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In loving memory of my mother, an early
feminist who fought the good fight and taught me
never to give up.

And for my husband, who has helped me
to fulfill my mother’s dreams.



There is no insurmountable solitude. All paths lead to
the same goal: to convey to others what we are. And we
must pass through solitude and difficulty, isolation and silence,
in order to reach forth to the enchanted place where we can
dance our clumsy dance and sing our sorrowful song—but in
this dance or in this song there are fulfilled the most ancient
rites of our conscience in the awareness of being human and of
believing in a common destiny.
—Pablo Neruda, Towards the Splendid City,
Nobel Lecture, 1971
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INTRODUCTION

INEQUALITY-THE NEW NORMAL

Alive and well?” my dentist asks. “After Hillary almost got the Dem-
ocratic nomination, and Sarah Palin had the number-two spot on
the Republican ticket, how can you say sexism is alive and well?” I wonder
if he’d say Barack Obama’s presidency has obliterated racial discrimina-
tion in America, but before I can ask, he says, “Besides, with so much
wrong in this country, why are you worrying about women?”

He lifts a dental mirror and curette from the tray. Since I have a policy
never to argue with someone about to put sharp instruments in my mouth,
I don’t respond as I want to. But my dentist, thoughtful and progressive
though he is, has just proven my point. Women are part of this coun-
try—51 percent of it. And the problems facing us as a nation fall mightily
upon them.

Hillary Clinton’s candidacy did show women’s potential even as it
encouraged the Republicans’ misguided attempt to woo her supporters
with the VP nomination of Sarah Palin. Yet neither candidate, although
worlds apart in experience, knowledge, and commitment to women’s
rights, managed to escape the cage of gender politics—a cage fortified by
retrograde media coverage.

Senator Clinton, presenting herself as the most qualified presiden-
tial contender, who just happened to have an X chromosome, encoun-
tered fierce resistance from a press determined to peg her as a “femin-
azi.” And when the strategy of selecting Governor Palin—intended to
buoy up a faltering McCain campaign—sank beneath the weight of its
own cynical miscalculations, Palin too became drenched in a tsunami of
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criticism with a distinctly antifemale hue. “Arm candy,” “ditz,” “shopa-

holic,” “diva”—charges torpedoed from in- and outside the Beltway. With
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incredible speed, Palin descended from it girl to mean girl to—in the wake
of Team McCain’s mudslinging fest—gossip girl.

However much the 2008 election ushered in the stunning historic
breach of the racial divide, it also dredged up—and reinforced—chroni-
cally familiar ways of demeaning women. The issue of sexism in America,
a nonstarter for decades, suddenly flashed before our eyes. A hot topic one
week, it cooled considerably the next. But the animosity revealed during
the campaigns was only a small outcropping from the solid bedrock of
misogyny.

A new and particularly virulent form of sexism is taking root through-
out the country. I couldn’t expect my dentist to know about it. In truth,
I didn’t realize its commanding power until I began writing this book a
full two years before Clinton launched her campaign—a project I started
because of another woman also trying to break into an all-male arena.

“For Gop’s sAKE! Why don’t they leave her alone?” my friend Roz blurted
out. We had just joined a few young women who’d gathered around the
television in my son Andrew’s apartment to watch Katie Couric on CBS
while waiting for the other guests to arrive.

It was October 31, Andrew’s birthday. Ever since he was a baby we’ve
thrown him Halloween-themed birthday parties. Over the years they’ve
become an honored tradition, even though Andrew is out of college and
now hosts the parties himself. We no longer bob for apples or go trick-or-
treating, but we still dress up in costumes, munch from bowls of candy
corn, and use my husband Arnie’s intricately carved pumpkins for deco-
ration. Best of all, Andrew’s Halloween birthday parties remain a gather-
ing of relatives, longtime family friends, classmates, and colleagues—ours
as well as our children’s. In short, an eclectic mix of backgrounds and
ages, somehow always managing to work.

“I liked Katie’s ‘Hi everyone’ and eager smile,” Roz continued. “She
was really refreshing. Now she’s all manned up.”

“But that’s what they wanted,” Lisa, one of Andrew’s friends, put in.
“There were so many negative vibes about her girlishness. Didn’t someone,
Dan Rather, I think, accuse the network of going ‘tarty’” with her?”
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“I hate it when men say things like that,” my niece, Nancy, said. “Most
of the female associates at my firm wear the dark-suit uniform, but there’s
one who’s a little less conservative. She’s not over the top by any means, but
the guys call her the Law Whore.”

“Speaking of whore,” my daughter Alison said, quickly glancing at
the others’ outfits—either homemade or of the traditional black cat or
witch variety—“wasn’t this year’s selection of costumes awful? That’s why
I decided to go as a Mets fan. It was either this"—she pointed to her team
jersey—“or Miss Sexy Sergeant, the Promiscuous Pirate, or some version
of it. Everything in the stores looked like leftovers from a Playboy photo
shoot. I don’t ever remember it being like this.”

“If you think it’s bad for us, it’s even worse for little girls,” Danielle,
another friend, said. “I couldn’t find anything in the stores for Hannah
that didn’t make her look like a six-year-old slut. And it’s not just the cos-
tumes; it’s toys, dolls—everything. Even though I swore I'd never allow it,
Hannah is now the proud ‘mother’ of two Bratz dolls.”

Danielle glanced around. “What? You don’t know about Bratz?” A few
of us didn’t. “They’re so seductive they could be strippers. Compared to
them, Barbie looks like your wholesome next-door neighbor. Hannah'’s
friends don’t even play with Barbie anymore—too babyish! They all have
Bratz. I was one of the holdout moms, but Hannah got a Yasmin Bratz
and a Baby Bratz for her birthday—it made me nuts. And the mothers
who gave them to her are really great, they're intelligent. Why aren’t they
bothered that their daughters are playing with dolls that look like pole
dancers?”

“Well, pole dancing is very new wave,” Lisa said. I didn’t really know
her and couldn’t tell if she was trying to be funny. “It’s just the way our cul-
ture is. Look at TV,” she continued. “Maybe I shouldn’t admit this, but 'm
absolutely addicted to Beauty and the Geek. One part of me is comparing
myself to the contestants. Am I as thin? How did Andrea get her hair that
way? But another part hates it when the girls say they use their looks to get
what they want. And they’re encouraged to act like such idiots. The other
night when Drew, who’s a major geek, talked about Excel, the girls giggled
and mouthed, ‘What’s that?” The show pushes the same old stereotypes
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about women. We can’t be both smart and pretty, so, of course, it’s better
to be a bimbo than brainy if we want to be happy.”

“I guess that’s why so many of my friends are getting boob jobs and
tummy tucks,” our daughter Laura, from Arnie’s first marriage, chimed
in. “You remember Vickie?” I nodded. “Well, she had everything fixed.
And I mean everything”

“She did?” Ali and I gasped in unison. Vickie was Laura’s friend from
middle school. “I always thought she looked fine,” I said. Laura agreed.
“But I think she was feeling like, with the kids’ schedules driving her nuts
and Mark working all the time, she wanted to do something for herself.”

For a minute or so no one said anything. Then a woman named Steph-
anie, a friend of my niece’s, spoke. “I can totally relate to your friend,”
she said to Laura in a voice barely rising above a whisper. “I can’t remem-
ber the last time I did anything just for myself. Don’t get me wrong; I
love my kids, and it was my decision to stop work. But Jack outearned
me by a lot, there was no decent child care available, and I wasn’t in love
with the different nannies we had. When we were in the city, we man-
aged, but when we moved to Connecticut the thought of commuting to
my office and juggling the boys’ schedules and all the after-school stuff
was overwhelming.”

She paused and glanced around, I think to make sure her husband
was out of earshot, then started speaking again in a voice full of emotion.
“Once I stayed home, Jack started doing less and less. . . . He doesn’t have a
clue how insane my days are, how I never have a moment to myself. When
I try to point this out to him, it’s like 'm background noise; he’s not pay-
ing any attention. Sometimes when I'm going to pick up one of the kids
at karate or something, and I hear a song on the radio that reminds me of
when I was younger, I just start to cry. This is so not what I expected.”

“Amen to that,” said one of Andrew’s neighbors, a woman in her thir-
ties. “When I landed my job at Morgan Stanley I couldn’t believe how
lucky I was. Now I'm not so sure. I started the same year as a few guys in
my Dartmouth graduating class. And believe me, I'm already seeing the
difference between their careers and mine. Two have been promoted to
managing director, and their compensations are off the charts. And the
thing is, I just got married; I don’t even have kids yet. And already I'm



Introduction Xiii

hearing comments from these guys like ‘When are we going to see a baby
bump?’ All of a sudden, 'm not taken as seriously. I feel that women get
penalized just for having a working womb. I never say anything about it
because I don’t want them to think I'm not a team player. I keep thinking
I should have gone into another field, but my friends at different jobs are
having the same experiences. At least I know I'm on the cutting edge,” she
said with a forced laugh.

I LISTENED TO these women with an accumulating sense of sadness. What
accounted for the undercurrent of malaise so evident in their stories? Evi-
dent even though they tried to lighten the dark edges with humor. Evident
even though they were all economically comfortable, freed from worries
about affordable housing and child care. Here were these women—all ben-
eficiaries of decades of feminism and assumed to enjoy unlimited possi-
bilities for fulfillment and happiness—sounding like members of a 1970s
consciousness-raising group. The terminology was different. Words like
objectified or second-class citizen never made their way into the night’s
conversation as they surely would have back then. But the vulnerability,
the sense of powerlessness, and the deep awareness of being treated and
even feeling that you were somehow a lesser person—that was all there.
And it troubled me.

I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not for days, even weeks, after. Why
were these women, with so much going for them, slipping into roles rather
than deciding upon them? Were these women a skewed sample? Or were
they representative of the general population? I didn’t know. And if it
hadn’t been for a paper I had to write, I might not have found out.

Earlier that month, the Horace Mann School in New York had invited
me back to address the Women’s Issues Club, an organization I'd founded
when I was a teacher and dean there over a decade ago. I'd accepted imme-
diately. Few subjects could have been more interesting to me than my
planned topic, “The Advances Made by the Women’s Movement.” I looked
forward to talking with these forward-striding students and helping them
to imagine meaningful futures, unfettered by rigid gender roles.

Now I felt a nagging uncertainty. That evening at Andrew’s party, com-
bined with some reading I'd been doing, had thrown some pretty signifi-
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cant red flags onto the level playing field women have supposedly achieved.
And the more I unearthed, the more confusing it became. My discoveries
put me sharply at odds with the current prevailing wisdom. Books, news
outlets, and popular culture all insist we are living in a glorious, wished-
for postfeminist era. But I was beginning to sense a disconnect between
what society tells us about ourselves and what we understand, at our deep-
est levels, to be so. The last lines of a poem by Muriel Rukeyser came into
my head:

What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?
The world would split open.

WHAT 1s THE truth about women’s lives in the new millennium?

I called on experts in a variety of fields, groups of former students,
colleagues, young mothers, friends, women I'd interviewed years back for
a book I wrote on balancing work and motherhood—women of different
ages, backgrounds, experiences, and starting points.

Here’s a small sample of what I heard:

When Alexi, a lawyer in New Jersey who'd given birth to twins,
returned to work after her maternity leave was up, she thought she was
doing the right thing. Instead, the partners said, “I can’t believe youre
back so soon” and “How could you leave your babies so young?”

“They made me feel as though I was doing something unnatural by
coming back to work. It was awful,” Alexi told me. “And I became aware
of a difference in the way I was being treated. Then I looked around and
saw something I’d never noticed before: all the partners are men, except
one, and she’s not married.”

On a different front, thirty-year-old Julia told me, “I still can’t believe
this happened at one of the biggest hospitals in Chicago. Even though my
obstetrician told me that the fetus wasn’t growing, the heartbeat was slow,
and we were headed for serious trouble, he refused to do an abortion.”
Not one doctor in the entire practice—eight in all—would do it. Their
answer, according to Julia, was “Wait until you miscarry naturally.” But
the doomed pregnancy took its toll on Julia, her husband, and their three-
year-old daughter. With Planned Parenthood booked for six weeks, as a



Introduction XV

last resort Julia ended up at a dirty, overcrowded abortion clinic, “a hor-
rible, horrible experience,” she said.

And on yet another, Evelyn, a home-health aide who couldn’t afford
private hospital care, described how doctors in an emergency room casu-
ally dismissed her seven-year-old daughter’s coughing and labored breath-
ing as a “bad cold.” Evelyn urged further testing, but they simply sent the
pair home. Three days later, when her daughter’s temperature spiked to
106 followed by a convulsion, the ER doctors finally ordered a chest X-ray
and discovered the pneumonia Evelyn had worried about from the start.

I spoke to thirteen- and fourteen-year-old girls at the best private
schools who had to give the boys blow jobs before they were allowed to
join lunchtime sports events, incidents of sexual harassment at a top Cali-
fornia law school left unaddressed because the female students were afraid
to jeopardize their positions, cadets at our service academies so casually
viewing pornography online that they didn’t even attempt to hide it when
faculty walked over.

A health care expert told me about cuts in the budget of the FDA Office
of Women’s Health that were so extreme they threatened to halt all the
office’s activities and programs for the rest of the fiscal year. An executive
recruiter enumerated the loss of female-held jobs in math, computer sci-
ence, and engineering as well as in the Fortune 500 companies. The head
of a public relations firm confided her concern about the lack of positive
role models for girls, leading them to “emulate the antics of the Brit Pack,
whose lives seem to be so much more powerful than their own.” A college
professor friend detailed what the rollbacks in Title IX will mean to her
students. A journalist noted how many female bylines are disappearing
from our mainstream press.

I learned about Angie, by all accounts a competent and doting young
mother, whose ex-husband and new wife were awarded custody of her
three-year-old son because Angie was temporarily out of work. I spoke
to Jeannie, who left her MBA program because her boyfriend wanted her
to become a teacher. There was Jessica, brutally raped in the ladies’ room
of a New York club and nearly talked out of bringing charges against her
assailant by a demeaning and harassing law enforcement team. And Kathy,
who would have continued working on Wall Street if she’d had daughters
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so she’d be a strong role model to them, but with two sons, didn’t think it
mattered.

And then this, from a former student in my women’s history course
who has remained close to my family:

Two months ago I went to speak to one of the partners about a briefI'd
written. We were just getting started when he said, “You know, Emily,
with legs like yours, you don’t have to worry about writing a decent
brief.” I said, “I'm going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” and he contin-
ued like nothing had happened.

But whenever the partner saw Emily after that, he’d make some little
sexual remark. “It made me really uncomfortable,” she said. “I mean, this
kind of thing isn’t acceptable in the workplace anymore. Right?

Emily approached the executive director of the firm, who advised her,
“Don’t take everything so seriously. The guy’s only kidding with you. If
you want to stay here you better get used to it. It’s a man’s world.”

“End of story,” Emily said, her voice drooping with resignation. “Now
I keep hoping I didn’t hurt my career.”

I simply shook my head, too stunned to say anything. But I couldn’t
escape feeling that I'd let her down.

LISTENING CLOSELY, I detected a definable thread running through these
women’s stories—a bending, an acquiescence to situations and conditions
seemed shaped to accommodate needs and interests at variance with their
own. I became aware of a palpable lack of agency, of validation, a lack of
real control over everyday existence reaching across boundaries of geog-
raphy, class, race, and age. It was as if we were being marginalized in our
own stories. What Simone de Beauvoir, writing in an earlier era, famously
called the experience of being “the other.”

I knew it was becoming commonplace to think of American women,
particularly those of the middle class, as suffering from a “too muchness,”
a glut of options and choices. But I began to question that interpretation.
“Choice” is a knotty concept, and, excepting its relevance to reproduc-
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tive rights, it doesn’t necessarily equate with freedom and empowerment.
True, we can now “choose” to drive ourselves nuts over getting our chil-
dren into the best preschools, to go under the plastic surgeon’s knife three
times a year, to keep working for a boss who refuses to grant well-deserved
promotions, to take our chances without health insurance, to get up on
a bar and dance topless. But we should all be encouraged to take a hard
look at the conditions influencing these choices, to examine what pres-
sures women feel and what limitations are imposed by intractable social
and economic institutions, unfriendly business communities, and unre-
sponsive government.

Far from hearing about a “too muchness” in women’s lives, I perceived,
in fact, a sense of foo little. Women confessed to feelings of loss, to a gen-
eralized insecurity about their futures, to something very wrong at the
core of their existence. These emotions weren’t expressed as complaints or
grievances. Most women accepted the difficulties they encountered. They
saw them as individual issues, even as their own fault—as life.

But as I outlined my notes and put the separate pieces together, a far
broader picture began to emerge. Larger than the gender pay gap, the
“mommy wars,” the glass ceiling, or the child penalty. Larger than all
these problems women, through the years, have identified and tackled.
What I was seeing was endemic and profound, and it sliced through the
jaundiced platitudes of postfeminism to reveal a complicated and painful
look at the reality of American society today.

