
control," Cosby told Time. He also believed in a "traditional" division 
of domestic duties, judging by the advice he dispensed to men in his 
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'80s best-seller, Fatherhood. "You see, the wives pretend to turn over the 
child-raising job to us fathers, but they don't really mean it," Cosby as
sured male readers. 

Other T V programs didn't even bother with these shallow acknowl
edgments of working women. Some of the mid-'80s shows were so 
packed with suburban moms tending cheaper-by-the-dozen broods, 
they seemed like reruns. "I'm becoming June Cleaver," sighs one 
woman in "Full House," accurately enough. Some shows literally were 
set in the past, like "The Wonder Years," where it's okay to show mom 
slaving over a hot stove because the era is the prefeminist '60s. 

Other nesting shows escaped the world of working women by re
treating to fantasy countrysides. In shows like "Blue Skies" and "Just 
the Ten of Us," dad packs the family in the station wagon and heads for 
a "better" life in rural America—where mom can stay home with a full 
litter of children and dad can return to sole-earner status. More than 
one of these T V families heads to Amish country, where women don't 
work outside the home. Here, the bad city women learn "old-world" 
values. On "Aaron's Way," for example, an Amish aunt gives a pregnant 
girl a stern lecture on the virtues of female sacrifice; the reluctant 
teenager finally faces up to her "responsibilities" and agrees to have the 
baby. The men on these shows, meanwhile, regain their brawn: they are 
showcased chopping wood, renovating old water mills, and joining 
other strapping country fellows for old-fashioned barn raisings. 

The pastoral retreat might be interpreted as a mild rebellion against 
the capitalist rat race—though the characters' homes are cluttered with 
enough consumer goods to assure advertisers that the revolt is not seri
ous. But the march to the country is more forcefully a repudiation of 
American women's changed standing in the work force. And typically 
in the nesting shows, it's the housewife who serves as mouthpiece for 
the programs' periodic anti—career women tirades. Like late-'80s film
makers, prime-time programmers resurrected the catfight. In "Just the 
Ten of Us," the stay-at-home wife blasts "a rabble-rousing feminist." 
She proves that she's more of a woman for having stayed home, even if 
it does mean her poorly paid husband, a gym teacher at a Catholic 
school, must serve as solitary breadwinner for the overflowing house
hold. A similar homage to the housewife at the career woman's expense 
occurs in "Family Man." A nasty female lawyer asks the home-making 
heroine how she can bear to stay home all day; that evening in bed with 
her husband, the housewife dramatizes the sort of tongue-lashing she'd 
like to give that career woman: "You are an idiot! You are a jerk! You 
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big, fat yuppie phony!" Then she bursts into tears and, gazing up at her 
husband's benevolent visage, whimpers, "You don't care that I'm just a 
housewife?" He beams back. "I love it, I love it," he assures her. 

At the same time that '80s T V was busy saluting the domestic angels 
o f ' 50s TV, it was maligning mothers who dared step outside the family 
circle. The quest of the liberated wife who leaves home in "Raising Mi
randa" is reduced to a pathetic joke. Mom ran away after attending a 
"self-improvement workshop," snickers Miranda, the superior daugh
ter, an adolescent who becomes the dutiful surrogate mom to her 
macho blue-collar father. Her abundant housekeeping skills serve as a 
not-so-subtle rebuke of delinquent mom who, Miranda tells us dis
paragingly, "couldn't do a load of laundry." On "Blossom," another de
serted daughter is similarly disgusted with her indulgent mother. "She's 
supposed to be in the kitchen, waiting for me after school," she decrees, 
not "on the road, fulfilling her needs." The rare shows that included 
working mothers tended to present them as incompetent, miserable, or 
neglectful. In "Who's the Boss?" the mother is so selfishly self-absorbed 
by her professional ambitions that her muscular male housekeeper has 
to take charge of her kids. 

Even shows with a supposedly more enlightened mission couldn't re
sist slamming the working mother. When television producer Gary 
David Goldberg unveiled "Day by Day," a series about a family-based 
child care center, he said the show would offer a rarity—a positive view 
of day care on prime-time television. Yet the show was unrelievedly 
contemptuous of its working mothers. Neurotic and inept, the show's 
career moms bumble into the center each morning, thrusting their tots 
into the arms of its holier-than-thou directors—a husband and wife 
team who congratulate each other every five minutes for sacrificing 
their Wall Street careers to tend to these negligent mothers' offspring. 

THE S I N G L E LADY VANISHES 

"Single-woman leads don't work on hour-long dramatic television," 
Scott Siegler, C B S vice president for drama development, informed so
ciologist Todd Gitlin in the early '80s. By the end of the decade, the T V 
listings would suggest that the networks hardly believed single-woman 
leads worked at all. 

The eviction of TV's single women repeats a pattern established in 
television's last backlash. Early television actually offered quite a num
ber of single-woman shows, although most featured hapless school-
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marms, maids, and typists in such fare as "Private Secretary," "Ella 
Miss," "My Friend Irma," "Our Miss Brooks," and "Meet Millie." By 
the mid-1950s, however, every program with a single woman in the 
lead had been canceled. And the unwed heroine would remain out of 
sight throughout the early and mid-1960s, appearing only as an inci
dental character, a reminder to female viewers of the woes of unwed 
life. On "The Dick Van Dyke Show," single Sally Rogers served to 
throw into relief the good fortunes and greater femininity of Van 
Dyke's doted-upon housewife—played by Mary Tyler Moore. In the 
many doctor and hospital shows of the '60s, single women surfaced 
only as patients, their illnesses typically caused by some "selfish" act— 
getting an abortion, having an affair or, most popular, disobeying a 
doctor's orders. 

But in 1970, Mary Tyler Moore traded in the Van Dyke dollhouse 
for her own apartment and show. Moore's Mary Richards was not only 
unwed, she was more than thirty years old. Marriage panic did not af
flict her. She had real male and female friends, enjoyed a healthy sex 
life, turned down men who didn't appeal to her, and even took the 
pill—without winding up on a hospital bed in the final scene. (She was, 
however, still the subordinated pseudo-schoolgirl to her boss; while her 
officemates called their chief "Lou," she always said "Mr. Grant.") Fe
male viewers adored her. The program maintained top ratings for its 
entire run, won twenty-five Emmys, and it spun off two other success
ful sitcoms with independent female leads. Meanwhile, other program
mers got the message and drafted their own shows about strong and 
independent unmarried women, from the realistic in "One Day at a 
Time" to the superhuman in "The Bionic Woman." 

In 1986, a decade after her previous triumph, the networks returned 
Mary Tyler Moore to prime time—as a burned-out scowling divorcée 
whose career is only an object of derision. In "Mary," she writes the 
consumer Help Line column for a trashy tabloid. She has no confi
dantes on or off the job, a fact that heightens an already bleakly drawn 
existence. Next door, her earthy best friend Rhoda is replaced by a nar
cissistic single career woman, an ad executive who is desperate for a ring 
from any man. In one episode, the neighbor meets a mobster—and an
nounces her engagement the same day. 

Moore's neighbor was not the only single television woman willing 
to lower her expectations in the quest for a marriage license. Under 
pressure from the network, the creators of "Kate and Allie" married off 
divorced mother Allie to a colorless suitor she had known only a short 
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while. That same season on "Moonlighting," a pregnant Maddie Hayes 
got hitched to a dishwater-dull accountant right after they met on a 
train. Cybill Shepherd, who played Maddie, was adamantly opposed to 
this plot twist, and viewers were similarly disgusted. The show, in fact, 
was swamped with so many outraged letters that the producers finally 
had to annul the marriage. 

Maddie's coerced matrimony was only the latest development in a 
long-running campaign to cow this independent female figure. David 
Addison, a carefree bachelor and Maddie's employee, ultimately tames 
his "queen bee" boss the old-fashioned way; he slaps her, and she sur
renders to his advances. Still not satisfied, the series' producers later 
have her grovel before the preening David, literally on her knees. The 
shaming of Maddie Hayes was no idle writing exercise. It mirrored a 
behind-the-scenes campaign, conducted by both executive producer 
Glenn Caron and actor Bruce Willis (who played David), to curb the 
single Shepherd's "aggressive" personality. They told the press they 
didn't like how she was always voicing her opinion when she disagreed 
with the show's direction. At Caron's behest, the network sent Shepherd 
a disciplinary letter. The memo ordered her, on penalty of suit or the 
show's cancellation, to follow the director's orders, submit to timed 
breaks, and ask for permission before leaving the set. "I felt ill when I 
received it," Shepherd said at the time. "It was like reform school." 

While T V generally presented single women's stampede to the altar 
as their "choice," the story lines sometimes revealed their underlying 
agenda—to serve as wish fulfillment for single men. The show "Mur
der, She Wrote" (which, despite its name, had no female writers, pro
ducers, or directors in 1987) offered one such transparent tale in a 1988 
episode about the marital redemption of a single professional woman. 
Jilted by a female careerist, boyfriend Grady takes to the bar. Well, 
maybe it's for the best, he decides. "I want a traditional girl." A fellow 
drinker pipes up: "Is she a career woman?" When Grady nods, the guy 
gives him a knowing look: "Yeah, you give 'em a briefcase and they take 
your pants." By the end of the episode, the career woman (an accoun
tant) recants and comes running to Grady for absolution. "I don't want 
to be an accountant," she cries. "I just want to be your wife." A pleased 
Grady concludes, "I think everything's going to work out just fine." 

The matrimonial imperative was not limited to prime time; on day
time soap operas, where wedding bells always rang frequently, the mar
riage rate climbed still higher, and the divorce rate fell. "Ten years ago, 
we might have broken them up," Mary Alice Dwyer-Dobbin, ABC's 
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vice president of daytime programming, says of soap operas warring 
unmarried couples. "Now the writers have been challenged to come up 
with new and inventive story lines that create conflict but don't break 
the core characters apart." Why? "Women are returning to the home," 
she says. "It's all part of the pendulum swinging back from the Super-
woman era." 

Like the bedridden single patients of '60s doctor shows, women on 
the '80s soaps who resisted wedding marches risked death. In the real 
world in 1988, 8 percent of AIDS victims were women. In daytime 
T V — 1 0 0 percent. On "The Young and the Restless," AIDS fells a for
mer prostitute who abandons her child to follow her "profession"—the 
ultimate in careerism. (She winds up infecting her daughter, too.) In 
"All My Children," AIDS strikes a divorcée and, her femininity appar
ently resuscitated on the sickbed, she decides to marry again. Is safe 
sex exercised in the nuptial bower? This "socially responsible" soap 
doesn't say. 

With the exception of "Murphy Brown," the '80s prime-time lineup 
offered almost no shows centered on a single woman in the working 
world, much less one deriving pleasure or pride from her vocation. The 
occasional series that were about single women actively involved in 
their careers, like the lawyer of "Sara," were typically yanked after less 
than a season. The networks only seemed willing to support single-
women shows when the heroines were confined to the home in non-
threatening roles in a strictly all-female world—like the elderly widows 
in "The Golden Girls" or the home-based interior decorators of "De
signing Women." 

Most of the single women who remained on television in this era 
were secondary and cautionary characters; like Sally Rogers on "The 
Dick Van Dyke Show," their grim circumstances only underscored the 
good fortune of the leading wife. Relegated to incidental roles, the sin
gle women reverted to two stock types: the coldly calculating careerist 
or the deeply depressed spinster. Either she had no emotions or she was 
an emotional wreck. The single careerist belonged to the lowest order of 
females. She had traded in her humanity for a paycheck, and spurned 
not only men but children. The mere sight of a baby could make her al
ready frigid body temperature descend to arctic range. "Oh, babies," 
the single stockbroker on "Day by Day" gags as one trundles into her 
gunsights. "Unappetizing and at the same time unappealing." The tear-
stained spinster, on the other hand, rated a bit higher on TV's backlash 
hierarchy of women. She was less intimidating than her professionally 
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ambitious sister; she was too busy weeping to pursue that promotion. 
She deserved our pity, the shows suggested—though not our respect. 

The mental collapse of the single woman preoccupied even higher 
quality shows, like "The Days and Nights of Molly Dodd," where the 
thirty-four-year-old divorced heroine has lost not only her husband but 
countless jobs, boyfriends, her neighboring female friend, and even her 
therapist. It takes only six episodes for her to surfer a nervous break
down. 

N B C Entertainment's senior vice president Warren Littlefield told 
the press that the network's "goal" in commissioning "Molly Dodd" 
was to do a show "that talks about the real life of a single woman." But 
in the imagination of late-'80s programmers, the only "real" single 
woman is the one who cracks up. In the case of Molly, mental illness is 
her personality. "I made her neurotic," executive producer Jay Tarses ex
plains, "because I didn't want her to be bland." Tarses could have drawn 
on other traits to spice her character: after all, he managed to fashion a 
quirky personality on "The Bob Newhart Show," where the male psy
chotherapist is memorable without losing his mind. 

O f course, single women like Molly exist in the real world, and her 
character would have been unobjectionable in a more healthily diverse 
universe of female television characters—one that included single 
women with different problems, and maybe the occasional one whose 
admirable attributes outweighed her defects. But as one of the few sin
gle women to have her own show on late '80s TV, morose Molly wound 
up serving as an archetype—and bolstering the stereotypes the rest of 
the backlash was pushing. And perhaps that was even her creator's in
tent. "She's every woman to me," Tarses says of Molly. "Her biological 
clock is ticking. . . . 'Molly Dodd ' is 180 degrees from 'Mary Tyler 
Moore.' " 

Molly was also as silent about women's rights as Mary had been out
spoken. "I think a lot of women ask themselves, What have we gotten 
out of [feminism]?" Tarses says. "Have we really gained anything? 
That's Molly Dodd's view." If the show were to flash back on Molly in 
the early '70s, he says, viewers would meet a woman who "probably 
would have pretended to be a radical feminist but secretly would have 
hoped for a more traditional life." Why? "Because that's how I feel 
about it," Tarses says. "I never did get what the women's movement was 
all about. . . . Every move a man made could be misconstrued by femi
nists. I didn't see why I had to walk on eggs. I still don't understand 
what the big problem is. N o doors ever seemed to be closed to me." 
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THIRTYSOMETHING: S T R E T C H MARKS 
AND S T R E S S D I S O R D E R S 

If all the '80s trend stories about women were collated and fed into a 
television script machine, the result might be "thirtysomething," ABC's 
celebrated "realistic contemporary drama" about upwardly mobile baby 
boomers. The topics addressed in this prime-time program, introduced 
in the fall of '87 to intense media attention, include cocooning, the 
mommy track, the man shortage, and the biological clock. There's even 
an episode on the downside of no-fault divorce that could be straight 
out of Lenore Weitzman's The Divorce Revolution. In this segment, a 
nasty lawyer urges the estranged husband to use the new law to sell the 
house from under his wife and kids. The heartless attorney is, of course, 
a single career woman. 

The creators of "thirtysomething" marketed the show as a thinking 
person's T V series. But, like the typical trend story, the show's scripts 
avoided any social or political analysis and pumped moralism into the 
vacuum. The cautionary tales were, in keeping with the media's trend 
tradition, aimed exclusively at women. The good mother, Hope Stead-
man, was bathed in a heavenly light as she floated about the kitchen, 
rapturous over breast-feeding. Meanwhile, the bad spinsters clutched 
their barren wombs and circuited miserably around the happy Stead-
man homestead; like the single women of the New York Times article, 
they were "coping with a void." The scripts concealed their weekly ser
mons with progressive-sounding but hollow dialogue and an ironic 
stance that denied responsibility for its message. The characters 
mounted a feeble mock struggle against the domestic images o f ' 50s tel
evision, then gladly surrendered to them. "Just don't tell me I'm turning 
into June Cleaver," Hope, the happy housewife, says rhetorically. She 
calls Michael "Ward" (the patriarch on "Leave It to Beaver"), and he 
plays his part, too. "So is this the part where I say, 'Wally, step into my 
study'?" he asks. 

While the press greeted "Roseanne" with suspicion and fat jokes, it 
gave "thirtysomething" the red-carpet treatment. Talk shows even re
cruited Mel Harris, the actress who played the good wife, Hope, to in
struct its viewers on mothering. Therapists hailed "thirtysomething" in 
the media and pestered the network for videotaped episodes that they 
could "prescribe" to patients. The American Psychological Association 
gave the show its annual award for endorsing "the notion of inner 
thinking." (Their enthusiastic response made good business sense. As a 
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professor reported in Redbook, a survey that he conducted showed that 
after viewers watch "thirtysomething," they are more "inclined to try 
therapy") Clergymen used the show to counsel singles at weekend re
treats. Dating services offered "thirtysomething" matchmaking events 
and "The New Dating Game" promised male contestants with a "real 
clean-cut 'thirtysomething' look." Even George Bush referred to the 
show in a campaign speech. 

All this excitement was over a show that never ranked higher than 
twenty-fifth in the ratings—and slipped steadily in the charts its first 
season. But in this case, even advertisers didn't mind. They were willing 
to look the other way because the show rated high in "quality demo
graphics"—the term used by the television industry for upper-income 
viewers and the strategy the industry deployed for concealing a shrink
ing market share. The majority of "thirtysomething" viewers had 
household incomes that topped $60,000 a year—and, better yet, more 
than half had a child under the age of three. So businesses that stood to 
profit from the backlash jumped on the "thirtysomething" bandwagon. 
J i f peanut butter and Kool-Aid even presented ads with a " 'thirtysome
thing' feel." The creators of a Canada Dry commercial featuring co
cooning couples justified their message by citing the show. How did the 
ad agency know it was a "trend" that Americans were retreating to the 
home? "Watching that show 'thirtysomething,' " Marcia Grace, the ad's 
creative director at Wells Rich Greene, explains, "that was real key." 

In "thirtysomething," a complete pantheon of backlash women is on 
display—from blissful homebound mother to neurotic spinster to ball-
busting single career woman. The show even takes a direct shot at the 
women's movement: the most unsympathetic character is a feminist. 

At the top of the "thirtysomething" female ladder, Hope enjoys the 
view. "Hope is so hard to write for because she just exists in this glow," 
Ann Hamilton, one of the show's writers, says. "She never does any
thing, really." When the show's producers, Ed Zwick and Marshall 
Herskovitz, drafted the original pilot, they drew up mini-biographies of 
each character. For the men they wrote down career goals, hobbies, and 
convictions. For Hope Steadman they wrote: "Hope is married to 
Michael." 

"I feel guilty," Hope sighs to her single friends, "because my life is so 
full." Her biggest problem: She discovers her house has a "borderline" 
case of radon contamination. Her darkest moment: Michael misplaces 
their dinner reservation and the movie they wanted to see is sold out. 
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"Michael," she tells him, "last night was the worst Saturday night of 
my life!" 

A former "overachiever," according to her biography, Hope has sur
rendered ambition in exchange for a happy family life. This was the 
right choice, the series hammers home on one episode after another. 
When Michael, an advertising executive, is having minor money trou
bles, Hope wonders if she should return to work. "I earn the money 
now," her husband assures her—and anyway, what of their two-year-
old daughter, Janey? "You love her. You don't want to go back to work 
now." Apparently, it's not possible to work and still love your children. 

Hope reconfirms her cocooning choice in a key episode, entitled 
"Weaning," in which she returns part-time to her job as a magazine re
searcher. She's overwhelmed by the onerous burdens of part-time fact 
checking; we see her working until three A . M . every night. Her husband 
groans, "We used to be madly in love." She apologizes, "It won't always 
be like this," and he tells her, "Yeah, it will probably be worse." Hope 
suspects he's right. And she tells a friend, "The only thing I've accom
plished is being totally exhausted." 

On the job, Hope meets a grasping single career woman—in fact, 
she's grasping after Hope's job. Hope asks her if she wants to have kids. 
"Oh, I don't know," snaps the woman, "I'd kind of like to get my game 
plan going first. . . . I mean I don't even have time for a relationship 
right now." That does it; Hope flies from the office and into the arms of 
husband Michael. She can't do it anymore, she tells him tearfully. "I'm 
supposed to be able to do both. That's all I hear about." With a sly 
smile, Michael confesses that, although he knows it's "unliberated," he'd 
rather have her home, too. Permission granted, Hope hurries home
ward, sweeps baby Janey in her arms and whirls around the nursery. 
Van Morrison croons "She's an angel" as the credits roll. 

• • • 
L I B E R T Y G O D S H A L L wrote the "Weaning" episode; she is the wife of 
the show's co-creator, Ed Zwick. A former actress with bit parts on tel
evision shows, including "Charlie's Angels," Godshall grew frustrated 
with always having to play "the blond bimbo girlfriend" and switched 
to journalism. Then she had a baby and, like Hope, quit work. 

In writing "Weaning," Godshall says she indeed intended to urge 
women to stay home while their children were very young. In fact, 
Godshall says, the episode wound up making the point less strongly 
than she would have liked. "I think I probably wanted it to be more a 
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celebration of staying home." One day in the "thirtysomething" pro
duction offices in Studio City, she and her husband explain the devel
opment of that episode: 

G O D S H A L L : "I wanted to tell women, don't try it—unless, one, you 
really need to, or you really, really want to. Because, while the suc
cesses are there, the failures and the guilt are there, too." 

Z W I C K : "What I loved about the episode was it was very deeply written 
from the inside. . . . It was hormonally written. The feelings had this 
rawness to them that pleased me. . . . This is a generation of women 
who, upon their adolescence, suddenly encountered Germaine 
Greer and Betty Friedan and they were told, 'No, no, wrong, wrong. 
This way. Take a left turn.' 'Oh, okay,' they said, and they did. And 
what they are discovering upon having the kid itself is there are some 
extraordinarily strong biological, and not just biological, attach
ments or bonding that supersede politics and rhetoric." 

G O D S H A L L : "Raising a child is the most difficult thing in the world." 
Z W I C K : "The days I've spent an entire day with my son . . . " 
G O D S H A L L ( S H O O T I N G H I M A L O O K ) : "Not too many." 
Z W I C K : "Well, more like taking a four-hour block of time so she could 

go out." 
G O D S H A L L : "Fifty-fifty, I remember that concept. It was before I had 

my son. It doesn't seem to be a viable thing anymore. . . . I call him 
[Zwick] Ward. It's like instant sex roles." 

• • • 
For Melissa, the single and struggling free-lance photographer in "thir
tysomething," no instant roles exist—only neurosis and the constant 
reminder that, as she puts it, "my biological clock [is] going off." 
Melissa is the tear-stained version of the '80s spinster—more pitiable, 
and so more likable, than her careerist single sister. 

"Poor Melissa," her married friends sigh all the time. "If you were 
any closer to your feelings, you'd be molesting them," says the single 
bachelor Gary, who is of course free of such afflictions himself. Stood 
up by a blind date on a Saturday night, Melissa tearfully takes a mid
night oath by the full moon: "I swear I will not idolize married people 
such as Hope and Michael who have their own problems even though I 
don't know what they are and want to kill them when they complain, 
especially Hope." 

Mostly Melissa mourns her barren womb. "I want this baby," 
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Melissa moans when in the presence of baby Janey. "How am I ever 
going to have a baby?" Soon after, she falls for a gynecologist, but he al
ready has a child and won't have another, so she leaves him. "Well, I 
guess me and my eggs will be moving on," she says. Later, she unsuc
cessfully recruits the carefree single Gary to play stud. In between, she 
has a nightmare in which she's trapped on a "biological clock" game 
show. 

Incredibly, the role as originally conceived by the show's creators was 
even more extreme. Actress Melanie Mayron, who played Melissa, re
calls that when she first auditioned for the role, the producers explained 
her character this way: "She was just described as 'man-hungry.'" May
ron asked them what kind of job she had. "No one knew. I mean, a sin
gle woman in her thirties 'man-hungry'? C'mon. That's what you do in 
your twenties. By your thirties you've got a career, you've got bills to 
pay; you've got better things to do than read the personals every day." 

Mayron came up with the photography career and pushed for fuller 
character development and fewer mental afflictions. "I resent that mes
sage of, just because you're a single woman, you must be miserable," 
says Mayron, who is single herself. "That's not like me or any of my 
friends." 

At least Melissa gets some sympathy on the show. Ellyn, the hard-as-
nails single career woman, gets none. Because she cares about her job as 
a City Hall official, she must forfeit a love life. In her biography, the 
show's creators describe her as "a career woman whose career is ascend
ing at the same rate as her sex life is descending." Like Melissa, she 
started out as even more of a caricature, and was tempered only 
through repeated lobbying by Polly Draper, who played Ellyn. Draper 
recalls that when she auditioned for the role, the producers "described 
[Ellyn] as the kind of person who was so irritating you would walk out 
of the room whenever she walked in. And they wanted her to worship 
Hope and to want to be exactly like her. And I said, 'Wait a minute, 
can't she be okay in her own right?' " 

In the show, Ellyn leads what the character herself describes as "this 
faked rented existence"; her apartment makes the single woman's quar
ters in Fatal Attraction seem downright homey. "Mine is rented," Ellyn 
says of her surroundings. "All of it. The couch. The artwork. Even the 
salt shaker." Her career leaves little room for shopping—and none for 
companionship. She hasn't even had sex in fifteen months. "Between 
work. . . and this exercise class," she says, "I don't even have time to 
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have a relationship." When a man does come into her life, she can 
barely stand it. She grumbles, "My work is suffering." When he tells her 
"I love you," she snarls, "I can't handle that." 

Her work life doesn't sound too appealing, either. "Man, I'm tired," 
Ellyn tells Hope. "I've been in the office till ten every night this week. 
Look at the bags under my eyes." Serene Hope rocks her baby and asks, 
"How's your stomach been?" Ellyn moans: "Terrible. Stress. Total 
stress." When Hope's baby begins to whimper, the unmaternal Ellyn 
snaps, "Won't she just stop crying?" 

Liberty Godshall had a strong hand in shaping Ellyn's unattractive 
personality, too. "Yeah, Ellyn's a mess," she says, laughing. "In fact, she 
might get messier. We've been playing around with the idea of making 
her a drug abuser." She even proposed adopting the pop tune "Ad
dicted" as Ellyn's theme song. Another fate she and her husband con
templated seriously for the career crone: a total nervous breakdown. 
Finally, as Zwick explains, "We opted for a much more sophisticated 
event." Ellyn develops a bleeding ulcer, collapses, and winds up in the 
hospital. The boyfriend dumps her soon after, announcing, "I feel sorry 
for you because you do such selfish, self-destructive things." In the last 
scene, Ellyn is back at her family's house, lying on her girlhood bed, 
surrounded by stuffed animals. Her womanly side reawakened, she 
does the right "feminine" thing: she reaches for the phone and dials a 
psychiatrist. 

It's hard to imagine a less flattering portrait of a single woman, but 
by the second season "thirtysomething" had, in fact, produced one: 
Susannah, the humorless feminist. Susannah is a social activist who 
works full-time in a community-service center in the city's ghetto, tend
ing to homeless men and battered wives. Despite her selfless work, the 
show manages to portray her as inhumanly cold, a rigid and snarling 
ideologue with no friends. Everyone in the Steadman circle dislikes her 
and makes fun of her "excessive" independence and unhip political 
commitment. Even the angelic Hope sneers behind Susannah's back. 

Finally, the feminist shrew is tamed by bachelor Gary. When he im
pregnates her, she is determined to get an abortion. But then, at the 
clinic, she hears the biological clock ringing. "I've always put things 
off," she confesses to Gary, tearily. "I just can't make assumptions about 
the future anymore." He is triumphant, and she has the baby. 

"When you look at the characters on this show," "thirtysomething" 
staff writer Ann Hamilton observes, "you get the sense that all single 
women are unhappy. You look at these women and you think, 'God, I 
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wouldn't want to be single now.' . . . When I think of how seriously 
people out there seem to be taking this show, it's scary." In production 
planning meetings, Hamilton argued unsuccessfully against the 
"Weaning" episode. Pregnant herself at the time, she had no plans to 
quit work after she had her baby. "It made me feel awful because it was 
saying, 'If you go back to work you are a bad mother.' " And it made her 
angry because it slyly endorsed wifely obedience: "It seemed that Hope 
made the decision Michael wanted her to make." 

The actresses on "thirtysomething" have been uncomfortable with 
the show's treatment of working mothers, too. After all, they have been 
putting their toddlers in day care so they can star in a program exalting 
homemakers. (The show's production company, like every studio but 
one in Hollywood, has no on-site child care.) Mel Harris, who played 
Hope, returned to work nine months after having her son. "I think I'm 
a better mother and a better person because I work," she says. Patricia 
Wettig, who played Nancy, the show's other stay-at-home mother, has a 
career, marriage, and children. (She's married to the actor who played 
Hope's husband, Michael.) She says, "From my perspective all three 
things are extremely important and I'm not willing to give up any of 
them." In the show, when Nancy makes tentative moves in the direc
tion of a career as a children's book illustrator, she promptly falls ill with 
ovarian cancer—becoming, as Wettig put it, "Queen for a Day." 

Even women watching the show were troubled by its attitude. A B C 
market research vice president Henry Schafer, who surveyed "thir
tysomething" viewers, reports that "one of our key findings" was that fe
male viewers didn't want Hope to stay home. "They said, 'Move her out 
of the home, get her into other arenas.' We tested different ways—hav
ing her do volunteer work, having her get a job. And the job won out." 

The show's female actors and viewers weren't clamoring for full-time 
nesters, but the show's male creators were. They were the ones dis
tressed by the women's movement and its effect on them. "I think this is 
a terrible time to be a man, maybe the worst time in history," "thirty
something" co-creator Marshall Herskovitz complained in a men's 
magazine. "Men come into the world with certain biological impera
tives," he said, but they no longer have any "acceptable channels" to ex
press these needs. "Manhood has simply been devalued in recent years 
and doesn't carry much weight anymore." 

• • • 
W I T H S A C R I F I C E for one's husband and children once more a woman's 
highest calling, perhaps it was only a matter of time before T V makers 
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got around to resurrecting quite literally the 1950s game show "Queen 
for a Day." That notorious contest, in which women compete for the 
title of most martyred housewife, seemed relevant again to Fries Distri
bution, which announced plans to release the "updated" show in 1988. 
Like the return of Spelling's "Angels," this revival was presented as 
progress for women. The "All New Queen for a Day" will be "a show 
that has changed with the times," Fries's publicist Janet Katelman an
nounced. 

In the '50s format, each weeping contestant was a Stella Dallas saint. 
Each described her pitiful self-denying lot and the audience voted on 
the most hanky-soaking tale. The lucky winner took home a prize— 
usually a washing machine or a frost-free refrigerator. In the '80s pilot, 
the three contestants selected for the new show (which as of this writing 
has yet to air) are as follows: a burn victim, a woman whose daughter 
was killed by a street gang, and a woman with no children who turned 
to adoption. And just like the old program, the women will trot out 
their tales of woe before a voting audience. How then has the new 
"Queen for a Day" "changed with the times"? Katelman explains: "Every 
one of the women will get a prize. There will be no losers." None, that 
is, unless you count the millions of female viewers—faced with yet an
other distorted image of themselves in the backlash T V mirror. 
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Dressing the Dolls: 
The Fashion Backlash 

J U S T T E N D A Y S after the October 19, 1987, stock market collapse, 
French fashion designer Christian Lacroix unveiled his "Luxe" col

lection at a society gala on Wall Street. The setting, aptly for a postcrash 
event, was the ground floor of the towering World Financial Center. As 
brokers upstairs sorted through the shambles, hollow-cheeked models 
with crosses around their necks drifted down the courtyard s runway, 
their clothes-hanger bodies swaying under the weight of twenty pounds 
of crinoline and taffeta. The pushed-up breasts of "Maria, Mounia, 
Veronica, and Katoucha" blossomed with roses the size of cabbage 
heads; beneath their tightly laced waists, pumpkin-shaped skirts bal
looned. Three layers of bustles brought up the rear. These were clothes, 
Lacroix said, for women who like to "dress up like little girls." The 
Lacroix price tags, however, were not so pint-sized; they ranged as high 
as $45,000—among the costliest raiments ever to come out of Paris. 

When the lights finally came up, the fashion writers leaped from 
their seats to litter the runway with pink carnations. Applause was deaf
ening for the "Messiah" of couture, as the fashion press had anointed 
him a year earlier, when he displayed his first "Baby Doll" line in Paris. 
As fireworks burst outside in a Revlon-funded salute to the sartorial 
savior, the well-heeled guests adjourned to a $500-a-plate meal in the 
Winter Garden atrium. There, surrounded by three thousand votive 
candles, couture-industry boosters served up reverential testimonials in 
strategic earshot of the fashion press: Lacroix's bubble skirts exuded "in
dependent strength and sensitivity"; it was like being "in a room full of 
Picassos," a designer told the New York Times. 

The Luxe gowns went on sale at Bergdorf Goodman, and, with 
Lacroix on hand to sign autographs, seventy-nine society matrons hur-
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riecl to place their orders for $330,000 worth in two days. Maybe the 
Messiah would convert women after all to the look of High Feminin
ity—or "frou-frou," as less worshipful observers dubbed the fashion 
worlds sudden detour into frills and petticoats in the spring of 1987. 
At least designers and retailers hoped he had converted them. After 
Lacroix s July 1986 Paris "fantasy fashion" debut had won rave reviews 
from Women's Wear Daily, twenty-one of the twenty-four couture 
houses had rushed out their own versions of High Femininity; apparel 
makers had begun promoting "the idea of women as dressed-up dolls"; 
retailers had stocked up on poufs, miniskirts, party-girl gowns and 
body-squeezing garments that reduced the waist by three inches. And 
the fashion press had smoothed the way, promoting "the gamine look" 
and declaring 1987 "the Year of the Dress." But all the preparation was 
for naught. That spring, women just quit buying. 

Lacroix's messianic appellation was more fitting than intended; by 
the end of the '80s, it would indeed have taken divine intervention to 
resurrect the women's apparel market. Black Monday, which dampened 
enthusiasm for conspicuous displays of wealth, was only the latest blow 
to an industry staggering from foreign competition, massive merger 
debts, record costs for raw materials, a declining dollar overseas—and 
then that final indignity, the rebuff of American women. 

That so-called feminine ardor for clothes shopping had been flagging 
for some time. Between 1980 and 1986, at the same time that women 
were buying more houses, cars, restaurant dinners, and health care ser
vices, they were buying fewer pieces of clothing—from dresses to under
wear. The shaky economy played a role, but mostly women just didn't 
seem to enjoy clothes shopping as much anymore. In one poll, more 
than 80 percent said they hated it, double from a decade earlier. 

Throughout the decade, apparel makers and retailers tried to make up 
for a shrinking shopper base with rapidly inflating clothes prices. But the 
more stores marked up the tags, the less likely women were to take them 
to the register. Then, in the High Femininity year of 1987, dress prices 
jumped as much as 30 percent. Women took one look at the tickets, an
other at the thigh-high dresses—and fled the stores. That year, even 
with higher prices compensating for lower volume, total sales dollars of 
women's apparel fell for the first time in a decade. In the so-called Year 
of the Dress, dress sales alone dropped 4 percent. Even during the 
height of the Christmas season, fashion sales fell; that hadn't even hap
pened under the 1982 recession. And this was a one-gender phenome
non. In fact, that same year, men's apparel sales rose 2.1 percent. 
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The women's "fashion revolt" and "sticker shock rebellion" of 1987, 
as the media came to call it, nearly decimated the fashion industry. And 
the more the dress merchants tried to force frills on their reluctant cus
tomers, the more their profit margins plunged. In the spring of 1988, 
after another season of flounces, bubble skirts, and minis, and another 
40 percent price hike, apparel retailers' stocks plunged and quarterly 
earnings fell by 50 and 75 percent. Department stores—where apparel 
accounts for 75 percent of sales—lost tens of millions of dollars in prof
its. By the second quarter of 1988, the apparel industry was drawing 
more than $4 billion less in annual women's clothes sales than in the 
period just before the High Femininity look was introduced. 

Perhaps the designers should have expected it. They were pushing 
"little-girl" dresses and "slender silhouettes" at a time when the average 
American woman was thirty-two years old, weighed 143 pounds and 
wore a size 10 or 12 dress. Fewer than one-fourth of American women 
were taller than five foot four or wore a size smaller than 14—but 95 
percent of the fashions were designed to fit these specifications. O f all 
the frilly and "retro" fashions introduced in 1987, only one really 
caught on: the peplum, an extra layer of fabric that hung from the waist 
and concealed broadening hips. 

How could the industry make such a marketing blunder? As Gold
man Sachs's retail analyst Joseph Ellis pointed out a year later in his 
analysis, "The Women's Apparel Retailing Debacle: Why?," demo
graphics "have been warning of a strong population shift to older age 
categories for years now." Yet designers, manufacturers, and retailers 
went "in exactly the wrong direction." Ellis charitably concluded that the 
industry must have lacked the appropriate consumer research studies. 

But the fashion world hardly needed a marketing expert to tell them 
baby boomers were aging. The explosion of frills in 1987 wasn't simply 
a misunderstanding; it was an eruption of long-simmering frustration 
and resentment at the increasingly independent habits of the modern 
female shopper. "What's the matter with American women?" a French 
fashion designer snapped at John Molloy, the author of Dress for Success, 
while he was touring design houses in the mid-'80s. "They don't do as 
they're told anymore. We tell them how to dress but they just don't lis
ten." Or, as Lacroix would complain later, "[W]ith the womens-lib 
movement at the turn of the sixties [and in the] seventies, women be
came less fashion conscious," and so many affluent female customers 
deserted couture that "Arabian princesses and classical dowagers re
mained the only customers." High Femininity was an attempt to com-
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mand liberated women's attention with a counter-attack. As fashion de
signer Arnold Scaasi, one of High Femininity's leading architects, ex
plains it, the new fashion edict "is a reaction to the feminist movement, 
which was kind of a war." 

The mission of Lacroix and his fellow designers was to win this war, 
to make women "listen" and rein them in, sometimes quite literally. At 
a Lacroix fashion show, the designer trotted out his "cowgirl" model, 
bound and harnessed in a bridle rope. It was not enough that women 
buy more clothes; they had to buy the clothes that the couturiers told 
them to buy. Designers wanted to be in charge of "dressing women," as 
the Council of Fashion Designers of America phrased it, in its 1987 
tribute to Lacroix. 

What happened in 1987 had happened before, almost identically, in 
the 1947 fashion war. Women who had discovered pants, low-heeled 
shoes, and loose sweaters during World War II were reluctant to give 
them up in peacetime. The fashion industry fell into a "frightening 
slump," as Time described it at the time, with orders shrinking by as 
much as 60 percent. And women only rebelled when French designer 
Christian Dior unveiled the "New Look"—actually an old late-Victorian 
look—featuring crinolined rumps, corseted waists, and long ballooning 
skirts. More than three hundred thousand women joined "Little Below 
the Knee Clubs" to protest the New Look, and, when Neiman Marcus 
gave its annual fashion award to Dior, women stood outside waving 
p laca rds—DOWN W I T H T H E N E W L O O K — a n d booing the man who be
lieved that waists wider than seventeen inches were "repulsive" on a 
lady. "Let the new look of today become the forgotten look of tomor
row," labor lawyer Anna Rosenberg proclaimed, and her sentiments 
were widely shared. In a poll that summer, a majority of women de
nounced the Dior style. 

The women's declarations, however, only strengthened the designer's 
resolve to silence them. "The women who are loudest," Dior retorted, 
" . . . will soon be wearing the longest dresses. . . . You can never stop 
the fashions." By the end of the '40s, after a two-year promotional cam
paign by retailers and the fashion press, Dior won out. Women were 
wearing the New Look, albeit a toned-down version. And they were 
obeying Dior's order that they wear corsets capable of shaving two 
inches from their waist; in fact, bustiers that reduced the waist by three 
inches were soon generating sales of $6 million a year. 

In every backlash, the fashion industry has produced punitively re
strictive clothing and the fashion press has demanded that women wear 
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them. "If you want a girl to grow up gentle and womanly in her ways 
and her feelings, lace her tight," advised one of the many male testimo
nials to the corset in the late Victorian press. In the last half of the 19th 
century, apparel makers crafted increasingly rib-crushing gowns with 
massive rear bustles. And ridicule from the press effectively crushed a 
women's dress-reform campaign for more comfortable, sports-oriented 
clothing. The influential Godey's Lady's Book sneered at such "roomy 
and clownish apparel" and labeled its proponents dress "deformers." 

When the fashion industry began issuing marching orders again in 
the '80s, its publicists advanced a promotional line that downplayed 
the domineering intent and pretended to serve women's needs. Like the 
other contributors to backlash culture, fashion merchants latched on to 
the idea that contemporary women must be suffering from an excess of 
equality that had depleted their femininity. In fashion terms, the back
lash argument became: Women's liberation has denied women the 
"right" to feminine dressing; the professional work outfits of the '70s 
shackled the female spirit. "A lot of women took the tailored look too 
far and it became unattractive," designer Bob Mackie says. "Probably, 
psychologically, it hurt their femininity. You see a lot of it in New York, 
trotting down Wall Street." Women have realized that they are "begin
ning to lose some of their feminine attributes," fashion designer Arnold 
Scaasi says. "Women are fighting now for their own individuality"—by 
"going home and dressing up." 

In its desperation, the industry began to contradict its own time-
honored conventions. Fashion's promoters have long rhapsodized that 
femininity is "eternal," rooted in women's very nature; yet at the same 
time, they were telling women that simply wearing the wrong set of 
clothes could obliterate this timeless female essence. This became the 
party line, voiced by merchants peddling every garment from poufs to 
panties. "We were wearing pinstripes, we didn't know what our identity 
was anymore!" cried Karen Bromley, spokeswoman for the Intimate 
Apparel Council. "We were having this identity crisis and we were 
dressing like men." 

But the only "identity crisis" that women faced when they looked in
side their closets was the one the '80s fashion industry had fabricated. 
The apparel makers had good reason to try to induce this anxiety: per
sonal insecurity is the great motivator to shop. Wells Rich Greene, 
which conducted one of the largest studies of women's fashion-
shopping habits in the early '80s, found that the more confident and 
independent women became, the less they liked to shop; and the more 
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they enjoyed their work, the less they cared about their clothes. The 
agency could find only three groups of women who were loyal follow
ers of fashion: the very young, the very social, and the very anxious. 

While the fashion industry's publicists helped provoked and aggra
vate anxiety in aging baby-boomer women by their relentless promo
tion of "youthful" fashions, they certainly weren't going to claim credit 
for it. Instead, they blamed the usual culprit—feminism. The women's 
movement, they told fashion writers over and over, had generated 
women's sartorial "identity crisis"—by inventing a "dress-for-success" 
ideology and foisting it on women. This was an accusation that meshed 
well with the decade's conventional wisdom on women and the fashion 
press gladly bought it. But it was just another backlash myth. The lead
ers of the women's movement had about as much to do with pushing 
pinstripes as they did with burning bras. 

FROM H O U S E H O L D RAGS TO GRAY-FLANNEL S T I T C H E S 

"You must look as if you're working, not playing," Henri Bendel's pres
ident instructed women readers in a 1978 Harpers Bazaar article titled 
"Self-Confident Dressing," one of many features at the time advising 
women to wear suits that projected "confidence" and "authority." 
"Dress for the job you want to have," Mademoiselle told readers in its 
September 1977 issue. "There's a clothing hierarchy paralleling the job 
hierarchy." Its September 1979 cover story offered a "Dress for Success 
Guide," promoting gray flannel suits and fitted tweed jackets for "the 
woman who is doing something with her life." The well-tailored suit, 
the late-'70s fashion press had uniformly decreed, was the ideal expres
sion of women's rising economic and political aspirations. 

The fashion press inherited these ideas not from the women's move
ment but from the writings of a male fashion consultant. John T. 
Molloy's The Woman's Dress for Success Book became an instant hit in 
1977, remaining on the New York Times best-seller list for more than 
five months. The book offered simple tips on professional dressing for 
aspiring businesswomen, just as his first work, Dress for Success, dis
pensed clothing advice to men. That earlier book, published in 1975, 
was hugely popular, too. But when the fashion media turned against 
"dress for success" a decade later, they directed their verbal assault solely 
on the women's edition. 

A former prep school English teacher, Molloy turned to the study of 
women's business dressing in the mid-'70s for the money. Corporations 
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like A T & T and U.S . Steel, under federal pressure to hire women, were 
funding research and seminars that made them look like good equal 
opportunity employers. Unlike the High Femininity merchants, who 
determined fashion trends based on "feelings," Molloy actually sur
veyed hundreds of people in the work force. He even dispatched re
search assistants to spy on the dressing habits of corporate men and 
women and, in a four-year study, enlisted several hundred business
women to track changes in their dress and their career. 

Based on his survey results, Molloy calculated that women who wore 
business suits were one and a half times more likely to feel they were 
being treated as executives—and a third less likely to have their author
ity challenged by men. Clothing that called attention to sexuality, on 
the other hand—women's or men's—lowered one's status at the office. 
"Dressing to succeed in business and dressing to be sexually attractive 
are almost mutually exclusive." 

Molloy's motives were primarily commercial, but his book had a po
litical subtext, as a primer for people disadvantaged by class and sex. A 
child of the lower middle class himself, Molloy addressed similarly situ
ated readers, the "American bootstrap types," as he called them, "whose 
parents never went to college" and who were struggling to "overcome 
socioeconomic barriers when they choose their clothes." The author 
was also an advocate for women's rising expectations—and urged them 
to rely on their brains rather than their bodies to improve their station. 
"Many women," he wrote, "still cling to the conscious or unconscious 
belief that the only feminine way of competing is to compete as a sex 
object and that following fashion trends is one of the best ways to win. 
It's not." 

When Molloy's book for women became a best-seller in the '70s, 
publishers immediately rushed three knockoffs into print. Retailers 
began invoking Molloy's name and even claiming, most times falsely, 
that the clothing guru had personally selected their line of women's 
business wear. Newsweek declared dress-for-success a trend. And for the 
next three years, women's magazines recycled scores of fashion stories 
that endorsed not only the suits but the ambitions they represented— 
with headlines like Y O U R G E T - A H E A D W A R D R O B E , P O W E R ! and W H A T T O 

W E A R W H E N Y O U ' R E D O I N G T H E T A L K I N G . At first fashion makers wel
comed dress-for-success, too. They issued new ads offering paeans to 
working women's aspirations—with, of course, the caveat that women 
could realize these objectives only in a suit. Apparel manufacturers had 
visions of exploiting a new and untapped market. "The success of suits 
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has made the fashion industry ecstatic," Newsweek observed in 1979. 
They had good reason to feel that way: women's suit sales had more 
than doubled that year. 

But in their enthusiasm, fashion merchants overlooked the bottom 
line of Molloy's book: dress-for-success could save women money and 
liberate them from fashion-victim status. Business suits weren't subject 
to wild swings in fashion and women could get away (as men always 
have) with wearing the same suit for several days and just varying the 
blouse and accessories—more economical than buying a dress for every 
day of the week. Once women made the initial investment in a set of 
suits, they could even take a breather from shopping. 

Between 1980 and 1987, annual sales of suits rose by almost 6 mil
lion units, while dresses declined by 29 million units. The $600 million 
gain in suit sales in these years was nice—but it couldn't make up for 
the billions of dollars the fashion industry could have been getting in 
dress sales. Matters worsened when manufacturers raised their suit 
prices to make up for the shortfall—and women just started buying 
cheaper suits from foreign manufacturers. Between 1981 and 1986, 
imports of women's suits nearly tripled. 

"When this uniform is accepted by large numbers of business
women," Molloy's book predicted, " . . . it will be attacked ferociously." 
The fashion industry, the clothing consultant warned, may even yank 
the suits off the racks: "They will see it as a threat to their domination 
over women. And they will be right." 

REQUIEM F O R THE L I T T L E BOW TIE 

In 1986, U .S . apparel manufacturers cut their annual production of 
women's suits by 40 percent; the following year, production dropped by 
another 40 percent. Several large suit manufacturers shut down their 
women's lines altogether. The sudden cutback wasn't inspired by a lack 
of demand: in 1986, women's purchases of suits and blazers jumped 5.3 
percent. And this reduction wasn't gender-blind. In the same two years, 
output of men's suits stayed the same. 

Soon, department stores phased out the executive-dressing wings 
that they had opened for professional women in the late 1970s. Mar
shall's shut down its Careers department; Carson Pirie Scott closed its 
Corporate Level division for women; Neiman Marcus removed all co
ordinated women's business suits from many of its stores. Paul Harris 
Stores switched from women's career clothes to miniskirts (and prompdy 
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lost $5.6 million). And Alcott & Andrews, the store that billed itself as 
a female Brooks Brothers when it opened in 1984, began stocking ruf
fled dresses. When Molloy toured its New York store in 1987, he 
couldn't find a single suit. (Two years later, Alcott & Andrews went 
bankrupt.) 

Fashion writers buried the dress-for-success concept as eagerly as 
they had once praised it. "Bye-bye to the Little Bow Tie," Mademoiselle 
eulogized in a 1987 article entitled "The Death of Dress for Success." It 
was one of many such media obituaries, among them "The Death of 
the Dumb Blue Suit" and "A Uniform for Submission Is Finally Put to 
Rest." As the latter headline (from the Chicago Tribune) suggests, these 
articles were now proposing that business suits, not unequal business 
status, posed the greatest threat to women's opportunities. As a fashion 
consultant explained it in a Los Angeles Times feature on the same sub
ject, "[The suit] shows you aren't successful because you have no free
dom of dress, and that means you don't have power." According to '80s 
fashion theory, bondage lurked in the little bow tie—though not in the 
corset ties that were soon to follow. 

All the anti-dress-for-success crusade needed to be complete was a 
villain. John Molloy was the obvious choice. The fashion press soon 
served him with a three-count indictment; he was charged with pro
moting "that dreadful little bow tie," pushing "the boring navy blue 
suit," and making women look like "imitation men." When his book 
first came out, Molloy was so popular that newspapers fought to bid on 
his syndicated column, "Making It." But with Molloy's name on the 
fashion blacklist, newspapers canceled their orders. A major daily paper, 
which had initially approached Molloy about publishing the column, 
pulled out with this explanation: "The fashion people won't allow it." 

The charges against Molloy were largely trumped up. In fact, Mol
loy's book never mentioned the bow tie; it wasn't even on the market 
when the book was published. His book did not champion navy suits; 
it recommended gray, which he believed conveyed more authority. And 
a whole section of the book was specifically devoted to advising women 
how not to dress like an "imitation man." Dress for Success didn't even 
endorse suits exclusively, as many magazine stories maintained; it sug
gested women diversify their professional wardrobe with blazers, tai
lored skirts, and dresses. The fashion press was attacking its own rigid 
version of dress-for-success, not Molloy's. As Molloy himself points out, 
a shrewder garment industry might have capitalized on his formula. 
"My book recommended a wide variety of styles," he says. "My pre-
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scription was not that narrow. It was the fashion industry that narrowed 
women's choices. They became their own worst enemy." 

LACROIX: THE CLOWN WHO WOULD BE KING 

With the suits cleared from the racks and Molloy deposed, the fashion 
industry moved to install Lacroix as "The King of Couture," an exalted 
title in keeping with '80s fashion obsessions about class. While Molloy 
spoke to the "American bootstrap types," Lacroix addressed only the 
elite. He concerned himself with a class of people who didn't have to 
dress for success. His female clientele, the ornamental ladies of Ameri
can high society, had already acquired their upper-class status— 
through marriage or inheritance, not a weekly paycheck. 

Lacroix's preoccupation with the top rungs of the income ladder fit 
perfectly the upscaling sales policies of the decade's retailers. In the fash
ion equivalent of television's "quality demographics," scores of retailers 
turned their backs on middle-class women and courted only the 
"better-business" customers, as they euphemistically labeled the rich. 
Instead of offering a range of clothing choices and competitive pricing, 
they began to serve only the tastes and incomes of the most affluent. In
stead of serving the needs of the many working women, they sponsored 
black-tie balls and provided afternoon tea service and high-priced fa
cials to the idle few. "We made a conscious decision as a store a few 
years back to deal primarily with better-quality, wealthy fashions," ex
plains Harold Nelson, general manager of Neiman Marcus's Washing
ton, D . C . , store, where 90 percent of the fashions were in couture or 
high-priced designer categories by 1988. "Gradually, we've been remov
ing the moderately priced merchandise." 

Lacroix's fashion gaze was ideally suited to the era in an even more 
fundamental way. For inspiration, he looked only backward—"I love 
the past much more than the future"—and primarily to the wardrobes 
of the late Victorian and postwar eras. In 1982, while chief designer at 
the House of Patou, he had even tried, unsuccessfully, to reintroduce 
the bustle. (As Lacroix explains this effort later, "I must say, [the] bustle 
emphasizes the silhouette a way I like very much.") For the next three 
years, his five subsequent retro-tinged fashion shows fell flat, too; as he 
would say later of this period, he "suffered from being considered the 
clown of couture." Nonetheless, he clung to these more "feminine" 
styles that had preoccupied him since childhood when, he recalled later, 
he had pored admiringly over late Victorian fashion magazines of 
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corseted women and dreamed of being the world's next Dior, an aspira
tion he had announced at the family dinner table one day. When he fi
nally made it as an adult, he would dramatize this fantasy. He timed the 
grand opening of the House of Lacroix to coincide with the House of 
Dior's fortieth anniversary. 

While the fashion press, of course, declares its "trends" long before 
they reach the consumer, in Lacroix's case, the leading industry trade 
paper, Women's Wear Daily, would take fashion forecasting to a new ex
treme. It declared Lacroix's first "baby doll" line a hit two days before 
the designer even displayed it at the Paris show in July 1986. As it 
turned out, the female audience that day was less than impressed by the 
onslaught of "fantasy fashion" on the runway by Lacroix and fellow de
signers. As Women's Wear Daily remarked, with more irritation than in
sight, reaction from the society women in attendance "seemed cool"; 
and even when one of the couturiers issued a "call to a less self-
important way of dressing," the front-row ladies "failed to heed" him. 
But the lackluster reception from the ladies didn't discourage the maga
zine, which hailed Lacroix and High Femininity in another front-page 
rave the next day. F A S H I O N G O E S M A D , the magazine's banner headline 
announced with self-induced brain fever. Lacroix has "restored woman's 
right to outrageousness, fun and high spirits." 

But was Lacroix offering women "fun"—or just making fun of 
them? He dressed his runway models in dunce caps, clamped dog-
collarlike disks around their necks, stuck cardboard cones on their 
breasts, positioned cabbage roses so they sprouted from their rear ends, 
and attached serving trays to their heads—the last touch suggesting its 
reverse, female heads on serving trays. Then he sent them down the 
runway to tunes with lyrics such as these: "Down by the station, Early 
in the morning, See the little pufferbellies, All in a row." Women's Wear 
Daily didn't celebrate Lacroix's High Femininity because it gave women 
the right to have "fun" but because it presented them as unspoiled 
young maidens, ready and willing to be ravished. John Fairchild, the 
magazine's publisher and the industry's legendary "Emperor of Fash
ion," said what he really loved about the Lacroix gown was "how you 
can see it in the middle of lavender fields worn by happy little virgins 
who don't want to be virgins." 

With Fairchild's backing, Lacroix was assured total adulation from 
the rest of the fashion world. The following July, three months before 
the stock crash, he unveiled his first signature collection at a Paris show, 
to "rhythmic applause" from fashion writers and merchants. Afterward, 
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retail executives stood in the aisles and worked the press into a lather 
with overwrought tributes. The president of Marthas predicted, "It will 
change every woman's wardrobe." The senior vice president of Bloom-
ingdale's pronounced it "one of the most brilliant personal statements 
I've ever seen on the runway." And Bergdorf Goodman's president of
fered the most candid assessment to reporters: "He gave us what we 
were looking for." Thus primed, the most influential fashion writers 
raced to spread the "news." Hebe Dorsey of the International Herald 
Tribune charged to the nearest phone bank to advise her editors that 
this was a development warranting front-page coverage. The next day, 
the New York Times fashion writer Bernadine Morris nominated 
Lacroix to "fashion's hall of fame," declaring, "Like Christian Dior ex
actly forty years ago, he has revived a failing institution." 

The rest of the press quickly fell into line. Time and Newsweek pro
duced enthusiastic trend stories. People celebrated Lacroix's "high jinks" 
and the way he "jammed bustles up the backside." And the mass 
media's infatuation with Lacroix involved not only his hyperfeminine 
clothes but the cult of his masculine personality. Lacroix, who stocked 
his own wardrobe with Ralph Lauren lord-of-the-manor wear, was 
eager to market an all-brawn self-image: "Primitive people, sun and 
rough times," he informed the press, "this is my real side." Stories on 
Lacroix were packed with approving allusions to his manly penchant 
for cowboys and matadors. Time offered this tribute from a fashion 
commentator: "He looks like Brando; he is pantheroid, catlike. He is 
sexy in a way that is absolutely not effete." His swagger, and the press's 
enthusiasm for it, spoke to the real "crisis" fueling the backlash—not 
the concern that female professionalism and independence were defem-
inizing women but the fear that they were emasculating men. Worries 
about eclipsed manhood were particularly acute in the fashion world, 
where the perception of a widespread gay culture in the industry had 
collided in the '80s with homophobia and rising anxieties about AIDS. 

With Lacroix coronated coutures king, rival designers competed 
fiercely to ascend the throne. From Emanuel Ungaro to Karl Lagerfeld, 
they caked on even more layers of frills and pumped up skirts with still 
bigger bustles. If High Femininity was supposed to accent womanly 
curves, its frenetic baroque excrescences succeeded only in obscuring 
the female figure. It was hard to see body shape at all through the 
thicket of flounces and floral sprays. Dress-for-success's shoulder pads 
were insignificant appendages compared with the foot-high satin roses 
Ungaro tacked to evening-gown shoulders. 
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While a few dozen rich American women had bought Lacroix's 
gowns from his 1987 Luxe collection, the designer was anxious to make 
his mark in the broader, real-world market of ready-to-wear clothes. 
His last effort while still at Patou in 1984 had failed miserably, after his 
designs proved to be too expensive for sale. This time, he approached 
the market strategically. First, in the spring of 1988, he put the clothes 
"on tour" at a select three stores, Marthas, Bergdorf Goodman, and 
Saks Fifth Avenue. Then, that fall, having tantalized women with this 
fashion tease, he would ship ready-to-wear clothes across the country. 

In May 1988, big ads appeared in the Washington Post, courtesy of 
Saks Fifth Avenue, welcoming the Lacroix traveling show to town— 
and advising women to hurry down and place their special orders be
fore the rush. 

"I G U E S S THEY DON'T LIKE LOOKING S U P E R F L U O U S " 

The day the Lacroix dresses arrive at Saks, five men in dark suits hover 
around the designer salon, supervising four elderly saleswomen who are 
easing the gowns from their garment bags, blue-veined hands trembling 
slightly as they lift the heavy crinoline-encrusted costumes to the racks. 
"Careful now, careful!" one of the suited men coaches whenever a hem 
threatens to touch the floor. A bell-shaped purple skirt is slipped out of 
its wrapper—$630. It comes with a top, $755. 

About noon, a delivery man drops off a video of a Lacroix fashion 
show, to be installed for shoppers' viewing pleasure. The saleswomen 
gather around the T V set to watch the models teeter down the runway 
to the song the designer has selected for the occasion—"My Way." One 
of the models is covered, head to toe, in giant roses and bows. "It's 
ridiculous," mutters salesclerk Mimi Gott, who is wearing a gray tweed 
suit. "Our customers are older people. They aren't going to buy this 
stuff." 

About one P . M . , Pandora Gogos arrives at the salon, on the arm of her 
daughter Georgia. They are going to "a black-tie dinner," and Gogos, 
who is "around seventy," can find nothing in the stores to wear. "I've 
been shopping here since they opened up in the 1950s," she complains, 
lowering her aching back into a chair. "Even in the fifties, I don't think 
they were crazy like this. I've gone all over town—Saks, Garfinckel's— 
and I can't find a dinner dress. There was one at Garfinckel's, a four-
thousand-dollar jacket with a skirt up to here"—she reaches her hands 
to her throat—"nine thousand dollars!" 
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Soon after, a Mrs. Barkin, a middle-aged woman, arrives at the de
signer salon to return a frilly dress concocted by one of Lacroix's imita
tors. It is studded with huge flowers and a back bustle. "I just couldn't 
wear it," she says apologetically. Salesclerk Venke Loehe, who is wearing 
a simple Diane Von Furstenberg wraparound, gives her a sympathetic 
nod. "It's the return to the fifties," Loehe says. "A lot of our clothes now 
are like that. . . . But the classic look is still what's selling best." Mrs. 
Barkin decides on an exchange—she has a cocktail party to attend— 
and starts rummaging through the racks. She settles reluctantly on a 
dress with a pouf skirt; it's the only evening outfit she can find with a 
lower hem. "I don't know how I'll ever sit down in this," she worries. 

Back by the Lacroix racks, the only items that seem to be drawing in
terest are a plain overcoat and a tailored jacket. Mostly, women don't 
even stop to look; by midafternoon, the salon has had fewer than a 
dozen visitors. The men in suits are wondering what happened to all 
the customers. "All that embellishment, the ruffles, lace and frills," says 
a frustrated Lawrence Wilsman, Saks's buyer of European designer im
ports, "women don't seem to want that much. They seem to want qui
eter, more realistic things. They want clothes to be taken seriously in. I 
guess they don't like looking superfluous." 

• • • 
T H A T F A L L , Lacroix's full ready-to-wear collection arrived at Saks. A 
month later, markdown tags dangled from the sleeves. Department 
stores from Nordstrom to Dayton Hudson dropped Lacroix's clothes 
after one season. "We needed to see a bit more that American women 
could relate to," explained a Nordstrom spokesperson. And when 
Women's Wear Daily surveyed department stores, the Lacroix label 
ranked as one of the worst sellers. By 1989, Lacroix's design house was 
reporting a $9.3 million loss. 

FLOUNCING INTO WORK 

Maybe Lacroix's poufs hadn't won over the high-end shoppers who fre
quent designer salons, but apparel makers and retailers were still hoping 
to woo the average female shopper with the habiliments of High Femi
ninity. To this end, Bullock's converted 60 percent of its women's ap
parel to a "1950s look" by spring 1987. And even more progressive 
designers like Donna Karan began parroting the couturier's retro edicts. 
"There has been a shift in saying to a woman, 'It's okay to show your 
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derrière,'" she told the New York Times. "I questioned it at first. But 

women's bodies are in better shape." 

For High Femininity to succeed in the ready-to-wear market, work

ing women had to accept the look—and wear it to the office. The ap

parel makers could design all the evening gowns they pleased; it 

wouldn't change the fact that the vast majority of women's clothing 

purchases were for work wear. In 1987, for example, more than 70 per

cent of the skirts purchased were for professional wardrobes. Pushing 

baby-doll fashions to working women was also going to be a trickier 

maneuver than marketing to socialites. Not only did the designers have 

to convince women that frills were appropriate on the job, the persua

sion had to be subtler; high-handed commands wouldn't work on the 

less fashion-conscious working women. The designers and merchants 

had to present the new look as the career woman's "choice." 

"This thing is not about designers dictating," Calvin Klein pro

claimed as he issued another round of miniskirts. "We're taking our 

cues from what women want. They're ready." "Older women want to 

look sexy now on the job," the head of Componix, a Los Angeles ap

parel maker, insisted. "They want men to look at them like they're 

women. Notice my legs first, not my appraisals." One by one, the dress

ing authorities got behind this new fashion line. "Gals like to show 

their legs," designer Bill Blass asserted. "Girls want to be girls again," 

designer Dik Brandsma intoned. The lone dissenting voice came from 

veteran designer John Weitz, who said it was Women's Wear Daily, not 

women, clamoring for girlish frocks. "Women change not at all, just 

journalism," he said, dismissing High Femininity as "a temporary de

railment, based on widespread insecurity. Eventually it will go away and 

women will look like strong decisive human beings instead of Popsi-

cles." But then, Weitz could afford to be honest; he made his money de

signing men's clothes. 

Taking their cue from the designers, retailers unfurled the same 

"choice" sales pitch—and draped it in seemingly feminist arguments, 

phrases, and imagery. These constrictive and uncomfortable clothes 

were actually a sign of women's advancement. As a publicist for Alcott 

& Andrews explained it, "Our woman has evolved to the point where 

she can really wear anything to the office that proclaims her feminin

ity." Bloomingdale's, which dubbed its latest dress department for 

women "Bloomingdale's N O W , " proposed that women try "advancing at 

work with new credentials"—by buying the department's skimpy che-



196 Susan Faludi 

mises and wearing them to the office. Like the designers, retailers 
claimed to speak for women, sometimes literally. "Saks understands," a 
mythical career woman murmured in the store's ad copy. "They give 
me the options. . . . Showing me that 'going soft' doesn't have to mean 
losing your edge." What was she pictured wearing to work? Shorts. 

The fashion press pitched in, too, as the same publications that had 
urged working women to wear suits if they wanted to be taken seriously 
now began running headlines like D R E S S I N G C U T E E N R O U T E and T H E 

N E W S U C C E S S L O O K S : Y O U N G A N D E A S Y . Savvy told working women that 
"power dressing" in the '80s meant only "flower power"—stud your 
waist with $150 faux camellias, the magazine advised readers, "if you're 
intent on making a C E O statement." Women could actually get ahead 
faster if they showed up for work in crinoline petticoats; D R E S S I N G 

D O W N F O R S U C C E S S , the Los Angeles Times s fashion editors called it. The 
fashion press also resorted to pseudofeminist arguments to push prepu-
bescent dressing: women should don party-doll frills, they argued, as an 
emblem of grown-up liberation—as a sort of feminist victory sash. 
Grasping for any angle, the fashion writers even tried invoking the 
Harvard-Yale marriage study. "A man shortage? What man shortage?" 
Mademoiselle crowed in its editorial for poufs and minis. "You'll be 
dated up till next July if you turn up in any of these ultrahot numbers." 

But no matter what argument the fashion promoters tried, women 
weren't buying. A 1988 New York Times I'CBS News poll found only a 
quarter of adult women said they had worn a skirt above the knee even 
once in the past year. Some women were becoming as vocal in their re
sistance as the anti-Dior protesters a generation earlier. "I will wear the 
new short skirts when men wear rompers to the office," declared 
columnist Kathleen Fury in Working Woman. Nina Totenberg, legal af
fairs reporter for National Public Radio, exhorted female listeners from 
the airwaves, "Hold the line. Don't buy. And the mini will die." 

The retailers, saddled with millions of dollars of untouched 
miniskirts, were ready to surrender. The miniskirt has thrown the 
women's apparel market into "confusion," worried a spokesperson for 
Liz Claiborne Inc., "and we don't see any indication that it is going to 
pass soon." But the high-fashion designers—who make their money 
more through licensing their names than through actual dress sales— 
could afford to continue the campaign. So when retail buyers flocked to 
market to inspect the designers' upcoming fall fashions for 1988, they 
found—much to their amazement—yet another round of ruffled and 
rib-crunching styles. 
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• • • 
"I T H I N K it's really a trend," Yvette Crosby, fashion director of Califor
nia Mart, is telling everyone at the 1988 Market Week in Los Angeles, 
as she hands out copies of this season's "Trend Report." "It's a more ro
mantic and Victorian look, and I really believe it's right for this season," 
says Crosby. She wears a suit. 

The writers and buyers are crowding into the mart's auditorium for 
the morning show, entitled "Thirty Something." The program notes 
advise that these clothes are designed "for contemporary working 
women"—a necessary reminder, it happens. As the models revolve in 
up to five tiers of frills, huge bows bursting from hips and shoulders, it's 
easy to forget that this is nine-to-five wear. To evoke a proper career 
mood, one designer has armed his models with briefcases. The gaunt 
young women trip down the runway in stiletto heels, hands snug in 
dainty white gloves. Their briefcases swing like Easter baskets, feather 
light; they are, after all, empty. 

At last, the models retire backstage and the fashion buyers are herded 
to the buying services' suites upstairs. In the Bob Mallard showroom, 
the mart's largest buying service, manufacturing representatives scurry 
hopefully into place. Mallard, who joined the business in the 1950s as a 
garment manufacturer in the East Bronx, surveys the proceedings with 
grim resignation; he has the leathery, bruised face of a fighter who's 
been in the ring awhile. 

"Last year, the miniskirt was a disaster," he says. "Froufrou was no big 
hit either. Women still want suits. That's still the biggest seller." But he 
knows his observations will fall on deaf ears back at the design houses. 
"The average designer goes to the library and looks at pictures in a picture 
book. Maybe he worries about whether the dress is going to look good on 
the mannequin in the store window. That's it. I don't think he ever both
ers to talk to a woman about it. The woman, she's the last to know." 

In the glass booths on either side of the long showroom corridor, 
Mallard's manufacturing reps are doing their best to pitch the "new-
romance" fashions to doubtful buyers. Teri Jons rep, Ruth McLoughlin, 
pulls one dress after another off the racks and holds it up to buyers Jody 
Krogh and Carol Jameson of the Portland-based Jameson Ltd. "Short 
didn't sell last year," Krogh keeps saying. "No, no, don't judge by what's 
on the hanger," McLoughlin answers, a little peevishly. "We can ship it 
long. Now how about this?" She holds up a dress with a plunging front, 
cinched waist and crinolines. "I don't know," Jameson says. "Women 
will love it," says McLoughlin. She is wearing a suit. 
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"This is my best reorder," says Joe Castle, a fast-talking Cattiva sales
man across the hall. He waggles a ruffle-decked gown before a buyer 
with a blank order form. "It makes a great M.O .B . [mother of the 
bride] gown," Castle wheedles. Sounding a bit like a Newsweek trend 
story, Castle tries this last argument: "Everyone's looking for M.O.B. 's . 
More and more people are getting married." 

• • • 
A T T H E fashion shows held in summer 1988 for the coming fall season, 
designers made a few compromises—adding pantsuits and longer skirts 
to their collections—but these additions often featured a puerile or re
taliatory underside. Jean-Paul Gaultier showed pants and blazers—but 
they were skin-tight Lycra leotards and schoolgirl uniforms. Pierre 
Cardin produced capelike wraps that fit so tightly even the New York 
Times fashion page found it "fairly alarming because the models wear
ing them cannot move their arms." Romeo Gigli dropped his hemlines 
but the skirts were so tight the models could only hobble down the 
runway. One of his models was doubly encumbered; he had tied her up 
in velvet ropes, straitjacket-style. 

A year later, even the compromises were gone—as designers dressed 
up their women again in even shorter miniskirts, bone-crushing 
corsets, push-up cleavage and billows of transparent chiffon. The 
Lacroix brand of "humor" returned to the runways: models wore cos
tumes modeled after clown suits, "court jester" jackets, molded "breast
plates," and pinstripe suits with one arm and shoulder ripped to shreds. 
By 1990, Valentino was pushing "baby dolls," Gianni Versace was fea
turing "skirts that barely clear the buttocks," and the Lacroix collection 
was offering jumpsuits with "gold-encrusted" corsets. 

If the apparel makers could not get women to wear poufs, they 
would try dictating another humbling mode of fashion. The point was 
not so much the content of the style as its enforcement. There was a 
reason why their designs continued to regress into female infantilism, 
even in the face of a flood of market reports on aging female con
sumers: minimizing the female form might be one way for designers to 
maximize their own authority over it. The woman who walks in tiny 
steps clutching a teddy bear—as so many did on the late '80s run
ways—is a child who follows instructions. The woman who steps down 
the aisle to George Michael's "Father Figure"—the most popular run
way song in 1988—is a daughter who minds her elders. Modern Amer
ican women "won't do as they are told anymore," the couturier had 
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complained to Molloy. But just maybe they would—if only they could 
be persuaded to think of themselves as daddy's little girls. 

FEMININITY, UNDERCOVER 

"Some enchanted evening, you will see a stranger. . . . " The music came 
up at the M K Club in New York, and the buyers and fashion writers, 
who had been downing drinks from the open bar for more than an 
hour, quieted as rose-colored lights drenched the stage. Six models in 
satin panties and lace teddies drifted dreamily into view and took turns 
swooning on the main stage prof)—a Victorian couch. The enervated 
ladies—"Sophia," "Desiree," "Amapola"—languorously stroked their 
tresses with antique silver hairbrushes, stopping occasionally to lift limp 
hands to their brows, as if even this bit of grooming overtaxed their del
icate constitutions. 

The press release described the event as Bob Mackie's "premiere col
lection" of fantasy lingerie. In fact, the Hollywood costume designer 
(author of Dressing for Glamour) had introduced a nearly identical line 
ten years before. It failed then in a matter of weeks—but the women of 
the late '80s, Mackie believed, were different. "I see it changing," 
Mackie asserts. "Women want to wear very feminine lingerie now." 

Mackie got this impression not from women but from the late-'80s 
lingerie industry, which claimed to be in the midst of an "Intimate Ap
parel Explosion." As usual, this was a marketing slogan, not a social 
trend. Frustrated by slackening sales, the Intimate Apparel Council— 
an all-male board of lingerie makers—established a special public rela
tions committee in 1987. Its mission: Stir up "excitement." 

The committee immediately issued a press release proclaiming that 
"cleavage is back" and that the average woman's bust had suddenly 
swelled from 34B to 3 6 C . "Bustiers, corsets, camisoles, knickers, and 
petticoats," the press kits declared, are now not only "accepted" by 
women but actually represent "a fashion statement." A $10,000 focus-
group study gathered information for the committee about the prefer
ences of manufacturers and retail buyers. N o female consumers were 
surveyed. "It's not that we aren't interested in them," Karen Bromley, 
the committee's spokesperson, explains. "There's just limited dollars." 

In anticipation of the Intimate Apparel Explosion, manufacturers 
boosted the production of undergarments to its highest level in a dozen 
years. In 1987, the same year the fashion industry slashed its output of 
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women's suits, it doubled production of garter belts. Again, it was the 
"better-business" shopper that the fashion marketers were after; in one 
year, the industry nearly tripled its shipments of luxury lingerie. Du 
Pont, the largest maker of foundation fabrics, simultaneously began a 
nationwide "education program," which included "training videos" in 
stores, fitting room posters and special "training" tags on the clothes to 
teach women the virtues of underwire bras and girdles (or "body 
shapers," as they now called them—garments that allow women "a 
sense of control"). Once again, a fashion regression was billed as a fem
inist breakthrough. "Women have come a long way since the 1960s," 
D u Pont's sales literature exulted. "They now care about what they wear 
under clothes." 

The fashion press, as usual, was accommodating. "Bra sales are 
booming," the New York Daily News claimed. Its evidence: the Intimate 
Apparel Council's press release. Enlisting one fake backlash trend to 
promote another, the New York Times claimed that women were rush
ing out to buy $375 bustiers to use "for cocooning." Life dedicated its 
June 1989 cover to a hundredth-anniversary salute, "Hurrah for the 
Bra," and insisted, likewise without data, that women were eagerly in
vesting in designer brassieres and corsets. In an interview later, the arti
cle's author, Claudia Dowling, admits that she herself doesn't fit the 
trend; when asked, she can't even recall what brand bra she wears: "Your 
basic Warner whatever, I guess," she says. 

Hollywood also hastened to the aid of the intimate-apparel industry, 
with garter belts in Bull Durham, push-up bras in Dangerous Liaisons, 
and merry-widow regalia galore in Working Girl. T V did its bit, too, as 
characters from The Young and the Restless to Dynasty jumped into 
bustiers, and even the women of thirtysomething inspected teddies in 
one shopping episode. 

The fashion press marketed the Intimate Apparel Explosion as a 
symbol of modern women's new sexual freedom. "The 'Sexy' Revolu
tion Ignites Intimate Apparel," Body Fashions announced in its October 
1987 cover story. But the magazine was right to put quotes around 
"sexy." The cover model was encased in a full-body girdle, and the lin
gerie inside was mostly of Victorian vintage. Late-'80s lingerie cele
brated the repression, not the flowering, of female sexuality. The ideal 
Victorian lady it had originally been designed for, after all, wasn't sup
posed to have any libido. 

A few years before the Intimate Apparel Explosion, the pop singer 
Madonna gained notoriety by wearing a black bustier as a shirt. In her 
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rebellious send-up of prim notions of feminine propriety, she paraded 
her sexuality and transformed "intimate apparel" into an explicit ironic 
statement. This was not, however, the sort of "sexy revolution" that the 
fashion designers had in mind. "That Madonna look was vulgar," Bob 
Mackie sniffs. "It was overly sexually expressive. The slits and the 
clothes cut up and pulled all around; you couldn't tell the sluts from the 
schoolgirls." The lingerie that he advocated had "a more ladylike femi
nine attitude." 

Late Victorian apparel merchants were the first to mass-market 
"feminine" lingerie, turning corsets into a "tight-lacing" fetish and 
weighing women down in thirty pounds of bustles and petticoats. It 
worked for them; by the turn of the century, they had ushered in "the 
great epoch of underwear." Lingerie publicists of the '80s offered vari
ous sociological reasons for the Victorian underwear revival, from 
"the return of marriage" to "fear of AIDS"—though they never did ex
plain how garter belts ward off infection. But the real reason for the 
Victorian renaissance was strictly business. "Whenever the romantic 
Victorian mood is in, we are going to do better," explains Peter Velardi, 
chairman of the lingerie giant Vanity Fair and a member of the Inti
mate Apparel Council's executive committee. 

In this decade's underwear campaign, the intimate-apparel industry 
owed its heaviest promotional debt to the Limited, the fashion retailer 
that turned a California lingerie boutique named Victoria's Secret into 
a national chain with 346 shops in five years. "I don't want to sound ar
rogant," Howard Gross, president of Victoria's Secret, says, " b u t . . . we 
caused the Intimate Apparel Explosion. We started it and a lot of peo
ple wanted to copy it." 

The designers of the Victoria's Secret shop, a Disneyland version of a 
19th-century lady's dressing room, packed each outlet with "antique" 
armoires and sepia photos of brides and mothers. Their blueprint was 
quickly copied by other retailers: May's "Amanda's Closet," Marshall 
Field's "Amelia's Boutique," Belk's "Marianne's Boutique," and Bul
lock's "Le Boudoir." Even Frederick's of Hollywood reverted to Victori-
ana, replacing fright wigs with lace chemises, repainting its walls 
in ladylike pinks and mauves and banning frontal nudity from its 
catalogs. "You can put our catalog on your coffee table now," George 
Townson, president of Frederick's, says proudly. 

The Limited bought Victoria's Secret in 1982 from its originator, 
Roy Raymond, who opened the first shop in a suburban mall in Palo 
Alto, California. A Stanford M B A and former marketing man for the 
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Vicks company—where he developed such unsuccessful hygiene prod
ucts as a post-defecation foam to dab on toilet paper—Raymond 
wanted to create a store that would cater to his gender. "Part of the 
game was to make it more comfortable to men," he says. "I aimed it, I 
guess, at myself." But Raymond didn't want his female customers to 
think a man was running the store; that might put them off. So he was 
careful to include in the store's catalogs a personal letter to subscribers 
from "Victoria," the store's putative owner, who revealed her personal 
preferences in lingerie and urged readers to visit "my boutique." If cus
tomers called to inquire after Ms. Victoria's whereabouts, the salesclerks 
were instructed to say she was "traveling in Europe." As for the media, 
Raymond's wife handled all T V appearances. 