I discovered renewed sexism in our national policies and our jobs; on
college campuses, the Internet, and major television shows; and in our
most intimate relations—an unequivocal resurgence of sexism in this
country so potent, so complexly and broadly expressed, so much a prod-
uct of the twenty-first century, it should be called nothing less than the
sexism of mass destruction. Yet astonishingly, the nation is in a collective
state of denial over this deepening misogyny and these growing gender
inequities. It’s as if we’d rather believe that the emperor really has new
clothes than confront the naked truth.

A dangerous and startling trend is short-circuiting the inheritance of
feminism in every aspect of women’s lives. Roles are being redefined both
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for us and with us. Measured by every standard, women’s independence
and self-determination are being eroded. The world of equal rights and
treatment that so many of us struggled for, the one I believed and hoped we
were still working to achieve, is slowly but most definitely coming apart.

I’'m not talking about a repressive Republic of Gilead somewhere in our
future, but a danger at our very doorsteps.

How HAVE WE gotten to this point? What has become of the movement
dedicated to winning respect for all women—the most significant social
revolution of the twentieth century? When did we start to lose our voice?
Our sense of authenticity? Our autonomy?

When did inequality start to feel normal again?

Being trained as a historian, I tend to seek understanding in the past.
My mind started pedaling back through all the terrible and traumatic
experiences our nation has weathered—times of vast uncertainty, sharp
pain, and collective grief, when the moorings upon which we’d anchored
our lives seemed to be slipping from under us and made us rethink and
sometimes reconfigure deeply held notions of gender, sexuality, fairness,
sacrifice, responsibility. Without a doubt, we are living through one such
time.

I wondered, How much have our anxieties in the wake of 9/11 and in
the face of the continuing threat of terrorism made us yearn for the secu-
rity of traditional roles? To what extent have the war in Iraq and the subse-
quent masculinization of American politics and culture affected women’s
position in society? In what ways have the devastating pincers of financial
uncertainty narrowed opportunities to escape gender stereotypes?

I thought about how thirty years of conservative influence—the
millionaire-backed, prominently placed right-wing think tanks and their
media machines—might have impacted our policies and ideas. How the
climate of absolutes—good versus evil, us versus them—and the either/or
mentality of our nation have shaped our perceptions about gender roles
and how we lead our lives, making us believe there’s only one way to be a
good mother, wife, human being. I wondered whether we’ve become dis-
tracted from the real issues uniting women by the media-manipulated “cat
fights.” Whether we’ve become so immersed in the ethos of individualism
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that we’ve forgotten one another, and so obsessed with celebrity culture
we’ve lost sight of ourselves.

AsTlooked back over my list of questions, I realized there’d be no sim-
ple explanation, no one cause, but an array of multifaceted and overlapping
factors, what one of my dissertation advisers, the late Arthur Schlesinger
Jr., called “the chronic obscurity of events.” Still, when a talented lawyer, a
young woman who is like another daughter to me, is told and accepts that
“it’s a man’s world,” I knew it was time to start finding answers.

I DEVISED AN online survey and sent it to women I know living all over the
country, asking them to fill it out and also to forward it to their relatives,
friends, and colleagues across the nation and abroad. Upward of three hun-
dred respondents of various ages and backgrounds wrote detailed answers
to the five-page questionnaire; most wanted to have follow-up conversa-
tions. And I interviewed an additional two hundred other women. Their
stories—honest, humorous, often sad, but always heartfelt—shaped and
informed this book. Specifically, they directed me to the starting point.
So many women confessed uncertainty about the rights women have and
how they’d been secured I realized I had to begin in the 1950s—that ultra-
conformist era impelling defiantly courageous women to look beyond the
sharp inequities, the weary banalities, to imagine shimmering possibili-
ties of a new womanhood.






THE AWAKENING OF
AMERICAN WOMEN

he room is dark, the music is dramatic. Suddenly, on the screen a
brick two-story house comes into view. The camera settles on this
shot, imparting a sense of gravity and importance. We watch—as we are
meant to—with the awe usually bestowed on one of the seven wonders of
the world, but this is just a man’s home.
Then the words appear: Father Knows Best. And there’s a collective
groan from my women’s history class.
“They really believed that garbage?” someone mutters in the back of
the room.
The answer is a resounding yes.

The World of Our Fathers

Television sitcoms of the 1950s reinforced the golden age of masculinity.
Whether used to mete out punishment or to resolve a dilemma, the father’s
patient and all-encompassing authority reigned supreme. His wisdom was
Solomonic, his judgment unquestioned. He presided over a world placid
as pudding. Toddler hissy fits, mouthing-off teens, and frazzled wives had
no place in TV land, with its subliminally consistent messages of order
and tradition.

My class is quiet now as the show unfolds. We're introduced to the
Anderson family: Jim (Robert Young), his wife Margaret (Jane Wyatt),
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and their children. Bud is the oldest, followed by two daughters with the
unpromising nicknames Princess and Kitten.

A daring producer might have called this episode “Margaret Gets a
Life—Not!” In it, we get a glimpse of restiveness lurking beneath the bod-
ice of the wifely shirtwaist. Margaret, feeling incompetent because she’s
the only family member never to receive an award for anything, takes the
daring step of entering a women’s fishing contest. With help from a pro,
she discovers—to her utter amazement—she’s a natural. As the day of the
competition approaches, Margaret’s confidence soars. Victory is in reach.
But rushing up the stairs to tell this to a neighbor, she trips and sprains her
wrist, deep-sixing any hope of a trophy.

A hand shoots up in the classroom. “Do you think she fell because she
was afraid of success?”

“Maybe she was being punished for her self-assurance,” another stu-
dent suggests.

We debate these alternatives without coming to a conclusion. But either
way, we agree on one thing: Margaret’s sense of self will always be “the one
that got away.” Margaret’s family, while sympathetic to her disappoint-
ment, minimizes the loss. Why is it so important to learn how to fish?

In the final scene, they give her the award they think she deserves: a
frying pan engraved with the words “World’s Greatest Mother.” The gift
establishes her rightful, really her only, role.

Sitcoms like Father Knows Best, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet,
Leave It to Beaver, and The Donna Reed Show are the perfect vehicles to
show my students the social hierarchies of the idealized postwar family.
However much individual episodes might have differed, they offered the
same cookie-cutter characters: the benign breadwinning patriarch, a duti-
ful mom living in material suburban bliss, and a couple of kids whose mis-
steps always found easy resolution within twenty-two minutes of airtime.

Even watching with my class so many years after these shows ended
their spectacular runs, it’s easy to understand their popularity. The cult
of domesticity may have been light-years away from the reality of how
most Americans lived, but it satisfied both private longings and political
ideology.
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DURING WORLD WAR II, some six million women were recruited into
the labor force. Sixty percent were married, and the majority had young
children. “There’s not a job a woman cannot do,” our government said,
launching the propaganda effort to enlist women into the workforce. With
her iconic bandana and rolled-up sleeves, Rosie was not only a riveter,
she welded, cut lath, loaded shells, and handled acetylene torches like the
strongest of men.

Uncertain at first, women found they liked their work, basking in the
income, friendships, sense of self-worth, and newfound independence.
When polled, a staggering 80 percent of these wartime workers said they
wanted to stay on the job even after the men returned. As economist Caro-
line Bird noted in her 1971 book, Born Female, “Girls who started working
during World War II never learned that some jobs belonged to men and
others to women.” But they were going to get that lesson soon enough.

Within two months of V] Day, eight hundred thousand workers, most
of them women, lost their jobs in the aircraft industry—a number matched
by layoffs in the electrical and automotive industries. Major companies
such as Detroit Edison and IBM restored the prewar policy of refusing to
hire married women. New York Times reporter Lucy Greenbaum, noting
these changes, declared “the courtship of women workers” at an end.

With postwar inflation high and memories of the Great Depression’s
soup lines fresh, experts worried that the economy couldn’t support both
the returning GI and the newly energized woman. “The war worker can-
not be cast off like an old glove,” protested labor expert Theresa Wolfson.
But cast off they were. By the end of 1946, millions of women had been
fired from heavy industry. And women, told one week they could operate
cranes, were advised the next to go back to the kitchen and make jam.

The redomestication of the American woman became the driving pur-
pose of prime-time television. Night after night predictable minidramas
normalized woman’s role as drudge-in-chief. That sitcom characters June
Cleaver, Harriet Nelson, and Donna Reed scrubbed floors, chopped onions,
and sorted through dirty laundry while implausibly dressed in pearls and
high heels imparted a deliberate sense of glamour to their chores. But
television women remained all dressed up with nowhere to go—hermeti-
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cally sealed inside their houses like leftovers pushed into Tupperware and
dumped in the deep freeze.

Over the decade, television’s popularity surpassed movies and other
forms of entertainment. In 1950, 4.4 million families had purchased tele-
visions; ten years later 50 million sets had been sold. For advertisers, tele-
vision proved to be immensely valuable. As Ella Taylor points out in Prime
Time Families, it was a “home appliance used to sell other appliances,”
helping to secure consumerism as the centerpiece of the American dream.
By promoting upwardly mobile individuals who had plenty of leisure time,
television transitioned women from Depression-bred austerity into a new
acceptance of spending.

Each 1950s sitcom episode integrated a subtle sales pitch, from the
demure Harriet Nelson taking a salad out of her gleaming Hotpoint
refrigerator to the riotous Lucy Ricardo ceaselessly coaxing Ricky into
buying something for her or the house. Millions of American women were
nightly sold a particular version of the perfect family and the possessions
necessary to sustain it.

As women flocked to shopping centers loading up on toasters, wash-
ing machines, and ovens, they unwittingly aided our propaganda war
with the Russians. In what has come to be called the kitchen debate of
1959, then-vice president Richard Nixon boasted to Soviet premier Nikita
Khrushchev about the variety of appliances available to consumers, all “so
our housewives have a choice,” Nixon said. Proof positive, he believed, of
capitalism’s superiority over communism.

Throughout the 1950s the cold war menace loomed large. The Soviets
were ostensibly a civilization opposed to everything our nation believed
in—God, family, free enterprise—and actively plotting our destruction.
Each news story sent our anxiety levels soaring. Senator Joseph McCar-
thy’s frenzied reports of spies lurking in our midst seemed authenticated
by the conviction of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, charged with smuggling
our atomic secrets to the Soviets. Russia’s launching of Sputnik, the first
satellite into outer space, and Red China’s role in North Korea’s invasion of
South Korea underscored America’s vulnerability. We were engaged in a
deadly game of brinkmanship, edging ever closer to nuclear annihilation.
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The Federal Civil Defense Administration (FCDA), the 1950s version
of today’s Department of Homeland Security, fueled terrors of a sneak
attack. The screech of air-raid sirens blasted midday test warnings. Spot-
ters rushed to rooftops to stand guard. Along our highways, billboards
blazed with images of the searing flash, the mushroom cloud. At any
moment, evil could blast from the skies. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when.
And Americans needed to be prepared.

Television and movie theaters carried cartoons of the ubiquitous Bert
the Turtle—think Barney in today’s world—pitching the “duck and cover”
campaign. At the command of their teachers a generation of schoolchildren
scooted under their desks, trying to imitate a turtle holed up in its shell.

“A clean building seldom burns,” declared a CD Alert manual in 1951,
ludicrously charging housewives with the task of scrubbing their homes to
avoid a nuclear inferno. Our civil defense strategy rested on an unfathom-
able premise: Americans could prevail in an atomic war. And the key to
survival could be found—where else?—in the individual family, divided
along traditional gender roles. With women busily scouring and stocking
up on emergency supplies, husbands were urged to build home bomb shel-
ters where they and their loved ones could sit out the devastation.

Basements, backyards, garages—all these made for perfect fallout shel-
ters, or grandma’s pantries, as they were called, the name meant to evoke
a comforting homespun image. Popular magazines used upbeat messages
to coax their readers into accepting the family shelter as a part of everyday
existence. Time magazine in 1959 had this advice: “When you're not using
it for an emergency, it can be a perfect playroom for your kids!” And in
the same year Life told its readers: “Fallout can be fun,” featuring a couple
who spent their two-week honeymoon in a steel and concrete room twelve
feet underground.

While relatively few families actually constructed subterranean hide-
aways, what the New York Times called “shelteritis” loomed large in our
collective consciousness. Homes became endowed with transcendent
attributes; they were safe harbors, domestic shrines, possessing ineftable
powers to nurture and protect. A bulwark against the ever-present threat
of wholesale carnage, the idealized home seemed within easy reach of
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many Americans. The federal GI Bill, granting war veterans educational
benefits, job assistance, generous housing loans, and highway construc-
tion jobs, hastened our retreat to the sheltering hearth. Sequestered and
isolated, the family became invested with a religious aura.

When Father Knows Best’s Jim Anderson wins his town’s award as a
model father, he daydreams of meeting St. Peter, who lauds Jim’s status as
head of his household, community leader, and scrupulous businessman.
Such celestial sanction bolstered the prevailing ideology—men ruled, in
both the domestic and political spheres.

Throughout the 1950s, masculine prowess was equated with an impen-
etrable America. The times called for supersized masculinity, the kind of
tough men who populated Mickey Spillane’s fiercely anti-Communist,
bestselling thrillers—heroes who relished nothing more than murdering
unarmed Commies.

Women’s function was somewhat different. The only part they were
expected to play in keeping the country strong was to maintain the hege-
mony of their men. And they did this best by being docile and compliant,
by making the home a place of serenity, of calm—by living the fantasy
they nightly saw on their television screens.

Being a caregiver was a time-honored role, dating back to the Bible.
This was what women were meant to do. In the aftermath of war, countless
women threw themselves back into full-time nurturing and enjoyed it.
But what about those who didn’t? What about those having trouble fitting
their recently realized autonomy into the confines of extreme domestic-
ity? They were held to the script by authoritative, expert voices.

How Are You Going to Keep Her Down
on the Ranch (-Style House)?

“An independent woman is a contradiction in terms,” said authors
Marynia Farnham and Ferdinand Lundberg. Their 1947 bestselling
book, The Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, decreed motherhood to be
woman’s duty, civic responsibility, and true fulfillment. That Marynia
Farnham herself enjoyed a successful career didn’t seem to blunt her
argument or widespread appeal. Women who challenged traditional
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roles put the nation’s security at risk—a view given widespread support
by an assorted array of professionals. Female fiends gleefully destroy-
ing nationhood and manhood crowded the pages of the prolific author
Philip Wylie’s books. Gaining international fame for his concept of
momism, Wylie popularized the wholesale condemnation of women,
but especially mothers, an overbearing lot, he said, raising ineffectual
sons too weak to defend America.

The fearful label emasculating was stamped on outspoken, successful,
or even knowledgeable women, effectively constraining female ambition.
In this heyday of Freudian psychology, everyone knew the fate of “castrat-
ing” women. They ended up bitter and alone: old maids. By the end of
the 1940s the term ball breaker, once used by our military to describe a
grueling job, became the epithet of choice for a woman who sapped the
masculinity from a man.

“I remember clearly being told, and more than once, that I should
never win a tennis match against a boy, even though I was an ace player,”
a woman now in her eighties told me. “There was a long list of don’ts.
Like don’t ever let a boy know you’re smart, and certainly not that youre
smarter than he is.”

“For the American girl, books and babies don’t mix,” admonished
Newsweek magazine in 1946, while eminent psychiatrist Dr. Eustace
Chesser, author of How to Make Success Out of Your Marriage, chided,
“Certainly the happiest women have never found the secret of their hap-
piness in books or lectures.” Rather than trying to compete with men—a
misguided endeavor doomed to failure anyway—women should stick to
their own sphere and make that their life’s work.

“Back then it was the two Bs,” Gloria Gruber, a woman I interviewed,
said, remembering her years as a young suburban housewife in Arlington,
Virginia. “Having babies and buying. That’s what we talked about, what
we were told to do. The more of both, the better!” Lundberg and Farnham
underscored this maternal imperative in their book by urging the federal
government to award prizes to women for the birth of every child beyond
the first.

As never before in our history, women were marrying at younger ages
than their mothers. After one hundred years of decline, the birthrate
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soared in 1956 to a twentieth-century high. The number of women with
three children doubled, those with four tripled, sparking the postwar baby
boom. College girls proclaimed interest in only one degree—an MRS. In
class they daydreamed—not of sex, not even of fairy tale weddings, but of
setting the dinner table in a cozy ranch-style home, telling their children
to wash up as their husbands came smiling through the door. Recalling
her own fantasies, songwriter and singer Carly Simon said, “I was going
to live in the kitchen and serve little pouffy mousses with demitasses to
my husband.”

The postwar consensus rested on the efficacy of the upwardly mobile
suburban family to ensure the well-being of its members along with the
entire nation. But the mythmakers of the 1950s got it wrong. A comfort-
able lifestyle remained beyond the reach of much of this country.

By the mid-1950s, some forty to fifty million people, 25 percent of our
population, were living below the poverty level. Before Medicaid or any
housing or food programs, the tobacco farmers of Appalachia, the African
Americans laboring under institutionalized, legal, and vicious segregation,
and the Mexican Americans just moving to our cities lived out their days
in grinding desperation. This was the “other America” Michael Harrington
wrote about in a 1962 book by that name. And its plight would soon “shake
the windows and rattle the doors” of the richest country in the world.

And even for those living out the middle-class dream, the headlong
rush into marriage and maternity didn’t always deliver as advertised. All
the Sears catalogs and the do-it-yourself home repair kits couldn’t keep
the bricks from falling off the hearth.

“It was that third B,” Gloria Gruber remembered, “the one we didn’t
talk about: boredom. The terrible, unrelieved boredom of our lives.”

The typical day for millions of American women was consumed by
housekeeping and child care. Authorities urged making housework more
creative and personal and, as a result, more time-consuming. In his 1950
book, Educating Our Daughters, Mills College president Lynn White told
women to stop wasting their energies on studying abstract science and
philosophy and study instead the “theory and preparation of a basque
paella, of a well-marinated shish-kebab, lamb kidney sautéed in sherry, an
authoritative curry.”
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Studies coming out of marketing expert Dr. Ernest Dichter’s Institute
for Motivational Research counseled advertising companies to combat the
repetitive, wearisome nature of household chores by initiating a campaign
to “make housework a matter of knowledge and skill.” You didn’t just
dump your clothing into the washing machine, you put each item in sepa-
rately. And as for that all-purpose cleaner? Replace it with one especially
for floors, another for countertops, a third for Venetian blinds.

In their efforts to become professional homemakers, 1950s women
baked cupcakes from scratch, sewed their own decorations on ready-made
clothing, and washed, starched, ironed, and mended—logging in a stag-
gering 99.6 hours of housework per week. They spent far more time, in
fact, than their mothers’ generation, which lacked the new time-saving
appliances, had spent on household chores.

But ironically, women weren’t looking to save time. When asked by Dr.
Dichter’s staff to choose among imaginary methods of cleaning, ranging
from one process so automatic it was part of the heating system to another
one they would have to operate and push, they overwhelmingly chose the
latter. As for the easier method, one woman remarked, “Well, what would
happen to my exercise, my feelings of accomplishment, and what would I
do with my mornings?”

Women I interviewed answered that question by recalling a frenzy of
activities. “Oh, I did all the volunteer work imaginable. The museum, the
garden club, the hospital, but it doesn’t give you much self-esteem. It didn’t
matter how much I enjoyed the children. I had to do something to get out
of that world I was in,” one woman said of her childrearing days in Ohio,
while another ticked off her twenty-some odd hours a week spent behind
the steering wheel going back and forth to the supermarket, her children’s
schools, and their various after-school activities.

Underneath the busy dailiness of women’s lives pooled a deep well of
frustration and sorrow. Helen Perlman of New York went back to work as
a designer for a Manhattan textile company after her own children were
grown. “I stayed home with my daughter because that’s what I was sup-
posed to do, but when my daughter was about ten years old I realized that
I was walking around crying all the time,” she told me. And Betty Schlein,
who ultimately became active in politics, recalled her unhappiness with
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what she called the “classic route”—college, marriage, staying home with
the kids. “I wanted to put my head in the oven every day.”

Some women did attempt suicide; others courted it with alcoholism
and self-medication with drugs such as Valium. They escaped into day-
time television and long afternoon naps. Depression rates climbed, but
women who consulted psychiatrists were told, “Go home and have more
babies.”

Describing the postwar era in her book Occupation: Housewife, soci-
ologist Helena Lopata said, “This is one of the few times in recorded his-
tory that the mother-child unit has been so isolated from adult assistance.”
In our present self-revelatory day, with so many available ways of telling
our stories, it’s hard to imagine the conspiracy of silence surrounding the
1950s housewife. One woman, now a great-grandmother, remembering
her own despondency as a young mother, said, “You didn’t admit these
feelings, not even to your best friend.”

Shameful, embarrassed, somehow twisted—that’s how many women
felt. Told they had everything they could possibly ever want or need, their
discontentment festered into guilt and confusion. As one woman who left
college at nineteen said, “All I ever wanted to do was to get married and
have four children. I love the kids and Bob and my home. There’s no prob-
lem you can put a name to. But I'm desperate.”

It was this desperation that Betty Friedan identified in her ground-
breaking 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique—a scathing indictment of
the domestic ideal. “I needed a name for whatever it was that kept us from
using our rights, that made us feel guilty about anything we did, not as our
husband’s wives, our children’s mothers, but as people ourselves,” Friedan
reflected a decade later in the New York Times.

It was her hope that “women, once they broke through the feminine
mystique and took themselves seriously as people, would see their place on
a false pedestal, even their glorification as sexual objects, for the putdown
it was.”

Friedan, who’d given up her career as a journalist to stay home with
her children, urged women to break out of their confining roles and “go
back to school, pursue careers and revive the vision of female indepen-
dence that had been alive before World War I1.”
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The book became an instant bestseller, a sensation. Finally someone
was looking past the glossy photographs in Life, the happy families on
the TV screen, to expose the tedious, undervalued, unfulfilled reality of
women’s lives. Friedan’s words resonated with women across the nation.
Letters poured in by the hundreds, long, intimate, and terribly sad. Sig-
nificantly, almost all the mothers expressed the hope that their daughters
would avoid falling into the domestic trap.

The World of Our Mothers

Friedan’s work spoke to a generation of women, mostly middle class and
white, whose efforts prompted the second wave of the women’s movement.
The first wave had ebbed years before. Its roots were nourished in the early
nineteenth century by the countless urban women, hoop-skirted and bon-
neted, defying tradition to work on behalf of prostitutes and women pris-
oners. These pioneers with an astonishingly modern agenda campaigned
for broader access to education and jobs, better treatment in the family,
property ownership rights, and more equitable divorce and rape laws.
They articulated a sense of community among women, signing their let-
ters, “Yours in the bonds of sisterhood.”

Many of these first wavers joined the antislavery movement and later
worked with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony to win the
right to vote in 1920. But if the first wave of feminism began as a broad-
based movement only to narrow its focus almost exclusively to women’s
suffrage, the opposite is true for the second wave. Initially identified with
Friedan’s demand that women be allowed access to male-dominated
careers, it became more inclusive and diverse over time. The addition of
younger women whose political awareness was forged in the cauldrons
of the civil rights and antiwar movements turned the second wave into a
dynamic force transforming all of society.

Much of the impetus for change initially came out of the “other Amer-
ica,” from African Americans frustrated by a hypocritical American soci-
ety that rightly crushed Hitler’s “master race” doctrine abroad while turn-
ing a blind eye to white supremacy at home. Over time, southern black
men and women staged a series of protests—the Birmingham bus strike,
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the sit-in at the Woolworth’s lunch counter—against systemized and bru-
tal racial discrimination and striking at the heart of segregation.

As television brought pictures of orderly sit-ins, marches, and boycotts
turned ugly by the violent intervention of white racists into living rooms
across the nation, millions of Americans saw for the first time the cru-
elty and dimensions of racism on our own shores. The cause of black, or
“Negro,” rights became even more compelling, more critical. Donations
and legal counsel flowed south. In county after county the black commu-
nity organized. And women, whether they joined Martin Luther King Jr.’s
Southern Christian Leadership Conference or the younger Student Non-
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), were crucial to the effort. “In
every southwest Georgia county there is always a ‘mama, ” one member
of SNCC said. “She is . . . outspoken, understanding, and willing to catch
hell, having already caught her share.”

“The only thing they could do was kill me, and it seemed like they’d
been tryin’ to do that a little bit at a time ever since I could remember,”
Fannie Lou Hamer, then a southern sharecropper, said of her decision to
join a voters’ rights rally. Hamer, who went on to become a key member of
the civil rights movement, lost her job and was trampled, jailed, and shot
at, but she was never deterred. Her story is one of inspiring transforma-
tion, and like innumerable others it shattered the cultural representations
of proper female behavior. “For the first time, I had role models I could
respect,” said a southern white woman after breaking with family tradi-
tion to fight segregation.

The civil rights movement originated with the southern black popu-
lation, but SNCC’s launching of the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer,
a massive effort to free people of color from the death grip of racism by
enabling them to vote and providing appropriate health care and edu-
cation, brought hundreds of northern college kids to the state, then the
poorest in the nation and with only 5 percent of eligible black citizens
registered to vote. Black women and white women taught side by side in
freedom schools established to teach academic skills, citizens’ rights, and
confidence; assisted in makeshift medical clinics; started libraries; and
traveled through desolate rural hamlets registering voters.
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Every day the women workers learned about bombs and fires set off at
nearby churches and buildings. Under the veil of darkness the Ku Klux
Klan fired into the shacks where they slept, forcing them to hide out in
the grass. Beatings, arrests, and even death stalked their every move,
but the women continued to demonstrate their courage, their skills,
and their determination to ignore the harrowing risks. And yet their
work was devalued. Few women ever assumed positions of leadership
within the civil rights movement. Instead they were expected to do the
typing, clerical work, and household chores. Joni Rabinowitz, a volun-
teer in the southwest Georgia project, wrote, “The attitude around here
toward keeping the house neat (as well as the general attitude toward the
inferiority and ‘proper place’ of women) is disgusting and also terribly
depressing.”

In hushed tones, young women shared their complaints about being
used for the other “acceptable” female role—the sex object. The availabil-
ity of birth-control pills in 1960 held out the promise of enjoying sexuality
without worrying about getting pregnant. But liberation became ensnared
in the age-old double standard. Women quickly found themselves harassed
for saying no and morally suspect for saying yes. Progressive or not, men
talked. Flora Davis, a historian of the women’s movement, writes, “[I]n too
many cases, the sexual revolution simply freed men so that they could use
women.”

As never before, young women of the 1960s openly began to question
male authority. What had civil rights work taught them if not to value
each person as an autonomous human being? To fight for the equality of
those a bigoted society had demeaned and marginalized? Having wit-
nessed how the unequal power structure between whites and blacks had
truncated the lives of the latter, these women began to apply the same
analysis to their relationship with men. They’d seen too much, learned too
much, developed too much self-confidence to continue as doormats of the
movement.

And this perspective spread. “The Uncle Toms of SDS” is how one
woman described the female role in Students for a Democratic Society,
among the largest, most visible organizations protesting the war in Viet-
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nam. “Here were these men, so willing to go to the barricades to defend
their Vietnamese brothers, treating us like slaves,” she complained.

But it wasn’t until an informal letter, “Sex and Caste,” written by Casey
Hayden and Mary King of SNCC, circulated among SDS members in
1964, that women began to forge a feminist critique of their experiences.
Filmmaker Helen Garvey, in her moving documentary Freedom Is Conta-
gious, captured the responses of former SDS members to the Casey-King
memo. “I read it and felt moved as never before,” Marilyn Saltzer Webb
recalled. Suddenly all the bias she’d faced came thundering back to her:
how she wasn’t allowed to try out for Little League because she was a girl,
how her professors wouldn’t agree to be on her doctoral committee unless
she slept with them, how her grandfather had been opposed to her gradu-
ate education. “For the first time women began talking to each other about
what it was like to be in their own bodies, their own lives, to think about
themselves.”

“Until then, we’d never thought about women’s issues,” said Judy
Schiffer of her female friends in SDS. And neither did her male colleagues.
Mike Spiegel remembered how shocked he was when a woman coworker
called him a male chauvinist. “As obvious as it later became, back then
it had never occurred to me that women didn’t have the same rights and
privileges that I had.”

Few men in the movement were willing to give women’s concerns a fair
hearing. It’s an open question whether or not Stokely Carmichael, SNCC’s
leader, actually said “The only position for women in SNCC is prone,”
but the statement pretty much summarized the prevailing views. Con-
stantly meeting with scorn and derision and unable to get any attention
to the “women question”—unable even to get it on the agenda of the 1967
national convention dedicated to social justice held in Chicago—many
young movement women reached a transforming and radical understand-
ing: we can’t free others until we, ourselves, are free.

It was a wrenching decision for activist women to put aside their civil
rights and antiwar work, to break with the men with whom they’d faced
tear gas, billy clubs, and in many cases even the threat of death. But fol-
lowing that Chicago meeting, with a poignant resolve to recast their lives,
women formed liberation groups in cities across the nation.
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“Seeds were spreading . . . as women understood their own oppres-
sion,” former SDS member Carol Glassman said, likening the experience
to putting on a new set of glasses and seeing the world completely differ-
ently. Exuberant, energetic, committed members of “women’s 1ib” groups
soon developed an organizing method that would become the hallmark of
the movement: consciousness raising, or CR.

In small, intimate, and often informal settings, women like me, like
my friends, shared our stories. One woman talked through her tears of
discovering that an illegal abortion (the only kind then available) she’d
had three years earlier, when she was twenty-two, had left her sterile.
Another told about a doctor berating her for “getting hysterical” when
she complained about persistent stomach pains. (She later was diagnosed
with large fibroids.) A third woman with an enviable college record told
how the top law schools had denied her entry because “she’d just end up
having kids.”

Consciousness-raising sessions disclosed the coherence and patterns
behind problems we’d always thought of as individual. Secretly con-
fronted troubles—Jenny’s boss grabbing her whenever he passed—no lon-
ger seemed random or unique. These problems weren't simply our own
but rather the result of a sexist society. Just as a racist society had legal-
ized discrimination against people of color, a sexist society sanctioned the
systematic and institutionalized subjugation of women. This is what we
meant when we used the phrase “The personal is political.”

CR sessions were painful and intense. And they were effective. Anyone
could start one anywhere—living rooms, college lounges, neighborhood
centers. I remember one beginning among a group of women on a New
York City bus. By the early 1970s thousands of women were participating
in these small groups. It felt right talking to one another, acknowledg-
ing our shared plight. Slowly we recovered and reignited the nineteenth-
century language and sentiment of sisterhood. “There wasn't a thing we
wouldn’t and didn’t discuss with each other,” one woman, now a success-
ful editor and grandmother, recalled.

All that we’d grown up with and accepted as natural was rethought
and reevaluated. And we came to feel like we’d been duped. Sold a bill of
goods. Why did women have to promise to obey when they got married?
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Why were want ads segregated by sex? Why did we have to take cooking
classes in high school while our brothers got electronics? Why did men
make all the rules? Determine everything about us? Why were women
supposed to be terrible drivers? Terrible athletes? Terrible at math? Ter-
rible friends? Why? Because men said so!

As WOMEN FURIOUSLY questioned all that they’d been taught, they forged
a radical redefinition of women’s roles, far beyond what Betty Friedan had
imagined. But turning that awareness into a movement for change proved
daunting. In their enthusiasm, some younger women of the 1960s short-
changed the contributions of those older than they. And both generations
underestimated the entrenched opposition they would face.

Discussions started with morning coffee and went past midnight.
How could the second-wave agenda reflect more than the experiences of
white, straight women? How could it incorporate the voices and concerns
of black women, many of whom were ambivalent about blaming males
for their secondary status? What about Latinas? Lesbians? Working-class
women?

From these debates, often vehement and heated, sometimes missing
the mark but always striving for understanding and solutions, emerged a
movement that would forever alter the landscape of women’s lives and be
overwhelmingly acknowledged as the most important social revolution of
the twentieth century.
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FEMINISM TAKES
FLIGHT

W e moved into the 1970s filled with optimism and energy. “Wom-
en’s lib” became the big story. It dominated public discourse, and
the press jumped to attention. The nightly television news and daily jour-
nals all told of a changing society. “The walls of economic and psychologi-
cal discrimination against women in the American job market are begin-
ning to crack under the pressures of the Federal Government, the women’s
liberation movement and the efforts of thousands of individual women
themselves,” declared a front-page article in the New York Times on Janu-
ary 31, 1970.

There were monumental successes and plenty of setbacks. But each
victory encouraged and inspired others. The women who struggled so val-
iantly against oppression did so largely without recognition or financial
support. What motivated them was a sense of injustice. Like the late Con-
stance E. Cook—a Republican New York state assemblywoman who wrote
the state abortion law of 1970, which was used as a model for Roe v. Wade
three years later—many of their names are unfamiliar today. But their
efforts on behalf of future generations are their legacy and precious gift.

Figuring Out Feminism

“I'm not a feminist,” a lawyer and mother of two recently told me, echoing
familiar words. Whether it’s the young women I've taught or those I've

interviewed, this disclaimer or its variation, “I'm not a bra-burning femi-
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nist,” is all but certain to get inserted into any conversation about work or
families. The fact that these women are themselves beneficiaries of femi-
nism, having graduated from previously all-male schools and holding jobs
in professions once essentially closed to their sex, doesn’t seem to matter.