Raymond settled on a Victorian theme both because he was renovat
ing his own Victorian home in San Francisco at the time and because 
it seemed like "a romantic happy time." He explains: "It's that Ralph 
Lauren image . . . that people were happier then. I don't know if that is 
really true. It's just the image in my mind, I guess created by all the 
media things I've seen. But it's real." 

Maybe the Victorian era wasn't the best of times for the female pop
ulation, he acknowledges, but he came up with a marketing strategy to 
deal with that problem: women are now "liberated" enough to choose 
corsets to please themselves, not their men. "We had this whole pitch," 
he recalls, "that the woman bought this very romantic and sexy lingerie 
to feel good about herself, and the effect it had on a man was secondary. 
It allowed us to sell these garments without seeming sexist." But was 
it true? He shrugs. "It was just the philosophy we used. The media 
picked it up and called it a 'trend,' but I don't know. I've never seen any 
statistics." 

When the Limited took over Victoria's Secret, the new chief contin
ued the theme. Career women want to wear bustiers in the boardroom, 
Howard Gross says, so they can feel confident that, underneath it all, 
they are still anatomically correct. "Women get a little pip, a little perk 
out of it," he explains. "It's like, 'Here I am at this very serious business 
meeting and they really don't know that I'm wearing a garter belt!'" 
Gross didn't have any statistics to support this theory, either: "The 
company does no consumer or market research, absolutely none! I just 
don't believe in it." Instead of asking everyday women what they 
wanted in underwear, Gross conducted in-house brainstorming ses
sions where top company managers sat around a table and revealed 
their "romantic fantasies." Some of them, Gross admits, were actually 
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"not so romantic"—like the male executive who imagined, "I'm in bed 
with eighteen women." 

• • • 
O N A late afternoon in the summer of 1988, row after row of silk ted
dies hang, untouched, at the original Victoria's Secret shop in Palo 
Alto's Stanford Shopping Center. The shelves are stuffed with floral-
scented teddy bears in tiny wedding gowns. At $18 to $34 each, these 
cuddly brides aren't exactly big sellers; dust has collected on their veils. 
But over at the bargains table, where basic cotton underwear is on sale, 
"four for $16," it looks like a cyclone has touched down. 

"Oh God, the panty table is a mess," groans head "proprietress" 
Becky Johnson. As she straightens up for what she says must be the 
tenth time that day, two women walk in the door and charge the bar
gain panty table. "The prices on these panties are wonderful," Bonnie 
Pearlman says, holding up a basic brief to her friend. "But will they 
shrink?" she wonders, pulling the elastic back and forth. Asked if they 
are here for the Victorian lingerie, they both shake their heads. Pearl-
man says, "I look for what fits well." Suzanne Ellis, another customer, 
surveys the racks of gossamer teddies and rolls her eyes. "I've had a few 
of these things given to me," she says. "It was like, 'Uh, gee, thanks.' I 
mean, I really don't need to sit on snaps all day." She holds up her pur
chase for the day: the four-for-$l6 cotton panties. Even proprietress 
Becky Johnson says she buys "good of basic bras and panties" here. So 
who's buying the frilly Victorian stuff? Johnson: "Men." 

While men represent 30 to 40 percent of the shoppers at Victoria's 
Secret stores, they account for nearly half the dollar volume, company 
managers estimate. "Men are great," sighs one of the salesclerks at the 
Stanford store. "They'll spend anything." 

One such specimen wanders into the shop just then. J im Draeger, a 
thirty-five-year-old attorney, bypasses the basic panty table and heads 
directly for the bustier racks. "I've been coming here since 1980," he 
says, scrutinizing a silky bodice. "This type of clothes enhances a 
woman's sexuality. The laciness of it, the peek-a-boo quality of it. My 
only regret is that a lot of the stuff you see in the catalog you can't buy 
in the store." He settles on a tastefully dainty G-string. 

• • • 
T H E I N T I M A T E Apparel Explosion of 1987 never happened. That year, 
women's annual purchases of teddies actually fell 31 percent. Women 
bought 40 million fewer panties than a year earlier, and 9 million fewer 
bras. Sales of all chemises, slips, and teddies fell $4 million in two years. 
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"Part of the professionalism of women may be that underwear is be
coming to them like jockey shorts for guys," says John Tugman, vice 
president and general manager of soft goods for MRCA, which tracks 
consumption patterns in 11,500 households. "Its becoming more and 
more of a functional item, not a sex item. Practical comfort is what they 
care about." 

If lingerie makers had leapt on this real trend, they might have made 
some real money. This business strategy occurred to one company, 
Jockey International, the nation's oldest manufacturer of premium 
men's underwear. In 1982, Jockey's new president stood up at a high-
level marketing meeting and made a modest proposal: what if the com
pany started selling women's underwear, with the same comfort and 
quality as the men's? After all, he pointed out, for years the company 
had received reams of letters from women asking them to do just that. 

As Jockey president Howard Cooley recalls, grizzled company veter
ans responded with horror; he would turn Jockey into "a woman's com
pany," they sputtered. Executives in the company's ad agency were 
equally aghast: "You are going to destroy your masculine image," one of 
them told Cooley. And when the Jockey president ran his proposal by 
retailers, every single one opposed it. Women won't buy underwear 
without lace, they told him, and they certainly won't buy panties with 
the "male" Jockey label on the waistband. 

Cooley decided to try it anyway. In preparation, the company's mar
ket research department took another novel step—it actually solicited 
women's advice. Jockey's researchers invited scores of women to try on 
hundreds of panties and say which they liked the best. The results: 
wofnen want underwear that won't ride up, won't fall apart in the wash, 
and actually is the size promised on the label. 

In 1983, the company introduced "Jockey for Her"—with an adver
tising campaign featuring real women who actually wore and liked the 
underwear, women from a range of professions, ages, and body types. 
They included a grandmother, an airline pilot, and a beautician who 
was even a little stocky. The brand became an instant success; within 
five years, it was the most popular brand of women's underwear in the 
nation, with an extraordinary 40 percent share of the market. 

Jockey for Her inspired imitations from several large men's under
wear manufacturers. But by and large, the women's intimate-apparel 
companies ignored the company's success, and headed even further in 
the opposite direction. Instead of comfortable briefs that don't ride up, 
the industry introduced this practical new undergarment—G-string-style 
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"thongs." And on the rare occasion when women did get a chance to 
talk to lingerie makers, the companies simply disregarded their com
ments. Maidenform's ad agency, Levine Huntley Schmidt & Beaver, 
spent months interviewing focus groups of women about lingerie. "The 
women complained that no one understood their needs," creative di
rector Jay Taub says. "They wanted to be treated like real people." But 
in the new Maidenform ad campaign that resulted, the only "real peo
ple" featured were male celebrities and the only "needs" the men ad
dressed were their own. As Omar Sharif explained in one typical ad, he 
liked lingerie because it "tells me how she feels about me." 

G U E S S AND THE YEAR OF THE REAR 

For the most part, fashion makers' efforts to regain control of the inde
pendent female consumer were veiled, tucked behind a flattering and 
hushed awe for that newly feminine lady of fashion. But this adoration 
was reserved for women who played by the backlash's rules, accepting 
casting as meek girls or virtuous Victorian ladies. For less malleable 
women, another fashion message began to surface—featuring the 
threat of discipline. 

The beaten, bound, or body-bagged woman became a staple of late-
'80s fashion ads and editorial photo layouts. In the windows of major 
department stores, female mannequins were suddenly being displayed 
as the battered conquests of leather-clad men and as corpses stuffed in 
trash cans. In Vogue, a fashion layout entitled "Hidden Delights" fea
tured one model in a blindfold being pulled along by her corset ties, an
other woman with trussed legs, and still another with her arms and 
nude torso restrained in straps. Other mainsteam fashion magazines of
fered fashion spreads with women in straitjackets, yanked by the neck 
with choke collars, and packed, nude, into a plastic trash bag. Fashion 
ads in the same vein proliferated: a woman lying on an ironing board 
while a man applied an iron to her crotch (Esprit); a woman in a strait-
jacket (Seruchi); a woman dangling by her legs, chicken-style, from a 
man's fist (Coder's—"For the Right Stance," the ad read); a woman 
knocked to the floor, her shirt ripped open (Foxy Lady); and a woman 
in a coffin (Michael Mann). 

The girl with her rear end turned to the camera, as if ready for a 
spanking, was a particular favorite—just as it had been a century earlier, 
in late Victorian cartoons and popular art. By the late '80s, backside ads 
were so prevalent that they attracted editorial comment; one columnist 
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even wondered if 1987 should be called "The Year of the Rear." In 

dozens of fashion ads, from Gitano dresses to Famolare shoes to Driver 

jeans, the female butt was center stage. In a Jordache Basics ad, a young 

woman faced a graffiti-covered wall, her hands up against the concrete 

and her derrière in the air. The man in the picture planted a proprietary 

hand on her leg. The ad copy read, "He lets me be the one thing I have 

to be, me." 

In the summer of 1987 in dozens of national magazines, American 

readers met yet another backside, this one attached to a girl in a body

suit, crouched before an older man's trousered legs. Her gaze focused 

reverentially on his fly. On the following pages, this same male figure 

loomed over other cowering girls, his lips curled in a condescending 

sneer. The ads' creator: Guess jeans. 

Six years earlier, with the economy slipping into recession and the 

jeans market in its worst decline on record, Marseilles entrepreneur 

Georges Marciano had arrived in Bloomingdale's with a stack of skin

tight, stone-washed jeans. According to company lore, the buyer 

laughed at him and said, "Nobody will wear these. They're uncomfort

able and they look used." They were also $60, nearly double the price 

of an average pair of jeans. But soon Guess would make, in the words of 

Women's Wear Daily, "one of the biggest splashes in denim history." 

Georges and his brothers, Armand, Maurice, and Paul, were chain 

store merchants who set up shop in Los Angeles with an investment of 

only $100,000 and repackaged themselves as high-class jeans "design

ers"; their elite pants would be sold only in upscale shops, they decided. 

Soon after they went into business, their small investment was yielding 

$250 million in annual revenues. 

While Lacroix and his High Femininity succeeded only in littering 

the remainder racks with bubble skirts and poufs, Guess found a way to 

use the backlash to sell clothes. Jeans, unlike party gowns, are affordable 

mass-market products, even at their overpriced extremes. And jeans are 

mostly bought by teenage girls, who are more vulnerable to fashion dic

tates than either the society women Lacroix initially targeted or the 

working women the industry hoped to sell on Lacroix's ideas. 

Guess jeans weren't all that different from other designer jeans that 

flooded the '80s market—except for the company's advertising. The 

Marciano brothers promoted their pants with a $10 million annual 

campaign that never showed the product. The ads marketed instead 

what the company called "The Guess Mystique": grainy shots of an 
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American West peopled with tall cowboys on horseback and timorous 
women in wheat fields; a small-town '50s America where the men 
cruise dusty country roads and girls wait passively at the diner, sipping 
milk shakes and swinging bobby-socked feet. The Guess ads generated 
media and public disapproval because some of the shots featured 
"raunchy" sexuality; they lacked "taste." But in homing in on the ques
tion of sexual prurience, the company's critics missed the point; they 
overlooked the company's sexual politics. 

• • • 
"You S H O U L D hear the things people say about the ads; it's hysterical," 
says Lisa Hickey, Paul Marciano's personal assistant. The thin young 
woman in a pouf skirt leads the way into the front office of Guess's Los 
Angeles headquarters, a barbed-wire compound surrounded by a 
ghetto. "What they don't understand is that Paul is very romantic. He 
looks at these things as love stories." Hickey, a journalism major, says 
she had been planning to get a master's degree, but Paul Marciano 
talked her out of it. "Paul said, 'Oh Lisa, you don't want to do that.' He 
doesn't like it when we go to school." 

Paul saunters into the office just then, casual in a striped T-shirt, cot
ton pants, and slippers. Although the four brothers run the company as 
a team, Paul's post is the most crucial; he's in charge of advertising. Paul 
settles into a chair and dispatches Hickey to round up the portfolios of 
the company's past ad campaigns. "When I came here, I fell in love 
with the American West," the thirty-six-year-old Marciano says. "I set 
the ads in the West because you will not see any change there. That se
duced me tremendously." Most appealing to him about this region is its 
women, who he believes remain untouched by feminist influence. In 
the American West, as Guess's coffee table photobook on Texas ob
serves, "Women are treated with great respect, but it is assumed they 
know their place, which is supportive, and their function, which is 
often decorative." 

Aside from the West, Marciano says, he has another soft spot—for 
'50s America—and for the same reason: "I'm attracted to the feminin
ity of the women in that era," he says. "The femininity like you find in 
Vargas drawings. That's what we want to bring back—everything that 
has been lost." This isn't just what he wants, Marciano is quick to add. 
"Women want to look the way they did in the 1950s," he says. They 
feel cheated by liberation. "The majority aren't getting married. . . . 
Their independence took over their private life, and their private life 



208 Susan Faludi 

was tremendously damaged. They've passed thirty and they're still not 
married and they feel like they haven't accomplished what they wanted 
to as women." 

Hickey returns with the ad portfolios. Marciano opens one, the 
"Louisiana Campaign," and leafs slowly through the black-and-white 
stills. "You see, each one is like a little theme film," he says. The 
Louisiana campaign, for example, is based on one of his favorite Amer
ican movies, Baby Doll—Elia Kazan's 1956 tale of a thumb-sucking 
child bride who sleeps in a crib. Marciano provides the soundtrack as 
he flips the pages: "This one girl is spying on the other one, who's with 
the man, and she's feeling a little bit envious"—he points to a photo of 
a fearful young woman hiding behind a tree—"and now here she gets 
in a little bit of trouble with him"—the man grabs the woman's jaw and 
twists it—"and here she's feeling a little sad . . ."—an anguished girl 
hides her face in her hands, her hair in knots and her clothes tattered. 

He drops the portfolio and picks up another: the notorious "Rome 
campaign" featuring the bodysuited butt. This one, he explains, is 
based on Fellini's La Dolce Vita. "Some people objected to this cam
paign because he is so much older than her," Marciano sighs, gesturing 
toward the leering gentleman. "I guess he looks like he's in his fifties. 
But he could have just been the girl's father." Marciano doesn't explain, 
then, why daughter is bouncing shirtless on dad's knee. 

Marciano says he is proud that his ads use real men—real cowboys, 
ranchers, truck drivers, and an actual matador. "My field is day-to-day 
street life," he says. "I don't want to create fake pictures." Women, how
ever, are another matter: "We always use models. It's difficult to find 
real women who fit what we're trying to say. Real women, they aren't as 
cooperative as real men." Marciano also favors relatively unknown 
models, with "no identity": "This way, we can make the Guess girl ex
actly who we want her to be." 

To capture her identity on film, Marciano hired fashion photogra
pher Wayne Maser, who had shot the fashion photos with a quasi-
bondage theme in Vogue. Maser also participated in selling another 
artifact of the backlash; he designed the promotional posters for Fatal 
Attraction. The film's director, Adrian Lyne, was a former colleague of 
Maser's in commercial photography. In 1988, Maser completed the cir
cle, turning the former adman's movie back into advertising. Over four 
days that May, Maser shot the Guess version of Fatal Attraction in two 
white-picket-fence houses in Bedford, New York, the same homes Lyne 
had used for his set. 
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" S o W H A T do you think of this coat?" Maser keeps asking, while his as
sistants unpack the camera equipment on the first day of the shoot. He 
is wearing a bulky overcoat with big shoulders. "Paul Smith . . . Fuck
ing great coat." The members of his crew agree that it is. Admiring allu
sions to Maser's virility are rife. Unlike "those other photographers," the 
members of his (all-male) photo crew keep reminding a visitor, Maser is 
"a man's man" and "severely heterosexual." 

For the Fatal Attraction shoot, Maser has broken a Guess rule and 
hired a prominent model, Rosemary McGrotha. She was reluctant to 
work with Maser. "I had heard terrible things about him," she says. She 
wasn't the only one. "A lot of the big models won't work for him," 
Maser's assistant photographer, Jeffrey Thurnher, says. "They reach for 
their ulcer medicine when his name is mentioned." Thurnher explains 
why: "I've seen Wayne take a model who isn't cooperating, just standing 
there not showing any emotion, and push her face against the wall. Or 
he'll tell her, 'Get undressed'—in front of him—and if she doesn't, he'll 
say, 'Get the fuck out of here.' He plays with their minds." 

For the role of "the other woman" in this ad's minimovie script, 
Maser has cast a twenty-five-year-old French model, a Nastassia Kinski 
look-alike with pouty lips. Claudia, who is so uncomfortable with the 
way this ad campaign is shaping up that she asks that her last name not 
be used, keeps her distance from the crew—sitting by herself during 
breaks reading Anna Karenina. "The only way I can do this," she says, 
"is because I have other aspects to my life." She paints, raises her two-
year-old child, and works in a graphic design studio in Paris. 

As the shoot progresses, Maser keeps scaling down the temptress's 
age and occupation—much the way T V producer Aaron Spelling 
shrank the status of his angels in subsequent rewrites. "Let's put 
Claudia in a waitress uniform," Maser proposes. "No wait. Let's make 
her an au pair. You know, the little au pair seducing the husband? Bril
liant, huh? Fucking brilliant." Everyone agrees it is, and Maser instructs 
Claudia to change into a French maid's outfit. He orders the stylist to 
pin the skirt tighter. Then he positions Claudia in front of the kitchen 
stove, tells her to pretend she's cooking breakfast, and instructs, "Arch 
your ass real good." 

"This is very cool," Maser says, his Polaroid snapping. "We need this 
dress tighter . . . it's got to look sexy." Claudia complains, "It's hurting 
me." Maser ignores her and keeps shooting. 

Around noon, a moving van pulls into the driveway. The couple 
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who owns the house is in the midst of a divorce—and the wife had 
planned to pack her belongings today. Her estranged husband had 
scheduled the Guess photo shoot without telling her, so she is alarmed 
to find her home strewn with camera equipment, littered with empty 
beer cans, and overrun with strangers, some of whom are sprawled in 
her den, eating pizza and watching videos on her VCR. As she hurries 
through the kitchen and up the stairs, Maser's eyes follow her. "Now 
there's an angry career woman," he mutters. "She's probably a feminist." 

The angry feminists seem much on Maser's mind; he returns to the 
subject later that evening. "The trouble with advertising today," he says 
over a beer, "is everyone's afraid to take a stand on women. Everything's 
done to please the feminists because the feminists dominate these ad
vertising positions. They've made women bland." He envisions his pho
tographs as a challenge to the feminist cabal. "My work is a reaction 
against feminist blandness," he says. But, he wants to make clear, he 
isn't trying to restrict women, just endorse their new options. "It's a 
postfeminist period," he explains. "Women can be women again. All 
my girls have a choice." 

• • • 
L A T E R , T H E Marciano brothers would set aside the Fatal Attraction 
ads—not because they were too demeaning or violent to women or too 
hostile to feminist "blandness," but because they were too sexually 
graphic for mainstream presentation. Portraits of humiliated or bat
tered young women passed muster with the Marciano censors, but de
pictions of adultery might disturb the sanctity of the family. Instead, 
that season, Guess substituted an ad campaign with cowgirls sucking 
on their fingers. They gazed into the camera with startled and vulnera
ble doe eyes, Bambis before the hunters. It was the same message, really, 
as Maser's Fatal Attraction campaign, just more discreetly delivered— 
and ultimately more effective. In the '80s, fashion advertising often 
seemed to be one big woman-hunt. And by successfully camouflaging 
male anger, the Marciano brothers discovered, they could fire their best 
shots. 
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WI T H T H E A I D of a metal rod, the first woman of "the New Gen
eration" stands in Robert Filoso's Los Angeles workshop, her 

feet dangling a few inches off the floor. Her clay arms are bandaged in 
gauze strips and her face hooded in a plastic bag, knotted at the neck to 
keep out dust motes. A single speck could cause a blemish. 

"There are no imperfections in my models," the thirty-eight-year-
old mannequin sculptor explains. "They all have to be taken out." The 
dank environment inside the bag, however, has bred its own facial 
flaws. Between the woman's parted lips, a green mold is growing. 

On this April morning in 1988, Filoso is at work on the model that 
will set the standard for the following year. Ever since he brought "the 
new realism" to female mannequins—chiseling detailed vertebrae, toes, 
and nipples—Filoso has led the $1.2 billion dummy industry, serving 
all the better retailers. This year, he is making some major changes. His 
New Generation woman has shrunk in height, gained almost three 
inches on her breasts, shed an inch from her waist, and developed three 
sets of eyelashes. The new vital statistics, 34-23-36, are voluptuous by 
mannequin standards, but the Lacroix era of strapless gowns and bone-
tight bodices requires bigger busts and wasp waists. "Fashion," Filoso 
says, "determines the shape of my girls." 

The sculptor gingerly unwinds the cloth strips and hands them to 
his assistant and model, Laurie Rothey. "It seems like so many of the 
girls are getting breast implants," Rothey is saying as they work, and she 
isn't referring to the mannequins. "It's the only way you can get jobs be
cause big breasts are all the [modeling] agencies are hiring now. . . . " 

Filoso interrupts her with a curse. The clay hasn't dried yet and the 
mannequin's arm has flopped off its metal bone. The sculptor tries to 
reattach the limb but now one arm is shorter than the other. "Look at 

Beauty and the Backlash 
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her now, she's a disaster," Filoso cries, throwing his towel on the floor 
and departing in a huff. 

Later that day, his composure regained, Filoso describes his vision 
for the New Generation. He pictures an in-shape upscale Marilyn 
Monroe, a "curvy but thin" society lady who can "afford to go to 
Bergdorf Goodman's and buy anything." Their poses, too, he says, will 
be "more feminine, more contained. . . . In the 1970s, mannequins 
were always out there, reaching for something. Now they are pulling 
into themselves." That's the way it is for real women in the '80s, too, he 
says: "Now you can be yourself, you can be a lady. You don't have to be 
a powerhouse." 

In Filoso's opinion, these developments are a big improvement over 
the '70s, when women "didn't care" about their appearance. "The stores 
didn't want beautiful mannequins, because they were afraid women 
customers would look at them and say, 'God, I could never look like 
that in a million years.' " That era, Filoso is happy to report, has passed. 
"Now, mannequins are really coming to life. They are going to start get
ting prettier again—more like the fashion photography you'd see in old 
magazines from the 1950s." And what of female customers who might 
say, as he put it, "God, I could never look like that in a million years"? 
But that's the good news, Filoso says. "Today, women can look at a 
beautiful mannequin in a store and say, T want to look like her,' and 
they actually can! They can go to their doctor and say, 'Doc, I want 
these cheekbones.' 'Doc, I want these breasts.'" 

He sighs. "If I were smart, I would have become a plastic surgeon." 

• • • 
D U R I N G T H E '80S, mannequins set the beauty trends—and real women 
were expected to follow. The dummies were "coming to life," while the 
ladies were breathing anesthesia and going under the knife. The beauty 
industry promoted a "return to femininity" as if it were a revival of nat
ural womanhood—a flowering of all those innate female qualities sup
posedly suppressed in the feminist '70s. Yet the "feminine" traits the 
industry celebrated most were grossly unnatural—and achieved with 
increasingly harsh, unhealthy, and punitive measures. 

The beauty industry, of course, has never been an advocate of femi
nist aspirations. This is not to say that its promoters have a conscious 
political program against women's rights, just a commercial mandate 
to improve on the bottom line. And the formula the industry has 
counted on for many years—aggravating women's low self-esteem and 
high anxiety about a "feminine" appearance—has always served them 
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well. (American women, according to surveys by the Kinsey Institute, 
have more negative feelings about their bodies than women in any 
other culture studied.) The beauty makers' motives aren't particularly 
thought out or deep. Their overwrought and incessant instructions to 
women are more mindless than programmatic; their frenetic noise gen
erators create more static than substance. But even so, in the '80s the 
beauty industry belonged to the cultural loop that produced backlash 
feedback. Inevitably, publicists for the beauty companies would pick up 
on the warning signals circulating about the toll of women's equality, 
too—and amplify them for their own purposes. 

"Is your face paying the price of success?" worried a 1988 Nivea skin 
cream ad, in which a business-suited woman with a briefcase rushes a 
child to day care—and catches a glimpse of her career-pitted skin in a 
store window. If only she were less successful, her visage would be more 
radiant. "The impact of work stress . . . can play havoc with your com
plexion," Mademoiselle warned; it can cause "a bad case of dandruff," 
"an eventual loss of hair" and, worst of all, weight gain. Most at risk, the 
magazine claimed, are "high-achieving women," whose comely appear
ance can be ravaged by "executive stress." In ad after ad, the beauty in
dustry hammered home its version of the backlash thesis: women's 
professional progress had downgraded their looks; equality had created 
worry lines and cellulite. This message was barely updated from a cen
tury earlier, when the late Victorian beauty press had warned women 
that their quest for higher education and employment was causing "a 
general lapse of attractiveness" and "spoiling complexions." 

The beauty merchants incited fear about the cost of women's occu
pational success largely because they feared, rightly, that that success 
had cost them—in profits. Since the rise of the women's movement in 
the '70s, cosmetics and fragrance companies had suffered a decade of 
flat-to-declining sales, hair-product merchandisers had fallen into a 
prolonged slump, and hairdressers had watched helplessly as masses of 
female customers who were opting for simple low-cost cuts defected to 
discount unisex salons. In 1981, Revlon's earnings fell for the first time 
since 1968; by the following year, the company's profits had plunged a 
record 40 percent. The industry aimed to restore its own economic 
health by persuading women that they were the ailing patients—and 
professionalism their ailment. Beauty became medicalized as its lab-
coated army of promoters, and real doctors, prescribed physician-
endorsed potions, injections for the skin, chemical "treatments" for the 
hair, plastic surgery for virtually every inch of the torso. (One doctor 
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even promised to reduce women's height by sawing their leg bones.) 
Physicians and hospital administrators, struggling with their own fi
nancial difficulties, joined the industry in this campaign. Derma
tologists faced with a shrinking teen market switched from treating 
adolescent pimples to "curing" adult female wrinkles. Gynecologists 
and obstetricians frustrated with a sluggish birthrate and skyrocketing 
malpractice premiums traded their forceps for liposuction scrapers. 
Hospitals facing revenue shortfalls opened cosmetic-surgery divisions 
and sponsored extreme and costly liquid-protein diet programs. 

The beauty industry may seem the most superficial of the cultural 
institutions participating in the backlash, but its impact on women 
was, in many respects, the most intimately destructive—to both female 
bodies and minds. Following the orders of the '80s beauty doctors 
made many women literally ill. Antiwrinkle treatments exposed them 
to carcinogens. Acid face peels burned their skin. Silicone injections left 
painful deformities. "Cosmetic" liposuction caused severe complica
tions, infections, and even death. Internalized, the decade's beauty dic
tates played a role in exacerbating an epidemic of eating disorders. And 
the beauty industry helped to deepen the psychic isolation that so many 
women felt in the '80s, by reinforcing the representation of women's 
problems as purely personal ills, unrelated to social pressures and cur
able only to the degree that the individual woman succeeded in fitting 
the universal standard—by physically changing herself. 

The emblems of pulchritude marketed in the '80s—frailty, pallor, 
puerility—were all beauty marks handed down by previous backlash 
eras. Historically, the backlash Venus has been an enervated invalid re
covering on the chaise longue, an ornamental and genteel lady sipping 
tea in the drawing room, a child bride shielded from the sun. During 
the late Victorian era, the beauty industry glorified a cult of inva
lidism—and profited from it by promoting near-toxic potions that in
duced a chalky visage. The wasting-away look helped in part to unleash 
the nation's first dieting mania and the emergence of anorexia in young 
women. In times of backlash, the beauty standard converges with the 
social campaign against wayward women, allying itself with "tradi
tional" morality; a porcelain and unblemished exterior becomes proof 
of a woman's internal purity, obedience, and restraint. The beautiful 
backlash woman is controlled in both senses of the word. Her physique 
has been domesticated, her appearance tamed and manicured as the 
grounds of a gentleman's estate. 

By contrast, athleticism, health, and vivid color are the defining 
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properties of female beauty during periods when the culture is more re
ceptive to women's quest for independence. In the late 1910s and early 
1920s, female athletes began to eclipse movie stars as the nation's 
beauty archetypes; Coco Chanel's tan launched a nationwide vogue in 
ruddy outdoor looks; and Helena Rubinstein's brightly tinted cosmetics 
made loud and flamboyant colors acceptable. By the late 1920s and 
'30s, however, the beauty press denounced women who tanned their 
faces and companies fired women who showed up at work sporting 
flashy makeup colors. Again, during World War II, invigorated and 
sun-tanned beauties received all the praise. Harpers Bazaar described 
"the New American Look of 1943" this way: "Her face is out in the 
open and so is she. Her figure is lithe and strong. Its lines are lines of ac
tion. The glamour girl is no more." With the war over, however, the 
beauty industry restored that girl—encouraged by a new breed of moti
vational research consultants who advised cosmetics companies to paint 
more passive images of femininity. Beauty publicists instructed women 
to inflate their breasts with padding or silicone, to frost their hair with 
carcinogenic dyes, to make themselves look paler by whitening their 
face and lips with titanium—to emulate, in short, that most bleached 
and medicalized glamour girl of them all, Marilyn Monroe. 

Under the '80s backlash, the pattern would repeat, as "Action Beauty," 
as it was so labeled and exalted in '70s women's magazines, gave way to 
a sickbed aesthetic. It was a comprehensive transformation carried out 
at every level of the beauty culture—from the most superficially applied 
scent to the most invasive and dangerous operations. 

FROM CHARLIE TO OPHELIA 

In the winter of 1973, Charles Revson called a high-level meeting of 
Revlon executives. He had a revolutionary concept, he told them: a fra
grance that celebrated women's liberation. (It actually wasn't that revo
lutionary: in the 1910s, perfume companies like Shalimar replaced 
weak lavenders with strong musks and marketed them to liberated New 
Women.) The Revlon team code-named the plan "Cosmo," and they 
spent the next several months taking groups of women out to lunch 
and asking them what they wanted in a perfume. 

The women told the Revlon interviewers that they were sick of hear
ing that fragrances were supposed to be defining them; they wanted a 
perfume that reflected the new self-image they had defined for them
selves. The company's market researchers considered this and eventu-
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ally came up with a fragrance called Charlie, which they represented in 
ads with a confident and single working woman who signs her own 
checks, pops into nightclubs on her own, and even asks men to dance. 
Revlon introduced Charlie in 1973—and sold out its stock within 
weeks. Less than a year into its launch, Charlie had become the nations 
best-selling fragrance. 

"Charlie symbolized that new lifestyle," Revlon executive vice presi
dent Lawrence Wechsler recalls, "that said, you can be anything you 
want to be, you can do anything you want to do, without any criticism 
being directed at you. If you want to wear pantsuits at the office instead 
of a skirt, fine." The success of the Charlie ad campaign inspired nearly 
a dozen knockoffs, from Max Factor's Maxi ("When I'm in the Mood, 
There's N o Stopping Me") to Chanel's Cristalle ("Celebrate Yourself"), 
each featuring heroines who were brash, independent, and sexually as
sertive. Superathletes abounded, from Coty's ice-skating champion, 
Smitty, to Fabergé's roller-skating dynamo, Babe ("the fragrance for the 
fabulous new woman you're becoming")—in homage to Olympian 
Babe Didrikson Zaharias. 

Suddenly in 1982, Revlon retired the old Charlie ad campaign and 
replaced her with a woman who was seeking marriage and a family. The 
change wasn't inspired by a decline in sales; Revlon's managers just 
"sensed" that Charlie s time had past. "We had gone a little too far with 
the whole women's liberation thing," Wechsler says. "And it wasn't an 
issue anymore, anyway. There were more important issues now, like 
drugs. And then there's the biological clock. There's a need now for a 
woman to be less striving." But the cancellation of the Charlie ad cam
paign, he insists, is actually a sign of women's "progress." The American 
woman has come so far, he says, "she doesn't have to be so assertive any
more. She can be more womanly." 

The new campaign, however, didn't appeal to female customers and 
Revlon had to replace it again in 1986. This time the company did 
away with the character of Charlie altogether and offered an assortment 
of anonymous women who were identified as "very Charlie" types (in 
an ad campaign created by Malcolm MacDougall, the same ad execu
tive who produced Good Housekeepings New Traditional woman). In a 
sense, the company had come full circle: once again, the fragrance was 
defining the standard that women had to meet. 

At least the "very Charlie" women were still walking and showing 
signs of life. By the mid-'80s, many of the fragrance ladies had turned 
into immobilized, chalky figurines. The perfume industry had decided 
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to sell weaker fragrances to weaker women, and both the scent and the 
scented were toned down. "In the past few years, many women have 
worn fragrances that were just as strong as their push for a vice presi
dent position," Jonathan King, marketing director for fragrance sup
plier Quest International, asserted in the press in 1987. But now, more 
"relaxed" fragrances with a more ladylike, restrained aura would take 
their place, restoring depleted feminine "mystery." A host of '80s per
fume makers dispensed curative potions: "Aroma Therapy" they were 
called, fragrance lines to induce a "calming" mood in fretful careerist fe
male wearers. These odors can even "relieve stress and depression with
out taking drugs," International Flavors vice president Craig Warren 
announced cheerfully. Avon marketers even insisted that their variety, 
Tranquil Moments, had a proven soothing effect on female brain 
waves. But it wasn't just the tranquilizing odors that symbolized the 
change. In a new round of perfume ad campaigns in the '80s, the fe
male models on display were no longer "pushing" either, as fragrance 
merchandisers focused their marketing drives around three stock "fem
inine" types: the upper-class lady of leisure, the bride, and the little girl. 

In the first half of the '80s, five hundred high-priced perfume brands 
claiming to offer an upper-class socialite scent flooded the market. (To 
reinforce the point, at least a half-dozen lines added gold flecks to their 
high-society perfumes.) As couture designers sought lucrative fragrance 
licensing contracts for themselves, their names started showing up on 
perfume bottles instead of women's; Bill Blass replaced Babe Didrikson. 
The women who did make it into perfume ads were representatives of 
gentility or glamour, not independence or athleticism. To promote Pas
sion, Parfums International deployed Elizabeth Taylor to play the aris
tocratic lady; she read poems in T V ads and hosted ladies' teas in 
department stores. Even middlebrow Avon tried the upscaling method, 
buying the rights to such perfume names as Giorgio, Oscar de la Renta, 
and Perry Ellis and introducing Deneuve at $165 an ounce. 

As the fragrance industry geared up its second strategy, the marriage 
pitch, demure and alabaster brides soon proliferated in perfume ads, 
displacing the self-confident single women. In 1985, Estee Lauder un
veiled Beautiful, the fragrance "for all your beautiful moments." But 
the only "moment" the ads ever depicted was a wedding day. (The 
"Beautiful Moments" campaign for women happened to coincide with 
Omega watches' "Significant Moments" campaign for men, making for 
an unintentionally instructive back-to-back contrast in many maga
zines: on one page, she lowered her veil; on the next, he raised his fist to 
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celebrate "the pure joy of victory.") Bijan for Women even spelled out 
its promarital message in black and white: the perfume makers 1988 
ads advised women that they showed "Bad Taste" to cohabit, "Good 
Taste" to marry and get pregnant, and "exceptional Good Taste" to be 
"proudly wearing your wedding band." 

Women in the fragrance ads who weren't having babies were being 
turned into them—as one company after another selected a prepubes-
cent girl as the new icon of femininity. "Perfume is one of the great 
pleasures of being a woman," the caption read in Vogue, accompanying 
a photo of a baby-girl Lolita, her face heavily made up and blond curls 
falling suggestively across cherubic cheeks. "In praise of woman," was 
the 1989 ad slogan for Lord & Taylor's perfume Krizia, but the only 
woman praised in this ad was a preschooler dressed in Victorian 
clothes, her eyes cast demurely downward. "You're a wholesome woman 
from the very beginning," murmured still another perfume ad—of a 
ladylike five year old. Even one of Revlon's new "very Charlie" types 
was under ten. 

But none of these marketing strategies paid off. The flood of upscale 
scents, in fact, caused fragrance sales to fall in 1986—the first drop in 
years. At prestige outlets, sales of the upscale concentrated perfumes fell 
by more than $20 million between 1980 and 1985. At Avon, by 1988, 
quarterly earnings were dropping 57 percent, less than half its beauty 
profits were coming from U.S . sales, and the company had to fire one-
third of its sales managers. By appealing to affluent "ladies," that com
pany had ignored its most loyal and numerous consumers: 
working-class women. Avon might have consulted its own research, 
which showed that its typical customer was a woman with a high-
school education, blue-collar job, two children, and an annual house
hold income of $25,000. How was she supposed to buy a $165 
1-ounce bottle of perfume? 

With the lures of wealth, marriage, and infancy proving insufficient 
inducement, the perfume ad campaigns pushed idealization of weak 
and yielding women to its logical extreme—and wheeled out the fe
male corpse. In Yves Saint Laurent's Opium ads, a woman was 
stretched out as if on a bier, her eyes sealed shut, a funereal floral 
arrangement by her ashen face. In Jovan's Florals ads, a modern-day 
Ophelia slipped into supreme repose, her naked body strewn with 
black and white orchids. The morbid scene sported this caption: "Every 
woman's right to a little indulgence." 
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KEEPING A DAILY DE-AGING DIARY 

The cosmetics industry adopted a familiar Victorian maxim about chil
dren as its latest makeup "trend" in the late '80s. As a feature headline 
put it, "The Makeup Message for the Summer: Be Seen But Not 
Heard." The beautiful woman was the quiet one. Mademoiselles cos
metics articles praised the "muted" look, warned against "a mouth that 
roars," and reminded women that "being a lady is better . . . better than 
power, better than money." Vogue placed a finger to women's lips and 
appealed for silence: "There's a new sense of attractiveness in 
makeup. . . . [N]othing ever 'shouts.'" Ten years earlier, makeup, like 
fragrance, came in relentlessly "spirited" and "exuberant" colors with 
"muscle." The "Outspoken Chanel" woman wore nail and face color as 
loud as her new "confidence" and "witty voice." Now cosmetics tip
toed, ghostly, across the skin. Partly, of course, this new beauty rule was 
just the by-product of that time-honored all-American sales strategy: 
Create demand simply by reversing the dictates of style. But the selec
tion of the muffled maiden as the new ideal was also a revealing one, a 
more reassuring image for beauty merchants who were unnerved by 
women's desertion of the cosmetics counter. 

The makeup marketers rolled out the refined upper-class lady, too; 
like the fragrance sellers, they hoped to make more money off fewer 
women by exhorting affluent baby-boom women to purchase 
aristocratic-sounding beauty products—with matching high-class 
prices. But again this marketing maneuver backfired. The heaviest users 
of makeup are teens and working-class women—and the formidable 
price tags on these new "elite" makeups just scared them off. The 
makeup companies' tactics only caused their earnings to fall more 
sharply—soon, leading securities analysts were warning investors to 
avoid all cosmetics stocks. 

Finally, though, these companies came up with a more lucrative way 
to harness backlash attitudes to their sales needs. Many major cosmetics 
companies began peddling costly medicinal-sounding potions that 
claimed to revert older female skin to baby-pale youth and to shield 
women's "sensitive" complexions from the ravages of environmental, 
and especially professional, exposure. By exploiting universal fears of 
mortality in the huge and aging baby-boom population—exploiting it 
in women only, of course—the industry finally managed to elevate its 
financial state. 
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By the late '80s, entering a cosmetics department was like stumbling 
into a stylish sanitarium. The salesclerks were wearing white nurse uni
forms, and the treatments were costly and time-consuming regimens 
with medicinal names and packages, accompanied by physicians' en
dorsements. Clarins's $92 "Biological Tightener" came in a twenty-day 
treatment rack lined with test-tube-shaped "ampoules." Glycel, an "an-
tiaging" cream, boasted the support of heart surgeon Dr. Christiaan 
Barnard. La Prairie offered "cellular therapy" from their "world-
renowned medical facility" in Switzerland—and its $225 bottles were 
filled with "capsules" and came with little spoons for proper dosage. 
Cliniques "medically trained" staff urged women to exfoliate daily, 
chart their epidermal progress in a "Daily De-Aging Workbook," and 
monitor skin health on the company's "computer"—a plastic board 
with sliding buttons that was closer to a Fisher-Price Busybox than a 
Macintosh. 

References to female fertility were replete at the cosmetics counter, 
too, as the beauty industry moved to exploit the "biological-clock" anx
ieties that popular culture had done so much to inflame. The labels of 
dozens of beauty treatments claimed remedial gynecological ingredi
ents: "sheep placentas," "bovine embryos," and even, bizarrely, "human 
placental protein." Also on display, in keeping with the demands of 
'80s backlash fashion, were $50 "breast creams" and "bust milks" to 
boost a woman's bra size—products not seen in department stores since 
the 1950s. 

To promote their skin "treatments," cosmetics companies employed 
traditional scare tactics about skin damage ("Premature Aging: Don't 
Let It Happen to You," Ultima II ads warned—it's "every skin-
conscious woman's worst nightmare come true"), but they delivered 
these fear-inducing messages now with pseudofeminist language about 
taking control. The ad agency that created Oil of Olay's successful '80s 
campaign—which shifted the company's focus from older women with 
real wrinkles to baby-boom women with imaginary ones—employed 
what its executives labeled "the control concept." Its age-terrorized but 
take-charge female model vowed, "I don't intend to grow old grace
fully. . . . I intend to fight it every step of the way." Chanel ads even ad
vised professional women to use antiwrinkle creams to improve their 
work status; fighting wrinkles, they informed, was "a smart career move." 

While cosmetics companies used the vocabulary of women's libera
tion for marketing purposes, they also claimed that the fruits of that 
liberation were eroding women's appearance. Career "stress" was the 
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real destroyer of feminine beauty, the cosmetics industry insisted. The 
fluorescent office lights and even the daily commute posed a greater 
threat to female skin than intensive tanning, Ultima II ads insisted. 
"Dermatologists have agreed that you accumulate far more damage 
during the year going to and from work than in two weeks of concen
trated sunbathing." 

The beauty companies fared better hawking antiwrinkle potions 
than traditional scents and cosmetics because backlash appeals in this 
venue were able to couple female awareness of ancient cultural fears of 
the older woman with modern realities of the baby-boom woman's 
aging demographic. This was a most effective combination. By 1985, a 
cosmetics trade association survey of skincare professionals found that 
97 percent had noticed that their clients were markedly more worried 
and upset about the threat of wrinkles than just a few years earlier. By 
1986, skin-cream annual sales had doubled in five years to $1.9 billion. 
And for the first time, many department-store cosmetics counters were 
selling more skin-treatment products than color makeup. At I. Magnin, 
these treatments made up 70 percent of all cosmetics sales. 

The popularity of high-priced antiwrinkle creams could hardly be 
attributed to improvements in the lotions' efficacy. The claims made on 
behalf of high-priced antiaging products were virtually all fraudulent, 
the promises of "cell renewal," " D N A repair," and age "reversal" so lu
dicrous that even the Reagan-era U .S . Food and Drug Administration 
issued cease and desist orders against twenty-three of the cosmetic 
firms. Promises to protect women's health by shielding their skin from 
the sun were similarly phony. Skin-care companies cashed in with sun
blocks claiming protection factors as high as 34; researchers and the 
FDA could find no effectiveness over 15. And while it would be nice to 
believe that beauty companies simply wanted to guard women's skin 
from carcinogenic rays, they showed no such vigilance against cancer 
when publicizing one of their most highly touted skin-treatment inno
vations of the decade: Retin-A. 

A century earlier, women were encouraged to consume "Fowler's So
lution," an arsenic-laced acne cream, to revitalize aging skin; it made 
them sick, some fatally. In the '80s, beauty doctors dispensed a pre
scription acne ointment reputed to possess antiaging properties. Retin-
A, however, also had caused cancer in mice and an oral version of the 
drug, Accutane, was linked to birth defects. Moreover, Retin-A seemed 
more effective at burning women's faces than burnishing them. In 
the one study testing the cream's effect on wrinkles—sponsored by 
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Retin-A's own maker, Ortho Pharmaceutical Corp.—73 percent of the 
participants who took Retin-A needed topical steroids to reduce the 
painful swelling and 20 percent developed such severe dermatitis that 
they had to drop out of the study. (On the other hand, the study found 
that Retin-A gave one of the participants a "much improved" facial ap
pearance.) 

The dermatologist who had conducted this lone study, John 
Voorhees, agreed to serve as Ortho's chief promoter of Retin-A. Need
less to say, the dermatology chairman from the University of Michigan 
didn't dwell on the medical dangers when he endorsed Retin-A at a 
news conference in the Rainbow Room in Manhattan—a publicity 
stunt that caused Johnson & Johnson's stock price to leap eight points 
in two days. The media dubbed Voorhees the '80s Ponce de Leon; USA 
Today declared his discovery "a miracle." In one year, Retin-A sales rose 
350 percent to $67 million, pharmacies sold out of the $25 tubes, der
matologists' office visits skyrocketed and doctors set up Retin-A 
shopping-mall "clinics" that drew hundreds of women. The FDA had 
not approved Retin-A's use for wrinkles, but dermatologists dispensed it 
for that purpose anyway, simply claiming on the prescription forms 
that their middle-aged female patients were suffering from adolescent 
acne breakouts. On paper anyway, the doctors had succeeded in turn
ing grown women back into pimply teenage girls. 

T H E RETURN OF THE B R E C K GIRL 

It was a sad day for America when the Breck Girl retired. That's what 
her maker, American Cyanamid, said, anyway, when it put to rest "a 
stable force in our society for over forty years." 

Actually, the glossy-haired paragon had been more of an intermit
tent force, coming on strongest during backlash years. She was born a 
salon poster baby in the Depression. She entered mass advertising in 
the feminine-mystique era, debuting as a seventeen-year-old celestial 
blonde on the back cover of a 1946 Ladies'Home Journal. Each year, the 
company traded in one wholesome young model for another. As time 
passed, she became the twenty-plus blonde, although often still clutch
ing a doll. 

With the '70s, the Breck Girl began to fall from favor. First women 
turned to shampoos with herbal and other natural ingredients. Then 
the women's movement began criticizing the company for its cookie-
cutter vision of femininity. To appease its critics, the company began 
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including mini-biographies in the ads, to give each girl a "personality." 
Even so, the Breck Girl's popularity kept slipping, and the company fi
nally paid her its last respects in 1978. "It was management's feeling 
that the Breck Girl was no longer promoting the shampoo effectively," 
Breck product manager Gerard Matthews explains. 

But come the '80s backlash, the Breck Girl rose from her Madison 
Avenue tomb. She's back and more "modern" than ever, the company's 
spokesmen assured customers in 1987, as they unveiled her new slogan: 
"The Breck Girl: A Self-Styled Woman of the Eighties." Breck rehired 
its '70s illustrator, Robert Anderson, and sent him out on a national 
hunt for the perfect Breck Girl. 

Anderson was still nursing wounds from his last skirmish with the 
women's movement. "These militant feminists would come up to me 
and say, 'What right do you have to go out and decide what's beauti
ful?'" he recalls. It was a right Anderson would gladly reclaim in 1987, 
as he set off on "the Search" to seek "the personification of American 
beauty." Like the prince bearing the glass slipper, Anderson says, "I 
knew when I saw her, I would know her at once." The company also 
gave him a few pointers. "We didn't want a woman who was a doctor or 
above average," Breck product manager Gerard Matthews recalls. 
Anderson concurred; as he wrote in "My Impressions of the Search," 
women might find successful female role models intimidating— 
"equally frustrating," in fact, as "flawlessly beautiful models." He de
cided to move cautiously; he would look for a woman who had made 
only "some decisions" about her life and was "perhaps a bit more de
fined than some of the earlier Breck Girls." 

"I was busy at my computer and when he walked by, I just nod
ded—there wasn't even any conversation," Cecilia Gouge says, recalling 
the eventful March day when Anderson's search arrived at her desk. At 
twenty-eight, Gouge had started working as a secretary at the Marriott 
Marquis Hotel in Atlanta only a month earlier, after getting "really 
bored" as a housewife. 

The next day, Gouge was interviewed by Anderson and an assistant. 
She recalls a lot of questions about "my morals." "He asked me a lot 
about my family, my values, how I felt toward my family," Gouge says. 
"I told them that Joey [her husband] used to be a minister and I was a 
Sunday school teacher, and they were very interested in this. . . . They 
asked me if I had a problem going back to work after Morgan [her 
daughter] was born. I told them how I decided, after I had Morgan, to 
stay home with her and didn't go back to work until later. They were 
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really interested that I had done that." She also was clear where she 
stood on the equal rights question. "I'm not a big woman's mover type. 
I'm not a feminist. In my family, Joey is the head of the household." 

Anderson called off the search; the Breck Girl had been "discov
ered," as the subsequent press release put it. "Cecilia possessed every 
quality we were looking for in the New Breck Girl," Anderson asserted. 
"She's not just a pretty face." Her other qualities, according to the com
pany's announcement: She "loves to cook country style" and "play with 
her baby daughter"—and she "does her own housework." 

Breck did not pay this new Breck Girl for her services. Cecilia 
Gouge's only compensation was an all-expenses-paid trip to New York 
and free tickets to a Neil Simon Broadway play. The company's officials 
said they would pay her a few hundred dollars for each subsequent pub
lic appearance, but they only recalled her once—for the company's 
"Family Day." 

"Sometimes it does bother me a little bit," Gouge says of the unre-
munerative arrangement. "But then, I guess it's tit for tat. I got the 
recognition, the chance for a whole nation to know me. It was a chance 
to launch a modeling career." But that career never materialized. 

"Cecilia came back from Boston [where she sat for the Breck por
trait] in the clouds," her husband, Joe, recalls, a year later. He is sitting 
at the kitchen table in the Gouges' home in an Atlanta suburb. Cecilia, 
having just returned from her forty-hour-a-week clerical job, after stop
ping at the day care center to pick up their two-year-old daughter, is 
now stationed at the stove, preparing a casserole. Joe, waiting for dinner 
to be served, continues: "The more she talked, the less excited I got. 
She had stars in her eyes. I remember we went out to dinner and finally 
she looked at me and said, 'You don't look very excited,' and I said, 'To 
be honest, I'm not.' I felt like her going back to work was enough of an 
adjustment. I was very worried about what this might lead to." 

Soon after she received the Breck Girl title, Cecilia hired a modeling 
agent and signed a contract to make $3,000 monthly appearances at 
the Marathon Company's boat dealers' meetings. But Joe canceled the 
deal after a few months. "My biggest concern was her being gone to the 
different cities by herself. I like to have everything organized and laid 
out at home, and it got a little disorderly." Cecilia eventually saw things 
his way. "It was all getting a little hectic, I guess," she says now, clearing 
the kitchen table—as Joe retires to the living room to watch TV. 

The next year, Breck reported that unit sales for its fifteen-ounce 
shampoo bottle had risen 89 percent in 1987. But, as the company's 
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product manager conceded, the surge was unrelated to the Breck Girl's 
return. It was the 22 percent price cut earlier that year that proved the 
decisive factor. 

THE B R E A S T MAN OF SAN FRANCISCO 

Over lunch at San Francisco's all-male Bohemian Club, the business
men are discussing their wives. "My wife is forty but she looks thirty," 
plastic surgeon Dr. Robert Harvey tells them. So far, all he's had to do 
is a few facial collagen injections to smooth her crow's feet. "Eventually, 
she'll probably want a tummy tuck." The men nod genially and spear 
bits of lobster salad. The few women present—at lunch, the club ad
mits women as "escorted" guests—say nothing. 

At this noon repast, Dr. Robert Harvey, the national spokesman of 
the Breast Council, is the featured speaker. This is, in fact, his second 
appearance. "The Breast Man of San Francisco," as some of his staff 
and colleagues refer to him, Harvey is said to be the city's leading breast 
enlargement surgeon—no small feat in a city boasting one of the na
tion's highest plastic surgeon—to-patient ratios. 

With lunch over, the Breast Man pulls down a movie screen 
and dims the lights. The first set of slides are almost all photos of 
Asian women whose features he has Occidentalized—making them, in 
Harvey's opinion, "more feminine." As the before-and-after pictures 
flash by, Harvey tells the men how one woman came in complaining 
about the shape of her nose. She was "partly correct," he says; her nose 
"needed" changing, but not in the way she had imagined. 

Back at the office later that day, one of Harvey's "patient counselors" 
rattles off a long list of Harvey's press and public appearances: "Good 
Housekeeping, Harpers Bazaar, the 'Dean Edell Show'—we've got a 
video of that if you want to see it. . . . " Then there are the speaking en
gagements: "The Decathalon Club, the San Francisco Rotary Club, the 
Daly City Rotary Club, the Press Club. . . . " The list is surprisingly 
long on men's associations. "They tell their wives about it," she ex
plains. "The men's clubs are very revenue-producing." 

Harvey's patient counselor (who has since relocated) was herself a 
prime revenue-producer for the doctor. When prospective clients 
called, she told them to come on in and look at her breasts. She had 
hers expanded from 34B to 3 4 C a few years ago. She told the women, 
"I can say that personally I feel more confident. I feel more like a 
woman." (She doesn't, however, feel confident enough to have her 
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name used; some of the men closest to her, she explains, don't know she 
had the operation.) She served as an effective marketing tool, she says. 
"They feel safe if they can talk to a nonthreatening [woman] first. That 
way they don't feel like a guy is trying to sell them something." Her as
sistance was a real boon, helping Harvey's breast business to double in 
three years. Harvey liked to call her "my right arm." 

For patients nervous about surgery, Harvey's counselor suggested 
they start out with a facial injection of collagen. At $270 per cc, one 
collagen injection lasts about six months. "It's a good way for them to 
get their feet wet. It helps them cross the bridge to surgery." She admin
istered several injections a day—"seven is my max." In one year, she 
says, this procedure alone quadrupled Harvey's revenues. He didn't pay 
her a commission on the surgical patients she brought into his practice 
this way, but she says she doesn't mind; she's just "grateful" that he let 
her perform the operation. Anyway, Harvey rewards his employees in 
other ways: for their birthdays, he has given nearly half the women on 
his staff free cosmetic surgery. 

Harvey originally became a plastic surgeon "for altruistic reasons"; 
he wanted to work with burn patients. But he soon switched to cos
metic procedures, which are "more artistic"—and far more lucrative. 
Sitting in an office stocked with antiques and coffee-table books on 
Leonardo da Vinci, Harvey explains, "It's very individual. We are sculp
tors." He has never had plastic surgery himself. "I guess my nose isn't 
great, but it just doesn't bother me." From his desk drawer, Harvey 
pulls out samples of the various "choices" now available to women seek
ing breast implants. They can choose between silicone-based, water-
based and "the adjustable." The last comes with a sort of plastic straw 
that sticks out of a woman's armpit after the operation. If she doesn't 
like the size, he can add or subtract silicone through the straw: "That 
way the lady can feel she has some control. She can make adjustments." 

Most women who want breast implants are "self-motivated," he 
says. By that, he means they aren't expanding their breasts to please a 
man. "They are part of that Me Generation. They are doing it for 
themselves. Most times, their husbands or boyfriends like them just the 
way they are." That doesn't stop him, however, from maintaining his 
full schedule of men's-club speaking engagements. 

"I've never met anyone post-op who wasn't just thrilled," Harvey's 
counselor says, as she provides a list of five satisfied customers. "The re
sults are excellent," Harvey says. "Only five percent have to get their 
implants removed." 
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But the very first woman on the list belongs to that five percent. A 
year earlier, Harvey had injected silicone gel implants through this 
woman's armpit into her breasts. A few weeks later, her breasts started 
hurting. Then they hardened into "rocks." Then the left implant 
started rising. 

"It just got worse until it felt like the implant was stuck under my 
armpit," says the woman, an engineer in nearby Silicon Valley. "I 
couldn't move it. I'd use my bicep and two arms and my boyfriend 
would help me and it still wouldn't move. I tried tying an Ace bandage 
around my chest to keep them in line. I was getting afraid." She called 
Harvey and he told her, she recalls, "not to worry, it would go down." 

Instead, it rose higher. She went to the medical school library and 
started reading about breast surgery. The studies she read in the profes
sional literature informed her that breast implants injected through the 
armpit fail 40 percent of the time, not 5 percent. (Harvey says he got 
the 5 percent figure from an unwritten, unpublished study he con
ducted of two hundred of his own patients.) After a year of anguish, she 
finally had Harvey remove the implants. He installed a new set through 
the nipples, a procedure that leaves a scar but has a lower failure rate. So 
far, she says, it seems to be working out. She says she bears Dr. Harvey 
no ill-will. "At first," she says, "I was kind of angry, but he was very 
good about helping me with my problem. I was really grateful for his 
patience. He didn't even charge me for the second operation." 

Asked about this woman's experience later, Harvey blames it on the 
patient. "She probably wasn't massaging enough," he says. 

COSMETIC SURGERY: CANCER AND OTHER "VARIATIONS 
FROM THE IDEAL" 

Starting in 1983, the American Society of Plastic and Reconstructive 
Surgeons launched a "practice enhancement" campaign, issuing a flood 
of press releases, "pre- and post-op photos," and patient "education" 
brochures and videotapes. They billed "body sculpturing" as safe, effec
tive, affordable—and even essential to women's mental health. "There 
is a body of medical information that these deformities [small breasts] 
are really a disease," a statement issued by the society asserted; left un
corrected, flat-chestedness causes "a total lack of well-being." To fight 
this grave mental health hazard, the society was soon offering a financ
ing plan for consumers—"no down payment" and credit approval 
within twenty-four hours. 
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The inspiration for the society's PR blitzkrieg was the usual one—a 
little problem with supply and demand. While the ranks of plastic sur
geons had quintupled since the 1960s, patient enthusiasm hadn't kept 
pace. By 1981, the flood of doctors into cosmetic surgery had made it 
the fastest-growing specialty in American medicine, and they simply 
needed more bodies. Plastic surgeons started seeking publicity in a sys
tematic way. By the mid-'80s, their appeals overran magazines and 
newspapers, offering "low monthly payment plans," acceptance of all 
credit cards, convenient evening and Saturday surgery sessions. A single 
issue of Los Angeles magazine contained more than two dozen such ads. 

The surgeons marketed their services as self-image enhancers for 
women—and as strategies for expanding women's opportunities. Cos
metic surgery can even help women "pursue career goals," an ad in the 
New York Times promised. With liposuction, "you can feel more confi
dent about yourself," the Center for Aesthetic & Reconstructive 
Surgery said. "Most important," you can exercise a "choice"—although 
by that, the ad copy referred only to "your choice of physician." 

From Vogue to Time, the media assisted the doctors, producing 
dozens of stories urging women to "invest," as a Wall Street Journal^ arti
cle put it, in breast expansion and liposuction. "Go curvy," Mademoi
selle exhorted. "Add a bit above the waist"; it's easy and you can "go 
back to work in five days, and to aerobics in six weeks." "Attention, 
front and center!" the magazine demanded again, three issues later. 
"The lush bust is back"—and breast implants are the ideal way of "get
ting a boost." A feature in Ladies Home Journal lauded three genera
tions of women in one family who have "taken control" of their 
appearances by taking to the operating table: grandmother had a 
$5,000 face-lift, mother a $3,000 breast implant (after her husband ad
mitted that the idea of big breasts "would indeed be exciting"), and 
daughter a $4,000 nose job. "I decided that feeling good about my 
body was worth the risk," the mother explained. T V talk shows con
ducted contests for free cosmetic surgery; radio stations gave away 
breast implants as promotions. Even Ms. deemed plastic surgery a way 
of "reinventing" yourself—a strategy for women who "dare to take con
trol of their lives." 

Soon, the propaganda circle was complete: cosmetic surgeons 
clipped these articles and added them to their résumés and advertise
ments, as if media publicity were proof of their own professional excel
lence. "Dr. Gaynor is often called 'the King of Liposuction,'" an ad for 
dermatologist Dr. Alan Gaynor boasted. "He has appeared as a liposuc-
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tion expert on T V dozens of times, as well as in Time magazine and the 
Wall Street Journal, and most local newspapers." 

The campaign worked. By 1988, the cosmetic surgeons' caseload 
had more than doubled, to 750,000 annually. And that was counting 
only the doctors certified in plastic surgery; the total annual figure was 
estimated in excess of 1.5 million. More than two million women, or 
one in sixty, were sporting the $2,000 to $4,000 breast implants— 
making breast enlargement the most common cosmetic operation. 
More than a hundred thousand had undergone the $4,000-plus lipo
suction surgery, a procedure that was unknown a decade ago. (By 1987, 
the average plastic surgeon cleared a profit of $180,000 a year.) About 
85 percent of the patients were women—and they weren't spoiled 
dowagers. A 1987 survey by a plastic surgery association found that 
about half their patients made less than $25,000 a year; these women 
took out loans and even mortgaged homes to pay the surgery bill. 

Publicity, not breakthroughs in medical technology, had made all 
the difference. Plastic surgery was as dangerous as ever; in fact, the op
erations would become even riskier as the big profits lured droves of 
untrained practitioners from other specialties. In 1988, a congressional 
investigation turned up widespread charlatanry, ill-equipped facilities, 
major injuries, and even deaths from botched operations. Other studies 
found that at least 15 percent of cosmetic surgery caused hemorrhages, 
facial nerve damage, bad scars, or complications from anesthesia. 
Follow-up operations to correct mistakes filled a two-volume, 1,134-
page reference manual, The Unfortunate Result in Plastic Surgery. Plastic 
surgeons were devoting as much as a quarter of their practices to cor
recting their colleagues' errors. 

For breast implants, in at least 20 percent of the cases, repeat surgery 
was required to remedy the ensuing pain, infection, blood clots, or im
plant ruptures. A 1987 study in the Annals of Plastic Surgery reported 
that the implants failed as much as 50 percent of the time and had to 
be removed. In 1988, investigators at the FDA's Product Surveillance 
division found that the failure rate of breast implants was among the 
highest of any surgery-related procedure under their purview. But 
rather than take action, the F D A stopped monitoring failure rates alto
gether—because consulting doctors couldn't decide what constituted 
"failure." 

Contracture of scar tissue around the implant, separation from the 
breast tissue, and painful hardening of the breasts occurred in one-third 
of women who had the operation. The medical literature reported that 
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75 percent of women had some degree of contracture, 20 percent of it 
severe. Implants also caused scarring, infection, skin necrosis, and 
blood clots. And if the implants ruptured, the leaking could cause toxi
city, lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, and autoimmune diseases such as 
scleroderma. The implants also could interfere with nursing, prevent 
cancer detection, and numb sensitivity. In 1989, a Florida woman died 
during breast enlargement surgery. While the cause, an overdose of 
anesthesia, was only indirectly related to the procedure, it's still fair to 
describe her as a backlash victim: a model with two children, she had 
the operation because the modeling agencies were demanding women 
with big breasts. 

In 1982, the F D A declared breast implants "a potentially unreason
able risk of injury." Yet the federal agency did not pursue further re
search. And when a 1988 study by Dow Corning Corporation found 
that silicone gel implants caused cancer in more than 23 percent of rats 
tested, the F D A dismissed the findings. "The risk to humans, if it exists 
at all, would be low," F D A commissioner Dr. Frank Young said. Not 
until April 1991, after still more federal research linking foam-coated 
implants to cancer surfaced and after a congressional subcommittee in
tervened, did the F D A finally break down and give the implant manu
facturers ninety days to demonstrate that their devices were safe or take 
them off the market. A nervous Bristol-Myers Squibb Co. wasted no 
time yanking its two brands from the shelves. 

To these problems, the American Society of Plastic and Reconstruc
tive Surgeons responded with a "position statement," written as a press 
release, which offered "reassurance to the nearly 94,000 women who 
undergo breast enlargement every year." Women with breast implants 
"are at no increased risk of delayed cancer diagnosis," the statement 
soothed, without offering any medical evidence to back its claim. It 
did, however, propose that "the real causes of late diagnosis are igno
rance, complacency, neglect, and denial." In other words, the woman's 
fault. 

The track record of liposuction, the scraping and vacuuming of fat 
deposits, was no better. Between 1984 and 1986, the number of lipo
suction operations rose 78 percent—but the procedure barely worked. 
Liposuction removed only one to two pounds of fat, had no mitigating 
effect on the unseemly "dimpling" effect of cellulite, and, in fact, often 
made it worse. The procedure also could produce permanent bagginess 
in the skin and edema, just two of the "variations from the ideal" that 
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the plastic surgery society cataloged in its own report. Another "varia
tion" on the list: "pain." 

Furthermore, the plastic surgery society's survey of its members 
turned up several other unfortunate incidents. A liposuction patient lay 
down to have stomach fat removed and woke up with a perforated 
bowel and fecal matter leaking through the abdominal cavity. Three pa
tients developed pulmonary infections and two had massive infections. 
Three suffered pulmonary fat embolism syndrome, a life-threatening 
condition in which fat can lodge in the heart, lungs, and eyes. And "nu
merous patients" required, as the survey delicately put it, "unplanned 
transfusions." 

On March 30, 1987, Patsy Howell died of massive infections three 
days after a liposuction operation performed by Dr. Hugo Ramirez, a 
gynecologist who ran a plastic surgery clinic in Pasadena, Texas. The 
same day Howell had her operation, Ramirez performed liposuction on 
Patricia Rogers; she also developed massive infections, was hospitalized 
in critical condition, and eventually had to have all her skin from below 
her chest to the top of her thighs removed. 

Howell, a thirty-nine-year-old floral shop manager and the mother 
of two sons, submitted to liposuction to remove a small paunch on her 
five-foot-one frame. She weighed only 120 pounds. "This literature she 
got at a shopping mall said the procedure was so simple," her friend 
Rheba Downey told a reporter. "She said, 'Why not?' " She made up 
her mind after reading Ramirez's newspaper ad, calling the surgery "the 
revolutionary technique for reduction of fat without dieting." N o one 
told her about the dangers. Ramirez operated on more than two hun
dred women, causing numerous injuries and two deaths before his li
cense was finally revoked. 

By 1987, only five years after the fat-scraping technique was intro
duced in the United States, the plastic surgery society had counted 
eleven deaths from liposuction. A 1988 congressional subcommittee 
placed the death toll at twenty. And the figure is probably higher, be
cause patients' families are often reluctant to report that the cause of 
death is this "vanity" procedure. A woman in San Francisco, for exam
ple, who was not on the surgery society's or Congress's list, died in 1989 
from an infection caused by liposuction to her stomach; the infection 
spread to her brain, her lungs collapsed, and she finally had a massive 
stroke. But her family was too ashamed about the procedure to bring it 
to public attention. 
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The society's 1987 report on liposuction, however, seemed less con
cerned with safety than with "the reputation of suction lipectomy," 
which its authors feared had been "marred by avoidable deaths and pre
ventable complications." It concluded that all problems with liposuc
tion could be easily solved with "guidelines governing who is permitted 
to perform and advertise surgical procedures." In other words, just get rid 
of the gynecologists and dermatologists and leave the surgery to them. 

Yet some of the liposuction patients had died at the hands of plastic 
surgeons. And the most common cause of death was the release of fat 
emboli into the heart, lungs, and brain—a risk whenever inner layers of 
epidermis are scraped, no matter how proficient the scraper. As even 
the report acknowledged: "[Liposuction] is by its nature a tissue-crush 
phenomenon. Therefore, fat embolism is a realistic possibility." 

Surgeons also marketed the injection of liquid silicone straight into 
the face. Vogue described it this way: "Plastic surgery used to be a dra
matic process, but new techniques now allow doctors to make smaller, 
sculptural facial changes." This "new" technique was actually an old 
practice that had been used by doctors in the last backlash era to ex
pand breasts—and abandoned as too dangerous. It was no better the 
second time around; thousands of women who tried it developed severe 
facial pain, numbing, ulcerations, and hideous deformities. One Los 
Angeles plastic surgeon, Dr. Jack Startz, devastated the faces of hun
dreds of the two thousand women he injected with liquid silicone. He 
later committed suicide. 

For the most part, these doctors were not operating on women who 
might actually benefit from plastic surgery. In fact, the number of re
constructive operations to aid burn victims and breast cancer patients 
declined in the late '80s. For many plastic surgeons, helping to boost 
women's self-esteem wasn't the main appeal of their profession. Despite 
the ads, the doctors were less interested in improving their patients' 
sense of "control" than they were in improving their own control over 
their patients. "To me," said plastic surgeon Kurt Wagner, who oper
ated on his wife's physique nine times, "surgery is like being in the 
arena where decisions are made and no one can tell me what to do." 
Women under anesthesia don't talk back. 

THE MAKEOVER OF THE 5 PERCENT WOMAN 

Diana Doe, a single working woman, had much to be proud of by the 
time she reached her thirty-fifth birthday. ("Diana Doe" is a pseudo-
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nym. The woman originally agreed to have her name used and actively 
sought media attention. Her story and name have been published in 
other news accounts and aired in a T V news program. But that public
ity led to such an outpouring of verbal abuse and mockery that the 
woman retreated in shame. She has asked that her name not be men
tioned here.) She had published three children's books; she was running 
several workshops to improve children's speech and self-esteem; she had 
a dozen different free-lance writing projects in the works; and she had 
just been asked to teach girted students for a program sponsored by a 
top university. Yet, as she stood in the supermarket checkout line on a 
hot June day in 1986, idly inspecting the magazine rack, she felt a chill 
of humiliation pass through her body. She was looking at the Newsweek 
cover story, which notified her that her chances at marriage had just 
fallen to 5 percent. "I just felt sick. I told myself, Okay, [Diana], get 
ahold of yourself. This is not like getting cancer." She went home and 
put the statistic out of her mind. 

A few weeks later, she was on the phone with a male reporter at a fit
ness magazine, trying to set up another free-lance assignment. "So did 
you see that story in Newsweek?. " she recalls him asking her. "You might 
as well forget it; you're never going to get married." Why? she asked. 
"Women in their thirties are physically inferior," he said. "It's just a re
ality." She told him that she had every intention of marrying, and be
sides, "Women in their thirties have a lot more to offer than you are 
giving them credit for." 

"Are you really convinced of that?" he asked. "Because if you are, 
then you wouldn't mind putting a little money on the deal." By the 
time they hung up, Diana had bet him nearly $1,000 that she would 
"beat the five percent odds" and be married by forty. The journalist was 
also single, and thirty-eight years old, but somehow it never occurred to 
either of them to make a wager on his marital future. 

Diana said she took him up on the bet because she wanted to show 
him "what a woman at my age is capable of achieving." She said, "I 
really believe that women in their thirties are evolving in the 1980s." 
But pretty soon, she was diverting all those capabilities to the "evolu
tion" of her physique. Her story is one of the more extreme illustrations 
of how thoroughly backlash ends had harnessed feminist means—and 
how destructive the consequences could be when liberation rhetoric got 
mixed up in individual women's minds with cultural signals that were 
meant to undermine, not improve, their confidence and sense of self-
worth. 
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Tall, with angular cheekbones and big eyes, Diana had, in fact, 
worked briefly as a model in her twenties. But with age, she believed, 
her body had not stood the test of time and could "stand some im
provement"; her physical deficits, she became convinced, stood be
tween her and the marriage altar. Her anxiety over her appearance was 
only heightened after she consulted a modeling expert, who "told me 
that I should divide my body up into parts and go over each part with a 
magnifying glass," Diana recalls. "The parts that I could improve on, I 
should go ahead and work on. The rest, I should try to cover up." 

After reviewing her body inch by inch, she concluded it needed a 
complete overhaul. Having read all the stories on the miracles of plastic 
surgery, she figured that was the most efficient way of executing her 
transformation, or "defining a woman's new options and opportunities 
in the '80s," as she put it. She even settled on her final measurements: 
37—25—37. The only question was how to pay for it. A seasoned free
lance entrepreneur with a self-professed taste for "dealmaking," Diana 
had always been adept at pulling together financing for her professional 
projects; now she redirected that same talent to rearranging her body. 
Diana's strategy might recall that of the avenging housewife in Fay 
Weldon's popular 1983 novel, The Life and Loves of a She-Devil. But 
Weldon's heroine retooled her body to triumph over her philandering 
husband; Diana Doe was changing her body only to comply with male 
wishes and please a potential mate. 

With a marketing plan in mind, Diana tracked down Patrick Netter, 
Hollywood personal-fitness trainer. Turning back the clock on her body 
could be a "great media story," she told him. "Its a story about a 
woman realizing her own potential. It's a Cinderella story for the '80s." 
She wielded a profit analysis she had personally commissioned from a 
marketing professor. (He computed that selling her metamorphosis 
could generate "anywhere from $100,000 to a half-million dollars.") 
She even had a handle for her new self: "the Ultimate 5 Percent 
Woman." And Netter could have a piece of the action. He could be her 
personal manager, she proposed, and locate health-care and cosmetics 
companies that would be interested in financing her transformation in 
return for free publicity. "I thought her idea of promoting her meta
morphosis made commercial sense," Netter says later. "It's a little sad 
that a woman has to do that." But not so sad that it stopped him from 
drawing up a contract—guaranteeing himself 50 percent of the profits. 

A few weeks later "the Project," as Diana called it, was officially 
launched. An L.A. television infotainment show filmed a segment on 
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her makeover. And Netter set her up with a plastic surgeon, who agreed 
to perform $20,000 worth of plastic surgery on her at no charge: face
lift and -peel, eyelid lifts on both top and bottom lids, a nose job, a 
breast augmentation operation, a tummy tuck, and liposuction on her 
hips and thighs. In exchange, she would mention his name in radio and 
television shows—with the guarantee that, as Netter puts it, the public
ity would be "favorable" and "in good taste." Diana struck similar deals 
with a Los Angeles dentist, a health club, a beauty spa, and a wardrobe 
consultant. She also contracted with a fitness magazine to write ten ar
ticles about her evolution. Later, she hired a literary agent to sell her 
fourth book, the story of her physical renovation, entitled Create Yourself. 

In the spring of 1987, she reported to her plastic surgeon for the first 
operation, breast implants. She lay down on the operating table and 
held the anesthesia mask to her mouth and nose. As the room went 
fuzzy, Diana pushed aside her fears about the operation's effect on her 
health: "Okay, what do you want more, to be beautiful or run a 
marathon?" she recalls murmuring to herself. "To be beautiful, of 
course." When she woke up, she was in no shape to stand, much less 
jog. Her chest throbbed with pain and her muscles were so weak that 
she had to be lifted out of bed. 

When she was well enough to resume the Project, she paid a visit to 
some marketing executives at Oil of Olay. She had seen the company's 
new "control concept" ad campaign urging women to "fight" aging; she 
figured they would be interested in her action-oriented story. They 
were—until she revealed that her self-improvement plan involved cos
metic surgery. They told her the surgery represented a "conflict of inter
est" with their image because it wasn't "natural." During her first radio 
show, Diana ran up against the same critique—this time from male 
callers. They denounced her "vanity" and accused her of manipulating 
her flesh "unnaturally." First the male reporter had put her down be
cause she was "physically inferior"; now men were criticizing her for 
trying to live up to male-created standards—standards that she had 
made her own. In pursuit of the Project, her desire to achieve and her 
desire to find acceptance had become indistinguishable. "They were 
telling me that I shouldn't strive for what I want," she says. "They were 
saying . . . don't take charge of your looks." 

Eventually Netter called to say he had arranged a meeting with sev
eral producers at Paramount for a possible "Movie of the Week." When 
Diana walked into the studio's plush office suite, the producers were 
seated around a boardroom table, already planning "her story." They 
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continued to talk as if she weren't present. "They kept saying, 'It's great 
but we need an ending,'" Diana recalls. " 'Should we marry her off? 
Should we have her fail and go off by herself?' They were talking about 
me as if I was some girl on the auction block." She didn't want them to 
make up her ending—she wanted to create her own. 

Meanwhile, prospects on the marriage front were looking bleak. She 
had struck up a "phone relationship" with a real estate broker. He kept 
wanting to meet her, and she kept refusing to see him until "the Project 
was completed." He told her he was "behind her a hundred percent" 
and she shouldn't worry about the way she looked. This went on for 
five months until she reluctantly agreed to fly out and spend the day 
with him. 

When he picked her up at the airport, she spotted the disappoint
ment in his eyes. "He looked at me and I knew it was all over." It was 
weeks before they talked again. "You aren't going to be there for me, are 
you?" she asked him. "No," he said. "Why?" she asked, and waited for 
the answer she had already anticipated. After a silence, he finally said it: 
"You look too old." (He was two years older than she.) Then he rattled 
off "a list of all my failings," she recalls, "starting with my hair and going 
down to my toes. He had about ten things on that list to explain why 
he was dumping me." And every one of them was physical. Several 
months later, she heard he was engaged—to a woman ten years his junior. 

In August 1988, with the Project approaching its second year, Diana 
was struggling to lose weight in preparation for the liposuction opera
tion. On a hot summer afternoon, she sat at the Skinny Haven restau
rant and studied the calorie counts, helpfully listed on the menu. 
Diana's students were graduating later that day, and she would be giv
ing a speech at the ceremonies. She was proud of her pupils, but that 
wasn't what was on her mind at the moment. Her birthday was coming 
up soon, she said. How old would she be? She looked up sharply; she 
didn't appreciate the reminder. "I'll be thirty-eight," she said. "But 
when my project is done, then I'll start the counting over—at one." 

Reversing the aging process is an ancient, and famously doomed, 
quest. It's not the sort of challenge a practical-minded and professional 
woman like Diana might be expected to take up. Yet by the late '80s, 
the revival of harsh beauty standards had left even resourceful, enter
prising women like her in a bind. It's easy enough to mock the apparent 
self-absorption of Diana's Five Percent plan. But perhaps she can be for
given for choosing to hunt for the fountain of youth rather than seek
ing to build a life of her own against the overpowering currents of the 
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times. Diana belonged to a culture that barely recognized these cur
rents, much less provided women with the reinforcements to challenge 
them; instead, it armed women only with salves and scalpels to battle 
their own anatomy. If Diana chose then to take on nature itself, rather 
than resist comparisons with the Breck Girl and her many commercial 
sisters, maybe she had her reasons. Faced with a lonely and treacherous 
decade for women trying to buck the "trends," she may have simply 
given herself better odds fighting biology than triumphing over a seem
ingly more overwhelming cultural undertow. 
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The Politics of Resentment: 
The New Right s War on Women 

"The politics of despair in America has typically been the politics of 
backlash. " 

— S E Y M O U R MARTIN LIPSET AND EARL RAAB 

I H A V E H O P E F O R the first time in a long time," declares Paul Weyrich. 
The "Father of the New Right" gazes out the window at the 

squalor surrounding his Washington, D . C . , office. Homeless families 
huddle on the sidewalk grates; a half block from Weyrich's Free Con
gress Research and Education Foundation, sirens wail and gunshots 
ring out. 

The good cheer of the New Right leader would seem as inappropri
ate to the times as it is to his location. Isn't the winter of 1988, after all, 
a little late for the founder of the Heritage Foundation to be feeling 
good about America? Wasn't the New Right movement's time of hope 
at the start of the decade, when its leaders drove liberal senators from 
office, rewrote the Republican party's platform, and marched tri
umphantly into Washington? Hasn't it all been downhill since then? 

Weyrich, who has just returned from a college lecture tour, reads the 
signs differently. "I see great hope because there's a new receptivity out 
there for the first time. Ten years ago, when I talked on campuses about 
the lie of women's liberation, about withholding sexual gratification, I 
got an absolutely hostile reaction. People hissed and booed. Now I get 
great interest. Now at Kent State—Kent State!—I get a nineteen-year-
old girl coming up to me afterward with grateful tears in her eyes, and 
she says, 'Thank you. Thank you very much.' " 

Not only are some college girls listening, the "liberal media" seem to 
be coming around to Weyrich's point of view on women. This encour-
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ages him the most: "At last the lie of feminism is being understood. 
Women are discovering they can't have it all. They are discovering that 
if they have careers, their children will suffer, their family life will be de
stroyed. It used to be we were the only ones who were saying it. Now, I 
read about it everywhere. Even Ms. magazine. Ms. ! " 

While the New Right movement failed to enact many of the specific 
legislative measures on its list, it made great strides in the wider—and, 
in the Reagan and Bush years, increasingly more important—realm of 
public relations. By the end of the '80s, men like Weyrich no longer ap
peared to loom large on the Washington political landscape, but then 
that's not where they had intended to wind up. As a New Right minis
ter put it to his fellows at an early strategy session at the Heritage Foun
dation: "We're not here to get into politics. We're here to turn the clock 
back to 1954 in this country. And once we've done it, we're gonna clear 
out of this stinking town." In the final years of the decade, when men 
like Weyrich picked up their newspapers, it seemed to them that, as 
their sentiments began to seep into mainstream culture, the hands of 
time were indeed starting to inch counterclockwise. 

If the contemporary backlash had a birthplace, it was here within the 
ranks of the New Right, where it first took shape as a movement with a 
clear ideological agenda. The New Right leaders were among the first to 
articulate the central argument of the backlash—that women's equality 
is responsible for women's unhappiness. They were also the first to lam
baste the women's movement for what would become its two most pop
ularly cited, and contradictory, sins: promoting materialism over moral 
values (i.e., turning women into greedy yuppies) and dismantling the 
traditional familial support system (i.e., turning women into welfare 
mothers). The mainstream would reject their fevered rhetoric and hell-
fire imagery, but the heart of their political message survived—to be 
transubstantiated into the media's "trends." 

The leaders of the New Right were rural fundamentalist ministers 
whose congregations were shrinking and electronic preachers whose au
dience was declining. In the countryside, the steady migration of evan
gelicals to the suburbs and cities and the indifference of a younger 
generation were emptying their pews. On the airwaves between 1977 
and 1980, at the very time of the "rise" of the New Right, the T V 
preachers' audience fell by 1 million viewers. By November 1980, nine 
of the ten most popular T V preachers had fewer viewers than in Febru
ary of that same year; Oral Roberts had lost 22 percent of his T V audi-
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ence, and the P T L Club had lost 11 percent. Even at the peak of Moral 
Majority's national prominence in the media, less than 7 percent of 
Americans surveyed said the organization represented their views. A 
Harris poll found that no more than 14 percent of the electorate fol
lowed the T V evangelists—and half of the followers told pollsters they 
were considering withdrawing their support. 

"Backlash politics," political scientists Seymour Martin Lipset and 
Earl Raab observed in their study of this periodic phenomenon in mod
ern American public life, "may be defined as the reaction by groups 
which are declining in a felt sense of importance, influence, and 
power." Unlike classic conservatives, these "pseudoconservatives"—as 
Theodore Adorno dubbed the constituents of such modern right-
wing movements—perceive themselves as social outcasts rather than 
guardians of the status quo. They are not so much defending a prevail
ing order as resurrecting an outmoded or imagined one. "America has 
largely been taken away from them and their kind," historian Richard 
Hofstadter wrote, "though they are determined to try to repossess it 
and to prevent the final destructive act of subversion." As Weyrich him
self observed of his liberal opponents: "They have already succeeded. 
We are not in power. They are." 

The New Right movement has its counterparts in the last several 
backlash eras: the American Protective Association of the late 19th cen
tury, the Ku Klux Klan revival and Father Coughlin's right-wing move
ment in the '20s and '30s, the John Birch Society's anticommunist 
campaign in the postwar years. The constituents of these crusades were 
failing farmers who could no longer live off the land, lower-middle-
class workers who could not support their families or rural fundamen
talists in a secular urban nation. They found their most basic human 
aspirations thwarted—the yearning to be recognized and valued by 
their society, the desire to find a firm footing on an unstable economic 
ladder. If they couldn't satisfy these fundamental needs, they could at 
least seek the bitter solace of retribution. As Conservative Caucus 
founder Howard Phillips declared, "We must prove our ability to get 
revenge on people who go against us." The New Right's prime fund
raiser Richard Viguerie vowed to "do an awful lot of punishing." If they 
weren't going to be rewarded in this life, they could at least penalize the 
people who they suspected had robbed them of good fortune. Every 
backlash movement has had its preferred scapegoat: for the American 
Protective Association, Catholics filled the bill. For Father Coughlin's 
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"social justice" movement, Jews. For the Ku Klux Klan, of course, 
blacks. And for the New Right, a prime enemy would be feminist women. 

In 1980, Weyrich was among the first of many New Right leaders to 
identify the culprit. In the Conservative Digest, he warned followers of 
the feminist threat: 

[T]here are people who want a different political order, who are not 
necessarily Marxists. Symbolized by the women's liberation move
ment, they believe that the future for their political power lies in the 
restructuring of the traditional family, and particularly in the down
grading of the male or father role in the traditional family. 

That same year, Moral Majority's Reverend Jerry Falwell issued the 
same advisory. "The Equal Rights Amendment strikes at the founda
tion of our entire social structure," he concluded in Listen, America!, a 
treatise that devotes page after page to the devastation wreaked by the 
women's movement. The feminists had launched a "satanic attack on 
the home," Falwell said. And his top priority was crushing these 
women, starting with the execution of the ERA. "With all my heart," 
he vowed, "I want to bury the Equal Rights Amendment once and for 
all in a deep, dark grave." 

One New Right group after another lined up behind this agenda. 
The Conservative Caucus deemed the ERA one of "the most destruc
tive pieces of legislation to ever pass Congress," and to determine which 
candidates deserved funding, the Committee for the Survival of a Free 
Congress made each politician's stance on the ERA the deciding factor. 
The depiction of feminists as malevolent spirits capable of great evil 
and national destruction was also a refrain. The opening of the Ameri
can Christian Cause's fund-raising newsletter warned, "Satan has taken 
the reins of the women's liberation' movement and will stop at noth
ing." The Christian Voice held that "America's rapid decline as a world 
power is a direct result" of the feminist campaign for equal rights and 
reproductive freedom. Feminists, the Voice's literature advised, are 
"moral perverts" and "enemies of every decent society." Feminists are a 
deadly force, as the commentators on the evangelical 700 Club ex
plained it, precisely because they threatened a transfer of gender power; 
they "would turn the country over to women." That the New Right fas
tened on feminism, not communism or race, was in itself a testament 
to the strength and standing of the women's movement in the last 
decade. As scholar Rosalind Pollack Petchesky observed, "The women's 
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liberation movement in the 1970s had become the most dynamic force 
for social change in the country, the one most directly threatening not 
only to conservative values and interest, but also to significant groups 
whose 'way of life' is challenged by ideas of sexual liberation." Signifi
cantly, the critical New Right groups all got underway within two years 
after the two biggest victories for women's rights—Congress's approval 
of the ERA in 1972 and the U.S . Supreme Court's legalization of abor
tion in 1973. 

For the New Right preachers, the force of feminist ideas was also 
threatening their professional status. Like the late Victorian ministers 
who led their era's vanguard against the 19th-century women's move
ment, the New Right clergy depended on a mostly female flock of wor
shipers for their livelihood—and that flock was not only diminishing 
but becoming increasingly disobedient. In a 1989 survey of about eigh
teen thousand Christian-identified women in the United States, only 3 
percent said they turned to their minister for moral guidance. Frus
trated, the pastors tried to at least keep these women quiet. When a re
searcher tried to conduct a survey of evangelical women, one preacher 
after another refused to give her access to their female congregations. In 
their sermons, the New Right ministers invoked one particular Biblical 
passage with such frequency that it even merited press attention: Ephe-
sians 5:22-24—"The husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is 
head of the church"—became an almost weekly mantra in many pul
pits. In their domestic life, too, as much as the fundamentalist men 
tried to seal shut the doors, feminist ideas persisted in slipping through 
the cracks. "Wife beating is on the rise because men are no longer lead
ers in their homes," an evangelical minister told a sociologist. "I tell the 
women they must go back home and be more submissive." 

To the New Right ministers, feminism and the sweeping political 
forces they associated with it seemed too powerful to rein in, but indi
vidual women closer to home made for more convenient and vulnera
ble whipping girls. Disappointed and embittered with the Carter 
administration for ignoring their demands for government-legislated 
school prayer, federally funded religious education, and a host of other 
objectives that they had hoped a Baptist president would back, funda
mentalist leaders went after his sister Ruth Carter Stapleton with the 
most wrath. In a smear campaign that produced anti-Stapleton tapes, 
radio sermons, even a book, these men denounced the woman they 
dubbed "Queen of the Witches." (Sorcery and sex equality were never 
far removed in New Right rhetoric.) "They really came after me," 
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Stapleton would recall later. "They were against women evangelists. 
Really, they were against women altogether. They said every woman 
had to be in total submission to the male." 

When the New Right men entered national politics, they brought 
their feminist witch-hunts with them. Howard Phillips charged that 
feminists had overrun the capital and were behind "the conscious pol
icy of government to liberate the wife from the leadership of the hus
band." Jerry Falwell seemed to see strident feminists everywhere he 
looked in Washington: even a federal Health and Education advisory 
committee on women's needs was "made up of twelve very aggressive, 
self-proclaimed feminists," he observed ominously. "Need I say that it 
is time that moral Americans became informed and involved in helping 
to preserve family values in our nation?. . . [W]e cannot wait. The twi
light of our nation could well be at hand." Not just the domestic cabi
net was in jeopardy, Falwell advised. Feminists were undermining the 
military and now advancing on international affairs. In Listen, Amer
ica!, Falwell outlined a global feminist conspiracy—a sinister female 
web of front organizations spreading its tentacles across the free world. 
Even the 1979 International Year of the Child had "a darker side," he 
maintained: the event was a back door through which scheming 
socialist-minded women's-rights activists had "gained access to a world
wide network of governments." 

Mandate for Leadership, the Heritage Foundation's 1981 master plan 
for the Reagan administration, warned of the "increasing political 
leverage of feminist interests" and the infiltration of a "feminist net
work" into government agencies, and called for a slew of countermea-
sures to minimize feminist power. Mandate for Leadership II, three years 
later, was equally preoccupied with conquering the women's-rights 
campaign; its authors asserted, "The fight against comparable worth 
must become a top priority for the next administration." And Cultural 
Conservatism, another basic tract in the New Right library, wasted no 
time singling out "radical forms of feminism" as the source of a long list 
of social ills, from fractious youths to anti-American sentiments. Femi
nism's radical operatives had made deep inroads into our government 
and schools, Cultural Conservatism warned. "One need not wander over 
to the Women's Studies Department" anymore to encounter the "liber-
ationists," the book's authors observed; now these pernicious ideas were 
deeply embedded in college literature departments, law school classes, 
T V talk shows, and "many a rock video." Even when the New Right 
turned to "secular humanism," they found feminism lurking between 
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the lines. The schoolbooks that incensed them most were the texts por
traying women in independent roles. The publications list of the Rock-
ford Institute's Center for the Family in America, a New Right think 
tank, read like a rap sheet against independent, single, professional, 
and, of course, feminist, women. In fact, only two of the twenty-one 
publication titles on its 1989 list didn't deal with female crimes. Some 
typical offerings: "Perilous Parallel: Working Wives, Suicidal Hus
bands," "Why More Women Working Means Lower Pay for Men," 
"The Frightening Growth of the Mother-State-Child Family," and 
"The Link Between Mother-Dominated Families and Drug Use." 

"Feminism kind of became the focus of everything," Edmund 
Haislmaier, a Heritage Foundation research fellow, recalls. As an eco
nomic conservative who did not share his colleagues' desire for a regres
sive social revolution, Haislmaier came to observe the in-house 
antifeminist furor with an uneasy detachment. 

In retrospect, I'd have to say they blamed the feminists for an awful 
lot more than they actually deserved. The women's movement didn't 
really cause the high divorce rate, which had already started before 
women's liberation started up. The feminists certainly didn't have 
anything to do with disastrous economic policies. But the feminists 
became this very identifiable target. Ellie Smeal [former president of 
the National Organization for Women] was a recognizable target; 
hyperinflation and tax bracketing were not. 

SETTING THE ANTIFEMINIST AGENDA 

Soon after the New Right scored its first set of surprise victories in 
Congress, an ebullient Paul Weyrich assembled his most trusted advis
ers at the Heritage Foundation. Their mission: draft a single bill that 
they could use as a blueprint for the New Right program. It would be 
their first legislative initiative and an emblem of their cause. They 
would call it the Family Protection Act. But the bill they eventually in
troduced to Congress in 1981 had little to do with helping households. 
In fact, it really had only one objective: dismantling nearly every legal 
achievement of the women's movement. 

The act's proposals: eliminate federal laws supporting equal educa
tion; forbid "intermingling of the sexes in any sport or other school-
related activities"; require marriage and motherhood to be taught as the 
proper career for girls; deny federal funding to any school using text-
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books portraying women in nontraditional roles; repeal all federal laws 
protecting battered wives from their husbands; and ban federally 
funded legal aid for any woman seeking abortion counseling or a di
vorce. The bill was largely written in the negative; in its long list of fed
eral programs to rescind, the act offered only one real initiative of its 
own—new tax incentives to induce married women to have babies and 
stay home. Under this provision of the bill, a husband could set up a 
tax-deductible retirement fund if his wife earned no money at all that 
year. Evidently, even a Tupperware-hawking homemaker was suspect. 

Other "family" legislative proposals from the New Right would fol
low in the next several years, and they were virtually all aimed at slap
ping down female independence wherever it showed its face: a 
complete ban on abortion, even if it meant the woman's death; censor
ship of all birth control information until marriage; a "chastity" bill; 
revocation of the Equal Pay Act and other equal employment laws; and, 
of course, defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment. 

In the 1980 election, the New Right would figure in the national 
presidential campaign almost exclusively on the basis of its opposition 
to women's rights. Their most substantial effect on the Republican 
party was forcing its leaders to draft a platform that opposed legal abor
tion and the Equal Rights Amendment—the first time since 1940 that 
the ERA failed to receive the GOP's endorsement. The Republican 
convention's acceptance of the New Right's antifeminist agenda that 
year, in fact, carved one of the only clear dividing lines between two na
tional party platforms whose boundaries were blurring on so many 
other fronts, from foreign policy to law and order. And their candidate 
for top office distinguished himself most clearly from his predecessors 
by his views on women's rights: Reagan was the first president to op
pose the ERA since Congress passed it—and the first ever to back a 
"Human Life Amendment" banning abortion and even some types of 
birth control. 

Yet strangely, most chroniclers of the New Right's errand into the 
capital—supporters and opponents alike—characterized feminism as a 
"fringe" issue. Press accounts, even those emanating from liberal and 
leftist journals, generally presented the right-wing movement's opposi
tion to abortion and the ERA as distracting sidelights to the meatier, 
more "important" policy aims—decreasing government regulation, 
cutting the budget, bolstering defense. The first round of history books 
on the movement were no better. Richard G. Hutcheson, Jr. s God in 
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the White House, a typical account, allotted only two pages to the ERA 
and explored every possible cause for the right wing's mobilization ex
cept feminism, from Watergate to the "new narcissism." "[T]he 'hearth 
and home' issues" on the New Right agenda, Alan Crawford concluded 
in Thunder on the Right, were merely "nonpolitical, fringe issues at best." 

But while these commentators judged the New Right's attack on the 
women's movement to be a sideshow, the players in the right-wing fun
damentalist drama knew better. For them, public punishment of au
tonomous feminist women was no less than the main event. 

THE WAR OF WORDS 

"We are different from previous generations of conservatives," Weyrich 
said in a speech in 1980. "We are no longer working to preserve the sta
tus quo. We are radicals, working to overturn the present power struc
ture of the country." They were also the "new macho preachers," as they 
were soon dubbed, swaggering and spouting a tough line from the T V 
screen. Reverend James Robison, "God's Angry Man," boasted of his 
past violent exploits (including the claim that he "planned rapes"); Rev
erend Tim LaHaye liked to tell the press about his days as a military 
man when he would "punch anyone's lights out." As they emphasized 
repeatedly in their texts and speeches, they were "warriors," marching 
into enemy territory behind a barrel-chested Christ holding high the 
flag. "Jesus was not a pacifist," Falwell liked to say. "He was not a sissy." 

Yet the fundamentalist soldiers had trooped to Washington precisely 
because they feared they had already become the "weak men" that 
Falwell's writings repeatedly and anxiously derided. As much as the 
New Right warriors billed themselves aggressive and free agents of 
change, their maneuvers were all reactions against what they saw as the 
dominant enemy—the proponents of women's rights. Despite the ver
bal bravado, the New Right was wholly dependent on another move
ment for its identity. This is, of course, the situation for any 
conservative group attempting to preserve or resurrect a threatened way 
of life. "Paradoxically, conservatism requires liberalism for its mean
ing," political writer Sidney Blumenthal observed in The Rise of the 
Counter-Establishment. "Though [conservatives] have a sense of mis
sion, they have difficulty rising above the adversarial stance." But the 
New Right men found themselves in a position of dependency that was 
doubly demeaning: not only were they reacting rather than acting, they 
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were reacting against women. At least John Birchers could picture 
themselves beating back the advances of Communist thugs. The New 
Right preachers faced the embarrassing task of fending off the ladies. 

There seemed no escape from this posture of passivity built into a 
backlash movement. But the New Right men finally found a way. "For 
twenty years, the most important battle in the civil rights field has been 
for control of the language," Mandate for Leadership / /asserted—espe
cially, such words as "equality" and "opportunity." "The secret to vic
tory, whether in court or in congress, has been to control the definition 
of these terms." By relabeling the terms of the debate over equality, they 
discovered, they might verbally finesse their way into command. By 
switching the lines of power through a sort of semantic reversal, they 
might pull off a coup by euphemism. And in this case, words would 
speak louder than actions. 

Under this linguistic strategy, the New Right relabeled its resistance 
to women's newly acquired reproductive rights as "pro-life"; its opposi
tion to women's newly embraced sexual freedom became "pro-chastity"; 
and its hostility to women's mass entry into the work force became 
"pro-motherhood." Finally, the New Right renamed itself—its regres
sive and negative stance against the progress of women's rights became 
"pro-family." Before, the anti-ERA group Eagle Forum had formally 
dubbed itself "An Alternative to Women's Lib." But after the 1980 elec
tion, it changed its motto to "Leading the Pro-Family Movement Since 
1972." Before, Weyrich had no choice but to describe his enemy as 
"women's liberation." But now, Weyrich could refer to his nemesis as 
"the antifamily movement." Now he was in charge—and the feminists 
would have to react to his program. 

This Orwellian wordplay not only painted the New Right leaders 
out of their passive corner; it also served to conceal their anger at 
women's rising independence. This was a fruitful marketing tool, as 
they would draw more sympathy from the press and more followers 
from the public if they marched under the banner of traditional family 
values. In the '20s, the Ku Klux Klan had built support with a similar 
rhetorical maneuver, downplaying their racism and recasting it as patri
otism; they weren't lynching blacks, they were moral reformers defend
ing the flag. 

The New Right leaders' language was, in many respects, as hollow as 
the Klan's. These "pro-life" advocates torched inhabited family-planning 
clinics, championed the death penalty, and called the atom bomb "a 
marvelous gift that was given to our country by a wise God." These 
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"pro-motherhood" crusaders campaigned against virtually every federal 
program that assisted mothers, from prenatal services to infant feeding 
programs. Under the banner of "family rights," these spokesmen lob
bied only for every man's right to rule supreme at home—to exercise 
what Falwell called the husband's "God-given responsibility to lead his 
family." 

LADIES IN RETIREMENT 

While the "pro-family" strategy allowed the New Right men to launch 
an indirect attack against women's rights, they also went for the direct 
hit—using female intermediaries. When they wanted to lob an espe
cially large verbal stone at feminists, they ducked behind a New Right 
woman. "Women's liberationists operate as Typhoid Marys carrying a 
germ," said their most famous spokeswoman, Phyllis Schlafly. "Femi
nism is more than an illness," asserted Beverly LaHaye, founder of the 
New Right's Concerned Women for America. "It is a philosophy of 
death." In time-honored fashion, antifeminist male leaders had enlisted 
women to handle the heavy lifting in the campaign against their own 
rights. 

Yet in mounting their attack on a public stage, the New Right 
women had to speak up and display independent strength—exhibitions 
that revealed them to be anything but the ideal models of passive and 
sequestered womanhood that they were supposedly saluting. These fe
male leaders who relayed the movement's most noxious antifeminist 
sentiments to public ears embraced far more of the feminist platform 
than either they or their male leaders let on—or perhaps realized. 

Schlafly was only the earliest, most well known, and extreme, exam
ple. The woman who opposed the ERA because it "would take away the 
marvelous legal rights of a woman to be a full-time wife and mother in 
the house supported by her husband" was a Harvard-educated lawyer, 
author of nine books and a two-time congressional candidate. And she 
was far more favorably disposed to the agenda of the women's move
ment than her public reputation suggested. In her antifeminist treatise, 
The Power of the Positive Woman, she actually gives an approving nod 
to feminist-inspired equal-rights legislation and '70s-era federal sex dis
crimination suits that paved the way for "a future in which [the Ameri
can woman's] educational and employment options are unlimited." 
All the women her book points to as positive role models are, in fact, 
stereotypical Superwomen: Olympic athletes, powerful political lead-
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ers, and ambitious business executives. To her mind, Margaret Thatcher 
is "surely one of the outstanding Positive Women in the world." At 
times, Schlafly almost sounds as if she is lauding the other side's accom
plishments. "The Positive Woman in America today," she writes glee
fully, "has a near-infinite opportunity to control her own destiny, to reach 
new heights of achievement, and to motivate and influence others." 

The New Right women's organizations that emerged in the late '70s 
and early '80s weren't mere adjuncts to the male-led lobby. In fact, they 
often modeled the structure of their "auxiliary" groups more on 
women's rights organizations than the male New Right hierarchies. 
And they borrowed political tactics and rhetoric, too, from feminist 
events, speeches, and literature. It was the 1977 International Women's 
Year in Houston, which endorsed an essentially feminist platform, that 
first provoked the New Right women who attended to speak up and or
ganize. Out of the conference, a host of New Right women's groups 
sprang up and eventually consolidated into the National Pro-Family 
Coalition. President Carter's 1979 White House Conference on Fami
lies, another feminist-minded gathering, served as the coalition's 
springboard into national politics. This time, when the feminist agenda 
dominated the conference, the New Right women produced a shadow 
conference with a similar format—and they staged a walkout, formed 
an "alternative" assembly, and set their own agenda. 

For many of these women, the experience was an exhilarating first 
brush with political activism, a liberating discovery of their public 
voice. "IWYwas our 'boot camp, '" Rosemary Thomson, author of The 
Price of Liberty and coordinator of the Eagle Forum's contingent at the 
White House Conference on Families, proudly told a sociologist after 
the showdown. "Now we're ready for the offensive in the battle for our 
families and our faith." A national organizer for the Eagle Forum ex
plained, "I had never given a speech, written a speech, testified, never 
been on radio, never been on television. . . . [Y]ou start getting some 
self-confidence. You beat a lawyer in a debate a couple of times and you 
start thinking, 'Well, gee, that's pretty good. I didn't know I could do 
that.' " 

Ultimately, however, the New Right turned the rising confidence 
and aspirations of these women to its own ends. The movement needed 
both articulate intellectuals to occupy the podiums and adroit organiz
ers to fill the stands; the New Right women provided both. Two 
women in particular, Connaught "Connie" Marshner, the highest level 
woman in the Heritage Foundation, and Beverly LaHaye, the director 
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of Concerned Women of America, the largest female New Right group, 
would take on the direction of these respective missions. 

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION'S SUPERWOMAN 

A woman's nature is, simply, other-oriented. . . . Women are or
dained by their nature to spend themselves in meeting the needs of 
others. 

C O N N A U G H T c. M A R S H N E R , The New Traditional Woman, 1 9 8 2 

If anywhere along the line, from 1979 to 1984, someone had said to 
me, 'You should spend more time with your kids,' I would have been 
highly offended. 

C O N N A U G H T C . M A R S H N E R , I N T E R V I E W , 1988 

"Oh yeah, the Family Protection Act," Connie Marshner is recalling. 
"I wrote the fact sheet on it. I sold it. I became its chief marketer." Just 
after supper one evening in the spring of 1988, Marshner is sitting in 
the living room of her home in a suburb of Washington, D . C . Her hus
band, Bill, clears the table and then retreats to the kitchen to wash 
the dishes. She was too busy working today to cook, she explains, so it 
was takeout Chinese food for dinner again. While she balances her 
newborn in one hand and a pile of research papers in the other, she re
calls the first heady days when she sat down to write the Family Protec
tion Act. 

"I was becoming so caught up in politics. I remember, I was in this 
neighborhood [child care] co-op at the time, but it quickly became 
clear I was never going to repay the favor. I was just too busy. Finally, 
well, the other mothers basically asked me to leave." 

Marshner's political career began in 1971, at the University of South 
Carolina; undergraduate Connie Coyne was majoring in English and 
secondary education, but spending all her time at the campus chapter 
of Young Americans for Freedom, a conservative political organization. 
Right after college, she became an assistant to the editor of YAF's mag
azine, the New Guard. When her boss moved to YAF's Capitol Hill of
fice, he offered her a job as his secretary. She quickly accepted, but she 
had no intention of staying in the clerical pool. Soon after her arrival, 
the boss gave her a paper, an attack on a child care bill, to type; she took 
it home instead and wrote, as she recalls, "the definitive analysis of what 
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was wrong with it." Her paper "became the conservative critique of 
Mondale's Child Development bill that eventually led to its defeat." 

By Connie Marshner s own analysis, aspects of her youthful conser
vatism—like her insistence that she attend Sunday school regularly— 
began as "child rebellion," a desire to irk her more liberal and only 
nominally Catholic parents. But at the same time that she was fighting 
her elders, she was absorbing their advice for future use. Her mother, a 
frustrated homemaker married to a navy officer, told her two daughters 
not to follow in her footsteps. "Mother read Friedan's Feminine Mys
tique when it first came out," Marshner says, "and I remember her say
ing, 'You won't understand how awful married life is until you read it.' 
Mother was always saying to me, 'You don't want to marry and ruin 
your life. Be independent.' " 

Her father, too, urged Connie and her older sister, who would be
come a lawyer, to get a good education and steer clear of low-paying 
"women's work." She recalls, "My father was very wise. He told me, 
'Don't learn shorthand.'" The Coynes encouraged their daughters to 
appreciate the value of self-sufficiency—a lesson Connie would carry 
into adulthood. "It never occurred to me to be helpless," she says. "I 
guess someone who is taught to be helpless needs to be liberated. But I 
was never taught that." 

As a young woman, she was so set on maintaining her independence 
that "I was determined never to marry." But then she met Bill Marsh
ner at a church service in the early '70s. They were wed in 1973. That 
same year, the Heritage Foundation was established as the New Right's 
first think tank. Connie Marshner's former boss at YAF, and a Heritage 
founder, recommended her to the foundation's organizers. She accepted 
their offer—a researcher's job—and she and Bill moved to a Washing
ton apartment convenient to her office. 

Again, Connie Marshner quickly transformed her lowly assignment 
into a more influential position. When her superiors saw "how good I 
was at handling reporters' phone calls," they promoted the twenty-two-
year-old to education director. She began generating a steady stream of 
articles and monographs opposing government subsidies for child care, 
decrying the baleful influence of feminism in textbooks, and advocat
ing government policies that would discourage women from seeking 
fulfillment outside the home. Both cerebral and pragmatic, Marshner 
fortified her writings with scholarly references—among them, infant 
mortality rates in 18th-century Paris and the limits of Malthusian the
ory—and then used hardheaded business logic to win points with cor-
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porate leaders. Abortion, for example, was bad for commerce; one in 
five fewer babies, she told a group of executives, meant they would sell 
"five fewer Star Wars toy sets—which translates to fifty or more individ
ual Star Wars action figures." 

In the winter of 1974, she discovered she was pregnant. "I assumed I 
would give it [the job] all up, but then we were dirt poor so I didn't." 
Bill was in graduate school and she had no maternity medical benefits; 
her emergency delivery and seven-day hospital stay nearly wiped out 
their savings. In 1976, she was pregnant again. By then, she was hold
ing down two jobs—as a research consultant for the Heritage Founda
tion and a field coordinator for the Committee for Survival of a Free 
Congress. And she had just accepted a publisher's advance to write a 
book on education. Bill, meanwhile, was enrolled in a divinity graduate 
program in Texas. Rather than move west and sacrifice her work, 
Marshner stayed on in Washington and sent her one-year-old son to 
her mother's house in Baltimore. In the final months of the pregnancy 
she rejoined her family in Texas, so that her husband could handle the 
child care and cooking—"thank goodness for Bill"—while she finished 
the book, writing into the night. "I was typing the final draft when I 
went into labor," she recalls. 

After Bill's graduation, they moved back to Washington. Her career 
was prospering. "The book really changed my status in the conservative 
movement," she says, and when Weyrich decided, after the 1978 elec
tion, to organize a major conference for new congressmen, he put her 
in charge. At the opening session, she delivered a speech that would, as 
she points out, prove "prophetic." The topic: "Why social issues are 
going to be important in the 1980s." Marshner smiles as she recalls the 
moment: "It was a case of 'You heard it here first.' " 

Also prominent in her memories of the conference is a small but 
telling incident: 

At the conference breakfast, I was sitting at the table with Paul and 
the other newly elected congressmen. And one of them asks for 
everyone's opinion on a particular subject, but he skips over me. 
Then he picks up the schedule and sees my name as the next speaker 
and he looks at me strangely, and all of a sudden, I realize, Oh, he 
thought I was Weyrich's secretary. 

A decade later, that moment is still sharp in her mind, yet she says 
the congressman's slight barely bothered her. "I mean, I wasn't pleased. 
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It did teach me a lesson that men in politics, they think of girls as some
thing to take orders. But I guess I have a funny mind; I forget people 
like that. I'm not one to hold a grudge." 

Marshner is able, if not exactly to forget the insult, then at least to 
salve its personal sting—by not counting herself as one of the "girls." 
She seems to picture herself seated on the other side of the table, one of 
the honorary men, dispatching those "orders" to women. She got there 
out of sheer talent. "My experience in the job market was not anything 
that made me feel discriminated against. Everything I've gotten has 
been through merit." She is the "exception" that proves the rule: her 
gender lacks ability, not opportunity, to make it in public life. 

Campaigns for women's rights, therefore, are "silly," she says, be
cause merit will always win out. If most women haven't made it, that's 
because most women don't have what it takes. Judging by her writings 
and speeches, Marshner takes a dim and often disdainful view of her 
sex, a perspective she shares with Schlafly, who addresses housewives in 
her books as a camp counselor might sulky Girl Scouts. Just quit whin
ing and be "cheerful" even if you don't feel like it, she orders them in 
The Power of the Positive Woman. When Marshner refers to women, she 
uses a distancing second or third person, as if she doesn't include herself 
in their numbers. "Women need to know that somebody will have the 
authority and make the decision"—and "your job," she lectures 
women, "is to be happy with it." When Marshner and Schlafly trained 
women for the protest rally at the White House Conference on Fami
lies, Marshner recalls that she was most impressed by Schlafly's ability 
to "control the women. . . . When she said jump, they did." Women 
need that direction from above, Marshner says: "You know, it's very 
hard to organize women because they tend to be catty. They get all side
tracked on who will get what title. They just waste a lot of time." 

By 1979, Marshner had become director of the Free Congress Foun
dation's "family policy" division and founding executive editor of the 
Family Protection Report. Then, the year of President Reagan's election, 
Weyrich appointed Marshner to the "team of four," an elite group that 
traveled across the country, hand-picking and training state leaders to 
foment grass-roots action. "In 1980, I was on ninety-nine airplanes," 
she says. "I kept track." 

Meanwhile, her husband had found a job at a small college in Front 
Royal, Virginia. Connie didn't want to move there, so she rented an 
apartment for herself in Washington. Then she persuaded an aunt in 
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California to move to Front Royal to help Bill look after the kids. She 
visited on weekends. "Bill saw more of them than I did," she says. "We 
had not only a commuter marriage but a commuter motherhood. And 
this was before it was fashionable! I guess I was ahead of my time." 

After the 1980 election, Marshner chaired a half-dozen advisory 
panels, directed a staff of five employees, continued giving speeches 
around the country, and debated everyone from abortion-rights activist 
Kate Michelman to former Sen. George McGovern. In 1982, the local 
county chairman asked her to run for the Virginia House of Delegates. 
She turned it down, but not out of a sense of feminine propriety. "I was 
intrigued but I was too busy saving the country to worry about one dis
trict in Virginia," she says. Her third child was born the following 
year—and Weyrich, concerned that she might take time off, proposed 
that she set up a nursery in a spare office. "Paul was very accommodat
ing," recalls Marshner. 

That year, with her career approaching its zenith—she bought a car 
phone to field all her business calls—Marshner spoke before the Family 
Forum conference in Washington, D . C . Her subject: "Who Is the New 
Traditional Woman?" Her answer sounded a lot like the New Tradi
tionalist ad copy that Good Housekeeping would later script: "She is 
new," Marshner said of this feminine icon, "because she is of the cur
rent era, with all its pressures and fast pace and rapid change. She is tra
ditional because, in the face of unremitting cultural change, she is 
oriented around the eternal truths of faith and family." Marshner drew 
no connection between the positive, "new" aspects of women's lives and 
the fruits of feminism. In fact, Marshner told her listeners that the 
women's rights movement was the enemy of the New Traditionalist. It 
had unleashed "a new image of women: a drab, macho feminism of 
hard-faced women who were bound and determined to carve their 
place in the world, no matter whose bodies they have to climb over to 
do it." The archetypal macho feminist, she said, was the bad mother in 
the film Kramer vs. Kramer, who put her husband in charge of their 
child and went off to find herself. "Macho feminism has deceived 
women," she said, "in that it convinced them that they would be happy 
only if they were treated like men, and that included treating them
selves like men." 

Marshner delivered similar rallying calls for the traditional family at 
the 1984 Family Forums II and III in San Francisco and in Dallas, de
liveries timed to coincide with the presidential political conventions in 
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these cities. Then she flew back to the office—to accept the title of ex
ecutive vice president of the Free Congress Foundation, making her the 
highest-ranking woman in the New Right Washington establishment. 

Marshner's own interest in the housewifely duties of traditional fam
ily life, as she freely admits, remains limited. "I'm no good with little 
kids and I'm a terrible housekeeper," she says. "To me, it's very unre
warding, unfulfilling work. By contrast, what I'm doing in Washington 
has real tangible rewards, accomplishments." Yet neither she nor her 
husband believes this makes her a "macho feminist." 

In 1987, pregnant with her fourth child, it looked like Marshner 
might finally take her own advice: she decided to take a break from 
Washington politics. Weyrich again tried to talk her out of it; by now, 
the foundation depended heavily on her literary and speaking talents. 
But this time she turned him down. The harrowing 1984 death of her 
infant daughter, born with a congenital heart defect, haunted her. She 
wanted to be home for the new baby. 

"Marshner's out of it now," Weyrich says, when asked about her in 
early 1988, waving a dismissive hand in the air. "She just left to have 
her fourth child. Okay, she's still executive editor of the Family Protec
tion Report. But basically she's out of it. She's a classic example of what 
I'm talking about—women just can't do it all. . . . Every single one of 
the girls I've had here who've had children has left." As he speaks, four 
women are hard at work in their offices down the hall—from his fi
nance manager to his vice president of operations to his secretary. All of 
them have children; several are even single mothers. 

Marshner also didn't take time off to devote herself to traditional 
housekeeping. She immediately set up an office at the house, accepted 
a post as general editor for a Christian publishing house, began free
lancing numerous articles and landed a contract for her fourth book— 
this one against day care. "I'm going to look at the data on the effects of 
day care," she says, "and talk to mothers who use it about why they re
gret it." Now that she is home, she seems quick to judge women who 
aren't. "When you have a child, that has got to be your priority. If you 
don't, sooner or later you will pay the price, either in maladjustment or 
your own consciousness." 

The woman she judges most harshly, and unfairly, is herself; the 
backlash ideas she helped unleash have come back to roost in her own 
psyche. She wonders now if her preoccupation with her career might 
have "caused" her daughter's heart defect. "I think the boys would 
probably have been happier if I stayed home," she says. 
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The boys, however, who are listening from the living room couch, 
disagree. "Those were great days," sighs Mike, who is twelve. "I liked it 
when you worked." 

A SPIRIT-CONTROLLED WOMAN . . . OR A CONTROL-
SEEKING SPIRIT? 

The woman who is truly Spirit-filled will want to be totally submis
sive to her husband . . . This is a truly liberated woman. Submission 
is God's design for women. 

BEVERLY LAHAYE, The Spirit-Controlled Woman 

God didn't make me to be a nobody. 
BEVERLY LAHAYE, I N T E R V I E W , 1988 

The founder of Concerned Women for America always tells the 
press the same story of her antifeminist "awakening": One evening in 
1978 in her San Diego living room, Beverly LaHaye was nestled at the 
side of her husband, Moral Majority co-founder Tim LaHaye; they 
were watching the evening news. Barbara Walters was interviewing 
Betty Friedan, and when the feminist leader suggested that she repre
sented many women in America, LaHaye leapt to her stockinged feet 
and declared, "Betty Friedan doesn't speak for me and I bet she doesn't 
speak for the majority of women in this country." She vowed then and 
there to rally other "submissive" women who believe, like her, that "the 
women's liberation movement is destroying the family and threatening 
the survival of our nation." 

Shortly thereafter, she chaired a meeting for this purpose at a local 
church. "I didn't know if anyone would even show up," she says, "but 
twelve hundred women filled that room. I couldn't believe it! The only 
way I could explain it is that the majority of women out there do not 
agree with Betty Friedan and the ERA." There was, however, a more 
likely explanation for the big turnout: by 1978, Beverly LaHaye's name 
guaranteed a crowd in the evangelical community—and not because of 
her opposition to feminism. 

The real awakening of Beverly LaHaye had occurred two decades be
fore this electronic encounter with Betty Friedan, at a 1965 motiva
tional conference for Sunday school teachers. At the time, LaHaye was 
a "fearful, introverted" housewife who clung to her husband's side and 
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was so shy that "it was difficult for me to entertain in our home," much 
less venture outside it. She was the Submissive Woman she would later 
celebrate, and she did not enjoy it. "I refused most invitations to speak 
to women's groups because I felt very inadequate and questioned if I 
really had anything to say to them," she wrote in The Spirit-Controlled 
Woman, in a chapter titled "The Missing Dimension." Its contents 
could have as easily belonged to the famous chapter in Friedan's Femi
nine Mystique, "The Problem That Has N o Name": 

One very well-meaning lady said to me in the early days of our min
istry, "Mrs. LaHaye, our last pastor's wife was an author; what do 
you do?" That was a heavy question for a fearful twenty-seven-year-
old woman to cope with. And I began to wonder, "What did I do?" 
Oh yes, I was a good mother to my four children, I could keep house 
reasonably well, my husband adored me, but what could I do that 
would be eternally effective in the lives of other women? The answer 
seemed to come back to me. "Very little!" There was something miss
ing in my life. 

Likewise, LaHaye's analysis of housework might sound familiar to early 
readers of Ms. She wrote: 

In my case it was not the major problems that succeeded in wearing 
me down; it was the smoldering resentment caused from the endless 
little tasks that had to be repeated over and over again and seemed so 
futile. Day after day I would perform the same routine procedures: 
picking up dirty socks, hanging up wet towels, closing closet doors, 
turning off lights that had been left on, creating a path through the 
clutter of toys. 

When her youngest child was still in diapers, LaHaye went back to 
work, full-time, as a teletype operator for Merrill Lynch. "Thirty years 
ago, ministers didn't get paid very much. We couldn't survive, so I had 
to go to work," she explains. But that wasn't the only reason. "I liked 
working there. It was kind of exciting. You had to get there at six A . M . 
because that's when the stock market opened in New York. They paid 
well. And I enjoyed it." She hired a "housekeeper," as she calls her 
nanny, a black single mother who "couldn't find work because she 
lacked job skills." 

The teletype job helped build her confidence, but it was the changes 
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triggered by the 1965 Sunday school conference that finally supplied 
"the missing dimension" in her life. The speaker, the popular Christian 
psychologist Henry Brandt, talked to the teachers about every human 
beings basic need for self-improvement and expression. The words 
stirred dormant passions within the young preacher's wife. "Down deep 
in my heart, I felt I would like to stand up and express myself," she says 
later. "And I never thought that would change." 

The psychologist's words got her thinking about a way to overcome 
her fears. So did a Biblical passage that he alluded to—a line from 
Timothy that promised the Holy Spirit would deliver disciples not only 
love but "power." "This is what I needed!" LaHaye said to herself, as she 
later wrote. If she had "a new power within," she reasoned, maybe she 
could combat her timidity and develop "confidence." In the months 
that followed, LaHaye began to cobble together a self-improvement 
plan that was part pop-psychology and part religion, founded on the 
principles of assertiveness training and buttressed by Christian dogma. 
As she diagnosed the problem later in a self-help book for Christian 
women, she and many other housewives suffered from "a rather poor 
self-image," "passivity," and a "sense of inferiority." She wanted to assert 
herself and exert "strength," but she wanted to do it without challeng
ing the church or threatening her husband. And she found she could, if 
she made it clear that she was seeking only "spiritual power." It was ac
ceptable to crave authority by framing it as a desire for "access to the 
power of the Holy Spirit." N o one in the evangelical community could 
object to her ambitions, as long as they were holy. 

Although LaHaye was quick to label her take-charge desires a "spiri
tual submission to God," the steps she outlined in her writings about it 
later were suspiciously action-oriented. Her semantic strategy was the 
opposite of that of her New Right male peers; while they concealed 
their feelings of weakness in active-sounding terminology, LaHaye hid 
her newly assertive self behind a screen of passive-sounding rhetoric. 
The New Right male leaders falsely claimed to be in command; she 
falsely claimed to have no interest in taking the helm. 

By tapping "spiritual power," LaHaye wrote in The Spirit-Controlled 
Woman, a fundamentalist woman could "step forth in all confidence," 
"overcome her passivity," and become "a capable person." In LaHaye s 
version of spiritual growth, self-confidence was next to godliness and 
timidity a black mark on the soul. A spirit-controlled woman must 
"recognize her fearfulness as a sin and cope with it accordingly." 
Through such inversions of religious tenets, she could dare to concen-
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trate on building self-esteem, an independent identity and a public 
voice—all the while claiming to be doing it only through, and for, 
Jesus. 

LaHaye s journey toward spiritually mediated liberation began in 
earnest the day she forced herself to accept an invitation to talk before a 
women's church club. She told them about her confidence-boosting 
ideas, and to her amazement the women applauded and crowded 
around afterward, seeking her counsel. She agreed to talk to other 
women's groups. Her popularity grew quickly on the Christian speak
ing circuit. With her husband, she began directing "Family Life Semi
nars," hosting a weekly cable television program and a live call-in radio 
talk show on family living. Soon a publisher approached her with a pro
posal to write a self-help book for Christian women. "I said, 'Oh no, 
I'm not a writer,' " she recalls. "Then I thought, wait a minute. I can do 
that." The Spirit-Controlled Woman, published in 1976, sold more than 
a half-million copies. In the next decade, LaHaye wrote five more 
books for Christian women, self-development tracts with chapter ti
tles like "You Can Help Yourself" and "Can a Courageous Woman Be 
Silenced?" 

At the same time that she was busy writing The Spirit-Controlled 
Woman, LaHaye was finishing up a long-term book project with her 
husband, Tim. In 1976, against the advice of all their fellow Christian 
marriage counselors, the LaHayes finally published The Act of Mar
riage, a sex manual. The book instantly became the evangelical equiva
lent of The Joy of Sex; it was read by millions. The Act of Marriage: The 
Beauty of Sexual Love was a revolutionary document for evangelical 
readers, both for its frank and graphic content (it covered foreplay, lu
brication, and multiple orgasms—in remarkable detail) and for its fe
male perspective on sexual pleasure. Not only did the book teach 
Christian men how to gratify their wives in bed, it informed them in no 
uncertain terms that an orgasm is every woman's right: "Modern re
search has made it abundantly clear that all married women are capable 
of orgasmic ecstasy. N o Christian woman should settle for less." The 
book's observations often suggested that a female hand was wielding 
the authorial pen: "Regrettably some husbands are carryovers from the 
Dark Ages, like the one who told his frustrated wife, 'Nice girls aren't 
supposed to climax.' Today's wife knows better." The manual urged 
women to check their submissive behavior at the bedroom door: 
"Many women are much too passive in lovemaking. . . . Lovemaking is 
a contact sport that requires two active people." The LaHayes even de-
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clared the vaginal orgasm a myth, sang the praises of clitoral stimula
tion—"Your heavenly Father placed [your clitoris] there for your enjoy
ment"—and referred dubious readers to a Biblical passage that they 
said justified their enthusiasm (Song of Solomon 2:6: "Let his left hand 
be under my head and his right hand embrace me"). As if all this 
weren't enough, the authors actually endorsed birth control, and for 
this reason: to maximize women's enjoyment of sex. 

The Act of Marriage may have read as if Beverly LaHaye were on the 
verge of a feminist conversion, and one worthy of Germaine Greer. 
And, indeed, in other arenas, too, she seemed to be endorsing basic 
feminist tenets. She declared herself a supporter of equal rights for 
women, said she was "totally in favor" of pay equity, and called herself a 
firm believer in "a woman's right to be free from sexual harassment on 
the job." Yet she was never prepared to take the final steps, which had 
the potential of separating her from her church, husband, and social 
universe. Instead, in the years following the book's publication, she 
wound up leading a countercharge against the women's movement. 
Having introduced equal rights to the evangelical bedroom, she now 
moved to fight it on all other fronts. Having attracted a huge following 
by telling women to "step forth in all confidence," she now mobilized 
her female army for a campaign to chase themselves home. 

In drawing women to her new cause, LaHaye played on both tradi
tionalist fears and feminist aspirations. She emphasized how changes in 
women's status might threaten their traditional marriages and leave 
them "unprotected." At the same time, she gave hundreds of thousands 
of Christian women an acceptable outlet for the assertiveness that she 
had recognized as fundamental to human growth and that she had 
helped foster. "I discovered an organization where I could think, use 
my brain," said Cheryl Hook, a Chicago homemaker, who was spend
ing thirty hours a week on CWA activities. By working for Concerned 
Women for America, women could be vocal and forceful—without set
ting off any alarms at home or in the pews. They were, after all, only 
speaking up for their sex's right to stay quietly at home. 

After founding Concerned Women for America in 1979, LaHaye set 
up a national network that could dispatch hundreds of thousands of 
women on short notice. She organized what she claimed was the na
tion's largest women's group (estimates range from 150,000 to a half-
million members) into two thousand "prayer/action chapters"—with 
the accent on action. Even the prayers were notably this-worldly in sen
timent. "Father, we pray that money being considered by the legislature 
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is not used for teenage pregnancy," began one, served up at a 1986 
breakfast prayer meeting in a Maryland hotel. "We ask that You con
fuse the plans of our enemy, particularly our enemy Planned Parent
hood." LaHaye used her network to swamp Congress with bags of 
letters and to detail hundreds of out-of-state women to "local" an-
tiabortion protests around the nation. In 1986, her rapid-response 
team descended on Vermont and, with the aid of a $350,000 war chest, 
helped defeat the state s Equal Rights Amendment. 

In the press, Concerned Women for America was often described 
as the Moral Majority's ladies' club, a sort of Daughters of the New-
Right Revolution. The characterization wasn't entirely unjust; the 
CWA women were certainly treated like auxiliaries by the New Right 
and the Reagan administration, who often deployed them tactically as 
fund-raising and letter-writing foot soldiers. New Right leaders, in fact, 
originally funded Concerned Women for America in hopes that the or
ganization would generate reinforcement troops. Tim LaHaye offered 
his wife as a safe figurehead; the board members of Moral Majority 
packed CWA's board of directors with their wives, who, they assumed, 
would do their bidding. 

But as time went by, Concerned Women for America evolved from a 
spousal service society into a one-woman fiefdom. Beverly LaHayes 
unchallenged authority became the envy of men like Paul Weyrich. 
"She has the kind of loyalty from her people," he said, "where literally 
she can call them up and say, 'Don't do that,' and they'll drop it." Much 
to their chagrin, the New Right male leaders were unable to command 
the same kind of obedience from LaHaye herself. She refused to sup
port candidates as they specified. When Falwell, Ed McAteer of the Re
ligious Roundtable, and the other top men of the New Right endorsed 
Bush, LaHaye broke the united front and backed Jack Kemp. Later, she 
abruptly yanked her endorsement after Kemp annoyed her. His offense: 
he sent a letter to CWA members over her signature, calling him the 
"only true conservative," without asking her permission first. 

In 1983, LaHaye moved her office from San Diego to Washington, 
D . C . , where she built up a twenty-six-person Capitol Hill staff, 
launched a five-attorney legal division to take on the courts and 
wielded a $6 million annual budget. She began jetting around the 
country, then the world. One year she went to Costa Rica nine times. 
While on the road, LaHaye dispatched orders via her new car phone. 
And she made it clear she would have no successors; by 1987, she had 
become president for life. 
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"I T H I N K the women's movement really hurt women because it taught 
them to put the value on the career instead of the family," Beverly 
LaHaye says. She has granted an interview in her Washington, D . C . , 
office. It is her sixth today, she reports. 

As might be expected, the business cards on the desk of this cham
pion of femininity are pink. So are her nails, the chairs arranged around 
her boardroom table and the frilly window curtains. Yet she wears a 
well-tailored suit. On the wall behind her hangs a framed photograph 
of Ronald Reagan and herself, clasping hands. Some of her other deco
rative choices lean to the presidential, too: an Oval Office-size desk and 
a large American flag stationed at its side. A large mirror hangs at a 
strange angle on the opposite wall—but it's not for applying pink lip
stick. "Mrs. LaHaye had that mirror put up there like that," Rebecca 
Hagelin, spokeswoman for Concerned Women for America, explains, 
"so she can look at it from her desk and see Capitol Hill." 

"Feminism really blotted out motherhood," LaHaye asserts from be
hind her desk. "Family must come first for a woman; it's just not natu
ral any other way." Just then, LaHaye's personal assistant slips into the 
office, bearing a Filofax. Apologizing for the interruption, the assistant 
proceeds to review LaHaye's traveling schedule: "This weekend you're 
out of town till Sunday," she says, reading from the Filofax. "On the 
5th, it's your National Day of Prayer speech, then the 6th is St. Louis, 
the 7th through the 8th is Florida, the 9th through the 17th Costa 
Rica, the 18th that speech in New Jersey, the 19th Washington again, 
the 27th and the 28th Massachusetts. . . . " 

LaHaye approves the itinerary, the assistant departs, and the director 
of Concerned Women for America returns to her defense of traditional 
motherhood. "Women must put family as their top priority. If that 
means giving up the career, then so be it. It's just the natural way. It's 
built into us as women." What of her own long bouts away from home? 
"Oh well, my children are grown. When my children were growing 
up, it was another matter," she says, her early-morning work shifts at 
Merrill Lynch conveniently forgotten. 

"These career women, what's happening to them is their biological 
clocks are going off," she says, supporting her antifeminist precepts 
with evidence from popular culture rather than the Bible. By the late 
'80s, the backlash was so widespread that LaHaye could find as many 
useful media buzzwords as scriptural quotations. (Her latest antifemi
nist book, The Restless Woman, would invoke the all-popular trends of 
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"postfeminism" and "baby hunger," footnoting not Heritage Founda
tion tracts but the New York Times and Glamour.) Career women, she 
continues in the same vein, "looked up one day from their desks and 
they realized they couldn't have it all. . . . That's why the trend is that 
more and more women are leaving the work force." Asked for evidence 
to support this "trend," she says, "I don't have the statistics in front of 
me, but I read about it in the paper. . . . Look at the movies. They're all 
about having babies now. Like Three Men and a Baby." 

LaHaye excuses herself: she has a "management meeting" she must 
attend. She grants permission to talk to a few women on staff; no one is 
allowed to speak without clearance from the top. Elizabeth Kepler, di
rector of legislative affairs, is one of the women on the approved list, 
and she has just breezed in from "the Hill," where she's been lobbying 
all week against federally funded day care. 

"I just love it, absolutely love it," Kepler says, flopping into a chair. 
She furtively pokes some pesky shoulder pads back into place as she 
talks. "I was drawn to Washington for the excitement. You know, 
power. How people come into power, how they use that power." 

How did she wind up at Concerned Women for America? "To be 
honest, I was more interested in the general process of Washington pol
itics than this organization itself." She hastens to add that she is in 
"total agreement" with the organization's goals of restoring women's tra
ditional roles. But would she personally like to go back to the roles 
women were limited to in her mother's day? She shakes her head. "It 
would be frustrating. I'm glad I live in the time I do." 

At twenty-seven, Kepler is single, and describes herself as "very con
tent" and in "no rush" to wed. Unlike some of her more liberal counter
parts in mainstream professional careers, she finds the talk of man 
shortages and biological clocks "pretty silly." If she does have children, 
she's not sure she would quit her job. Although she is lobbying this 
week against federally supported child care, she says she would not be 
averse to leaving her own child in day care, though she prefers a 
"family-based" center. Her explanation is couched in pseudofeminist 
terms. "I just think that the federal government shouldn't tell us what 
kind of day care our children should have. I believe women should have 
a choice." 

Down the hall, Susan Larson, director of management, is reviewing 
office reports. Recently wed, she advocates a return to traditional mar
riage. But accepting the CWA post meant putting her career before her 
husband's; he followed her to Washington—without any job prospects. 
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And in her house, she adds, "I change the car oil and my husband does 
the laundry." 

In another room, publicity director Rebecca Hagelin is on the phone 
to her husband. "Now, let's see, the carpet needs to be vacuumed," she 
instructs. "And if you could straighten up the living room a bit." It's 
past six P . M . , and Hagelin is still at the office. Her husband is at home 
making dinner, taking care of their baby and preparing the house for 
guests that evening. The Hagelins might have found the blueprint for 
their domestic arrangement in an early-'70s manual for liberated cou
ples: they split the chores and trade off child care. "See, I really wanted 
to have a baby, but I really wanted to work," Hagelin says. "I love to 
work." She likes the fifty-fifty arrangement. "That's the way it is in the 
'80s, it's not an either-or situation. It really is possible to have it all." 

• • • 
T H E N E W Right women were, in some respects, the reverse image of 
their more progressive "yuppie" sisters who got trapped in the backlash 
eddies. While mainstream professional women were more likely to 
voice feminist principles while struggling internally with the self-
doubts and recriminations that the backlash generated, the New Right 
women were voicing antifeminist views—while internalizing the mes
sage of the women's movement and quietly incorporating its tenets of 
self-determination, equality, and freedom of choice into their private 
behavior. 

If the right-wing activists at Concerned Women for America seemed 
less anxiety-ridden about the "price" of their own liberation than the 
average liberal career woman, maybe that's because these New Right 
women were, ironically, facing less resistance in their world. As long as 
these women raised their voices only to parrot the Moral Majority line, 
as long as they split the chores only so they could have more time to 
fight equal rights legislation, the New Right male leaders (and their 
New Right husbands) were happy to applaud and encourage the 
women's mock "independence." The women always played by their 
men's rules, and for that they enjoyed the esteem and blessings of their 
subculture. On the other hand, working and single women in the 
mainstream, who were more authentically independent, had no such 
cheering squad to buoy their spirits; they were undermined daily by a 
popular culture that parodied their lifestyle, heaped pity and ridicule 
on their choices, and berated their feminist "mistakes." 

The activists of Concerned Women for America could report to 
their offices in their suits, issue press releases demanding that women 
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return to the home, and never see a contradiction. By divorcing their 
personal liberation from their public stands on sexual politics, they 
could privately take advantage of feminism while publicly deploring its 
influence. They could indeed "have it all"—by working to prevent all 
other women from having that same opportunity. 



10 

Ms. Smith Leaves Washington: 
The Backlash in National Politics 

Having committed their intellects and numbers to installing their 
man in office, the New Right women anticipated new opportuni

ties for themselves in the post-1980 White House. Instead, with Ronald 
Reagan's election, women began disappearing from federal office. 

On the bench, new female judicial appointments fell from 15 per
cent under Carter to 8 percent. The number of female appointees re
quiring Senate confirmation plunged, too, making Reagan the first 
president in more than a decade not to better his predecessor's record. 
On the White House staff, the number of women appointed dropped 
from 123 in 1980 to 62 in 1981. In fact, even 62 was an inflated figure; 
the Reagan administration padded the numbers by suddenly labeling 
women in lower-ranking government career jobs—such as third-level 
assistant secretary posts—"political appointments." 

At the start of Reagan's second term, without reelection pressures to 
inspire even nominal equal opportunity efforts, the administration im
mediately discontinued both the Coalition on Women's Appointments 
and the Working Group on Women. Appointed women's numbers fell 
even more steeply, and for the first time since 1977, not one woman 
ranked high enough to attend the daily senior staff meetings or report 
to the president. At the Justice Department in 1986, Ed Meese had yet 
to hire a woman as a senior policymaker two years after taking office— 
in spite of federal regulations requiring the department to set such hir
ing goals. The Federal Women's Program, established in 1967 to recruit 
women to government agencies, was essentially disbanded: its recruit
ment coordinators at the various federal agencies were either assigned 
other duties, stripped of their budgets, or quietly laid off. "Each year, 
our budget has been cut and it was cut again this year," Betty Fleming, 
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the personnel management specialist who was second in command in 
the Federal Women's Program central office in 1991, explains. But, she 
says, she wasn't complaining; they didn't need the funds, because "We're 
just going to meet and talk." Finally, as part of Reagan's Paperwork Re
duction Act, the federal government quit collecting most recruitment 
statistics on women altogether. Now the federal government could quit 
seeking women—and no one would be the wiser. 

The few women who did slip past the no-girls-allowed sign on the 
White House lawn didn't exactly feel at home. U .N . ambassador Jeane 
Kirkpatrick had a revelation one day while sitting in the Situation 
Room, surrounded by a sea of white male faces. Out of the corner of 
her eye, she saw a rodent scurry across the floor. "I thought to myself," 
as she later told the Wall Street Journal, "that the mouse was no more 
surprising a creature to see in the Situation Room than I." She left gov
ernment with this conclusion: "Sexism is alive." 

Faith Whittlesey received the "highest" female post on the Reagan 
White House staff: assistant to the president for public liaison, giving 
lip service to women's and children's issues. The Reagan administration, 
she asserted, would aid women by seeing to it that men earned a higher 
"family" wage, so "all those women can go home and look after their 
own children." In her 1984 address on women's status, Whittlesey as
sured her audience that women's rights were in good hands in Washing
ton: "I know the president is deeply committed to providing women 
with the broadest range of options in exercising their choice." But 
working at the White House, Whittlesey soon developed doubts about 
Reagan's deep commitments—doubts that likely deepened after Don 
Regan became chief of staff and demoted her post. Like Kirkpatrick, 
she eventually bailed out. As she headed for the parking lot with her 
packing boxes the last day, "all I saw was a sea of men coming and going 
in those cars," she recalled. "I began to think, 'Maybe they're right. 
Women aren't welcome in the White House.' " 

The New Right women who received political appointments typi
cally landed in posts that either came with inflated titles but no author
ity or required them to carry out the administration's most punitive 
antifeminist policies. Women like Beverly LaHaye wound up in the 
first group, shunted to such powerless panels as the Family Advisory 
Board. On the other hand, a series of women were assigned to the Of
fice of Population Affairs to do the administration's dirty work against 
emancipated girls and women. First, antiabortion activist Marjory 
Mecklenburg was charged with promoting the "squeal rule," a Reagan 
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policy proposal to make clinics blow the whistle on teenage girls who 
were seeking birth control without parental permission. Jo Ann Gasper, 
Conservative Digest columnist and editor of The Right Woman, inherited 
Mecklenburg's job (Mecklenburg, ironically, was forced out of office 
after rumors circulated that she was having an extramarital affair with a 
staff member). Gasper got the thankless task of shutting down domes
tic violence programs. She, in turn, was replaced by Nabers Cabaniss— 
most celebrated for her sexual status as a twenty-nine-year-old 
virgin—who got to promote a Reagan plan to retract federal funding 
from any clinic staff that so much as mentioned the word abortion. 

OUT WITH THE FEMINISTS . . . 

If the Reagan climate in Washington was chilly for New Right women, 
it was poisonous for feminists: they became targets of a purge incited by 
the New Right. When the Heritage Foundation's 1981 Mandate for 
Leadership itemized the federal programs it wanted cut or eliminated, 
on its top priority list was an agency "dominated" by feminists. O f the 
dozens of government services targeted by the Heritage Foundation, 
the Women's Educational Equity Act program was singled out for a 
uniquely fierce, personal, and sustained assault. Mandate for Leadership 
demanded the dismemberment of W E E A for one reason only: as its au
thors explained, WEEA represented an "important resource for the 
practice of feminist policies and politics." It was a "top priority item for 
the feminist network" and espoused "extreme feminist ideology." 

WEEA's director, Leslie Wolfe, a ten-year civil service veteran who 
had pioneered government programs to promote women's education 
and who was one of the few women to have ascended to G.S . 15 status, 
enraged the New Right like no other government figure. "I was a 
'known feminist,' " Wolfe says later. "And because W E E A was seen as a 
'feminist group,' it got treated very differently from other government 
programs that the New Right disliked." She was one of the only direc
tors of a federal program that the New Right lobby bothered to single 
out by name. In a flurry of internal memos, public magazine articles, 
and radio talks, New Right leaders denounced Wolfe as a "radical fem
inist," spread slanderous tales about her professional behavior, and 
called for her "swift dethronement." 

The program at the center of all this fury was a tiny and under
funded office in the Education Department—the only federal program 
to promote equal education for girls. W E E A offered small grants to 
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projects supporting nonsexist education and combating sex discrimina
tion in the schools. It had been hailed as "one of the most cost-effective 
programs in government" by the Association of American Colleges. 
The woman who first proposed WEEA wasn't even one of those "radi
cal feminists" from NOW; Arlene Horwitz was a clerical worker in a 
congressional office, a working woman who understood from personal 
experience—trying to live off her skimpy paycheck—that unequal 
schooling could have painful and long-term economic consequences. 
The projects W E E A funded were hardly radical either: a guide to help 
teenage handicapped girls; a program to enforce equal education laws 
in rural school districts; a math-counseling service for older minority 
women returning to community college. 

Nonetheless, to the men of the Heritage Foundation, WEEA was 
"the feminist network feeding at the federal trough." Charles Heatherly, 
Heritage Foundation fellow and the Mandate editor who made this 
charge at August 1983 hearings before the House Education and Labor 
Committee and attacked Wolfe most vigorously, later admits that he 
never dealt "with her personally." But he had made up his mind about 
the W E E A director. "She was widely perceived to be a radical feminist," 
he explains. And his campaign against Wolfe and W E E A only intensi
fied with Reagan's election: the new president appointed Heatherly 
deputy undersecretary of management in the Education Department, 
putting him in charge of the program. 

Heatherly recruited his New Right colleagues, some on staff, others, 
like Conservative Caucus founder Howard Phillips, as consultants to 
review the program's budget. Their mission: wipe out WEEA. They 
found a sympathetic ear in the White House; soon after his inaugura
tion, Reagan proposed an immediate 25 percent cut of its already ap
proved budget, with total defunding the following year. In Congress, 
WEEA's supporters fought back. Led by G O P Representative Margaret 
Heckler, the program won a reprieve, though not without a 40 percent 
budget cut. 

The New Right leaders weren't ready to give up after this first round. 
In the winter and spring of 1982, they pursued a months-long media 
and letter-writing campaign against Wolfe. Human Events: National 
Conservative Weekly claimed it had "uncovered" such apparently offen
sive W E E A grants as an award to the Council on Interracial Books for 
Children. Conservative Digest, the publication of the Conservative Cau
cus, attacked Wolfe personally in an anonymously written article by a 
"concerned employee in the Education Department." She was guilty, the 
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author asserted, of "twisting the grant approval process," exercising "near 
total control," and using WEEA as a slush fund for N O W and a 
"money machine for a network of openly radical feminist groups." Leslie 
Wolfe was a "monarch," who was "imperiously guarding her fiefdom." 
Again, on a talk show, Howard Phillips accused her of underhandedly 
funneling money to women's rights organizations. He complained, too, 
that she was guilty of insubordination; Wolfe, he said indignantly, once 
referred to the Education Secretary as "His Wimpiness." 

Just a week after the Conservative Digest broadside, Wolfe was de
moted—by memo. WEEA would henceforth be run by a Heatherly ap
pointee, and Wolfe would "serve in an advisory capacity," the memo 
informed her. Wolfe wrote back, protesting the decision. She got no re
sponse. Finally, three weeks later, Wolfe was summoned to the office of 
Acting Assistant Secretary Jean Benish—a woman had been picked 
once again to deliver the bad news to a feminist woman. "You are being 
temporarily reassigned as of Monday morning to a task force on fraud, 
waste, and abuse," Wolfe recalls Benish telling her. "I said, 'I'm not the 
right person for that kind of job. My background is education, not 
fraud.' " The assistant secretary told her she had no choice; this was an 
emergency and the department needed a "high-level manager" with 
"outstanding management skills" to handle this important project. She 
told Wolfe to leave her key on the desk by the end of the day. 

When Wolfe reported to her new assignment, however, she found 
no emergency and no request for a high-level manager. Her new boss 
did, however, point out that she was lucky to land where she did; 
Heatherly's men had considered transferring her to the "Secretarial Cer
tification Program." Again, WEEA's congressional supporters protested 
the administration's heavy-handed tactics. Finally, three months later, 
Wolfe was told she could reclaim her old job. But when she returned, 
she found the halls filled with strangers. 

Every year, the program must hire 150 outside field readers to review 
grant applications—and under the WEEA act, the readers must under
stand and support educational equity laws and have some educational 
expertise. In Wolfe's absence—just one day, in fact, after she was reas
signed—Heatherly had thrown out her slate of field readers and in
stalled his own: a group of women from Phyllis Schlafly's Eagle Forum. 
"There was a general feeling that there had been too much inbreeding," 
Heatherly explains later of the wholesale dismissal. "New faces were 
needed." These readers weren't picked for their enthusiasm for WEEA's 
goals. As one of them explained it at the time to her hometown paper, 
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the Tulsa World, she was on her way to Washington to help curb a "fem
inist agency" that Reagan wanted abolished. 

The new field readers, for the most part, neither understood nor 
supported educational equity. One reader, whose job was to review ap
plications that would help enforce Title IX, asked the panel's moderator 
plaintively, "What is Title Nine?" Another woman, who was supposed 
to be reviewing applications to help disabled women, wanted to know 
if being a Native American qualified as a "disability." The field reader 
considering applications for educational equity projects for minority 
women was on loan from the infamously discriminatory Bob Jones 
University. They repeatedly rejected grant proposals to alleviate sex dis
crimination on the grounds that discrimination never existed. "Do not 
see the need in project," wrote one field reader in her evaluation. "Most 
girls and boys go into fields," she explained, because "it is [the] way 
parents bring them up and mostly they are born with certain de
sires. . . . [I] just disagree with the whole approach." Another wrote of 
one grant application, "The title of program concerns me." Why? It 
"encourages women not to stay in low-paying jobs but to move up if 
they desire." Finally, the General Accounting Office investigated and 
found that 20 percent of the field readers did not meet a single qualifi
cation for their W E E A jobs and most only barely qualified. And the 
numbers of minority field readers, the G A O noted, had been cut by 75 
percent. The auditors' findings, however, did not discourage the ad
ministration from continuing its campaign against WEEA. 

A year later, Wolfe was ushered into her boss's office one last time. 
Her job had been abolished, she was told, and she would be laid off un
less she cared to accept a new assignment: clerk-typist in the Office of 
Compensatory Education. Wolfe resigned. All five other women on the 
W E E A staff were fired or reassigned—while all five male employees 
were retained. With Wolfe gone, the Education Department immedi
ately demoted the office to the bottom of the bureaucracy—and the di
rector's post to "section chief," a low-authority classification. The job 
went to a career civil servant, who herself was demoted two grades to 
fill the post. "Dethronement," while not swift, had at last succeeded. 

. . . AND IN WITH THE FATHERS 

The Department of Education, which had starred in the campaign to 
usurp the feminists, now directed the effort to crown the fathers. If the 
"pro-family" movement was "pro" anything, it was paternal power. 
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The White House based the "family policy" office in the Education 
Department, a logical enough choice for an administration that viewed 
"family policy" as a series of didactic lectures, not a program offering 
the family economic, medical, or legal assistance. As Gary Bauer, who 
would become the departments family-policy czar, told civil-rights 
leaders: "The values taught on the 'Cosby show would do more to help 
low-income and minority children than a bevy of new federal pro
grams. . . . [A] lot of research indicates that values are much more im
portant, say, than the level of welfare payments." The values he had in 
mind weren't simply familial love and understanding. What Bauer 
found most edifying about "Cosby" was its depiction of a household 
where, as he puts it in a later interview, "children respect their father." 

Bauer was having some trouble himself mustering respect from the 
governmental family he joined in 1981. He entered public service as 
deputy undersecretary for education with visions of launching a "social 
revolution" from his desk. But he was ignored by senior Reagan offi
cials, and even his staff wouldn't mind him; Bauer spent his first two 
years trying to silence the Education Department's remaining moder
ates, who insisted on talking to the press without his permission. Bauer 
finally advanced to director of the Office of Policy Development, only 
to discover that the office's purposes primarily involved public rela
tions. When the administration handed him yet another window-
dressing assignment, chairman of the 1986 task force on the family, 
Bauer exploded. His petulantly worded fifty-two-page report was, as 
Senator Daniel P. Moynihan remarked at the time, "less a policy state
ment than a tantrum." 

"The Family: Preserving America's Future" opens, aptly enough, 
with a quote from that late Victorian champion of endangered mas
culinity, Teddy Roosevelt: "If the mother does not do her duty, there 
will either be no next generation, or a next generation that is worse 
than none at all." Bauer's report proceeds to excoriate all manner of in
dependent women who aren't doing their duty: women who work, 
women who use day care, women who divorce, women who have ba
bies out of wedlock. In the world according to Bauer, wives are forever 
abandoning their husbands and children, throwing away their mar
riages "like paper towels." The report justifies this position not with sta
tistics but with a newspaper cartoon, in which a bride tells her groom, 
"I'm sorry, Sam, I just met my dream man in the reception line." Even 
female poverty is the woman's fault; "more and more," he writes, female 
financial problems "result from personal choices" like seeking a divorce 
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or bearing illegitimate children. O f the offspring of these broken homes, 
Bauer concerns himself only with the fate of the sons (a one-gender fix
ation typical of New Right writings on the subject). He decries the "far 
more detrimental effects of divorce on boys than on girls"—as if di
vorce would matter less if it were the girls who suffered more. 

Bauer's "recommendations" to save the family read more like a list of 
punishments for girls and mothers: bar young single mothers from 
public housing; revive old divorce laws to make it harder for women to 
break the wedding bonds; deny contraceptives to young women. On 
the other hand, he proposes prizes for women who follow his dictates. 
Mothers who stay home, he suggests, should get tax breaks; the more 
babies, the more credits. 

• • • 
" W E ' R E R U N N I N G at 1.8 children per woman in this country," Bauer 
says darkly, on a spring afternoon in the final year of Reagan's tenure. 
He is seated in his cramped suite in the White Houses west wing; if 
square footage is any indicator of federal priorities, saving the family 
ranks low on this administrations list. 

"That's below replacement level," Bauer warns of the impending 
birth dearth. "There are going to be serious consequences for free soci
ety if we continue down this path." Who's to blame? "Militant femi
nists who seemed to hold sway ten years ago couldn't help but have a 
negative influence on the family." The evidence? "Take Kramer vs. 
Kramer. There's that poignant letter the mother leaves behind addressed 
to her son, where she says, 'That's not all there is in life. Mommy has to 
do some other things.' I think that was a real symbol of the times. An 
excuse for women to run out on their responsibilities." 

Other than the "irresponsible" behavior of the celluloid Mrs. 
Kramer—who never actually declared herself a feminist—does Bauer 
have any other proof that feminism hurt the family? "Look at text
books," he offers. "Twenty years ago, women in textbooks were house
wives and in the home. Now, you look at a textbook and what's missing 
is any sign of women in a nurturing role in the family. Now our daugh
ters are being taught that life is not full unless they're stewardesses, re
porters, etc." 

Bauer says "most women" in America have come to share his views; 
they "are discovering you can't have it all. There's some statistical evi
dence that women who decided early on to establish a career, and now 
are getting close to the end of the time they can start a family, feel 
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cheated. Their clock is running out." Asked to provide this "statistical" 
evidence, he says that, alas, it isn't handy. 

Even working women whose biological clocks are in working order, 
Bauer says, "are realizing they'd rather be at home with their children. 
Most women work only because they have to." Mothers should stay 
home for the sake of the children, he says. Children in day care, which 
he characterizes as "Marxist," suffer long-term damaging effects—ac
cording to "many studies," he adds. It comes then as a bit of a surprise 
to learn that Bauer has subjected his own children to this leftist institu
tion—for nine years. 

He can explain it, he says. His use of day care was "different" and 
"better" because he placed his children in "home-based" day care—that 
is, an unlicensed center run out of a woman's living room. (It's unclear 
how this is better: a national review of child abuse statistics at day care 
centers finds that the most incidents of abuse have occurred at such un
licensed sites.) At any rate, Bauer says, a bit defensively, it's not like his 
kids went directly from the maternity ward to the day care nursery. His 
wife, Carol, waited "at least three, four months" before she returned to 
work. "For my wife, it's been a slow process of concluding you can't 
have it all." Carol Bauer, however, remembers events differently. 

"Actually, I went back to work six weeks after Elyse was born," says 
his wife, sitting at their dining room table on a spring morning in 
1988, picking absentmindedly at bread crumbs on the tablecloth. The 
children are out—the older ones at school, the youngest in a "mother's 
day off" program. 

At the time of her daughter Elyse's birth in 1977, Carol Bauer ex
plains, she was a top assistant to Congresswoman Margaret Heckler; 
she couldn't just quit. A lack of federal assistance programs for mothers 
also played a role in her decision: "There's no set leave policy on the 
Hill," she points out. Financial considerations entered into it, too: "We 
had bought a house and we had a mortgage." And then there was that 
other impulse that she just couldn't seem to squelch: "It wasn't just eco
nomics. I enjoyed the intellectual stimulation of the work. I loved 
work." She laughs. "I mean, when I had Elyse, I literally took my work 
with me. After I got out of the hospital, I was working the next day at 
home." 

For years, at eight o'clock every morning, the Bauers dropped off 
Elyse, and eventually their second daughter, Sarah, at day care, put in a 
full day of work, and then picked up the girls on the way home, usually 
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after six o'clock. The children spent so much time at day care, in fact, 
Carol Bauer says, that when it came time for Elyse to enter kinder
garten, they enrolled her in the school in the center's neighborhood 
rather than their own. How did the girls feel about day care? "Oh, 
fine," Carol Bauer says. "They were very happy there. For them it was 
normal." 

What's been harder is Carol Bauer's own adaptation to full-time 
homemaking. National politics had been her obsession since child
hood, when she kept scrapbooks of the presidential elections and 
proudly wore her Republican campaign buttons to school. At Mus
kingum College in Ohio, she majored in political science and had the 
Washington Post mailed to her dorm room. "I had Potomac fever," she 
recalls. "I just couldn't wait to get to Washington. I wanted a career. You 
know, I guess I wanted a family, too, eventually, but what I was really 
dreaming of was a career in politics." 

After graduation, she headed for the capital and moved from re
search assistant in the Republican National Committee to an appoint
ment in Heckler's congressional office, where she rose quickly to the 
top executive post. She was especially pleased to be on the staff of one 
of the few congresswomen. "There was something about working for a 
woman who had managed to do it all," she says. When Heckler took 
charge of the Department of Health and Human Services, Carol Bauer 
came with her in a part-time position. But then the Reagan administra
tion forced Heckler from office. The new H H S Secretary, Otis Bowen, 
asked Bauer to stay and help with the transition. She agreed—but with 
her role model and her power base gone, the job soon lost its appeal. 
"That was the most difficult part of my career," she says. "One day 
you're the top aide to the secretary, the next day you're not part of the 
in-crowd anymore. I felt like something akin to a fifth wheel." He also 
refused to give her the flexible schedule she had had under Heckler. Fi
nally, she quit in the late fall of 1986—announcing that her children 
needed her at home. 

But nesting, she has discovered, has its trials. "It was a long winter," 
she says of her first season at home. "It was quite an adjustment." She 
pauses. "It still is." The first months were the worst: "I felt rather iso
lated. I was so used to going to Washington." She tried to make the best 
of her new circumstances. "By last spring I decided if I'm going to be 
home, I would have to get involved in other things. So this school year, 
I'm in the Mantua Women's Club; I'm on the board of the baby-sitting 
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co-op, I do PTA work. It gives me some satisfaction." She shrugs. "Also, 
I still talk to my office. And I pump Gary for information every night 
at dinner." 

This year, she says, her eldest daughter, Elyse, is running for presi
dent of student council. And the other day, Sarah came home from first 
grade, modeling what Carol Bauer calls "my dream T-shirt." Her 
daughter had inscribed it in art class with her life's goals: "Go to college. 
Practice. Get a job." 