Adoration, neutrality, uncertainty, animosity—the word feminism has
seen it all. But lately it’s fallen out of vogue. In 1998, 72 percent of the
female high school students at an eminent New York prep school said they
were feminists. Ten years later, in 2008, only 48 percent did. Some of the
naysaying just goes with the territory. As historian Nancy Cott explained,
“Like any great, hydra-headed, controversial, world-changing movement
with outspoken and courageous leaders, the women’s movement attracted
derision and has been always subject to reductive portrayals.”

Bra burning is certainly one such portrayal. Accepted as an incontest-
able truth, it’s actually a total media fabrication. At a 1968 rally against
the Miss America beauty pageant, demonstrators tossed hair rollers, spike
heels, girdles, and an occasional bra into a “freedom trash can.” LET’s
JUDGE OURSELVES AS PEOPLE, the signs said. In Moving the Mountain,
historian Flora Davis called the rally a protest against how “women in
our society [are] forced daily to compete for male approval, enslaved by
ludicrous ‘beauty’ standards.” But nothing was set on fire. The only thing
blazing that day was some reporter’s imagination.

Thebra-burnerimage gotalot of play. News outlets breathlessly depicted
the movement as dominated by bad-haired, braless women screaming
slogans while rejecting femininity and their families in one big heap. In
reality there was no way to tell a feminist by the way she dressed. A few
madras shirtwaists and penny loafers might pop up at rallies, but mostly
there’d be young women in the blue work shirts and jeans of the protest
movements, others in long skirts and embroidered vests, coarse-knit pon-
chos over skinny-legged pants, and always a sprinkling of Carnaby Street
mod miniskirts and boots. Hair got longer, makeup lighter. Everything
leaned in the direction of ease and comfort. If a fashion dictum existed, it
was “Be yourself.” But making feminists into caricatures has always been
a way to trivialize their beliefs, leaving many women confused about the
driving principles of the women’s movement.
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“I'VE NEVER BEEN able to find out precisely what feminism is,” Rebecca
West wrote sarcasticallyin 1913, “I only know that people call me a feminist
whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat.”

Throughout history women articulated feminist views without giv-
ing them a name. “[There is] no feeling more universal among ... human
beings than the desire to be independent, to take care of themselves.
(I]t’s lamentable that there should be so large a portion of the human
race so educated that they must be dependent on others,” proclaimed the
“Wrongs of Women” in 1854. The author concluded by mocking male
objections: “‘Oh, you deprive woman of her many charms if you make
her self-reliant and give her independence,” exclaim the very many who
are fearful of the encroachments of females upon their privileges and
prerogatives.”

Almost forty years after that article appeared, the word feminist, artic-
ulated at the First International Women’s Conference in Paris in 1892,
entered the English language as the translation of féministe. Today, as back
then, the term means someone who believes in equality of the sexes. From
that radical premise came the notion that women should be granted equal
rights, equal treatment, and equal opportunities.

Feminism puts women’s autonomy at the center of its agenda, insist-
ing that all women be treated as fully human beings, not as appendages
to men and creatures whose only identity comes from their roles as wives,
mothers, daughters, and sisters. It looks forward to the day when women
are free to define themselves rather than being defined by men and the
culture they control.

We’re not there yet, but we’re much further along than we were before
the 1970s, back in those dark ages when a girl’s future was mapped out
at birth, when you couldn’t wear slacks without being excommunicated
from your church, when you were expected to stop your education after
high school so your brother could go to college, when you could be refused
service at a restaurant if you were dining alone and refused a credit card or
mortgage if you were single, when you couldn’t refuse to have sex with a
diseased husband, an abusive husband, any husband, when women “asked
to get raped” and “needed a good slap.”
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The Personal Becomes Political

“I wish it was me. I wish it was me,” my mother cried one evening in the
spring of 1959.

I was afraid and confused. What my mother had just told me was ter-
rible—my forty-six-year-old father had just been diagnosed with Parkin-
son’s disease. Why in the world did she want to be the sick one?

“Because Daddy would be able to take care of me and the family,” she
explained. “What will I be able to do? I have no job, no income. How will
I get him the best treatment? How will I support us?”

Then she looked at me gravely and said, “You must always be able to
work. Do you hear what I'm telling you? Do you hear me?”

AndIdid.

At the time I didn’t understand why my mother was so worried about
finding a good job. I thought she was amazing. The daughter of immigrant
parents whose income had fluctuated with my grandpa’s factory work,
she’d put herself through Barnard College working nights and weekends
at Macy’s Department Store. But then, I didn’t yet know about the cultural
noose around women’s necks—the workplace discrimination, ghettoized
jobs, and paltry pay strangling us into self-doubt.

Several years later, feminists fought to secure myriad employee rights
for women like my mom and for the millions of others across America who
wanted paying jobs. An early opportunity came with the Civil Rights Act
of 1964, outlawing discrimination against race in the workplace. Women’s
groups lobbied hard to make it illegal to discriminate on the grounds of
gender as well.

Ah, said southern congressmen, we’ll support the addition, but only
because it will ensure the bill’s defeat. “Who’s going to vote to protect
women’s rights?” they snickered among themselves. Imagine their shock
and amazement when their cynical scheme backfired.

Title VII, the amendment to the act, banned sex discrimination in
the workplace. A major victory, it applied to every kind of job and to the
majority of American businesses. But the law was only as strong as its
enforcer, and instead of Clint Eastwood, women got Howdy Doody. As
Flora Davis reported, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
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(EEOC), the federal agency set up to implement the new policy, had only
one female commissioner and four men whose interest in stopping prej-
udice against women ranged from “boredom to outright hostility.” And
that’s just what two flight attendants, or stewardesses, as they were then
called, encountered when they arrived at the newly opened EEOC offices
in 1965 to file their complaints. Barbara “Dusty” Roads and her colleague
Jean Montague worked at “glamorous” jobs. Girls grew up dreaming to
join airline cabin crews. Stewardesses blended the ideal feminine quali-
ties—nurturing, serving, seeing to the comfort of men—with cheerleader
good looks. One of the few positions available to women, it was considered
perfect training for marriage.

“We wore high heels and hose, and we were supposed to wear girdles.
Occasionally they’d do a girdle check . . . they come up and give you a
little finger on the rear end. If you didn’t have a girdle on you’d be called
into the office,” Roads recalled. Gaining weight resulted in firing. So did
getting married.

The airlines capitalized on the image of the stewardess as young, single,
and enticing. At one point, the uniform for Eastern Airlines’ stewardesses
consisted of skimpy hot pants. An airline executive explained the general
thinking: “It’s a sex thing. You put a dog on an airplane and twenty busi-
nessmen are sore at you for a month.”

“I'm Cheryl [or Joan or Nancy]. Fly me,” an attractive woman beamed
in a $9.5 million advertising campaign for National Airlines. Stewardesses
had to wear FLy ME buttons on their uniforms, prompting suggestive
comments and sexual advances from male passengers.

But Roads and Montague hadn’t come to the EEOC offices because of
girdle checks or ad campaigns. They were protesting the airline’s policy of
firing women at age thirty-two. They didn’t fire pursers or pilots or flight
engineers at thirty-two—why stewardesses?

The airlines had a huge economic motive. With the average stewardess
lasting only three years, they saved megamoney firing those young women
before they had time to accumulate pay increases, vacation time, and pen-
sion rights. This left the stewardesses, unable to put away much if anything
from their paychecks, with few options.
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“I was twenty-eight . . . and absolutely hysterical,” Lynda Oswald with
American Airlines said, reflecting on the age policy. “I was trying to
prepare myself for another job, but when I tried to get into a university,
they wouldn’t accept me as a part-time student. The whole climate was
catch-22.”

“It wasn’t a question of being a feminist or not,” Roads recalled. “It
violated my sense of fair play.” Once the facts came out, Roads predicted
change would come immediately, a hope she later called naive.

The case, derisively referred to as the Old Broad’s Bill, languished. The
women’s cause attracted attention, but the wrong kind. Instead of talking
about the discriminatory nature of the age rule, commentators focused on
the women’s looks. The central question became: at thirty-two, were they
still appealing enough to keep their jobs?

When stewardesses from several airlines came before the House Labor
Subcommittee, one of the members asked them to “stand up so we can see
the dimensions of the problem.” Finally, frustrated Michigan congress-
woman Martha Griffiths blurted out, “[Are these companies] running an
airline or a whorehouse?”

The involvement of Betty Friedan’s newly formed National Organiza-
tion for Women (NOW) ultimately helped put the spotlight back on the real
issues at stake. “Supporting the stewardesses was a huge step back then,” one
early NOW member told me. “We kept our membership secret because we
were afraid if our employers found out, we’d lose our own jobs.”

NOW'’s determined lobbying of the EEOC, combined with the unre-
lenting pressure from Roads and Montague’s attorneys, finally paid off.
After three years, the age and marriage restrictions both disappeared.
Barbara Roads resumed flying, and NOW, along with dozens of organiza-
tions such as the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL), continued their
fight for workplace equity.

A Woman’s Work Is Never ... a Man’s

By the early 1960s, 40 percent of all American women over age sixteen
were employed, most in low-paying, low-status positions—secretaries,
waitresses, salesclerks, nurses. Want ads were universally segregated by



Feminism Takes Flight 23

sex. The separate columns for “Help Wanted—Male” and “Help Wanted—
Female” allowed for virtually no crossover. This policy kept women locked
into what Betty Friedan described as gal Friday jobs.

For a great many this meant settling on careers well below their quali-
fications and interests. A woman with a degree in mathematics scanning
the female help-wanted section in a newspaper like the Pittsburgh Press
would find advertised positions for key punch operators, invoice clerks, or
kitchen help, but never programmers or systems analysts.

Complaints brought to the EEOC went unnoticed. The commission
agreed to get rid of the want ads separated by race—that they understood
was unfair. But sex? No way. By and large, men resisted having to compete
with women at work. They wanted to stick with the status quo—limiting
the number of hours a woman could work, not allowing her overtime,
denying her promotions if she married, and firing her when she became
pregnant. Then they could point to her economic insecurity as a reason to
deny her credit and a mortgage.

Male-only jobs became symbolic of male privilege and prerogatives, of
maleness itself. My sex, one man explained at an EEOC hearing in 1968,
has been forced to submit to the tyranny of women as children. We aren’t
about to submit to it again with women as our supervisors. Newspaper
cartoonists had a heyday. Their sketches of angry women storming cor-
porate men’s rooms disclosed unspoken anxiety over the meanings and
implications of gender equality.

It took almost a decade and a Supreme Court case in 1973 against the
Pittsburgh Press before feminists could count the abolition of sex-segre-
gated want ads among their victories. Women could now enter the for-
bidden occupations—airplane pilots, carpenters, engineers, mail carriers,
orthopedists.

Other successes followed throughout the 1970s. Tirelessly going state
by state, brief by brief, feminist lawyers fought to make it illegal for a
prospective employer to question a woman about marriage and family
plans during an interview. No longer could she be fired when she became
pregnant, or discriminated against in promotions or salary. And married
women could not be denied credit cards in their own names or the right
to mortgages.
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As the Twig Is Bent, So Is It Trampled

For all the workplace gains made by feminists during the 1960s and 1970s,
one area remained untouched—nothing prohibited sex discrimination
in education. And there was plenty of it, on all levels. From kindergarten
through high school, school systems across the country educated, instructed,
and socialized girls and boys as though they were polar opposites.

“Everything schools did back then was based on the assumption that
boys were active, aggressive, analytical, and autonomous and girls were
demure, docile, and fairly helpless,” Barbara Sprung, codirector of the
Education Equity Center, a pioneer in gender equity education, told me.
“From kindergarten on, when girls were encouraged to play in the dress-up
corner, draping themselves with beads and long scarves, and boys got to
build with blocks, schools gave a particular social message.” And it was
reinforced again and again.

Teachers used readers for young children and textbooks for older ones
filled with stereotypical images. But before the women’s movement, no
one seemed to notice. One survey conducted in the early 1970s of 134
school readers found boys to outnumber girls as main characters by five to
two. And while men were portrayed in forty-seven different jobs, women
hardly ever worked outside the home. They meandered across the pages as
one-dimensional characters, insipid, unintelligent, uninspiring, too meek
to make any decisions on their own.

“In the readers, boys are still adventuresomely, mischievously, ath-
letically boys. They get into wonderful scrapes. They have fun. Mother
and sister watch admiringly, pausing occasionally to shudder at frogs or
snakes. Or elicit the advice of authority figures, doctors, teachers, savvy
farmers, all of whom are male. In math textbooks, illustrations show girls
baftled by simple measuring cup arithmetic,” said Barbara Grizzuti Har-
rison, author of Unlearning the Lie: Sexism in the Classroom.

Among the most popular of the genre, the Dick and Jane series was
updated in 1965 to include new African American next-door neighbors,
yet its sexist messages were never modified:

Johnny says: Girls are no fun.
Dick says: Girls are stupid.
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Janey says: Even though I'm just a girl, 'm not stupid, I want to be
a doctor when I grow up, but I know a girl can’t be a doctor.

Dick says: I will be an engineer.

Sally says: I want to be a Mommy.

A woman who started teaching in the New Jersey school system in
1967 and stayed for twenty years described what she called “a kind of
tracking™

There are so many things I could point to, but one really stands out:
how we only coached male students to compete for the Westinghouse
Scholarship. It was very prestigious, and our math and science teach-
ers used to work with boys after school and on weekends with their
projects, but I can’t remember any of them doing that for a girl. In the
same way, we encouraged boys to take advanced physics and biology
and calculus courses. Typically if a girl was interested in science we’d
steer her toward nursing. A lot of it was so subtle, we weren't even
aware of it, like calling on boys more often than girls in our class-
room, making them hall monitors and heads of committees, taking
their questions more seriously, accepting that they’d be the leaders of
student government, and of course, the way all the sports programs
were totally geared to the boys.

“I can’t remember ever playing a competitive sport,” Marilyn Katzman,
a graduate of Erasmus Hall High School—one of the largest in New York
City—recalled of her school days in the mid-1960s. “Most of our gym peri-
ods were given over to learning about ‘feminine hygiene” and practicing
for the Miss Erasmus Hall Contest. . . . There was a huge gap between what
boys and girls got to do. They played football and basketball, and the only
way girls got on the courts was during halftime, cheering the guys on as
‘Boosters.””

All over the country, school curricula underscored this restrictive,
secondary female role. No matter what the subject, women’s viewpoints
and contributions were entirely missing. In “Art Appreciation” you'd

learn about Monet, Renoir, and Pissaro, but never about Cassatt. As for
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history—you could spend a whole year studying America’s past, and the
only women mentioned were “crazies” like the Salem “witches” and Lizzie
Borden, the ax murderer, along with the “exceptional worthies”—Harriet
Tubman or Eleanor Roosevelt. Great literature courses totally overlooked
Virginia Woolf, Edith Wharton, and Maya Angelou in favor of Herman
Melville, Thomas Hardy, and Edgar Allan Poe.

“Our schools view women’s education as training for subservience
rather than as equipping her to choose her own potential by exploring a
wide range of possibilities,” wrote author and educator Jenny Bull in 1974.
“Role models for girls and young women wanting to break out of the mold
barely existed, and certainly not in the school system.”

Several years into the women’s movement, men still held 80 percent
of the elementary school principal positions (up substantially from the
1950s), 98 percent of high school principal positions, and 99 percent of
supervisor positions. Women, of course, comprised the vast majority of
public school teachers. In explaining these figures, some men cited the
cultural assumption that the female role was to care for children, not to
become administrators. In 1975 Dr. William L. Bitner III, the commis-
sioner for instructional services of New York State’s education program,
expressed the most common thinking: school boards and schools are “run
like the boards of directors of any big corporation—by men.”

But as those working for sex equality in education pointed out, the
male monopoly constituted a “subtle form of teaching.” As women were
shuttled into less academic, gender-specific classes, then refused entry
into the most renowned schools and universities, then told they lacked
the credentials for anything beyond traditional women’s jobs, they were
indeed being taught that it was a man’s world, and they occupied a periph-
eral place in it.

Speaking out, protesting, and condemning treatment that most women
accepted as normal took a tremendous amount of will. Just understanding
you were discriminated against was a first and very difficult step. And if
you took it, then what? Would you chance being criticized, even ostra-
cized? But many women did take the risk for themselves and for others.

“No one wanted to be called abrasive or militant or unfeminine,”
Joanna said of her graduate school days in Michigan during the Vietnam
War in 1968. “The male students were always asking, ‘What’s a girl like
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you doing in a place like this?’ At first I tried to ignore it, but finally I got
so angry I snapped back, ‘One thing’s for sure, 'm not avoiding the draft.’
Why were my motives more suspect than theirs? I hated the implication
that my only reason to be in there was to find a husband.”