J U S T NOT ENOUGH GOOD WOMEN 

Gary Bauer never made much headway with his legislative program to 
promote homemaking. The $5,000 personal tax exemption he envi
sioned for families with housewives would have cost the deficit-stricken 
government about $20 billion a year in lost tax revenues. But while 
New Right men like Bauer lost many of their bureaucratic battles, they 
would eventually win the war for the national political agenda. In that 
struggle, the 1984 presidential election figured as a crucial turning 
point—the Democratic party's last stand for women's rights. 

By nominating Representative Géraldine Ferraro to the vice presi
dential spot on the ticket, the Democrats boldly advertised to women 
the clear differences between the parties. The measure did not go unap
preciated; it earned the Democrats new support from millions of fe
male voters, who contributed more money to Ferraro's campaign fund 
than women had ever donated to any candidate's coffers. In fact, for the 
first time, a Democratic vice presidential candidate received as much in 
political contributions as the candidate at the top of the ticket. The Demo
cratic National Committee added 26,000 new names to its rolls, the 
largest campaign-year increase ever spurred by a single candidate. And 
Ferraro's presence encouraged other aspiring female politicians. The 
number of women running for Senate more than tripled and the num
ber of female congressional candidates jumped to a record high. 

Ferraro's nomination also inspired instantaneous backlash from the 
New Right Reaganites, who attacked her not as a politician but as a 
woman—and, more specifically, as a "radical left-wing feminist." Be
fore the T V cameras, they repeatedly suggested that her gender would 
render her incapable of defending the nation. Behind the scenes, they 
launched a series of whispering campaigns, all focused on her sexuality. 
"There were rumors about me being involved in lesbianism," Ferraro 



280 Susan Faludi 

recalls, "about me having affairs, about me having an abortion." The 
leaders of the antiabortion movement pursued her with vindictiveness. 
They even followed her around in a blimp. 

Though many political candidates in the '80s were subjected to 
harsh attacks and close scrutiny, the assault on Ferraro was unprece
dented: It wasn't her behavior that was on trial, but her husband John 
Zaccaro's; she was to be punished for his management of some muddy 
New York real estate deals. Ferraro herself was no promoter of that pro
fession—in fact, the Realtors association had given her an 88 percent 
disapproval rating. She was excoriated for her husband's reluctance to 
disclose his tax returns—while Bush was unscathed after placing his 
own assets in a blind trust, thus avoiding having to reveal his tax re
turns. Rumors about Zaccaro's improprieties were floated first by the 
New Right magazine Human Events and the right-wing Accuracy in 
Media. The Washington press corps probed the business practices of 
this small-time landlord as if he would soon be managing the White 
House budget. And reporters applied themselves with a perseverance 
that was to be notably absent four years later in the reporting on 
George Bush's role in the Iran-Contra affair. The Philadelphia Inquirer 
assigned thirty reporters to the Zaccaro story. Even after Ferraro re
leased her family's tax returns and reviewed them in excruciating detail 
at a one-and-a-half-hour nationally televised news conference, investi
gations of "her" finances persisted, ranging far afield of her bank ac
count. The press even looked into long-ago business associations of 
Ferraro's father (dead since she was eight) and Ferraro's husband's father. 
As columnist Richard Reeves, one of the few journalists to step back 
from the fray, remarked at the time, "The stoning of Géraldine Ferraro 
in the public square goes on and on, and no one steps forward to help 
or protest—not even one of her kind." 

In the end, as myriad postelection polls demonstrated, neither the 
scandal over Zaccaro's business affairs nor Ferraro's presence on the 
ticket contributed to the Democrats' defeat. A recovering economy re
turned the White House to Republican hands. Nearly 80 percent of 
voters polled by Newsweek said the flap over Ferraro's husband did not 
figure in their voting decision. Voters weren't rejecting the possibility of 
a woman in high office either. In fact, a national survey after the 1984 
election found that having seen Ferraro on the campaign trail, one-
quarter of the electorate was now more inclined to vote for a female can
didate. Moreover, exit polls found that among voters who cast their 
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ballot on the basis of the second person on the ticket, Ferraro had the 
edge over Vice President Bush. 

But history has a way of rewriting itself: "Polling indicated that she 
detracted from, rather than added to, Mondale's electoral strength," an 
article in the National Review decreed a year after the campaign. It did 
not cite these mystery polls. Other political analysts in the media char
acterized Ferraro's appearance on the ticket as the Democratic "surren
der" to feminists—and they blamed these feminists for making Mondale 
look "weak" to the electorate. Democratic party leaders charged that 
women were responsible for the party's poor showing and women had 
had too much influence in the campaign and were driving away white 
men. Writer Nicholas Davidson asserted that Mondale "was under the 
gun from feminists—far more so than from other constituencies. Such 
was the feminist stick." Washington Post columnist Richard Cohen 
complained that Mondale had been "henpecked" and had succumbed to 
"the hectoring and—yes—threats of the organized women's movement." 
He has been reduced to "a stock American wimp" and "might as well sit 
out the campaign in an easy chair, munching a Dagwood sandwich." 

Eventually, Ferraro would internalize much of this revisionist his
tory, too—and turn on herself. In subsequent press interviews, Ferraro 
said that if she had it to do over, she wouldn't have run for office. Ac
cepting the nomination wasn't "fair" to her husband, she said. And she 
backed off from plans to run for the Senate in 1986. 

"[T]he defeat of one woman is often read as a judgment on all 
women," Ferraro wrote in her memoirs. And indeed, her rough experi
ence during the campaign and her much publicized regrets later trans
lated similarly in the minds of many American women. In 1984, 53 
percent of women in a national poll said they believed a woman would 
be president by the year 2000; in 1987, only 40 percent expected it. 
Women who aspired to a career in politics were even more demoralized 
by Ferraro's public drubbing. By 1988, recruiters from both parties 
suddenly encountered difficulties finding women willing to run for of
fice. The bipartisan Women's Campaign Fund had trouble giving away 
its seed money. Ruth Mandel, director of the Center for the American 
Woman and Politics, kept hearing potential women candidates beg off 
with the same reason; they feared "the Ferraro factor." The popular Cal
ifornia secretary of state, March Fong Eu, backed away from a U .S . 
Senate bid that year on the Democratic ticket. Her reason: her husband 
didn't want to have to disclose his finances like Ferraro's husband. 
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On Election Day, only two women (both Republicans) were on the 
ballot in the 1988 U.S . Senate race, down from ten in 1984. It was 
the smallest number of women running for Senate in a decade. On the 
House side, the number of female candidates slipped, too. And in every 
category of statewide executive races—from governor to lieutenant gov
ernor to secretary of state to state treasurer to state auditor—women's 
numbers plunged. Female gubernatorial candidates, for example, 
dropped to two, from eight just two years earlier. Only in state legislative 
races did the number of women running increase slightly—and even 
here, the growth rate had dropped substantially from previous years. 

When the election results came in for 1988, both women who ran 
for U .S . Senate had lost, leaving the Senate with its usual two women. 
(The last time women broke out of that holding pattern was in 1953— 
when the Senate boasted a grand total of three women.) On the House 
side, only two new women were elected in 1988, down from four in 
1986. Overall, the percentage of women in both the U.S . Congress and 
state legislatures had stalled, and the proportion of women in statewide 
elective office had shrunk to 12 percent from 15 percent just a year ear
lier—the first decline in eleven years. 

• • • 
O N A bitterly cold morning in January 1988 in Des Moines, Iowa, 
more than one thousand delegates gathered in the city's convention 
center for the Women's Agenda Conference. The women were there to 
make their wishes known to the presidential hopefuls. But candidates 
were scarce. Not one of the six men in the Republican presidential pri
mary showed up for the conference's central event, the Presidential 
Forum; and only two even bothered to decline their invitations. Two of 
the Democrats were also absent: Gary Hart and Albert Gore. It wasn't 
that this was a "radical feminist" event: the bipartisan conference was 
sponsored by the National Federation of Business and Professional 
Women's Clubs, a national association with a moderate reputation and 
a majority Republican membership. It wasn't that the timing or loca
tion was bad: the candidates were all milling about Iowa in January for 
the primary, desperate for publicity. It wasn't that they hadn't been 
given enough notice: The invitations had been sent out the previous 
June. It wasn't that the candidates had more pressing commitments: 
one of them even went fishing that day. That left only one explanation. 
As the organization's executive director, Republican Linda Dorian, re
luctantly concluded, "There is something deeply troubling about the 
way Republican candidates view women." 
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Mostly, the 1988 Republican candidates preferred not to view 
women at all. They represented a growing Republican problem that the 
party's leaders would just as soon not spotlight. The "gender gap" ap
peared in the 1980 election, when for the first time more women than 
men favored the Democrats (by a 5 to 7 percent margin), and Gallup 
polls began reporting that the Democratic party was enjoying as much 
as a 19 percent edge among women. On the top of the ticket on Elec
tion Day, exit polls found, men and women parted company: a major
ity of men (55 percent) cast their ballot for Reagan, but only a minority 
of women (47 percent). The split along gender lines was greater than in 
any previous presidential election—and striking enough to inspire 
Reagan to commission pollster Richard Wirthlin to investigate how to 
combat it in the next election. 

That same year, in an unprecedented fissure that went unnoted in 
the press, a feminist gap also emerged. Women's rights, in fact, would 
become the only issue on which Carter led Reagan in the polls. The 
first substantial feminist vote surfaced—and, as political scientist Ethel 
Klein observed in her study of national voting patterns, it was a vote 
that surfaced only among women. It was "the first election," Klein 
noted, "in which there was a group of voters having a preferred candi
date on women's rights issues that could be mobilized around a feminist 
vote." By 1988, in fact, a remarkable 40 percent of women who favored 
equal rights said in a poll that they would like to have a "feminist 
party." The greatest fear of suffrage's opponents sixty years ago was fi
nally threatening to come true: a significant number of women were 
beginning to constitute a bloc of voters who cast their ballots indepen
dently of men. 

As the decade progressed, the gender gap widened—for Reagan, at 
times, by as much as 17 percent—and, with it, women's power to sway 
elections. By 1984, female votes decided more elections than men's. By 
1986, the gender gap returned the Senate to Democratic control; in 
nine critical Senate races, women favored the Democrat who won, men 
the Republicans who lost. In 1988, the gender gap would be a factor in 
over forty state elections. The gender gap's effect was further strength
ened by women's increasingly large numerical edge at the polls. Female 
voters outnumbered men in 1980 by 5.5 million votes; by 1984, for the 
first time a higher proportion of women than men voted; by 1988, 
women were casting 10 million more ballots than men. 

By 1988 the voting preferences of men and women had diverged so 
much that at one point in the presidential race, polls picked up a 24 
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percent gender gap in favor of Democratic candidate Michael Dukakis. 
It was single women, whether unwed, divorced, or widowed, who con
tributed most dramatically to the gap, along with working, educated, 
professional, young, and black women. In other words, Dukakis's sup
porters who gave him this huge female advantage were women who 
most supported a feminist agenda of pay equity, social equality, and re
productive rights. 

G O P leaders weren't oblivious to this threat: Republican chairman 
Frank Fahrenkopf, Jr., warned his colleagues during the 1988 presiden
tial race, "We are particularly vulnerable, if I can use that word, among 
young women between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five who 
work outside the home and particularly within that subgroup, those 
young women who are single parents." This shouldn't have come as a 
surprise: female-headed households had suffered disproportionately 
from Reagan domestic policy, losing billions of dollars in desperately 
needed child care assistance, medical aid, legal services, nurtritional 
supplements, and subsidized housing. 

One solution, of course, would have been for the Republicans to try 
to win over this expanding female, and feminist, vote by pursuing pro
gressive social policies—policies that the majority of American women 
clearly supported. Instead, G O P leaders cold-shouldered women and 
chased twice as desperately after men. None took positions that the ma
jority of women support—from the right to abortion to social welfare 
funding to the Equal Rights Amendment. And those who once did take 
such stances were busy recanting them. Bush, Robert Dole, and Pete 
D u Pont all backed away from previous, more profeminist postures. 
Bush used to support the ERA, legal abortion, and federally funded 
birth-control services. The very federal contraceptive program he 
would attack in the '80s, in fact, was the one he had co-sponsored as a 
congressman in 1970—with the pronouncement then, "No one has to 
feel timid about discussing birth control anymore." Now, though, Bush 
and Republican party officials shied away from all but the most sym
bolic, and empty, expressions of support for women. At the 1988 Re
publican National Convention, the party's officers paid homage to 
women in one respect only: they gave out plaques to four good moth
ers, including Representative Jack Kemp's wife Joanne, who had put 
their careers on hold when they had children. 

Rather than meeting the demands of women, the G O P men struck 
macho stands that they hoped would impress their own sex. Bush 
hoped especially to prove his manly mettle to members of the press 
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corps, who seemed as obsessed with the "wimp factor" as the male 
politicians they were covering. "I get furious," Bush assured them. "I go 
ballistic. I really do and I bawl people out. O f course, everyone's run
ning for cover." He even predicted, more wistfully than assertively, 
"Maybe I'll turn out to be a Teddy Roosevelt." 

During the race, Bush's campaign managers dismissed questions 
about women's rights; they were too trivial to warrant comment, they 
said. "We're not running around and dealing with a lot of so-called 
women's issues," Bush's press secretary indignantly told the New York 
Times. When Bush summoned a group of elected officials to advise him 
during the campaign, only one was a woman. While the candidate 
claimed that opposition to abortion was a cornerstone of his campaign, 
he didn't give this critical concern of women's much apparent thought. 
When asked in a televised debate if he was "prepared to brand a woman 
a criminal for this decision," he said, "I haven't sorted out the penal
ties." His one seeming nod in the direction of working women's needs 
during the campaign was a penny-ante child care proposal that would 
give the poorest working families about $20 a week in tax breaks. This 
pocket change was supposed to pay for basic child care that, on average, 
costs four times as much. In the end, the Bush campaign's only real ges
ture to women was, incredibly, the selection of Dan Quayle. His youth
ful blond looks, Republican leaders told journalists, would surely 
charm the ladies. 

The Democrats would seem the obvious beneficiaries of women's 
deepening alienation from the Republican party. (Indeed, the 1988 Los 
Angeles Times Mirror survey on the electorate found the biggest propor
tion of women defined themselves as 1960s-style Democrats, identify
ing with '60s-era peace and civil rights movements; the smallest 
proportion of men, by contrast, identified with this group.) Yet, by 
1988, Democratic candidates and leaders were so preoccupied with 
proving their macho credentials and adopting their "pro-family" strat
egy that they nearly wiped women's rights off the party slate. Paul Kirk, 
chairman of the Democratic National Committee, announced that 
such "narrow" issues as the Equal Rights Amendment and the right to 
abortion—both supported by large majorities of American voters—had 
no place on the party platform. Then he tried to disband the party's 
women's caucuses—after explicitly promising during his campaign for 
chairman that he wouldn't. Meanwhile, the Democratic Leadership 
Council quietly omitted abortion rights from its agenda. 

In 1984, when women were still being courted by the Democrats, 
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the Democratic National Committee held a gala dinner party to honor 
its women, and every presidential candidate spoke before the national 
women's caucuses. In 1988, the party for Democratic women was liter
ally over. Not only was there no honorary banquet that year, during the 
four days of the women's caucuses, no presidential candidates showed 
up. Dukakis sent his wife; and his running mate, Senator Lloyd 
Bentsen, was the only prominent male figure to address the women. In 
Dukakis's acceptance speech at the Democratic convention, he did not 
once mention reproductive freedom. Nor, for that matter, did he take a 
position on sex discrimination, pay equity, or the ERA. He didn't offer 
even a vague endorsement of women's rights. The closest he came was 
an allusion to the importance of child care. Like his Republican fellows, 
he could envision women only when they were tucked snugly into the 
family unit. 

By turning his back on women, Dukakis managed to turn off his 
greatest source of support. The 24 percent gender gap that he enjoyed 
that summer quickly shriveled to less than 8 percent by Election Day. 
Only then, after the votes had all been counted, did Bush's men talk 
about the gap—to claim Dukakis's failure as their success. "The major 
accomplishment of Bush/Quayle was the closing of the gender gap," 
Bush's polling consultant, Vince Breglio, crowed later. "It was critical to 
winning." Breglio claimed the G O P won women over by playing up 
child care and a "kinder, gentler" agenda. But the exit polls show this 
victory to be a less than resounding one; Bush got 49 to 50 percent of 
the female vote, not a real majority, and women's affiliation with the 
G O P party actually fell an additional four percentage points in 1988. 
(Only 26 percent of women were calling themselves Republicans in the 
polls that year.) The G O P party only "won" the battle over the gender 
gap by default. Dukakis, for all his muscle-man flexing, never once 
summoned the courage to punch through Bush's family-values facade. 
Donna Brazile, the one member of Dukakis's campaign staff who dared 
to comment in public about the possible hypocrisy lurking behind 
Bush's family-man show, was fired for her frankness—and a nervous 
Dukakis hastily apologized to Bush for his aide's indiscretion. 

Far from protesting their candidate's desertion of the female popula
tion, most women in the Democratic party seemed to be studying to be 
ladies, by suffering in silence. When a few women at the caucuses dared 
to challenge Bentsen for his poor record on women's issues, their in
quiries were immediately shushed—by other women in the room. 
When feminist writer Barbara Ehrenreich approached a prominent fe-
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male politician about sponsoring a bill on women's economic rights, 
she was told to forget it. "We're not doing women's issues' anymore," 
the politician's aide told Ehrenreich—before she even had a chance to 
describe the proposal. "We're doing 'family issues.' " 

Such traditional "feminine" protestations recall the demurrals of 
second-generation suffragists in the early 20th century. They, too, tried 
the ladylike strategy; they quit speaking of the need for equality and 
began claiming that they only wanted to be the guardians of mother
hood and domesticity, the "housekeepers" of national politics. Their 
genteel redecorating efforts even papered over the centerpiece—the 
women's vote became the "Home Protection" ballot. Nearly a century 
later, their counterparts in Washington politics would wrap themselves 
once more in the family flag. Women's political groups began billing 
themselves, first and foremost, as maternal champions; they launched a 
Great American Family Tour and a "Family Matters" survey, kicked off 
by a T V special featuring "thirtysomething" s maternal goddess, Hope 
Steadman. In a final press mailing a few days before the election, the 
National Women's Political Caucus and the Women's Vote Project is
sued a thick packet that focused with virtual exclusivity on "family" is
sues. Women should go to the polls, the enclosures instructed, because 
"America's Families Need Our Votes." What about what American 
women needed? The packet didn't say. 

Protecting the interests of families and children, of course, belongs 
in any comprehensive vision of social welfare. And the efforts of 
women's groups to aid the family were legitimate, necessary—and far 
more sincere than the "save the family" cant recited by so many disin
genuous presidential candidates. ("I do hope we can move on to mat
ters of importance and stop playing games with this parental leave and 
child care," Senate Republican leader Bob Dole griped in Congress— 
the same year he was running for president under a pro-family banner.) 
But by allowing themselves to be restricted to family issues alone, 
women in politics wound up hamstrung and pigeonholed. By "choos
ing" to neglect women's issues for the sake of the family cause, female 
politicians succumbed to yet another of the backlash's you-can't-have-
it-all axioms. Women could only ask for child care and parental leave 
by not asking for educational opportunities, pay equity, and reproduc
tive freedom. Not only was this unfair, the half-a-loaf strategy didn't 
even work. All the child care and parental leave bills that year were de
feated. 

As the "pro-family" ideology expanded into the center of American 
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politics, it pushed women to the fringes. By the end of the decade, the 
vanishing act had become so accepted that it barely attracted notice. 
While women's status in politics received a tangible amount of press 
coverage in early-'80s election news, the media's interest evaporated by 
the decade's final presidential race. The day after the election, the Wash
ington Post ran a fourteen-page special election section; it included 
nothing on women. In the week after the 1988 election, the New York 
Times devoted more than thirty pages to reviewing and analyzing the 
electoral results. Only two paragraphs, in the last column of a general 
story on political trends, mentioned the gender gap—even though the 
gap decided at least five House seats, evicted several G O P congressmen, 
and cleaved voting patterns in congressional elections overall (with a 
majority of women voting for Democrats, a majority of men for Re
publicans). While a raft of articles probed the election results from the 
vantage of every conceivable interest group, no story focused on the fate 
of female candidates. So, not only did the numbers of women elected 
to national political offices shrink, the public was never informed of 
this serious setback to American women in politics. 

In January 1989, days after Bush's inauguration and exactly a year 
after the first Women's Agenda Conference, female politicians and ac
tivists assembled for the conference's second session. Even though Bush 
hadn't bothered to show up last year, the delegates were still hopeful. 
Prominent women in politics predicted that Bush would now drop the 
campaign's opportunistic antifeminist veneer and show his true colors 
as a champion of women. But Bush turned down his invitation to 
speak yet again, sending a videotape this time. On it, he promised "to 
keep talking" to the women. O f course, on tape he'd never hear their 
side of the conversation. 

A PARTY OF ONE'S OWN 

The summer after the election, the National Organization for Women 
met in Cincinnati, just three weeks after the Supreme Court's famous 
Webster decision restricting women's right to an abortion, and just as 
the Bush administration was applauding the court's historic retreat 
from reproductive choice. Some N O W delegates, weary of what they 
saw as an endless round of betrayals of women by both political parties, 
proposed the convention talk about forming a third party, one that 
would, among other causes, champion women's equality. The motion 
passed unanimously. 
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The press, which generally ignored N O W conventions, exploded 
with outrage, anger, and derision. "Not NOW—It 's Time for Consen
sus, not Conflict," ordered the Washington Post's Outlook editor Jodie 
Allen in an opinion piece. "Somebody has to say it, Molly Yard [ N O W 
president], shut up." As for the rest of the N O W leadership, the editor 
ordered, "[R]ework your act or bow off the stage." The dozens of other 
editorial temper tantrums were little different. Some sample headlines: 
"NOW Puts Her Worst Foot Forward," "NOW's Fantasy," and "NOW's 
Flirtation With Suicide." Newsweek warned that "the shrill voices of 
N O W ' could destroy the pro-choice movement and quoted an anony
mous attendee of the conference, who supposedly said, "I wish we 
could take out a contract on Molly Yard." (Given that the conference 
gave unanimous support to the third-party proposal, this dissenter's 
identity is something of a mystery.) 

In its overheated response to the proposal, the press managed to get 
the story all wrong. They accused N O W president Molly Yard of foist
ing the third-party idea on the convention delegates, but grass-roots 
delegates came up with the proposal in a workshop, proposed it, and 
passed it—while a startled N O W leadership stood and watched. The 
leaders, in fact, had proposed a much more modest work-inside-the-
party plan; Yard had only suggested calling for gender balance on the 
two parties' slates. And these delegates were hardly the "rabid radicals" 
that the media conjured: because it wasn't an election year for NOW's 
leadership, many longtime activists and members from the more liberal 
East and West coasts had stayed home. The delegates dominating this 
conference were midwestern, middle American women; in fact, an un
usually large proportion of them had joined N O W for the first time 
that year. Further, their resolution didn't even call for a new party— 
only for "an exploratory commission" to consider the possibility of hav
ing one. And the party the delegates wished to consider wasn't even, as 
the press had dubbed it, a "woman's party"; the delegates defined it 
broadly as a human-rights party that would confront racial inequality, 
poverty, pollution, and militarism, too. 

The phobic response from the press corps and members of the polit
ical establishment—who, from the president to the Democratic Na
tional Committee chairman to the governors of Maine and Michigan, 
provided a bountiful supply of condemnatory quotes—was even more 
ludicrously out of proportion when one recalls that half of the last 
forty-nine presidential elections have all been three-party elections, 
seemingly without damage to the American political process. N o edito-
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rial writers proposed taking a contract out on John Anderson or Barry 
Commoner when they made their third-party bids just eight years ear
lier. (It might also be pointed out that the Republican party itself began 
life as a third party and elected Lincoln in a four-party race.) That an al
most timidly worded proposal could generate such fury stunned N O W 
leaders. "I mean, normally we have to really work for the press to pay 
even the slightest attention!" a baffled Eleanor Smeal, former N O W 
president, says. "For the president of the United States of America to 
mention the N O W resolution [in a T V interview] is unfathomable, in
credible! . . . The only thing I can conclude is that many of the powers-
that-be are worried." 

The hail of disdain poured on NOW's third-party proposal achieved 
its aim: extinguishing the spark of an idea before it had a chance to 
spread. Leaders of one women's rights organization after another rushed 
to the public podium to prove their personal distaste for the women's 
party—often in ladylike language. Kate Michelman, executive director 
of the National Abortion Rights Action League, even called reporters 
while she was on vacation to say that she opposed the third-party plan, 
because she didn't want the many "friends" of women in the G O P and 
Democratic parties "to feel like we're going to abandon them." This was 
a far different response from 1980, when feminist leaders used the 
third-party card to force the Democratic party to support a full 
women's rights agenda: they threatened then to endorse independent 
candidate John Anderson if the Democratic party didn't put the ERA, 
abortion rights, and child care on its agenda. 

The intense mockery that the third-party idea provoked should have 
tipped off women in politics to the equally intense insecurity such 
taunts concealed. Smeal was probably right; the powers-that-be were 
worried. The political establishment had to deride NOW's proposal as 
"cockeyed" and "silly" because it was in fact neither—it was credible 
and threatening. After all, of all the battles that Bush faced in the '88 
race, it was the candidate's successful combat against the gender gap 
that his advisers singled out as the "major accomplishment" of his cam
paign. "Is it all over for white males?" asked veteran newsman David 
Brinkley, floating the question nervously on the air as he anchored 
N B C ' s television coverage of the 1988 Democratic national conven
tion. Political commentator George Will returned a gaze of equal con
sternation and replied, yes, it did seem they were witnessing "the eclipse 
of the white male." Behind them, a Democratic podium was awash in 
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a sea of white male faces—but that hardly mattered to the two male 
pundits. 

By the close of the decade, it didn't require an overactive imagination 
to sense the anger and alienation of the majority of American women— 
first cheated by the Reagan administration, then shut out of the 1988 
presidential campaign and finally demoralized by the Webster decision 
restricting abortion. Women's anger was, in fact, surfacing in spectacu
lar ways in the national polls. A 1989 Yankelovich Clancy Shulman sur
vey found that a majority of women believed both the Democratic and 
Republican parties were "out of touch with the average American woman." 
And who did they believe was "in touch"? A majority of women cited the 
following three groups: NOW, the leaders of the women's rights move
ment, and feminists. When analyzed by age, the Yankelovich survey re
sults painted a grim picture indeed for the future status of the 
Democratic and Republican parties: younger women in the poll identi
fied the least of any age group with the traditional parties—and the 
most with feminist groups and leaders. Among women twenty-two to 
twenty-nine years old, only 36 percent believed Republicans were in 
touch with the average woman; on the other hand, 73 percent of these 
young women said N O W was in touch with their needs. The youngest 
women, sixteen to twenty-one, weighed in with the most overwhelming 
figures—83 percent of them believed N O W spoke for them. 

By the close of the decade, women could have constituted an im
mensely powerful voting bloc—if only women's-rights and other pro
gressive leaders had mobilized their vast numbers. But in the 1980s, the 
backlash in the capital kept this historic political opportunity for 
women in check—with a steady strafing of ostracism, hostility, and 
ridicule. The women most discouraged by this bombardment, under
standably, were the ones in closest range. And so, just as the middle 
American women at NOW's midwestern convention were ready to take 
action, many of their female leaders in Washington were running for 
cover. 





11 

The Backlash Brain Trust: 
From Neocons to Neofems 

TH E N E W R I G H T ' S L E A D E R S could never have marketed the back
lash alone. They may have enjoyed unlimited airtime on Falwell's 

"Old-Time Gospel Hour," but their thundering oratory would never 
go over on "Good Morning America." Their antifeminist tracts may 
have made the evangelical best-seller lists, but the big publishing houses 
weren't exactly clamoring for paperback rights. Entree to the national 
forum awaited cooler talking heads, intermediaries with the proper 
media polish and academic credentials to translate fiery tirades against 
women's independence into tempered soundbites and acclaimed hard
covers. 

The backlash's emissaries reported from all scholarly outposts; they 
were philosophers invoking the classics, social scientists brandishing 
math scores, and anthropologists claiming aboriginal evidence of 
women's proper place. But they weren't just academic authorities. They 
were also popular writers and speakers; they were mentors in the men's 
and even women's movements. These middlemen and women did not 
ally themselves with any single ideological camp, either; indeed, their 
endorsements helped spread antifeminist sentiments across the political 
spectrum. While at the start of the decade, the most celebrated of them 
were neoconservative commentators, by the decade's end, theoreticians 
who identified with liberal and leftist causes crowded onto the backlash 
dais, too. By the early '90s, Reaganite author George Gilder ceded the 
platform to leftist intellectual Christopher Lasch, who was castigating 
pro-choice women and calling for a constitutional ban on divorce for 
couples with children. 

While a few of these thinkers openly denounced women's demand 
for equality, most professed neutrality. They were engaged in a philo-
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sophical, not a personal, discourse over female independence. When 
they said feminism had wounded women, they were speaking only as 
informed and concerned bystanders, surveying the feminist-crime 
scene from an objective distance. The public could trust their judg
ments. Unlike the New Right, they had no brief against the feminist 
movement. They just wanted what was best for women. 

In fact, some of the backlash experts were even women who claimed 
to be feminists. Some classified themselves as second-generation "neo-
feminists," speaking up for "mothers' rights." Others brandished mem
bership cards from the early days of the women's movement; they were 
feminist writers of the '70s now issuing revisionist texts. And then there 
were the unwitting and unwilling messengers—feminist scholars, who 
watched in dismay as their studies of gender difference were distorted 
by the backlash's burgeoning staff of zealous interpreters. 

The experts who delivered the backlash to the public were a diverse 
and unrelated clan who defied political or social generalization—but 
they all carried personal baggage when they stepped up to the mike. 
Their interest in examining women's status may have been genuine, 
their intellectual curiosity keen enough. But they were also moved by 
private yearnings and animosities and vanities that they barely recog
nized or understood themselves. Like the men and women of the New 
Right and Reagan camps, they, too, struggled in their domestic and 
professional lives with the wrenching social transformations that the 
last two decades had brought. And, as seems inevitable in such stressful 
periods between the sexes, personal anxiety and intellectual inquiry 
would eventually fuse to make women a "problem" demanding feverish 
and microscopic study, a blight on the national landscape worthy of 
endless beard-pulling and pontification. In their own lives, women may 
or may not have been the source of trouble, but in their writings and 
speeches, "Woman" became the all-purpose screen on which so many 
private apprehensions and apparitions might be projected. 

The donnish robes of many of these backlash thinkers cloaked im
pulses that were less than scholarly. Some of them were academics who 
believed that feminists had cost them in advancement, tenure, and 
honors; they found the creation of women's studies not just profession
ally but personally disturbing and invasive, a trespasser trampling across 
their campus lawns. Some of them were writers who believed feminist 
authors and editors had overshadowed their literary careers or monop
olized the publishing industry. Others were theorists trying to come to 
terms with very untheoretical changes in their own domiciles and mar-
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riages. Still others were political tacticians fighting unresolved, decade-
old personal battles with women's rights organizations or brooding over 
real and imagined slights from feminist leaders. And many others were 
simply publicity seekers, looking to restore former fame that they had 
originally won by taking a stand in favor of women's rights. 

It would be neither feasible nor advisable here to attempt to psycho
analyze these individual men and women. Nor would it be fair; they 
took on the women's movement for a tangled set of reasons—of which 
private circumstance is but one. The point is not to reduce the backlash 
theorists to psychological case studies but to widen the consideration of 
their ideas to include some less recognized factors—from professional 
grievances to domestic role strains—that played important contribu
tory roles in shaping these thinkers' attitudes toward feminism. 

The brief cameos that follow are not meant, either, to represent a 
comprehensive catalog of the many scholars, writers, and speakers who 
stirred the backlash stew. There were simply too many cooks—from 
brand names to mere media blips—who helped make the backlash 
palatable for public consumption. The succeeding pages offer instead a 
sampler of anointed spokespersons—thumbnail sketches of some lofty 
experts who could also be frightened or confused people, bluffing or 
blowharding or bullying their way through a trying and bewildering 
time of change. 

GEORGE GILDER: "AMERICA'S NUMBER-ONE ANTIFEMINIST" 

When the United States invaded Cambodia in 1970, a twenty-nine-
year-old George Gilder, then a spokesman for the liberal Republican 
Senator Charles M c C . Mathias, found himself "besieged" by antiwar 
protesters who demanded to know how the congressman could claim 
both to oppose the invasion and support the president. They derided 
Gilder, too. "In their view, I might be against the war," he recalled, "but 
I was part of the 'system.'" One evening, having squeezed his way 
through a sea of shouting demonstrators, Gilder sat at home and 
brooded. His feelings of "uneasiness" that night, as he would write later, 
"reached beyond the dilemmas of my job. I also had qualms about my 
virility." 

Not only was I avoiding enemy fire in Southeast Asia, I was also 
shunning full commitment in Washington. Thousands of young 
men and women would be marching the next day full of moral 
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fervor, while I would be worrying about violence, about affronting 
powerful senators who might vote for peace. 

In a way, I knew my commitment was deeper, more practical, 
professional. But it didn't allow a fusion of physical and emotional 
engagement: a delivery of myself to the group and the cause. 

After much soul-searching, he settled on a solution—jogging. "A 
good run could give me a sense of manliness and moral sufficiency 
often lasting several hours." As Gilder was puffing up the hill to the 
Washington Monument, an object fell from the sky and suddenly he 
was "bowled to the ground in the darkness, as if by a bullet in the gut 
or a noose at the neck." The police had mistaken him for a protester 
and lobbed a tear gas canister in his direction. It hadn't actually hit him, 
but it was "baptism by fire" nonetheless. "As I stood there on the 
h i l l . . . I was not exactly pensive or philosophical," he writes. "I was 
surprised by a surge of elation. It might not be history but it had made 
me part of the flow of events. I saw that I must have been one of the 
very first demonstration casualties. Perhaps the first." 

The baptism did not convert Gilder to the antiwar movement, but it 
did give him an "immediate connection" and, in its communal after
glow, he ran up to four demonstrators parked outside his apartment to 
tell them "my story." The protesters—three men and a woman—told 
him their story: they needed a place to crash. "In the spirit of the mo
ment," Gilder writes, "I invited them to stay the night." 

The male houseguests wouldn't leave in the morning—or the next 
day. Day after day, Gilder came home to find the guys sprawled on the 
couch, his living room littered with marijuana butts, his refrigerator 
picked clean. When Gilder delicately broached the subject of a possible 
departure date, their leader taunted him with a switchblade. Finally, 
Gilder packed his bags and fled, taking temporary refuge at a "girl's" 
house. "I guess in a way they kicked me out," he writes. 

When he finally ventured back a week later, he was relieved to dis
cover that the squatters had cleared out—though they had taken his 
turntable, records, and food with them. But they had left behind a lone 
fifteen-year-old girl, asleep in his bed. Against this solitary female inter
loper, Gilder found he could stand tall. He booted Goldilocks out of 
his bedroom and "sent her packing." 

The following year, Gilder moved back to Harvard Square with 
hopes of launching a career as a "famous writer," a family tradition— 
among the women anyway. An exceptional number of his female rela-
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tives, as he notes, had been successful and even distinguished authors 
and playwrights. (Gilder was also raised by the Rockefellers after his fa
ther, David Rockefeller's college roommate, was killed in World War 
II—an environment that no doubt contributed to greater expecta
tions.) As he recalls later, he had hoped to become the social commen
tator of the era's turbulent national scene—a literary figure on the order 
of Joan Didion, his designated role model. In the meantime, however, 
he was editing the Ripon Forum, the newspaper of the liberal Republi
can Ripon Society. 

At the offices of this Republican newsletter, he would face another, 
more directly political, threat of eviction from his own turf. After he 
wrote an article praising President Nixon's veto of a day care bill, the 
"feminists" at the Ripon Forum ganged up on him, he says; they lobbied 
for his ouster. Even worse, they got media notice by bad-mouthing 
him. "Several of them got on the 'Today' show with Barbara Walters," 
he recalls. "I mean, here was this obscure magazine that had virtually no 
subscribers and yet these female officers could get on TV, on the 
'Today' show no less, to protest my views." 

Then he discovered that the T V hosts were even more interested in 
his counterattack. "I was on 'Firing Line' with all these congressmen 
and leading professors and feminists, just because of this article I 
wrote." And he got the attention of a long-sought-after audience: "After 
the program, virtually all the women rushed forward to argue with me. 
All these years I'd been looking for a way to arouse the passionate inter
est of women, and it was clear I had reached pay dirt." It was then that 
the notion struck him: he could make a national name for himself an
other way—as "America's number-one antifeminist." 

Until then, Gilder had, in fact, described himself as a feminist. He 
maintains now that he had no choice; back then, "women's libbers" 
forced men to mouth the words. "In Cambridge, the feminists just 
dominated the scene," he says. "Really, everybody was a feminist. It was 
like a rhetorical requirement." But by becoming "the nation's number-
one male chauvinist," yet another title he, half-jokingly, conferred upon 
himself, he saw a way to escape that dominance and build a literary ca
reer at the same time. Immediately after the showdown with the Ripon 
feminists, Gilder quit his editing job, moved to New Orleans and 
began writing Sexual Suicide. It was to be the first of four Gilder books 
on the ravages of feminism; Naked Nomads, Visible Man, and Men and 
Marriage followed. (The last, published in 1986, was really just a re
vised version of Sexual Suicide, reissued in hopes of capitalizing on 
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feminism's "serious setbacks," as Gilder put it, in the backlash '80s.) In 
each of them, he would write of women who are "displacing more and 
more men at work," and of men—even "many conservative men"— 
who are "lacking the guts to rebuff the upper-class feminist ladies." 
Feminists are turning to "coercion" to have their way, his books warned: 
in business, they "menace not only the sex roles on which the family is 
founded but also the freedoms at the very heart of free enterprise"; in 
Washington, they are trying to "emasculate the political order itself." 

• • • 
" L E T U S dream a dream of liberation, a dream of young women," be
gins Gilder's fable, "The Princess' Problem." Like a media trend story, 
Gilder's tale for single career girls is a cautionary one. The princess is 
the unhappily liberated Susan, an associate editor at "Rancour House." 
Her "problem": She's single and pushing thirty. She's having an affair 
with Simon, Rancour's married editor-in-chief. 

"Why are there no single men?" Susan sighs to herself in her office, 
as she "lets her eyes rest on her small but privileged view of the East 
River." She considers, simultaneously, the Statue of Liberty and the 
downside of women's liberation. 

What does Liberty ask in 1986? Bring me your associate editors 
yearning to breathe free, your girl executives weary of the office air, 
your young lady lawyers with brisk efficient smiles and medicated 
wombs, your tired and hungry heiresses with advanced degrees—all 
your single women moving upward behind the glowing unopenable 
glass windows, who gaze at the brown river and ponder the passage 
of time, the promise of freedom. 

Susan could solve her "problem," Gilder writes, if she would only lower 
her standards and marry Arnold, an unsuccessful writer and bachelor. 
Arnold is a persistent, if somewhat pathetic, suitor, but Susan considers 
Arnold barely worthy of her Rolodex. His latest manuscript gathers 
dust on her desk. 

Susan will pay for spurning Arnold, Gilder writes. Simon won't leave 
his wife and Susan will end up "well into her thirties, without a hus
band." She "will have to marry whoever happens to be available as her 
thirties pass by. . . . If she waits too long, she may well find that even 
Arnold is no longer interested, particularly if he has at last managed to 
succeed in his career. He may reject her with regret. But reject her he 
will, in favor of a woman in her twenties." Nebbishy Arnold will have 
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the last laugh. And she will become a spinster who "all too often . . . 
gives herself to drugs and the bottle." 

Why must Susan marry Arnold? Women "have to bet on the 
Arnolds of the world," Gilder writes, because "by choosing them and 
loving them and bearing their children, the young women greatly en
hance the likelihood that struggling young single men will in fact be
come successful men like Simon." In other words, Susan must marry 
Arnold for Arnolds sake. The princess's "problem," it turns out, is the 
prince's. 

In the '70s, the struggling author and frustrated bachelor was having 
his own Arnold-like difficulties. He was past thirty, unwed and, by his 
own account, extremely unhappy about it. Gilder's "single man's 
predicament," as he calls it, is a constant complaint in his works from 
this decade. O f his five boyhood friends, he writes worriedly, every one 
of them is married except for "P.J.," a marine who recently shot himself 
in the head. Eager to avoid a similar fate, Gilder "was very aggressively 
pursuing women"—but none would marry him. 

In Naked Nomads, single George describes his encounter with one 
such resistant prospect, a voluptuous twenty-five-year-old he spies on 
an island beach; he's holed up writing in the Caribbean, alone. He ap
proaches her, but she turns out to be an adamantly independent 
woman sailing across the ocean alone, a feminist type with her "head 
held ideologically high." She tells him, "I would never get married. 
Never, never. It is stupid today." Then, walking by himself along the is
land's cliffs (to a spot where he hoped to get a tan because, as he ex
plains, "after all, I am a single man"), Gilder falls and breaks his nose. 
He suspects at once that his bachelor status is to blame for the mishap. 
"[S] ingle men are six times more likely than married ones to die from 
accidental falls,' " he reports. Then he starts worrying that his flattened 
nose will make him unlovable. Finally he comforts himself with the no
tion that women fall for the prizefighter look. "Perhaps, I would not 
have to be single for the rest of my life." 

Gilder's books lament the oversupply and shaky emotional status of 
contemporary single men. "The single man is caught on a reef and the 
tide is running out," he writes. "He is being biologically stranded and 
he has a hopeless dream." Unlike some other backlash writers, he is at 
least honest about the advantages marriage offers his sex and about the 
real ratio of single men to single women. (Even so, when he issued Men 
and Marriage in the '80s, he couldn't resist citing the Harvard-Yale mar
riage study in the introduction as evidence of feminism's damaging 
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effect on women.) Wherever one looks, single women today are far bet
ter off than single men, Gilder asserts, pointing dispiritedly to a study 
that finds single women even have more than twice as much sex as sin
gle men. "As in the case of poverty, crime, mental illness, depression, 
and mortality," he writes, "it is single men who are the casualties of the 
Sexual Revolution." And he points out that single men need to get mar
ried a lot more than women: "Although they may make claims to the 
contrary, women, in fact, can often do without marriage; single women 
at least can live to a stable and productive old age. . . . Men without 
women frequently become the 'single menace,'" and they are "often 
destined to a Hobbsean life—solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." 

A man also must marry so he can support a family—the acid test of 
manhood. "[V]irile masculinity," he writes, " . . . is reserved chiefly for 
the married." And how can a single man prove himself as a "provider," 
Gilder asks, "in a society where he cannot earn more money than the 
females eligible to him"? Like the Yankelovich researchers, Gilder has 
stumbled across America's still largely unchallenged social prerequisite 
to masculinity: a real man pays the family bills—all of them. Gilder 
parts company with these social scientists, however, by claiming that 
this economic definition of manhood is basic to human biology. 

Gilder's version of young underemployed single men is far gloomier 
than the Yankelovich's "Contenders." To Gilder, single men in general 
are an inordinately unsavory breed, "a baboon troop" of "naked no
mads" who are far more likely than married men to become drug 
addicts, alcoholics, compulsive gamblers, criminals, and murderers. 
"[T]he older a man gets without marrying," he writes, "the more likely 
he is to kill himself." Only a wedding ring, Gilder warns, can "tame the 
barbarians." But if the typical single man is this unappealing, what 
woman would consider a date with him, much less a marriage? Gilder's 
answer to women: You have no choice—wed or prepare to die. "[T]he 
peripheral men are not powerless," he advises ominously. "They can 
buy knives and guns, drugs and alcohol, and thus achieve a brief and 
predatory dominance." They will "rape and pillage, debauch and de
spoil." Better to march down the aisle with them—than to meet them 
in a dark alley. 

• • • 
G I L D E R ' S E A R L Y books won him a niche as an antifeminist media pun
dit, but not the readership he craved. The sales figures declined through 
the '70s: twelve thousand for Sexual Suicide, seven thousand for Naked 



B A C K L A S H 301 

Nomads, and a whopping six hundred for Visible Man. "It s the world s 
leading loser for a career move," Gilder sighs. {Men and Marriage, on 
the other hand, printed in the midst of the backlash, sold more than 
thirty thousand copies—even though the book was only available by 
mail order.) 

But in 1981, Gilder finally became a literary success by harnessing 
his career to Ronald Reagan's. Checking his liberal Republican leanings 
with his feminist past (as a young Ripon charter member, he had co-
authored a book mocking this "Class-B" movie star), Gilder became a 
Reagan speechwriter, helped script Reagan's acceptance address, and, 
most famously, produced a book that would blueprint the new ad
ministration's supply-side economics and budget-cutting scheme—a 
scheme that, notably, took a disproportionate and devastating hit on fe
male heads of household. While Wealth and Poverty was most widely 
characterized at the time as a broadside against liberals and their legacy, 
what went less recognized was the book's attack on members of another 
political group: this Gilder work delivered more than a few kicks in the 
pants to feminists and their handiwork, too. 

Overnight, the unheralded and unwealthy free-lance writer became 
the intellectual darling of the Reagan administration—and went from 
poverty to wealth. Reagan's men acted as indefatigable patrons and 
publicity agents for Wealth and Poverty: Reagan campaign chairman 
William Casey supplied financial support during the writing stages and 
Reagan's budget director David Stockman peddled the book and even 
proposed handing it out to cabinet members in front of the press. All 
the promotion paid off: Wealth and Poverty sold more than a million 
copies. 

While book critics at the time focused exclusively on Wealth and 
Poverty's economic message, Gilder continued his war on independent 
women in its pages. In fact, he widened it. Wealth and Poverty blames 
the women's movement not only for single men's failure to marry but 
for married men's failure to prosper. When wives march purposefully to 
work, the book charges, they reduce their husbands to useless cripples: 
"The man has the gradually sinking feeling that his role as provider, the 
definitive male activity from the primal days of the hunt through the 
industrial revolution and on into modern life, has been largely seized 
from him." The women's movement, in Gilder's view, has undercut the 
male provider twice—first, directly, by encouraging women to work, 
and then, indirectly, by championing social welfare programs that allow 
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wives to survive without their husbands. First, feminists horned in on 

men's role as breadwinners, he writes, then they saw to it that men were 

"cuckolded by the compassionate state." 

At the same time that Gilder was bemoaning the loss of traditional 

manhood in society at large, he was finally laying claim to a version of 

it for himself. At last, he had scored in the marriage game and found a 

wife. Nini was, as he described her, a traditional-minded woman who 

drew a thinner paycheck than he, and Gilder hoped to keep it that way. 

As he asserted in Men and Marriage, he didn't want his wife "to feel she 

is unequal to me if she earns less money than I do, or unequal to the ca

reerist women I meet in my work." To be sure, she didn't quite live up 

to his helpmate ideal. When they met, he concedes later, she had a ca

reer as an architectural historian. And even after they wed, she re

mained active in her field, writing several books. But maybe this aging 

prince had considered his marital odds—and decided he'd better settle 

for what he could get. 

ALLAN BLOOM: A R E F U G E E FROM THE FEMINIST 

OCCUPATION 

Ostensibly about the decline in American education, Allan Bloom's 

The Closing of the American Mind dedicates page after page to an assault 

on the women's movement. Whether he's deploring the state of scholar

ship, the emasculating tendencies of music, or the transience of student 

relationships, the baleful influence he identifies is always the same: the 

feminist transformation of society that has filled women with demands 

and desires and depleted men of vim and vigor. "The latest enemy of 

the vitality of the classic texts is feminism," he writes; concerted attacks 

on the literary canon from '60s student radicals and minorities pale in 

comparison, he says. Even the sexual revolution, Bloom's other bête 

noire, is cast as a mere warm-up exercise to the "grimmer" rule of femi

nist tyranny. "The July 14 of the sexual revolution," he writes, "was 

really only a day between the overthrow of the Ancient Regime and the 

onset of the Terror." 

Very little in Bloom's treatise actually pertains to slipping educa

tional standards; very much space, on the other hand, is devoted to a 

prolonged rant against the rising female Terror. "The feminist project," 

he warns, has unleashed "a multitude of properly indignant censors 

equipped with loudspeakers and inquisitional tribunals" and "a man 

pays a high price" for violating their edicts. "Feminism has triumphed 
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over the family," led to "the suppression of modesty," rearranged sex 
roles "using force," made it so a woman "can easily satisfy her desires 
and does not invest her emotions in exclusive relationships," and en
abled women to bear children, "on the female's terms with or without 
fathers." In short, feminism has freed women from the dictates of the 
male will "so that [women] can live as they please"—a development 
that this scholar deems a serious problem. 

Bloom's was only the most notorious of many "decline of America" 
tomes that hit the bookstores in the late '80s. Like the producers of a 
similar outpouring in the late 19th century, the learned authors of these 
alarmist texts wrote darkly of America's dropping educational scores, 
deteriorating moral values, and flagging economic prowess—and, one 
way or another, they found a way to blame feminism, at least partially, 
for these national tribulations. In The True and Only Heaven, Christo
pher Lasch sees "the unwholesomeness . . . of our way of life" high
lighted in the feminist insistence on "freedom of choice," the feminist 
challenge to traditional marriage, and the feminist "propaganda for 
unlimited abortion." In Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted 
Our Higher Education, Roger Kimball indicts the women's movement 
in the very first page. "Radical feminism," he warns, is "the single 
biggest challenge to the canon." Feminist studies has become "the dom
inant voice in the humanities departments of many of our best colleges 
and universities," to the grave detriment of American intellectual life. 
Feminist scholars are intimidating universities into hiring other femi
nists, and "their object is nothing less than the destruction of the val
ues, methods, and goals of traditional humanistic study." By 1991 in 
California, about one hundred professors who shared this view had 
formed the California Association of Scholars; the group railed against 
women's studies programs, claimed that efforts to enroll and hire 
women and minorities were destroying academic standards, and rallied 
round University of California anthropology professor Vincent Sarich, 
who had incensed female and minority students with his denunciations 
of affirmative action and his "scholarly" speculation that women had 
smaller brains than men. 

A few years after Bloom's The Closing of the American Minds, publi
cation, the author not only stands by his indictment of feminism, he 
now says his celebrated 1987 best-seller "underestimated" the problem. 
Feminism "has become infinitely more powerful," he maintains. And 
nowhere are the feminists ruling with more iron-fisted authority than 
the American campus, where their views have become "really a kind of 
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orthodoxy" and those who don't toe their line are liable to "get shut 
down." 

The fifty-seven-year-old Plato scholar teaches at the University of 
Chicago, where he has retreated to the conservative, and practically all-
male, bunker of the Committee on Social Thought (which had only 
one woman on its faculty): "I'm protected in my eccentric ivory tower," 
he says. "It's worse in the departments." When venturing outside the 
committee's demilitarized zone, he treads warily. "It's hard to explain to 
people who aren't in the universities how extraordinary it is," he says, 
comparing his lot to a shell-shocked refugee bearing atrocity stories: 
"I'm like one of the first people out of Cambodia." 

According to Bloom's report from the front, feminists have invaded 
every academic sanctuary—a view shared by the many male scholars 
denouncing "political correctness" in the early '90s. "One finds it in all 
the various departments. They have made tremendous changes in 
courses. But more than that, in the old established courses with tradi
tionalist books, a huge number [of professors] are teaching from that 
point of view. You study American history now, and what is America 
but the history of the enslavement of women! There's no question but 
it's become the doctrine." 

The feminists rule because they have the numbers. "This terrific at
tack on the curriculum is fundamentally by the feminists because the 
feminists have been the most successful," Bloom says. "There was this 
great push to hire women no matter what, and women have really 
achieved and they're there now. And the simple fact is, you get a major
ity with a certain interpretive opinion and they think everybody is in
competent and they hire their own." 

Bloom's conviction that most faculty jobs and publication rights are 
now reserved for feminist women is shared by many of his conservative, 
as well as liberal, male colleagues on campus. But it is a conviction 
based on fear, not fact. Women, feminist or otherwise, account for a 
mere 10 percent of the tenured faculty at all four-year institutions (and 
a mere 3 to 4 percent at Ivy League colleges)—a rise of only 6 percent 
from the 1960s. Five times more women with Ph.D. s are unemployed 
than men. Nor are feminist professorships overrunning campuses; only 
twelve women's studies chairs exist nationwide. As for dominance in ac
ademic publications, a census taken of the roughly fifteen hundred ar
ticles published annually in journals of history, literature, education, 
philosophy, and anthropology found that only 7.4 percent of them 
dealt with women or women's issues, a tiny 5 percent increase from the 
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1960s. In Bloom's field, philosophy, the proportion of women's issues 
articles was the tiniest of all, 2.7 percent—and had actually declined 
from a 1974 "peak" of 5.4 percent. If scholars like Bloom had fewer op
portunities in their fields, financially motivated shifts in university pri
orities were more to blame than feminist studies. In the 1980s, one 
university after another cut liberal-arts budgets and poured their funds 
instead into the decade's two on-campus growth industries: medical 
and business schools. 

Perhaps what troubled Bloom was not so much that the feminist-
tainted American mind was closing—but that it was closing against 
him. In 1970, Bloom felt compelled to flee his Ivy League haven for 
Canada. "The guns at Cornell," as he characterized the student upris
ing, drove him out. While only a very few of the guns were in women's 
hands, they are the ones he most vividly recalls—and resents. "That's 
when I began encountering the feminists," he recalls of Cornell, which 
was one of the first college campuses to establish a women's studies pro
gram. "The feminists started speaking very strongly. . . . Some of them 
are students who have since become well known. They were mostly 
women doing comparative literature who got a lot of attention." 

While these women were building their careers and collecting their 
kudos, he felt exiled for ten bitter years at the University of Toronto. "I 
was lost," he told a reporter later. Two years into his expatriate post, at 
the relatively young age of forty-one, he suffered a heart attack. Finally, 
after two years of negotiations, he received a faculty appointment at the 
University of Chicago. But even there he remained, in his word, a "no
body." He even had great trouble getting The Closing of the American 
Mind published. Finally, he had to settle for a $10,000 advance. 

As Bloom sees it, the faculty feminists barred him from his rightful 
place of honor. "There's a certain kind of ostracism if you don't follow 
the doctrine," and, because he dared to write that "the women's move
ment is not founded on nature," he says, he has been punished. "For 
that, I don't get invited a lot of places. I can have none of the ordinary 
academic honors." 

Even his female students won't mind him. "I went to a theology class 
at a major theological school. . . . I came in just to discuss these issues 
and the entire class, which was eleven people, nine of them women, 
started calling [the presiding professor] a liar and a cheat for bringing 
me in." He adds, "But that's nothing, it really gets violent." For exam
ple, he says, once he lectured at "a very important college" and the 
women in the audience actually got mad because he didn't call on them 
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during the question and answer period. One even accused him of "ex
cluding women." 

To Blooms way of thinking, its men like him who have been ex
cluded. In The Closing of the American Mind, his lament about the 
"decay of the family" is, like the New Right s, really a lament over lost 
traditional male authority in the home and in public life, an authority 
that he believes is violently under attack. He writes wistfully of the days 
when it was still believed that "the family is a sort of miniature body 
politic in which the husband's will is the will of the whole." He is upset 
about wives who cavalierly ditch their husbands under the liberalized 
divorce laws, and daughters who are under "less supervision in their re
lations with boys than at any time in history." 

At times Bloom sounds almost nostalgic for the days when men were 
free to have their way with women without fear of censure. He suggests 
that talk of violence against women is . . . just talk. "Women, it is said," 
he writes in Commentary, in a tone of high skepticism, " . . . are raped 
by their husbands as well as by strangers, they are sexually harassed by 
professors and employers at school and work." And feminists, he writes 
with mounting irritation, want all these so-called crimes to be "legis
lated against and punished." There's one place, at least, where the 
traditional balance of sexual power is still preserved—pornographic 
magazines. Feminists are against pornography, he writes, not because 
they object to its humiliating and violent depictions of women but only 
"because it is a reminiscence of the old love relationship, which in
volved differentiated sexual roles." 

A bachelor himself, Bloom harangues women most vigorously for 
their failure to wed; he repeatedly underscores the "inharmoniousness" 
of the "female career" and marriage. He writes that women are unhappy 
and "dogged by doubt" because their liberation has denied them love 
and marriage. It is the standard paradoxical backlash analysis he is offer
ing, albeit in high-flown prose: young women's battles have all "been 
won," he writes, and they have emerged the loveless losers. "All our re
forms have helped to strip the teeth of our gears, which therefore can 
no longer mesh." 

But while Bloom suggests that feminism has cheated women, he 
soon reveals his underlying suspicion—that the women's movement's 
greatest victims are men. "And here is where the business turns nasty," 
he writes, turning to what he calls the most "tyrannical" demand of 
feminism: that men should change, too (or rather, as Bloom's book de
scribes it, that "the souls of men . . . must be dismantled"). The conse-
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quence, he reports, is universal emasculation. When he surveys the 
modern-day campus, he sees only "spiritually detumescent" schoolboys 
and scholarly men who have become "old maid librarians." When he 
contemplates modern-day society, he sees only the ruins of a male 
golden age: "There is nothing left of the reverence toward the father as 
the symbol of the divine on earth, the unquestioned bearer of author
ity." He peers inside the crumbling male castle and beholds that even its 
innermost sanctum—the connubial bedroom—houses a hobbled stud. 
Modern men are beset with "nervousness about their sexual perfor
mance," he writes. "In the past a man could hope to be admired for 
what he brought." But now "he could be pretty sure that he was being 
compared and judged," a "daunting" state of affairs that makes it "diffi
cult for him to perform." 

Feminism, Bloom argues, has not only denied men erections, it has 
decimated their basic identity, by dismantling the foundation on which 
that identity rests—the traditional family. The specter of the "decline of 
the family" appears to trouble Bloom not so much because he wants to 
preserve the cozy domestic joys but because he sees the family as central 
to a male sense of self. "[A] man without family lands, or a family tradi
tion for whose continuation he is responsible," Bloom writes, invoking 
Tocqueville, is a man who will have trouble "seeing himself as an inte
gral part of a past and a future, rather than an anonymous atom in a 
merely changing continuum." 

The Closing of the American Mind is so packed with erudite and 
classical allusions that its critique of feminism appears to be grounded 
in Plato, not personal umbrage. But weed the Bloomian garden of its 
overcultivated metaphors, polysyllabic flourishes, and profuse quota
tions from the ancient Greek philosophers, Rousseau, Flaubert, and 
Shakespeare, and you're left with a scholarly wasteland: no research, no 
evidence, not even a single quotation from a single living human being 
to support Bloom's analysis of the contemporary situation between the 
sexes. The closest he comes is one reference to "overhearing" conversa
tions between couples in restaurants. If scholarship is, in fact, in de
cline, then Bloom's work isn't going to save it. 

MICHAEL AND MARGARITA LEVIN: BOYS DON'T COOK AND 
GIRLS DON'T DO LONG DIVISION 

In his 1988 book, Feminism and Freedom, philosophy professor Michael 
Levin characterizes feminism as an "antidemocratic, if not totalitarian, 
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ideology" without a single redeeming feature. "Surely no body of ideas 
is wrong about everything, as I imply feminism is," he writes. "Yet while 
feminism may have accomplished some good per accidens, I would no 
more pander to the reader by straining to praise rape crisis centers than 
I would strain to praise the punctuality of trains under Mussolini were 
I discussing fascism." His motives for writing this work are purely high-
minded, he assures. " I have felt compelled by conscience to present 
feminism as I see it." 

Levins work sets forth the standard tenets of '80s backlash "scholar
ship." He makes the following key assertions: (1) Women with success
ful careers sacrifice marriage and motherhood. (2) Sex roles are innate: 
women naturally prefer to cook and keep house, and men naturally 
don't. (3) Men are better at math. 

He supports these propositions with dense, footnoted passages about 
!Kung boys and girls, hermaphrodites, hypogonadics (men with shriv
eled testicles), and castrated rhesus monkeys. For example: "The Hier-
Crowley study of nineteen male idiopathic hypogonadics supplies 
further physiological evidence of the innateness of spatial ability in 
males." Or: "!Kung juvenile play-groups are single-sex; boys spend far 
more time than girls in exploring technology (e.g., digging up termite 
mounds with arrows), and play rough-and-tumble play." 

Plodding through these pages, one can't help but wonder why they 
feature so many eunuched monkeys and idiopathic hypogonadics—yet 
no contemporary men and women. A visit to Levin's house clears up 
the mystery. 

• • • 
" I F Y O U want to interview Michael tomorrow, you can't," his wife, 
Margarita Levin, is explaining over the telephone, a few days before the 
visit. "That's my teaching day and he has to watch the boys." This, it 
turns out, is no one-time event. Despite his position in Feminism and 
Freedom that, genetically, "women prefer to care for children more than 
men do," in the Levins' dual-career household, child care duties are 
routinely divided in half. Margarita Levin has her career to consider. 
She's a professor at Yeshiva University, teaching philosophy—and, her 
specialty, the philosophy of math. 

"My wife does the cuddling; all I 'm good for with the boys is rough-
housing," Michael Levin emphasizes a few days later, leading the way 
into his living room in the family's apartment in Manhattan. He picks 
his way through the clutter of children's toys and settles in an armchair. 
Sure, he looks after the boys, five and eight, when his wife is away, he 
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says, "but there are certain things that are out. . . . Cleaning up and 
food preparation are still my wife's job. I don't like to cook. That's just 
the way men are." Men find they lose "tremendous status if they start 
adopting things that women do," he explains. In fact, "I feel I've lost a 
lot of status just talking about [feminism]." But he feels he must ad
dress it—to "reclaim my genitalia and my masculinity." 

Levin recalls that he was moved first to take a stand against the 
women's movement many years earlier, when some feminist-minded 
women he knew began calling on men to alter their behavior. "I won't 
forget" one particular incident, he says: a friend's liberated girlfriend 
was talking about women's rights, "and she gave me this look and said, 
'Men will have to change.' It was very totalitarian. I found myself really 
stewing about it." 

As he's speaking, his son Mark races across the room, clambers on his 
father's knee, and demands "a hug." Levin gives him one, then, seem
ingly mindful of his no-cuddling posture just a minute earlier, shoos his 
son in the direction of mother. But the little boy will have none of 
it; throughout the conversation, he makes periodic leaps into his fa
ther's lap. 

"Did you see Michael on 'Geraldo'?" Margarita, who has joined 
them in the living room, asks. Talk show host Geraldo Rivera recently 
asked Levin to serve as an expert on an episode about why men prefer 
women who aren't their equals. "If a man does not feel dominant, he 
wont feel sexually aroused," Levin recalls telling them. "It diminishes 
his masculinity. That's why we are seeing the growth of impotency 
among younger men." But how does he know there's a "growth of im
potency"? Levin shrugs good-naturedly. "It's just my impression." A 
pause. "I suspect it." Another pause. "I think I saw a magazine article 
once about it." 

Michael Levin's marriage does not exactly fit his ideal domestic 
model. "My wife is smarter than I am," he says flatly. She is not only a 
philosophy scholar but a gifted mathematician. And she is even an in
tellectual partner in his antifeminist writings. But Levin has managed 
to reconceptualize their relationship in terms that restore, at least in his 
mind, the traditional balance between man and wife. He maintains that 
he is actually the dominant one because, "when we met, I was the 
teacher and she was the student." Lest the point be missed, he takes 
pain to repeat it, several times: "She was a former student of mine, so I 
don't feel threatened by it," he assures. This tutorial myth of their mar
riage is preserved years after it has lost its relevance, and Levin actively 
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promotes it—as if he must advertise the cover of this marital fiction all 
the more forcefully now to disguise its hollow content. 

As Levin is speaking, his other son Eric appears in the living room, 
clutching a frying pan. He wants to know if his father will help him 
cook rice. Maybe later, he's told. Michael Levin confesses that cooking 
is currently his son's "favorite activity." Mark, meanwhile, has fallen 
down and is crying, and Michael goes into the other room to comfort 
him. Margarita seats herself in the patriarchal armchair—to tell the 
story of how she became a math whiz. 

She discovered her aptitude in grammar school in the early ' 60s— 
when girls were not typically pushed in the direction of algebra. Mar
garita, however, says she was fortunate enough to fall into the hands of 
a few enlightened teachers who recognized her talents: "No one ever 
said to me, 'don't do it,' so I just kept going." She majored in math at 
City College of New York, where Michael teaches. Then she moved on 
to the University of Minnesota's graduate program, where she got her 
Ph.D. in the philosophy of mathematics. (The summer she wrote her 
dissertation, Michael stayed home to watch the kids.) "I think I'm bet
ter at math than the majority of men," she says. 

But the example of her own intellectual abilities has not led Mar
garita Levin to reject her husband's biological argument about the 
sexes—only to define herself, like Connie Marshner did, as "an excep
tion." The hard sciences, she says, just have "very few female worthies." 
Not only does she endorse her husband's views on women, she is, as 
Michael points out, "even a bigger antifeminist." She says her opposi
tion to the women's movement began on campus, where university 
women were questioning their underrepresentation in certain male 
enclaves. "It was the feminists' attack on science that really lit the fuse 
under my rockets," she says. "I just don't tolerate fools." In a 1988 arti
cle in the American Scholar, she struck back, warning that if feminists 
were granted admission to the science departments, a host of unreason
able demands would surely follow—preferential treatment for female 
students or even extra space in scientific journals for "nonmasculinist" 
writing. Perhaps what "lit the fuse" under Margarita Levin was, indeed, 
the possibility of a feminist column in an academic magazine—or 
perhaps it was a more personal encroachment that ignited her. If there 
were more women in the math department, her achievement might 
seem less spectacular. If women reached parity on the faculty, she might 
no longer be one of the "very few worthies." Or maybe she was simply 
seeking to distinguish herself in a less scholastic fashion: "I'd love for us 
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to become the most famous feminist bashers," she sighs. "I'd love it if 
we were on the cover of the New York Times Magazine." 

Margarita Levin soon expanded her antifeminist crusade beyond the 
sciences. She found a welcoming forum in Newsweek, which published 
her essay deploring the "feminist excesses" of children's books that 
depict a "unisex" world of female doctors, traffic officers, and auto 
mechanics. These books, her article contended, "clash so blatantly with 
real life." If these writers keep this up, "our children may find them
selves confronted with Long Jane Silver and a Wendy who fights 
Captain Hook while Peter Pan stays home to care for the boys." . . . Or 
maybe, one can't help thinking, even a math professor named Mar
garita, who fights faculty feminists while husband Mike stays home to 
watch the kids. 

Rejoining the conversation, Michael Levin complaints that, until re
cently, it's been hard to get the mass media's attention. He sees promis
ing signs—asked for an example, he cites Beautiful perfume's bridal 
ads—but still, he says, it's tough going for antifeminists. "The feminists 
have a lockup on the media," he says, and the tone in his voice sud
denly turns rancorous. "They control advertising. They have taken over 
the universities—it's occupied territory for feminists." Once Levin gets 
going in this vein, there's no stopping him. The affable professor is sud
denly red in the face. "A guy gets a Ph.D. in philosophy," he says, "and 
even if he's the best, he's going to lose out to a woman. Feminist head
quarters is the women's studies department on every campus. It's com
mand central. And what they produce, it's fecal matter. Maybe a little 
urine mixed in, but mostly fecal matter." His scholarly geniality has 
given way, though not his scholarly diction. 

Just then, Eric interrupts the conversation. He still wields the frying 
pan, and again seeks his father's assistance. Levin, his temperature re
turning to normal, follows his son into the kitchen. Margarita contin
ues to hold forth from the armchair on her career's development. At the 
end of the interview, Michael Levin emerges from the kitchen to say 
good-bye. He looks a little chagrined—he's wearing an apron. 

WARREN FARRELL: THE LIBERATED MAN RECANTS 

"Men are hurting more than women—that is, men are, in many ways, 
actually more powerless than women now." Warren Farrell pauses to sip 
from the coffee mug that his female housekeeper just handed him. In 
another room, his female secretary is busy typing and tidying his files. 
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"The women's movement has turned out not to be a movement for 
equality but a movement for women's maximization of opportunities," 
he says. 

This morning, Farrell is on his way to teach a "men's issues" class at 
the University of California School of Medicine at San Diego. The sub
ject: "male powerlessness." The text they will be using: Farrell's new 
Why Men Are the Way They Are, a book that, among other things, takes 
feminism to task for "blaming" men for inequality and for encouraging 
women to focus excessively on their own independence. Feminism may 
have improved female lives, he asserts, but for some women, "the 
deeper the feminism, the more closed the women were to men." So far, 
Farrell says, the book has sold more than a hundred thousand copies in 
hard cover. "We are in an era now where men don't feel understood by 
women," he says. It's gotten so bad that middle-aged women seeking 
husbands might even benefit from the shortage of sensitive young 
ladies. "Older women who are looking to get married could really com
pensate for their loss of looks by understanding men." 

Farrell picks up his leather jacket and heads for his leather-
upholstered Maserati. The sports car's vanity plate reads Y M E N R. He 
slides behind the wheel and guns the motor; the tires screech as he 
rounds the suburban street corners of Leucadia, California. 

In a medical school classroom, he takes a seat before fifteen pupils. 
"Okay, so as we discussed last week, until the sixties, women were eco
nomically secure in marriage. As long as it was a lifetime arrangement, 
the system worked. This has been true in almost every society. . . . It 
was not a bad system. It helped survival for thousands of years. The 
women were getting the men who were the best protectors and hunters, 
and the men competed for the most beautiful women." 

A young woman raises her hand. In some societies, she tells the 
teacher, "the females did the gathering and provided for the off-spring. 
Hunting was a minor part of their diets." That, Farrell explains, was 
just a "deviation from sex roles." She tries again: "No, the point I'm try
ing to make is, in many cases it wasn't so much that the men were 'the 
providers' as that they were controlling women's access to food and 
land." Farrell frowns slightly. "That would be a pejorative interpreta
tion," he tells her, and quickly moves the history lesson forward to the 
1970s. 

"Now it all broke down the moment divorce made that system inse
cure. . . . And then, once that got started, the anger carried inside the 
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woman added another level of distance from her goal of marriage," he 
explains. "The anger drove men away." 

Again, a hand shoots up. "But I thought the anger of women came 
from their feeling that the old system had worked against them," a stu
dent says, looking confused. Farrell shakes his head. "No," he corrects. 
"The system was built for the benefit of both men and women, and 
worked most to the advantage of women. Men were slaves to the work 
force, in some respects more enslaved than women." 

This was not exactly the conclusion that Farrell had reached a decade 
earlier. In the early '70s, in fact, he had been drawn to the feminist 
movement precisely because he had been troubled by the effect that 
"system" had on women trapped in claustrophobic or destructive tradi
tional marriages. In particular, he witnessed the system's toll on one 
woman he knew well—his mother. "I had seen her move in and out of 
depression," he would later write. "Into depression when she was not 
working, out of depression when she was working. The jobs were just 
temporary, but, she would tell me, 'I don't have to ask Dad for every 
penny when I'm working.' " When her jobs came to an end, the gloom 
returned and deepened. She took prescription drugs to control it, but 
the medication only gave her dizzy spells that made her stumble and 
fall. One day, when she was only forty-nine, she fell to her death. As 
Farrell recalls: 

Soon after my mother's death, the women's movement surfaced. Per
haps because of her death, it made sense to me in an instant. I could 
not miss the sense of self that I saw in my mother when her work 
brought her both income and adult human communication, when it 
brought her a sense of purpose and a feeling of having some rights. 

As a young graduate student in New York, Farrell heard other college 
men mock the goals of the women's movement. "I was surprised when 
I saw men trivialize the intent of what women were struggling to artic
ulate. I soon found myself at the homes of emerging feminist friends in 
Manhattan, plopped in front of their husbands with instructions to 'tell 
him what you told me.' " 

Eventually, Farrell's devotion to the cause expanded to his profes
sional life. He changed his dissertation to a feminist examination of 
changing sex roles, quit his job as an assistant to the president of New 
York University, and began writing what would become a celebrated 
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male feminist tome, The Liberated Man. He organized hundreds of 
men's groups, counterparts to women's consciousness-raising sessions, 
in which men were encouraged "to listen [to women] rather than dom
inate," to explore the political underpinnings of their marriages and re
lationships, and to expose links between machismo and violence. And 
he encouraged the men's and women's groups to meet regularly and 
seek common ground. Feminism, he said, would free men, too: from 
the economic burden of supporting a family alone and from the physi
cal and mental strain of proving and reproving masculinity and repress
ing "feminine" emotions. "A boy who is not taught to fight to display 
his manhood is psychologically much freer to walk away from a poten
tial fight," he wrote in a 1971 op-ed piece in the New York Times. "As an 
adolescent man he is freer to drive a car carefully rather than 'peel out' 
and display the 'horsepower' of his car—a vicarious display of his own 
power." 

This message was repeated in popular books by male feminist writers 
in the '70s, works that questioned the precepts of American manhood. 
"The truth is that men are not very happy with the world they have 
created," Michael Korda wrote in his 1973 Male Chauvinism. Neither 
sex profits from the traditional masculine ideal of "obsessive competi
tiveness" and "invulnerability," Marc Feigen Fasteau proposed in his 
1974 The Male Machine; not only is it bad for women, it unhealthily 
restricts men, too, to "all but a narrow range of human contact." 
Within this literary camp of men's liberation, Farrell presided as the 
undisputed leader. He founded sixty "men's liberation" chapters of the 
National Organization for Women, was elected three times to NOW's 
New York City board, and was hailed in the Chicago Tribune as "the 
Gloria Steinem of Men's Liberation." A four-page flattering profile and 
photo layout in People featured Farrell and his wife, Ursie, a mathemati
cian—a Love Story couple tossing a football in Central Park and whip
ping up an omelet in their West Side co-op. He mingled with media 
luminaries like Barbara Walters, dined with Gloria Steinem, and played 
tennis with fellow male feminist icons Alan Aida and Phil Donahue. 
He appeared on Donahue's show, he says, seven times. 

But as feminism lost its media glitter, Farrell's enthusiasm seemed to 
fade, too. Perhaps the changes he said he had made in himself were su
perficial, little more than cosmetic touch-ups to enhance his stardom in 
the short-lived '70s liberation drama. Or perhaps mounting a challenge 
to traditional manhood, a monumental project in the best of circum
stances, seemed a thankless and impossible task to Farrell once the cul-
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tural supports were yanked out. As Farrell himself warned in his 1971 
New York Times essay, "the image of masculinity is so all-pervasive" that 
"it is easier to use surgery" to change a mans sex than it is "to undo the 
social and cultural conditioning." 

In any event, by the mid-'80s he decided it was time to start stand
ing up for men, the new downtrodden. Independent women were vent
ing too much anger at men; they were criticizing men's behavior just to 
"confirm their number-one status," he grumbles in Why Men Are the 
Way They Are. Soon, he was running workshops that emphasized female 
re-education, sensitivity training sessions to teach women to hear, and 
heed, men's grievances against them. In Why Men Are the Way They Are, 
Farrell reverses the feminist picture; he depicts a world of gender where 
women exert "enormous leverage" over slavish men, who have been re
duced to "success objects" by achievement-obsessed women. Men who 
want to be secretaries, he charges, are now the ones who face discrimi
nation from these haughty female professionals, who use their male 
typists for one-night stands and then rebuff their pleas for long-term 
commitment. In Farrell's new cosmos of oppressed and oppressors, the 
most domineering are the independent women with good careers. "Ex
ecutive women have begun to discriminate against nonexecutive men," 
he says. "Successful women, I find, are often married to their career. 
Many men don't feel they are getting the devotion of the women." 

As the ranks of career women have grown, the situation has only 
grown worse for men, Farrell says. Unlike many of the neoconservative 
men, he at least doesn't pretend that women are the ones who feel crip
pled by the new female professionalism. "I know millions of men who 
don't feel sought after," he says. "From their perspective, there is no 
man shortage." For Farrell, the career woman's brush-off is also no ab
stract affair: his wife, a Harvard-educated, fast-rising I B M executive, 
left him and eventually married another IBM manager. Farrell sees a di
rect link between her professional success and their marital dissolution. 
"My ex-wife is a vice president at IBM," the now single Farrell tells one 
of his classes. "She makes a quarter-million dollars a year. A woman can 
be successful or not successful and still get love. But a man who's only 
good-looking but not successful, what happens to him?" 

By the mid-'80s, Farrell's male comrades in the men's liberation 
movement had abandoned him, too. The tennis games with Aida 
ended and Donahue "stopped calling me." Then, with the publication 
of Farrell's latest book, some female feminist friends started avoiding 
him as well. Worse, many paid him no attention at all. "Ms. magazine's 
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basic reaction has been to ignore the book and ignore me," he says. Far-
rell's office file cabinets now are crammed with grateful letters from 
men. His phone rings regularly for invitations to speak before mens 
clubs and men's rights associations. His book is selling well and he says 
he already has a contract to write another two on the same theme, The 
Disposable Sex and The Myths of Male Equality. But these antifeminist 
fans may not be the audience that Farrell most wanted to reach. 

After teaching two classes on men's issues, lunching with a like-
minded male teacher of men's studies, and checking on his book's sales 
at a university bookstore, Farrell adjourns to a bar on the edge of San 
Diego. He orders a beer but barely touches it. Staring into the glass, he 
becomes grave, mournful. "I see now that the ideologues of the femi
nist movement don't want to listen," he says, returning to the subject of 
Ms.\ failure to acknowledge his book. "Gloria Steinem didn't return my 
phone calls, and she used to." He studies his glass some more, then says: 
"It affected me a lot to see my popularity waning among people who 
saw me as an idol. When Gloria Steinem distanced from me, that hurt." 

ROBERT BLY: TURNING "YOGURT EATERS" INTO "WILD MEN" 

It is a massive 
masculine shadow, 
fifty males sitting together 
in ball or crowded room, 
lifting something indistinct 
up into the resonating night. 

R O B E R T BLY, "FIFTY M A L E S S I T T I N G T O G E T H E R " 

"All of you men who are going to the men's weekend tomorrow, re
member to bring a large stone." Shepherd Bliss, a stern-faced man with 
rounded shoulders, is standing in front of the crowded back room at 
the Black Oak bookstore in Berkeley. So many have showed up for the 
evening's event that scores must be turned away; they linger out front, 
listening via wall speakers. Inside, more than a hundred people are el
bowing each other for a closer view of the dais, where poet Robert Bly 
will soon appear, "coming out of hibernation," as Bliss puts it, to read 
his latest works. 

Bliss, whose recent transformation includes changing his first name 
from Walter to Shepherd and his profession from army officer to psy
chologist, is one of Bly's chief spokesmen in the New Age masculinist 
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community. But at the moment, he is being a bit closemouthed about 
the stones. They will be using them to build a "monument to Hermes," 
but that's all he'll say. He doesn't want to get too spécifie because there 
are ladies in the room tonight. 

Suddenly, the men on stage begin to beat on conga drums. The hi
bernating bear himself, roused from his great sleep in the "far north"— 
Moose Lake, Minnesota, to be exact—lumbers down the aisle. Just 
turned sixty, Bly, with his tangled white mane and rounded belly, looks 
a little like Father Christmas. His heritage, as he will tell listeners sev
eral times that evening, is Norse, and something in his pose—perhaps 
the way he plants his feet as if manning a storm-swept deck—suggests 
that he intends his audience take him for a Viking. 

We no longer have images of "real men," Bly says, as the men con
tinue the drum beat. Stereotypical sissies have replaced macho men. 
"Woody Allen is just as bad—a negative John Wayne," he says, raising 
his voice to a nasal squeak in imitation. "Men used to make models for 
what a man is from the Iliad and the Odyssey and places like that." On 
the all-male weekend, he promises, he will bring back these role models 
for male édification: "One of the things we do is go back to the very old 
stories, five thousand years ago, where the view of a man, what a man 
is, is more healthy." 

Two decades earlier, Bly was a Berkeley hero for another reason: a 
'60s peace activist, the poet gained fame for his literary stand against 
the Vietnam War. When he won the National Book Award in 1967 for 
his poetry collection "The Light Around the Body," he gave the money 
to a draft-resistance group and blasted American literary smugness at 
the awards ceremony: "Since we are murdering a culture in Vietnam at 
least as fine as our own, have we the right to congratulate ourselves on 
our cultural magnificence?" 

Back then, Bly lauded women who encouraged draft-age young men 
to resist the war and flee to Canada. To bring peace into the world, Bly 
argued, men and women both should embrace their feminine princi
ple; the life-preserving nature, he maintained, resided in both sexes but 
was unhealthily repressed in men. In the "Great Mother" conferences 
he conducted in the '70s, gatherings open to both sexes, Bly tried to 
foster that "feminine" peace-loving spirit. 

But as the peace movement sputtered and the years passed, Bly was 
no longer commanding crowds—nor receiving national awards he 
could reject. By the early '80s, he was even, he confessed, starting to feel 
less than manly. "I began to feel diminished," Bly writes, "by my lack of 
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embodiment of the fruitful male—or the moist male." It wasn't his loss 
of early prominence, however, that he identified as the problem. It was 
his "missing contact with men" and his overexposure to strong and 
angry women, including his own mother, who were speaking out about 
the mistreatment they had endured from men in their lives. (In his 
family's case, as Bly recalls, his mother was reacting to his father, a re
mote and chilly alcoholic.) He feared that he and men like him had al
lied themselves too closely with such women, and consequently taken "a 
female view" of their fathers and their own masculinity. He decided 
he'd made a mistake with his earlier recommendation: "If someone says 
to me now, 'There is something missing on your feminine side,' I say, 
'No, what is missing is the masculine,' " Bly told Whole Earth magazine 
in 1988. He worried that he was only "superficially" manly. Men had 
awakened their feminine principle only to be consumed by it. They had 
gone "soft." 

To remedy this latest imbalance, Bly began running all-male work
shops to reintroduce men to "the deep masculine." Soon he was leading 
wilderness weekend retreats where men dressed in tribal masks and 
wild-animal costumes, beat drums and rediscovered "the beast within." 
While Warren Farrell and even neoconservative men like George Gilder 
at least sought to be heard by women, Bly believed strict separatism was 
the soft male's only salvation. 

By the mid-'80s, Bly was drawing crowds again; hundreds of men 
were paying $55 for a single lecture, $300 for a two-day retreat. By the 
end of the decade, Bly was back in the media throne, too, meriting a 
ninety-minute T V special with Bill Moyers, feature treatment in the 
New York Times Magazine, and tributes from traditional men's maga
zines and New Age periodicals. He was lionized in both Gentlemen's 
Quarterly and Yoga Journal. Mainstream newspapers hailed him as the 
"Father Figure to the New, New Man." By 1990, his self-published 
pamphlets on the masculinity crisis had been compiled and reissued in 
hard cover by a leading publisher—and the book, Iron John, quickly 
scaled the New York Times best-seller list. 

Bly's success inspired scores of imitators; by the late '80s, the men's 
movement had turned into a cottage industry complete with lecture se
ries ("Moist Earthy Masculinity, for Men Only"), books (Phallos: Sa
cred Image of the Masculine), newsletters ("New Warrior News"), tapes 
("The Naive Male"), radio shows ("Man-to-Man with Jerry Johnson"), 
and even board games ("A Game of Insights for Men Only"). This new 
men's movement wasn't just another California curiosity. "Brotherhood 
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lodges" sprang up in Tulsa, Oklahoma; Washington, D . C . , supported 
six men's organizations offering "wild man" rituals; "The Talking 
Stick: A Newsletter About Men" issued from Frederick, Maryland; the 
Austin, Texas, "Wild Man Gatherings" got booked months in advance; 
and the Men's Center in Minneapolis drew enough men to keep up 
a daily schedule of "playshops." In New York City and Oakland, 
California, the Sterling Institute of Relationships' $400 "Men, Sex and 
Power" weekends taught "wimps" to become "real men," dressing up 
like gorillas, beating their chests, and staging fistfights. These seminars 
alone enrolled more than ten thousand men in the 1980s. Bly's week
end retreats logged fifty thousand men in the last half of the '80s alone. 
Nor were attendants marginalized drifters. On Bly's retreat roster were 
lawyers, judges, doctors, accountants, and corporate executives; at one 
wilderness experience, the group included several vice presidents of 
Fortune 500 companies and two television-station owners. 

The New Age masculinists claimed to bear no ill-will toward the 
women's movement. The two movements were running on "parallel 
tracks," as Bly's disciples liked to emphasize. When a woman asked Bly 
at the Black Oak poetry reading for his view of feminism, the poet as
sured her, "I support tremendously the work of that movement." The 
only reason he doesn't invite women to most of the events, he ex
plained, is because men "can be more honest when women aren't 
around." But Bly's writings and speeches suggest other reasons, too, for 
the poet's ban on women. 

"I remember a bumper sticker [advocating draft-dodging] during 
the '60s that read W O M E N SAY Y E S T O M E N W H O SAY N O , " he writes in 
"The Pillow & the Key," his 1987 manifesto of New Age masculinism. 
". . . The women were definitely saying that they preferred the softer 
receptive male, and they would reward him for being soft: 'We will 
sleep with you if you are not too aggressive and macho.' " That, Bly sug
gests, was the first of many female jabs that would deflate the male psy
che. "The development of men was disturbed a little there," he writes, 
"interfered with." 

The arrival of the women's movement in the early '70s increased the 
interference. "What Men Really Want," a written "dialogue" between 
Bly and fellow New Age masculinist Keith Thompson, outlines the 
problem: 

B L Y : I see the phenomenon of what I would call the "soft male" all over 
the country today. Sometimes when I look out at my audiences, 



320 Susan Faludi 

perhaps half the young males are what I'd call soft. . . . Many of 
these men are unhappy. There's not much energy in them. They are 
life-preserving but not exactly life-giving. And why is it you often see 
these men with strong women who positively radiate energy? 

T H O M P S O N : Perhaps it's because back in the sixties, when we looked to 
the women's movement for leads as how we should be, the message 
we got was that the new strong women wanted soft men. 

B L Y : I agree. That's how it felt. 

In short, the Great Mother's authority has become too great. "Men's 
societies are disappearing, partly under pressure from women with hurt 
feelings," he writes. Too many women are "raising boys with no man in 
the house." The single mother's son has become "a nice boy who now 
not only pleases his mother but also the young woman he is living 
with." 

To restore the nice boy's male identity, Bly proposes, he must quit 
taking cues from mother and "go down into the psyche and accept 
what's dark down there." As a key guide to the journey, Bly offers "The 
Story of Iron John," borrowed from a Grimm Brothers' fairy tale. In the 
story, a hairy "wild man" is locked up in an iron cage near the royal cas
tle; the key to the cage is under the queens pillow. One day the young 
prince loses his prized "golden ball" when it rolls into an abandoned 
pond, and he can only retrieve it by stealing the key from mother and 
freeing the wild man. The young man, in the words of Bly's sidekick 
Keith Thompson, "has to take back the power he has given to his 
mother and get away from the force field of her bed. He must direct his 
energies away from pleasing Mommy." 

At Bly's all-male "mythopoetic" weekends, the not-so-young princes 
reclaim their golden balls, with a few adjustments for modern times. At 
one such weekend—located at a Bible camp in Mound, Minnesota— 
the "wild men" build their lairs with plastic lounge chairs. Journalist 
Jon Tevlin, who attended the event, recalls a typical wild-man en
counter that weekend, led by the omni-present Shepherd Bliss. 

As he [Bliss] spoke of recovering the "wild man within" that first 
night, Shepherd slowly dropped to his knees. "Some of you may 
want to temporarily leave the world of the two-leggeds, and join me 
in the world of the four-leggeds," he said. One by one, we slid from 
our orange Naugahyde chairs onto an orange shag carpet ripped 
straight out of the 1960s. "You may find yourself behaving like these 



B A C K L A S H 321 

four-leggeds; you may be scratching the earth, getting in contact 
with the dirt and the world around you." 

As he spoke, people began pawing at the ground. . . . "You may 
find yourself behaving like the most masculine of all animals—the 
ram," Shepherd said in a coaxing voice. . . . "You may find unfamil
iar noises emerging from your throats!" . . . There were gurgles and 
bleats, a few wolf calls. . . . Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Shep
herd coming toward me, head down, tufts of white hair ringing a 
bald spot. . . . Meanwhile, I felt a slight presence at my rear, and 
turned to see a man beginning to sniff my buttocks. 

"Woof!" he said. 

The question of how to improve relations with women, in or out of 
bed, gets remarkably short shrift on these weekends. "In two full days 
women were hardly mentioned," Trip Gabriel writes of a "Wild-Man 
Gathering" in Texas. Writers Steve Chappie and David Talbot, who at
tended Bly's "Love, Sex and Intimate Relationships" weekend in Cali
fornia, report that none of these three billed topics were on the agenda: 

Men young and old are beating drums and wailing about the fathers 
they never knew. They are laying bare their deepest shame and, more 
than a little bit, heaping scorn on the dominating women in their 
lives. Surprisingly, though, sex is not at all a hot topic at these gath
erings. The New Man seems infinitely more fascinated with himself 
than with the ladies. 

When one of the men is asked to draw his "ideal mate," Chappie and 
Talbot note, he draws himself in bed alone, "whacking off," as he puts it. 

But maybe the lack of relationship-talk shouldn't have been so sur
prising. The true subject of Bly's weekends, after all, is not love and sex, 
but power—how to wrest it from women and how to mobilize it for 
men. Indeed, the Bly retreat that Chappie and Talbot attended opened 
with a display of "power objects," which each man was instructed to 
bring from home. On this weekend, the trophies included a .380-
caliber automatic pistol. Bly may be an advocate of world peace, but as 
the general of the men's movement, he is overseeing a battle on the do
mestic front—and he withholds his dovish sentiments from the family-
circle conflict. At a 1987 seminar, attended by one thousand men, a 
man in the audience told Bly, "Robert, when we tell women our desires, 
they tell us we're wrong." Bly instructed, "So, then you bust them in 
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the mouth." After someone pointed out that this statement seemed to 

advocate violence against women, Bly amended it, "Yes. I meant, hit 

those women verbally!" 

• • • 
" W H A T ' S T H E matter? Too much yogurt?" Bly is shouting. He is mid

way through a two-day lecture at the Jung Center in San Francisco— 

one of the rare events to which he will admit women. He is back in his 

sea captain's pose, hands on hips, scowling at this audience of more than 

four hundred. "There's too much passivity and naïveté in American 

men today," he says, as he begins to pace the stage. "There's a disease 

going around, and women have been spreading it. Starting in the '60s, 

the women have really invaded men's areas and treated them like boys." 

A woman in the audience asks if he's saying that the women's move

ment is to blame. "The men's movement is not a response to the 

women's movement," he says. A few moments later, though, he is back 

to warning men in the audience to beware of "the force-field of 

women." When another woman in the crowd points out the contradic

tion, he gets mad. He picks up the microphone and marches over to the 

troublemaker, a frail elderly woman clutching a flowered tote bag. He 

sticks his face in hers and yells into the microphone, "It's women like 

you who are turning men into yogurt-eaters." Embarrassed, the woman 

tries to appease the fuming poet; in a quavery voice, she asks if he has 

"any suggestions" about how she can improve her relationship with her 

emotionally distant husband. "Why don't you stop making demands 

and leave him alone," Bly shouts. "Just leave him alone." 

On the second day of the Jung Center weekend, Bly announces that 

he will tell a fairy tale. He explains that he often relies on old myths be

cause they are more "advanced" than rational or psychological analysis. 

"No one's being blamed," he says. "In mythological thinking, rather 

than saying, 'I'm mad at you,' you are saying, 'There's a witch in the 

room who is doing this to us.' The witch is a third party in the relation

ship." Yet the invoking of a third-party "witch" turns out to be a 

dodge—a way to represent the feminist monster in a form men can re

vile without apology. As Bly puts it, "You can't make generalizations 

about men and women anymore" without offending someone. "So it 

must be mythologically stated." 

Today's story is another Grimm Brothers tale, "The Raven," in which 

a hero, enfeebled by a witch and a variety of overbearing women, must 

rediscover his manhood by battling giants before he can claim the 

princess. When the story is over, Bly asks his listeners to identify which 
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part of the story most fits their personal situation. When hardly any of 

the men choose the part in which the hero storms the glass mountain, 

Bly is disgusted. "You are all in the 'feminine waiting' part," he grum

bles. "I want to see action. I want to see anger. You've got to get out 

there and kill the giants." Bly entreats the men to "growl," and throws 

up his hands at the tepid response. "C'mon, c'mon. Show your teeth. 

Show some anger." 

A young man raises his hand. "But Robert, Gandhi didn't resort to 

violence to achieve his ends." Bly stomps his foot. "You're all so naïve. 

You're full of all kinds of weak ideas that soupy philosophers, including 

Gandhi, have encouraged." 

It's time for a lunch break. As the audience streams out, the woman 

with the flower tote bag approaches Bly and hands him a note. He jams 

it into his shirt pocket, then stalks off without speaking—to a back 

room, where two gray-haired women from the Jung Center are setting 

out his meal. 

For months, Bly has refused requests for an interview—his media in

terviews are largely with men—but today he accedes to a brief conver

sation over lunch. Between man-size bites of a sandwich, the poet says 

he bars women from most of his events because men need a sanctuary 

from a female-dominated world. "There's no place for the warrior in 

this country. The feminists have taken over from the Catholic priests." 

And this is only the start of the female incursion. "I just see it getting 

worse and worse. Men will become more and more insecure, farther 

from their own manhood. Men will become more like women, women 

will try to be more like men. It's not a good prospect." 

What evidence does he have that all this is happening, or that femi

nism is actually turning men "soft"? The venerable poet flies into a sud

den rage. "I don't need evidence. I have brains, that's how I know. I use 

my brains." He refuses to answer any more questions and swivels his 

chair until he's facing the side wall. An uncomfortable silence falls over 

the room; the two women from the Jung Center try to coax him back 

to good spirits with murmured compliments about his "brilliance" and 

offers of more apple juice. He says nothing for a while, then, apparently 

remembering the other woman who made him mad earlier, he dips in

side his shirt pocket and fishes out the note. He shakes his head, snorts, 

then starts to read it out loud: "I was very hurt and angry at the way 

you simply dismissed my comments and made fun of me." What hurt 

most of all, she wrote, was the way he attacked her when she said she 

wanted more emotional support from her husband. She needs that 



324 Susan Faludi 

support, she wrote, because she is battling ovarian cancer. Bly says sar
castically, "Oh, so I can't understand ovarian cancer unless I've gone 
through it?" He stuffs the note back in his pocket and polishes off his 
sandwich. 

SYLVIA ANN HEWLETT: THE NEOFEMINIST'S L E S S E R WORK 

"I grew to understand why Phyllis Schlafly was appealing," Sylvia Ann 
Hewlett, a member of the Council of Foreign Relations and other think 
tanks, says. The author of A Lesser Life: The Myth of Women's Liberation 
in America is seated at the well-buffed boardroom table in the council's 
Upper East Side office. "I realized that the ERA, though it might appeal 
to elite and chic career women who belong to NOW, might actually get 
in the way of helping ordinary women." 

Hewlett explains how she reached her revisionist view of feminism. 
"I used to be quite active in the women's movement," she says. She re
calls attending a consciousness-raising group in the 1970s and helping 
occasionally to canvass for the Equal Rights Amendment. "But slowly I 
came to see that the ERA would take away special protective labor leg
islation for women. If the ERA were around today, I would not vote for 
it because it could really backfire." Ordinary women have convinced 
her, she says. As she writes in her book, "In a profound way, feminists 
have failed to connect with the needs and aspirations of ordinary Amer
ican women." They failed to understand that "many homemakers did 
not want to be treated equally." And finally, she says, "When you add in 
the legitimate fears of blue-collar women that they would lose their 
hard-won protective benefits, you have a powerful constituency ranged 
against the ERA." 

When did Hewlett, who was living at the time at a fashionable Man
hattan address with her investment banker husband, come into contact 
with these ordinary women? In A Lesser Life, she gives a few examples— 
a very few. In one case, she quotes an anonymous millworker getting off 
her shift at an Atlanta-area textile plant; the woman tells her that she's 
against equal rights because "us girls get an extra break in the shift." 
Hewlett says that she was so shaken by the woman's remark that she 
never canvassed for the ERA again. This is a strange anecdote: the year 
that Hewlett says she visited Atlanta, all but one of the mills in the At
lanta area had shut down, and that one maintained only a skeletal staff. 
At any rate, none offered women an "extra break." (In fact, as former 
millworker Joyce Brookshire recalls: "If anything, the men got the extra 
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breaks, because they got to go to 'the smoker' [room] for cigarette 
breaks. Women weren't allowed to use the smoker." Brookshire notes 
that she and all the mill women she knew supported the ERA.) 

Here is another "ordinary" female example that Hewlett cites: an 
anonymous woman, one of the "traditional women of Middle Amer
ica," who complains, "Women's liberation wants to liberate us from the 
very institution that is most indispensable to overcoming our present 
social crisis: the family." Her footnote attributes these words to a 
woman quoted in George Gilder's Sexual Suicide. But if you look up 
the original reference, you find that Hewlett has altered the quote— 
adding the "us," among other things—to make it read as if a woman 
were saying it. In fact, the words are Gilders own. This "traditional 
woman" is an antifeminist man. Asked about it later, Hewlett will say 
only, "I don't have much of a sense of [how] that happened. It's not 
clear to me." 

Based on these informative encounters with the average woman in 
the street, Hewlett concludes that feminism has gypped her sex. "The 
American [women's] movement has defined the problem of women-
kind as that of acquiring a full set of legal, political, and economic 
rights, and achieving control over one's body." But most American 
women, she asserts, don't want equality, personal or sexual freedom; 
they "want to strengthen, not weaken the traditional family structure." 
By concentrating on equality instead of maternity, feminists made "one 
gigantic mistake." The women's movement actually created "a lesser 
life" for women by failing to champion the needs of working mothers 
and their children. Feminism "threw the baby out with the bathwater." 

Playing up this "mistake," especially with her supposedly "feminist" 
credentials, guaranteed Hewlett immediate attention from the backlash 
mass media. Hewlett's book proposal sparked a bidding war between 
eleven eager publishing companies and a six-figure advance. The pub
lishers were mistaken about female readers' interest in this thesis. A 
Lesser Life did not become a major seller. But they weren't wrong to an
ticipate huge press enthusiasm for such revisionist fare; the book be
came an instant media event. As a Washington Post reviewer cheered, 
" S I N G H O S A N N A S ! Someone reputable has finally said it in print." As 
Hewlett observes in an afterword to the paperback edition a year later, 
she was besieged with talk-show requests—"all one hundred ten of 
them!" And she immediately became a national authority on family 
policy—"Senator Moynihan, Governor Cuomo, and Representative 
Oakar have sought my counsel"—the governor of Arizona appointed 
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her to a family-welfare panel and the Woman's National Democratic 
Club tapped her for the keynote address. 

For the next several years, hundreds of journalists, newscasters, and 
columnists would invoke Hewlett's work whenever they wanted to 
underscore the tragic consequences of feminism. Her attack on the 
women's movement earned her a showcase in every press outlet from 
the New York Times to People to "Donahue." Even the National Enquirer 
was intrigued; the tabloid featured the book's incredible findings under 
the headline "Gals Are Being H U R T — N o t Helped—By Women's Lib." 

Hewlett indicts the women's movement on three counts. Feminists 
failed women by (1) promoting the Equal Rights Amendment, (2) 
pushing for no-fault divorce laws, and (3) ignoring motherhood. 
Maybe the Enquirer coverage should have been a clue; her "facts" were 
often closer to tabloid fare. 

"It is sobering to realize that the ERA was defeated not by Barry 
Goldwater, Jerry Falwell, or any combination of male chauvinist pigs, 
but by women who were alienated from a feminist movement[,] the 
values of which seemed elitist and disconnected from the lives of ordi
nary people," she writes. The majority of women opposed the ERA, she 
says, because it would have eliminated homemakers' right to be sup
ported by their husbands and working women's right to "hard-won 
protective benefits," such as "extra rest periods and better rest rooms." 

To support these assertions, Hewlett quotes almost exclusively from 
one source: Eagle Forum's Phyllis Schlafly, who directed the Stop ERA 
program. The only other authority Hewlett quotes on the ERA is "a 
prominent labor and civil-rights lawyer," never identified, who assures 
Hewlett that the ERA is unnecessary. Hewlett does not explain how she 
knows that the majority of women opposed the ERA at the time. If she 
had checked the national polls then, she would have found nearly 60 
percent of women favoring the ERA. (The proportion has only in
creased since then—to more than 70 percent.) And "ordinary" women 
weren't exactly hostile to the ERA. According to a 1982 Gallup poll, 
clerical and saleswomen were even a bit more enthusiastic about the 
ERA than professional women—and low-income women favored ex
tending the deadline to ratify the amendment more than upper-income 
women. 

Hewlett says women opposed the ERA because they knew it would 
cost them in marital support and "protective labor benefits." But the 
ERA would have had no effect on these supports other than to make 
them sex blind, as most state laws had already stipulated anyway. Half 
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the states didn't require husbands to support their wives—and, as any 
abandoned wife could have told her, the states that did have such pro
visions hardly enforced them. As for protective labor benefits, the 
courts had already eliminated them—having found them to be in vio
lation of women's civil rights. These laws had served historically to 
protect not women but men's jobs, by shutting women out of higher-
paying occupations. And it was blue-collar women who petitioned the 
courts to overturn these "benefits." 

Ultimately, the people who defeated the ERA were not ordinary 
women but a handful of very powerful men in three key state legisla
tures. These were men who opposed the ERA not because it would hurt 
women's traditional protections but because it challenged their own be
lief that, as one of the key state legislators put it, "a woman should serve 
her husband." 

Hewlett's second count—that feminist advocates hurt traditional 
homemakers by promoting no-fault divorce—is based on a backlash 
myth. Hewlett's evidence is drawn from Lenore Weitzman's flawed The 
Divorce Revolution. 

Hewlett's final allegation is the most widely quoted. The women's 
movement, she charges, "revile" and "rage at" mothers and children; 
'70s feminists gave "bottom" priority to child care and failed even 
to take up the cause of maternity leave. The "antichildren" and "anti-
motherhood" stance, she says, has discredited the women's movement 
today in the eyes of most ordinary women. This negligence she con
trasts with Western European "social feminists," whom she credits for 
the availability of government-supported child care and maternity leave 
benefits. 

But in fact the European policies she praises were drafted not by so
cial feminists but, decades earlier, by governments trying to reverse 
falling birthrates and replenish war-devastated populations. And, in 
America, the "equal rights" feminists' record on child care and mater
nity leave is hardly blank. While the women's liberation movement cer
tainly, and rightfully, criticized American society for offering mothers 
hollow Hallmark sentiments as a substitute for legal rights and genuine 
respect, its leaders also pressed for a wide range of rights that would 
benefit mothers. In the early '70s, feminists campaigned for five day 
care bills in Congress. Three of the eight points of NOW's original 
1967 "Bill of Rights for Women" dealt specifically with child care, ma
ternity leave, and other benefits. In the following years, N O W and 
other women's groups repeatedly lobbied Congress, staged national 
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protests, and filed class-action suits to combat discrimination against 
pregnant women and mothers. And, a key point that Hewlett and like-
minded critics overlook, when feminists pushed for women's rights 
in other areas—employment opportunities, pay equity, credit rights, 
women's health—mothers and their children benefited, too. Anyway, 
Hewlett is just wrong when she says most ordinary women see the fem
inist movement as "antifamily." When the Yankelovich pollsters in 
1989 specifically asked, "Is the women's movement antifamily?," the 
vast majority of women, in every age group, said no. 

The last piece of evidence Hewlett offers to support the movement's 
"antimotherhood" bias is strictly personal. She lingers over the story of 
her own battles to balance child care and career while teaching econom
ics at Barnard College, a one-woman struggle that, she concludes, was a 
likely factor in her failure to win tenure. Feminists at the university, she 
tells us, were "less than enthusiastic about families," afforded her no 
sympathy while she was pregnant, "were opposed to any kind of mater
nity policy," and looked down on the committee she says she formed to 
campaign for maternity leave at the college, accusing her at Women's 
Center meetings of seeking a "free ride." The director of the Women's 
Center, she says, took her aside later and "apologetically explained to 
me that maternity leave was a divisive issue among feminists." Hewlett 
recalls thinking at the time: "If this was the other side of the coin of lib
eration, . . . heaven help the working mother. It was clear our sisters 
wouldn't." 

Jane Gould, the director of the Barnard Women's Center at the time, 
was baffled when she read this section of Hewlett's book. Hewlett, 
Gould says, didn't play a central role in the Barnard women's campaign 
for a maternity leave policy and the few female professors who opposed 
that campaign weren't even feminists: "The feminists were the ones 
who formed the committee on maternity leave," Gould says. "Sylvia 
never even set foot in the women's center." 

On the national front, the real "antimotherhood" crusaders weren't 
feminists, either; they were New Right leaders, conservative politicians, 
and corporate executives, who not only ignored mothers' rights but at
tacked them. It was, after all, Phyllis Schlafly, not Gloria Steinem, who 
led the opposition to congressional child care and maternity leave bills 
for two decades. It was the Chamber of Commerce, not the National 
Organization for Women, that was the single most effective force be
hind the defeat of the 1988 Family and Medical Leave Act. (The 
Chamber triumphed largely by claiming that the legislation would cost 
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businesses at least $24 billion a year; the General Accounting Office 
later put the cost at about $500 million.) 

Governmental and corporate indifference to the rights of working 
mothers would eventually become painfully apparent to Hewlett, too, 
when she tried to organize a family policy panel at the Economics Pol
icy Council, a New York think tank. Hoping to bring government and 
business leaders together to draft a benefit plan for working mothers, 
she approached big names like Atlantic Richfield s chairman Robert 
Anderson, Warner Communications' chairman Steven Ross, and even 
former president Gerald Ford. But she found that once the men real
ized the panel's subject matter, they typically bailed out. "It became this 
sort of revolving door," Hewlett recalls. "It was a real disappointment." 
The men would stay for one session, fidgeting and checking their 
watches, then disappear. "There was this real sense that they'd be con
taminated, that people would think they were wimps," Hewlett recalls. 
Some requested that they be switched to another panel that didn't deal 
with "women's stuff." "Why don't I send my head of human resources?" 
one chief executive told Hewlett when she approached him. "She's a 
woman; she'd be interested." 

Nonetheless, Hewlett kept the panel going, and the group finally is
sued a set of recommendations, released with much fanfare at a black-
tie dinner on Capitol Hill. The recommendations themselves, however, 
were little different from those contained in dozens of feminist reports 
in the last two decades. The document proposed the usual solutions for 
working mothers: government-assisted child care, maternity leave, ma
ternal and child health care, and flexible work schedules. Policymakers 
received them and, no doubt, filed them in the usual spot. 

BETTY FRIEDAN: REVISIONISM A S A MARKETING T O O L 

When Hewlett organized her family policy panel, she had included two 
women from "the feminist establishment," as she called it. One of them 
was Betty Friedan. Like some of the men, Friedan attended only one 
meeting and then vanished. She would later publicly criticize Hewlett's 
work as a "deceptive backlash book." The attack surprised Hewlett, 
who had assumed after reading Friedan's latest work that they were kin
dred spirits. "I specifically invited Friedan to sit on the panel because 
she seemed to be thinking along the same lines as me in her new book, 
The Second Stage." 

Indeed, in The Second Stage, published in 1981, Friedan issued many 
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of the same charges against the women's movement. Its leaders had ig
nored the maternal call: "Our failure was our blind spot about the fam
ily." Not only that, Friedan's book alleged, the feminist campaign often 
mistakenly concentrated on "direct" and "confrontational" political 
tactics—tactics she herself had pioneered but which she now found too 
"masculine"—when they should be trying volunteerism and taking up 
a more genteel "Beta style." 

Friedan was not the only famous feminist yanking out the stitches in 
her own handiwork. A handful of authors whose best-selling books 
helped popularize the women's liberation movement in the '70s were 
busy issuing retractions. To the New Right, the new words of the old-
line feminists were almost too good to be true. "Feminism, which once 
helped open windows of opportunity for women, has turned against 
itself," rejoiced Reagan aide Dinesh D'Souza, managing editor of the 
neoconservative Policy Review. After the New York Times Magazine 
featured an excerpt of The Second Stage on its cover, Phyllis Schlafly ex
ulted in her newsletter that Friedan had "just put another nail in the 
coffin of feminism." 

By the mid-'80s, the voices of feminist recantation became a din, as 
the media picked up the words of a few symbolically important femi
nists and rebroadcast them nationwide. Many of these new books read 
like extended and hastily slapped together press releases. For the most 
part, these "leaders' " moment under the camera lights had actually long 
since passed; but, like the retiring male feminist Warren Farrell, they 
hoped to reclaim center stage. 

While there were plenty of feminist thinkers—new and old, famous 
and obscure—who stood firm in their political beliefs, they were invis
ible to the media's roving eye. The one new self-proclaimed "feminist" 
theoretician that the press did pluck from obscurity was actually an em
bittered antifeminist academic. Literary scholar Camille Paglia became 
an overnight celebrity, landing on the cover of both New York and 
Harpers the same month, soon after launching a vitriolic attack on 
"whining" feminists in her 1990 book, Sexual Personae: Art and Deca
dence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. The press assiduously recycled 
her antifemale and antifeminist zingers ("If civilization had been left in 
female hands, we would still be living in grass huts," and, "[Feminist 
scholars] can't think their way out of a wet paper bag"); Newsday fea
tured her dismissal of date rape as feminist nonsense; and television 
producers raced to option her book. And what was Paglia's motive— 
freely admitted—for assailing feminists? Simple spite. Rival literary 
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scholars who were feminists, she complained, had grabbed all the "ac
claim" and failed to be "respectful" of her prodigious talents, a situation 
that consigned her to the nontenure track at the unsung Philadelphia 
University of the Arts and allowed her book to be snubbed by seven 
publishers. It was then, as she told a New York writer later, that she 
began "preparing my revenge" against feminist academics. 

In 1984, feminist Germaine Greer followed up The Female Eunuch, 
her 1970 smash-hit celebration of female independence and sexuality, 
with the dour and deterministic Sex and Destiny. Formerly the media's 
favorite as a flamboyant advocate of sexual emancipation—a "saucy 
feminist that even men like," a Life cover story had declared at the 
time—Greer now championed arranged marriages, chastity, and the 
chador, and named as her new role model the old-fashioned peasant 
wife, happily confined to kitchen and nursery and happily concealed 
under her chador. Greer herself billed the book an "attack upon the ide
ology of sexual freedom." Ironically, just as Concerned Women of 
America's Beverly LaHaye was endorsing birth control, sex for fun, and 
clitoral orgasms, Greer was signaling her opposition to all three. The 
best form of contraception, she asserted, was abstinence. Clitoral or
gasms are too "one-dimensional" and "masculine," she wrote. 

By 1986, antifeminist spokesmen were also making much of the re
visionist murmurings of feminist activist Susan Brownmiller, author of 
the 1975 landmark work on rape, Against Our Will, who was now say
ing the women's movement may have overlooked "profound biological 
and psychological differences" between the sexes. The author of a 
meticulously documented historical analysis of sexual violence, Brown-
miller now produced a footnoteless and fuzzy look at feminine behavior 
through the ages. Femininity pondered such pressing issues as whether a 
hair on Brownmiller's face was the result of "unholy ambition"—or, 
perhaps, "some dormant source of testosterone within my system"— 
and whether she should pluck it. The answer to that last question: yes. 

As the decade progressed, these famous '70s feminists would con
tinue to churn out increasingly retrograde fare. In her 1990 memoir 
about her weak-willed father, Daddy, We Hardly Knew You, Greer nearly 
outdid Philip Wylie's Momism in her demonization of mother—"the 
mad dog in the kitchen," as she called her, a literalized bitch who was 
always "foaming at the mouth" and emasculating dad. Meanwhile, 
Brownmiller turned her literary gun sights on a victim of domestic vio
lence; on the New York Times op-ed page and in Waverly Place, a fiction
alized and hurriedly issued account of the celebrated case of Lisa 
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Steinberg (the New York City child beaten to death by her adoptive fa
ther), Brownmiller reserved her harshest words for the failings of the 
battered wife. (She finished the book before the court verdict even 
came in.) And celebrated feminist author Erica Jong quickly joined the 
re-canters. (Her support for feminism had actually always been rather 
equivocal, despite a public reputation as a leading "libber," bestowed 
upon her by the press after Fear of Flying became a hit.) Not only did 
her liberated characters eat their words, she disavowed the cause her
self—in Ms., of course. Women of "my generation," she wrote, "look 
longingly at the marriages of our parents and grandparents. . . . Alone 
in our single-parent families, still searching for the one great love, we 
begin to smell a rat." 

But of all the declarations of apostasy, The Second Stage had the po
tential to be the most damaging to the feminist cause. Betty Friedan 
was the household name, synonymous in the minds of millions of 
Americans with the women's liberation movement. She was "the 
mother of the modern women's movement," as hundreds of newspaper 
articles had called her ever since her 1963 classic, The Feminine Mys
tique, first gave voice to "the problem that has no name" and helped 
catalyze a movement for social change. That book was Friedan's labor 
of love; she spent years researching and writing in an annex of the 
dusty New York Public Library. Yet, here she was, two decades later, at
tacking the "feminist mystique" and accusing the women's movement 
of "breeding a new problem that has no name' "—in a thinly docu
mented book that often reads as if it were dictated into a tape machine. 
What happened? 

One gets few insights directly from Friedan herself. "I don't use the 
term 'feminist mystique' in my book," Friedan says in an interview, 
sounding indignant. Reminded that she, in fact, uses that term twice in 
the first fifty pages, she responds, "Well, there was some extremism in 
the '70s. The radical feminists started a reactive feminism that was lim
ited and wrong and distorted." Anyone who disagrees with her is sim
ply dismissed as one of those radical feminists who is "still locked into 
first-stage thinking themselves" and "threatened by my attempt to 
reconceptualize the movement." 

The "radical feminists" of the '70s have executed many serious 
strategic missteps, according to Friedan's book. Feminists, she says, 
were so caught up seeking access to the men's world that they failed to 
"affirm the differences between men and women" and celebrate the "fe
male sensitivities to life." They shouldn't have devoted their energies to 
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protesting rape (a problem that 88 percent of women cited in a 1989 
Yankelovich poll as the "most important issue for women today"); in 
her view, marching against sexual violence is a "kind of wallowing in 
that victim-state" that "dissipates our own well-springs of generative 
power." (Her words recall George Gilders in Men and Marriage; he, 
too, complained of feminists "palavering endlessly" about rape.) They 
lost the ERA by being "co-opted by 'masculine' political power." They 
focused too much on issues like abortion rights, which are "surely," she 
sniffs, "not the main problems in America today." In fact, the move
ment's continued emphasis on women's rights itself is misguided. "I do 
not think," Friedan writes, "women's rights are the most urgent busi
ness for American women." 

Why was Friedan stomping on a movement that she did so much to 
create and lead? Perhaps under the backlash the tendency to turn and 
bite one's tail is inevitable. As feminist scholar Judith Stacey writes: 
"Aging, in the right-wing and 'post-feminist' climate of the 1980s, has 
been a traumatic experience for many Second Wave feminists, and we 
lack convenient scapegoats for our distress. . . . Perhaps this accounts 
for the strident and unmodulated quality of recantation in the new pro-
family feminism." But in Friedan's case, another possibility presents it
self as well. A closer reading of The Second Stage suggests that the prime 
mistake the "radical feminists" made was not following her orders. 
Friedan may say she "easily related" to the "Beta style" of leaderless, co
operative, and "relational" organization that her book expounds. Yet 
her book is punctuated with the tantrums of a fallen leader who is 
clearly distressed and angry that she wasn't allowed to be the Alpha wolf 
as long as she would have liked. 

Much of the book is insistently self-referential, devoted to rehash
ing power struggles she lost at long-forgotten feminist conferences, 
reprints of her old speeches, and complaints that other feminists kept 
ignoring her proposals. Friedan's penchant for imperial decrees and self-
dramatization is long-standing. In 1970, she retired as president of 
N O W with the words, "I have led you into history. I leave you now— 
to make new history." 

Her departure was an embattled one—Friedan versus the "radical 
feminists" was how she cast it at the time—and ever since, her accounts 
of political infighting have featured the same subtext: she was unfairly 
locked out of the feminist power structure. While the general public 
may have been under the impression that she was the movement's lead
ing "mother," she felt that she had been too quickly relegated to the 
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media sidelines, shoved aside in favor of younger and more photogenic 
leaders. She may have been dubbed feminism's "mother," but the media 
had designated Gloria Steinem, literally, the movement's "glamour 
girl"—and Friedan well knew which was the more prized honorific in 
America. 

Rather than understanding the media bias as the press's typical pref
erence for youthful blondes, she came to suspect that feminist women 
themselves were plotting to depose her. While philosophical differences 
certainly existed, sometimes sharply, within the women's liberation 
movement (as they do within every political movement), Friedan 
seemed to believe all the internal debates added up to, in her words, a 
"scheme," a cabal that excluded her. She lashed back in the press in 
1972, accusing Steinem of "ripping off the movement for private 
profit" and announcing "No one should mistake [Steinem] for a 
leader." Years later, in Marcia Cohen's The Sisterhood, the 1988 chroni
cle of the women's movement, Friedan was still fixated on this theme. 
"Gloria [Steinem] wanted me to disappear," she told the author. "She 
just wanted to disappear me." 

The "new history" Friedan's book scripts for feminism is a "second-
stage solution," a call for a murkily defined new order that is heavy on 
old Victorian rhetorical flourishes. In this new stage she envisions, 
women will rediscover the family circle "as the base of their identity and 
human control." Like the 19th-century proponents of separate spheres, 
Friedan proposes that women can exert influence from the home front: 
"The power of women's sphere' in shaping political as well as personal 
consciousness has clearly been underestimated by feminists today," she 
asserts—a strange statement from a woman who eagerly broke out of 
that sphere and has since chosen to live almost exclusively, and with 
great relish, in the public realm. This solution puts the burden on 
women; the need for men to change barely figures in Friedan's new 
plan. In fact, she blithely dismisses feminists' observations that men 
have been loathe to shoulder their share of household and child care re
sponsibilities. If men haven't changed, she writes, then "why, in 1981, 
do three out of every four gourmet dinners suddenly seem to be 
cooked, soup to mousse, by men?" Where does this "statistic" come 
from? She invented it—based on some off-the-cuff remarks from "a 
number of my women colleagues." 

The book also borrows some points of style and substance from the 
Reagan program. In the "second stage," she proposes, feminists should 
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stop pressing corporations, legislatures, and the "tired welfare state" to 
expand women's rights—and get involved in volunteer and neighbor
hood work instead. "Individual" responsibility and "voluntary pooling 
of community resources," she writes, will be the second-stage's watch
words. To liberate themselves, she proposes, women should become 
Girl Scout leaders or join the Junior League. Friedan is convinced that 
the women's movement has made a big error in overlooking the poten
tial of such institutions, which "may be as important" as political-
action groups in advancing women's rights. In one of the book's more 
bewildering passages—the writing is often jumbled—Friedan assails 
N O W for encouraging women "to volunteer only for social change and 
feminist groups, and not in community service where their labor was 
exploited. . . . I myself never liked that stand on volunteerism—though 
we should indeed have opposed the exploitation of women in volunteer 
work as in office and home . . . " 

The rhetoric of the New Right in refurbished form is strewn 
throughout the book. Connie Marshner's phrase for overambitious ca
reer women: "macho feminists." Betty Friedan's: "female machismo." 
Friedan sketches a grim scenario indeed of what could happen to the 
young liberated woman who succumbs to "the insatiable demands of 
female machismo": 

What if, in reaction, she strips her life clean of all these unmeasured, 
unvalued feminine tasks and frills—stops baking cookies altogether, 
cuts her hair like a monk, decides not to have children, installs a 
computer console in her bedroom? She suffers finally a new "crisis of 
confidence." She does not feel grounded in life. She shivers inside. 
She is depleted by female machismo. 

By accepting the New Right language, Friedan has walked right into 
the New Right's "pro-family" semantics trap. She is reacting to the 
backlash rather than setting her own agenda, even referring to the 
women's movement now as "the feminist reaction." 

In the end, the language and logic of The Second Stage is so muddled 
that it's ultimately impossible to say what Friedan really believes in 
today. At times in the book she seems to be retreating into a domestic 
haze, but at other points she seems simply to be restating fundamental 
feminist principles—as when she writes that the "second stage" is all 
about "the restructuring of our institutions on a basis of real equality 
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for women and men." Maybe Friedan actually meant to recant many of 
the tenets of The Feminine Mystique. Or maybe she just got tangled in 
her own words. 

CAROL GILLIGAN: D I F F E R E N T VOICES OR 
VICTORIAN E C H O E S ? 

Friedan's elevation of the "relational" Beta mode and other distinctively 
"feminine" traits didn't occur in a vacuum. In the '80s, popular works 
praising "women's ways" and "women's special nature" began to crowd 
out other fare in the women's sections of American bookstores, works 
that ranged from Sara Ruddick's Maternal Thinking to Sally Helgesen's 
The Female Advantage. The authors wrote, sometimes in starry-eyed 
terms, of women's inordinate capacity for kindness, service to others, 
and cooperation. Soon, "feminine caring" became the all-purpose tag 
to sum up the female psyche. And by the decade's end, some of the au
thors of this genre (who were largely women) seemed at times to be 
even actively joining the backlash. Suzanne Gordon, in her 1990 Pris
oners of Mens Dreams: Striking Out for a New Feminine Future, blamed 
much of the unkind '80s on "equal opportunity feminists," who en
couraged women "to devalue caring work" and "exacerbated a wide
spread societal crisis in caring." 

While these works passed along such ideas to the general public, 
the theories on which they were based had germinated in the world 
of feminist scholarship. In the late '70s, a new school of "relational" 
feminist thought arose, focusing on a separate "women's culture" and 
women's special "difference." By the '80s, feminist scholarship confer
ences would be awash in papers on women's special virtues: their "nur
turing qualities," their "caring ethic," their "contextual thinking." In 
this decade, just as a fascination with gender differences had flowered in 
late Victorian academia, a preoccupation with women's distinctive 
nature spread quickly to nearly every discipline. By 1987, the American 
Educational Research Association's annual conference was offering 
twenty-five sessions on sex differences. 

Most of the feminist scholars set out originally to investigate the ori
gins of men's and women's differences, not to glorify them. They 
wanted to challenge the long-standing convention of defining male be
havior as the norm, female behavior as deviant. And they hoped to find 
in women's "difference" a more humane model for public life—one 
that both men and women might adopt. Psychiatrist Dr. Jean Baker 
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Miller's classic 1976 work, Toward a New Psychology of Women, is an 
early and successful example of that effort. "The task," as she wrote 
later in the 1986 foreword to the second edition, "was to begin a de
scription of women's strengths and to account for the reasons that they 
went unrecognized. . . . Out of this can follow a new framework for 
understanding women—and men." 

But by the '80s, the task of building a new framework had been 
largely abandoned; while many relational scholars sought to give long 
overdue recognition to women's accomplishments in the home, in the 
process they often lost sight of the larger context—and offered dewy-
eyed visions of female domestic confinement instead. As feminist 
scholar Ellen DuBois warned her peers in an essay in a women's studies 
journal, "[T]he dominant tendency in the study of women's culture has 
not been to relate it to feminism, but to look at it in isolation and to ro
manticize what it meant for women." Sometimes the academics seemed 
to forget the force of socialization altogether and presented women's 
and men's roles as biologically predetermined and intractable. The em
inent feminist scholar Alice Rossi even proposed that men might refuse 
to cook dinner or take care of the children at home simply for anatom
ical reasons: they just don't have the same finger dexterity as those fine-
boned women, she wrote. 

Examining gender differences can be an opportunity to explore a 
whole network of power relations—but so often it becomes just an
other invitation to justify them. Whenever the "specialness" of women 
is saluted (or any population group's, for that matter), the recognition is 
bound to be double-edged. Women are willing to forgo some legal 
equality for "special rights" that suit their special place as mothers, Eliz
abeth Wolgast argues in her 1980 Equality and the Rights of Women; in 
fact, she says, equality actually can serve to discriminate against them 
because it doesn't meet their special needs. Marking women as "special" 
slips easily into demarcating limits on them. "Special" may sound like 
superior, but it is also a euphemism for handicapped. 

Most relational scholars no doubt believed they could bring back the 
cult of domesticity on their own terms. These academics hoped to push 
for women's "special rights" without jeopardizing fundamental civil 
rights and opportunities. All the same, in their tributes to the "domes
tic arts," their sometimes self-righteous homages to female moral supe
riority, and their denigration of "simpleminded equality," they risked 
clothing old Victorian conceits in modern academic dress. And in the 
end, legislators would not be influenced to enact "special" rights for 
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women. Instead, in the wider backlash era in which relational feminists 
were writing, their words would be used and misused—by antifeminist 
authors and, worse, corporate lawyers battling sex discrimination suits. 
The women who would pay for the relational scholars' miscalculation 
were, as we shall see in a later chapter, working-class women who had 
never heard of them. 

Under the backlash, the proponents of women's "difference" found 
that they were rewarded with approving critical and media attention. 
"Difference" became the new magic word uttered to defuse the feminist 
campaign for equality. And any author who made use of it, even one 
who could hardly be considered antifeminist, was in danger of being 
dragooned into the backlash's service. 

Carol Gilligan's 1982 In a Different Voice, one of the most widely 
quoted and influential feminist works of the '80s, became the most 
famous emblem of scholarship on women's "difference." As one com
mentator noted, "[T]he very name Gilligan has become a buzzword in 
academic and feminist circles." The book was cited in psychology 
papers, legal briefs, and public policy proposals. Beyond academia, the 
adult-education industry turned Gilligan's idea into a sales tool for 
workshops with names like "Men's and Women's Reality—Making the 
Differences Count." Advice writers plugged it into self-help manuals. 
Even Vogue invoked the scholar's work in its meditations on High 
Feminity wear: Gilligan, the magazine mused, "may well have antici
pated this seasons fashion references." In the media, Ms. named Gilli
gan "Woman of the Year" and the New York Times Magazine put 
Gilligan on its cover. And when Radcliffe convened its 1989 political 
conference, "Meeting the Challenge: Women as Leaders," college pres
ident Matina Horner told the assembly in her opening remarks, "The 
question for the twenty-first century is whether or not women can 
bring a different voice to the table than men." She did not ask what 
would seem a more pressing question—why that table still had so few 
women. 

Gilligan's work grew out of her discovery as a teacher of psychologi
cal development that virtually wherever she looked in the research, the 
studies drew exclusively on groups of men. "It was like a first-year grad
uate had conducted all these studies—and left out half the sample!" 
Gilligan recalls. And worse, women teaching in her field "weren't even 
seeing this omission of ourselves." One day in 1975, she sat down at 
her dining room table and wrote a short essay on this omission, which 



B A C K L A S H 339 

would eventually become In a Different Voice. "It never occurred to me 
that anyone would be interested but a few people in my little world, in 
the underground [of academic psychology]." 

In her book, Gilligan aims to show how women's moral develop
ment has been devalued and misrepresented by male psychological re
searchers, how ethics has been defined only in male terms. Since at least 
the '50s, Gilligan observes, researchers have evaluated women's and 
men's ability to make moral judgments on the basis of one all-male 
study. Psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg had used this study to devise his 
widely used scale of moral judgments, a six-stage ladder in which help
ing and pleasing others ranks only as the third stage, while a preference 
for abstracted principles of justice over relationships rates as the top 
rung. Gilligan proposes that women are more likely to make moral 
choices within the context of particular situations and out of concern 
for specific individuals—rather than on the basis of impersonal rules of 
fairness and rights. This does not make women morally "immature," 
she says—just different. 

At the book's outset she also stresses that this different voice does not 
belong naturally to women only. "The different voice I describe is char
acterized not by gender but theme. . . . The contrasts between male 
and female voices are presented here to highlight a distinction between 
two modes of thought and to focus a problem of interpretation rather 
than to represent a generalization about either sex," she writes. She also 
does not attribute the differences to genes alone. "Clearly, these differ
ences arise in a social context," she says, in which "factors of social sta
tus and power" play a role, too. 

Despite these initial statements, however, Gilligan may have left her
self wide open to misinterpretation—and so, to the likelihood that 
feminism's opponents would harness her arguments for their own ends. 
After disavowing generalizations about either sex, she seems to make 
them herself in the three main studies she provides as the foundation of 
her argument. 

In the first "rights and responsibilities" study, she focuses almost ex
clusively on two eleven-year-olds, whom she calls Jake and Amy. The 
two come to serve as near archetypes of gender behavior—based largely 
on their responses to a hypothetical question. The moral dilemma they 
are asked to resolve: A man must decide whether to steal a drug he can't 
afford so he can save his wife's life. Jake says to steal it because "a human 
life is worth more than money." Amy waffles and wonders if the man 



340 Susan Faludi 

could "borrow the money or make a loan or something" because other
wise he might have to go to jail later and then what if his wife got sick 
again? Judging by these answers, it would seem that the ailing wife had 
better survival odds under Jake's care than Amy's, but this is not the 
issue that interests Gilligan. Jake, Gilligan writes, is "constructing the 
dilemma, as Kohlberg did, as a conflict between the values of property 
and life." Amy's reasoning, on the other hand, is founded on a vision of 
"a world comprised of relationships rather than people standing alone, 
a world that coheres through human connection rather than systems of 
rules." Gilligan goes on to expand this case study into two distinct 
moral systems, with Jake representing "an ideal of perfection" and Amy 
signifying an "ideal of care." The difference between these stereotypical 
male and female voices is repeatedly underscored without reference to 
those "factors of social status and power" that she had originally sug
gested should be taken into account. Is Jake preoccupied with perfec
tion partly because that's how boys are raised? Is Amy more concerned 
with relationships partly because girls are taught that achievement in 
this arena will bring them the greatest applause? These questions are 
never explored. 

Gilligan's "studies" aren't exactly drawn from ideal demographic 
samples. The "college student study" bases its findings on twenty-five 
Harvard undergraduates who chose to take a class on moral and politi
cal choices—hardly a representative slice of American society. And the 
evidence that Gilligan offers in the "rights and responsibilities" study— 
based on a sample of eight boys and eight girls from different age 
groups—boils down to anonymous quotes from two eight-year-olds 
and two eleven-year-olds. Most frustrating is In a Different Voice's final 
study, which examines how twenty-nine young women decide whether 
or not to have abortions. "No effort was made to select a representative 
sample of the clinic or counseling service population," Gilligan writes, 
but the problem with this case study is even more basic than its data 
base. The choice of issue for the study seems self-defeating in a book 
that supposedly examines the different ways men and women approach 
moral dilemmas. Obviously, for abortion there was no male control 
group. (Gilligan argues that a control group in this case is not neces
sary; rather, the abortion study illustrates how women's perceptions of 
moral choices sometimes vary from men's simply because women's situ
ations are different.) 

To be fair, Gilligan doesn't hold out her studies as scientific research 
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efforts. "I would never want to say this is an exhaustive group of peo
ple," she says. "It was a very small piece of work with three little pilot 
studies." In a written defense of her work later, she supports her ap
proach by saying that her argument was "not statistical" but "interpre
tive," and by observing that "data alone do not tell us anything." But 
even so, Gilligan doesn't give readers the basic data they do need to 
evaluate her case studies: she says almost nothing about the back
grounds, education, or income of the children she interviewed. Nor 
does she make allowances for the difference between what people say 
about their own moral behavior and how they really act. While the 
young women in her interviews may have talked more than the young 
men about compassion and caring, in the many observational studies in 
which the two sexes are actually called on to help someone in need, 
women consistently are no more altruistic than men. 

Gilligan's whole effort to break out of Kohlberg's moral categories 
may be moot. In a critique of In a Different Voice, Tufts University psy
chological researcher Zella Luria points out that, in tackling Kohlberg's 
male-biased moral scale, Gilligan may be knocking down a "straw 
man." In 1984, researcher Lawrence Walker reviewed nineteen studies 
that used Kohlberg's moral reasoning measurements—and he discov
ered that, overall, their data revealed no statistically significant differ
ences in moral reasoning between the sexes. Ironically, one of the 
studies he examined was coauthored by Gilligan. Asked about this 
point, Gilligan concedes that some of her own research finds no differ
ence. But she maintains that such criticisms are beside the point, be
cause "what I was interested in was not could women score on 
Kohlberg's scale, but why was it that when women spoke in a different 
way, it was ignored or considered problematic." 

The differences in moral reasoning that social-science researchers 
have been able to find in these studies are most often linked not with 
sex but with class and education—that is, those very social and eco
nomic forces that relational feminists, Gilligan included, have given 
such a wide berth. "If there is one statement to be clearly and loudly 
stated to the public by students of sex differences," Zella Luria writes, 
"it is that overlap of scores by males and females is always far greater 
than the differences in those scores, particularly on psychological mea
sures. We are not two species; we are two sexes." 

Zella Luria's voice, however, would not be heard over the roar of ac
claim for In a Different Voice, which had sold 360,000 copies by 1989. 
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The New York Times Magazines cover story on Gilligan swept aside dis
senters in a single paragraph, claiming that they suffered from "murky 
academic psychologese." 

In large part, the popularity of Gilligan's book was due to its elegant 
prose and its many literary allusions to Chekhov, Tolstoy, and George 
Eliot. Maybe her statistics were dubious, but the lyrical writing, a rarity 
in psychological texts, seemed more than compensatory. As Stanford 
psychological researchers Catherine Greeno and Eleanor Maccoby ob
serve in their analysis of the book, "It seems almost philistine to chal
lenge the nature of her evidence." 

But In a Different Voice had another sort of appeal in the '80s, too. 
Under the backlash, it became easy to appropriate Gilligan's theories on 
behalf of discriminatory arguments that could cause real harm to 
women. Very much against her will, Gilligan became the expert that 
backlash mass media loved to cite. Newsweek used Gilligan's book to 
support its contention that career women pay "a psychic price" for pro
fessional success. Retrograde pop psychology books, including both 
Smart Women/Foolish Choices and Being a Woman, invoked Gilligan's 
work to bolster their arguments that independence was an unnatural 
and unhealthy state for women. Antifeminist scholars such as Michael 
Levin abused Gilligan's scholarship even further, characterizing it as a 
reaffirmation of traditional Freudian analysis of the female psyche— 
and gleefully insisting that Gilligan had circled back to what they had 
been saying all along. As antifeminist writer Nicholas Davidson wrote 
of Gilligan in his 1988 work, The Failure of Feminism: "Was it really 
necessary to pass through all the storm and stress of the Feminist Era in 
order to arrive at ideas that were generally available forty years ago . . . ?" 

Gilligan could and did object to such representations of her work. "I 
am well aware that reports of sex differences can be used to rationalize 
oppression, and I deplore any use of my work for this purpose," she 
wrote in the scholarly feminist journal Signs. And she now says pri
vately that if she had it to do again, she would cast some of her ideas 
differently; in particular, she would refine her argument "so that Jake 
and Amy wouldn't be presented so starkly 'male' and 'female.'" But her 
regrets don't really matter. The general public does not subscribe to 
Signs. And the damage has already been done. 
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Its All in Your Mind: Popular Psychology 
Joins the Backlash 

IN S I D E T H E C E N T E R for Relationship Studies, a small medical suite 
near Hollywood, celebrated self-help authors Melvyn Kinder and 

Connell Cowan are working their way through the morning's business. 
First on the agenda: contract negotiations with A B C for a "Movie of 
the Week" version of Smart Women/Foolish Choices. Next, deliberations 
on whether to appear on "Oprah" or "Donahue." ("You can't do both," 
Kinder sighs.) Now, time for another media interview, another oppor
tunity to air their analysis of the contemporary female malady. 

K I N D E R : "The women's movement pulled women away from caring 
about relationships." 

C O W A N : "The women's movement tended to suppress women's interest 
in relationships and refocused women on careers." 

K I N D E R : "The smarter the women were, the more likely they were to 
have these illusory notions. They thought they could hold out. I 
know loads of women in their thirties and forties who could have 
had scores of husbands, by virtue of how many men they rejected." 

The two advice experts hardly needed to explain their diagnosis to 
the press; by the late '80s, their advice manuals, Smart Women/Foolish 
Choices and Women Men Love/Women Men Leave, had become media 
classics and record-breaking best-sellers. (Smart Women became the sec
ond longest running book on the New York Times nonfiction best-seller 
list, after Lee Iacocca's autobiography.) Both of these books drove the 
same point home: women's independence had made women think they 
were too "smart" for just any man—and so, made women act too "fool-
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ish," postponing marriage for personal, educational, or professional 
pursuits. Feminism gave women swollen, and consequently sick, heads. 

But, strangely enough, toward the end of the decade, Kinder and 
Cowan were marketing a contradictory diagnosis. Women's psycholog
ical problem, they now said, wasn't the result of women caring too little 
about relationships—but of caring too much. 

C O W A N : "A lot of women are obsessed now with getting married." 
K I N D E R : "It's all they talk about! When you put off your needs, you cre

ate personality disorders—and all these women in their late thirties, 
they are getting very anxious, very upset. . . . I mean, the best-selling 
book now is How to Marry the Man of Your Choice? [Margarent 
Kent's book that came with a money-back guarantee for unsuccess
ful spinsters]. 

Indeed, this most recent female neurosis has become such a "trend," 
Kinder says, that he and his partner are considering writing a third 
book to address it. 

Could this new marital "disorder" be, perchance, related to the pro
tracted scolding of single women that preceded it—a chastisement to 
which popular psychologists such as themselves amply contributed? 
Certainly not, the self-help authors retort. "We're not goading them 
on," Kinder says. "We're providing information." Who, then, induced 
this latest psychic disturbance? "If anyone's to blame for women's obses
sive behavior," Kinder volunteers, "it's the women's movement." 

• • • 
B U T I N the '80s, advice writers like Cowan and Kinder did play a role 
in the development of such "obsessive behavior"—a highly instrumen
tal and, for the writers at least, profitable one. Via popular psychology, 
the backlash insinuated itself into the most intimate front lines, im
pressing its discouraging and moralistic message most effectively, and 
destructively, on the millions of women seeking help from therapy 
books and counseling—women who were already feeling insecure and 
vulnerable, already bunkered in isolated private trenches. 

To the vast female readership of self-help manuals, the advice experts 
delivered a one-two punch. First they knocked down the liberated 
woman, commanding that she surrender her "excessive" independence, 
a mentally unhealthy state that had turned her into a voracious narcis
sist, a sterile cuckoo. Then, having brought the "victim" of feminism to 
her more feminine knees, the advice writers reaped the benefits—by 
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nursing the backlash victim. In the first half of the '80s, the advice ex
perts told women they suffered from bloated egos and a "fear of inti
macy"; in the second half, they informed women that atrophied egos 
and "codependency" were now their problems. In the decade's war on 
women, these popular psychologists helped fire the opening shots— 
then rushed to the battlefield to bandage the many wounds. 

In the quietist '80s, the advice book and therapy couch may have 
been the only sources of relief left to women who were feeling demoral
ized. In an era that offered little hope of real social or political change, 
the possibility of changing oneself was the one remaining way held out 
to American women to improve their lot. And there was much that 
these advice writers and counselors could have done, even more so 
under the backlash, to bolster bombarded female egos and provide sol
ace and support for women who were feeling increasingly alone and 
overwhelmed. Certainly, many counselors in the '80s provided useful 
and much-needed aid and comfort. But the advice experts with the 
highest media profiles in the decade were not among them. These rep
resentatives of the psychology profession managed to reinforce female 
isolation more than relieve it. They helped to inflame anxieties women 
already had about their worth and place in the world. In the guise of 
self-help, the experts issued only demands and dictates about how 
women should behave to win a man, rather than dispensing therapeu
tic tools and encouragement that women could have used to help 
themselves. 

Instead of assisting women to override the backlash, the advice ex
perts helped to lock it in female minds and hearts—by urging women 
to interpret all of the backlash's pressures as simply "their" problem. 
While of course many of the psychological problems that women (and 
men) struggle with are highly individualized and idiosyncratic—people 
seek counseling for many reasons, of which socialization of women is, 
obviously, only one—the counselors who dominated '80s advice book
shelves recognized no outside factors in their analysis and treatment of 
women. Backlash psychology turned a blind eye to all the social forces 
that had converged on women in the last decade—all the put-downs 
from mass media and Hollywood, all the verbal attacks from religious 
and political leaders, all the frightening reports from scholars and 
"experts," and all the rage, whether in the form of firebombings of 
women's clinics or sexual harassment or rape. These popular psycholo
gists failed to factor in or even acknowledge the sort of psychic damage 
that a prolonged cultural onslaught was capable of inflicting on its tar-
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gets. Nor, needless to say, did they contemplate the psychological diffi
culties that the other sex might be having in this decade, adjusting to 
the changes in women's roles. Advice books directed at men just weren't 
marketable enough to make that therapeutic enterprise worthwhile. 

The abuse that women had experienced in the '80s, the advice manu
als decreed by the end of the decade, must be self-inflicted. Rather than 
ask why so many women had become the object of rising male wrath, 
they concluded that these women must simply be courting punishment. 
One popular psychology tome after another unveiled an updated version 
of the masochistic female psyche—couched, of course, in the language of 
women's liberation. And while many of the works were trivial—the 
product of pop-therapy trends that come and go like fashions in the 
bookstores—the regressive vision of the female mind that these books 
endorsed would ultimately surface in a far more damaging context, in 
the most important reference manual of professional psychiatry. 

STAGE ONE: FEMINIST-TAMING THERAPY 

Get "power" by "surrendering" and "submitting" to your man's every 
whim, a leading '80s self-help manual advises in typical feminist-
sounding rhetoric. Don't talk back, because a ladylike silence will "en
hance" your "self-respect" and "feeling of mastery." "Take charge . . . of 
your courtship," suggests another popular text. "Overcome obstacles," 
so you can get married. The pseudofeminist title of one 1989 advice 
book puts it most succinctly: Women Who Marry Down and End Up 
Having It AIL 

While the backlash therapy books may be written in feminist ink, 
they blot out the most basic precept of feminist therapy—that both so
cial and personal growth are important, necessary, and mutually rein
forcing. This is a view that was supported, albeit in a rather degraded, 
commercialized form, in the leading self-help manuals of the '70s; in 
1975, The New Assertive Woman issued an "Everywoman's Bill O f 
Rights" that called for "the right to be treated with respect" and "the 
right to be listened to and taken seriously." The '80s advice writers, by 
contrast, seemed to go out of their way to urge women to stop challeng
ing social constraints and to keep their thoughts to themselves—to 
learn to fit the mold rather than break it. 

On no group of women did the self-help authors impress this mes
sage more strongly than the ones without wedding rings. The diagnosis 
was, underneath it all, little changed from the postwar era, when that 
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eras leading advice book—Marynia Farnham and Ferdinand Lund-
berg's Modern Women: The Lost Sex—declared all single women neu
rotics and proposed subsidized psychotherapy to get them married. In 
the '80s, even advice experts more sympathetic to single women and 
the pressures they faced touted the same marital party line. In the pop
ular 1988 advice book, IfI m So Wonderful Why Am I Still Single?, 
counselor Susan Page acknowledges in her introduction that unwed 
women are contending with a social climate that is especially rough on 
them now; they are burdened by "the specific problems that our times 
have spawned, such as misogyny," she writes. But she's not interested in 
helping single women develop the self-confidence and internal strength 
they need to bear up under these antagonistic conditions. Nor does she 
propose that single women even question the culture's marital march
ing orders. "I want to accept certain sociological and psychological fac
tors as given [her emphasis]," she writes. "In this book we will not 
discuss why [her emphasis] these conditions are as they are, and we will 
not lament them." What then should single women do to ease what 
Page calls the "Great Emotional Depression" that she says has de
scended on millions of them? Just change your single status, she pro
poses. She dispenses "strategies" only to make women more marketable 
for marriage. 

The '80s backlash therapists firmly rejected another fundamental 
feminist principle—that men can, and should, change, too. "[L]ately it 
seems there is a rising tide of utter frustration among women concern
ing men," Smart WomenlFoolish Choices observes, and a lot of women 
"always end up feeling disappointed by men." But Cowan and Kinder 
do not go on to consider what men might be doing to inspire such an 
outpouring of frustration, nor how men might change their behavior to 
make women feel better. Instead, the psychologists conclude that men 
are fine and any disappointment women feel is wholly self-generated. 
It's not the men who are "inadequate," the authors write; it's just that 
the women's "expectations are distorted." Women are just "hypercriti
cal" of men. All would be well if women only learned to "truly under
stand men" and their "need for mastery and career success." Women 
would be happy if they only quit "pushing" the opposite sex to change 
and learned to "compromise." 

Asked later what sort of compromises he had in mind, Kinder says: 
"Women could have their kids while they are still in college, and then, 
if they still want a career, they can do that after the kids are grown. You 
do have to make some sacrifices." What about fathers "sacrificing" by 
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taking some responsibility for their children? Kinder, whose wife stayed 
at home to raise their children, mulls it over. "Yeah, well that would 
solve the problem," he says. "But men won't do it. And it's not our 
place to be saying things like that. We're not social engineers." Not, 
anyway, when it comes to men. 

Confronted with the antifeminist implications of their message, the 
backlash therapists almost always issue a denial. "We're talking about 
broadening expectations, not settling for less, and that's not just a play 
on words," Cowan says. But it is exactly that—unless Cowan has al
ready forgotten his own "Rules for Finding the Right Man" in Smart 
Women. Rule #8: "Fewer expectations lead to greater aliveness." 

Some of the therapists attacking women's liberation most forcefully 
claimed, in fact, to be proponents themselves. As many media-
conscious therapists in the '80s discovered, feminist-bashing "femi
nists" garnered the most airtime. Susan and Stephen Price, authors of 
the popular No More Lonely Nights: Overcoming the Hidden Fears That 
Keep You from Getting Married, were one such "feminist" husband-and-
wife therapy team who got a lot of press mileage plugging this backlash 
diagnosis of modern single women: "androphobia." This "problem 
without a name," they wrote, shamelessly stealing Friedan's phrase, was 
a "deep-rooted intense fear of men" shared by most unmarried women 
over thirty, especially professional women. The cause: "You have been 
deeply influenced by feminism." 

• • • 
" T H E S E O B S E S S I V E androphobic fears are a major ingredient in 
women's resistance to marriage today," Stephen Price is saying in his 
Manhattan office, a few weeks after his appearance on the "Today" 
show. "Now that we've reached the end of the women's movement, 
which is where our culture is today. . . . " Here he hesitates, then says, 
"We both, of course, feel very pro the gains of the women's movement." 

His wife, Susan, seated in the office's other therapeutic armchair, 
nods vigorously. "We're both feminists," she says. "In fact, it was almost 
me being a feminist that kept me from seeing these hidden fears devel
oping. As a therapist I encouraged women to pursue careers. But what 
happened is, women escaped into their careers and they didn't put their 
energy into their relationships. Their feminist viewpoint became a 
trap." But if careers hurt women psychologically, then why do profes
sional women consistently rank highest, as we've seen, in virtually all 
measures of mental health? The Prices have no answer. 

In spite of their pro-feminist claims, the Prices seem to oppose every 
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feminist tenet, from economic independence to sexual freedom. In 
their book and in their counseling sessions, they advise women to re
frain not only from initiating sex but from having sex at all before mar
riage. "If the woman is sexually aggressive, the man might put her in 
the category of someone to go to bed with, period," Susan Price says. 
Evidence? "Fatal Attraction may be over-drawn in some ways, but you 
can really see that operating there," she says. 

Unlike authentically feminist therapists, the Prices don't consider, 
much less confront, other forces at work in women's lives. They rein
force the era's isolation of single women by encouraging their female 
readers to see themselves as defective units, alone and isolated only by 
their own aberrant behavior. They advise women to "deal with your 
own personal crisis: What might you [their emphasis] be doing to make 
intimacy with a man impossible? What attitudes are keeping you [their 
emphasis] unavailable for marriage?" The primary offending attitude 
that the book singles out: an insistence on respect and equal treatment 
from one's mate. "The desire to avoid a submissive status in relation
ship to men can lead you into a loveless life," they assert. Again, there is 
no analysis of the attitudes of men, much less proposals for altering 
them. If a man mistreats a woman, she probably asked for it. "A resis
tant woman picks a resistant man," Susan Price says. "What we help 
single women to see is how what they think is a problem with the man 
is really something inside them." Don't men play any role in difficult 
relationships? "Probably it is a fifty-fifty proposition," Stephen Price 
concedes, shrugging. "But this book is focused on women—for the pur
pose of clarity." 

While they don't actually support a feminist vision, the Prices are 
happy to appropriate the movement's activist language to promote their 
own agenda. They urge women to "take control" of their love lives by 
scaling back their career aspirations and to "gain power" over potential 
husbands by remaining celibate. "It's Up to You to Get Married," the 
manual instructs, this being the only arena, apparently, in which it's 
okay for women to take the initiative. 

Androphobia may have a scientific ring, but it's not based on scien
tific research—or any research at all. "We just knew it was a phobia," 
Stephen Price says flatly. How? "Well, because there's an avoidance 
there." Pressed to explain what that means, Stephen Price falls silent. 
Finally, he says: "A lot of the dynamics of phobia are hidden. That's 
how we know it's a phobia. It's very hidden." 

This invisible phobia turned the Prices into very visible "marriage 
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gurus," as they now call themselves. "We are inundated," Susan Price 
says happily. "We've been doing three radio shows a week. Women are 
calling up saying, what's your [marriage] success rate? We do sessions by 
phone. We have women flying in from out west. And we get so many 
letters from women saying they read our book and they realize now 
how they did it to themselves. They are grateful." 

It turns out that Susan Price does actually support feminist princi
ples in one way—for herself. "When we first married, Steve couldn't 
understand my need for my own career and not wanting to be a home-
maker," she recalls. "I got jobs [to support him] while he was in gradu
ate school. He was being groomed for a career and what was I doing?" 
First she became a schoolteacher, but she didn't find it fulfilling 
enough. "I decided I wanted to be a therapist. So I went back to gradu
ate school. The kids were still babies at the time. We hired a lot of baby
sitters and put them in a lot of nursery schools." Was any of this a 
mistake? "Oh, no. I love what I do." 

TONI GRANT: S U R R E N D E R INTO WOMANHOOD 

The "media's number one psychologist" drums her pink nails impa
tiently against a countertop at the KFI-AM radio station in Los Ange
les; a live installment of "The Dr. Toni Grant Show," the first and soon 
nationwide on-air therapy program with millions of listeners, is in 
progress on this summer evening in 1988. The current caller is getting 
on Grant's nerves. Carol is talking about her husband: he's been spend
ing family money that she believes he should invest in their two 
little girls. She told him so, several times. A big mistake, in Grant's 
opinion—challenging one's husband is a sure sign of a "feminist-
infected" woman. 

G R A N T : Why don't you stop doing that? 
C A R O L : Because it bothers me. 
G R A N T : Well that's not a reason. . . . You're not getting away with any

thing. And you will know that when he starts to cheat on you and he 
starts to stay away from home, he stops sleeping with you, he stops 
talking to you. . . . Learning to hold your tongue, especially when 
love is the object, is what you need to learn. 

Carol promises to keep her mouth shut. Not all Grant's listeners need 
to be chided; many have studied closely her best-selling advice book, 
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Being a Woman: Fulfilling Your Femininity and Finding Love, and taken 
the teachings to heart. Caller Lee Ann is a case in point. At fifty-seven, 
Lee Ann describes herself as a "strong, independent person," a textiles 
design instructor who returned to college to get her teaching credentials 
after her divorce. She tells Grant that the current man in her life, just like 
her ex-husband, expects her to shoulder all the duties at home. She 
wonders, having heard about Grants book, whether she's to blame for 
his domestic unhelpfulness by failing to act "feminine" enough. 

That's right, Grant says: "If you come across as tremendously com
petent . . . [men] will make you the man." A man may "admire" her 
strength, but he won't be "inspired" to "cherish her and adore her and 
make mad passionate love to her." Grant recommends that Lee Ann 
"look within," find that "frail" feminine girl inside and put her on dis
play. Her fragility will "thrill" him—apparently enough to make him 
take out the trash. 

Grant dates her own transformation to 1981, when she started "re
searching being single," as she put it during her publicity tour. She 
knew something about the topic from personal experience: she had di
vorced her husband seven years earlier and been single ever since. She 
had many prospective grooms, including several prominent Hollywood 
publicists and producers, whom she turned down. Grant seemed to 
enjoy, even advertise, her independent lifestyle. In 1984, she marched 
into a Hollywood Halloween party dressed as Wonder Woman. In 
1985, she told a reporter that she relished her single status. In 1986, she 
told the Los Angeles Herald Examiner that while she eschewed the "fem
inist" label, "I'd like to represent the best of what feminists want for 
women, equal rights and such." When the interviewer asked her, 
"Haven't you always been more fulfilled by career than family?" she 
replied, "Certainly." Long after the book was published, she was calling 
herself a "passionate advocate" of women's rights. "Of course I'm a fem
inist," she says. "How could I be anything bu t? . . . I've led a life of ac
complishment. . . . I was in school until I was twenty-seven. . . . I was 
the sole support for two kids, a home, two cars. I'm an independent, 
highly educated woman. If I'm not a feminist, who is?" 

Her book, however, reflects the prevailing backlash ethos rather than 
her personal experience. As she herself boasts, the book is selling well 
because of "perfect timing"—"It really fits the trends for women right 
now." This is counseling guided by market, not psychological, research. 
"You have to write a book with a point of view," she says. "You can't 
spend pages and pages talking about how [you're] a feminist." 
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Nonetheless, Grant maintains that it was her review of the profes
sional literature that made her reassess her view of independent career 
women. Her singles research took her first to Freud, whose work, she 
writes in Being a Woman, brought home to her this concept: "Biology is 
destiny." That's when she began to sour on the modern working 
woman, who is "often going against her nature" and "her monthly peri
ods." Then she investigated Jung, and from his works she gleaned that 
equality turns a woman into an Amazon, "constantly armed and ready 
for battle," and makes her "severely neurotic in her denial of her biolog
ical clock." She drew from contemporary scholars, too. Her book cites 
Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice—as proof that Simone de Beau-
voir's analysis of sex roles is "absurd" and that the quest for romance, 
not legal rights, "is the essense of being a woman." 

Grant's analysis all adds up to this insight: the new assertive woman 
is abnormal precisely because she asserts herself. A "normal" woman 
passively allows a man to shape her experience, for good or ill. "What, 
really, is 'masochism'?" Grant asks in Being a Woman. "Most people as
sociate masochism with pleasure and pain, images being conjured up of 
the abused and abuser." But in her view, masochism is just the naturally 
feminine "desire to endure pain rather than inflict it; to relinquish con
trol rather than seize it." And so, she concludes, "In this sense, certainly, 
most women are indeed masochistic." 

In 1988, Grant issued her conclusion: women's liberation is really a 
set of "big lies" that deny women love and happiness. This "Feminist 
Infection" has given women, according to her book's full-page ads, 
"stress, anxiety, depression, compulsion, addiction, exhaustion." And 
that's not all. As her book maintains, "The lie of sexual equality has led 
to widespread promiscuity among women, detachment from their bod
ies, and indeed, from their very souls." Female career achievers are no 
longer Wonder Women. "Split off from their Madonna aspect," Grant 
writes, "without genuine feminine composure, receptivity, or serenity, 
these women conjure up images of a devouring, consuming monster, a 
Lady Macbeth completely divorced from her feminine feeling." 

Nonetheless, Grant claims that Being a Woman is "not really about 
feminism and was never intended as a feminist attack. In fact, there's a 
page there where I say what the movement did that was good for 
women." Her book's diagnosis restates the stock backlash chain of cau
sation: feminism leads to professionalism leads to psychosis. Clinicians 
of the late 19th century similarly linked feminism with neurasthenia 
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and hysteria; the agitation of suffragists, charged a typical late Victorian 
counselor, had unleashed in the female population "a nervous distress 
that has become universal." Grants rhetoric, as well, is on loan from 
past backlash periods. In fact, the 1947 Modern Woman: The Lost Sex 
invoked Lady Macbeth as its symbol of the liberated madwoman, too. 

To her radio listeners and readers, Grant offered a way out of femi
nist lunacy: "Surrender into being a woman." To replenish the depleted 
female spirit and reclaim mental tranquility, she advised, cultivate "pas
sive receptivity and silence." Also on Grant's strongly recommended list 
of restorative feminine regimens: "quiet meditation, long walks in na
ture, warm baths," and a "spiritual," if not technical, virginity. She 
called this strategy, originally enough, developing a "feminine mys
tique." If a single woman follows all these steps, Grant promised, she 
will win the ultimate trophy of good mental health: a husband. 

As Grant was drafting her "steps to becoming a woman," she recalls, 
she was also applying them to herself. She worked on developing a 
"more spiritual" side, began wearing frilly clothes, and learned to 
"lower my voice." Nonetheless, despite many long soaks in the tub, 
Grant was still single when her book hit the stores in the early spring of 
1988. This was bad news for her publisher's marketing department and 
for Grant herself, who faced a book tour and the inevitable question 
from the press. 

Just then, while lecturing on "relationships" at a Young Presidents 
Organization conference in Hawaii, Grant met an eligible bachelor on 
her panel. John Bell, who ran a corrugated-box company based in Indi
ana, was divorced and in the market for a wife. Grant swung into action 
and a whirlwind courtship commenced. "It was eight days and nights 
filled with romance and glamour," as she was fond of repeating on the 
promotion circuit later. As soon as they left the island, Grant started 
angling for a ring. "John, what are your intentions?" she inquired a few 
weeks after the trip. "He assured me they were honorable." She pressed 
some more, and he proposed. She consented at once—and suggested 
they marry the following Sunday. Bell thought that would be "a little 
soon." So they set the date for June. 