“Let’s face it. You come on too strong for a woman,” one of Bernice
(Bunny) Sandler’s colleagues explained when she was turned down, yet
again, in 1969 for a full-time teaching position at the University of Mary-
land. Sandler had been teaching part-time for several years. Her qualifica-
tions, everyone agreed, were excellent, but she was never considered for
any of the seven openings in her department. Her colleague’s words sent
her home in tears.

What did too strong mean? Sure, she had voiced her opinions with con-
viction at department meetings, but so did several men who got promo-
tions. Still, Sandler accepted the label and vowed to be more soft-spoken.
As for being discriminated against, she didn’t buy it. Not yet. But when an
employment counselor told her she wasn’t really a professional, but just a
housewife (with a Ph.D.) who’d gone back to work, and a research execu-
tive spent an hour telling her how he never hired women because they
stayed home when their children were sick, she saw the pattern.

The existing laws, even the Equal Pay Act preventing discrimination in
salaries on the basis of sex, exempted all professional and administrative
employees, including faculty. But as a good researcher, Sandler kept dig-
ging until she hit upon something that made her cry out loud with joy.

An old executive order prohibiting “federal contractors from discrimi-
nation in employment on the basis of race, color, religions and national
origin” had been amended, according to a footnote, by President Johnson
in 1968 to include discrimination based on sex. Universities, colleges, sec-
ondary schools—all had federal contracts. The repercussions were huge!

Sandler sprang into action. Her first call to the Office of Federal Con-
tract Compliance of the Department of Labor put her in touch with Direc-
tor Vincent Macaluso, who’d actually been waiting for someone to use the
executive order to challenge sex discrimination. Together they contacted
the Women’s Equity Action League. Soon afterward the organization filed
a complaint, charging Sandler later wrote in a 1997 issue of About Women
on Campus, “‘an industry-wide pattern’ of discrimination against women
in the academic community.” The authors of the complaint asked for an
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investigation in the following areas: admissions quotas to undergraduate
and graduate schools, financial assistance, hiring practices, promotions
and salary differentials.

What they found was astounding, Sandler recalled. “Many depart-
ments had no women at all, though women earned as much as 25 per-
cent of the doctorates in those fields. The higher the rank, the fewer the
women; the more prestigious the field, department, institution, the fewer
the women.”

Hearings, drafts of bills, and more charges followed. Working quietly
and steadfastly, a team of dedicated feminists, men as well as women,
within and outside of Congress, succeeded in amending the Equal Pay
Actin 1970 to give it widespread coverage; and more significant, two years
later, they passed Title IX of the Education Amendment of 1972 to the
Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Title IX, mandating equal treatment in all arenas, including athletics,
transformed the terrain of American education. However revolutionary
its scope, the bulk of the backlash was at first aimed at sports programs.

High school administrators balked at having to take money from boys’
teams to pay for girls” athletics. Then there was the whole question of
space. Accustomed to using the girls’ gym for male sports like wrestling
and basketball, coaches like Ron Wied at a high school in Wisconsin were
perturbed. “I think girls have a right to participate, but to a lesser degree
than boys,” he said. “If they go too far with the competitive stuft they lose
their femininity.”

As for girls playing against boys? Charles Mass, secretary of the Indi-
ana State Coaches Association, wasn’t so sure about that either. “There
is the possibility that a boy would be beaten by a girl and as a result be
ashamed to face his family and friends. I wonder if anybody has stopped
to think what that could do to a boy.”

Title IX made possible the admission of girls to Little League baseball
and raised women’s status in professional sports. The question of women’s
athletic talents culminated in the famous 1973 match between tennis hero
Bobby Riggs and Billie Jean King. Thirty thousand viewers crammed into
the Houston Astrodome—the largest crowd ever for U.S. tennis—to watch
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this “battle of the sexes.” Las Vegas oddsmakers were five to two in favor
of Riggs, but King won effortlessly.

But those who thought King’s victory would put issues of equity
in athletics to rest were sorely disappointed. School administrators
and coaches continued to battle over implementing Title IX. Did equal
mean girls having their own teams, budgets, and playing fields? Or, as
some argued, should they be allowed to try out and, if good enough,
play on the regular, previously all-male football and wrestling teams,
knowing that most girls wouldn’t make the cut? And some girls actu-
ally accepted on male squads had the same experience as Amy Mojica,
who didn’t exactly receive a warm welcome when she joined her high
school’s varsity lacrosse team. Several teams in their league refused to
play against them, and when they did, the players would sometimes try
to injure her.

Other parts of Title IX left less room for interpretation. If girls and
boys, young women and men, were to have the same education, then
books, admissions policies, and curricula had to be totally revamped. And
many were. Previously all-male schools opened their doors to women, and
the service academies slowly became coed.

History Through a New Lens

Along with women’s advances in education and academia, women’s stud-
ies courses, many supported by federal money, proliferated in colleges
across the country—from seventeen courses dealing with women in 1969
to more than two thousand by 1973. Feminist scholars began reexamining
academic subjects from the point of view of women, and there were plenty
of surprises. The late Renaissance historian Joan Kelly (Gadol) hadn’t really
expected the Renaissance, always heralded as the great rebirth of learning
after the Dark Ages, to have been any different for women than it had been
for men. But at the urging of Gerda Lerner, a leader in the women’s studies
movement, Kelly agreed to take another look at her field.

What she found was transforming. The experience, she said, was akin
to being plunged back into adolescence: “Profoundly frightening [with] all
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coherence gone . . . [but it] turned out to be the most exciting intellectual
adventure. I knew now that the entire picture I had held of the Renais-
sance was partial, distorted, limited, and deeply flawed.”

Kelly’s groundbreaking 1977 article, “Did Women Have a Renais-
sance?” reveals how women actually lost economic independence and
status during those years. Ironically, they’d actually been freer and more
autonomous during the Dark Ages. Her article made crystal clear the
extent to which the history everyone had been taught up until the 1970s
rightly should have been called men’s history, or white men’s history. Writ-
ten from the vantage point of the powerful, it drew only from their sources
and reflected only their interests, goals, and successes.

This understanding was applied to every discipline, and it had an elec-
trifying effect. So much of the received knowledge and wisdom, so much of
what we all accepted, turned out to be one-sided, skewed, simply wrong.

Women’s scholarship exploded all over the country and world. Semi-
nars, conferences, journals, new professional organizations, articles,
books, and women’s bookstores proliferated. For me, teaching women’s
history at Sarah Lawrence College in those years under the direction of
Gerda Lerner was an exhilarating experience.

My husband, Arnie, bought me a poster that proclaimed WoMEN’s
HISTORY IS A WORLD WORTH FIGHTING FOR. I proudly hung it on my office
door and have taken it with me every place I've taught since. And, in the
beginning, it was a fight—to get our papers published in national jour-
nals, to be asked to review books, to be taken seriously. At professional
conferences male colleagues, on hearing what I taught, would joke, “Oh,
women’s history? You must read the one book over and over again!”

Notwithstanding the wisecracks and put-downs, early feminist work
did come in for some legitimate criticism. Missing from the analyses were
the experiences of women of color, bisexual and gay women, and working
women. Recent scholarship by and about women from a variety of back-
grounds has done much to correct this imbalance and adds depth and a
vital appreciation of the rich diversity of women in this country.
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GENDER ROLES
UNDER FIRE

Women’s ongoing struggles for equal opportunities at work and at
school, although laden with difficulty, didn't elicit the intensity of
feelings brought out by the quest for equality at home. Challenging the
conventional notions of femininity, motherhood, and domestic respon-
sibilities as well as the power structure of male and female relationships,
feminists encountered fury, pain, insecurity, and alot of misunderstanding
as they probed our deeply held beliefs and values about human nature.

Specifically, they asked: why should male babies be encouraged to be
active and inquisitive while female babies be trained in passivity? Why
should women be responsible for all the housework and the child care?
Why should our popular culture, our very language, implicitly accept
male superiority?

As women’s groups of the 1970s and early 1980s recast accepted prac-
tices as problems, they stimulated a sea change in the way men and women
talked and thought about their lives—not always happily or in agreement
with feminist ideology, but certainly with a new consciousness of gender.

Homeward Bound

In the 1970 film Diary of a Mad Housewife, the most desperate of the early
“desperate housewives” was Tina Balser (Carrie Snodgress), married to
Jonathan, an arrogant, controlling, social-climbing attorney. Jonathan
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rules with a heavy hand, micromanaging Tina, whom he infuriatingly
calls Teen. Nothing escapes his scrutiny: he tells her how to dress, how to
style her hair, what to make for Thanksgiving dinner.

Jonathan’s mean-spirited domination goes unquestioned. Only once
does Tina timidly ask about his investment in what turns out to be a bank-
rupting deal. His raging “How dare you question me?” effectively silences
her.

Although she runs around the house doing Jonathan’s bidding with
the speed and repetition of a hamster on a treadmill, he faults everything
she does. His special pleasure is demeaning her in front of the children.
At the breakfast table with his daughters next to him, he mockingly asks,
“Isn’t it funny that Mommy managed to be Phi Beta Kappa at Smith, but
doesn’t know how to make four-minute eggs?”

The girls follow his lead. The older one, coming home from school and
finding dog poop on the rug, tells her, “You bloody well better clean up
this mess before Daddy gets home.”

Slowly we see Tina, the quintessential housewife, driven crazy by the
stultifying domestic realm. When finally she retreats into what Jonathan
considers unresponsiveness, the audience understands—it is the sanest
thing she can do.

In another take on the traditional marriage, Up the Sandbox, a belea-
guered Margaret (Barbra Streisand) asks Paul, her college-professor hus-
band, what she’s getting from their marriage other than “stretch marks
and varicose veins.”

“You've got one job,” she yells. “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!”

When Paul suggests maybe she’d be happier if she did more, she snaps.
“Did more? I cook, I sew, I squeegee. I spend hours waiting in line for a sale
on baby sandals just to save a few pennies. . . . 'm an errand boy, a cook, a
dishwasher, a cockroach catcher, and you say I'd be happy if I did more.”

And what about those women to whom “doing more” meant holding a
paying job? In the 1978 book Silences, author Tillie Olsen articulated the
deeply felt incompatibilities between motherhood and pursuing one’s life
work:
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More than any other human relationship . . . motherhood means being
instantly interruptible, responsive, responsible. Children need one
now . . . the very fact that these are real needs, that one feels them as
one’s own (love not duty) . . . gives them primacy. It is distraction, not
meditation, that becomes habitual. . . . Work interrupted, deferred,
relinquished, makes.. .. at best lesser accomplishment. Unused capaci-

ties atrophy, cease to be.

But how to resolve this conflict? Were women, as Olsen suggested,
“obligated to shut off three-quarters of [their] being”? Or could there be
other possibilities?

For many second-wavers, one answer lay in restructuring family roles.
If men took on half of the domestic responsibilities, then women could
fulfill their own aspirations—careers, hobbies, philanthropy, a fifteen-
minute bath, whatever. And although feminism’s detractors love to chide
women for being simpering babies, complaining when they can’t “have it
all,” we never envisioned doing everything ourselves.

That the traditional family would become more egalitarian was an
article of faith. The second wave wasn’t only about liberating women; we
believed it would liberate men, too. “Fewer ulcers, fewer hours of mean-
ingless work, equal responsibility for [the] children,” Gloria Steinem said
before the Senate in 1970.

So many women had only vague memories of their fathers as they were
growing up, they wanted something different for their husbands and sons.
“It wasn’t until my dad retired and became a grandfather that I saw a side
of him for the first time—how great he was with kids, how much he was
enjoying himself,” one woman told me. “I felt like I had been cheated, and
I think he did too.”

The Great “Nature Versus Nurture” Debate

To those who claimed—as many did—that iron-clad, distinct male traits,
diametrically opposed to female traits, made it impossible for men to be
nurturers, we countered with arguments of our own. Many of us had seen
firsthand enough of the devastation wrought by the so-called scientific



34 Sexism in America

studies of “Negro intellectual inferiority” to discount such theories as
biased. After all, as Gloria Steinem noted in her Senate testimony, scientists
had justified English domination of Ireland for over a century by “proving”
the “English were descended from angels and the Irish from the apes.”

Scholars in every field, examining the teachings of biology, prima-
tology, psychology, and anthropology, amassed mountains of evidence
negating innate gender-difference theories. The idea that the disparities
we saw between men and women related far more to socialization than
to any inherent traits resonated widely. Study after study conducted dur-
ing the 1970s revealed the extent to which gender imprinting began right
after birth. And it went way beyond simply choosing pink or blue onesies.
A whole constellation of ideas, attitudes, and behaviors—many handed
down from generation to generation—descended upon the delivery room
the moment the umbilical cord was cut.

“Doesn’t he look like a bruiser?” “Isn’t she beautiful?” Educational
films of new parents revealed how fathers and mothers immediately began
ascribing stereotypical characteristics to infants. What’s more, parents
treated babies of different sexes differently. Crying baby girls were picked
up faster and held longer than baby boys. By six months, male babies were
being bounced on fathers” knees and tossed into the air while baby girls
were still nestled and soothed.

In one study, male and female toddlers, given a series of progressively
difficult tasks to perform, tackled them with equal skill. Researchers,
hidden behind one-way mirrors, watched parents consistently encour-
age their sons to persevere until they finished each project, but jumped
in to assist their daughters, often completing the assignments for them.
The same kind of interactions pervaded the playground. Caregivers kept
a close watch on little girls and monitored their behavior. Not so little
boys. They got considerably more latitude, allowed to venture farther and
to choose more strenuous, challenging activities—rope climbing, playing
on the jungle gym, and the like. From the get-go, boys learned to power
through life, girls to be dependent and wary.

“I can still remember how envious I felt of my younger brother,” Clau-
dia, a forty-four-year-old woman I interviewed, told me. “He got wonder-
ful adventure games, beautiful National Geographic magazines, a piggy
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bank so he could save his money for something special. All I got was this
doll whose hair I could comb. Why was I born with an inquiring head if I
couldn’t use it? I thought. I wanted adventures, also.”

When feminists of the 1970s peeked into the toy chest, they saw every-
thing for girls was “pretty in pink” and lavender and pale yellow. Boys’
playthings came in bold, brave, manly colors: green, navy, and black. Girls’
toys encouraged passivity, nurturing, homemaking, and fashion: play
kitchens, beadmaking, dolls. Boys’ toys were all about action, strength,
and ingenuity: erector sets, trucks, model airplanes.

While many parents insisted (and still do) that boys and girls “nat-
urally” gravitate toward stereotypical “boys” or “girls” toys, Kathleen
Alfano, manager of the Fisher-Price experimental laboratory, suggests a
different reality. “[The fact is] girls and boys will play with anything—
from toy trains to vacuum cleaners—until age three,” Alfano said. After
that, parents seem to push children into more gender-specific items. In
the lab, little girls loved a fire truck equipped with a real water-squirting
hose, but it ended up in the shopping cart of mothers with sons. And the
play stove? Few parents would think of buying it for boys even though they
showed far more interest in it than the girls.

However intimidating reversing these trends might have seemed, sec-
ond-wavers had tremendous energy and optimism that we’d be successful.
Ms. magazine, launched in 1972 under the leadership of Gloria Steinem
and Robin Morgan, popularized feminist positions and provided monthly
“Stories for Free Children,” showing children playing with gender-neutral
toys.

Unisex. Nonstereotypical. These words gained a lot of currency in the
1970s and 1980s. Schools began encouraging both boys and girls to play
together with police cars and building blocks, and in the dress-up corner.
Soon you were as likely to see attaché cases dangling from the shoulders of
little girls as little boys, and children of both sexes wearing aprons in the
“cooking” corner. Kindergarten teachers, who noticed little girls wearing
party dresses to school, often sent letters home suggesting they wear “play-
appropriate clothing.”

For Halloween we dressed our children as black cats, ghosts, and
goblins. Sure there were Cinderellas and Tarzans, but they weren't the
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majority. Looking through my own photo album, I see that in the early
1980s my daughter Alison went trick-or-treating as Little Orphan Annie
and my son Andrew as Punjab, but the next year she was a scientist and he
arock star. The whole point was for our children not to be limited, to think
outside of the gender box.

We listened for hours on end to the 1972 album Free to Be . . . You
and Me, on which a star-studded cast saluted individuality and self-worth.
Our family’s favorite songs were about William, who wanted a doll so he
could grow up to be a good father, and Atalanta, the fastest runner in
the kingdom, who refused the king’s command to marry her closest con-
tender, saying, “Maybe I'll marry and maybe I won't. But first I'm going
to travel the world.” There was Rosey Grier, the football hero, telling little
boys, “It’s all right to cry,” and Carol Channing’s message to all families:
“When there’s housework to be done, do it together!”

Balking and Basking in the Blue Glow

When it came to challenging gender-specific roles in television and film,
TV commercials, in particular, had to play catch-up. Sure, ads portray
women equally, one reporter quipped. “Equally in a bad light.” Domestic
toilers, incompetents, sex objects—that’s what NOW found in its 1972 sur-
vey of 1,241 commercials. In an advertisement for Downy, the fabric soft-
ener, a young woman anxiously asks her husband, “Did I wash it right?”
He nods his approval, and she beams, “He noticed. I'm a wife!”

Complaints filed with the Federal Communications Commission and
lots of negative publicity—NOW gave out “Old Hat” awards for sexist
advertising—helped companies to imagine what should have been obvi-
ous: it’s possible to sell products and entertain audiences without demean-
ing women. In the late 1970s and well into the 1980s we started seeing
commercials showing moms leaving for work while dads cleaned up the
kitchen.

Television producers, eager to separate themselves from Neanderthals,
gave us series in which females hunted and males gathered. The feisty
Mary Richards of the wildly popular 1970s sitcom The Mary Tyler Moore
Show, “dumped” by her boyfriend after she’d put him through medical
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school, moved to Minneapolis determined to “make it after all.” Ellen
Burstyn portrayed a working mother who also happened to be a writer
and a college professor in 1986’s The Ellen Burstyn Show. Onscreen 1980s
fathers such as Cliff Huxtable of The Cosby Show and Danny Tanner in
Full House, raising three daughters with the help of his friends Joey and
Jesse, showed us sensitive, nurturing men.

Director Martin Scorsese showed his sensitive side with the 1974 movie
Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. Alice (Ellen Burstyn) once dreamed of
becoming a famous singer but ends up married to a lout whose relation-
ship with Tom, his adolescent son, is so vexed theyre more strangers than
kin. But when her husband is killed in a highway accident, Alice, with no
resources or apparent talent for managing on her own, takes Tom across
the American Southwest. Her trip, made with baby steps and lots of tenac-
ity, is a stand-in for Everywoman’s journey to self-actualization.

The same kind of awareness and fortitude are ultimately achieved by
Erica (Jill Clayburgh) in 1978’s An Unmarried Woman, after her husband
of fifteen years announces that he’s leaving her for a younger woman.
Unlike Alice, Erica has a job—she works at a Soho art gallery—and she’s
supported emotionally by a daughter and women friends, some of them
with worse problems than Erica’s. Alice is eager to fall completely for a
new man, but Erica remains wary. After a disastrous sexual adventure,
she finds love again with a painter (Alan Bates), but this is no longer as
important as finding herself.

The films of the 1970s and early 1980s didn’t just show us women
whose strength of character comes only after they’ve been tossed out of
the domestic nest. We saw movies about women selflessly engaged in the
most compelling and often dangerous issues of their times. Julia (1977)
deals with fighting fascism, The China Syndrome (1979) with nuclear
safety, Norma Rae (1979) with bringing justice to southern mill workers,
and Silkwood (1983) is about the hazardous conditions at a plutonium-
recycling facility. The heroines of these movies, many based on the lives
of real women, possessed courage, persistence, and intelligence, qualities
typically attributed only to men. They spoke out when it wasn’t socially
accepted, and they paid big time—with their reputations and sometimes
their lives.
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Toppling the Prestigious Pronoun

Attempts to weed out gender imprinting focused also on language, a con-
stant, subliminal form of stereotyping. It seems like (or should seem like)
the distant past when we all used the male pronoun to encompass females
as well. But before the 1970s, the mighty he stood for both sexes. Women,
after all, had no identity apart from men.

Look at any book on child care before the women’s movement, and
you’ll only find advice on how to give “him” a bath, even—ridiculous as it
sounds—when the passage is illustrated by a mother washing a baby girl.

Over time, the term housewife, literally meaning a woman married to
her house, became replaced with homemaker. Firemen are now firefighters,
workmen’s compensation turned into workers’ compensation, and mailmen
are referred to as mail carriers. Some women, when they married, kept
their maiden names, others hyphenated maiden and married names. And
still others, reasoning that a maiden name is your father’s and a married
name is your husband’s, took on completely new last names. Instead of dif-
ferentiating women according to their marital status—Miss for the unwed
set, Mrs. for married women—Ilike Mr., Ms. is now used for both, and has
become associated with women’s autonomy.

Change limped along, uneven, incomplete, usually resisted. Horace
Mann, a top-tier, all-male New York prep school that turned coed in 1972,
retained its alma mater with the lyrics “As we men go forth” and “The
truth that makes men free.”

When I took a position as a dean there more than twenty years later,
young women confided to me their discomfort. “It makes us feel invis-
ible,” they said. I became a faculty rep to the overwhelming male student
governing council to see about initiating change. Naively, I thought it
would be pretty easy. Just substitute a few words: as we go forth, the truth
that makes us free.

Nothing could have prepared me for what I came up against. The old
guard wouldn’t hear of it. Didn’t I understand about school tradition,
honor, reputation? Exasperated, I tried to explain: “Women students don’t
see themselves represented in the alma mater.”

“So?”
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“Well, how would you feel if the song said ‘As we women go forth?’”

The male students nearly rolled on the floor laughing.

“Who would want to be considered a woman?” They were incredulous.
“Being called a man is a compliment.”

They weren't joking; they were dead serious. And these were, in gen-
eral, well-meaning, bright kids.

Four years later some of the diehards retired, and some of my col-
leagues joined the campaign. But what really got the school head’s atten-
tion? The senior girls told me they planned to refuse to stand and sing
the alma mater at the upcoming graduation. By the next day we had new
words.

And a new generation of young women learned that sisterhood is pow-
erful—a lesson they will have to draw upon to regain the rights we’ve lost,
including those of reproductive justice.
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DO NOT BEND,
FOLD, SPINDLE, OR
MUTILATE

W e might not all have known that spindle means impale, but in the
1970s a lot of feminists started wearing buttons with the above
inscription. Originally printed instructions on computer punch cards, the
expression, to us, meant “Treat our bodies with care.”

Even as we achieved more autonomy at work and school, we faced what
seemed an intractable problem—gaining more control over our bodies.
True, men dominated most professions, but their virtual monopoly over
medicine, and consequently reproductive health and reproduction, gave
them authority over the most basic aspects of a woman’s being—sexual-
ity, conception, abortion, pregnancy, adoption, motherhood, sterilization.
The de facto arbitrators of which groups—classes and races—should have
children and how many, doctors wielded power with a definitive, unques-
tioned hand.

Throughout most of the twentieth century, doctors occupied a revered
place in our society, enjoying the support of the pharmaceutical industry
and of most Americans. “He’s a big man in the field,” a common expres-
sion of the time, conferred status on the physician and patient fortunate
enough to be in his care.

For their part, most doctors enthusiastically embraced the patriarchal
role and expected women to accept subservience. Obstetricians seemed to

4
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be particularly condescending. When Cindy Martin, pregnant for the first
time, brought her husband, Harry, to her appointment, she discovered
how “irrelevant” she was.

““Does she have morning sickness? Is she tired?” My ob/gyn was direct-
ing all his questions to Harry, as though I wasn’t even in the room,” Cindy
recalled. “They man-to-manned it for the entire visit, the doctor telling
Harry all the things he might have to put up with—that I might be more
emotional and irritable at times. It was so weird. Here I was, the one hav-
ing the baby, being discussed in the third person.”

Medical textbooks brimming with paternalistic, often condescending
advice reflected the unequal power structure. Research I did in 1977 fol-
lowing a late miscarriage didn’t shed as much light on what happened in
my pregnancy as it did on doctors’ attitudes:

[TThe frequency of intercourse should depend primarily upon the
male sex drive. . . . The female should be advised to allow her male
partner’s sex drive to set their pace and she should attempt to gear hers

satisfactorily to his.

Doctors should ask their female patients certain questions to appraise
their character. Does she respond in a “feminine way”? or is she mas-

culine, aggressive, [and] demanding in attitude?

There are two types of habitual miscarriers: “the basically immature

woman or the frustrated independent woman.”

Maybe this kind of training explained my then-gynecologist’s response
to my agitated phone call during my fifth month of pregnancy. “Some-
thing white that looks like a telephone cord is hanging out of my body,”
I sobbed. “You sound hysterical,” he barked into the phone. “It’s the ure-
thra. Push it back in.” It was my first pregnancy. I did what he told me to
do. How did I know it had been the umbilical cord that prolapsed and that
I should have been treated immediately?

Throughout the night my husband and I kept calling, pleading to go to
the hospital. Almost twenty-four hours later an associate agreed to see me.
By then I was in active labor, and the baby was dead.
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For a long time afterward I blamed myself. Why didn’t I insist the doc-
tor take my symptoms seriously? Why didn’t I insist he see me? Why did
I have to be such a good girl? It wasn’t until the book I wrote about my
experiences connected me to so many women with similar stories that I
began to understand what had happened to me in the broader context of
women’s medical care.

I did finally find a wonderful team of male doctors. Still, when a friend,
eight months pregnant, was being examined by one of this fabulous team
I'd recommended to her, he said, “You look great. Your breasts are so big.
Your husband must be a happy man.”

Our grandmothers and mothers put up with this kind of treatment.
They saw no alternatives for themselves, but women of my generation had
already started challenging authority in its many guises. Ironically, our
stance against the male medical establishment was fortified by something
heralded as a “major breakthrough for women™ the birth-control pill.

The Pill: A Magic Bullet or a Deadly One?

When birth-control advocate Margaret Sanger asked a male physician why
he opposed contraception, he said, “We will never give over the control of
our numbers to the women, themselves. What, let them control the future of
the human race? . . . [W]e make the decisions and they must come to us.”

A public health nurse in the first decades of the twentieth century,
Sanger was haunted by images of “those poor, weak, wasted, frail women,
pregnant year after year like so many automatic breeding machines.” She
saw women die in childbirth, women who should never have become
pregnant again, women who grabbed onto her skirt and pleaded for the
“secret” to prevent conception.

To be married with an unwanted pregnancy was bad, but to be unmar-
ried and pregnant, in most instances, marked you forever. And this was
as true in 1910 as it was a half century later. “The scandal [of unwed preg-
nancy] was so intense,” the singer Joni Mitchell recalled of her own expe-
rience in the early 1960s. “The main thing was to conceal it. A daughter
could do nothing more disgraceful. It was like you murdered someone.”

“It was all shame, shame, shame, double shame to be pregnant and not
married,” Mitchell’s friend D’Arcy Case agreed. “Abortions were too danger-
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ous. You'd hear stories from girls in our circle—a couple of them had frighten-
ing illegal abortions: you'd go in and there’d be this dirty old cot . . .”

Safe, effective birth control in a woman’s own hands—not her hus-
band’s or boyfriend’s—that was the way to protect women from unwel-
come, repeated, and often deadly pregnancies, Margaret Sanger concluded
in the early 1900s. But it took almost forty years before she gained the
ability to act on that understanding.

Along with Katherine McCormick, who’d done the near impossible, earn-
ing a degree in biology from MIT, Sanger met with Gregory Pincus, a research
scientist with a specialty in female fertility, in 1951 and asked him to produce a
physiological contraceptive, backing up the request with McCormick’s inher-
itance of over two million dollars. Six years later, after what turned out to be
inadequate testing on groups of women in Puerto Rico, the drug company G.
D. Searle released Enovid, “the pill,” advertised as “safe and 100 percent effec-
tive.” The FDA approved its use for birth control in 1960.

The definition of womanhood changed almost instantly. Chastity, of
course, was still there, for those who chose it. But for others, sex could
be embraced as pleasurable, fun, and freed from worry. Giving so much
power to women (although they still needed prescriptions from their
doctors) inevitably aggravated the political and social anxieties of the
times. Rickie Solinger discusses the questions, both spoken and unspo-
ken, percolating through society in Pregnancy and Power. Would the pill
lead to promiscuity? To dwindling numbers of the so-called right kind of
children? Could it be used to “curb social discord created by unwanted,
out-of-wedlock birth [among] ‘Negroes’ ”? Might it be the way to stop the
population explosion?

Use of the pill clashed with the teachings of the Catholic Church and—
as sociologist Joyce Ladner observed—with the longings of many poor
women who saw motherhood as their only path toward recognition. Still,
by the late 1960s millions of Americans of all backgrounds were getting
prescriptions for Enovid. And no wonder!

In selling the birth-control pill, pharmaceutical companies instructed
their salesmen to “weed out all the negative points,” to talk down any links
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between the pill and such serious health side effects as thromboembolic
disease, ocular problems, changes in thyroid and adrenal function, and,
with long-term use, a higher risk of breast cancer.

Historian Elizabeth Watkin’s research has shown how huge profits
being raked in by Enovid encouraged the drug industry to continue short-
circuiting testing and resist full disclosure. Here and there stories popped
up of women on the pill who’d developed blood clots, who’d had strokes—
all whitewashed by the FDA in its Report on the Oral Contraceptives in
the summer of 1966. The media jumped on board. The New York Times
and Time magazine applauded the pill’s certificate of good health.

British medical researchers disagreed. Their studies, published in
highly respected journals, gave evidence of higher than average rates of
morbidity and mortality in women who used the pill. The late health
reformer Barbara Seamen presented similar evidence in her groundbreak-
ing book, The Doctors’ Case Against the Pill.

With her intimate knowledge of so many accredited stories of death
and disease attributed to the pill, Seamen should have been a key wit-
ness for the congressional hearings looking into the safety of the drug. Yet
oddly enough, although she managed to be present, no one called upon
her to speak.

“Why isn’t Barbara Seaman testifying? Why aren’t there any patients
testifying?” a frustrated spectator finally called out.

“All the senators were men [and] all of the people testifying were men.
They did not have a single woman who had taken the pill and no women
scientists,” one woman who’d been in the audience remembered.

The hearings caused a tremendous stir. Kansas Senator Bob Dole said:

We must not frighten millions of women into disregarding the con-
sidered judgments of their physicians about the use of oral contra-
ceptives. . . . Let us show some sympathy for the beleaguered physi-
cian who must weigh . . . the emotional reactions of that woman
which have been generated by sensational publicity and rumored
medical advice.
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Taking the Field Away from the Big Men

For many women, the hearings and new media focus on the medical
problems associated with the pill and also with the “effective and safe”
contraceptive the IUD, or intrauterine device, ultimately taken off the
market because it led to infection and infertility (although back now in
a supposedly improved form), confirmed what they had long contended:
women needed to know more about their own bodies and what they put
into them.

The drive to “demystify medicine” took as many forms as there were
needs: newsletters; hotlines and referral services; women’s clinics; cam-
paigns against unnecessary hysterectomies—then the single most com-
mon operation performed on women—and against the forced sterilization
of mainly poor African American girls; the movement for natural child-
birth, home birthing centers, and the return of midwives (who’d enjoyed a
virtual monopoly over delivering babies in colonial America) to obstetrics.
Lesbians, women of color, and older women began calling for specialized
medical care and started organizing their own health groups.

Also on the agenda were problems few people talked about—rape and
domestic violence. One woman recounted the questions put to her at the
police station following a vicious assault in 1974.

What were you doing walking alone at 10:00 p.m.? (She was on her
way home from the NYU library.)

Don’t you think you're dressed provocatively? (She was wearing leg-

gings, boots, and a long sweater.)

Are you sure you weren’t flirting with the guy? (She was grabbed
from behind by an unknown assailant, dragged into an alley, and

raped.)

“Male officers grilled me mercilessly for two hours before I was offered
any medical attention or advice. I was made to feel like I was the one
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who’d done something wrong,” she said of the classic humiliating treat-
ment given rape victims in the years prior to the women’s movement.

Before the advent of twenty-four-hour hotlines, women, as soon as
they got free of their attacker, generally rushed home to bathe, destroying
evidence possibly helpful in their testimonies. But the majority of women,
fearful of how they’d be treated in the courts, never reported the assaults
anyway.

Until feminists began holding “speak outs” in the early 1970s, going
public with their own experiences as rape victims, no one had any idea of
the extent of unreported crimes. And the numbers were staggering. Con-
cerned women established rape crisis centers across the country, offer-
ing counseling and legal help. Before the women’s movement, date rape
and marital rape were not even in our vocabulary. A wife couldn’t legally
refuse to have sex with her husband, even if he beat her, forced himself on
her, or had a sexually transmitted disease.

With systematic determination, feminists lobbied state by state to make
sexual assault within marriage a criminal offense. Domestic violence,
another problem identified and named by women, took longer. When the
Violence Against Women Act finally passed in 1994, granting $1.6 billion
to investigate and prosecute instances of physical assault against women,
many of us for years had been banding together to protect one another,
establishing safe havens and sanctuaries for battered women and their
children.