With Bell signed on, Grant's publicists raced to alert the media. "Dr. 
Toni Grant to Wed Industrialist John L. Bell," a hastily issued press re
lease announced. A promotional party was arranged at a Hollywood 
restaurant to spread the engagement news. And the fiancée herself ap
peared in a pouf gown and prim white gloves—which she wore under 
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her five-carat pear-cut solitaire engagement band. Clinging daintily to 
her intended's arm, she thrust her left hand out to all who approached 
and exclaimed, "Have you seen my ring? I'm going to be a June bride!" 

The following September, the pendulum swung a little farther in the 
life of Toni Grant. She issued another press announcement: she was 
going to quit her radio show to devote her life to "being a woman, to 
living the book I have written." Unlike many of the other backlash au
thors, she had at least decided to take her own advice. She hung up her 
radio headset, bought a house in Lake Tahoe, and vowed to become the 
ultimate corporate wife. It was a very feminine retreat—if one overlooks 
the fact that it was financed by this counselor's million-dollar career. 

But it wasn't a retreat motivated by feminine concerns. Asked about 
the decision later, she offers two reasons for quitting: "I felt that media 
psychology had peaked" and "I wanted to travel and see the world." 
And it wasn't even a retreat. "Creative people," Grant explains, "in 
order to renew their creativity, really need to stop for a while. Coco 
Chanel took a hiatus for seven years, and when she emerged, she cre
ated the Chanel look for which she became famous." Will Grant follow 
a similar timetable? "Oh, I don't think I need seven years," she says. 
One and a half years into what she calls her "semi-retirement," Grant 
has already begun to resurface, making the media circuit ("I've done 
'Oprah'; I've done 'Donahue' " ) , lecturing "both nationally and inter
nationally," and directing relationship seminars. "I miss my work," she 
says. She is already planning a comeback—on an even higher profile 
platform. "I'm more inclined to see myself doing something on televi-
sion. 

STAGE TWO: THERAPY F O R THE OVERLY FEMININE WOMAN 

On an unusually sunny summer day in San Francisco, sixty women are 
huddled inside a shuttered half-lit storefront, curled on sagging arm
chairs and sofas. Yellowed oil paintings hang cockeyed on the walls; 
dustballs drift like tumbleweed across the floor. In an attempt at cheer, 
someone has set a rose on the chipped coffee table, but the lone flower 
only underscores the gloom. 

At one time, only Alcoholics Anonymous met in these dreary quar
ters. But in 1986, a group trying to conquer another "addiction" began 
convening every Saturday. And soon, fifty, sometimes a hundred, 
"women who love too much" were reporting regularly to the room. 
Like thousands of women in identical meetings around the country, 
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they were flocking to contemplate the written word of Robin Nor
wood, therapist and author of Women Who Love Too Much: When You 
Keep Wishing and Hoping He'll Change. 

On this particular Saturday in 1987, the group leader rises and locks 
the front door, giving the knob a few sharp rattles. "We are all here," 
she says, "because we share one thing in common. We all have basically 
miserable relationships." A list of Norwood's "Characteristics of 
Women Who Love Too Much" is passed around, and each woman 
reads one line aloud. "Number one: You come from a dysfunctional 
home in which your emotional needs were not met" . . . "Number 
eleven: You are addicted to men and emotional pain." . . . "Number 
fourteen: You have a tendency toward episodes of depression." Women 
sip decaffeinated coffee from a carafe on the counter; no stimulants are 
allowed at these meetings. On one sofa, women take turns cradling a 
teddy bear. 

The group leader reminds attendees of two ground rules for Women 
Who Love Too Much support groups: no advising each other and no talk
ing about "him." Remember, she stresses, this is your problem, not his. 

Then the "sharing portion" of the meeting begins. 
"Hi, my name is Sandra [names have been changed] and I'm a 

Woman Who Loves Too Much. I got married to a man who became ad
dicted to liquor. . . . What is it about me that attracted a sick, depen
dent alcoholic?" 

"Hi, my name is Nancy and I'm a Woman Who Loves Too Much. 
I'm involved with a man who is very sexually rejecting. I think I am at
tracted to him because when he rejects me, that allows me to play the 
hurt, angry one and close down." 

And so it goes for the next hour and a half, each speaker ticking off 
her troubles and pointing an accusatory finger at herself. One woman 
tells the group that she is "tired all the time" and doesn't know why. An
other cries "for no reason," sometimes twice a day, huddled in the bed
room closet. The confidences are offered up to an unresponsive 
audience. Since no one is permitted to comment on anyone else's trou
bles, authentic "sharing" is absent; the women seem more like children 
in a sandbox, engaged in parallel play. 

When the personal accounting is done, the women finish as they do 
every week. They rise from their seats, clasp hands in a circle, and chant 
the Serenity Prayer, asking God to help improve their relationships 
with their men. Then the leader unlocks the door and the women wan
der out, one by one, to face the sun-drenched streets alone. 
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• • • 
F I R S T P U B L I S H E D in 1985, Norwood's book on female "relationship 
addiction" became the guiding light to more than 20 million readers. 
More than a year in the number-one spot on the New York Times best
seller list, Women Who Love Too Much was the number-one 1986 best
seller in mass-market paperbacks nationwide, the top 1986 best-seller 
on the Times list for advice books and the most requested book at both 
Waldenbooks' and B. Dalton's national chains. A year and a half after 
the book's publication, cities from Philadelphia to Atlanta to Los Ange
les supported scores of Women Who Love Too Much groups. In 1987, 
when the New York Daily News ran a small item that simply mentioned 
a Women Who Love Too Much group, the leaders of the group re
ceived several hundred calls by the end of the day. 

There plainly were great numbers of women who were locked in de
structive relationships and in desperate need of help. And surely there 
were many women who found comfort in Norwood's book and the 
meetings that the text inspired. But the book's cover promised women 
more practical help than it delivered; the underlying Women Who 
Love Too Much message was a quasi-mystical one that advocated a 
childlike and passive acceptance more than grown-up and active 
change. To borrow from the wording of the Serenity Prayer, Norwood s 
text offered women more serenity to accept things they couldn't change 
than courage to change the things they could. 

Like so many therapists in the decade, Norwood had an opportunity 
to observe up close the increasing toll of emotional and sexual violence 
against women. She puzzled over the evidence of millions of women 
suffering verbal and physical abuse from husbands and lovers. Yet, in 
the end, she proposed an explanation that entirely ignored the social di
mensions of these developments and turned the problem inward. 
Women today, she writes, are literally "addicted" to men who hurt 
them. "Many, many of us have been man junkies,'" she writes, "and, 
like any other addict, we need to admit the severity of our problem." 
While many women, of course, do follow such self-destructive patterns, 
Norwood's ahistorical analysis doesn't help to explain why the problem 
is so acute now—or why the violence directed at women is rising so 
dramatically. Nor does it ever turn the tables: her book asks why so 
many women "choose" abusive men, but not why there are so many 
abusive men to choose from. 

Norwood's self-help plan, modeled on Alcoholics Anonymous's 
twelve-step program, advises women seeking the source of their pain to 
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refrain from looking beyond themselves, a habit she calls "blaming." 
Instead of encouraging women to develop stronger egos, get feistier, 
and challenge men to change, Norwood recommends that her readers 
"build your willingness to surrender," steer clear of "passion," and "let 
go of self-will." Only by "getting in touch with your higher power" can 
a man-addicted woman escape from emotional pain. "Spiritual practice 
calms you," she writes. It doesn't actually help you to change your cir
cumstances or yourself, but it "helps change your perspective from 
being victimized to being uplifted"; simply by saying, silently and to 
yourself, "I no longer suffer," a woman can get relief. Taking the initia
tive to improve one's situation is not part of the Norwood plan. Instead 
she advises "letting go" of "the determination to make things happen." 
She explains, "You must accept the fact that you may not know what is 
best in a given situation." In fact, the reader should regard self-assertion 
itself as a "character defect." 

Real personal growth and mental health are also not part of Nor
wood's treatment program. There are no cured Women Who Love Too 
Much, she warns, only "recovered" ones. "Man junkies," like chronic 
drinkers, are hooked for life. The women can only work to "control" 
the illness, which will always linger in their systems. To keep the sick
ness in check, she prescribes only one thing: regular attendance at 
Women Who Love Too Much "support groups." 

The meaning of "addiction" itself—"the giving of oneself to a de
sire"—fits nicely the traditional Victorian vision of feminine passivity. 
The Women Who Love Too Much treatment strategy trades one form 
of passivity for another, more glorified one, the giving of oneself to a 
"higher power." The students of Women Who Love Too Much don't 
learn to direct their lives but only to credit a mysterious force for direct
ing it for them. They learn not to fortify and harness power inside 
themselves but only to submit to its delivery from on high. In a way, 
Norwood's cure is the reverse image of the personal transformation 
plan of the New Right's Concerned Women for America's Beverly La
Haye. LaHaye concealed her drive for self-determination and authority 
under the cover of "spiritual submission"; Norwood tries to pass off a 
true form of surrender as an active way of taking charge of one's life. 

Norwood cast herself, too, as a mere spiritual medium rather than an 
actor in her own life. Even her book, she says, was written by a "higher 
power," not her. "I feel it was really guided from the beginning," she 
says later. Even the title was whispered in her ear while she was driving 
on the highway. In defining herself in these terms, as a passive recipient 
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of divine wisdom, she recalls the Victorian Verena Tarrant in Henry 
James's The Bostonians, the childlike heroine who explained away her 
talent for public speaking by saying, "Oh, it isn't me, you know; it's 
something outside! . . . I suppose it is a power." 

In the late '80s, with the rise of "codependency," the addiction 
or disease model of female neurosis quickly spread to other forms of 
therapy. It helped to double membership in self-help counseling orga
nizations, spawning an endless variety of "support" groups for codepen-
dents from Women for Sobriety to Women with Multiple Addictions. 
There was even a group for Formerly Employed Mothers at Loose 
Ends, or F E M A L E . Apparently now even a poor job market was seen as 
an individual woman's personal psychosis. The professional medical 
journals supported this illness metaphor, defining codependency as "a 
disease of relationships" in which the individual "selects a life partner 
who is chemically dependent or who is otherwise dysfunctional." (The 
individual they had in mind was almost always a woman; the codepen
dency market was about 85 percent female. Codependency was even 
defined in female terms—its original model the alcoholic's wife.) 

The leaders of the codependency movement exhorted their female 
patients to picture and even treat themselves like little girls. One self-
help strategy that these gurus widely recommended to their patients: 
buy a doll to cuddle, and carry it at all times. "Reclaiming the inner 
child" was the movement's mantra, and codependent initiates were en
couraged to call themselves "adult children." While this concept may 
well have begun with good intentions—to revisit the crimes of one's 
abused and victimized childhood in order to transcend them—too 
often the excavation of the buried injured child became the all-
consuming central drama, and the effort to reject victim status and 
move toward maturity was largely sidelined. In so many codependency 
groups, women waded into the quagmires of childhood to "rescue" 
their hurting little-girl selves—only to sink deeper in the mud. 

Despite their infantilizing methods and their distaste for "self-will," 
codependency's creators and practitioners claimed to have a feminist 
outlook. The codirectors of the National Self-Help Clearinghouse de
clared, "The codependency movement may well be the psychological 
arm of the women's movement." Norwood herself compared her 
Women Who Love Too Much groups to the consciousness-raising ses
sions of the early '70s. 

But by sequestering women in dimly lit, locked, and caffeine-free 
meeting rooms and instructing them to swap adult assertiveness for an 
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unpassionate, passive, and puerile tranquility, Norwood's regimen 
comes closer in spirit to the late-19th-century "rest cure" than it does to 
early-'70s feminist rap sessions. The hundred-year-old cure, which also 
involved confinement in darkened rooms, diets of unstimulating foods, 
and a denial of self-expression, succeeded more often in accelerating the 
deterioration of its patients than in curing them. As feminist writer 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman observed most famously of her 1887 rest 
cure, she had tried to follow the doctor's orders to put down her pen 
and "live as domestic a life as possible"—and "came perilously near to 
losing my mind." 

The '70s consciousness-raising movement, by contrast, whatever its 
foibles, at least called on its participants to act, speak out, and grow up. 
Its meetings were envisioned as sort of weekly pit stops in a social revo
lution. As Ms.'s 1972 guide to consciousness-raising described it, the 
groups were intended to provide emotional refueling, companionship, 
and confidence building, "when we come back battered or ridiculed 
from trying to change our worlds." The sessions were free—so that 
women from all incomes could join—and leaderless—so that no one 
would become the authority figure and each member would be encour
aged to think and speak for herself. 

The women who flocked to the Women Who Love Too Much 
groups in the '80s were battered and ridiculed, too, from trying to 
change their world. But if they were hoping to pursue such social 
change further, they weren't likely to find much encouragement at these 
counseling sessions. Furthermore, Norwood had originally proposed 
that the groups be free and leaderless; by the late '80s some enterprising 
therapists descended on the movement, having discovered a tempting 
way to double-dip. Soon, in many of the Women Who Love Too Much 
groups, the counselors were running the show—and not pro bono. 

At the regular Friday session of the Women Who Love Too Much 
group at the California Family Therapy Institute, the women are seated 
in a circle, the blinds drawn, the lights low. They have paid the group's 
therapist leader $30 to $40 a week—on top of her $80 fee for individ
ual counseling. 

"I'm like a mother to them all," the therapist says, surveying her 
brood of "adult children." O f herself, she says, "I am definitely a 
Woman Who Loves Too Much." She was a full-time housewife, she re
lates, until her husband ran off with her best friend after twenty-three 
years of marriage. Then she went back to school at forty and became a 
therapist. Now she's "in recovery," having figured out what went wrong 
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in her marriage. "I let myself go. I don't blame him. He's a man just like 
any other man. If I had done all this work on me before, maybe he 
would have stuck around." 

Each of the women in this group had good reasons for seeking help 
when the sessions started ten months earlier. One woman was living 
with a man who had barely spoken to her since she had embarked on a 
career. Another woman was living with a man who called her at work, 
screaming, when she failed to iron his favorite shirt. Another woman's 
husband, who launched periodic tirades over dust in the carpet, was 
having an affair, which he said was "her fault." 

Asked why they originally joined, the women offer variations on the 
same answer. "I wanted to be tougher," says one. "Not be such an emo
tional bimbo," says another. "I wanted to be strong," says a third. But 
asked what they learned in the group, their replies are very different: "I 
learned how I was a little girl within," says a middle-aged business
woman. "I realized I'm a little child," says a forty-year-old teacher. "And 
I learned how to get in touch with that child." At her therapist's re
quest, she purchased a doll and it is now her constant companion; in 
the car, she says, she is always careful to put on its seat belt. "You'll no
tice," the therapist says, "how in the group my girls' little voices just get 
smaller and smaller." 

Presumably the point of retreating to a childhood state is to make a 
new start. But here, the women seem to regress and get stuck. Rather 
than change their lives, they seem, at best, to have learned how to ad
just to intolerable situations. One woman, a housewife who had re
cently gone back to work as a real estate agent, originally joined 
Women Who Love Too Much so she could have some support while di
vorcing her husband. He was seeing another woman, but that was the 
least of it. Ever since she had returned to work, his anger had mounted; 
eventually, it became intolerable. "If I didn't vacuum the house every 
day, he'd scream," she says. "If I forgot to lay out his clothes one morn
ing, I'd hear about it. If the fish wasn't fresh or if I said we were having 
fish and then I served steak, he would go into a rage. He would take 
away all my money and credit cards and my car and push me out of the 
house and tell me to try living on my own." But after ten months in 
Women Who Love Too Much, she decided to move back in with him. 
"See, the thing I learned in the group is, it wasn't really his fault. I al
lowed it to happen." 

• • • 
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F O R M O R E than a year, the publicity department at Pocket Books was 
getting virtually daily calls from women desperate to talk with Robin 
Norwood. "She's the only one who can help me," they would say. Some 
women even flew out to Santa Barbara, Norwood's residence, in hopes 
of an on-the-spot session with her. They hoped to join the list of the 
man-addicts that Norwood had helped, the dozens of real women who 
had been featured in Women Who Love Too Much. Norwood's own 
much advertised recovery also played a major role in attracting hordes 
of supplicants. As Judith Staples, a San Francisco addiction counselor 
who organized Norwood's last public appearance, observes, "Robin is a 
symbol of hope for so many women in pain. Because Robin did it, 
you know. She pulled herself out of relationship-addiction and into re
covery." 

For a year and a half after the book was published, Norwood told the 
story of her recovery to thousands of women in marathon six-hour-
long speeches she delivered around the country. Her lecture fee was 
$2,500; the admission ticket was $40. When Norwood spoke in San 
Francisco in 1987, her sponsors were besieged by more than a thousand 
women applicants within a week. The meeting eventually had to be 
moved to a cavernous church, and even these quarters weren't spacious 
enough. Norwood's congregants, the event's organizer recalls, were 
"hanging from the choir loft." 

Norwood's all-day lecture concerned her life story, but it was an 
oral biography that omitted all events except the particulars of various 
dead-end relationships. She covered each failed affair in microscopic 
detail, starting with the story of the boy who snubbed her on the 
playground—in kindergarten. And she closed each anecdote with the 
same conclusion. "It was an inside job," she told her audience. "For a 
long time I thought, 'Why are all these bad things happening to me?' 
It's because I chose them. We choose alcoholics. We choose men who are 
incapable of being faithful to us." 

Her second husband was an alcoholic, prone to binges, and his peri
odic desertions eventually took a toll on her job—she worked as an 
alcohol-addiction counselor in a hospital. "Every morning after a while 
I was showing up at work and starting to cry," she recalls. "And then 
one day I couldn't stop crying. . . . So they took me by the arm and 
said, 'Robin, why don't you go home and why don't you stay there?' 
And I went home and I just stayed there. For almost three months." 

Out of work, Norwood went downhill fast. "Part of that time, I 
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could not function. I had a very hard time talking. I couldn't move. It 
was as though I was in very heavy wet cement. I lived in my bathrobe. 
We ate Springfield chili almost every night. It was a big deal if I could 
make it to the mailbox and back. That was the highlight of the day." Fi
nally, her husband reappeared and vowed to reform; she returned to 
work and the depression receded. But soon he was back to binging and 
she slipped back into despair. Her skin, she says, began breaking out in 
"great big bruises," which she believes was a sign that her "connective 
tissue" was dissolving. She said, "I knew I was dying." 

Norwood at last turned to an Al-Anon meeting. It was here, she says, 
that she discovered the merits of surrender. "For me, recovery meant 
leaning on something much larger than myself." She "turned the whole 
thing over to God" and "found myself praying." She prayed especially 
for a "nice man." Her prayers were answered; a divine power, she says, 
caused her to meet her third husband. He was "real boring," she says, 
but now that she was in recovery, she realized that this was for the best. 
Passion was only "suffering," a drug that "kills." 

Readers of Women Who Love Too Much who attended Norwood's lec
tures might have been struck by the remarkable resemblance between 
her own story and the case histories of her patients featured in her 
book. Just like "Pam," Norwood's first marriage was to a high school 
dropout; just like "Jill," Norwood met her second husband at a dance 
club; just like "Trudi," her final marriage was to a boring nice guy. This 
is no coincidence. As Norwood let slip to a few colleagues, many of her 
"patients" in the book are really just her. The grand finale of the book— 
a long and detailed final therapy session between Norwood and the 
grateful, "recovered" Trudi (in which the therapist rhapsodizes about 
her client's "warm brown eyes shining and the beautiful cloud of softly 
waved reddish brown hair longer and fuller than I remember")—is only 
the therapist talking to and about herself. 

Asked later why she misrepresented herself as her patients in the 
book, Norwood says, "I never claimed those were case studies. Some 
are really fictional. The point is not which parts are me and which 
aren't." But regrettably this distinction is very much the point. Nor
wood originally proposed to spark a "raising of consciousness" by shar
ing diverse intimate female experience; her book ushered readers into 
her therapy office to listen, and take heart from, the voices of many 
women. But inside this confessional, one can hear the regrets of just 
one woman, a stricken and solitary figure who sees only her reflection 
in her lonely hall of mirrors. 
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Norwood's own "recovery"—through marriage to the "right" man— 
proved short-lived. In the spring of 1987, Norwood abruptly quit mak
ing speeches. She could no longer market her experience as a successful 
case study: being married to the nice boring husband turned out to be 
not so nice after all, and soon she divorced him. 

Following the breakup of her marriage, Norwood chose a path that 
would seem more likely to promote, not mitigate, her isolation. She 
gave up her practice, moved to a cottage by the sea, and retreated into a 
shell-like existence. Her daily life there, she reports, involves "absolutely 
no social life." She no longer reads or even watches TV. "I never look at 
the newspaper." She, in fact, does nothing. "I just hold still." Wouldn't 
contact with other people be comforting? "I don't want to be involved 
with other people's lives," she says. Doesn't she at least wonder what's 
going on in the world? "I don't want to know," she says. "It's just a dis
traction from staying in touch with myself." 

This self-help program of Norwood's was no consciousness-raising 
cure; it was closer to solitary confinement. "The heart of [consciousness 
raising]," as historian Hester Eisenstein writes, "was the discovery that 
one was not alone, that other women had comparable feelings and ex
periences." But Norwood was very much alone—more alone, in fact, 
than when she began her treatment. So, too, were some of the "code-
pendent" women in treatment who took their dolls home and slammed 
the doors behind them. As long as these female patients continued to 
be convinced that unhappy domestic affairs were a woman's problem 
only, they would each end up in a room talking to themselves. They 
would end up like Norwood, sitting in a house by the sea, ears plugged 
from the noises of the outer world, eyes, like Verena Tarrant's, turned 
toward heaven. 

FEMININE MASOCHISM, '80S S T Y L E 

The psychiatric diagnosis of masochism first formulated in the late Vic
torian era described people who derive sexual pleasure from pain. It 
soon, however, degenerated into a sort of all-purpose definition of the 
female psyche; so many women got abused because so many women 
preferred it that way—an early statement, in some respects, of Robin 
Norwood's thesis. 

But masochism as a therapeutic diagnosis eventually fell into disre
pute. As psychoanalyst Karen Horney first pointed out in the 1920s, 
so-called "natural" female masochism was more likely the unnatural 
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product of a sexist social system of rewards and punishments that in
duced many women to adopt submissive behavior. Horney's Freudian 
male colleagues didn't appreciate her observations—they forced her out 
of the New York Psychoanalytic Society. But eventually most mental 
health professionals came around to her point of view, and by the '70s, 
the notion of an innate feminine masochism seemed a quaint relic, 
more a jocular buzzword than a defensible psychoanalytic theory. 

Then in 1985, some psychoanalysts at the American Psychiatric As
sociation decided it was time for masochism to make a comeback, as a 
"new" disorder in the professional Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders, or DSM, the bible of American psychiatry. This was 
no arcane matter of classification. The DSM is the standard reference 
book that mental health professionals rely on to diagnose patients, re
searchers use to study mental illness, private and public insurers require 
to determine compensation for therapy, and courts turn to when ruling 
on insanity pleas and child custody decisions. 

That year, Dr. Teresa Bernardez was chairing the APA's Committee 
on Women, which is supposed to be consulted on all proposed new 
D S M diagnoses affecting women. But the APA panel drafting the new 
diagnoses never bothered to inform her or anyone else on the commit
tee. By happenstance, as the APA was nearing a vote on the diagnosis, 
Bernardez heard about it from a friend across the country. She investi
gated further—and discovered that the APA panel planned to add not 
one but three diagnoses affecting women, all in troubling ways. "Pre
menstrual dysphoric disorder" was another one, a diagnosis that revived 
the long-discredited notion that PMS was a mental illness rather than a 
simple matter of endocrinology. "Paraphiliac rapism disorder" was the 
third, a diagnosis that the APA panel intended to apply to any man (or, 
theoretically, woman) who reported repeated fantasies about rape or 
sexual molestation and "repeatedly acts on these urges or is markedly 
distressed by them." If approved, this vague definition could prove a 
handy insanity plea for any rapist or child molester with an enterprising 
lawyer. This was obvious enough to the U .S . Attorney General's office 
which, once alerted, even issued an objection. 

In some ways, the "masochistic personality disorder" may have been 
the most regressive, and peculiar, of the three proposed diagnoses. The 
APA panel had come up with nine characteristics to define masochism— 
and they were strangely broad indeed. They included anyone who "re
jects help, gifts, or favors so as not to be a burden on others" or "worries 
excessively" about troubling others or "responds to success or positive 
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events by feeling undeserving." Included in this list was even the under
graduate who puts aside her homework to help fellow students write 
their papers. None of the nine characteristics of this new "masochism" 
mentioned taking pleasure in pain. Instead, they described only the 
self-sacrificing and self-denigrating sort of behavior that is supposed to 
typify ideal femininity. The APA panel had neatly summed up female 
socialization—and stamped it a private, psychiatric malfunction. In 
fact, the APA panel went even further, dubbing this problem not only a 
pathological imbalance but a "personality disorder," a category of men
tal illness that psychiatry defines as least related to social conditions and 
most rooted in the underlying structure of an individual's personality 
from early childhood—and, so, most difficult to change. 

Worst of all, the diagnosis threatened to invite a return to treating 
battered women as masochists who court domestic violence. The APA 
panel included these traits in its definition of the new masochists: 
"choosing" people who "disappoint" or "mistreat" them and remaining 
"in relationships in which others exploit, abuse, or take advantage." 
The panel illustrated these traits with an example of a masochist who 
sounded more like the male perspective on the backlash than a descrip
tion of mental illness: a spouse who criticizes a mate, thus "provoking 
an angry counterattack." 

Once again under the backlash, attention was deflected from the 
causes of that "counterattack": male anger over women's increasing de
mands and male fear over women's growing autonomy. Once again, 
each female target of the backlash's fury was redefined as her own, and 
only, assailant. And while the pop psychology books that told women 
to blame themselves would come and go in bookstores during the '80s, 
the DSM was a permanent fixture. If the APA inscribed this definition 
of masochism on its pages, it would institutionalize the psychological 
message of the backlash for years to come. 

• • • 
A L A R M E D B Y the news of the proposed masochism diagnosis, Dr. 
Teresa Bernardez sent a letter detailing her concerns to Dr. Robert 
Spitzer, a psychiatrist at Columbia University and chairman of the APA 
panel in charge of revising the DSM. The panel was dominated by psy
choanalysts, the subspecialty most partial to traditional Freudian psy
chiatry and a group of professionals who were still brooding over the 
last round of DSM revisions five years earlier, when vestiges of more 
outdated Freudian terminology were finally removed. The masochism 
disorder's backers at the APA also seemed to resent the rise of the 
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"female-dominated" psychology profession, which had been cutting 
into the psychiatry business since the '70s with its lower-cost and 
shorter-term treatments. As APA vice president Dr. Paul Fink groused 
in 1987, some psychologists "won't be happy until there is no more psy
choanalysis." 

In the course of the battle over the APA's masochism diagnosis, 
many of these simmering animosities would surface—and eventually 
boil over—as female therapists refused to back down and accept the 
ruling of the psychoanalysts. "The anger we saw was unbelievable to 
me," recalls Bernardez, an Argentinian emigre who had previously seen 
her share as a citizen under the repressive Peron regime. "It was really 
just lying there and when women pressed and didn't give up, it just all 
came up." 

Initially, Bernardez got nowhere lodging protests on her own, nor 
did the APA panel respond to repeated appeals from other women's 
committees in the profession. It wasn't until the Feminist Therapy In
stitute threatened legal action that Spitzer and his fellow panelists even 
agreed to grant the women a hearing. And the mostly male panel—the 
only woman on it was Spitzer s wife, a social worker—advised the fe
male critics in advance that only six of them would be allowed to speak. 

At the hearing in November 1985, Spitzer opened by explaining the 
purpose of revising the DSM: to make diagnoses more "scientific." 
Then he revealed the scientific data: a study, which he had directed, of 
eight patients who were all clients of psychiatrists in his department at 
Columbia. Only two of the patients were men. The study was supposed 
to demonstrate that masochism existed because the psychiatrists had 
"independently" diagnosed these eight patients as masochists. This was 
an "excellent" sample, Spitzer said, because the patients had been ob
served in analysis over a long period of time. One of the feminist thera
pists in the audience asked him how many of these eight "masochistic" 
patients were battered women or victims of violence. Spitzer couldn't 
answer: none of the psychiatrists had bothered to find that out—de
spite having counseled these "masochists" for a year and a half. 

The APA panel's "data" rolled on, with a historical overview, written 
by Dr. Richard Simons, president of the American Psychoanalytic Asso
ciation, who argued that masochism must be a legitimate diagnosis 
because a 1950s European psychiatrist had described a depressive per
sonality disorder "that had almost identical features." Simons seemed to 
believe that psychiatry, like law, was a field where one could rely on 
precedent alone. Spitzer also had the results of a questionnaire about 



B A C K L A S H 369 

masochism he had sent to APA members interested in personality dis
orders. The poll, however, had a rather imposing bias built into it. The 
first question asked its readers, D o you support including the masochis
tic disorder in the DSM7. If the answer was no, they were instructed not 
to fill out the rest of the questionnaire. This method, Spitzer conceded, 
managed to eliminate half of the people polled. 

With the psychoanalysts' data entered into evidence, the six female 
therapists had a chance to present their side. They argued that the 
masochistic diagnosis put all the blame on the patients' shoulders, 
without also taking into account social conditioning and real-life cir
cumstances. Displays of deference and martyrdom are not necessarily 
evidence of masochism, the female therapists told the panel; they are 
also the culture's traditional badges of female honor, billed as bringing 
women social approval and love. 

Next, psychological researcher Lenore Walker told the panel how 
domestic violence often produces the very behavioral traits that the 
panel had included in its definition of masochism—opening the door 
to misdiagnosis and mistreatment of female patients and to the oppor
tunity for battering husbands and courts to define the spouses' violence 
as the wives' problem. In her studies of battered women, Walker had 
found that the victims often don't strike back—not because they want 
to be beaten but because they have learned that responding only in
flames the batterer. These women often remain with their abuser, too, 
not because they enjoy torment but because they realistically fear worse 
violence if they walk out; the majority of murdered battered women are 
slain by their abusers after they leave home. Finally, Walker presented 
her study of hundreds of battered women, which could locate no con
nection between childhood-developed personality disorders and adult
hood battering. The real problem, she told the panel, is simply that 
violence against women is so widespread. As many as 50 percent of 
women report being abused at some point in their lives. Clearly not all 
of them are masochists. 

In response, the members of the panel told the women that they had 
never looked at any of their studies—and they didn't intend to. "It's ir
relevant," Spitzer says later of all the domestic-violence research pre
sented. He scoffs at the statistics. He says he can recall treating only two 
abused women in his career, and he doubts that the rate of abuse is 
"anywhere near" 50 percent. 

The hearing was supposed to last all day, but at noon, Spitzer an
nounced that they had heard enough from the women; in the after-
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noon the panel would start drafting diagnoses and the women should 
leave. The female therapists protested and finally they were told they 
could stay, but only under the condition that they "not speak." This 
stipulation would be repeated at a subsequent hearing chaired by Fink. 
Later, Fink (now APA president) explains the reasons for the gag order: 
"I didn't think it was worth a whole day's discussion. . . . I controlled 
the meeting." He didn't care for the women's "rude" behavior either: 
"Certain of the women were absolutely unwilling to listen to anything 
we said or understand anything we were saying. . . . I really felt under 
attack." 

The feminist therapists returned in the afternoon to watch the panel 
in action—and grew increasingly distressed as they witnessed the pro
ceedings. As the APA panelists discussed among themselves how to de
fine masochism, they made no reference to research or clinical studies. 
They simply tossed out new "characteristics," and a typist keyed them 
into a computer. "The low level of intellectual effort was shocking," 
Renee Garfinkel, an APA staff member who observed the process, re
called later. "Diagnoses were developed by majority vote on the level we 
would use to choose a restaurant. You feel like Italian, I feel like Chi
nese, so let's go to a cafeteria." At one point, recalls Lynne Rosewater, 
director of the Feminist Therapy Institute, "they were having a discus
sion for a criterion [on the masochistic personality disorder] and Bob 
Spitzer's wife (Janet Williams] says, 'I do that sometimes,' and he says, 
'Okay, take it out.' You watch this and you say, 'Wait a second, we don't 
have a right to criticize them because this is a 'science'? It was really 
frightening. Because if this is the way they do it, then I don't trust any 
of the diagnoses." 

After the hearing, a raft of critical letters, a formal protest from the 
American Psychological Association and petitions signed by thousands 
of mental health practitioners nudged the APA panel to offer this 
"compromise": they would change the names of some of the offending 
diagnoses. "Masochistic personality disorder" became "self-defeating 
personality disorder"; "premenstrual dysphoric disorder" became "late 
luteal-phase dysphoric disorder"; and "paraphiliac rapism" became 
"paraphiliac coercive disorder." The définitions, however, remained the 
same. 

In December 1985, an ad hoc committee of the APA's board of 
trustees agreed to a final hearing on the masochism/self-defeating diag
nosis. The female therapists again came and protested, and the psychia
trists again dismissed the women after a few hours. Then they 
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sequestered themselves in "the Freud Room"—and voted in favor of the 
masochism diagnosis. 

That spring, the feminist opponents continued protesting and or
ganizing. But women's efforts only seemed to stiffen the male panelists' 
resolve. As a senior APA official said later, board members who wanted 
to throw out the new disorders were accused of "giving in to the 
women." Just before the APA's trustees took a final vote, Dr. Teresa 
Bernardez appeared before them to make a last plea. "I began to speak 
and they would not let me continue," she recalls. "I had to fight to be 
heard." Finally she said her piece, but she suspected her words had 
barely registered. Her unladylike outspokenness, however, was noted— 
and later punished. When Bernardez's term on the APA women's com
mittee came up for renewal, she was not invited back. She wasn't the 
only member of the women's committee who was penalized for speak
ing out against the new disorders; within a year, the APA's women com
mittee had been purged of all the feminists. 

In the end, the APA's trustees approved both the masochism and the 
PMS diagnoses. (The rapism disorder was temporarily shelved, pend
ing further study.) The APA officers made one concession to all the 
protests over these two diagnoses: they listed both of them in the 
DSMs appendix—supposedly a section for provisional disorders. 

But even this qualification was a ruse. Ordinarily, disorders in the 
appendix don't have the code numbers that medical insurance compa
nies require for reimbursement. The APA leaves them uncoded pur
posely—to discourage mental health professionals from applying such 
controversial diagnoses in their practice. In this case, however, follow
ing Dr. Spitzer's recommendation, the APA trustees made an exception. 
They assigned code numbers to both masochism and PMS. The new 
female ailments were on the books. 
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The Wages of the Backlash: 
The Toll on Working Women 

TH E B A C K L A S H A G A I N S T women's rights would be just one of sev
eral powerful forces creating a harsh and painful climate for 

women at work. Reaganomics, the recession, and the expansion of a 
minimum-wage service economy also helped, in no small measure, to 
slow and even undermine women's momentum in the job market. 

But the backlash did more than impede women's opportunities for 
employment, promotions, and better pay. Its spokesmen kept the news 
of many of these setbacks from women. Not only did the backlash do 
grievous damage to working women—it did it on the sly. The Reagan 
administration downplayed or simply shelved reports that revealed the 
extent of working women's declining status. Corporations claimed 
women's numbers and promotions were at record highs. And the press 
didn't seem to mind. As the situation of working women fell into in
creasing peril in the '80s, the backlash media issued ever more upbeat 
reports—assuring that women's only problem at work was that they 
would rather be home. 

Many myths about working women's "improving" circumstances 
made the rounds in the '80s—while some discouraging and real trends 
that working women faced didn't get much press. Here are just a few 
examples. 

• • • 
T H E T R E N D story we all read about women's wages: 

PAY G A P B E T W E E N T H E S E X E S C L O S I N G ! 

The difference between the average man's and woman's paycheck, we 
learned in 1986, had suddenly narrowed. Women who work full-time 
were now said to make an unprecedented 70 cents to a man's dollar. 
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Newspaper editorials applauded and advised feminists to retire their 
"obsolete" buttons protesting female pay of 59 cents to a mans dollar. 

The trend story we should have seen: 
IT 'S B A C K ! T H E '50s PAY G A P 

The pay gap did not suddenly improve to 70 cents in 1986. Women 
working full-time made only 64 cents to a man's dollar that year, actu
ally slightly worse than the year before—and exactly the same gap that 
working women had faced in 1955. 

The press got the 70-cent figure from a onetime Census Bureau re
port that was actually based on data from another year and that de
parted from the bureau's standard method for computing the gap. This 
report artificially inflated women's earnings by using weekly instead of 
the standard yearly wages—thus grossly exaggerating the salary of part-
time workers, a predominantly female group, who don't work a full 
year. Later, the Census Bureau calculated the pay gap for 1986 using its 
standard formula and came up with 64 cents. This report, however, 
managed to elude media notice. 

By that year, in fact, the pay gap had only "improved" for women by 
less than five percentage points since 1979. And as much as half of that 
improvement was due to men's falling wages, not women's improving 
earnings. Take out men's declining pay as a factor and the gap had 
closed only three percentage points. 

By 1988, women with a college diploma could still wear the famous 
59-cent buttons. They were still making 59 cents to their male counter
parts' dollar. In fact, the pay gap for them was now a bit worse than five 
years earlier. Black women, who had made almost no progress in the 
decade, could wear the 59-cent buttons, too. Older and Hispanic 
women couldn't—but only because their pay gap was even worse now 
than 59 cents. Older working women had actually fared better in 1968, 
when they had made hourly wages of 61 cents to a man's dollar; by 
1986, they were down to 58 cents. And Hispanic women, by 1988, 
found their wages backsliding; they were now making an abysmal 54 
cents to a white man's dollar. 

The pay gap was also getting worse in many occupations, from social 
work to screenwriting to real estate management, as U.S . Labor De
partment data detail. By 1989, the pay gap for women in all full-time 
managerial jobs was growing worse again; that year, while the average 
male manager enjoyed a four-percent income boost, his average female 
counterpart received none. And the gap was widening most in the very 
fields where female employment was growing most, a list that includes 
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food-preparation and service supervisory jobs, waiting tables, and 
cleaning services. In public relations, where women doubled their ranks 
in the decade, the pay gap grew so massively that communications pro
fessor Elizabeth Lance Toth, who tracks women's status in this profes
sion, reported, "In a forty-year career, a woman will lose $1 million on 
gender alone." 

• • • 
T H E T R E N D story we all read about integrating the workplace: 

W O M E N I N V A D E M A N ' S W O R L D ! 

Women, we learned, charged into traditional "male" occupations. A 
sea of women in their dress-for-success suits and stride-to-work sneak
ers abandoned the "pink-collar" ghettos and descended on Wall Street, 
law firms, and corporate suites. Still other women laced up army boots, 
slapped on hard hats, and barged into the all-male military and blue-
collar factories. 

The trend story we should have seen: 
M O R E A N D M O R E , W O M E N S T U C K I N S E C R E T A R I A L P O O L . 

While the level of occupational segregation between the sexes eased 
by 9 percent in the 1970s—the first time it had improved in the 
century—that progress stalled in the '80s. The Bureau of Labor Statis
tics soon began projecting a more sex-segregated work force. This was a 
bitter financial pill for women: as much as 45 percent of the pay gap is 
caused by sex segregation in the work force. (By one estimate, for every 
10 percent rise in the number of women in an occupation, the annual 
wage for women drops by roughly $700.) A resegregating work force 
was one reason why women's wages fell in the '80s; by 1986, more work
ing women would be taking home poverty-level wages than in 1973. 

Women were pouring into many low-paid female work ghettos. The 
already huge proportion of working women holding down menial cler
ical jobs climbed to nearly 40 percent by the early '80s, higher than it 
had been in 1970. By the late '80s, the proportion of women consigned 
to the traditionally female service industries had grown, too. A long list 
of traditionally "female" jobs became more female-dominated, includ
ing salesclerking, cleaning services, food preparation, and secretarial, 
administrative, and reception work. The proportion of bookkeepers 
who were women, for example, rose from 88 to 93 percent between 
1979 and 1986. Black women, especially, were resegregated into such 
traditional female jobs as nursing, teaching, and secretarial and social 
work. And the story was the same at the office of the nation's largest 
employer, the federal government. Between 1976 and 1986, the lowest 
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job rungs in the civil service ladder went from 67 to 71 percent female. 
(At the same time at the top of the ladder, the proportion of women in 
senior executive services had not improved since 1979—it was still a 
paltry 8 percent. And the rate of women appointed to top posts had de
clined to the point that, by the early '80s, less than 1 percent of the 
G.S . 13 and 14 grade office holders were women.) 

In the few cases where working women did make substantial inroads 
into male enclaves, they were only admitted by default. As a job-
integration study by sociologist Barbara Reskin found, in the dozen oc
cupations where women had made the most progress entering "male" 
jobs—a list that ranged from typesetting to insurance adjustment to 
pharmaceuticals—women succeeded only because the pay and status of 
these jobs had fallen dramatically and men were bailing out. Comput
erization, for example, had demoted male typesetters to typists; the re
tail chaining of drugstores had turned independent pharmacists into 
poorly paid clerks. Other studies of women's "progress" in bank man
agement found that women were largely just inheriting branch-
manager jobs that men didn't want anymore because their pay, power, 
and status had declined dramatically. And still another analysis of occu
pational shifts concluded that one-third of the growth of female em
ployment in transportation and half of the growth in financial services 
could be attributed simply to a loss of status in the jobs that women 
were getting in these two professions. 

In many of the higher-paying white-collar occupations, where 
women's successes have been most heavily publicized, the rate of progress 
slowed to a trickle or stopped altogether by the end of the decade. The pro
portion of women in some of the more elite or glamorous fields actually 
shrank slightly in the last half of the '80s. Professional athletes, screenwrit
ers, commercial voice-overs, producers and orchestra musicians, econo
mists, geologists, biological and life scientists were all a little less likely to 
be female by the late '80s than earlier in the decade. 

The breathless reports about droves of female "careerists" crashing 
the legal, medical, and other elite professions were inflated. Between 
1972 and 1988, women increased their share of such professional jobs 
by only 5 percent. In fact, only 2 percent more of all working women 
were in professional specialties in 1988 than fifteen years earlier—and 
that increase had been largely achieved by the early '80s and barely 
budged since. 

Hardly any progress occurred in the upper echelons of corporations. 
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In fact, according to scattered studies, in the top executive suites in 
many industries, from advertising to retailing, women's already tiny 
numbers were beginning to fall once more by the end of the decade. 
The rate of growth in numbers of women appointed to Fortune 1000 
boards slacked off by the late '80s, after women's share of the director 
chairs had reached only 6.8 percent. Even the many reports of the rise 
of female "entrepreneurs" founding their own companies masked the 
nickel-and-dime reality: the majority of white female-owned businesses 
had sales of less than $5,000 a year. 

Under Reagan, women's progress in the military soon came under 
fire. In the mid-'70s, after quota ceilings on female recruits had been 
lifted and combat classifications rewritten to open more jobs to 
women, women's ranks in the armed services had soared—by 800 per
cent by 1980. But shortly after Reagan's election, the new army chief 
of staff declared, "I have called a pause to further increases in the 
number of army women"—and by 1982, the army had revised combat 
classifications to bar women from an additional twenty-three career 
occupations. All the services reined in their recruitment efforts, subse
quently slowing female employment growth in the military through
out the '80s. 

The blue-collar working world offered no better news. After 1983, 
as a Labor Department study quietly reported to no fanfare, women 
made no progress breaking into the blue-collar work force with its bet
ter salaries. By 1988, the tiny proportions of women who had squeezed 
into the trades were shrinking in a long list of job categories from elec
tricians and plumbers to automotive mechanics and machine operators. 
The already tiny ranks of female carpenters, for example, fell by half, to 
0.5 percent, between 1979 and 1986. Higher up the ladder, women's 
share of construction inspector jobs fell from 7 to 5.4 percent between 
1983 and 1988. 

Where women did improve their toeholds in blue-collar jobs, the in
crements were pretty insubstantial. The proportion of women in con
struction, for example, rose from 1.1 to 1.4 percent between 1978 and 
1988. Women made the most progress in the blue-collar professions as 
motor vehicle operators—more than doubling their numbers between 
1972 and 1985—but that was only because women were being hired to 
drive school buses, typically a part-time job with the worst pay and 
benefits of any transportation position. 

• • • 
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The trend story we all read about equal opportunity: 
D I S C R I M I N A T I O N O N T H E J O B : F A D I N G F A S T ! 

Corporations, we read, were now welcoming women. "Virtually all 
large employers are now on [women's] side," Working Woman assured 
female readers in 1986. Discrimination was dropping, mistreatment of 
female workers was on the wane—and any reports to the contrary were 
just "propaganda from self-interested parties," as Forbes asserted in 
1989—in its story on the "decline" of sexual harassment on the job. 

The trend story we should have seen: 
N O W M O R E T H A N E V E R ! I N E Q U I T Y A N D I N T I M I D A T I O N 

Reports of sex discrimination and sexual harassment reached record 
highs in the decade—by both private and federal employees. Women's 
sex discrimination complaints to the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission climbed by nearly 25 percent in the Reagan years—and 
by 40 percent among federally employed women just in the first half of 
the '80s. Complaints of exclusion, demotions, and discharges on the 
basis of sex rose 30 percent. General harassment of women, excluding 
sexual harassment, more than doubled. And while the EEOC's public 
relations office issued statements claiming that sexual harassment in 
corporate America was falling, its own figures showed that annual 
charges of sexual harassment nearly doubled in the decade. 

Throughout much of the '80s, women were also far more likely than 
men to lose their jobs or get their wages cut—and legal challenges to 
remedy the imbalance went nowhere in the courts. Press accounts to the 
contrary, the mass layoffs of the '80s actually took a greater toll on fe
male service workers than male manufacturing workers—the service 
sector accounted for almost half of the job displacement in the decade, 
nearly 10 percentage points more than manufacturing. And even 
among blue-collar workers, women suffered higher unemployment 
rates than men. In the federal "reductions in force" in the early '80s, 
too, women who held higher-paid civil-service jobs (G.S. 12 and above) 
got laid off at more than twice the average rate. Far more working 
women than men were also forced into the part-time work force and ex
panding "temp" pools of the '80s, where women faced an extraordinary 
pay gap of 52 cents to a man's dollar and labored with little to no job se
curity, insurance, benefits, or pension. Even among displaced workers 
who managed to get rehired, women had it worse. Women in service 
jobs who were reemployed had to settle for pay reductions of 16 percent, 
nearly double the reductions borne by their male counterparts. 

If we heard less about discrimination in the '80s workplace, that was 
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partly because the federal government had muzzled, or fired, its equal-
employment investigators. At the same time that the EEOC' s sex dis
crimination files were overflowing, the Reagan administration was 
cutting the agency's budget in half and jettisoning its caseload. The year 
Reagan came into office, the E E O C had twenty-five active class-action 
cases; a year later, it had none. The agency scaled back the number of 
suits it pursued by more than 300 percent. A House Education and 
Labor Committee report found that in the first half of the '80s, the 
number of discrimination victims receiving compensation fell by two-
thirds. By 1987, a General Accounting Office study found that E E O C 
district offices and state equal-employment agencies were closing 40 to 
80 percent of their cases without proper, or any, investigation. 

A similar process was taking place in the other federal agencies 
charged with enforcing equal opportunity for women and minorities. 
At the Office of Federal Contract Compliance, for example, back-pay 
awards fell from $9.3 million in 1980 to $600,000 in 1983; the num
ber of government contractors that this agency barred from federal 
work because of discrimination fell from five in the year before Reagan 
took office to none a year after his inauguration. In fact, in a 1982 
study, every O F C C staff member interviewed said that they had never 
found a company not to be in compliance. This wasn't because Ameri
can corporations had suddenly reformed: the majority of federal con
tractors polled in the same study said they just felt no pressure to 
comply with the agency's affirmative action requirements anymore. 

• • • 
A N E X H A U S T I V E study of women's occupational patterns in the '80s 
would be outside the scope of this book. But it is possible to tell the sto
ries of some women in key representative employment areas—from the 
white-collar media to the pink-collar sales force to the most embattled 
blue-collar universe. These are women who, one way or another, set 
themselves against the backlash in the work force and, in the process, 
ran up against the barriers built by employers, male peers, judges, gov
ernment officials, and even "feminist" scholars. They had to face 
ridicule, ostracism, threats, and even physical assaults—as they simply 
tried to make a living. 

WOMEN IN THE MEDIA 

Women's employment in the press and broadcasting is worth special at
tention because of the media's central role in propagating the myths of 
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the backlash. If newspapers, magazines, and television stations had 
managements and staffs that more nearly reflected the proportion 
of women in the general population—or, for that matter, in their 
audiences—maybe they would have reported all the backlash trends of 
the '80s exactly the same way. But maybe, just maybe, they would have 
told a different story. 

In the winter of 1988, some prominent figures in the media gath
ered on a stage on the University of Southern California campus for 
a three-day conference, entitled "Women, Men and Media, Break
throughs and Backlash." But as the hours passed and the speakers 
delivered their reports, it became increasingly difficult to spot the 
breakthroughs through all the backlash. 

Four female media executives had been enlisted a year earlier to 
represent "Breakthrough Women" on the panel; but by the time the 
conference rolled around, three of them no longer held their high-level 
posts. The female panelists said they weren't surprised. "Women have 
not grasped the power and there's an enormous amount of backslid
ing," newscaster Marcia Brandwynne told the audience. Jennifer 
Siebens, a C B S broadcaster, called the situation in her field "extraordi
narily bleak" and warned young women in the audience, "Anybody 
who has a fantasy of becoming a serious on-air reporter with a major 
network or more critically with a local station, forget it." Former A B C 
vice president Marlene Sanders, the first woman to anchor a network 
news show in 1964, told the conference that women at A B C were now 
reporting the same set of grievances that "we had attempted to resolve 
ten years earlier." 

The news from the audience was just as discouraging: A former local 
T V news producer told what happened at her station after the network 
downsized the newsroom—all the women on staff were fired. News 
camerawoman Catherine Cummings reported, "There is less opportu
nity now. . . . It's worse than fifteen years ago when I started. It's actu
ally worse." Even on the U S C campus at the Daily Trojan, a journalism 
student stood up to say, women's representation was slipping, and only 
two of the sixteen senior editors were now women. Even in the audito
rium, conference participants could witness the female vanishing act 
in progress: the proceedings here were being filmed by an all-male 
camera crew. 

In another era such an outpouring of grievances from working 
women at a conference might have ignited outrage and a call to action. 
But in keeping with the resigned and more "femininely" decorous tone 
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that often prevailed under the backlash, a number of panelists coun
seled against lawsuits or confrontation, and the conferences leaders 
vowed only to form a steering committee that would "monitor" events 
and meet once a year. And when it came time for assigning blame, 
some of the speakers simply turned on women—or the women's move
ment. Panelist Linda Alvarez, a weekday news co-anchor at K N B C 
in Burbank, said women had plenty of opportunities at her station 
and the only thing holding women back in broadcasting was their 
"attitude"—some women just didn't try hard enough. (Alvarez didn't 
mention the sex discrimination suit pending against her station, a suit 
charging the station with repeatedly promoting less experienced young 
men to the all-male camera crew while repeatedly bypassing its only fe
male sound technician, a veteran with a hard-working reputation.) An
other speaker dismissed the glass ceiling as a "self-inflicted metaphor." 
Panelist Anne Taylor Fleming, then a columnist for the New York 
Times, didn't make any critical comments about her employer's weak 
affirmative action efforts. But she was happy to blame feminism for 
working women's troubles. The movement sidetracked her sex, she 
charged, by focusing efforts on greater public access and power for 
women. "This word empowerment," she said in a tone of genteel dis
taste. " I keep hearing it as a male word." The womanly part of her, she 
said, "just shrinks" from it. Her speech sparked a hearty round of ap
plause. 

• • • 
I N T H E early '70s, federal legislation enacted under intense lobbying ef
forts by N O W culminated in the Equal Employment Opportunity Act 
of 1972. This act first cleared the way for women to enter broadcasting 
and print journalism in significant numbers. As a result, a group of 
women who were to become the most prominent female newscasters of 
their generation joined the networks around the same time. The "Class 
o f ' 72 , " as they were later dubbed, included such well-known names as 
Jane Pauley, formerly of N B C ' s "Today" show, former C B S White 
House correspondent Lesley Stahl, and "MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour"'s 
correspondent Judy Woodruff. Under the Carter administration, 
women's numbers in broadcasting and print continued to rise because 
of the FCC's strict enforcement of affirmative action and the many 
legal actions taken by female journalists themselves. This litigation led 
to a series of consent decrees that required news employers to take steps 
to hire and promote women and equalize wages. 

But Reagan's new F C C commissioner, Mark Fowler, like so many 
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Reagan appointees, sought to abolish his agency's own regulations. 
Under his tenure, the F C C severely cut back on the information it 
compiled on women and minority employees, making it virtually im
possible to document discrimination in class-action suits. And the in
formation the F C C did still make available was misleading, often 
ludicrously so. "Eighty percent of T V employees can't all be decision
makers," a five-year study of the broadcasting industry's hiring practices 
wryly observed of a particularly absurd case of statistic-doctoring. 

With government pressure gone, the little progress that women had 
made at the networks began unraveling. Before, the networks had only 
had two female nighttime anchors, Marlene Sanders and Barbara Wal
ters; by the late '80s, they had none. C B S forced out Sanders, a distin
guished, senior T V newscaster, by "reassigning" her to a late-night radio 
slot usually reserved for junior reporters. At the "MacNeil/Lehrer 
Newshour," Charlayne Hunter-Gault, one of the first black women to 
anchor a national newscast, was quietly pushed back into a slot as sec
ondary backup anchor. "60 Minutes" correspondent Meredith Vieira 
was fired because she was pregnant and wanted to work part-time tem
porarily. By 1990, even one of the backlash's favorite bugaboos—the 
ticking biological clock—helped clear another female face off the set. 
CBS's Connie Chung announced she was sharply curtailing her an
choring duties—and taking an $800,000 pay cut—because she needed 
to take "a very aggressive approach" to getting pregnant. 

The networks took a string of "aging" women anchors and put them 
out to pasture, replacing them with either much older men or much 
younger—and much less well paid—women. In 1989, at the ripe old 
age of thirty-nine, the popular Jane Pauley was pushed out of her co-
anchor slot on the "Today" show, in a very public and humiliating cam
paign, and replaced by the younger and blonder Deborah Norville 
(who was later bumped for another youthful model, Katie Couric, at 
half her salary). This wasn't a decision made with viewers in mind: 
Pauley's ratings were much higher than those of her male co-host, 
Bryant Gumbel, and her expulsion caused the show to torpedo to the 
very bottom of the morning ratings, even below the cartoons. At C B S , 
Kathleen Sullivan was yanked from the morning news show to make 
way for the younger and blonder Paula Zahn, whom the network's male 
brass deemed both a more comely and upstanding model of true wom
anhood than the divorced Sullivan. "Paula's married with a child; Kath
leen is a single woman" was how C B S executive producer Erik Sorenson 
explained it to the press. "You get some differences in how settled a per-
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son feels." (Ironically, Sullivan was the same anchor who had so gamely 
hosted the network's patronizing series on the psychic ills of single 
women a few years earlier.) 

This pattern was even more prevalent at local news stations. "Most 
of the male-female co-anchors on local TV," Marlene Sanders observed, 
"resemble most men's second marriages." In the most celebrated dis
missal of a local female news anchor, Christine Craft of Metromedia's 
K M B C - T V in Kansas was demoted to reporter in 1982 because she 
was deemed "too old, too unattractive, and not sufficiently deferential 
to men." When a jury ruled in her favor in a later court case, the judge 
simply threw out the jury's verdict, and then tongue-lashed Craft for 
her "apparent indifference to matters of appearance." 

By 1983, the number of female anchors was falling at commercial 
T V stations nationwide, a national survey by the Radio-Television 
News Directors Association reported. By 1989, only eight women were 
among the one hundred most frequently seen correspondents—down 
from fifteen just a year earlier. And the trouble female anchors were fac
ing was repeated across the spectrum of T V jobs: the number of female 
sportscasters, for instance, dropped from 2 to 0.4 percent between 
1977 and 1987. And at the highest levels in the networks, the already 
tiny numbers of women in policymaking posts stalled or shrunk. A 
1987 survey found that women constituted about 6 percent of all 
T V news vice presidents, general managers, and presidents—barely 
changed from 1978. At C B S , the count of female vice presidents had 
gone from four to one; at N B C from one to zero. 

Meanwhile at major newspapers, the court-negotiated consent de
crees were running out by the mid '80s—and the media corporations' 
enthusiasm for equal opportunity expired with them. Progress in im
proving newsrooms' sex ratios stalled after 1982, a survey conducted by 
Ohio State University researchers found. At the Washington Post, a guild 
study finds, the pay gap between the sexes worsened after 1985—the 
final effective year of the Post's conciliation agreement to settle a sex-
discrimination suit. By 1987, Newspaper Guild records show, white 
women at the Post were making an average of $204 less a week than 
men, and the gap for black female reporters had doubled in five years. 
While the New York Times s consent decree was in effect, the wage gap 
at the paper had slowly improved—and, again, once the decree expired, 
the gap quickly began to widen once more. By 1989, women's represen
tation in the New York Times newsroom hadn't improved much, either. 
The total number of women employed as reporters, critics, and 
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correspondents was fifty-four, only fourteen more than in 1972. The 
New York Times sports department had no female reporters in 1972; in 
1989, it had one. 

After 1982, newspaper managements' efforts to promote women to 
top newspaper posts fell off, too. After having reached a "high" of 2 per
cent in 1982, the annual gain women made in becoming directing edi
tors slipped to 0.5 percent by 1984, and barely improved for the rest of 
the decade. Nearly 90 percent of directing editor jobs were held by 
men. By the late '80s, 76 percent of newspaper dailies had no female as
sociate editors, executive editors, managing editors, editors, editorial 
chiefs, or any women in variations of these job titles, according to a na
tional survey conducted for the American Society of Newspaper Edi
tors. Despite this pathetic record, at an A S N E panel on women's status 
in 1988, Washington Post executive editor Ben Bradlee pronounced 
from the podium that women's presence in media management has 
"changed radically in the last ten years." 

The problem wasn't on the supply end. Women's desire to enter 
media jobs was at an all-time high. The numbers of women entering 
journalism schools climbed steeply, and throughout the decade two-
thirds of all journalism school graduates were women. A 1989 A S N E 
survey found these female journalists had even higher grades and ex
pressed more ambition than their male colleagues. Yet, in this same pe
riod, newsrooms remained 65 percent male and continued to hire far 
more men than women. At large daily papers, women made up less 
than a third of the staff. In fact, women were only in the majority at 
small suburban papers with substandard pay. 

Remarkably, at the same time that women's status in journalism was 
eroding on almost every front, complaints began surfacing in news
rooms and broadcasting crews that the field now had "too many 
women." While on assignment in 1982, N B C sound technician Lee 
Serrie recalls, one of the cameramen started to complain bitterly about 
"all the ground men have lost in the last ten years." Yet, he held his job 
because the station had earlier laid off its only female camerawoman 
during a downsizing—and then had given the vacancy to him. (Serrie, 
on the other hand, had to sue to get the network even to consider her 
for a probationary camera slot.) Fears of a "feminized" profession may 
have been reinforced by the tendency of the media's personnel officers 
to use affirmative action as the all-purpose alibi when rejecting white 
male applicants. "I've seen them send out these rejection letters saying, 
'Sorry, but we had to hire a black or a woman,' when the real reason 
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they didn't hire the guy was that he's unqualified," says an editor who 
witnessed this practice firsthand at the New York Times. 

The real problem for media men was not that there were "too many 
women" but simply fewer jobs in journalism. Corporate mergers, 
falling ad lineage, declining circulation, collapsing afternoon news
papers, and a shrinking market share for network news—all of these 
forces helped to cut into employment in print journalism and, at the 
networks, to provoke mass layoffs in the 1980s, layoffs that, despite 
male complaints, hurt women more than men. 

Under the economically contracting, backlash-influenced climate of 
'80s newsrooms, female journalists started backing away from the more 
aggressive tactics that a previous generation of women had exercised to 
claim their rights. Dangled instructively before this younger generation 
of women were the fates of former female activists at their companies. 
At N B C , two female producers who had played key roles in a sex dis
crimination suit against the network were forced out and replaced by 
inexperienced young white men—at the same salary. At the New York 
Times, all the named plaintiffs in the sex discrimination suit suffered 
major career setbacks, and most had to leave the paper. These stories 
did not inspire those who remained behind to mount a repeat perfor
mance. "There's apparently a smell of cordite that we give off that terri
fies the younger women," observed Betsy Wade, a central figure in the 
New York Times suit, who was herself shunted to late-night duty. 

Not surprisingly, women became increasingly reluctant to fight dis
crimination collectively the way they had in the '70s. At a meeting in 
1986 of the Journalists' Trade Group of the National Writers Union, a 
journalist reviewed the erosion of women's progress in the media and 
proposed forming a women's caucus. As she wrote later: "The group's 
response was informative, if depressingly predictable. Every woman 
who spoke after me agreed with my assessment of the situation, and 
each had a story of sexist treatment to tell. At the same time, every 
woman in the group made a point of saying that she was not a feminist 
and was not interested in forming a women's caucus." 

Two efforts to organize women in the '80s, at N B C and A B C , were 
hastily scrubbed in the face of management resistance. At N B C , 
women organized a grievance committee and began to talk about 
launching a legal challenge. Soon after, in September 1984, the net
work announced a new round of staff cuts that hit women hardest; 
when N B C handed out pink slips to employees in its news documen
tary unit, for example, nine of the ten fired were women. The grievance 
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committee quickly disavowed any litigious intentions and began refer
ring to its gatherings as mere "support" sessions. After a while, the ob
sequious nature of the group became so obvious that the members 
themselves began to joke bleakly about their "Ladies Sewing Circle." 

In the mid-'80s, A B C was most notorious in the industry for its 
poor showing on women's employment. It had the worst record of the 
networks in hiring and promoting women; by 1986, it had no female 
executive producers and only one female bureau chief. Women that 
year had reported only 12 percent of the evening news spots. And the 
network boasted a 30 percent pay gap and several egregious cases of sex
ual harassment. 

In 1983, Rita Flynn arrived at ABC's Washington bureau, a seasoned 
newswoman from C B S with ten years of broadcasting experience. But 
her new employer, she recalls, treated her and the other female broad
casters like cub reporters, begrudging them serious assignments and air-
time. After a while, she began to feel like she had tumbled into "a time 
warp." It felt, she says, "like 1969 all over again." 

Finally, the women in the bureau met for dinner one night to discuss 
the problem. "None of us could ever get on prime time so it was no 
problem getting together," Flynn observes wryly. When the women 
compared stories, they realized they had the makings of a discrimina
tion lawsuit. They started collecting network statistics on women's em
ployment and pay. Flynn met with a labor lawyer. 

A decade earlier, such rumblings would have prompted management 
to offer a settlement to fend off a damaging and embarrassing lawsuit. 
But in the environment of that time, corporate executives were more 
inclined to dig in their heels. It took months of appeals from the 
women just to get a brief hearing with A B C News president Roone 
Arledge. At the session, they presented their numbers and grievances; 
the executives disputed them, and the meeting was over. A B C manage
ment made only one concession: promoting one woman, a company 
loyalist, to vice president of public relations. As company cheerleader in 
this traditional female job, she served the network's, not the women's, 
cause, by defending the network's treatment of women before the press. 

Then discouragement came from another quarter of A B C , as the 
treatment of one woman served as a bitterly instructive lesson for many 
others. Cecily Coleman, the executive director of ABC's Advisory 
Committee on Voter Education, had filed a confidential complaint of 
sexual harassment against James Abernathy, vice president for corporate 
affairs. Coleman said that he had repeatedly harassed her—cornering 
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her in his office to grab and fondle her, trying to force his way into her 
hotel room on business trips and implying that she would lose her job 
if she didn't succumb to his advances. Instead of investigating her com
plaint, the network fired her at once—while she was away on a business 
trip—then riffled through her office. 

As a woman on the committee said later, its members "backed off 
fast" after Cecily Coleman's firing. "It was like someone threw a snake 
in a barnful of horses and everybody jumped." The number of commit
tee members dropped to a half dozen and the group dropped its 
demands. Soon the committee's spokeswoman was describing its griev
ances as "challenges rather than problems." 

Rita Flynn, one of the most outspoken committee members, found 
her career suddenly on the skids. First she was shifted to weekend 
hours—and told it was a "promotion." Then she was shunted from the 
White House beat to "the parade route." Soon she was no longer in
vited to the bureau's social functions and was ostracized by nervous col
leagues. Because she had been the one to consult with discrimination 
lawyers and speak to the press, "I was seen as the real bad gal." 

After a while, the experience wore her down. When Flynn's husband 
was offered a job at a Portland, Oregon, newspaper, she quit A B C and 
moved with him, confident she could find a job in the more enlight
ened West. When she arrived in Oregon, however, she found that her 
reputation had preceded her. The general manager at one of the net
work affiliates there told her that he heard she was "a big-time feminist 
troublemaker." N o T V station in Oregon would touch her. After 
Flynn's husband left her, she wound up working at a bank and taking 
free-lance jobs in public relations to support herself. 

In the end, she came away from the experience with only one con
clusion: "I'm more convinced than ever that it's a man's world." 

THE S E A R S CASE 

Most American working women, of course, aren't fortunate enough to 
land a job in a middle-class profession like journalism. This was even 
more true in the '80s, when real job growth was occurring in the lowest 
levels of the service sector. In the first five years of the '80s alone, almost 
7 million new jobs were created in the poorly paid female-dominated 
sales and service occupations. While 146,000 women were editors and 
reporters by the end of the decade, 4.2 million were salesworkers, the 
lowest paid of all the major occupations. 
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American saleswomen suffer the largest pay gap of women in any 
field (51 to 53 cents to a man's dollar in the last decade) and they make 
less than men in any other occupation, including day laborers. The av
erage female salesworker earns $226 a week; her male counterpart 
makes $431 . In retail, that's largely because the average department 
store is still set up like the traditional family household, with the 
women dusting the cosmetics counters and straightening the dress 
racks in the minimum-wage "ladies' " departments, while the men ad
just television sets and maneuver hot-water heaters in the "big-ticket" 
departments—and rack up big commissions on these sales. The result: 
women selling apparel (and about 83 percent are women) make an av
erage wage of about $ 170 a week; men selling cars and boats (and about 
93 percent are men) earn about $400. 

In 1973, the E E O C began investigating such employment practices 
at Sears, Roebuck & Company. The federal agency had received hun
dreds of sex discrimination complaints about the giant retailer, the na
tion's largest private employer of women. And E E O C investigators had 
found evidence of major disparities between the sexes at Sears in pay, 
hiring, and promotion. The average commissioned salesman at Sears in 
his first year on the job, the E E O C estimated, was earning twice as 
much as the average non-commissioned female salesclerk, no matter 
how many years she had worked for the retailer. The agency calculated 
that about 60 percent of Sears's job applicants were women and at least 
40 percent of the applicants who met all the requirements for commis
sion sales were women. Yet, in the five years before the E E O C launched 
its investigation, less than 10 percent of the high-paying commission 
sales jobs had gone to women each year. 

By the end of the '70s, the E E O C had negotiated multimillion-
dollar settlements from every other corporate defendant it had targeted 
through class-action litigation. In 1973, for example, A T & T paid $50 
million in settlement fees and, after claiming for years that it could find 
no women interested in technical work, it met 90 percent of its hiring 
goals within a year, quickly signing on ten thousand women to climb 
telephone poles, crawl into cable tunnels, and install equipment. In the 
next ten years, behemoth corporations from General Electric to Gen
eral Motors hastened to negotiate with the E E O C , and each eventually 
shelled out tens of millions of dollars for compensation, back pay, and 
training programs, rather than face what they feared would be much 
higher costs in the courts. 
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The Sears suit, however, would take a different course. The E E O C 
and women's rights organizations had hoped it might extend the gains 
women were making in other fields to the vast retail sales force. But the 
Sears case came up last to bat; the E E O C filed suit in 1979, and as the 
national climate shifted and the leadership in Washington changed, 
the case's prospects dimmed. Seeing no need to settle in such an envi
ronment, Sears vowed to fight the government in the courtroom. In 
1986, the company won—with help from a judge who had trouble be
lieving that any working woman had ever faced discrimination, from a 
women's history scholar who provided "evidence" that women just pre
ferred lower-paying jobs, and from the government itself. 

In court, Sears's defense was largely based on portraying the typical 
saleswoman as a shrinking violet—a timid and dependent homebody 
who works for pin money and doesn't like to muss her skirts. Women, 
as Sears's attorneys repeatedly and euphemistically put it, simply had 
different "interests" from men; they just weren't interested in higher-
paying, more "demanding" jobs. This in-court argument didn't exactly 
jibe with the in-store developments that followed news of the E E O C ' s 
investigation. As soon as Sears found out that it was the subject of an 
E E O C probe, the retailer's personnel office had managed to find plenty 
of interested women in a hurry—enough to double the proportion of 
women in commission sales by the following year, and even triple and 
quadruple the ranks of women in such "male" departments as auto 
parts, plumbing, heating, and fencing. 

Nonetheless, during the ten-month trial of 1984-85 , Sears stuck to 
its "interest" argument about women. A Sears personnel manager 
named, aptly enough, Rex Rambo explained to the court that sales
women were "more interested in the idea of dressing up the home and 
that sort of thing." Women wouldn't want to sell tires because they 
might have to go out "if it's snowing or raining or whatever it is." They 
wouldn't want to sell household equipment because women "did not 
like the idea of going into strangers' homes." Sears salesman Ed 
Michaels testified that women couldn't cope with selling fences: "It 
does require walking through the yards," he said. "You have to have 
boots with you." And Ray Graham, Sears's director of equal opportu
nity, offered only this piece of evidence to support his theory that 
women recoiled from big-ticket sales work: When he was a store man
ager back in 1965, he recalled, he once assigned three women to sell 
kitchen stoves; two quit within months and one asked for a transfer. 
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Under cross-examination, he admitted there might be another reason 

for the women's dissatisfaction: at the time, employees of both sexes 

considered the stoves division one of the least desirable assignments. 

The company's hiring procedures codified the idea that only the 

manliest could stomach what one Sears witness called the "rough and 

tumble" of commission sales. All applicants for commission jobs at 

Sears had to take a "vigor" test that asked questions like: "Do you have 

a low-pitched voice?" "Have you played on a football team?" "Have you 

ever done any hunting?" "Do you swear often?" Though Sears told the 

court that by the 1970s it no longer paid much attention to the test re

sults, the company continued to administer the exam—even after 

an in-house study actually linked higher "vigor" scores with poorer 

salesmanship. 

To make its case that women were simply uninterested in commis

sion jobs, Sears needed an expert with more credibility and less partial

ity than its own managers. The company found a key witness in 

Rosalind Rosenberg, a women's history professor at Barnard College. 

And she came with a big bonus: she was a feminist. Rosenberg might 

have seemed an odd choice. Her 1982 book, Beyond Separate Spheres: 

Intellectual Roots of Modern Feminism, focused on the success of femi

nist social scientists in the early 1900s in challenging the late-Victorian 

view of sex differences as ironclad and biologically determined. One 

might assume that she would make a similar argument about the sex 

roles assigned modern-day saleswomen. But in Rosenberg's testimony 

for Sears, the scholar argued that the tiny number of women in com

mission sales reflected only "the natural effect" of women's special "dif

ferences." To regard these natural disparities as evidence of sex bias at 

Sears, she told the court, was "naïve." 

A lot of saleswomen simply prefer low-paying salesclerk jobs, Rosen

berg maintained. They tend to be less competitive than men, she said, 

and less eager to work full-time or nighttime and weekend shifts, which 

could interfere with their child-rearing duties. These were, of course, 

the same arguments as Rex Rambo's, but Rosenberg delivered them 

with loftier lingo. "Many women choose jobs that complement their 

family obligations over jobs that might increase and enhance their earn

ing potential," was how Rosenberg put it. Or, women "are less likely to 

make the same educational investments as men." 

Rosenberg didn't explain what "educational investments" are neces

sary to sell Sears sofas. Nor did her theory that women would rather not 

work evenings and weekends make sense: Sears's non-commissioned 
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salesclerks have no choice but to work evenings and weekends, too, and 
some lower-income working mothers who can't afford high-priced day 
care prefer such shifts anyway, because their husbands are more likely to 
be home to mind the children. Finally, by arguing that saleswomen pre
fer part-time work, Rosenberg assumed that they don't bear major re
sponsibility for supporting their households. But at Sears, a 1982 
survey found that almost a third of the saleswomen were married to un
employed husbands, another 25 percent had husbands who earned less 
than $15,000 a year, and 75 percent had husbands who made less than 
$25,000 a year. 

Rosenberg was initially drawn into the Sears case for personal rea
sons; she was friendly with Sears's chief defense lawyer, Charles Mor
gan, Jr., employer of her former husband. But when Morgan first asked 
her to testify, she was reluctant. "My gut personal feeling was E E O C 
were the good guys and private employers weren't," she recalls. "I sug
gested some other names." Besides, as she told Morgan at the time, 
labor history wasn't even her field. But when the labor historians that 
Sears approached refused to testify, Morgan asked her again, and this 
time she consented. 

Rosenberg says that in part she decided to testify after hearing of the 
EEOC's plan to rely on statistical evidence—which she maintains is in
sufficient to prove discrimination. But the scholar also says her decision 
to participate was influenced by the new relational feminist scholarship 
that had emerged on women's "difference." These academic ideas, she 
says, inspired her to rethink her attitudes about feminism and to regard 
the demand for simple gender equality in a new light—as "old '70s 
feminism" and "simpleminded androgyny." 

In forming her opinions on this case, Rosenberg didn't conduct 
any independent research. She didn't talk to any actual saleswomen or 
interview any female employees at Sears: "I just pretty much relied on 
what [the Sears legal team] gave me." To help the Sears lawyers, she 
culled evidence from other scholars' books, evidence that she said 
showed that women traditionally prefer "different," more female types 
of jobs. She handed over this material to the Sears lawyers. They wrote 
her court statement for her, she says—then handed her the completed 
brief to sign. 

In her historical survey, Rosenberg relied on the texts of several labor 
scholars, most extensively the writings of Alice Kessler-Harris, a femi
nist labor historian at Hofstra University and author of Out to Work: A 
History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States, a historical study 
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of wage-earning women. When the E E O C lawyers received a copy of 
the written testimony, they passed it on to Kessler-Harris for her com
ments. She read it, with increasing disbelief. "This is not an argument 
that any reasonable historian would make," Kessler-Harris recalls 
thinking at the time. She was sure Rosenberg wouldn't actually testify 
to it. Moreover, she felt Rosenberg's statement had misrepresented her 
work. When Rosenberg did proceed to court, Kessler-Harris agreed to 
testify for the E E O C to correct the record on her own writings. 

In court, Kessler-Harris pointed out where Rosenberg had twisted 
the meaning of her work, mostly through the creative use of ellipses. 
For example, Rosenberg had quoted Kessler-Harris as saying that 
women quit industrial jobs in droves after World War II—as historical 
evidence that women have "chosen" not to hold traditional male jobs. 
But she skipped over the part where Kessler-Harris said that women 
hadn't willingly abandoned their posts, but had been forced out to 
make way for returning soldiers. Rosenberg had taken similar liberties 
with the works of other scholars. One of the distortions, of Phyllis Wal
lace's study of the A T & T case, was so egregious that when she was chal
lenged in court, Rosenberg retracted it and asked that it be expunged 
from the record. "It was a mistake," she says now, made in the rush of 
compiling her evidence for Sears. 

If claiming support from feminist scholars was one cornerstone of 
the Sears defense, hunting down feminist infiltration of the E E O C was 
the other. It was here that the backlash mentality surfaced most bla
tantly, as Sears attorney Charles Morgan twice tried to have the suit dis
missed on the grounds that he had heard that some of the EEOC's 
employees were members of women's rights groups. Throughout the 
litigation, Morgan and his legal team harped on this "conflict of inter
est," embarking on a kind of feminist witch hunt that became increas
ingly extravagant in its accusations and its rhetoric. With words that 
could have been lifted from a Jerry Falwell tract, the Sears attorneys 
charged that the National Organization for Women and other women's 
groups had created "a female underground within the E E O C " that had 
orchestrated the "usurpation" of the agency and was now plotting to 
"injure" Sears. In other words, the company's attorney held, Sears 
wasn't hurting women's rights; advocates of women's rights were hurt
ing Sears. "There was no victim here except one," Charles Morgan pro
claimed in court, "and that one victim is Sears, Roebuck and Company." 

Eager to support their claim of a feminist invasion, the Sears attor
neys hauled in dozens of E E O C employees for depositions and de-
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manded lists of E E O C colleagues who were members of women's rights 
groups or who had so much as "communicated" with any of twenty-six 
women's organizations or thirty-nine feminist leaders. An elderly sales-
clerk, who was suing Sears independently, was called before the Sears 
inquisitors. Isn't it true, they demanded, that her daughter was a mem
ber of a group called Stewardesses for Women's Rights? The Sears de
fense even grilled one E E O C employee for having capitalized the word 
"now" in a memo. Perhaps, the lawyers insinuated, the adverb was a 
covert reference to the women's organization. 

The N O W connection proved almost entirely insubstantial. When 
Sears's lawyers demanded that Isabelle Capello, the E E O C assistant 
counsel who had originally proposed the Sears suit, reveal her feminist-
group ties, it turned out she had none. The whole fishing expedition 
netted only one potential conflict of interest: David Copus, former act
ing director of the EEOC's National Programs Division, had served on 
the board of NOW's Legal and Education Defense Fund for less than a 
year. The question was murky, since Copus had no role in the E E O C ' s 
decision to file the Sears suit and, at the E E O C chairman's request, had 
stepped down from the N O W board a decade before the case came to 
trial. The Sears legal team tried to discredit Copus, anyway, by raising 
questions about his relationship with a N O W activist. Sears even sub
mitted deposition testimony that the couple had been observed "walk
ing in the halls . . . together." 

Finally, the presiding judge called a halt to Sears's inquisition. But if 
Morgan hadn't proved any of his charges, they nonetheless lingered to 
affect the case's outcome. Both the trial judge and the appellate justices 
who reviewed the case all accepted the "conflict of interest" allegation as 
valid; although they didn't deem it grounds to dismiss the suit, they 
took it seriously, chastising the E E O C and devoting extensive space to 
the "female underground" threat in their written decisions. 