The seminal work Our Bodies, Ourselves, published in 1973, joined
these different women’s health initiatives together and put them on the
cultural map. The book had its origins four years earlier when a group of
women (none of them doctors) who called themselves the Boston Wom-
en’s Health Collective stapled together 193 pages of newsprint. Women
couldn’t wait to get hold of this no-nonsense, nonjudgmental primer about
their own bodies. Everything we wanted—no, needed—to know was in it.
All the symptoms, all the questions—everything our doctors dismissed
and belittled was here. The book became our bible, sometimes our lifeline.
Word of mouth jacked its sales to a quarter of a million copies before the
first commercial edition was printed.
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Immediately right-wingers condemned the book; the late fundamen-
talist preacher Jerry Falwell labeled it “obscene trash.” Some school librar-
ies objected to the frank discussions of homosexuality and diagrams of
genitalia and refused to order it. But the book went on to sell millions of
copies and was translated into twenty languages and into Braille.

Whose Body Is It Anyway?

Of all the issues women have tackled, none has been as galvanizing or
polarizing as their campaign for safe, legal abortion. The ongoing national
debate, so deeply felt and rancorous at times, blurs an important under-
standing: abortion was actually accepted for most of our country’s history,
going back to colonial times. Even theologians seemed to turn a blind eye
to the practice, generally considered legal before “quickening,” the sensa-
tion of fetal movement, usually occurring toward the end of the fourth
month. After that point abortion was treated as a misdemeanor, not even
a felony unless it resulted in the death of the woman.

What’s striking about abortion in the early nineteenth century
is its very public nature. Books, manuals, and “ladies’ guides” took a
matter-of-fact approach, supplying abundant information on how to
clear an “obstruction.” Recommendations for such practices as “reaching
too high, jumping or stepping from an eminence, strokes [strong blows]
on the belly, [and] falls,” appear frequently. The use of electricity “gener-
ally and locally applied . . . to restore the discharge” also gained its share
of adherents. And all the authors had their favorite herbs and roots, such
as jalap, scammony, bitter apple, black hellebore, and savin, known for
their purgative effects. The demand for “remedies,” far exceeding what
women could concoct on their own, led to a booming pharmaceutical
industry devoted to the preparation of abortifacients in the first half of
the nineteenth century.

Abortion became a big business. Abortionists advertised freely in
the popular press and used handbills and pamphlets to spread word of
their clinics. Madame Restell, the celebrity abortionist of her time, spent
upward of sixty thousand dollars per year—millions by today’s stan-
dards—promoting her offices in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia.
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But the publicity surrounding Restell and the others ultimately led to
their downfall.

No one much cared if poor, unwed immigrant girls aborted their
babies, but when it became obvious that Restell’s clients were married,
white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant women who were “distinctly upper class
and wealthy,” outrage spread quickly.

Making abortion illegal became the rallying cause for physicians who
blamed it for the steep decline in the birth rate between 1840 and 1850.
With the support of the newly formed American Medical Association,
doctors saw a way to end unwanted competition, reestablish traditional
gender roles, and “recapture their ancient and rightful place as society’s
policymakers and savants,” said historian James C. Mohr. What he called
“the physicians’ crusade against abortion” paid off. By 1900 every state
in the union had an antiabortion law. In Kentucky, the only exception,
state courts forbid the practice. Once accepted and public, abortion now
became something shameful, underground, and illegal.

And dangerous. More dangerous than ever.

But it didn’t stop. Single women, poor women, women who already
were caring for far too many little ones, women whose boyfriends or hus-
bands would leave them if they had a baby, women who wanted to leave
their boyfriends or husbands, women who wanted to finish their educa-
tion or hold onto a job, were too young, too immature, too old, had been
raped, were victims of incest, or just plain didn’t want to be mothers—all
found ways to end unwanted pregnancies.

The words of Dr. Edward Keemer of Washington, D.C., help us imag-
ine the absolute desperation these women must have felt:

I had treated a woman . . . [who] still had the straightened-out coat
hanger hanging from her vagina. Some . . . died from air embolisms
or infections. Over the years I was to encounter hundreds of other
women who had resorted to imaginative but deadly methods of self-
induced abortion . .. some would swallow quinine or turpentine. Oth-
ers would insert a corrosive potassium permanganate tablet into their
vaginas. . . . A sixteen-year-old girl . . . died after douching with a

cupful of bleach.
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During the 1960s, an estimated million women had illegal abortions.
Of those who survived, untold numbers became sterile. By one count
seven thousand women died from botched abortions in 1966 (compared
to three thousand American deaths that year in Vietnam). Hard as it is
to verify these statistics, what we know is that the deaths and disabilities
from illegal abortions fell disproportionately on poor women and women
of color.

Many wealthier women (although with no guarantee of the outcome)
managed to get to doctors in Puerto Rico or Mexico or convince their own
doctors of the need for a “therapeutic abortion”—permissible if a woman’s
life was in danger.

“My doctor was sympathetic,” Gail recalled of her Cleveland gynecolo-
gist. “I already had a two-year-old, and my husband was physically abus-
ing me. I couldn’t imagine having a second child with him.”

Gail’s doctor got approval from the hospital board for a therapeutic
abortion, but when she and her mom arrived at the scheduled time, the
staff tried to turn her away. “Even though what I was doing was completely
legal, they refused to admit me at first because I didn’t have my husband’s
written permission.”

Women’s sovereignty over their own bodies heated up as a key issue
for feminists who became the “shock troops” of the reproductive rights
movement. Ignoring the risk of arrest, they counseled, gave referrals, and
shepherded women back and forth for their procedures. And they held
rallies and protests to bring national attention to the issue. In this, they
received support from two unlikely places.

The first was the Sherri Finkbine case in 1962, which attracted the
kind of media attention heaped on the Terri Schiavo lawsuit years later.
Finkbine, host of the TV show Romper Room, was pregnant with her
fifth child and had been given the medication thalidomide to allevi-
ate morning sickness before unequivocal evidence emerged linking the
drug to horrific birth defects. Finkbine’s doctor scheduled her for an
immediate abortion.

When a local newspaper did a piece on Finkbine’s situation, the hos-
pital cancelled the abortion. Finkbine became so vilified in the press and
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her children the target of so many death threats that the FBI had to protect
her family. Appeals in this country proved futile, forcing Finkbine to Swe-
den for the procedure. The aborted fetus, with no legs and only one arm,
confirmed Finkbine’s fears. But the American public refused to forgive
her. Upon returning home she was fired from her job, and her husband
suspended from his teaching position.

The Finkbine case, combined with publicity surrounding botched and
fatal abortions, pushed many doctors in a new direction. Once leading the
antiabortion charge, in the late 1960s doctors became the second line of
support, working with women’s groups to change state laws and to put test
cases before the courts.

By now women’s organizations across the country were encountering
fierce, well-coordinated opposition from antiabortion groups. To Catho-
lics and others who believed life began with conception, abortion equaled
murder. Also at stake were the complex relationships between men and
women. Many who opposed abortion considered the mothering role
nearly sacred—what imparted value and dignity to women.

For all the passionate arguments surrounding this issue, the Supreme
Court ultimately decided Roe v. Wade on the question of privacy: Who
gets to decide what kind of family life you have? Who gets to decide how
many, if any, children you have? “To what extent may the government
legitimately interfere in an individual’s private life?” These were the issues
informing the majority opinion written by Justice Harry Blackmun, who
asserted that the “right to privacy . .. founded in the Fourteenth Amend-
ment’s concept of personal liberty and restrictions about state action . . . is
broad enough to encompass a woman’s decision whether or not to termi-
nate her pregnancy.”

Interestingly, the judicial decision of January 22, 1973, returned to
women what had been theirs until the late nineteenth century. It made
early abortion legal, and, as Davis points out, those past the point of via-
bility (what used to be called quickening) could be prohibited.

Feminists hailed the law, although it was far from perfect. Too much
authority rested with the doctor and not enough with the woman. Still,
before a series of amendments and rulings in years to come would chip
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away at Roe’s boundaries, abortion remained equally available to women
of all backgrounds.

Through both noisy, controversial battles, such as the one over abor-
tion, and many far smaller and quieter ones, second-wavers tried to
bring about a better world in which women—and men—lived, loved, and
worked. Equitable rights and treatment for women—what we asked for
seemed so simple, so just, so right, we approached the next decade eager
to see our hard-won gains extended and amplified.
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REAGAN AND THE
GREAT REALITY
CHECK

“B'm beginning to think that the women’s movement was a revolution,

except no heads rolled,” one of my friends said toward the end of the

1970s. Yes, there’d been changes in schools, the workplace, and the home,
but they fell far short of our hopes.

Every morning a vast army of women marched off to work in their
dark blue pantsuits with mini bow ties around their necks, determined
to be successful. Some of us had gone through assertiveness training pro-
grams, others had practically memorized books like Games Your Mother
Never Taught You or The Working Mother’s Complete Handbook, which
warned, “Remember that people at the office want to hear you have this
baby and see a snapshot once and that’s all.”

“The worst stereotype about women is the assumption that we will sac-
rifice the organization for our family because that’s what we have always
been taught to do,” said Marcie Schorr Hirsch of Hiatt Career Develop-
ment Center at Brandeis University.

“I never take a day off to be with my children,” Susan Rabiner, now a
New York literary agent, told me in the early 1980s when she was a senior
editor with Oxford University Press. Thousands of other women followed
this strategy, many staying at their offices when their children were sick
and “worrying like crazy.”
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“Every day, no matter how busy I am, at four o’clock an alarm goes off
in my head: Where are the boys? What are they supposed to be doing after
school?” Betsy Gold, a corporate art consultant in Detroit, said. But back
then, the tactic of separating work from family argued against Betsy mak-
ing a quick call to check on her kids.

With job sharing and flextime not yet real options, the vast majority
of women in the workplace had little choice but to twist themselves like
pretzels to fit a culture still derived totally from male attitudes and behav-
iors and resting on the assumption that a full-time wife was minding the
home.

On-site child care, a major solution to working families’ problems,
hadn’t materialized in significant numbers. When Stride-Rite Corpora-
tion first opened its day care center in Roxbury, Massachusetts, in 1971,
many hailed it as the wave of the future. The center saw almost immediate
benefits in recruitment and retention and cuts in absenteeism, not only
for its employees but also for lower-income families in the greater Boston
area. Yet eleven years later only forty-two companies nationwide had fol-
lowed Stride-Rite’s example.

As for federally funded centers, feminists who’d been pushing for them
since the early 1960s had gotten only scant results. Their best hope—Sena-
tor Walter Mondale’s 1971 bill to establish a comprehensive national day
care system—fell victim to President Nixon’s veto. Child care threatens
family stability by encouraging women to work and encouraging a com-
munal approach to childrearing, Nixon said. As the New York Times edi-
torialized, “Publicly funded day care [to Nixon] . . . was un-American,
anti-family.” In short, it would Sovietize the nation.

And what about changes in the family? Had roles become more egali-
tarian? Not quite. From what sociologist Arlie Hochschild reported in the
late 1980s, 61 percent of American husbands needed to have Carol Chan-
ning sing “Housework” to them on a daily basis. That’s the proportion who
didn’t pitch in at all. Hochschild found 80 percent of working women to
be carrying the burden of an additional job in caring for home, kids, and
husband. Through the 1970s and into the 1980s, the combination of work
and domestic responsibilities kept American women constantly occupied
fifteen hours more per week than men, adding up to “an extra month of
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twenty-four-hour days”—a “second shift,” according to Hochschild in her
book of the same name.

For all our efforts and many successes, feminists had made two major
miscalculations—we’d underestimated both the resistance of male corpo-
rate America to change and the tenacity of idealized, traditional family
life in the national psyche.

“Why would any man willingly give up his prerogatives?” one father
asked during a parenting session at our children’s nursery school. He made
it clear: men didn’t want women vying with them over the corner office
and even less over whose turn it was to change the diapers.

And there were other complaints as well. Some women rightly charged
the movement with continuing to be largely white, middle class, and het-
erosexual. And many women—full-time moms and those holding typical
“female” jobs—felt belittled by what they believed was the second wave’s
emphasis on professional women.

But the women’s movement was nothing if not a work in progress.
More than most groups, we wanted to hear about our lapses and learn
from our mistakes. In significant ways, a good number of feminists spent
the late 1970s and early 1980s busily and conscientiously addressing our
shortcomings.

Then, things started to change. Heads began to roll, all right. And they
were ours. Women who believed in equal rights, who fought to make our
society more free, more just, more inclusive, suddenly became the culprits
in a nation weary of social upheaval and eager to play the blame game.

Of course we weren't the only upheaval in town. Civil rights, the stu-
dent youth and gay rights movements, the war in Vietnam and the protests
it incited, the assassinations of Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr.,
the fury of inner city riots—Watts, Detroit, Newark—all sent a collective
shiver down the spine of what used to be known as “the Establishment.”

The “age of Aquarius” was being trumped by a dawning age of conser-
vatism as the “new right” marshaled its considerable forces in the 1980s
to produce the most expansive, centralized, well-financed, and carefully
orchestrated “message machine” ever found in a democracy. There were
tracts and books like Milton Friedman’s Free to Choose (1980), extolling
the virtues of unfettered capitalism, visiting professorships secured at
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prestigious universities—Harvard, Yale, Stanford—and a flood of op-ed
pieces. Over “100 captive printing presses” churned out newsletters and
positions papers from such foundations as the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, the Heritage Foundation, the Federalist Society, the Independent
Women’s Forum, and Concerned Women for America.

Money poured in from trusts and wealthy businessmen across the
country—“Richard Mellon Scaife in Pittsburgh, Lynde and Larry Bradley
in Milwaukee, John Olin in New York City”—as well as from stalwarts
of the Christian right. Many of these “new righters” were now becoming
known as neoconservatives (neocons).

Defecting from anticommunist liberalism after the 1960s, neocons
became obsessed with redeeming America’s military prowess after the
humiliation of Vietnam and allying with “America’s religious core” to
cleanse the nation of moral depravity and decay.

Huge swaths of this country, represented by Jerry Falwell’s Moral
Majority, joined in this condemnation chorus. Instead of taking a long,
hard look at America’s failings, they chose to blame acid-dropping hip-
pies, disgruntled people of color, and hairy-legged women. Television
evangelist Pat Robertson represented the new and increasingly common
line of attack; feminists, he declared, encourage women to “leave their
husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism, and
become lesbians.”

By the time of Ronald Reagan’s victory lap to the White House in 1980,
his right flank had managed to put his opponents—those who sought to
use government to promote the general welfare—on the defensive. Of
course the GOP had always paid lip service to small government, but in
fact Nixon and Ford had continued the legacy of the New Deal and had
given ample federal support to social programs. Now the demonization of
the word liberal—turning it into the dreaded I-word—became an integral
part of Republican strategy.

Only twenty years earlier, John F. Kennedy had won an election under
“the banner of a liberal, responsible Democratic party that believes in the
people.” Lewis H. Lapham, former editor of Harper’s magazine, looking
back at the time, noted: “The basic American consensus . . . was firmly lib-
eral in character and feeling, assured of a clear majority in both chambers
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of Congress as well as a sympathetic audience in the print and broadcast
press.”

For sure, President Johnson’s failure to be honest with us about the
Vietnam War and Nixon’s failure to be honest about Watergate yanked
threads out of an ideology based on trusting the government to “do for
people what people cannot do for themselves.” But what really unraveled
the liberal consensus was the right wing’s deliberate, methodical strategy
of and success in dominating the national discourse.

Hollywood Actor Plays Puritan Preacher

Before Nancy Reagan held her first tea at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue,
newly energized and financed neoconservative think tanks established
themselves in Washington. With offers of huge salaries, ultraconserva-
tive intellectuals were pulled to the capital like metal filings to a mag-
net. It’s uncertain whether these scholars actually read sociologist Emile
Durkheim or his academic heir, Kai Erikson, but their polices and those
that would mark the Republican party through the presidency of George
W. Bush drew heavily on the sociological theories of deviance and its role
in maintaining community cohesion.

Defining “deviant” behavior—or what is judged to be deviant behavior
by any people at any particular time—can be a powerful tool in binding a
society together. What constitutes deviance varies over time. In a sense it’s
made, not born. A heavy-drinking man might be said to be “partying” in
one era, labeled an alcoholic the next. But once branded, certain conduct,
activities, and ways of being become categorized as deviant, or “the other.”
This allows a culture to define “self”—what it stands for, its core values, its
boundaries—by what it’s not. Discrediting, devaluing, and making pari-
ahs, even criminals, of those who disagree with its principles is a perfect
way for a government to achieve social control over its people.

Kai Erikson draws upon these ideas to explain the witchcraft hys-
teria gripping Salem in the seventeenth century. Right before the out-
break, the Puritan way of life seemed to be falling apart. A spike in
population put newcomers far away from the censoring, sharp-eyed
leaders. At Sunday services, ministers peered anxiously at empty pews
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in their churches. Material gain and avarice were defiling souls. One
sinner sported a lace collar; another was found lying with an Indian.
Goodwives gathered in homes of false female prophets claiming to
know the word of God.