In the end, these legal maneuverings would be almost irrelevant to 
the outcome of the case. The simple fact was that the government itself 
had changed sides. Far from desiring to prosecute Sears, the E E O C 
leadership that came in with the Reagan administration was desperate 
to back out; they tried twice to settle with Sears, midtrial, without de
manding any fines or back-pay compensation. A high-ranking Justice 
Department official described the Sears suit to the press as a "straw man 
we would like to have beaten to death to prevent future class-action 
cases." E E O C chairman and Reagan appointee Clarence Thomas told 
the Washington Post in 1985, as his own litigators were arguing the case 
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in court, "I've been trying to get out of this since I've been here." 
Thomas maintained that all the pay, hiring, and promotional inequities 
in the Sears docket could be easily explained by such factors as educa
tion and, curiously, commuting patterns. Thomas was, in fact, so out
spoken that the Sears lawyers at one point even considered calling him 
as their own witness. 

As it turned out, the trial judge, Reagan-appointee John A. Nord-
berg, didn't stand far from Thomas on the issues in the Sears case. At 
one point in the trial, Nordberg actually demanded that E E O C attor
neys demonstrate that American women had ever faced employment 
discrimination; he was skeptical. "It was very bizarre," Karen Baker, one 
of the three E E O C attorneys on the case, recalls. "We actually had to go 
through and explain the history to him." 

Nordberg's decision, which was upheld on appeal, threw out the 
E E O C case. The judge agreed with Sears that the jobs women naturally 
"prefer" happen to be lower-paying ones. His vision of the squeamish 
Sears saleswoman was close to Rex Rambo's. If women weren't working 
in men's clothing departments, he opined in his decision, it was prob
ably "because it sometimes involved taking personal measurements 
of men." 

The E E O C drew the most criticism, from Nordberg and also from 
the press, for relying on statistics alone. Where were the actual victims? 
the media demanded. The E E O C attorneys said they stuck to the num
bers because in the past they found that putting individual women on 
the stand just sidetracked the case into debates about personal charac
ter. But in criticizing the E E O C for this omission, the press overlooked 
a crucial fact of the Sears trial: the E E O C did put women on the stand. 

During the trial, Sears attorneys kept alluding to the vast numbers of 
female job applicants who weren't interested in commission sales work. 
The E E O C attorneys pressed them to produce some names from this 
reputedly voluminous list. After much stalling, Sears offered only three. 
Through social security records, the EEOC's attorneys were able to 
track down two of them. And both agreed to testify—for the E E O C . 

"I was after commission work," Lura Lee Nader recalls a few years 
after her Sears testimony. A soft-spoken woman nearing sixty, she 
nurses a cup of tea in a Columbus, Ohio, coffee shop by her home. "I 
don't really like office work." Nader had been working for years before 
she applied to Sears. In 1965, when she was pregnant with her fifth 
child, her husband fell off a ladder and died. The very first job Nader 
took as a widow was making draperies on commission. The only aspect 
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of the job she disliked: it involved working at home. As she told the 
court later, "I needed to get out into the world, where there were adults 
to talk to." So she went to work as a supermarket meat buyer; to sup
plement her income, she took a second evening job selling Sarah 
Coventry jewelry—on straight commission. She liked it and soon went 
full-time. Later, she switched to Max Factor, also on commission; she 
spent half her job on the road. Then she applied to Sears "because of 
the volume of sales you could do" at a big retailer. When she did not get 
the job, she went to work for an eyeglass firm, again on commission. 

Nader was hardly the helpless damsel that Sears officials had de
scribed as the stores typical female applicant. A national roller-skating 
champion, she also built the garage for her house, installed the shingles 
on her roof, and repaired her own car. And throughout her life, she was 
the sole provider for her five children. 

Alice Howland, the other woman who took the stand, was also a sole 
provider when she applied to Sears. Years earlier in the '50s, this 
straight-A student had quit college—she "panicked," she recalls, after a 
sociology teacher told the class, "Women who don't get married by the 
time they are twenty-five are old maids"—and married a man she met 
in a car lot. At first she had stayed home because her husband, a 
department-store salesman, told her, "No wife of mine is going to 
work." But after he fell behind on the mortgage, he allowed her to ac
cept a job as a translator. (A World War II refugee who fled Russia as a 
little girl, Howland spoke several languages.) The longer she worked, 
the less he liked it. In 1971, they divorced. He never paid any child 
support. So Howland raised their five children by herself. 

After the divorce, she took a tough commission job with the U .S . 
Chamber of Commerce: straight commission, cold-call, door-to-door 
sales of chamber memberships. There was no product to sell, only a 
subscription to the chamber newsletter. She was on the road for weeks 
at a time. "I was out all hours because some people you couldn't reach 
except evenings," she remembers. "I called on dairy farmers out in the 
country. I would be out in the winter with the wind blowing, the snow 
all around my ankles. I'd walk into dirty machine shops; sometimes the 
men would yell lewd things." But she remained unfazed. "I'd just try to 
stay as professional as I could. I just kept going. I don't give up very eas
ily." Each subscription was $40, from which she took a 50 percent 
commission. In her first six months, she made $10,000, a company 
record. She held the job for three years. 

When Howland applied to Sears, she marked on the form that she 
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preferred full-time work. By then, she had remarried and, with the chil
dren from her new husband's first marriage, they now had ten mouths 
to feed. She, too, was hoping for commission work. "I like the idea of 
my income depending on the amount I choose to put out." She wanted 
a job selling appliances. "I find selling women's clothing boring, and 
you can't make as much money." When Sears turned her down, she 
took her first and last "woman's" job, as an office clerk. She hated it. 
"My boss would say, 'If my coffee cup needs cleaning, I will put it on 
this side of the desk; if my pencils need sharpening, I will put them in 
the out-box.' I don't like that in an office you are dependent on some
one to say, 'Okay, you are doing a good job, I guess you can have a ten-
cent raise.'" In 1982, she quit the office job and she and her husband 
purchased a run-down marina in Erie, Pennsylvania. He was still work
ing full-time at A T & T , so she managed the marinas operations, super
vised the mechanics, and sold the forty-two-foot boats, motor parts, 
and bilge pumps. 

"For Sears to say that I wasn't interested in commission sales, it was 
just s o — " Howland stops, speechless. She looks around the house that 
she largely designed and built herself. "I just couldn't believe it." 

• • • 
I N A L L the years of government investigation, multimillion-dollar liti
gation, and intensive media coverage, no one—from the lawyers to the 
reporters—ever asked any actual Sears saleswomen what their "inter
ests" were. In an admittedly unscientific experiment, I wandered into 
the Sears outlet in San Francisco one day and walked up to the first 
salesclerk by the door, an elderly woman in the apparel department, 
wearing a pink sweater and lace-collared dress. She seemed a likely 
spokeswoman for traditional "women's work." But it turned out she 
had just been bumped, against her will, from the camera section to the 
dress department. She was fuming. 

"I've been in cameras since 1964," she said. "I liked it because I 
learned all about photography, films, projectors. Now, all of a sudden 
my manager comes over and says, 'You're in dresses from now on.' No 
explanation, no nothing." She hates the dress department: "Here it's 
just: they try on the dresses, you hang them up again, they try them on 
again, you hang them up again. Then it's tear off the tags, ring it up, 
tear off more tags." 

Told of Sears's contention that women don't have the same interests 
as men, she waves a gnarled dismissive hand in the air. "That's a bunch 
of baloney. I had two kids to raise. If they would have offered me com-
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mission sales, I would have taken it. I needed the job." What about 
women preferring to work days, as Rosenberg had maintained. The 
hand sails in the air once more. "The lady in personnel said to me, 'Ei
ther you come to work the hours we give you or you stay home.' There 
was no choice. When I started out, I worked all nights and Saturdays. I 
didn't have a baby-sitter, so my kids just stayed home by themselves." 

In another section of the ladies' department, Ann Sirni is ringing up 
sales. She says she remembers the E E O C suit because all of a sudden, 
store managers were running around, "asking all of us women if we 
wanted to sell big-ticket items." She adds, "They had no trouble getting 
women to take those jobs. A lot of them liked it because there's more 
money in big-ticket items." 

Charlotte Mayfield, a salesclerk in the jewelry department, remem
bers the suit, too; she was one of the women who signed up when the 
recruiters came around. "They wanted minority women to get into 
management when that suit came out," recalls Mayfield, who is black. 
"They invited me into this management training program, but I was a 
little disappointed, if you want to know the truth. We went to this 
classroom and they gave us a manual and a diploma and everything, 
but they never did offer us management jobs." 

She would have taken a commission sales job if they had offered it, 
she says. "The pay is better." Would she have been afraid of the "com
petition," as the Sears officials said in court? She thought about it. "I 
probably would have been a little scared at first, but I was scared when 
I came here and got put on the registers, because I'd never worked a reg
ister before. Even if I was nervous, I would have taken the job. I would 
have challenged myself to do it." 

But with the pressure off retailers to uphold equal employment laws, 
women like Charlotte Mayfield would have fewer opportunities to 
challenge themselves outside of the "ladies' " departments. In the back
lash decade, as Labor Department data chronicle, the ranks of women 
relegated to sales-counter jobs climbed still higher—and the small pro
portions of women in such "men's" departments as hardware, building 
supplies, parts, and furniture began to shrink once more. 

DIANE JOYCE: WOMEN IN THE B L U E - C O L L A R W O R L D 

It would take Diane Joyce nearly ten years of battles to become the first 
female skilled crafts worker ever in Santa Clara County history. It 
would take another seven years of court litigation, pursued all the way 
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to the U .S . Supreme Court, before she could actually start work. And 
then, the real fight would begin. 

For blue-collar women, there was no honeymoon period on the job; 
the backlash began the first day they reported to work—and only in
tensified as the Reagan economy put more than a million blue-collar 
men out of work, reduced wages, and spread mounting fear. While the 
white-collar world seemed capable of absorbing countless lawyers and 
bankers in the '80s, the trades and crafts had no room for expansion. 
"Women are far more economically threatening in blue-collar work, 
because there are a finite number of jobs from which to choose," Mary 
Ellen Boyd, executive director of Non-Traditional Employment for 
Women, observes. "An M B A can do anything. But a plumber is only a 
plumber." While women never represented more than a few percentage 
points of the blue-collar work force, in this powder-keg situation it only 
took a few female faces to trigger a violent explosion. 

Diane Joyce arrived in California in 1970, a thirty-three-year-old 
widow with four children, born and raised in Chicago. Her father was a 
tool-and-die maker, her mother a returned-goods clerk at a Walgreen's 
warehouse. At eighteen, she married Donald Joyce, a tool-and-die 
maker's apprentice at her father's plant. Fifteen years later, after working 
knee-deep in PCBs for years, he died suddenly of a rare form of liver 
cancer. 

After her husband's death, Joyce taught herself to drive, packed her 
children in a 1966 Chrysler station wagon and headed west to San Jose, 
California, where a lone relative lived. Joyce was an experienced book
keeper and she soon found work as a clerk in the county Office of Ed
ucation, at $506 a month. A year later, she heard that the county's 
transportation department had a senior account clerk job vacant that 
paid $50 more a month. She applied in March 1972. 

"You know, we wanted a man," the interviewer told her as soon as 
she walked through the door. But the account clerk jobs had all taken a 
pay cut recently, and sixteen women and no men had applied for the 
job. So he sent her on to the second interview. "This guy was a little po
liter," Joyce recalls. "First, he said, 'Nice day, isn't it?' before he tells me, 
'You know, we wanted a man.' I wanted to say, 'Yeah, and where's my 
man? I am the man in my house.' But I'm sitting there with four kids to 
feed and all I can see is dollar signs, so I kept my mouth shut." 

She got the job. Three months later, Joyce saw a posting for a "road 
maintenance man." An eighth-grade education and one year's work ex
perience was all that was required, and the pay was $723 a month. Her 
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current job required a high-school education, bookkeeping skills, and 
four years' experience—and paid $150 less a month. "I saw that flier 
and I said, 'Oh wow, I can do that.' Everyone in the office laughed. 
They thought it was a riot. . . . I let it drop." 

But later that same year, every county worker got a 2 to 5 percent 
raise except for the 70 female account clerks. "Oh now, what do you 
girls need a raise for?" the director of personnel told Joyce and some 
other women who went before the board of supervisors to object. "All 
you'd do is spend the money on trips to Europe." Joyce was shocked. 
"Every account clerk I knew was supporting a family through death or 
divorce. I'd never seen Mexico, let alone Europe." Joyce decided to 
apply for the next better-paying "male" job that opened. In the mean
time, she became active in the union; a skillful writer and one of the 
best-educated representatives there, Joyce wound up composing the 
safety language in the master contract and negotiating what became 
the most powerful county agreement protecting seniority rights. 

In 1974, a road dispatcher retired, and both Joyce and a man named 
Paul Johnson, a former oil-fields roustabout, applied for the post. The 
supervisors told Joyce she needed to work on the road crew first and 
handed back her application. Johnson didn't have any road crew experi
ence either, but his application was accepted. In the end, the job went 
to another man. 

Joyce set out to get road crew experience. As she was filling out her 
application for the next road crew job that opened, in 1975, her super
visor walked in, asked what she was doing, and turned red. "You're tak
ing a man's job away!" he shouted. Joyce sat silently for a minute, 
thinking. Then she said, "No, I'm not. Because a man can sit right here 
where I'm sitting." 

In the evenings, she took courses in road maintenance and truck and 
light equipment operation. She came in third out of 87 applicants on 
the job test; there were ten openings on the road crew, and she got one 
of them. 

For the next four years, Joyce carried tar pots on her shoulder, pulled 
trash from the median strip, and maneuvered trucks up the mountains 
to clear mud slides. "Working outdoors was great," she says. "You 
know, women pay fifty dollars a month to join a health club, and here I 
was getting paid to get in shape." 

The road men didn't exactly welcome her arrival. When they trained 
her to drive the bobtail trucks, she says, they kept changing instruc
tions; one gave her driving tips that nearly blew up the engine. Her 
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supervisor wouldn't issue her a pair of coveralls; she had to fde a formal 
grievance to get them. In the yard, the men kept the ladies' room 
locked, and on the road they wouldn't stop to let her use the bathroom. 
"You wanted a man's job, you learn to pee like a man," her supervisor 
told her. 

Obscene graffiti about Joyce appeared on the sides of trucks. Men 
threw darts at union notices she posted on the bulletin board. One day, 
the stockroom storekeeper, Tony Laramie, who says later he liked to call 
her "the piglet," called a general meeting in the depot's Ready Room. "I 
hate the day you came here," Laramie started screaming at Joyce as the 
other men looked on, many nodding. "We don't want you here. You 
don't belong here. Why don't you go the hell away?" 

Joyce's experience was typical of the forthright and often violent 
backlash within the blue-collar work force, an assault undisguised by 
decorous homages to women's "difference." At a construction site in 
New York, for example, where only a few female hard-hats had found 
work, the men took a woman's work boots and hacked them into bits. 
Another woman was injured by a male co-worker; he hit her on the 
head with a two-by-four. In Santa Clara County, where Joyce worked, 
the county's equal opportunity office files were stuffed with reports of 
ostracism, hazing, sexual harassment, threats, verbal and physical abuse. 
"It's pervasive in some of the shops," says John Longabaugh, the 
county's equal employment officer at the time. "They mess up their 
tools, leave pornography on their desks. Safety equipment is made dif
ficult to get, or unavailable." A maintenance worker greeted the first 
woman in his department with these words: "I know someone who 
would break your arm or leg for a price." Another new woman was or
dered to clean a transit bus by her supervisor—only to find when she 
climbed aboard that the men had left a little gift for her: feces smeared 
across the seats. 

In 1980, another dispatcher job opened up. Joyce and Johnson both 
applied. They both got similarly high scores on the written exam. Joyce 
now had four years' experience on the road crew; Paul Johnson only 
had a year and a half. The three interviewers, one of whom later re
ferred to Joyce in court as "rabble-rousing" and "not a lady," gave the 
job to Johnson. Joyce decided to complain to the county affirmative ac
tion office. 

The decision fell to James Graebner, the new director of the trans
portation department, an engineer who believed that it was about time 
the county hired its first woman for its 238 skilled-crafts jobs. Graebner 
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confronted the roads director, Ron Shields. "What's wrong with the 
woman?" Graebner asked. "I hate her," Shields said, according to other 
people in the room. "I just said I thought Johnson was more qualified," 
is how Shields remembers it. "She didn't have the proficiency with 
heavy equipment." Neither, of course, did Johnson. Not that it was rel
evant anyway: dispatch is an office job that doesn't require lifting any
thing heavier than a microphone. 

Graebner told Shields he was being overruled; Joyce had the job. 
Later that day, Joyce recalls, her supervisor called her into the confer
ence room. "Well, you got the job," he told her. "But you're not quali
fied." Johnson, meanwhile, sat by the phone, dialing up the chain of 
command. "I felt like tearing something up," he recalls later. He de
manded a meeting with the affirmative action office. "The affirmative 
action man walks in," Johnson says, "and he's this big black guy. He 
can't tell me anything. He brings in this minority who can barely speak 
English. . . . I told them, 'You haven't heard the last of me. ' " Within 
days, he had hired a lawyer and set his reverse discrimination suit in 
motion, contending that the county had given the job to a "less quali
fied" woman. 

In 1987, the Supreme Court ruled against Johnson. The decision 
was hailed by women's and civil rights groups. But victory in Washing
ton was not the same as triumph in the transportation yard. For Joyce 
and the road men, the backlash was just warming up. "Something like 
this is going to hurt me one day," Gerald Pourroy, a foreman in Joyce's 
office, says of the court's ruling, his voice low and bitter. He stares at the 
concrete wall above his desk. "I look down the tracks and I see the train 
coming toward me." 

The day after the Supreme Court decision, a woman in the county 
office sent Joyce a congratulatory bouquet, two dozen carnations. Joyce 
arranged the flowers in a vase on her desk. The next day they were gone. 
She found them finally, crushed in a garbage bin. A road foreman told 
her, "I drop-kicked them across the yard." 

• • • 
S E V E R A L M O N T H S after the court's verdict, on a late summer afternoon, 
the county trucks groan into the depot yard, lifting the dust in slow, 
tired circles. The men file in, and Joyce takes their keys and signs them 
out. Four men in one-way sunglasses lean as far as they can over the 
counter. 

"Well, well, well. Diii-ane. How the hell are you?" 
"Hey, Diane, how the fuck are you?" 
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"Oh, don't ask her. She don't know that." 
"Yeah, Diane, she don't know nothing." 
Diane Joyce continues to smile, thinly, as she collects the keys. Some 

of the men drift over to the Ready Room. They leaf through dog-eared 
copies of Guns magazine and kick an uncooperative snack vending ma
chine. When asked about Diane Joyce, they respond with put-downs 
and bitterness. 

"She thinks she is high class now that she's got her face on TV," one 
of the men says. "Like we are dirt or something." 

"Now all a girl has got to do is say, Hey, they're discriminating, and 
she gets a job. You tell me how a man's supposed to get a promotion 
against something like that." 

"She's not qualified for ninety-nine percent of the jobs, I'll tell you 
that right now. I bet next foreman's job opens up, she'll get it just be
cause she's female. I've been a road maintenance worker sixteen years. 
Now you tell me what's fair?" 

Paul Johnson has since retired to the tiny fishing town of Sequim, 
Washington. From there, he dispatches an "Open Letter to the White 
Males of America" to newspaper offices across the country: "Fellow 
men," he writes, "I believe it is time for us to object to O U R suppres
sion." His wife Betty, Johnson explains, helped compose and typed the 
letter. Her job at a bank also helped pay the bills—and underwrote 
much of his reverse discrimination lawsuit. 

Women's numbers in the Santa Clara County's skilled-crafts jobs, 
after the Supreme Court ruling, increased by a paltry two to three a 
year. By the end of 1988, while the total number of available craft slots 
had grown from 238 to 468, the number of women rose only to 12. 
This was not because women had lost interest in these jobs. They were 
enrolling in union craft apprenticeship programs in the area in record 
numbers. And a county survey of its own female employees (who were 
still overwhelmingly relegated to the clerical pool) found that 85 per
cent of these women were interested in higher-paying "men's" jobs. 
Moreover, 90 percent of the women surveyed said they believed they 
knew the reason why they weren't getting these higher-paying posi
tions: discrimination. 

LADY BENCH-HANDS AND GENTLEMEN T E S T E R S 

The Supreme Court would ultimately undercut Diane Joyce's legal vic
tory, too—only two years after she "won" in Washington. Within ten days 
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in June 1989, the U.S . Supreme Court rolled back two decades of land
mark civil rights decisions in four separate rulings. The court opened 
the way for men to challenge affirmative action suits, set up new barri
ers that made it far more difficult to demonstrate discrimination in 
court with statistics, and ruled that an 1866 civil rights statute doesn't 
protect employees from discrimination that occurs after they are hired. 

One of the four cases that summer, Lorance v. AT&T Technologies, 
dealt a particularly hard blow to blue-collar women. The court ruled 
that women at A T & T ' s electronics plant in Illinois couldn't challenge 
a 1979 seniority system that union and company officials had openly 
devised to lock out women. The reason: the women had missed the 
180-day federal filing deadline for lodging unfair employment prac
tices. The court made this ruling even though five past court rulings 
had all allowed employees to file such challenges after the deadline had 
passed. And ironically enough, that very same day the court ruled that 
a group of white male firefighters were not too late to file their reverse 
discrimination suit—against a settlement of an affirmative action case 
filed in 1974. 

In the economically depressed town of Montgomery, Illinois, forty 
miles outside Chicago, nearly all the jobs pay minimum wage—except 
at the Western Electric plant, where circuit boards are assembled and 
tested for AT&T. As long as anyone at the plant can remember, the fac
tory had been rigidly divided by sex: the women had virtually all the 
lowly "bench-hand" jobs (assembling and wiring switching systems by 
hand) and the men had virtually all the high-paying "testing" jobs 
(checking the circuit boards). So it had remained until 1976, when 
three women decided, without so much as a nudge from affirmative ac
tion recruiters, to cross the gender line. 

Pat Lorance was one of the first to ford the divide. She had been 
working since adolescence, ever since her father had deserted the family 
and left her mother with no job and five children to raise. She joined 
the plant as a bench-hand; after eight years she was weary of the tedious 
work and even wearier of the low pay. When she heard that the local 
community college was offering courses to qualify as a tester, Lorance 
decided to give it a try. She brought two women, both bench-hands, 
with her. 

"In the beginning, it was a little intimidating because the teacher, 
who was from Western Electric, told us, 'You know, women don't usu
ally finish.' But by the fourth course, we won his respect." She eventu
ally completed sixteen courses, including electronic circuitry, computer 
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programming, and " A C / D C fundamentals." To fit it all in, Lorance 
worked the five A . M . — o r sometimes even the three A.M.—shift , studied 
in the afternoon, and attended class until 9:30 at night. 

Officials at Western Electr ic-AT&T were closely, and uneasily, fol
lowing the women's efforts. At the time, the E E O C was pursuing its 
highly visible round of class-action suits against industrial employers, 
including other divisions of A T & T , and the company's managers knew 
that if the women at the plant began raising questions publicly about 
the company's equal employment record, they could well be the next 
target. In 1976, as employees at the time recall, the personnel office 
suddenly began calling in some of the female bench-hands, one by one, 
and offering them a deal. As several women who got the summons re
member, a personnel manager informed them that the company had 
"mistakenly" overlooked them for some job openings. They could now 
receive a check of several hundred dollars as "compensation"; all they 
had to do in return was sign a statement promising never to sue the 
company for discrimination. The women say they were also instructed 
not to discuss the matter with their co-workers. "Some of the girls 
wanted to know what the jobs were," recalls one woman, a bench-
hand, who, like the others, asked that her name not be used for fear she 
will lose her job. "Some didn't want to take the money. But it was like, 
'Take the money or you are out the door.' I got over $600." (Company 
officials say they have no record of these sessions in the personnel of
fice. "We have found no facts to support such claims," the company's 
attorney Charles Jackson says.) 

By the fall of 1978, Lorance had all the academic credentials she 
needed and she applied for the first vacancy in testing. Company offi
cials accepted her for the job—then, a week later, told her the job had 
been eliminated. Then she heard that the company had hired three 
men as testers that same week. She protested to the union, and after a 
struggle, finally became the company's first female tester. 

By the end of 1978, about fifteen of the two hundred testers were 
women. To the men in the shops, that was fifteen too many. "They 
made these comments about how women were dumb and couldn't do 
the job," Lorance recalls. "I have a pretty good personality and I just 
shrugged it off, figured they'd get over it." But as the number of women 
rose, so did the men's resentment. 

Some of the men began sabotaging women's test sets, hooking up the 
wires the wrong way while the women were on their breaks or spilling 
ink on their schematic notebooks. They tacked up a series of humiliât-
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ing posters around the plant. A typical example: a picture of a 
grotesquely fat woman standing on a table with her nylons down 
around her calves and money spilling out of her shoes. The men wrote 
on it: "Yesterday I couldn't spell tester. Today I are a tester." 

In 1980, Jan King joined the second round of women to break into 
the tester ranks. She had worked at the company as a bench-hand since 
1966, starting at $1.97 an hour. King desperately needed the extra 
money: her husband, a violent alcoholic, spent most of the money he 
earned on drink and gambling, and she had a child to support. "I 
looked around at the plant one day and I realized I had just accepted 
what I saw there," she says. "I thought I wasn't any good in math be
cause that's what they said about women. But part of my brain said, 
Wait a minute, if they can do it, I can. Just because I was brought up to 
be a certain way, that doesn't mean I have to stay that way." 

King had to fight for the job on two fronts, work and home. "My 
husband said, 'You are not going to go to school for this. It's a waste of 
time.' " First he threatened her. Then, when she went to class anyway, 
"he'd do stuff like five minutes before it was time for me to leave, he'd 
announce that he wasn't going to baby-sit. But I just kept at it because 
there was this little voice in the back of my mind saying, 'You are going 
to end up taking care of your daughter by yourself.' I knew if he left, he 
was the kind of guy who was not going to be paying child support." 

The company officials weren't any more helpful. As King recalls, 
"The whole attitude at the company was, women can't do it. Women 
can't do math, women can't do electronics." As women began applying 
to become testers, the company suddenly issued a new set of training 
and examination requirements. Some of the tactics were peculiar. One 
of the top managers tried to require that female testers be sent home if 
they didn't carry see-through purses, a strategy supposedly to discour
age thieving. 

When some of the men who were testers heard that twelve more fe
male bench-hands had signed up for training at the community college, 
they decided matters had gone far enough. The younger men were the 
most upset; because they had the least seniority, they knew that the 
bench-hand women who had worked at the plant for years would 
be ahead of them for advancement—and behind them for layoffs. In 
the winter of 1978, the men organized a secret union meeting; when 
Lorance heard about it, she and a female co-worker made a surprise 
appearance. 

"They weren't real happy to see us," she recalls. Lorance sat in the 



406 Susan Faludi 

union hall and listened. She discovered they were drafting a new senior
ity system that would prevent women from counting their years as 
bench-hands in calculating their length of employment. If approved, it 
would mean that women would take the brunt of any layoff in the test
ing department. Lorance and her friend went back and spread the word 
to the other female testers. 

At the union meeting to vote on the new seniority proposal, ninety 
men gathered on one side of the hall, fifteen women on the other. One 
man after another stood up to speak on behalf of the proposed senior
ity plan: "I have a family to feed. D o you know how much a loaf of 
bread costs now?" Then the women stood up, to say that many of them 
were divorced mothers with families to feed, too; their ex-husbands 
weren't paying any child support. "This is a man's job," one of the men 
yelled. "Yes, but this is a woman's factory," a woman retorted, pointing 
out that more women than men were on the company payroll; he 
just didn't notice them because they were tucked away in the lowest-
paying jobs. 

In the end, the men won the vote; in the testing universe, anyway, 
they still had numbers on their side. The union officialdom assured Lo
rance and the other women at the time that the seniority plan would 
have no effect on downgrades or layoffs, just advancement. Company 
officials, who had helped design the new seniority system and quickly 
approved it, made similar promises about layoffs. The women accepted 
their guarantees—and didn't file suit. As Lorance points out, no one 
was being laid off in 1978, so "why cause trouble when you don't have 
to?" None of the women wanted to risk losing the jobs they had fought 
so hard to get. v 

Jan King, for one, needed her paycheck more than ever; she was fac
ing even more problems at home. "It was like every step I took toward 
improving myself, every step forward, he saw it as a rejection of him," 
she says of her husband. "As long as he could keep me dependent on 
him, then he could think that I would stay." Her husband turned even 
more violent; he began dragging her out of bed by the hair, beating 
and, ultimately, raping her. Whenever she made a move toward divorce, 
he would threaten murder. "If you leave me, you're dead," he told her. 
"If I can't have you, no one can." 

• • • 
W H E N T H E recession hit in 1982, the women discovered that the 
union and company officials had misled them; the seniority plan did 
apply to layoffs, and the women were the first ones out the door. Even-
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tually, women with nearly twenty years' experience would lose their 
jobs. Even women who weren't let go were downgraded and shunted 
back to the bench-hand side of the plant, a demotion that cost some 
women more than $10,000 in yearly wages. 

Lorance was downgraded immediately. She went to a superior she 
trusted and asked for an explanation. He spoke to his bosses, then came 
back and told her, "I'm sorry, Patty, but they told me I have to write you 
up [for a reprimand]." But what, she asked, had she done? He ex
plained that she had "asked a question." Then he pulled her aside and 
said he suspected the real reason was they hoped this would discourage 
her from taking legal action. "Well, you know what that made me do," 
Lorance says. The next day she pulled out the Yellow Pages and started 
dialing lawyers. 

Ultimately, Lorance and three other female testers filed suit against 
the company. (One of the women later dropped out, after her husband 
forbade her to pursue the litigation.) Bridget Arimond, a Chicago at
torney who specializes in sex discrimination law, took the case, which 
was promptly derailed in the courts over a technical debate about the 
filing deadline for unfair employment practices. The company con
tended that the clock started running in 1978, when the seniority sys
tem was first adopted, and their complaints constituted "stale claims." 
"The ladies hadn't exercised their legal rights at the appropriate time," 
Charles Jackson, Western Electrics counsel on the case, asserts later. "It 
was really their fault." The women maintained the clock started when 
they were fired; how could they have known until then that the policy 
was unfair? "The irony of it all," Arimond says, "was that the whole 
fight in court came down to whether women who had no background 
in the law didn't file on time. Yet, the judge [in the lower court] waited 
over a year to rule on the motion." That judge: John Nordberg of the 
Sears case. 

Meanwhile, Pat Lorance kept getting laid off and rehired. Finally, on 
March 31 , 1989, she was laid off for good. She had to take a job as a 
bartender. Two months later, when she turned on the television set one 
night to watch the news, she learned that she had lost the ruling. "I was 
very disappointed," she says. "I don't think the court gave it a fair look. 
None of us were screaming. We just wanted to right a wrong, that's all." 

King wasn't surprised by the decision. "You could see, the way the 
court had been going, we weren't in good water." The ruling was a fi
nancial disaster for King, who was now a single mother. Her violent 
husband had been killed in a street brawl in 1983. After his death, she 
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took a leave of absence to pull herself together. While she was away, the 
company fired her, maintaining she had failed to notify the personnel 
office at the appropriate time of her return date. Desperate for work to 
support her two children, King cleaned houses, then took a job as a 
waitress. She lost all her benefits. "Today I cleaned the Venetian blinds 
at work," she says. "I make $2.01 an hour and that's it, top pay. It's de
meaning, degrading. It makes you feel like you are not worthwhile." 

As she scrapes gravy from diners' plates, King replays the scenes that 
led her to this dismal point. "Whenever I'm thinking about it, the feel
ing I get is of all these barricades, the ones with the yellow lights, and 
every time you try to take a step, they throw another barricade at you." 
But in spite of everything, she says—the legal defeat, her late husband's 
reign of terror, the humiliating descent to dishwasher—she has never 
regretted her decision to ask for more. "If it gets someone fired up 
enough to say, 'We've got to turn this thing around,' then it's been 
worth it," she says. 

That same year, back at the "Breakthroughs and Backlash" media 
conference in California, some of the most influential female journal
ists and women's rights leaders were busy recoiling from conflict. They 
were pondering the question of whether women really wanted "male" 
jobs and "male" power. Jan King, who likes to say, "Just call me one of 
those women's libbers," would have doubtless found such proceedings 
strange and depressing—even shameful. She hasn't lost sight of what 
she and many other economically deprived women want, and she is still 
willing to rush the backlash barricades to get it. "I don't believe you 
have to accept things the way they are," she says. "I'll never change my 
mind about that." 



14 

Reproductive Rights 
Under the Backlash: 

The Invasion of Women s Bodies 

DO N ' T K I L L M E , mommy!" A grown man clutching a crucifix 
shouts these words over and over, as he tries fruitlessly to push 

through a line of women guarding the Sacramento Pregnancy Consul
tation Center. He is just one of the many "warriors" in Operation 
Rescue's "National Day of Rescue II"—the title that the antiabortion 
group chose for its dramatic sequel, an April 1989 nationwide siege of 
family-planning clinics. 

But the spear carriers on location here have been outflanked by fem
inists. Operation Rescue's northern California caravan set out for the 
clinic at dawn, only to find the doors barred and the center's defenders 
circled around the building, their arms linked in a human chain. 
Frustrated, the Operation Rescue men resort to force, twisting wrists, 
kicking shins. As they push, they praise the Lord but they also curse the 
women; mingled among the "amens," the words "whore" and "dyke" 
can be heard more than once. A man in a baseball cap presses his face 
before a woman hoisting a pro-choice sign. "I'll smash you through the 
window," he says, making a fist. But the press is watching; he keeps his 
clenched hands at his side. 

Down the block, Operation Rescue's "Prayer Support Column," a 
largely female auxiliary, is lined up in neat rows along the sidewalk. The 
wives and daughters of the "warriors" stand very still, their lips whisper
ing "Jesus Loves the Little Children," their palms raised toward heaven. 
"We're not allowed to speak," one of the women says when approached 
for an interview. 

Across the street, Russell Walden III takes a break from the skirmish. 
A stocky man with sad eyes, he mops his brow as he offers some per
sonal history. Waldens I and II, he says, were both city tax assessors, 
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community pillars; he's the first to fall from the family line. Muddling 
along in a series of odd jobs, mortuary assistant and wild-animal care
taker among them, Walden III joined Operation Rescue after he met 
some of the group's members—in a county jail cell. They were there for 
trespassing on clinic property; he was there on a drunk driving charge. 
When they offered him some paralegal work, he accepted and joined 
their campaign. 

"My wife almost had an abortion a few years ago but I stopped her," 
he says. "I said, 'No, no, no. '" They had four kids and his wife didn't 
want another; when she went to the clinic anyway, he followed her into 
the examination room, where she was lying in a hospital gown. "I came 
in and snatched her and I said, 'Let's get out of here. Now!' I'm not 
going to let her be anywhere where I'm not." She had the baby, but later 
she left him. Tears fill his eyes as he says this. He wipes them away and 
explains, "I'm crying for the unborn babies." 

While he's talking, Don Grundemann, a gaunt young chiropractor 
in an army jacket, joins the conversation. His girlfriend had an abor
tion without even asking him, he says. "What I think is, the woman 
didn't want a child like me." Abortion, Grundemann says, is women's 
way of getting even: "In a subliminal way, it's revenge against men. Men 
have treated women shabbily and now the women's movement has 
struck back in overkill." 

• • • 
I N 1 9 8 6 , Randall Terry, a twenty-six-year-old used-car salesman from 
upstate New York, launched Operation Rescue. His mission: to pad
lock the doors of the nation's family-planning clinics. Like the "anti-
vice" crusade against contraception and abortion in late Victorian 
America—also led by an underemployed New York salesman, Anthony 
Comstock, who also raided women's health clinics—Operation Rescue 
attracted thousands of young men who, one way or another, felt locked 
out themselves by a world that no longer seemed to have a productive 
place for them. Contrary to the popular image of the antiabortion 
lobby as a group of grizzled Christian elders, the Operation Rescue 
men (and the majority were men) most often resembled the youthful 
and angry "Contenders" that the Yankelovich researchers had identi
fied. Virtually all of Operation Rescue's leaders and about half its active 
participants were in their early twenties to midthirties, and the vast ma
jority belonged to the lower income brackets. These were men who be
longed to the second half of the baby boom, who had not only missed 
the political engagement of the '60s but had been cheated out of that 
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affluent eras bounty. They were downwardly mobile sons, condemned 
by the '80s economy to earn less than their fathers, unable to afford the 
ballooning mortgages or to put food on the table without their wives' 
help. 

The media would define the struggle over abortion as a moral and a 
biological debate—when does life begin? Doubtless for many uneasy 
about abortion, that was the central issue. But the peculiarly fierce ani
mosity that Terry and his followers brought to the battle over women's 
reproductive freedom was fueled by passions other than philosophy or 
science. While they may well have been "crying for the unborn babies," 
these men were also hurting from severe economic and social disloca
tions in their lives—changes that they so often blamed on the rise of in
dependent and professional women. As they lost financial strength at 
work and private authority at home, they saw women gaining ground 
in the office, challenging their control of the family at home, and even 
taking the initiative in the bedroom. As resentment over women's in
creasing levels of professional progress became mixed with anxiety over 
the sexual freedoms women had begun to exercise, they developed a 
rhetoric of puritanical outrage to castigate their opponents. 

For public consumption, the spokesmen of the militant antiabortion 
movement called feminists "child-killers" and berated them for trigger
ing "breakneck" abortion rates. But more revealing was what they said 
under their breath: their whispered "whores" and "dykes" were perhaps 
their more telling epithets. Sexual independence, not murder, may have 
been the feminists' greater crime. 

To men like John Willke, president of the National Right to Life 
Committee, legal abortion assailed not only the fetus but the primacy 
of male family control. Pro-choice women, he charged, "do violence to 
marriage," because they "remove the right of a husband to protect the 
life of the child he has fathered in his wife's womb." "God didn't create 
women independently," Father Michael Carey, the keynote speaker at 
the National Day of Rescue II rally in San Jose, declared, a point that 
he would hammer home throughout his address. What was most dis
tasteful about these abortion rights activists, he said, was their insis
tence that women be free to make reproductive choices without 
consulting their husbands. If these "feminist-infected" women have 
their way, he warned his audience, men "won't be allowed to decide 
about abortion." In his 1986 Men and Marriage, George Gilder most 
forthrightly expressed the fear underlying much of the male anxiety 
about female reproductive freedom. The feminists' successful campaign 
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for birth control and abortion, he wrote, "shifts the balance of sexual 
power further in favor of women," depletes male patriarchal "potency," 
and reduces the penis to "an empty plaything." 

So often in the battle over the fetus's "right to life" in the '80s, the 
patriarch's eclipsed ability to make the family decisions figured as a bit
ter subtext, the unspoken but pressing agenda of the antiabortion cam
paign. The desire to defend traditional paternal authority surfaced 
again and again in the many "father s rights" lawsuits filed to stop abor
tions in the decade, where plaintiffs were typically husbands struggling 
with wives who wouldn't listen or wouldn't comply with their com
mands or had recently filed for divorce. In the case of Eric Conn of In
diana, his wife sued him for divorce only hours before he lodged his 
complaint on behalf of the fetus. "I just didn't like being threatened and 
told what to do," David Ostreicher, a Levittown orthodontist and an
other "father's rights" litigant, told the court. Not only did his wife seek 
an abortion against his wishes, he said, but she was also challenging the 
premarital agreement he had insisted that she sign—an agreement that 
would leave him with most of the marital assets. In upstate New York, 
the twenty-six-year-old sailor who sued to stop his fiancee's abortion in 
1988 was also trying to stop a separate decision she had just made—not 
to marry him. 

The men of the antiabortion movement may have said they were just 
trying to staunch the runaway pace of abortions in this country, but the 
rate wasn't really escalating. In fact, American women have been termi
nating about one in three pregnancies for at least the last hundred years; 
the only real difference post-Roe was that women were now able to 
abort unwanted pregnancies legally—and safely. And while the number 
of legal abortions did increase between 1973 and 1980, it then 
promptly leveled off and was even declining by the early '80s. From 
1980 to 1987, the abortion rate fell 6 percent. 

The real change was women's new ability to regulate their fertility 
without danger or fear—a new freedom that in turn had contributed to 
dramatic changes not in the abortion rate but in female sexual behavior 
and attitudes. Having secured first the mass availability of contraceptive 
devices and then the option of medically sound abortions, women were 
at last at liberty to have sex, like men, on their own terms. As a result, 
in the half century after birth control was legalized, women doubled 
their rates of premarital sexual activity, nearly converging with men's by 
the end of the '70s. (At the same time, men's premarital sexual encoun
ters increased much more slowly, at about half the pace of women's.) By 
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1980, a landmark sex survey of 106,000 women conducted for Cos
mopolitan found that 41 percent of women had extramarital affairs, up 
from 8 percent in 1948. In fact, women's sexual behavior and attitudes 
had changed so much that they were now close to mirroring men's. 
"The woman we're profiling," Cosmopolitan observed in its introduc
tion to the survey, "is an extraordinarily sexually free human being" 
whose new bedroom expressiveness constitutes a "break with the old 
double standard." 

Women also became far more independent in their decisions about 
when to have children, under what marital circumstances, and when to 
stop. In these decisions, the biological father increasingly didn't have 
the final say—or much of a say at all. Women's support for motherhood 
out of wedlock rose dramatically in the '80s. The 1987 Women's View 
Survey found that 87 percent of single women believed it was perfectly 
acceptable for women to bear and raise children without getting 
married—up 14 percent from just four years earlier. Nearly 40 percent 
of the women in the 1990 Virginia Slims poll said that in making a de
cision about whether to have an abortion, the man involved should 
not even be consulted. And more women were making unilateral, and 
irrevocable, decisions about family size, too. Sterilization became the 
leading form of female birth control in the '80s, chosen by nearly one 
in six American women. This was, again, a one-gender development. In 
the '80s, men's sterilization rate increased by a mere 1 percent. Until 
1973, married men and women sought vasectomies and tubal ligations 
in equal numbers; by the second half of the '80s, women accounted for 
nearly two-thirds of all sterilizations among married couples. 

To many men in the antiabortion movement, the speed with which 
women embraced sexual and reproductive freedom could be frightening. 
And unlike the rise of the gender voting gap or the increasing number of 
women at work, this revolution in female behavior had invaded their 
most intimate domain. "Males have almost completely lost control of 
procreative activity," Gilder wrote; it is "now dependent, to a degree un
precedented in history, on the active pleasure of women." No wonder, he 
observed, so many men "resist abortion on demand." Men who found 
these changes distressing couldn't halt the pace of women's bedroom lib
eration directly, but banning abortion might be one way to apply the 
brakes. If they couldn't stop growing numbers of women from climbing 
into the sexual driver's seat, they could at least make the women's drive 
more dangerous—by jamming the reproductive controls. 
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The political imagery of the '80s antiabortion movement bore all the 
hallmarks of the New Right ideology that had preceded it. In its war-
torn psychological landscape, the enemy was feminism, the weapon was 
aggressively moralistic rhetoric, and the strategy for reclaiming the of
fensive was largely semantic. Like the New Right men, antiabortion 
leaders saw feminists as figures of frightening size and power. "The har
ridans," antiabortion advocate Tom Bethell called them in The Ameri
can Spectator—women who "howled" and "scream[ed] with awesome 
ferocity." In his 1988 antiabortion work, Grand Illusions, George Grant 
portrayed pro-choice women and clinic counselors as "contorted, 
wildeyed" Furies guarding the "Altar of Convenience" with a "frenzied 
rage." Planned Parenthood, he said, is an institution that dwarfs the 
Pentagon; its mighty force "has muscled into virtually every facet of 
modern life." Antiabortion leader Father Norman Weslin felt the same 
way. He said he had served as a paratrooper and "commander in charge 
of nuclear weapons" in the U .S . Army for twenty years, but "that was 
bush league," compared with the feminist foes he faced now. 

To stake out the commanding position, to remake themselves into 
true "activists," the antiabortion men resorted to the verbal tactics pio
neered by the New Right. In Joseph Scheidler's Closed: 99 Ways to Stop 
Abortion, a primary text of the militant antiabortion movement, the 
Pro-Life Action League director underscored the importance of "con
trolling" the language on abortion. When speaking to the press, his 
manual instructed, "[R]arely use the word 'fetus.' Use 'baby' or 'unborn 
child.' . . . You don't have to surrender to their vocabulary. . . . They 
will start using your terms if you use them." The Willkes' Abortion: 
Questions and Answers, which became the bible of antiabortion activists, 
stressed the same objective: "Let's be positive, if possible," the book as
serted. "We are for protection for the unborn, the handicapped, and the 
aged. If possible, don't accept the negative label 'antiabortion.' " 

In their battle for verbal control, antiabortion activists also co-opted 
their enemy's vocabulary and images. The Willke handbook urged fol
lowers to borrow the "feminist credo" of "right to her own body" and 
apply it instead to aborted female fetuses. At antiabortion demonstra
tions, "The baby has to have a choice!" became a favorite chant. "Little 
Ones," an Operation Rescue protest song, called for "Equal rights/ 
Equal time/For the unborn children." Women didn't choose to have 
abortions; they were "Women Exploited By Abortion," the name of the 
national antiabortion group that promised to counsel the "victims" of 
abortion. Antiabortion literature portrayed abortion providers as quasi-
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rapists who subjected young women to untold horrors, then snatched 
their money and drove off in limousines. By identifying women as vic
tims of their own right to an abortion, the antiabortion movement did 
more than debase the rhetoric—it reinforced the backlash thesis. The 
cause of women's liberty was once again defined as the cause of women's 
pain. Women who were unhappy, the movement's spokespersons con
tended, were probably suffering the residual effects of "postabortion 
syndrome," the new ailment that the antiabortion movement claimed 
plagued the female population. 

By and large, antiabortion leaders denied that they were hostile to 
women's rights, but their actions spoke louder. National Right to Life 
leader John Willke said he supported equality—while opposing the 
Equal Rights Amendment; soon the National Right to Life board re
canted its once neutral position on the amendment. Pro-Life Action 
League director Joseph Scheidler said, "I have no problem with 
women's rights"; he just wanted to make women's lives "less painful" by 
sparing them the physical and mental agony of abortion. Yet at a 1986 
antiabortion conference, he vowed to inflict "a year of pain and fear" on 
any woman who disagreed with him. 

The leading figure of the decade's militant antiabortion crusade, Op
eration Rescue founder Randall Terry, was likewise careful to skirt the 
issue of women's equality in his many public speeches. Restricting 
women's freedom wasn't part of his agenda, he assured the press; he was 
only trying "to save the mothers and their unborn babies." But the 
story of Terry's political evolution suggests a more complex and per
sonal set of motives—in which the campaign for women's rights figured 
prominently. 

RANDALL TERRY: WHO WAS HE RESCUING? 

"I was conceived out of wedlock. I could've been aborted. I hope and 
think that my parents wouldn't have, but I'm just real glad they 
didn't even have the choice." 

RANDALL TERRY 

Randall Terry was raised in the suburbs of Rochester, New York, 
birthplace of Susan B. Anthony and launching pad for the nation's first 
wave of feminism 150 years ago. But his relationship to feminist ac
tivism would involve more than the coincidence of geography and his-
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tory. Terry was the eldest son in a family that, on his mother s side, had 
produced politically vocal and self-determined women for three gener
ations. From the start of the century, when his maternal great-
grandmother disobeyed a parish priest and quit the Catholic church, 
the DiPasquale women had been outspoken, progressive, and feminist. 
"Randy Terry's backlash against women's rights may be more intimate 
than people realize," says Dawn Marvin, former communications di
rector of the Rochester chapter of Planned Parenthood—and Randall 
Terry's aunt. "He was raised at the knee of feminists." 

Terry's three aunts, Diane, Dawn, and Dale, agitated for civil rights, 
peace and, especially, women's equality. During the '70s, the sisters on 
the close-knit maternal side of the family launched a women's welfare-
rights program, the first women's studies program at Buffalo State Uni
versity, a women's arts collective, a women's talk show, a women's 
consciousness-raising group, and a women's health clinic. But more 
than any feminist issue, their cause was reproductive freedom. Diane 
wrote and spoke on campuses in favor of legal and safe abortions. 
Dawn stood in the rain for hours seeking signatures for a petition to le
galize abortion in New York State. Dale put her picture on a citywide 
bus ad campaign for birth-control education. 

The sisters' activism was grounded in painful personal experience. 
Each of the four sisters had an unplanned pregnancy as an unwed 
teenager before abortion was legal; Randy, in fact, was the product of 
one of them. In one case, a condom failed. In another, a boyfriend said 
he'd pull out and didn't. Whatever the "mistake," the women paid. 
Dawn gave up a college scholarship and an arts career to marry a man 
she did not love, a man who smashed her jaw with his fists during her 
pregnancy. Diane gave up plans for an Ivy League education and spent 
the final months of her senior year in high school searching for an ille
gal abortion; she was five months pregnant by the time she found a 
willing "doctor" who took her $500, injected her with saline, and aban
doned her in a stranger's house. She nearly bled to death. 

• • • 
" O U R D I E H A R D enemies are almost totally feminist," Terry says. A 
young man of twenty-nine with a baby face and gangly limbs, he is 
hunched on the curb outside Operation Rescue's Binghamton, New 
York, headquarters. Behind him is "command-central," a musty three-
room suite with walls covered with water stains and photos of bloody 
fetuses. Inside one office cabinet, "Baby Choice" floats in a jar. This 
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embalmed fetus often accompanies Terry to press conferences, dressed 
in swaddling clothes and laid out in a tiny shoe-box "coffin." 

"Radical feminism gave birth to child killing," he says. "They were 
the ones out in the streets demanding their rights—NARAL, NOW, 
with their lies and their false propaganda that the media lapped up obe
diently and spewed back out to the American people. Lies." But then, 
most reporters are "tools of NOW," too, he says. "Radical feminism, of 
course, has vowed to destroy the traditional family unit, hates mother
hood, hates children for the most part, promotes lesbian activity." He 
offers an example: Margaret Sanger, birth control pioneer and founder 
of Planned Parenthood. She was a "whore," he says. "She was an adul
teress, and slept all over the place, all over the world, with all kinds of 
people." It's not just abortion he opposes; Terry says he would like to 
ban all contraception—and, of course, call a halt to all premarital sex. 
He says he intends to deliver his own daughter to the wedding altar 
with her virginity intact. 

A few hours later, Terry heads home. His wife, Cindy, a thin woman 
with almost translucent skin, meets him at the door, their three-year-
old daughter, Faith, clinging to her side. "I told her you don't talk," 
Terry tells his wife, jerking his thumb at me. She reports that the lawn 
mower won't start. He gives the ignition cord a few yanks and, when 
the motor kicks in, turns the job over to her. He retires to the living 
room couch and, propping up his feet, recalls with a nostalgic sigh that 
it was this very day a year ago that he reached his media zenith: "I 
would have been in a hotel resting, getting ready for the limo to pick us 
up and take us to the 'Morton Downey, Jr.' show." 

His rise to "national media star," as he puts it, was meteoric; a few 
years before the Downey limo arrived, he was selling jalopies in an up
state used-car lot. As the lawn mower bellows outside, Terry recounts 
the critical events in his young life that led to sudden fame. 

At sixteen, he lit out for California to "find" himself and become "a 
rock and roll star." A talented pianist and guitarist, an accelerated hon
ors student just four months from graduation, he dropped out in the 
winter of 1976 and hitchhiked west. "I was a young rebel," he recalls. "I 
was born out of time, almost," a "holdout" of the '60s. 

He was also fleeing a tension-filled home. His father, Michael Terry, 
was an unhappy schoolteacher, a gifted classical vocalist whose singing 
career had evaporated after he dropped out of music college and then 
entered a shotgun wedding at twenty. The marriage was a difficult one 
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and Michael Terry often turned his violent temper on his eldest son. 
The night before Randy left home, his father beat him up. 

Terry never reached California and the trip was a disappointment; 
1976 turned out to be a little late for the quintessential "on-the-road" 
experience. "I wanted to know answers," he says. But "in the '70s, peo
ple just wanted to get high." He got as far as Galveston, Texas, where he 
camped out on the beach, smoking dope and playing air guitar, until a 
vagrant stole his backpack and all his possessions. He returned home, 
clutching a Gideon Bible he had acquired on the way. 

Back in a suburb of Rochester, he took the only job he could find, 
scooping ice cream at the Three Sisters, a local snack stand. From time 
to time, a lay minister from the nearby Elim Bible Institute would stop 
in to testify about Christ. Finally one night, Terry was converted. Vow
ing to become a religious leader, he quit the ice-cream stand and en
rolled at Elim to train for the ministry. 

But his diploma from Elim, an unaccredited school, didn't help him 
in his search for even a decent job. He sold tires and flipped burgers at 
McDonald's. During the recession, he was laid off twice. Married by 
then, he couldn't afford a home—he and Cindy had to live, like charity 
cases, in a vacant church trailer. When he needed to pay medical and 
sometimes even grocery bills, he had to borrow money from Cindy's 
mother. While Terry would later blame working women for "the de
struction of the traditional family unit," it was his wife's job at a florist 
shop that helped the young Terry family through this lean period. It 
was not until Terry started Operation Rescue, and hundreds of thou
sands of dollars in donations started rolling in, that he was able to make 
a living wage—and send his wife home. 

The "vision" for Operation Rescue, he recalls, came to him in a 
prayer meeting in the fall of 1983. It was a "three-point plan": blockade 
clinics, counsel women against abortion, and provide homes for unwed 
mothers. He led several clinic raids, but his campaign didn't register on 
the media monitors until July 1988, when he descended on Atlanta and 
a captive national press corps, which was in town for the Democratic 
National Convention. In the week-long siege that followed, 134 pro
testers were arrested, Terry "made the networks," and his star status was 
all but guaranteed. 

As Terry arrives at the apex of his story, Cindy returns to the house, 
her mowing finished, to prepare the family supper. After a while, she 
wanders into the living room. "I told her you don't like media people, 
so she shouldn't expect to get any comment from you," Terry tells his 
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wife. But Cindy seems willing enough to talk. She tells how she met 
Randy at Elim, where she was "just studying to be a better Christian." 
She wasn't attracted to him at first, she says, but she had learned in her 
Christian Womanhood class that "blind love" can lead to "bad mar
riages." Randy, on the other hand, says he was drawn to Cindy at 
once—he liked that "she was quiet." 

Cindy Dean grew up in Manchester, a small town in upstate New 
York. She worked as a waitress and barmaid at the local Sheraton Hotel, 
but she yearned for more. "I didn't want my life to be a total failure," 
she says. So at twenty-three, she enrolled in the Culinary Institute of 
America at Hyde Park, "one of the best cooking schools in the United 
States," she points out. She was one of a few female students in training 
to be chefs; she was breaking into "a male-dominated profession," she 
says proudly. "I was really into it. I had real excellent grades because, 
you know, I wanted to make something of my life." She began working 
at a French restaurant in Rochester, creating fancy pastries and soon 
managing the entire kitchen staff. Then she met a group of born-again 
Christians. They eventually converted her—and convinced her she 
should quit school. 

"We need to wrap it up," Randy says, interrupting her story. "I want 
to eat." They move to the dining room, where he sits at the head of the 
table and Cindy serves. He lectures her for having "burned the beans." 
After supper, he retires to the living room with a video of the T V movie 
about Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North, Guts and Glory. As Cindy 
clears the dishes, she confides that it was she who first had the idea to 
picket in front of the clinics. She had great difficulty getting preg
nant—it took five years—and she came to resent women who so effort
lessly conceived yet aborted. By herself, she took to marching in front 
of the Southern Tier Women's Services, the local family-planning clinic 
in Binghamton. With a handmade placard in her hands, she called out 
to women, "Don't kill your baby. I'll take it. I cant have a baby." Alex 
Aitken, a clinic employee at the time, recalls of Cindy, "In the begin
ning, she was a fairly strong personality. She would approach anyone." 

One day, though, Randy appeared at her side. Soon, Aitken recalls, 
Cindy "just disappeared from the scene." In her place, Terry patrolled 
the parking lot, literally throwing his weight against car doors to stop 
women from entering the clinic. Once he found out the identity of a 
patient and burst into the waiting room, screaming her name over 
and over like the hero in The Graduate. Another time, clinic workers 
recall, he posed as a clinic "counselor" and led a sixteen-year-old girl to 
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what he claimed was "our other office," actually his own office suite. 
There, he showed the teenager gory films about the supposed aftermath 
of abortion—infertility, madness, and death—until the frightened girl 
fled. 

By 1985, Terry had organized a group of church supporters, and 
they were making daily visits to the clinic. They sprayed the door locks 
with Krazy Glue and followed the employees to and from work. One 
day, they stormed the clinic, smashed the furniture, ripped out the 
phones, and locked themselves in the counseling room. The police had 
to break the door down with a crowbar. During still another protest, 
one of the Operation Rescue activists, a young man, leaped in a win
dow and punched a five-months-pregnant woman in the stomach. She 
was taken to the hospital in an ambulance—and miscarried three weeks 
later. 

Terry never got very far with the other two points in his "three-point 
plan." By 1989, Operation Rescue had set up only one counseling ser
vice for young and needy pregnant women, the Crisis Pregnancy Cen
ter. It showed intimidating antiabortion films to the teenagers it lured 
with a Yellow Pages ad promising free pregnancy tests. The day I vis
ited, the only real service it offered needy mothers was a few packets of 
infant formula and two hand-me-down cots. As for the homes for 
unwed mothers, Terry set up only one, the House of Life in Pennsylva
nia. It took in only four pregnant girls before shutting down. The rea
son? The couple operating the home announced that they were too 
busy preparing for their own baby's birth. 

THE LEGACY OF THE ANTIABORTION MOVEMENT 

The antiabortion warriors were the backlash's most blatant and violent 
agents. At their instigation, between 1977 and 1989, seventy-seven 
family-planning clinics were torched or bombed (in at least seven in
stances, during working hours, with employees and patients inside), 
117 were targets of arson, 250 received bomb threats, 231 were in
vaded, and 224 vandalized. With time, the attacks only accelerated. In 
April 1991, the numbers of bombings and arson attacks had already ex
ceeded the figure for the full year of 1990. Clinic patients were harassed 
and even kidnapped; staff members received death threats at sixty-seven 
family-planning centers and endured assault and battery attacks at 
forty-seven centers. Antiabortion arsonists blinded a clinic technician 
with chemicals before setting fire to the Concerned Women's Clinic in 
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Cleveland, Ohio. A staff doctor at another clinic was maimed when her 
morning newspaper was booby-trapped. The executive director of 
Planned Parenthood in Minnesota was struck repeatedly and choked. 
At a Youngstown, Ohio, clinic, a worker suffered a concussion when 
twenty-five antiabortion picketers stampeded the building. The em
ployees of still other clinics were beaten, taken hostage, hit by protest
ers' cars, and, in one case, even the clinic director's dog was poisoned. 

The story of the campaign against abortion in the years since Roe is a 
well-known one: the more than fifty bills proposed to restrict Roe the 
very first year of its existence; the 1974 effort to pass a constitutional 
amendment banning it; the successful 1976 Hyde Amendment block
ing federal funding for abortions; the increasingly active role played by 
the Republican presidents of the '80s; the subsequent hundreds of leg
islative maneuvers that led to prohibitive rules and consent and notifi
cation regulations in more than thirty states; the countless legal 
challenges to Roe, culminating in the U .S . Supreme Court's 1989 Web
ster decision—ironically, on the eve of Independence Day—that up
held state restrictions on abortion. And finally, the 1991 U .S . Supreme 
Court ruling that allowed the government to prohibit federally funded 
clinics from even speaking about abortion when counseling pregnant 
women. 

But, in spite of its high profile, the campaign never became a mass 
movement. One national poll after another clearly demonstrated that 
the majority of Americans supported Roe v. Wade. In fact, the Webster 
ruling only served to increase the pro-choice margin. A majority now 
favored Roe in every region of the country, in every age group, in both 
political parties, and in the Catholic church. Only one group of Amer
icans claimed a majority that wanted to see that court decision over
turned: white followers of T V evangelists. 

The unwavering public support for Roe only makes sense in the 
wider context of American history; the landmark ruling is simply a re
turn to status quo. The right to an abortion—practiced in one form or 
another since colonial times—had never been restricted until the last 
half of the late 19th century. And not until then did aborting a preg
nancy before "quickening" (several months after conception) even as
sume a moral taint. As birth control historian Kristin Luker observes, 
"Ironically, then, the much maligned 1973 Supreme Court decision on 
abortion, Roe v. Wade, which divided the legal regulation of abortion by 
trimesters, was much more in line with the traditional treatment of 
abortion than most Americans appreciate." 
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In 1800, abortion was legal in every state and popular opinion on it 
largely neutral. It was only after the midcentury rise of the women's 
rights movement that abortion became a battleground. As women 
pressed for such simple family-planning reliefs as "voluntary mother
hood"—which proposed that wives be free to refuse sex occasionally for 
health reasons—doctors, legislators, journalists, and clergymen coun
tered with a far more extreme campaign against all forms of birth 
control. Suddenly, the New York Times was crammed with stories 
deploring abortion as "the evil of the age." Suddenly, the American 
Medical Association (then a fledgling organization that was trying to 
establish its credentials by putting midwives and other female abortion 
providers out of business) was launching a massive public relations 
campaign against this "criminal" and "irresponsible" practice, even 
offering an annual prize for the best antiabortion book. Suddenly, cler
gymen were declaring abortion a grave sin. Suddenly, "purity" crusaders 
were storming abortion clinics and dragging their mostly female opera
tors to court. By the end of the 19th century, this backlash against 
reproductive rights would result in a federal ban on all birth control 
distribution (upheld until well into this century) and the outlawing of 
abortion (except to save a woman's life) in every state. 

Perhaps it is inevitable that even the most modest efforts by 
women to control their fertility spark a firestorm of opposition. All 
of women's aspirations—whether for education, work, or any form of 
self-determination—ultimately rest on their ability to decide whether 
and when to bear children. For this reason, reproductive freedom has 
always been the most popular item in each of the successive feminist 
agendas—and the most heavily assaulted target of each backlash. Dur
ing the feminist revival of the early 20th century, the birth control 
movement that Margaret Sanger launched enjoyed far broader appeal 
than any other plank of the women's rights campaign, cutting across 
class and race lines. As women's rights and peace activist Crystal East
man wrote in 1918 of her feminist contemporaries, "Whether we are 
the special followers of Alice Paul, or Ruth Law, or Ellen Key, or Olive 
Schreiner, we must all be followers of Margaret Sanger." 

Like its 19th-century precursor, the 1980s antiabortion campaign 
would exhibit signs of punitive excess, as once again the achievement of 
modest reproductive liberties for women was greeted with an outpour
ing of repressive outrage. In the hundreds of legislative initiatives and 
referenda that followed, opponents of women's reproductive freedom 
often seemed intent on forcing far more than the repeal of Roe. Some 
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proposed outlawing abortion even when a woman's life was in danger, 
an extreme stance that was hardly part of the pre-Roe laws restricting 
abortion. Others wanted to require that the woman get her husband's 
permission before she proceed; still others wanted her to submit to a 
mandatory lecture from her doctor, too. Other proposals included for
bidding any birth control device that might possibly work after fertil
ization, banning basic birth control information even from public 
libraries, and allowing total strangers to file a court order prohibiting a 
woman from having an abortion. In Utah, lawmakers wanted abortion 
providers sentenced to up to five years in prison; in Louisiana, the leg
islature called for a mandatory ten years of hard labor; in Massachu
setts, a twice-introduced state bill demanded the electric chair. 

As the reproductive rights backlash deepened, journalists, clergy
men, and lawyers joined it. In the last two years of the '80s alone, more 
than fifteen hundred articles on abortion appeared in the major dailies, 
and the newsweeklies devoted more space to abortion than any other 
social policy issue. (These articles rarely explored the needs or views of 
the millions of women hurt by the national attack on abortion; instead, 
they moralized, wondered if female reporters should even be allowed to 
cover the abortion debate, and worried about how the abortion battle 
might "hurt" various politicians.) The American Bar Association voted 
to rescind its pro-choice policy in 1990, only seven months after it had 
approved it. Even moderate religious denominations—the American 
Baptist, Presbyterian, United Methodist, and Episcopal churches, 
among them—backed away from formerly pro-choice positions. The 
Catholic bishops pulled out all the stops, hiring Hill & Knowlton, the 
nation's largest public relations firm, to launch a $5 million publicity 
drive against abortion. The New York archdiocese proposed a new 
order of nuns, the Sisters of Life, that would be devoted exclusively to 
opposing abortion. New York's John Cardinal O'Connor issued a 
twelve-page advisory notifying Roman Catholic politicians that they 
risked excommunication if they supported a woman's right to an abor
tion. New Jersey bishop James McHugh declared that from now on, 
Catholic politicians who disagreed with the Church's stance would be 
barred from speaking at church events or holding church office. The 
Archbishop of Guam vowed to excommunicate any senator who op
posed an extreme bill that outlawed virtually all abortions on the island. 
And Bishop Rene Gracida of Corpus Christi, Texas, excommunicated 
the director of a family planning center in town, and promised a simi
lar fate for a worker at another clinic if she didn't quit her job. 
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By the end of the decade, the antiabortion campaign hadn't over
turned Roe, draconian legislative proposals had been mostly defeated or 
reversed, and public support for legal abortion had only risen. 
Nonetheless, the relentless publicity, litigation, harassment, and vio
lence had gone far toward a de facto elimination of access to abortion 
for much of the female population. 

The climate of fear discouraged an already reluctant medical estab
lishment from offering the procedure. By 1987, 85 percent of the na
tion's counties had no abortion services. According to a nationwide 
survey, the number of rural abortion providers dropped by more than 
50 percent between 1977 and 1988—and 20 percent of the decline oc
curred after 1985. And the pool of doctors trained or seeking training 
to perform abortions was drying up. North Dakota and South Dakota 
had only one abortion provider each, and in at least a dozen states, 
from Mississippi to Maryland, women had to cross state lines to get an 
abortion. In Missouri, women seeking abortions were traveling all day 
across the state and camping in the parking lot of the lone family plan
ning clinic in St. Louis that performs second-trimester abortions. At 
Kansas City's Truman Medical Center—even before the Webster deci
sion banned abortions at this public hospital—the number of abortions 
performed fell from 484 in 1986 to 49 in 1988. A lack of demand was 
not the cause. The number plunged because one of the two doctors per
forming abortions at the hospital was so harassed he moved to Califor
nia, and the other doctor was picketed so many times by antiabortion 
protesters that he lost his lease. Even major metropolitan areas were af
fected. The Cook County Hospital, the largest provider of health ser
vices for Chicago's poor, refused to provide abortion services, and in 
1990 the country's new board president, who had pledged to restore 
services during his election campaign, backed off under pressure from 
abortion opponents on the board. That same month the Illinois Ma
sonic Medical Center, one of the few hospitals in the state that offered 
abortions through the second trimester of pregnancy, shut down these 
services under pressure from the Catholic church, which said it 
wouldn't sell the hospital a plot of land that it needed in order to ex
pand unless it complied with the church's demands on abortion. 

For the tens of millions of women who depended on publicly fi
nanced health care, even the few abortion clinics that were still operat
ing were beyond reach. Federal funding was no longer available to the 
more than a quarter of a million women on Medicaid who sought abor
tions each year. And all but a dozen states had banned abortions funded 



B A C K L A S H 425 

from their coffers, too, by the close of the decade. (Moreover, eight 
states passed laws in the early '80s restricting even private insurance 
coverage of abortions.) In Michigan, a state ban on Medicaid-funded 
abortions that went into effect in 1988 caused the number of abortions 
to plunge by 10,300, or 23 percent, by the following year. It was as if 
Roe had never existed. 

The handful of private agencies that dispensed minimal abortion 
funding were overwhelmed with appeals from desperate women; the 
Chicago Abortion Fund had to turn away hundreds of women each 
year. Rosie Jimenez, a twenty-seven-year-old single mother on a college 
scholarship, had six months to go before completing her teaching cre
dentials when she discovered she was pregnant. She had to cross the 
border to Mexico to find abortion services she could afford. The cheap, 
illegal operation killed her. When Spring Adams, a 13-year-old Idaho 
girl on welfare, was raped and impregnated by her father in 1989, her 
mother could find only one doctor in the entire state willing to perform 
the second-trimester abortion—and he refused to waive the cost. Un
able to afford his fees (Idaho banned the use of Medicaid funds for all 
abortions unless the mother's life was threatened), Spring's mother 
went on a desperate nationwide search. She finally found a clinic in 
Portland, Oregon, that agreed to take on her daughter's case and waive 
all but $200. But two days before Spring was to board the Greyhound 
bus to Portland, her father—who opposed abortion—shot her to death 
with an assault rifle. 

The antiabortion movement also made it harder to learn about the 
few clinics performing abortions that were still in business. The high 
court's 1991 ruling muzzled women's health providers who received 
federal funds. Federally funded sex-education classes under the Adoles
cent Family Life Act withheld all information on abortion and birth 
control from students. And meanwhile public school administrators, 
fearful of threats from antiabortion groups, shut down courses that did 
provide such information. In Minnesota by 1989, less than half of the 
city's high schools offered any sex education—a direct response to pres
sure from the state's strong antiabortion lobby. Antiabortion lobbies 
pressured the media to reject family-planning clinic ads and cancel 
public-service programming on abortion services, too. Whether as a di
rect response to such pressure or simply to head off controversy, dozens 
of newspapers, radio stations, television networks, college and high-
school publications, yearbooks, and even football game programs 
began rejecting or banning outright notices and advertisements for 
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family planning services and even basic informational announcements 
from pro-choice groups. 

On the other hand, broadsides against abortion were available for 
viewing inside take-out pizza boxes and even on sports videos. 
Domino's Pizza chairman Thomas Monaghan saw to it that his com
pany delivered flyers to diners with the latest information on antiabor
tion rallies. New York Giants owner Wellington Mara produced the 
Champions for Life video, which he distributed to schoolchildren via the 
American Life League. "Now with the abortion death squads allowed to 
run rampant through our country," Giants player Mark Bavaro (one of 
six team stars in the film) advised young fans, "I wonder how many fu
ture champions will be killed before they see the light of day." 

A N O W ad that simply offered the time and place of a national 
march for reproductive rights was rejected as "too controversial" by 
twenty-six radio stations in five of the nations largest media markets. 
The Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post refused to run the Fund 
for Feminist Majority's ad for a pro-choice film, Abortion for Survival. 
(And women who wrote to the Los Angeles Times to protest the decision 
received back a letter from its advertising department, advising them 
they were just puppets of a "certain orchestration" by feminist inter
ests.) On the other hand, USA Today was willing to run a huge ad for 
the American Life League—on the anniversary of Roe v. Wade—that 
called on raped women not to have abortions. And the networks had 
no problems airing segments of the controversial, and misleading, an
tiabortion film The Silent Scream, which purported to show a fetus at 
twelve weeks. The media's corporate advertisers, fearful of antiabortion 
boycott threats, didn't make it any easier for broadcasters to offer news 
programming on abortion. An A B C radio special on abortion, hosted 
by Barbara Walters, couldn't find a single sponsor. 

The antiabortion movement also succeeded in inspiring massive cut
backs in public and private support and funding for birth control clin
ics and other family planning services besides abortion. Federal and 
state aid for family planning services fell by $50 million between 1980 
and 1987. The Vatican ordered the Sisters of Mercy hospitals system, 
the largest nongovernmental provider of medical services in the coun
try, to halt all sterilization, the leading method of birth control for 
Catholics. Under pressure from the "right-to-life" lobby, many corpora
tions, charities, and foundations withdrew their financial assistance to 
family planning, too. In 1988, United Way stopped funding Planned 
Parenthood, and in 1990, under pressure from the Christian Action 
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Council, A T & T cut off its contributions, too (after twenty-five years), 
claiming that shareholders had objected to the agency's association with 
abortion—even though 94 percent of its shareholders had voted in 
favor of funding Planned Parenthood. 

The curtailment of family planning funds led, ironically, to more 
abortions among younger and poor women, as the lack of birth control 
services drove up the numbers of unwanted and teen pregnancies. By 
1990, the National Center for Health Statistics was reporting an in
crease in the teenage birthrate, reversing an eighteen-year decline. In 
California, health professionals estimated that the $24 million cutback 
in family planning state funds in 1989—which shut down clinics for 
teenagers and shrank staff and operating hours at many centers— 
translated into about a thousand additional pregnancies and five hun
dred additional abortions each week before the funds were eventually 
restored. 

Laws in thirty-four states that restricted young women's access to 
abortion by requiring parental notification or consent didn't stop 
young women from having sex; they only succeeded in increasing 
trauma and the teenage birthrate—and forcing delays that caused 
young women to have riskier and costlier second-trimester abortions. 
After the Minnesota parental consent law was enforced, the birthrate 
for fifteen-to-seventeen-year-old girls rose nearly 40 percent. By con
trast, the birthrate for eighteen to nineteen year olds in the state, who 
were not affected by the law, rose only 0.3 percent in the same period. 
The percentage of Minnesota teenagers seeking second-trimester abor
tions after the law passed rose 27 percent. And parental consent laws 
only drove frightened young women seeking abortions underground, 
sometimes with disastrous consequences. Becky Bell, a seventeen-year-
old Indianapolis girl, died in an illegal abortion in 1988 after she was 
refused a legal operation because she was too afraid to ask her parents' 
permission. After Seventeen ran a 1991 article about Becky Bell, letters 
flooded in from girls with their own frightening stories to tell. A twelve 
year old wrote about a friend who met the same fate as Bell. A 
Wyoming teenager reported that she had resorted, too, to an illegal 
abortion in desperation. The doctor "humiliated" her, she recalled, and 
"the conditions were most likely very unsanitary because I hemor
rhaged for months. Finally, a friend took me to the hospital and I had 
an emergency D and C . This most likely saved my life." 

The waiver "option" that the parental consent laws offered—in lieu 
of parental permission, teenage girls could seek a judge's approval to 
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have the operation—was little option at all. It was too complicated and 
distressing for many teenage girls. This "judicial bypass" procedure 
often required young women to solicit medical affidavits and legal 
counsel, to tell their story to as many as two dozen strangers, and to put 
up with postponements of as much as a month, a disaster for the many 
teenage girls who were already far along in their pregnancies. And at the 
end of this lengthy legal process, they were still at the mercy of judicial 
whim. While some states issued thousands of waivers a year, in a state 
like Indiana, where antiabortion sentiment ran high on the bench, only 
six to eight judicial waivers were granted annually. 

Plenty of judges wouldn't even take judicial bypass cases. In Massa
chusetts, twelve of the sixty Superior Court judges routinely refused to 
hear teenage girls' appeals for abortions; in Minnesota, bypass hearings 
were available at only two locations. The girls' confidentiality rights 
were also violated—in some cases their appeals were heard in open 
courtrooms and their names and addresses were entered into the 
record, a violation of the consent laws' stipulations. Many judges sub
jected young girls to lengthy and intimidating interrogations or angry 
moral lectures. Did she realize she was killing a "child"? Did she know 
that the fetus had "eyes"? Judges who opposed abortion sometimes had 
literature of bloody fetuses prominently displayed in their chambers 
while they questioned the girls. Or they tried to stave off the operations 
by delaying their decisions and forcing young women into the next 
trimester. One judge waited a month to issue a ruling; another judge 
ordered the court stenographer not to type out the transcript, in an at
tempt to hold up a girl's appeal of his decision denying her an abortion. 

The antiabortion crusade also diminished women's reproductive op
tions for the future, by virtually closing down federal and private re
search on birth control. By the end of the decade, only one corporation 
was still funding research on contraception—down from two dozen in 
the 1960s and 1970s. Insurance companies retreated, too, and by 1990 
none of them were willing to cover clinical testing of most contracep
tives. A 1990 Institute of Medicine study found that the United States, 
which had once been a world leader in contraceptive research, had 
fallen critically behind the rest of the industrialized world in birth con
trol development and was now endangering the future of "contracep
tive choice" in the country. 

Antiabortion threats also halted research on abortifacients. Sterling 
Drug, which had one abortion drug under development in 1986, 
hastily dropped it. Upjohn Co. canceled its abortion drug and closed its 
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contraceptive research program in 1985, after right-to-life groups 
launched a boycott. And the Population Council discontinued its re
search on the French abortion pill RU-486. In 1989, the F D A banned 
importation of RU-486 for private use, under pressure from such con
gressional abortion opponents as Jesse Helms, Henry Hyde, and Robert 
Dornan. In 1990, the makers of the abortion pill, Roussel-Uclaf, 
stopped supplying it to the only U.S . clinical research team ever to test 
it. And these researchers, at the University of Southern California, 
found support from their medical peers evaporating, too; although 
most doctors they approached originally expressed interest, soon the 
physicians were calling back to say the study was "too controversial" for 
their participation. Meanwhile, when a shareholder proposed that the 
pharmaceutical giant Eli Lilly and Co. simply study the possibility of 
making RU-486, the drug company's executives hastened to the Securi
ties and Exchange Commission to have the proposal excised from the 
company's proxy statement. They succeeded and shareholders never 
even had a chance to vote on it. Only one American company, the tiny 
New Jersey firm Gyno-Pharma, admitted, for less than twenty-four 
hours, that it might consider marketing RU-486; and after threats of 
boycotts rumbled from the antiabortion lobby, company officials im
mediately disavowed any interest in the drug. 

FETAL RIGHTS: MOTHER V E R S U S F E T U S 

The antiabortion iconography in the last decade featured the fetus but 
never the mother. In the movement's literature, photographs, films, and 
other props, the whole "unborn child" floats in a disembodied womb. 
The fetus is a conscious, even rambunctious tyke, the mother a passive, 
formless, and inanimate "environment." The fetus is the occupant, the 
mother its temporary living quarters. One right-to-life committee even 
produced an "unborn child's diary," in which a precocious fetus penned 
ruminations about flowers and confided, "I want to be called Kathy." 
The Willkes' manual instructs the movement's participants to make a 
point of using "humanizing terms . . . such as 'this little guy,' " when re
ferring to the fetus—and phrases like "place of residence" when talking 
about the mother. Dr. Bernard Nathanson, creator of The Silent 
Scream—a film in which the truly silent cast member is the mother— 
describes the fetus in The Abortion Papers as "the little aquanaut," a 
child in "intrauterine exile" who is "bricked in, as it were, behind what 
seemed an impenetrable wall of flesh, muscle, bone and blood." At least 
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the pregnant woman is envisioned as an occupied house; the antiabor
tion metaphor for the woman who aborts is a bombed-out shell: "Her 
body is a haunted house where the tragic death of a child took place," 
Joseph Scheidler writes. 

To a remarkable degree, the antiabortion movement succeeded by 
the end of the '80s in bringing much of the medical and legal establish
ment around to its vision of the fetus and mother. The fetus would be
come the primary patient in the prenatal operating room, the full 
citizen in the lawbooks, and the lead plaintiff in the courtroom. In fact, 
by the close of the '80s, a fetus actually had more legal rights in some 
areas than a live child. 

Doctors drafted the first lines in the fetal declaration of indepen
dence. In 1982, a group of obstetricians and geneticists met in Califor
nia and agreed that they had made sufficient medical advances in the 
still highly experimental practice of fetal surgery to treat the fetus as an 
independent "patient." At the same time, in the equally experimental 
field of infertility treatment, doctors were also treating the fetus as if it 
were a baby with a separate existence from the mother. In the waiting 
rooms of in-vitro fertilization centers, doctors posted "baby pictures" of 
their embryos—"Our Katy," read the caption of one of the many 
murky sonograms plastered on the walls of the Pacific Fertility Center 
in San Francisco. Some infertility specialists even offered videotapes of 
"our children"—footage of barely fertilized eggs—and enthused about 
how "the sonographic voyeur, spying on the unwary fetus, finds him or 
her a surprisingly active little creature." In fact, some infertility doctors 
were beginning to act as if the fetus really were their baby. At the Jones 
Institute of Reproductive Medicine, Dr. Howard Jones claimed custody 
of a patient's embryo; the woman had to sue him in federal court to 
force him to release it. 

For the infertility specialists, humanizing the embryo just made 
good business sense—it helped to distract from their abysmal record in 
making actual babies. As a 1988 congressional study found, in-vitro 
fertilization centers had a success rate of less than 10 percent, and half 
the centers had never produced a live birth. Nonetheless, the doctors 
managed to extract tens of thousands of dollars from their average pa
tient—for medical procedures that in most cases weren't even insured. 

Fertility doctors weren't only elevating fertilized eggs to infant status; 
they were also reducing female patients to "the uterine environment," 
or "the incubators," as these specialists so often put it—and increas
ingly treating them like guinea pigs. Just as doctors in the late Victorian 
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era turned women's wombs into "Chinese toy shops" (in the word of 
one physician of the time)—by jamming them with hot irons, injection 
needles, or, most popularly, leeches—women who sought help at infer
tility centers in the '80s were pumped full of barely tested and risky fer
tility drugs, injected with unscreened semen, and subjected to 
unregulated and even life-threatening procedures. At least ten women 
died from complications stemming from in-vitro fertilization treat
ment. The DiMiranda Institute, a foundation that monitors infertility 
services, was fielding complaints from women on a daily basis by the 
late '80s: women whose ovaries had swollen to the size of grapefruits 
from the popular fertility drug Perganol, women who caught venereal 
disease from the contaminated sperm in artificial insemination labs, 
women who went in for minor laser treatment and came out with hys
terectomies. Gina DiMiranda, the institute's director, founded the 
agency after she nearly died herself, when an infertility specialist pre
scribed an untested steroid regimen. She ended up hospitalized in criti
cal condition with a 105-degree fever, massive infections, and uterine 
and rectal bleeding. 

Lawmakers and judges were also moving to elect the fetus to citizen
ship. For the first time in American history, legislators and state courts 
began to define the fetus as a legally independent "person" rather than 
an entity whose interests were inseparable from its mother's. A New 
Hampshire court even deemed the fetus a "household resident" who 
could collect on a homeowner's insurance policy. By the mid-'80s, a 
majority of states had passed "feticide" laws that extended wrongful 
death statutes to the fetus. Some states went even further. A Louisiana 
law defined fertilized eggs as fully formed humans. Courts, too, were 
pushing the bounds of personhood to prefetal stages. In a 1989 divorce 
case, a Tennessee circuit judge ruled that a couple's frozen pre-
embryonic clusters of four to eight cells were legally their children and 
couldn't be destroyed. 

While these early feticide laws primarily defended the fetus from an 
intruding third party—a drunken driver or mugger who accosted the 
mother—the laws and court rulings that arose in the second half of 
the decade were directed with increasing exclusivity, and wrath, at the 
mother herself. If the early legislative and judicial decisions separated 
mother and fetus, then the later ones set mother and fetus against each 
other. 

By the late '80s, state legislators around the nation were seeking to 
apply child abuse laws to the fetus to protect it from an offending 
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mother. On the federal level, California's U .S . Senator Pete Wilson cru
saded for the Child Abuse During Pregnancy Prevention Act. "Surely 
the most sordid and terrifying story is that of exploding child abuse 
through the umbilical cord," he told his fellow lawmakers. Meanwhile 
in the states, a raft of "fetal neglect" bills flooded the legislatures. The 
proposals called for the prosecution of women whose behavior during 
pregnancy was deemed negligent of their fetuses—behavior that in
cluded everything from not following doctors' orders to eating the 
wrong foods to giving birth at home. Other legislative initiatives sought 
to criminalize alcohol use by pregnant women and to imprison repeat 
pregnant offenders for as much as twenty-five years. In many states, it 
became routine for juvenile courts to claim "custody" of the fetuses of 
low-income pregnant women whose prenatal practices might constitute 
harm; then, at birth, the children were declared state wards and 
whisked away. 

The general public eventually joined the campaign. By 1988, half of 
the people surveyed in a Gallup poll agreed that pregnant women who 
drank, smoked, or refused obstetrical surgery should be held legally li
able. Stores, restaurants, and even subways posted lecturing signs about 
proper consumption. Medical and legal scholars proposed mandatory 
Breathalyzer tests for seemingly tipsy pregnant women, mandatory 
screenings of the fetus (with criminal penalties for those who resisted), 
and arrests for those who didn't follow nutritious diets. In this environ
ment, total strangers felt free to approach pregnant women in public 
places and accost them for buying a six-pack at the grocery store or or
dering a single glass of wine at dinner. In Seattle in 1991, a pregnant 
woman who ordered a single drink in a bar was hounded and lectured 
by two waiters—so vigorously that she sued. The local newspaper 
columnist, however, applauded the waiters' vigilance. That same year, a 
Seattle health club ordered a pregnant bus driver with sore muscles out 
of its hot tub. She needed written permission from her doctor, the 
club's officers insisted. (The woman had, in fact, checked beforehand 
with her doctor, who had approved the regimen.) 

As the fetus's rights increased, the mother's just kept diminishing. 
Poor pregnant women were hauled into court by male prosecutors, 
physicians, and husbands. Their blood was tested for drug traces with
out their consent or even notification, their confidentiality rights were 
routinely violated in the state's zeal to compile a case against them, and 
they were forced into obstetrical surgery for the "good" of the fetus, 
even at the risk of their own lives. 
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Here are just a few of the many cases from the decade's pregnancy 
police blotter and court docket: 

• In Michigan, a juvenile court took custody of a newborn because 
the mother took a few Valium pills while pregnant, to ease pain caused 
by an auto accident injury. The mother of three had no history of drug 
abuse or parental neglect. It took more than a year for her to get her 
child back. 

• In California, a young woman was brought up on fetal neglect 
charges under a law that, ironically, was meant to force negligent fa
thers to pay child support. Her offenses included failing to heed a doc
tor's advice (a doctor who had failed to follow up on her treatment), 
not getting to the hospital with due haste, and having sex with her hus
band. The husband, a batterer whose brutal outbursts had summoned 
the police to their apartment more than a dozen times in one year 
alone, was not charged—or even investigated. 

• In Iowa, the state took a woman's baby away at birth even though 
no real harm to the infant was evident—because she had, among other 
alleged offenses, "paid no attention to the nutritional value of the food 
she ate during her pregnancy," as an AP story later characterized the Ju
venile Court testimony. "[S]he simply picked the foods that tasted good 
to her." 

• In Wyoming, a woman was charged with felony child abuse for al
legedly drinking while pregnant. A battered wife, she had been arrested 
on this charge after she sought police protection from her abusive 
husband. 

• In Illinois, a woman was summoned to court after her husband ac
cused her of damaging their daughter's intestine in an auto accident 
during her pregnancy. She wasn't even the driver. 

• In Michigan, another husband hauled his wife into court to accuse 
her of taking tetracycline during her pregnancy; the drug, prescribed by 
her physician, allegedly discolored their son's teeth, he charged. The 
state's appellate court ruled that the husband did indeed have the right 
to sue for this "prenatal negligence." 

• In Maryland, a woman lost custody of her fetus when she refused 
to transfer to a hospital in another city, a move she resisted because it 
would have meant stranding her nineteen-month-old son. 

• In South Carolina, an eighteen-year-old pregnant woman was ar
rested before she had even given birth, on the suspicion that she may 
have passed cocaine to her fetus. The charge, based on a single urine 
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test, didn't hold up; she delivered a healthy drug-free baby. Even so, and 
even though the Department of Social Services found no evidence of 
abuse or neglect, state prosecutors announced that they intended to 
pursue the case anyway. 

• In Wisconsin, a sixteen-year-old pregnant girl was confined in a se
cure detention facility because of her alleged tendencies "to be on the 
run" and "to lack motivation" to seek prenatal care. 

Certainly society has a compelling interest in bringing healthy chil
dren into the world, both a moral and practical obligation to help 
women take care of themselves while they're pregnant. But the punitive 
and vindictive treatment mothers were beginning to receive from legis
lators, police, prosecutors, and judges in the '80s suggests that more 
than simple concern for children's welfare was at work here. Police 
loaded their suspects into paddy wagons still bleeding from labor; pros
ecutors barged into maternity wards to conduct their interrogations. 
Judges threw pregnant women with drug problems into jail for months 
at a time, even though, as the federal General Accounting Office and 
other investigative agencies have found, the prenatal care offered preg
nant women in American prisons is scandalously deficient or nonexis
tent (many prisons don't even have gynecologists)—and has caused 
numerous incarcerated women to give birth to critically ill and dam
aged babies. Police were eager to throw the book at erring pregnant 
women. In the case of Pamela Rae Stewart of San Diego—the battered 
woman charged with having sex against her doctor's orders—the officer 
who headed up the investigation wanted her tried for manslaughter. "In 
my mind, I didn't see any difference between born and unborn," Lieu
tenant Ray Narramore explains later. "The only question I had was why 
they didn't go for a murder charge. I would have been satisfied with 
murder. That wouldn't have been off-base. I mean, we have a lady here 
who was not following doctor's orders." 

Lawmakers' claims that they just wanted to improve conditions for 
future children rang especially false. At the same time that legislators 
were assailing low-income mothers for failing to take care of their fe
tuses, they were making devastating cuts in the very services that poor 
pregnant women needed to meet the lawmakers' demands. How was an 
impoverished woman supposed to deliver a healthy fetus when she was 
denied prenatal care, nutrition supplements, welfare payments, and 
housing assistance? In the District of Columbia, Marion Barry declared 
infant health a top priority of his mayoral campaign—then cut health-
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care funding, forcing prenatal clinics to scale back drastically and elim
inate outright their evening hours needed by the many working 
women. Doctors increasingly berated low-income mothers, but they 
also increasingly refused to treat them. By the end of the decade, more 
than one-fourth of all counties nationwide lacked any clinic where poor 
women could get prenatal care, and a third of doctors wouldn't treat 
pregnant women who were Medicaid patients. In New York State, a 
health department study found that seven of the state's counties had no 
comprehensive prenatal care for poor women whatsoever; several of 
these counties, not so coincidentally, had infant mortality rates that 
were more than double the national average. In California in 1986, 
twelve counties didn't have a single doctor willing to accept the state's 
low-income Medi-Cal patients; in fact, the National Health Law Pro
gram concluded that the situation in California was so bad that poor 
pregnant women are "essentially cut off from access to care." 

• • • 
O F ALL the clubs wielded over the heads of impoverished pregnant 
women in the decade, the positive drug test was the most popular. As 
the federal government and press became obsessed with the social prob
lem of crack addiction in the ghettos, the national hysteria quickly 
homed in on pregnant drug-addicted women. Congress held alarmist 
hearings. Prosecutors applied tough felony laws to these women—laws 
that were designed for drug dealers, not drug users—and charged them 
not only with child abuse but assault with a deadly weapon and 
manslaughter. Judges proposed "life probation" on forced contracep
tion, routine testing of pregnant drug users, and permanent restraining 
orders forbidding the women from ever seeing their children. Lawmak
ers advocated mandatory sterilization. Medical school professors rec
ommended revoking public assistance benefits. Media commentators 
issued their own solutions. Syndicated columnist Charles Krautham
mer suggested rounding up all drug-using pregnant women and confin
ing them in a "secure location"—to halt the onset of a "bio-underclass." 
And on the supposedly neutral news pages, reporters joined in with 
reams of didactic copy on crack-abusing mothers, almost all of it di
rected at black women. They claimed the women were the prime cul
prits behind the chaos in the inner cities and the national crisis in 
newborn deaths. "Crack Babies: The Worst Threat Is M o m Herself," 
the Washington Post headline decreed. "Drug addiction among preg
nant women," Newsweek charged in 1989, in a widely voiced press sen
timent, "is driving up the U.S . infant mortality rate." 



436 Susan Faludi 

In fact, the rate of infant mortality wasn't rising. Progress in lowering 
the nation's disastrously high infant mortality rate—one of the worst in 
the industrialized world—did slow drastically. But that slowdown pre
dated the crack epidemic of the mid to late '80s; it was driven largely by 
severe rollbacks in health insurance and available medical care in the 
early '80s. By 1983, the number of uninsured people had jumped more 
than 20 percent from the late '70s. By mid-decade, nearly 40 percent of 
all poor women were uninsured. At the same time, the 1981 federal 
budget cuts in Medicaid and public assistance for poor female-headed 
households had stripped more than one million mothers and their chil
dren of their medical benefits. Consequently, the proportion of babies 
born to mothers with no or belated prenatal care rose 20 percent in the 
first seven years of the '80s. Black women were hurt most by these 
trends; by 1985, one out of two black women had inadequate prenatal 
care. 

It was these developments, far more than crack addiction, that 
slowed progress in lowering American infant mortality rates and caused 
low birth-weight rates to begin rising again in the early '80s—after a 
decade of improvement. The leading causes of early infant deaths in the 
'80s weren't drug related; they were ailments like influenza, infections, 
and pneumonia, all easily prevented or treated by basic health care. 
Again, black mothers bore the heaviest burden; their infant mortality 
rates began deteriorating in 1984 (before the crack epidemic took hold) 
and by 1987, the black-white gap in infant mortality was wider than it 
had been since the government began collecting such information in 
1940. (Black women were being unfairly singled out in the courts and 
in the press in the antiaddict crusade, anyway. An equal percentage of 
black and white women in the '80s were using drugs and alcohol, a sur
vey found; black women were just ten times more likely to be turned in 
to state authorities than their white counterparts.) 

A 1989 University of California research team reviewed records of 
more than 146,000 births between 1982 and 1986 in California, and 
found that babies born to parents with no health insurance—a group 
whose numbers had grown 45 percent in those same years—were 30 
percent more likely to die, be seriously ill at birth, and suffer low birth 
weight; uninsured black women were more than twice as likely as in
sured black women to have sickly newborns. A similar 1985 Florida re
port tracing the dire effects of lost prenatal care concluded, "In the end, 
it is safer for the baby to be born to a drug-abusing, anemic, or diabetic 
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mother who visits the doctor throughout her pregnancy than to be 
born to a normal woman who does not." 

Proponents of the crackdown on pregnant drug users argued that 
women could avoid prosecution simply by seeking treatment for their 
drug habit. Yet treatment for pregnant addicts was largely unavailable. 
And clinical programs were essential for these women; sudden or un-
monitored withdrawal from addictive drugs like heroin can be deadly 
to both mother and fetus. While government prosecution of drug-
addicted women escalated, low-income pregnant women who did want 
to overcome their drug addiction would have an increasingly hard time 
finding help in the '80s as the waiting list for drug rehabilitation pro
grams stretched into the years and many closed their doors to pregnant 
women to avoid potential liability for drug-related birth defects. Less 
than 1 percent of federal antidrug funding was aimed at treatment for 
women—and even less for pregnant women. A survey of seventy-eight 
drug-treatment programs in New York City found that the vast major
ity of them refused treatment to poor pregnant women on drugs; 87 
percent denied treatment to pregnant women on Medicaid who were 
addicted to crack. Across the country, two-thirds of hospitals reported 
that they had no place to refer drug-addicted pregnant women for 
treatment. 

Nonetheless, law enforcement officials were eager to mobilize. The 
National District Attorneys Association even sponsored a two-day 
workshop to encourage prosecutors to wage legal war on pregnant 
women who took drugs. In 1988 in Butte County, California, a partic
ularly crusading district attorney, Michael Ramsey, announced that he 
would prosecute any mother whose newborn tested positive for co
caine, methamphetamines or heroin, under a statute with a mandatory 
ninety-day jail term. What he envisioned, he says later, was "a system of 
choices." He promised to exempt any woman who was in a drug treat
ment program. But Butte County had no such programs. What kind of 
choice was that? He explains, "I don't see people making a choice unless 
you force them." 

The first woman snared in Ramsey's dragnet was an impoverished 
twenty-seven-year-old heroin addict. For the prosecutor's purposes, 
however, she proved to be less than the ideal first criminal. The young 
woman had, in fact, been traveling 130 miles round trip to the nearest 
methadone clinic, a $200-a-month private program in Sacramento. 
When her car broke down, she had hitchhiked. When her funds ran 
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out, the program had discharged her, even knowing that she was preg
nant. Two months from her due date, she appealed to several medical 
providers in the area—without success. None of these mitigating cir
cumstances, however, deterred Ramsey and his pregnancy police squad. 
When her newborn tested positive for heroin, his team descended on 
her hospital room less than twenty-four hours after she had given birth, 
interrogated her, and took away her baby. Or rather, as Ramsey puts it, 
"We went down and presented her with the options." 

If the point of this prosecutorial policy was to frighten drug-
addicted women into seeking help during their pregnancies, the strat
egy backfired. In Butte County, indigent women with drug problems 
just began steering clear of hospitals altogether—for fear they would be 
thrown in jail. At the Chemically Dependent Mothers' Program in San 
Diego, after Pamela Rae Stewart's arrest, the director observed that 
"women have constantly expressed concerns to me that I would turn 
them in." (Stewart herself subsequently went into hiding.) In San Fran
cisco, public-health professionals and social workers were soon report
ing a rise in "toilet-bowl babies"—babies born at home, in bathrooms, 
or on kitchen floors. As deputy city attorney Lori Giorgi, who was see
ing more such cases, reported, "They're afraid their babies will be taken 
away." 

S C A L P E L S AND CESAREANS: INTRUDERS IN THE WOMB 

Doctors, who had first defined the fetus as an independent patient with 
a right to treatment, now began to define the pregnant woman as an 
ancillary party with no right to refuse treatment. First the doctors had 
issued a list of prohibitions, telling pregnant women what they couldn't 
do with their own bodies. Then the doctors went on the offensive, 
telling pregnant women that physicians would now be free to operate 
on their bodies—with or without their consent. In a 1986 national sur
vey of directors of maternal-fetal medicine fellowship programs, nearly 
half the doctors said they supported court orders that forced pregnant 
women to submit to obstetrical procedures—and favored involuntary 
detention of pregnant women whose failure to submit they believed 
might pose a risk to the fetus. Less than a quarter consistently sup
ported a competent pregnant woman's right to refuse her doctor's or
ders. In the professional medical literature, physicians and medical 
school professors were proposing increasingly harsh and punishing 
methods of dealing with pregnant women who wouldn't comply with 
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doctors' orders. Their recommendations included arresting women for 
"refusal to accept genetic counseling" or for choosing to deliver their 
baby by midwife against the recommendations of a physician. 

The judges backed up the doctors. When the physicians asked for 
judicial muscle to enforce their will, the courts almost always delivered. 
The men on the bench, too, while crusading for fetal rights, often 
seemed to have trouble envisioning the women as full and live persons. 
A Washington, D . C . , Superior Court judge ordered a cesarean section 
against the wishes of a nineteen-year-old pregnant woman, Ayesha 
Madyun, with this decree: "All that stood between the Madyun fetus 
and its independent existence, separate from its mother, was, put sim
ply, a doctor's scalpel." 

A review of medical institutions in eighteen states between 1981 and 
1986 identified thirty-six cases where doctors had gone to court to 
force an unwilling woman to submit to obstetrical intervention—most 
times within a day after they first heard of the woman's refusal. Judges 
granted all but three of the requested court orders—88 percent within 
six hours, 20 percent within an hour or less. At times, consent was con
veniently granted over the phone. The women's wishes were ignored in 
these cases even though in no instance had they been found to be men
tally incompetent. And most of these situations weren't even emergen
cies; in only two cases did doctors demand a cesarean section because 
they believed the fetus was in serious medical danger. And these doc
tors' judgments were often wrong. Their predictions of harm proved 
false in six of the fifteen cases involving court-ordered cesareans. In a 
1981 court order involving a Georgia woman, doctors testified that 
without the procedure, the chances of the fetus's demise were 99 per
cent. After the court granted the order, the woman went into hiding— 
and delivered a healthy baby without the operation. 

At a time when the rights of patients to refuse treatment in all other 
areas was gaining legal ground, pregnant women were increasingly los
ing battles to exercise their right of refusal in the obstetrical ward. The 
doctors, hospitals, and courts involved in these forced obstetrical sur
geries often seemed contemptuous of pregnant women's rights. In 
Chicago, a woman expecting triplets was tied down to her hospital bed 
with wrist and ankle cuffs after she refused to consent ahead of time to 
a cesarean. Instead of allowing her to seek care elsewhere, the hospital 
obtained custody of the unborn triplets and got a court order to force 
her to have the procedure. In at least two instances, the doctors didn't 
even bother to get a court order before wheeling their protesting pa-
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tients into the operating room. In a 1 9 8 2 Michigan case, the judge 
didn't just order a woman to undergo a cesarean against her will; he told 
her that if she didn't comply, he would send the police to her house to 
drag her to the hospital. (She, too, fled and gave birth to a healthy 
baby.) 

In ordering these operations, judges went far beyond the case law on 
parental duties to live children. The courts have long held that parents 
cannot be compelled to take actions to benefit their children's health. In 
two key cases, the courts refused to force a father to donate a kidney to 
his dying child and declined even to make parents move to a new cli
mate to aid their ailing child. "To compel the defendant to submit to 
an intrusion of his body would change every concept and principle 
upon which our society is founded," the judge wrote in one such deci
sion. "To do so, would defeat the sanctity of the individual." It was ap
parently less of a legal leap to intrude upon the body of a pregnant 
woman. 

The proponents of forced obstetrical surgery argued that protecting 
the fetus didn't interfere with pregnant women's rights in any serious 
way; even if the mother didn't want a cesarean, the procedure was un
likely to hurt her. But when it came down to a choice between the 
health of the mother and the rights of the fetus, the fetus began to win 
out. This coercive ranking of maternal and fetal rights was nowhere 
more brutally spelled out than in the case of "A.C."—the impersonal 
appellation the court would assign to Angela Carder in her final dehu
manizing days. 

• • • 
O N A June day in 1 9 8 7 , Angela Carder lay in a hospital bed at George 
Washington University Hospital in Washington, D . C . A twenty-eight-
year-old secretary, twenty-six weeks pregnant, she was missing a leg, a 
casualty of her lifelong war with bone cancer. Doctors had told her be
fore, twice, to be prepared for imminent death. Both times they had 
been wrong. She was, in fact, one of the first children to survive Ewing's 
sarcoma, cancer of the connective tissue. 

In 1 9 8 4 , Carder had married and decided she wanted to have a baby. 
She asked her doctor's advice. Her cancer had been in remission for sev
eral years and her obstetrician told her to go ahead and get pregnant. 
But midway through her pregnancy, the disease returned with a 
vengeance. In her sixth month, an inoperable tumor engulfed her lung. 
She was hospitalized at George Washington and the doctors there is
sued a terminal prognosis. Her longtime oncologist, who had witnessed 
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Carder pull through before and did not consider her to be a terminal 
case, recommended radiation and chemotherapy—treatment which 
Carder wanted, too. "She told the doctor in the beginning she wanted 
her health to come first," her mother Nettie Stoner recalls. "Angie had 
been through too much in her life struggling to survive to give up 
her life." 

But the doctors at the hospital, who had just entered the case and 
were giving Carder only days to live, wouldn't prescribe chemotherapy 
because they feared it would endanger the fetus. At twenty-six weeks, it 
was unlikely to survive, but if they could prolong Carder s life for a cou
ple of weeks—rather than attempting to save it—the fetus would have 
a better chance. So instead of treating her cancer, they jammed a tube 
down her throat and pumped her with sedatives, a strategy to delay the 
hour of death. Carder tried to fight this "treatment," her mother says, 
remembering how her daughter thrashed and twisted on the bed, fend
ing off the doctors. "She said, 'No, no, no. Don't do that to me. ' " But 
Carder lost the battle and was, quite literally, silenced. With the tube in 
place, she couldn't speak. 

Word of the Carder case quickly traveled to the hospital's executive 
and then legal suites. George Washington Hospital's lawyers were not 
oblivious to the current climate on fetal rights. They had seen other 
hospitals dragged into court by antiabortion activists for failing to pur
sue heroic measures to save severely compromised fetuses. They began 
to worry: What if the fetus were "viable"? The hospital could be held li
able for its death. The administration proposed that the doctors try to 
rescue the fetus with immediate intervention—a cesarean section. 

In Carder's fragile state, performing major surgery would likely kill 
her. Even the hospital's doctors, who wanted to save the fetus, opposed 
it. As for the opinion of the patient herself, she was said to be "uncon
scious" from the sedatives and unavailable for consultation. Rather than 
waiting a few hours for the drug-induced haze to clear so they could 
ask Carder's permission—and without ever seeking the advice of her 
family—the hospital administration called in a judge. 

Superior Court judge Emmet Sullivan came by that very afternoon 
and set up court in a hospital conference room. On one side: the hospi
tal's legal team, two city attorneys, and the lawyer for the fetus. On the 
other: a lone court-appointed attorney representing Carder, appointed 
a half hour before the hearing. 

Carder's family was invited to the session, but no one apprised them 
beforehand that it was a hearing to decide their daughter s fate. While 
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visiting her daughter in the intensive care unit earlier that day, Nettie 
Stoner recalls a social worker drawing her aside and simply telling her 
she was needed for a "short meeting" down the hall. "No one told me 
what was wrong," Stoner says, and the atmosphere in the conference 
room only confused her further. "I walked in and they were having 
lunch catered like a party. They were saying, 'Have a sandwich! Have a 
soda!' " 

The judge asked for a medical opinion. Each of the physicians in the 
hospital's obstetrical department recommended against the operation. 
Then the fetus's lawyer, Barbara Mishkin, spoke up. "Well, I suppose it 
will hasten her death," she said, but Carder was probably going to die 
in a few hours anyway. Her rights should be put aside. To support her 
argument, Mishkin related a story she had heard secondhand. Carder, 
she told the court, had reportedly said the previous evening that she 
had "had enough of the pain." Mishkin concluded from this hearsay 
evidence that Carder might not have wanted to live anyway, so the 
fetus's interests should prevail. 

The judge's questions to Mishkin and the others focused almost ex
clusively on the fetus. He wanted to know how a cesarean section 
would affect the fetus's health—but not how it would affect Carder's. 
He championed the fetus's right to live—but characterized Carder's 
struggle to survive as an almost selfish concern for "her own comfort." 
Not once did the judge explore or challenge the assumption that 
Carder was all but dead. Her longtime oncologist was not even invited 
to the hearing. When Carder's attorney observed that performing a ce
sarean on Carder "would in effect be terminating her life," he was cut 
off in midsentence by the judge, who said, "She's going to die." Hear
ing this, Carder's anguished father cried out, "Who is to say she's going 
to die?" His question was ignored. 

Although Carder lay just down the hall, neither the judge nor the at
torneys engaged in this life-and-death proceeding bothered to take the 
short walk to her room. Later, everyone would have their reasons. "If I 
wanted to go, then everybody would want to," is the explanation that 
Mishkin offers. "I didn't want to intrude." She adds, "It was the end of 
an exhausting day. We couldn't take any more." 

The judge took a brief recess, then reconvened the hearing. "There's 
been some testimony that the performance of a cesarean section may 
very well hasten the death of Angela," he told them. "There's also been 
testimony that delay in performing the cesarean section greatly in-
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creases the risk to the fetus. . . . Given the choices, the court is of the 
view the fetus should be given an opportunity to live." Then he said, "I 
have ruled"—and told the doctors to operate immediately. 

Dr. Louis Hamner from the obstetrical unit returned to Carder's 
room to deliver the news. The sedatives were just begining to wear off 
and Carder was still foggy. He asked her if she wanted the surgery and 
she mouthed the word "yes." A half hour later, he returned to her room. 
This time, she told him, "I don't want it done, I don't want it done"— 
unambiguously and repeatedly. It was, Hamner said, "quite clear to me." 

But when the doctor hastened to the conference room to tell the 
others still assembled there, they were dubious. The judge said, "The 
court is still not clear what her intent is." And one of the city's lawyers, 
Richard Love, allowed that Carder's opinion didn't matter anyway, be
cause the court had originally made the decision on the assumption 
that it was to be an operation performed without her consent. The 
judge agreed and, once more, told the doctors to start the operation. 

In a last-ditch effort, Carder's court-appointed attorney Robert 
Sylvester called the American Civil Liberties Union Reproductive Free
dom Project; the A C L U attorneys filed an emergency appeal for a stay. 
Within the hour, the case was heard via a conference phone call, with a 
hastily assembled three-man panel from the appellate court. The 
judges, told that the operation had to begin at once, agreed to hear all 
the evidence and make a decision in "sixteen minutes." 

Almost immediately doubts were raised about Carder's ability to 
make a decision. Was her "mental frame of mind" impaired? the judges 
wanted to know. "Does this woman seem to be ambivalent?" Judge 
Frank Nebecker pressed. "Changed her mind at least twice, is that cor
rect?" The fetus's attorney Barbara Mishkin told the judges that the op
eration's threat to Carder's life was "insignificant" because she was a 
terminal cancer patient. It was "not a question of choosing between the 
life of the mother and the life of the fetus because the mother cannot be 
restored to normal life expectancy." The "right of the fetus" to live in this 
case, she said, "overrides any interest in the mother's continued very 
short life." 

Because the attorneys had all been appointed at the last minute, 
none were well informed of reproductive rights law. The only one at
tending this telephonic hearing who was familiar with the legal case his
tory in this area was Elizabeth Symonds, the A C L U attorney. The law 
"is quite clear," she told the judges. "The Supreme Court unequivocally 
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ruled a woman's life and health must always prevail over the fetus's life 
and health, direct quote 439 U.S . 379, 400." Judge Nebecker asked her 
one question, interrupted her midway through the first sentence of her 
answer, then said, "With the time constraints, we don't have time to 
start reading." Instead, with the sixteen minutes up, the judges ordered 
the hospital to perform the operation. 

A short while later, the doctors delivered a girl. She was said to have 
"lived" two hours, although it's unclear how: repeated efforts to inflate 
her lungs with a respirator were unsuccessful. It was "like trying to ven
tilate a rock," Dr. Hamner told a Washington Post reporter later. Nettie 
Stoner was invited up to see the baby; she recalls the hospital staff 
handing her a tiny stiff corpse, dressed in a diaper, T-shirt, and cap. A 
nurse told her that the baby had lived briefly, but Stoner didn't believe 
her. "They wanted a live product," she says bitterly. "They wanted a 
live product so they could justify what they had done." 

Carder awoke a few hours later. When she was told the baby was 
dead, she cried. Her mother held her hand and told her it would be 
okay, that they all loved her and maybe one day she would have another 
baby. Soon after, Carder slipped into a coma. Two days later, she was 
dead. An autopsy report determined that the operation was a contribut
ing cause of her death. 

Five months later, the Court of Appeals finally issued its written 
opinion in support of its sixteen-minute decision. "We well know," the 
unapologetic opinion said, "that we may have shortened A.C.'s life 
span." Carder's parents would later appeal the order, on the grounds 
that their daughter had not consented to the operation and that the 
surgery had violated her right to live. Three years later, the D . C . Court 
of Appeals finally agreed and ruled the judicial decision in error. But 
that was three years too late to matter to Angela Carder. 

After Carder's story hit the papers, it entered the popular culture's 
feedback loop and soon became grist for an episode of "L.A. Law." But 
in the T V version, the judge makes the "right" choice. Fetal rights are 
vindicated: the mother dies but the baby survives. For Carder's mother, 
the show was the final indignity. First the hospital sought to invade her 
daughter's body against her will. Then the courts knowingly hastened 
her daughter's death. And now Hollywood was going to cover up these 
crimes. When N B C aired that script, Stoner says, "They took Angela's 
story away from her." 
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ON THE JOB: THE R I S E OF F E T A L PROTECTION 

At least in the "fetal-neglect" cases that reached the courts in the '80s, 
the doctors and judges were dealing with real fetuses. When corporate 
America started championing the fetal rights cause, the "unborn chil
dren" they proposed saving hadn't even been conceived. 

Starting in the late '70s and accelerating in the '80s, at least fifteen of 
the nation's largest corporations, from D u Pont to Dow to General M o 
tors, began drafting "fetal protection policies" that limited or barred 
women from traditionally "male" higher-paying jobs that involved ex
posure to chemicals or radiation—exposure that the companies said 
might cause birth defects. By mid-decade, hundreds of thousands of 
employment opportunities had been closed to women in this way. And 
a survey of chemical companies found unanimous support for the 
exclusion of women from these work settings. 

On their face, these policies looked like enlightened corporate 
concern for employees. But they were motivated by liability fears, not 
compassion. And they were uniformly crafted by companies whose 
histories suggest that they would welcome an excuse to exclude women. 
Passed off as progressive efforts by health-conscious corporations, fetal 
protection policies actually had more in common with the backward 
"protective labor policies" that had proliferated at the turn of the 
century, policies that restricted the hours, pay, and type of work women 
could do—and cost women at least sixty thousand jobs. The pro
ponents of these policies likewise professed benevolent interest in 
women's prospective children, but many of these proponents were male 
union leaders and legislators patrolling all-male turf. As Cigarmakers 
International stated forthrightly in its 1879 annual report, "We cannot 
drive the females out of the trade, but we can restrict their daily quota 
of labor through factory laws." 

In the 1980s, neither corporate America nor the U . S . government 
made reproductive safety a real priority. In fact, the corporate desire to 
guard female fertility vanished mysteriously for women who worked 
outside the high-paid circle of the "male" workplace. Working women 
were exposed to proven reproductive risks and many of the same chem
icals and radiation in garment sweatshops, hospitals, dental offices, dry 
cleaners, and beauty parlors, but no one was calling for their protec
tion. (Pregnant beauticians suffer a higher rate of toxemia, miscarriage, 
and premature deliveries; pregnant nurses and hospital technicians are 
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exposed to anesthetic gases, which have been shown to provoke sponta
neous abortions.) These companies banned women from their produc
tion lines but not their clerical staffs—even though exposure to video 
display terminals (VDTs) was suspected at the time of causing higher 
miscarriage rates, birth defects, and other fertility problems. The Rea
gan administration demonstrated the same double standard over on-
the-job reproductive threats. While encouraging fetal protection 
policies for the 1.4 million women who worked in traditional "mens" 
industries, the White House thwarted investigations into the threat 
that V D T work might pose to 11 million women. When the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) tried to probe 
the causes behind the higher rates of reproductive problems among 
Southern Bell V D T operators, the Office of Management and Budget 
demanded that the agency drop all the survey questions on fertility and 
stress—claiming that such inquiries had "no practical utility." 

The companies that passed fetal protection policies in the '80s virtu
ally all belonged to male-dominated industries that had faced intensive 
federal pressure to hire women a decade earlier. AT&T, for example, 
which banned women from its computer chip production-line jobs in 
1986, was one of the prime E E O C targets in the '70s. Officials at Al
lied Chemical were still stewing about laws that "dictate we must use 
women" when they moved to lay off some female plant packagers— 
claiming that these women needed protection from the chemical fluo-
rocarbon 22 . After two of the women got sterilized so they could keep 
their jobs, Allied officials admitted that fluorocarbon wasn't really a 
fetal hazard after all. And these companies were eager to bar women 
from more than simply the jobs that involved chemical exposure. John
son Controls, the nation's largest auto battery maker, even banned 
women from the career path leading to these higher-paying jobs. Any 
slot that might conceivably, through transfer or promotion, advance a 
worker one day to a lead-exposing job was out-of-bounds for Johnson 
Controls' working women. 

In making the case for fetal protection, the industries restated the 
antiabortion movement's view: fetuses were independent people, 
women were mere holding units. In a federal survey of industry atti
tudes toward regulating reproductive hazards, corporate officials and 
industry lobbyists described the fetus as the "uninvited visitor" who 
needed protection—and the woman as the "room and board," who 
needed to maintain a "safe and healthy environment" for her fetus. One 
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industry group described "the unborn child" as "a member of the pub
lic involuntarily brought into controlled areas." 

The companies also repeated judicial priorities on women's rights in 
the '80s—fetuses first, mothers second. In the federal survey on fetal 
protection policies, company spokesmen consistently said they believed 
the rights of the prospective fetus should take precedence over the 
employment rights of women. To the Synthetic Organic Chemical 
Manufacturers Association, the exclusion of women was a minor in
convenience, "a small price for mothers, potential mothers, and society 
to pay." 

These same companies weren't worried enough about unborn chil
dren, however, to ban their fathers from the factory floor—in spite of 
substantial evidence tying birth defects to men's contact with industrial 
toxins. An O S H A study found that twenty-one of the twenty-six chem
icals currently covered by fetal protection policies also caused male 
infertility or genetic damage. Johnson Controls barred women from its 
battery-making plants because of the danger of lead exposure, but it 
didn't bother to bar men—even though lead is a well-known reproduc
tive hazard to both sexes. A 1989 survey of 198 large chemical and 
electronics companies in Massachusetts found that 20 percent had fetal 
policies restricting women's employment; none restricted men's—even 
though all but one of the chemicals in question were known to pose re
productive hazards for men, too. 

Nor was the sudden burst of interest in female reproductive health 
the result of newly available research. On the rare occasions where the 
companies bothered to produce data to support their fetal protection 
policies, they generally replied on a few, antiquated studies. D u Pont 
based its fetal protection policy on a single animal study, later dis
proves More often, the "research" didn't exist. O f the tens of thousands 
of occupational chemicals in use, only about 6 percent had been subject 
to scientific review for reproductive effects. And neither corporate nor 
federal fetal protectors were rushing to finance new studies. In fact, the 
Reagan administration severely cut federal funds to support research 
into occupational and reproductive hazards. 

Working women filed suit against Johnson Controls over its extreme 
fetal-protection policy, which the company had first adopted in 1982. 
The case inched its way through the judicial system. A federal appeals 
court upheld the company's policy. The Bush Administration allied it
self with the company's interests, arguing that such bans on women 
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were perfectly acceptable as long as the employer demonstrated that 
they were necessary. Finally, in 1991, the Johnson Controls' female 
workers triumphed in the Supreme Court; the justices found that the 
company's fetal-protection plan violated the 1978 Pregnancy Discrimi
nation Act. The court could not, however, recompense these women 
for nine years of lost wages and missed employment opportunities. Nor 
were the corporations touting fetal-protection policies discouraged; 
they simply shifted to subtler and more sophisticated tactics, "counsel
ing" women in new, required-training sessions about fetal threats on 
the job, or demanding that women get letters from their doctors per
mitting them to work, or requiring them to sign legal waivers. 

In much the way that Victorian medical manuals had categorized 
women as "mental" or "uterine," corporate fetal protection policies of 
the '80s divided women into two opposing camps. As these companies 
would have it, women could choose to be procreators who stayed 
home—or workers who were sterilized. Take your pick, they told their 
female employees: Lose your job or lose your womb. 

In the case of American Cyanamid, some women would lose both. 

• • • 
T H E C O M M E R C I A L message of the '80s backlash received a warm wel
come, and additional boosterism, from the American Cyanamid's 
beauty division. Marching under its return-to-femininity banner, the 
Fortune 500 company's strategists sought a comeback for their ailing 
Breck Shampoo and hiked sales of their La Prairie skin-"treatment" 
line. They even hired trend specialist Faith Popcorn to help them to 
promote "retro" buying habits. But American Cyanamid did more than 
profit from the backlash; the company pitched in. 

Behind the retouched face of the Breck Girl ranged the belching 
smokestacks of the many chemical and paint plants belonging to this 
diversified conglomerate. And, like virtually every company in the 
chemical industry in the early '70s, American Cyanamid employed a 
factory work force that was solidly male. When the federal government 
began to push for integration on the factory floor, American Cyanamid 
was one of the first chemical companies to feel the pressure. Its Willow 
Island, West Virginia, plant, in particular, drew the federal investiga
tors' attention. 

Since the 1940s, American Cyanamid had operated this sprawling 
chemical-based production factory in Pleasant County, in what had 
quickly become an unpleasing swath of polluted land along the Ohio 
River. The Willow Island plant was (and still is) the only show in town, 
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its assembly line the only workplace for miles offering a living wage. Set 
in the heart of a state with the highest unemployment rate in the na
tion, the plant had at its disposal one of Americas most desperate labor 
pools. Few residents here, male or female, would have passed up the op
portunity to work at American Cyanamid. 

Yet when federal investigators visited Willow Island in 1973, they 
found the company had never hired a woman to work on its produc
tion lines. The federal government soon put American Cyanamid on 
notice to open its factory doors to women or face legal action. By 1974, 
Willow Island's plant manager got the word from New Jersey headquar
ters to start seeking female prospects. Within days after the news 
reached Pleasant County, women were pouring into the plant's person
nel office. "After we interviewed a couple," Glenn Mercer, director of 
industrial relations at the plant, recalled later, "we had no need to re
cruit. We had an ample supply of applications." 

At the time, Betty Riggs was a young mother and clerk at the Farm 
Fresh Market in nearby Belmont. One day early in 1974, some of the 
men from the plant stopped by the store for sandwiches. The company 
might start hiring women, she heard them complaining. When Riggs 
pressed for details, they told her the plant was "hard work" and "no 
place for a woman." 

In Riggs's experience, men had always talked about a "woman's 
place" but wives and mothers had always worked. When she was grow
ing up, the women in her family had put food on the table for the eight 
children; and when they couldn't afford groceries, they hunted. "We'd 
either eat wild meat or we didn't eat," Riggs recalls. By the time she was 
eleven years old, she was holding down a job. After her marriage at fif
teen, an unhappy shotgun wedding, she "mostly did the providing." 
Her husband drank steadily and worked sporadically. Riggs supported 
her son, husband, and both parents from her poverty wages at a series 
of "women's" jobs: 75 cents an hour as a waitress at the Parkette Truck 
Stop, $ 1 an hour as a cashier at Hammet's Dairy Bar, $2 at Farm Fresh. 

When Riggs heard that American Cyanamid was hiring women, she 
wasted no time applying. When she got no response, she just kept 
showing up at the company's personnel office. "I went down about 
every other day," she remembers. But even under orders to hire women, 
the company's officials proved reluctant equal opportunity employers. 
As a number of women who applied later reported, the personnel offi
cers told them either they were too feminine for a man's plant or not 
feminine enough. Some were told they were "too pretty" to work in a 
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factory; others were advised they were "too fat." Riggs recalls that the 
personnel manager told her he wouldn't hire her because he thought 
she was overweight and he wasn't "running a diet clinic." Riggs shed the 
pounds, then reapplied. He still wouldn't hire her. 

After a year of nearly daily pilgrimages, Riggs finally got a job offer 
from American Cyanamid—but it was for a position as a cafeteria 
worker, paying the same salary as she was drawing at Farm Fresh. She 
turned it down and kept applying for factory work. Finally, in Decem
ber 1975, American Cyanamid hired her as a janitor. A few months 
later, she managed to get a transfer to the lead pigments department— 
where the pay was six times higher than her Farm Fresh wages. 

In the pigments department, Riggs worked as a "cake breaker" and a 
"blue bagger." All day, she hoisted fifty-pound pans of solid baked paint 
from an industrial oven, slid the paint cakes into a grinder, and col
lected and bagged the blue dust at the other end. "I liked the work a 
lot," she recalls. "It was real hard work, real exercise." In the course of 
the year, several other women joined Riggs in the department. 

Donna Lee Martin was unemployed and desperately searching for 
work when she heard American Cyanamid was hiring. She had been 
looking ever since she lost her $4-an-hour position at a fiber plant that 
had shut down. When she went over to Cyanamid for an interview, the 
personnel supervisor "asked me about my family and about having to 
work shift work and having responsible baby-sitters and how I would 
handle it if my kids were sick." She told him she could manage it. In 
October 1974, she accepted a job at the plant as a "helper" in the cata
lyst department. Six weeks later, she transferred to the pigments depart
ment, because she heard the chances for advancement were better there. 

Barbara Cantwell Christman was in her late twenties, recently di
vorced, supporting her two boys. She was taking whatever jobs she 
could find: hostess at the North Bend State Park dining room, clerk in 
a garment factory, receptionist in a doctor's office. In April 1974, she, 
too, applied to work at Cyanamid. In her job interviews, the personnel 
officers warned her that she would have to "work midnights with a 
bunch of horny men." One of them said she "would possibly have to 
shovel coal in a coal car" and wondered whether she could really man
age it. "I told him yes," she recalled later in a court deposition. "I had 
worked in a hayfield and I could do that. He told me I was awfully 
pretty to want a job like that and I told him I wanted the job. . . . I 
needed the job." 

All told, thirty-six women were hired for production work between 
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1974 and 1976. In the pigments department, in the first year that the 
women joined, both the quality and quantity of production increased 
dramatically—a fact begrudgingly noted at the plant s annual banquet 
that year. Riggs wasn't surprised that output had improved. She took 
the company-required quota of twelve completed "center feeds" a night 
seriously, much to the irritation of her male work partner, who had be
come used to a more leisurely pace of ten. "You screwed up a good 
thing," he told her. She ignored him. "I was hired to do a job," she says, 
"and I was going to do it." 

Riggs's partner wasn't the only man in the pigments department put 
out by the female invasion. "Women shouldn't be in here working, tak
ing jobs away from men," was a popular refrain. "One guy," Riggs 
recalls, "told Barb [Christman], I f you were my wife, you'd be home 
darning my socks and making my dinner.'" She had to laugh; his 
wife worked. The foreman was fixated on another "problem" posed by 
the women's presence. He complained that they were a safety risk be
cause they could "get [a] teat caught in the center feed" or "get their 
breasts caught in the pan." 

As the women's numbers mounted, so did the reprisals. One day, the 
women arrived at work to find this greeting stenciled into a beam over 
the production floor: S H O O T A WOMAN, SAVE A J O B . Another day, the 
women found signs tacked on their lockers, calling them "whores." 
Riggs found a violent pornographic centerfold stuffed into her locker; 
the note attached said, "This is what I want to do to you." In two sepa
rate incidents, women fended off sexual assaults in the ladies' locker 
room and shower stalls. 

For Riggs, the most bitter opposition came from her first husband. 
He had never been reluctant to use his fists to keep her in line. One 
year, he had beaten her up so many times that her friends at Farm Fresh 
gave her an eye patch for Christmas. (It was tragically appropriate; the 
day she unwrapped the present, she recalls, she had two black eyes.) Be
fore her job at American Cyanamid, Riggs says, she had endured the 
beatings because her husband owned the house and, when he was 
working, brought home the larger paycheck—money she badly needed 
to feed their son and take care of her parents. But now that she was 
making a decent wage, she had the means to leave him. "That's why the 
job at Cyanamid meant so much to me," she says. "Because I knew one 
day I had to be on my own." 

Initially, her husband relied on euphemism to deal with his wife's 
new financial strength. "When I first started working at the plant, all of 



452 Susan Faludi 

it was 'his money,' " Riggs recalls. "Whenever payday came, he'd make 
me sign over the check and then he'd say, 'This is how much you get for 
the week.' He said, 'Don't tell anyone how much you make.' " He also 
fought the domestic shift in earning power by refusing to take care of 
their son while she worked. Even when he was unemployed, she had to 
hire help. And, Riggs recalls, "I had to keep getting new baby-sitters be
cause he couldn't keep his hands off of them." 

Eventually, he resorted to more direct and brutal strategies. He 
locked her in the house or beat her until she was too bruised to appear 
in public. One day, after he had smashed her head against the kitchen 
floor until she had passed out, she made her move. She left and filed for 
divorce. Her exodus only accelerated his violence. Soon after the sepa
ration, he sought out a job at the plant and continued the harassment 
there, in increasingly frightening ways. One night, she came out to the 
parking lot to find her car on fire. Another night on the graveyard shift, 
he slipped into the pigments department, sneaked up behind her, and 
flung her to the ground. He pummeled her face until her glasses broke. 
"There was another guy there," Riggs recalls, "and he just stood and 
watched. The foreman . . . just ran out of the room. He didn't want to 
be a witness." She reported the attack to the company's safety officer, 
who agreed only to give her husband a "verbal warning." 

• • • 
The women at the Willow Island plant were determined to stay no 
matter what the men did. But, starting in the late 1970s, a bigger oppo
nent than their blue-collar male colleagues loomed: the company's top 
management. In 1976, the plant abruptly stopped hiring women. That 
same year back at headquarters, company executives decided to develop 
a fetal protection policy. American Cyanamid had never demonstrated 
a strong desire to protect factory workers in the past—employees at the 
explosion-prone Willow Island plant had worked for years in dirty and 
dangerous conditions. Suddenly, though, management was worried 
about reproductive hazards in the factory. American Cyanamid's corpo
rate medical director, Dr. Robert Clyne, quickly drafted a policy state
ment that would prohibit all women of childbearing age from working 
in production jobs that exposed them to any of twenty-nine chemicals. 

The protection plan wasn't a response to complaints from female 
employees; as Clyne himself conceded, there were none he was aware 
of, and he never had plant physicians survey workers about possible re
productive problems, anyway. Nor was the move inspired by scientific 
research. The company's medical department neither reviewed the liter-
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ature nor conducted any independent research on the reproductive 
risks of the chemicals that it had singled out. As Clyne explained later, 
the twenty-nine chemicals were "compiled as a result of a quick review 
of computer sheets." In fact, only one of the selected toxins, lead, was 
actually known to cause reproductive damage. And while lead is a risk 
to both sexes, Clyne didn't consider reproductive hazards for men. "We 
just did not have enough information to incorporate that facet of it at 
that time," he said later in a court deposition. In a radio interview, he 
said that if it were determined that men's reproductive abilities were 
being threatened by conditions at the plant, he wouldn't call for men's 
removal: "Other steps will be taken to protect the man; either possibly 
discontinuing the manufacture of the product or using personal protec
tive garments, or respirators." Nor did the company consider another 
solution—reducing the level of toxins in the workplace instead of ban
ishing the women. The company later claimed that there was "no tech
nology available" that was up to the task. A government inspection, 
however, had found that some changes in engineering controls could 
have lowered lead exposure to federally acceptable levels for both sexes. 
But the price tag—$700,000—apparently didn't appeal to Cyanamid 
management. 

In 1978, the company unveiled the first draft of its fetal protection 
policy. "We recognize that this may infringe on the scope of jobs avail
able to the individual woman," the company's executive committee 
stated in an in-house memo, "but in our judgment this is certainly the 
lesser of the two evils." 

The policy wasn't official yet, but Willow Island's managers decided 
to enforce it at once. In a series of meetings in January and February of 
1978, industrial relations director Glenn Mercer summoned women to 
the plant medical office to lay down the new ground rules. After May 1, 
he told them, no fertile woman under fifty would be allowed to work in 
eight of ten departments—a ruling that eliminated all but seven factory 
jobs for women—unless they were surgically sterilized. As Mercer put it 
to the women, the company was "getting the jump on O S H A , " which, 
he assured them, would be passing similar regulations any day now. 
Riggs recalls: "He told us it was going to be worldwide. He said there 
was going to be a time in the future when women wouldn't work at any 
chemical plant unless they were sterile." 

The women began asking questions. Was he going to lay off the 
younger men to make way for displaced women with more seniority? 
No, he answered, just women. What if they took birth control pills? 
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Not good enough, Mercer said, because they might "forget." What if 
they agreed to take monthly pregnancy tests? Mercer shook his head 
again. What if their husbands already had a vasectomy? No, Mercer 
said. It was the women who had to have the operation. 

The women asked for a list of the chemicals in question. Mercer said 
he didn't have it handy but that there were "hundreds of them," with 
more being added "almost on a daily basis." Then a company nurse and 
doctor stepped forward to explain to the women that sterilization was 
simple and could be obtained locally. With that, the meeting was ad
journed and the women filed out, most too shaken to speak. 

• • • 
Donna Martin listened to Mercer's speech with mounting horror. She 
knew she didn't have enough seniority to get one of the seven remain
ing jobs. How was she going to support her five children? Her husband 
was out of work, and they were already beset by financial problems. For 
weeks she agonized, and the more she turned it over in her mind, the 
more depressed she became: "Mentally, I couldn't handle the pressure 
of having to choose between losing my job and never having more chil
dren." She had some painkillers left over from an old neck injury; in 
February she took an overdose and wound up in the hospital for a 
month. 

Within a week after her release from the hospital, she had decided to 
have the surgery "so I would quit worrying about losing my job." She 
went to Dr. George Gevas, a local obstetrician, signed a consent form 
for the operation that same day and scheduled surgery the following 
week—because she wanted to be sure she met the company's May Day 
deadline for sterilization. Afterward, frightened that she could lose her 
job if she stayed away too long, Martin allowed herself only three weeks 
of recuperation—"that was the shortest time he [Gevas] would agree to 
me being off," she said. 

When Martin returned to work, she discovered that the plant man
agement had postponed the deadline for surgery in her absence; the 
corporation's medical department was redrafting the fetal protection 
policy. Deadlines were set, then extended, throughout the summer. Fi
nally, that September, the plant's officials made a final announcement: 
The list of chemicals had been reduced from twenty-nine to one, lead, 
and only the women working in the lead pigments department would 
be affected. These women, he said, had until October 2 to choose be
tween sterilization and termination. 

Barbara Christman wanted to have more children, but she also des-
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perately needed her job. Like Martin, the more she pondered the alter
natives, the more she got "all messed up worrying about it." Finally, 
she, too, went to Dr. Gevas. He scheduled surgery for the very next day. 
When Christman surfaced from the anesthesia, she found herself in an 
inappropriate locale. The hospital had considerately assigned her a bed 
in the maternity ward. 

Betty Riggs and Lola Rymer also made appointments with Dr. 
Gevas. The doctor, Rymer recalled, gave each of them a lecture; he said 
it was "a poor way to hold on to a job" but "if you want it done, I'll do 
it." Both said yes, and he scheduled their operations for the same day. 
As Riggs says later, she just didn't see any other option: "I did what I 
did because I was more or less the sole supporter for a lot of people who 
were depending on me. I couldn't let them down. I was up against a 
brick wall and there was no place to go but forward." 

In the end, five of the seven women in the pigments department 
were sterilized. The company bumped the remaining two to the janito
rial staff. 

Back at corporate headquarters, the news of the sterilizations would 
eventually reach the company physician who had drafted the fetal pro
tection policy. Dr. Clyne heard about it from a woman during an office 
meeting, but the news didn't seem to trouble—or even much interest— 
him. Questioned about it later during a deposition, he responded this 
way: 

Q: Did she tell you anything else? 
C L Y N E : N O . 

Q: Did you ask her any questions? 
C L Y N E : It was more or less of a brief aside. . . . It was just a piece of in

formation that was delivered to me. 

Riggs returned to work depressed—and frightened. "I wondered . . . 
if they didn't get rid of us this way, what would be next?" Her first week 
back, she recalls, Mercer called her into his office and proposed that, 
even though she had been sterilized, maybe she would like to transfer 
out of the pigments department anyway. He warned her that if she 
stayed she would be "branded" by the men. She told him, "I've never 
done anything that I'm ashamed of." Mercer had a similar talk with 
Christman. When she took two or three days to think about it, he com
plained. She told him that "it was a hard decision and I needed some 
time to think. And he said he needed to really know because he had a 
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lot of scheduling and things to do and by my not deciding he didn't 
know how to work his work schedule." 

Both women decided to stay in the pigments department. It wasn't 
the easy route; as Mercer predicted, they were branded. Soon after 
Donna Martin returned from her operation, one of the guards handed 
her an insurance pamphlet on maternity coverage. The men in the de
partment jeered that the women had been "spayed." "You're one of the 
boys now" and "The veterinarian's having a special" were two favorite 
lines. The management's attitude was little better: its own literature re
ferred to the women as "neutered." 

In early 1979, O S H A conducted an inspection of the Willow Island 
plant. As news of the investigation spread, along with rumors that the 
company was considering layoffs or cutbacks in the pigments depart
ment, tensions rose even higher. "You women are going to get this place 
closed down," men in the pigments department began shouting. 
"You're the ones who got us into all this trouble." That October, O S H A 
ruled that American Cyanamid had violated the Occupational Safety 
and Health Act and ordered the company to pay a $10,000 fine. The 
policy constituted a "hazard" of employment, O S H A found, because it 
had essentially coerced women into sterilization. In addition, O S H A 
noted that the lead exposure was equally dangerous to men, and should 
be cleaned up. American Cyanamid responded by shutting down the 
pigments department. The jobs the five women had sacrificed their 
wombs to keep were gone. 

In 1980, American Cyanamid contested the government ruling and 
an O S H A review commission agreed to set aside the citation, conclud
ing that the violation was not covered by the O S H A Act because the 
hazard it posed did not "operate directly upon employees." The Labor 
Department began preparing an appeal to that decision, but just then 
the Reagan administration took over, and the appeal was dropped. 

Meanwhile, the women were seeking legal relief themselves—first 
from the state civil rights commission, then the local office of the 
E E O C . After officials at both agencies made it clear that it would take 
years for a government ruling, the women turned to the union and legal 
services. The Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers International agreed to 
pursue the legal appeal that the Labor Department had abandoned. 
And, in a separate action, thirteen women from the plant also filed suit 
against the company, charging violations of the federal Civil Rights Act. 

The union's case wound up before federal appellate Judge Robert 
Bork, and in 1984, he ruled in favor of the company. The fetal protec-
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tion policy wasn't hazardous, he wrote, because the women had "the 
option" of surgical sterilization: "The company was charged only be
cause it offered the women a choice." The women's civil rights action 
would peter out after three and a half years of pretrial proceedings. The 
company outspent them by millions of dollars. In 1983, they accepted 
the company's small settlement offer—$200,000 to be divided among 
the remaining eleven plaintiffs. 

• • • 
The women who participated in the suit would be among the first laid 
off in the '80s. And when they went looking for work elsewhere, they 
found that their reputations as troublemakers had preceded them. 
Betty Riggs, the most outspoken, had the hardest time. She finally had 
to settle for a minimum-wage job at a state park—as a maid. It was 
back to women's work. 

One day in 1987, Betty Riggs was sitting with some friends in the 
gloomy Sunshine Club near the plant, watching Judge Bork's Supreme 
Court confirmation hearings on television. Much to her surprise, 
one of the congressmen on the panel asked about the American 
Cyanamid decision. She listened carefully as Bork explained his think
ing on the case: "I suppose the five women who chose to stay on the job 
and chose sterilization, I suppose they were glad to have the choice." 
Stunned, Riggs jumped up from her seat and found herself addressing 
the room. "Did you hear that? That lying, lying man." Desperate "to do 
something," Riggs sent a telegram to the Senate Judiciary Committee: 

I cannot believe that Judge Bork thinks we were glad to have the 
choice of getting sterilized or getting fired. Only a judge who knows 
nothing about women who need to work could say that. I was only 
twenty-six years old, but I had to work, so I had no choice. . . . This 
was the most awful thing that ever happened to me. I still believe 
that it was against the law, whatever Bork says. 

The letter inspired only two responses. An aide to one of the senators 
called to say he found the letter too well written—he wanted to know 
whether an attorney had "put her up to it." And at the hearings, Sena
tor Alan Simpson said that he found Riggs's telegram "offensive." 

By the end of the decade, Bork's rhetoric had traveled the backlash 
circuit, from the court record to the press accounts and finally back to 
Pleasant County, West Virginia, where it would be invoked, time and 
again, to discount the women's plight. 
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On a spring morning in 1988, Steve Tice and a friend, both former 
Cyanamid plant workers recently laid off at the plant, are lounging 
against one of the many shuttered storefronts down the road from the 
factory. Asked about the case of the Willow Island women, Tice shrugs 
and says: "Everybody had a choice. They shouldn't have went ahead 
and done it [gotten sterilized] and then raised hell about it. It just got 
too easy for the women to complain about every little thing." 

In nearby Parkersburg, on a tree-lined street in the older section of 
town, Dr. Gevas maintains a thriving private practice. He offers a simi
lar analysis. "I feel these women had a choice," he says. "If they had a 
rope around their neck or a gun to their head, then the women would 
have had a good case. But they had a choice." 

The company's industrial relations manager, Glenn Mercer, lives on 
another well-groomed street; in the yard, rosebushes are in full and fe
cund bloom. Mercer plants his legs on the wide porch and folds his 
arms. "I don't care to talk about it," is the only answer he offers to each 
question put to him. Finally, asked if he has any regrets about his in
structions to the women, he says: "None whatsoever. That's all I'll say. I 
have no regrets." Then he retreats inside, slamming the door. 

• • • 
W I T H ALL avenues for public redress closed, the women's anguish 
turned inward. In the years since the operations, each of the five steril
ized women of Cyanamid has come to think of herself as "unfeminine" 
and "incomplete." Some say they have stopped sleeping with their hus
bands—they don't feel "woman enough." All have suffered crippling 
bouts of depression. And when they have sought help, from therapists 
or doctors, their despair has only been treated, or in some cases deep
ened, with prescriptions for mind-numbing drugs. They were med
icated with tranquilizers, antidepressants, and lithium. 

For a long time after the operation, Betty Riggs simply withdrew 
from the world around her. "I became cold and very unloving to a lot of 
the needs of other people," she recalls. On the street, just seeing a 
woman with a child filled her with envy and shame. At home, "any T V 
show that had anything to do with family life just tore me apart." It was 
as if, Riggs says, "I just couldn't get my mind and my body and my 
heart together. . . . I was less than a person. I was lacking something. It's 
like your sole individuality just went right down the drain. Like you 
gave up your only right." 

It was, moreover, the one "right" that the backlash era was supposed 
to be championing. The women at American Cyanamid, like women in 
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every area, class, and occupation across the country in the '80s, had 
been on the receiving end of a relentless cultural barrage. It told them 
motherhood was their highest calling. It told them they could restore 
their femininity by giving up their jobs. It told them they could only 
make economic and public progress by forsaking domestic and private 
happiness. While this program had little bearing on or practical rele
vance to the hard-pressed lives that Betty Riggs and her co-workers 
were leading, it could still make them feel "lacking" in the most deeply 
personal and agonizing ways. 

The "choice" American Cyanamid gave these employees, like so 
many of the other options the backlash magnanimously granted 
women, was framed as a clear-cut and forward-looking development— 
it represented progress for women. Feminism had opened up choices 
for women, and now the corporations, the courts, and the rest of the 
society claimed they were doing the same. The American Cyanamid 
case shows, through the very extremity and horror of what happened to 
the women caught up in it, how much of a lie the backlash's language of 
"choice" really was. There was never anything straightforward, helpful, 
or enlightened about the options presented the Cyanamid women. In 
fact, their alternatives were paradoxical, harmful, and regressive—and 
rigged against them from the start. 

These were women who had no choice in the matter of their work
ing: it was both a necessity—required by the economy they lived in and 
the unreliable men in their lives—and a basic source of self-sufficiency 
and self-respect. They had to work and they wanted to work; yet no one 
else wanted them to, neither the employers they had to deal with nor 
the male workers they had to work beside nor the men whose beds they 
shared. If they kept working, they were humiliated at the office, assailed 
in the shower stalls, and beaten at home; if they tried to obey the social 
signals and go home, they would starve. 

These were the "choices" the women already faced when American 
Cyanamid gave them the ultimatum built into the fetal protection pol
icy. Now they could choose to give up the jobs that they needed to sur
vive or become sterilized and give up what they had been told was their 
most glorious reason for living. The backlash told women they must 
choose between a womanly existence and an independent one, and it 
made the choice for them; it told women that if they gave up the un
natural struggle for self-determination, they could regain their natural 
femininity. But the women at Cyanamid weren't even offered this pre
selected option. First the company's fetal protection policy defined the 
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women by their wombs, then it forced them to make the decision 
themselves to cut their wombs from their bodies. And having com
pelled the choice, the company ultimately revoked all options—the 
working women were sent home anyway, without their uteruses. 

The distress these women felt was, in large measure, the result of the 
signals they picked up from their culture and the way these signals con
flicted with the real circumstances of their lives. It was a predicament 
that, to one degree or another, women all over America faced during 
the '80s. The particular tragedy for the women at American Cyanamid 
was that these signals conflicted and pushed them to make "choices" in 
irrevocable, starkly physical ways. 

The backlash could never mold America into the backward-looking, 
dad-hailing, nuclear family fantasy it promoted. But it could implant 
that image in many women's minds and set up a nagging, even tor
menting dissonance. If women were miserable in the '80s—and no 
doubt many were, more so as the backlash deepened—it was not for 
the reason most widely offered. In the end, feminism and the freedoms 
that came with it had little part in making women unhappy. It was 
rather that women's desire for equality, an impulse that refused to dis
appear throughout the decade, kept clashing with the backlash's 
agenda, spurring women to batter against the walls of self-doubt and 
recrimination that the backlash helped to build. 

The backlash gave women a prescription for happiness that wouldn't 
and couldn't be effective. It split women's lives into two half lives, work 
and home, and then billed the latter as a full, fulfilled existence. When 
women resisted the prescription, they were made miserable through 
psychological and material punishments; when they tried to follow it, 
they found that it was a faulty cure—half fantasy, half punishment— 
that had no place in their contemporary lives. In fact, it had never been 
effective; it was always a poor substitute. It could never meet the basic 
human needs and desires that women have brought forward time and 
again through the centuries—and that society has always sought to 
turn back. 



Epilogue 

TH E BACKLASH D E C A D E produced one long, painful, and unremitting 
campaign to thwart women's progress. And yet, for all the forces the 

backlash mustered—the blistering denunciations from the New Right, the 
legal setbacks of the Reagan years, the powerful resistance of corporate 
America, the self-perpetuating myth machines of the media and Holly
wood, the "neotraditional" marketing drive of Madison Avenue—women 
never really surrendered. The federal government may have crippled equal 
employment enforcement and the courts may have undermined twenty-
five years of antidiscrimination law—yet women continued to enter the 
work force in growing numbers each year. Newsstands and airwaves may 
have been awash with frightening misinformation on spinster booms, birth 
dearths, and deadly day care—yet women continued to postpone their 
wedding dates, limit their family size, and combine work with having chil
dren. Television sets and movie screens may have been filled with nesting 
goodwives, but female viewers still gave their highest ratings to shows with 
strong-willed and independent heroines. Backlash dressmakers couldn't 
even get women to follow the most trivial of fashion prescriptions; while 
retailers crammed their racks with garter belts and teddies, women just 
kept reaching for the all-cotton Jockeys. 

"I was up against a brick wall," Betty Riggs said of her terrible predica
ment at American Cyanamid. Yet in the end she decided, like so many 
other women in this decade, "there was no place to go but forward." No 
matter how bruising and discouraging her collisions with the backlash 
wall, each woman in her own way persisted in pushing against it. This 
quiet female resistance was the uncelebrated counterpoint to the antifemi
nist campaign of the '80s, a common thread in the narrative of so many 
women's lives, no matter where they belonged on the ideological spectrum, 
no matter what their rung on the class ladder. Even those women who 
helped build the backlash levees were simultaneously trying to surge over 
them—whether it was Heritage Foundation's Connie Marshner typing her 
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right-wing treatise the day she went into labor, or "cocooning" marketeer 
Faith Popcorn hawking her "back to the home" trend while managing her 
own business and maintaining her independent lifestyle. Concerned 
Women for Americas president Beverly LaHaye may have said she was try
ing to resurrect "traditional" family life, but she also was demanding equal 
time in the bedroom. Pop psychologist Toni Grant may have believed that 
ambition doesn't come naturally to her sex, yet she thrived on it—so much 
so that she even saw her own marriage as a marketing opportunity to im
prove book sales. 

The backlash did manage to infiltrate the thoughts of women, broad
casting on these private channels its sound waves of shame and reproach. 
But it never quite silenced what factory worker Jan King had called "this 
little voice in the back of my mind," the whisper of self-determination that 
spurred on so many nearly defeated women. It was this voice, so long held 
in check, so desperate to be heard, that kept dispatcher Diane Joyce on the 
job, long after the mockery, threats, and ostracism from the men around 
her had become intolerable. It was this voice that finally provoked Beverly 
LaHaye to shuck her housecoat and paralyzing timidity, to write her many 
books and deliver her many speeches. "Down deep in my heart," as she 
said, "I felt I would like to stand up and express myself." It was this voice, 
barely audible but still unsquelched, that murmured even in the heart of 
Operation Rescue's goodwife Cindy Terry, who confessed to wanting "to 
make something of my life." No matter how many times women have been 
told to sit down and keep quiet, they have struggled to their feet. No mat
ter how often they have heard that they would be happier in the shadows, 
they have continued to seek a sunnier public stage, where their per
formance, whatever its form or lyrics, will be acknowledged—even 
applauded. 

American women have always fought the periodic efforts to force them 
back behind the curtain. The important question to ask about the current 
backlash, then, is not whether women are resisting, but how effectively. 
Millions of individual women, each in her own way, spent the last decade 
kicking against the backlash barricades. But much of that effort proved 
fruitless. While women didn't succumb to the backlash agenda, they didn't 
gain sufficient momentum to crash its steel-reinforced gates, either. In
stead, when women tried to drive privately against the antifeminist forces 
of the '80s, they most often found their wheels spinning, frustration and 
disappointment building as they sank deeper in the same old ruts. 

There are so many ways to rebel that pose no real or useful challenge to 
the system—like the proverbial exploited worker who screws the bolts in 
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backward or the dutiful daughter chronically late to Sunday dinner. Some 
women tried to slip by the backlash checkpoint by mouthing the backlash 
passwords or trying to tailor the "pro-family" agenda to their own ends or 
by insisting that they were certainly not feminists. Still others resorted to 
the old "feminine" strategy—just be good and patient; the world will even
tually take pity on women who wait. 

While the '80s was an era that trumpeted the "one person can make a 
difference" credo, this strategy proved a blind alley on the road to equal 
rights. To remove the backlash wall rather than to thrash continually 
against it, women needed to be armed with more than their privately held 
grievances and goals. Indeed, to instruct each woman to struggle alone was 
to set each woman up, yet again, for defeat. 

In the past, women have proven that they can resist in a meaningful 
way, when they have had a clear agenda that is unsanitized and unapolo-
getic, a mobilized mass that is forceful and public, and a conviction that is 
uncompromising and relentless. On the rare occasions when these three el
ements have coalesced in the last two centuries, women have won their 
battles. The suffrage campaign faltered when its leaders resorted to accom
modation and deception—daintily claiming they just viewed the vote as a 
form of "enlarged housekeeping." Ultimately, it was the combination of a 
forthright agenda, mass action, and sheer physical resistance that won the 
day. Suffragists organized thousands of women, filed 480 appeals to the 
state legislatures, launched fifty-six referendum efforts and staged forty-
seven campaigns at state constitutional conventions. Even so, it wasn't 
until the National Woman's Party members began picketing the Capitol, 
chaining themselves to the White House gates and enduring imprison
ment and forced feedings, that half the population finally got the vote. 

Likewise, the women's liberation movement had many false starts. As 
political scientist Ethel Klein has observed, despite individual women's re
peated efforts only 10 of the 884 women's rights bills introduced in Con
gress in the '60s ever passed. It took a sheer display of numbers and 
determination for the women's movement to force its way into public con
sciousness. The 1970 Women's Strike for Equality, then the largest demon
stration for women's rights in history, turned the tide—inspiring a vast 
growth in feminist organization memberships and a flood of legal victories. 
Before the strike, the politicians ignored feminists. Afterward, seventy-one 
women's rights bills were signed into law in a matter of a few years—nearly 
40 percent of all the legislation on women's rights passed in the century. 

It was in this period that favorable attitudes toward women's rights ex
perienced their greatest growth among men, too. While many women in 
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the backlash eras have feared "offending men" with feminist demands, 
women in the '70s who were assertive and persistent discovered that they 
could begin to change men's views. By vigorously challenging the conven
tional definition of masculinity, these women allowed men to start to ques
tion it, too. After all, to a great extent so many men have clung to 
sole-provider status as their proof of manhood because so many women 
have expected it of them. (In the Yankelovich poll, it's not just men who 
have consistently identified the breadwinner role as the leading masculine 
trait; it has also consistently been women's first choice.) As much as men 
fought the female challenge in the '70s, they also absorbed and incorpo
rated it into their private experience; and when they saw women wouldn't 
back down, many men started to make accommodations to keep the 
women they loved in their lives. Even blatant antifeminists like Michael 
Levin, while vocally decrying the equal rights campaign, were quietly cut
ting domestic deals with their wives. For what has been largely forgotten in 
the backlash era—where women are encouraged to please men by their de
meanor or appearance rather than persuade them by the force of their ar
gument—is that men don't hold all the emotional cards. Men need women 
as much as women need men. The bonds between the sexes can chafe, and 
they can be, and have been, used to constrain women. But they also can 
promote mutually beneficial growth and change. 

Under the '80s backlash, in the very few instances where women have 
tried such a vocal and unapologetic strategy, they have managed to trans
form the public climate, set the agenda on their own terms, and change the 
minds of many individual men. The spectacular turnaround in abortion 
politics, pulled off by a rejuvenated pro-choice movement in 1989, is a 
textbook case in point. It happened when women who believed in the right 
to control their own bodies finally made a mighty showing of those bodies 
in 1989—a half million marched on the Capitol on April 9, Washington, 
D.C.'s largest demonstration ever—and confronted the antiabortion pro
testers at the clinic doors. Among female students, too, pro-choice protests 
drew more undergraduates than came to the antiwar marches in the '60s. 
Their vast numbers steamrolled over an antiabortion crusade that seemed, 
only weeks earlier, on the verge of wiping out women's reproductive rights. 
The mass mobilization of a pro-choice coalition defused all but a few of 
the hundreds of antiabortion bills introduced in the state legislatures in 
1989, swept pro-choice candidates into gubernatorial and congressional 
office and even scared Republican National Committee chairman Lee At-
water enough to relabel the GOP "an umbrella party" on the abortion 
question. In Idaho in 1990, one of the nation's most restrictive abortion 
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bills was vetoed by Cecil Andrus, the state's "pro-life" governor—after pro-
choice women declared a boycott of Idaho potatoes. Some feminist leaders 
argued against such forceful tactics. "Let the governor make his decision 
based on the seriousness of this issue and the Constitution, not potatoes," 
National Abortion Rights Action League's executive director Kate Michel-
man advised. But it was the boycott that clinched it. "Anytime someone 
threatens one of our major cash crops," Governor Andrus explained, "it 
becomes significant." 

For most of the decade, however, the increasingly reinforced fortress of 
an antifeminist culture daunted women more than it galvanized them. The 
backlash watchtowers flashed their warning signals without cease, and like 
high-security floodlights, they served to blind women to their own prodi
gious strengths. Women of the '80s were the majority in the general popu
lation, the college campuses, the voting booths, the bookstores, at the 
newsstands, and before the television sets. They represented nearly half the 
workers in offices and spent nearly 80 percent of the consumer dollars in 
stores. They enjoyed an unprecedented and expanding gender advantage in 
both national and state elections—by the end of the '80s, a Democratic fe
male candidate could command an instant 12- to 20-point lead from fe
male voters simply by declaring herself pro-choice. Yet so often in this era, 
women seemed unaware of the weight and dynamism of their own formi
dable presence. 

"Women are not taking advantage of the power they already have," Kate 
Rand Lloyd, editor of Working Woman, told a women's rights conference in 
1988. "There are a great many men who know their backs are up against 
the wall. . . . What is regrettable to me is we don't yet see what it is we have 
done, how badly we are needed, how we really do have tools for changing 
our own future in our own hands." 

That women have in their possession a vast and untapped vitality also 
explains one of the more baffling phenomena of the backlash—the seem
ing "overreaction" with which some men have greeted even the tiniest steps 
toward women's advancement. Maybe these men weren't overreacting after 
all. In the '80s, male politicians saw the widening gender gap figures. Male 
policymakers saw the polls indicating huge and rising majorities of women 
demanding economic equality, reproductive freedom, a real participation 
in the political process, as well as a real governmental investment in social 
services and a real commitment to peace. (A record gender gap of 25 per
cent divided the sexes on the 1991 Persian Gulf war; on the eve of battle, a 
majority of women opposed military intervention, while a majority of men 
supported it.) Male corporate heads saw the massive female consensus for 
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child care and family leave policies and the vast female resentment over 
indecent pay and minimal promotions. Male evangelical leaders saw the 
huge numbers of "traditional" wives who were ignoring their teachings or 
heading for the office. All of these men understood the profound force that 
an American women's movement could exert if it got half a chance. It was 
women, tragically, who were still in the dark. 

"The reason men overreact' is they get it," Eleanor Smeal, founder of 
the Fund for the Feminist Majority, says. "If women all got together on the 
same day, on the same hour, we would go over the top." That day could 
have been any one of the 3,650 days in the last backlash decade. But 
women never did capitalize on the historic advantage they enjoyed; and as 
the attack on equal rights gathered momentum, women's energies were di
verted and ultimately exhausted in fending off antifeminism's punishing 
blows. What is perhaps most depressing to contemplate is what might have 
been. The '80s could have become American women's great leap forward. 

At the start of the '90s, some forecasters—most of them advertisers and 
political publicists—began declaring that the next ten years was going to 
be "the Decade of Women." What they meant by this prognosis was not 
entirely clear. Were they divining a real phenomenon or just coining an
other "trend"? Were they suggesting that women would wield more au
thority in the '90s, or were they simply envisioning another 
nostalgia-drenched epoch in which women would adopt a softer, more 
"feminine" pose? 

In any event, when the media set out to report this story, they had the 
usual trouble rounding up evidence. "I get press calls every election sea
son," Ruth Mandel, director of the Center for the American Woman and 
Politics, wearily told a reporter. "But the answer is no, this isn't the year [for 
women]—it wasn't the year in 1986 or 1988, and it won't be in '90 or '92." 

One might hope, or dream, that Mandel's gloomy prediction is proved 
wrong. But more productively, women can act. Because there really is no 
good reason why the '90s can't be their decade. Because the demographics 
and the opinion polls are on women's side. Because women's hour on the 
stage is long, long overdue. Because, whatever new obstacles are mounted 
against the future march toward equality, whatever new myths invented, 
penalties levied, opportunities rescinded, or degradations imposed, no one 
can ever take from the American woman the justness of her cause. 
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