Satan’s face could be seen in Plymouth. Salvation of the glorious Puri-
tan mission required . . . deviants! And the Puritan fathers found them in
a vulnerable knot of giddy young girls playing with Tituba, a servant from
Barbados. Hysteria spread; the maidens had been bewitched. They pointed
fingers at their neighbors, older women, bent-over widows. Town criers
called out news of the inquisitions, the spectacular trials, the public hang-
ings. The epidemic howled through the wilderness, calling “the wayward”
to conformity with community values, and sharpening, at least for a time,
the Puritan identity.

Fast-forward to the 1980s, and we can hear the same strategies drop-
ping from the lips of right-wing moralizers. Reagan may have been a lead-
ing man of Hollywood, but in Washington he risked playing a supporting
role. Reading from the deviance script made him a superstar.

In front of the camera Reagan appeared affable and confident, posing
in his well-creased Stetson pitched at a jaunty angle, his eyes squinting
into the sun. This iconic image was more airbrushed than authentic—the
newly purchased ranch was no more than a theatrical prop.

When Americans looked at our new president, we were supposed to
think heroic cowboy, rugged individual, self-reliant man. After the weak-
kneed administrations of Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, Republicans
believed we were ready for a muscular foreign policy that would build up
our military and stare down the communists.

But here was the Republican problem: most Americans weren’t sad-
dling up to be part of the posse. Reagan squeaked into office with the
support of only 26 percent of the adult population. Conservatives needed
to replace the collectivizing principles of Democrats with their own ideo-
logical glue. How could they gain adherence to the policies of their leader?
Even more to the point, how could they rally the nation to an essentially
negative program of cutting social services; weakening civil rights legisla-
tion, the labor unions, and environmental regulations; and strengthening
the military, when the majority of Americans polled in 1980 were moving
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to the right on economic but not social issues? The answer? By labeling
those who disagreed with them as deviants.

A glance at Reagan’s famous 1983 “evil empire” speech shows how
shrewdly the administration accomplished its goals. Steeped in anti-Soviet
cold war rhetoric, the address ostensibly argued against a “nuclear freeze”
resolution then being debated in Congress. But surprisingly, it wasn’t
delivered to any group remotely connected with foreign policy. And only
the last two and a half out of a total eight pages related to armaments.

Reagan gave this famous and oft-quoted talk to the National Associ-
ation of Evangelicals. Sounding like a revivalist preacher, the president
spoke of a “spiritual awakening and moral renewal.” The nation needed
a “new political and social consensus,” based on an end to reproductive
rights, a return to “family ties and religious belief,” and an amendment to
restore prayer to the public schools.

Much like the Bush administration’s later tactic of using the words 9/11
and Iraq in the same sentence to link Saddam Hussein with the terrorist
attacks, Reagan artfully connected the pro-choice movement with infan-
ticide, pornography, adultery, teenage sex, and hard drugs. These enemies
of our society, he claimed, were attempting to “water down traditional val-
ues and even abrogate the original terms of American democracy.” Their
behavior was abhorrent, criminal. “Sin and evil at home” were analogous
to communism—"“the focus of evil in the modern world.” Reagan gave
Americans two deviants for one speech.

In what would become the hallmark of the Republican Party, disagree-
ments over public policy, once considered simply differing viewpoints to
be discussed and debated, even signs of a vigorous, healthy society, now
were cast as a moral disease. Any divergence from the right-wing agenda
immediately became a threat to our country’s values and its survival. Ene-
mies at home were as dangerous as those abroad.

In significant ways, America changed from a nation held together by a
sense of collective responsibility to one held together by the fear of being
cast as “the other.” Neoconservatives and their preachers had found a
mighty weapon in gaining adherents to their cause.

That they went after feminism isn’t at all surprising. “The woman’s lib-
eration movement in the 1970s had become the most dynamic force for
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social change in the country,” noted scholar Rosalind Pollack Petchesky;,
“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.”

“Women’s lib is a total assault on the role of the American woman as
a wife and mother and on the family as the basic unit of society,” conser-
vative activist Phyllis Schlafly wrote in 1972, positioning herself as the
perfect person to toss right-wing grenades at feminist causes during the
Reagan years.

“Satan has taken the reins of the ‘women’s liberation” movement and
will stop at nothing,” cautioned the American Christian Cause’s fundrais-
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ing letter. “Moral perverts,” “enemies of every decent society,” screamed
the Christian Voice. “America’s decline as a world power is a direct result
of the feminists’ movement for reproductive freedom and equal rights,” it
contended. And Jerry Falwell blamed feminists for orchestrating a “satanic
attack on the home.” In some pastoral New England cemetery, Puritan
zealot Cotton Mather must have been smiling as the new right launched
its modern-day witch hunt against women.

Tanya Melich, for years a loyal Republican insider, watched with dis-
may as the leadership of her party adopted an increasingly misogynist
stance, exploiting antifeminist fears to win votes. Her book, The Repub-
lican War Against Women, is a chilling study of the strategies used by
the Reagan administration to curtail programs and policies meant to
empower women.

Almost at once, Reagan’s economic initiatives plunged the nation into
a recession and greatly increased the number of impoverished women
in America. During his first term the poverty rate climbed 15 percent,
the highest of the previous twenty years. Then, in a double whammy to
women, Reagan also reduced social programs that could have helped
them through the hard times ahead. Casualties included slashed funding
for the Women, Infants, and Children’s (WIC) program, which resulted
in the loss of food supplements for one hundred thousand low-income
pregnant women and young children, as well as three million children
being dropped from school lunch programs. Hundreds of thousands had
their welfare benefits limited or completely denied, and three quarters of
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all day care centers were forced to curtail their programs because of major
cutbacks in federal funds to low-income families.

“I remember those years as being very hard,” said Sandra Yaklin of
Michigan. For Sandra, keeping her job at the Flint Journal depended upon
finding good child care. “I went through government day care, then had
a caregiver who turned out to be mentally impaired.” Sandra ultimately
was laid off and took in neighborhood kids to try and get by. She also did
some sewing. “I became a seamstress,” she said with a touch of irony in
her voice. When Sandra did go back to the Journal she remembered hear-
ing guys getting raises because their wives were pregnant. What about
me? she thought. “My reviews were always excellent. I absolutely felt that
because I was a female, I didn’t get the raises.”

How could we stop the kind of discrimination Sandra and millions of
women across the nation constantly confronted? The answer, for many
feminists, rested with the passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA),
which would guarantee equality in the Constitution. First introduced
in 1923, the amendment, waxing and waning for more than fifty years,
finally seemed on the brink of passage in the late 1970s. With congressio-
nal approval behind it, the ERA needed state ratification.

Immediately the right wing mobilized to prevent this renewed “threat”
to our nation. Falwell swore with all his heart “to bury the Equal Rights
Amendment once and for all in a deep, dark grave.” Phyllis Schlafly and
her Stop the ERA committee lasered in on the southern states with care-
fully concocted tactics designed to scare women into opposition. They
painted dark pictures of unisex bathrooms filled with male predators
lurking behind stalls, of women losing their children in divorce, of being
drafted into combat (later discredited), and, stripped of all the protections
accorded the “weaker sex,” becoming “abject slaves” of their men. On June
30, 1982, the final deadline date for approval, the ERA still remained three
states short of ratification, ensuring its defeat.

And, as Reagan had promised in his evil empire speech, he targeted
reproductive rights. Already the process of chipping away had begun: the
Hyde Amendment in 1976 prohibited federal funds from being used for
abortions. But Reagan went further; he instituted the Global Gag Rule in
1984, banning even the mention of abortion in any women’s clinic, here
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or abroad, receiving federal funds. This turned children and women into
pawns of Reagan’s ideological agenda.

With the president’s blessing, the 1989 Webster v. Reproductive Health
Services decision declared life to begin at conception. Immediately states
drafted new laws requiring parental notification of abortion for minors
and spousal consent for married women; some laws required women to be
tested so the viability of the fetus could be determined, and others man-
dated a specific waiting period.

“It’s simple—if you could afford to have children, you could have an
abortion,” Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist Herblock commented wryly.
Poor women, many of them women of color, now faced a “damned if you
do, damned if you don’t” bind. Severely limited in their ability to obtain
abortion services and cut off from vital support programs, many ended up
on welfare. And then were condemned for it.
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WELFARE QUEENS,
HERCULEAN WOMEN,
AND SEX-STARVED
STALKERS

« Every woman is one man away from welfare!” declared Johnnie Till-
mon, chair of the National Welfare Rights Organization, in 1972.
“Welfare’s like a traffic accident, it can happen to anybody . . . but espe-
cially it happens to women,” she said, explaining why welfare is a woman’s
issue. “There’s a lot of lies that male society tells about welfare mothers;
that [they] are immoral . . . lazy . . . misuse their welfare checks . . . spend
it all on booze and are stupid and incompetent. If people are willing to
believe these lies,” she asserted, “it’s partly because they’re just special ver-
sions of the lies that society tells about all women.”

However persuasive Tillmon’s words were, people did believe the lies,
largely because they heard them incessantly. Many aspects of welfare,
technically called Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC),
needed changing, but mostly what had to be changed were the stereotypes
surrounding it.

President Reagan’s vividly and frequently told but utterly fictional
story of a welfare queen driving a Cadillac who ripped off $150,000 from
our government through a bunch of fake IDs and four nonexistent dead
husbands became part of our national ideology about welfare.
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The pictures in our heads, journalist and political commentator Wal-
ter Lippmann believed, determine how we understand the world around
us. And this picture—the slothful, scheming, unwed woman (whose race,
unstated, was nonetheless understood to be African American)—was
reinforced constantly and consistently by the mainstream media. This
rankled many Americans. Patricia M. Smith, New York City’s First Deputy
Commissioner, who oversaw the welfare-to-work program under Mayor
Giuliani, said, “The whole idea of the welfare queen got disproportionate
attention.”

In what at best could be called sloppy reporting and at worst deliber-
ately misleading, print and television journalism from 1960 to 1994 ped-
dled rather than pulled apart the myths. They overwhelmingly portrayed
welfare recipients as African American women. A reality check of those
years would have shown something quite different: children, not single
mothers, were the largest group on welfare, and most of the women were
in fact white. And for all the hype about women having large families
in order to increase their benefits, the average size of a family of welfare
recipients actually decreased from 4 in 1969 to 2.8 in 1994, with only a tiny
percent of all welfare going to persons not entitled to it.

By demonizing welfare recipients as “welfare queens,” the new right
manipulated public opinion and framed the debate in its own terms.
Alarmingly, but not surprisingly, we’re starting to see the same rheto-
ric emerge during the present fiscal crisis. Robert Rector of the Heritage
Foundation, quoted in the February 8, 2009, New York Times, labeled the
proposed stimulus plan a “welfare spendathon” that doesn’t address “the
fundamental causes of poverty, which are low levels of work and lower
levels of marriage. They just say, ‘Give me more.””

In the same way, during Reagan’s administration, the poor economy,
the cycle of poverty, racism, even the welfare system itself—none of these
issues came under attack. Instead, the administration turned its big guns
on individual women, those with “bad values,” the deviants. Repeat-
edly, conservative pundits, joining political talkfests on shows like The
McLaughlin Group, held welfare mothers responsible for rampant drug
use and soaring crime rates.
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The U.S. War on Drugs became a cause célebre of the Reagan years,
with Nancy Reagan launching her Just Say No campaign in the early 1980s.
The widespread use of crack cocaine and the tragedy of crack-addicted
babies came in for particular outrage and moral panic. “Wizened old men
with terminal diseases”; that’s what crack babies look like, and there are
no less than 375,000 born every year—one in ten, ranted William Ben-
nett, the federal drug czar. His statistics spread like wildfire throughout
the mainstream press and created a sense of moral panic in the public
mind. Caring for crack babies would cost society a bundle; wasn’t it better
to go after the mothers, who, by taking drugs while pregnant, had caused
this problem? The administration and much of the public answered with
a resounding yes.

Reacting to these sweeping anxieties, some twenty states began arrest-
ing mothers for the crime of transferring illicit drugs to a minor. Scape-
goating is what sociologists Harry Levine and Craig Reinarman called
it—turning national attention away from economic inequalities and injus-
tices while allowing our conservative administration to pay lip service to
law and order. Prison construction boomed, and under harsh new drug-
sentencing laws, the incarcerated population jumped by more than one
million between 1980 and 2000. The number of incarcerated women, the
fastest-growing population, increased by 592 percent during roughly the
same period.

The “drug crisis” became another stake on which to burn women.
Welfare mothers were juxtaposed against the real Americans, the moral
Americans who railed against feminism and abortion.

As for the crack baby, it turned out to be more of a media phenomenon
than a medical one. The research correcting Bennett’s mistaken infor-
mation didn’t get nearly as much attention as the mistake itself had, but
in the early 1990s, doctors—even those who’d originally thought these
babies, if they survived, would have compromised lives—now said “their
average developmental functioning is normal.” Dr. Claire Coles, studying
the problem, said the crack baby became a “media myth” in part because
crack is not used by “people like us.” In fact, only recently, in January 2009,
under such headings as “The Epidemic That Wasn't,” have newspapers like
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the New York Times published the results of longitudinal studies showing
cocaine to have only a minimal effect on the fetus.

If the values of the welfare mother who didn’t work but stayed home
with her kids came in for censure, so did the values of the working mom
who—so the story went—selfishly abandoned her family for her own gain,
without a thought of how her children would suffer.

Throughout the 1980s we were bombarded with what authors Susan J.
Douglas and Meredith M. Michaels call “children in peril stories.” Threats
loomed everywhere. Cases of child abuse at day care centers, murderous
nannies, runaway teens, and pregnant adolescents turned into “epidem-
ics,” sure signs of family deterioration threatening the fabric of society.

Of course molested or troubled children deserve our attention, but the
media obsession with these issues, while ignoring stories about the thir-
teen to fifteen million American children during those years who went to
bed hungry each night, after hunger had been basically eliminated in the
1970s, is nothing short of bizarre. Was it because reporting on the shock-
ing prevalence of severe malnutrition not in a third-world country but
right here in Boston and Appalachia might pressure our government to
reinstate food programs, while sensationalized stories of honey causing
sudden infant death syndrome and razors hidden in Halloween candies
only induced guilt and fear in individual women? Maybe.

I vividly remember one mother who picked her daughter up after my
son’s tenth Halloween birthday party in 1988 saying, “I'm taking all the
candy to New York Hospital to have it x-rayed before I give it to her,” and
another horrified that we’d let the kids bob for apples because they could
contract AIDS from each other’s saliva. Both ordinarily sane and sensible
women, they’d gotten caught up in that month’s media-induced panic
with its everpresent subtext of what Douglas and Michaels refer to as the
“risks and costs of feminist-inspired motherhood.”

A 1987 Fortune cover story, “Who’s Taking Care of the Children?” did
its part to pull the rug out from under working moms:

The first heady, breaking-new-ground phase of the social experiment
called dual-career parenting seems to be ending. In its place: a more
reflective, and troubling stage. More and more parents are asking
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whether the higher salary, bigger title or extra professional recognition
can make up for leaving a toddler in tears each morning or returning

to a teen who is hurt and angry each night.

What about the majority of toddlers who weren’t in tears each morn-
ing? Or the teens who weren’t hurt and angry each night? They’re not men-
tioned in this piece. Instead we learn of a recent Stanford University study
revealing heightened anxieties husbands feel about their children if their
wives are in the workforce. “A stay-at-home wife seems to insulate hus-
bands from some of the stress,” said the psychologist who conducted the
research.

And while the article presents plenty of “experts” predicting poor devel-
opment in children who are in group day care, were hardly told about all
the studies, like the one by noted Harvard psychologist Dr. Jerome Kagan,
finding no difference between the children, even those who entered day
care as early as three and a half months old, in bonding or attachment to
their mothers than those raised exclusively at home. Or of pediatrician and
psychologist Mary Howell’s ten-year review of the literature: “[The] more
closely children of working mothers are studied, the more they appear just
like the children of mothers who are not employed,” Dr. Howell said. “The
main differences appear to be positive. . . . Children with two employed
parents are less likely than children who have only an employed father to
make sex-stereotypical assumptions about male/female roles and are more
likely to be independent.”

During these same years, my own investigation, for a book I was writ-
ing, of nearly one thousand working mothers from diverse backgrounds
found them to be almost uniformly concerned and thoughtful about their
children. Nowhere did I see evidence of the hard-driving, self-absorbed
career woman, the kind the media loved to lambaste, who’d handcuff her
kids to the playpen if that was the only way she could get to an important
meeting.

The women in my study overwhelmingly believed their work had a pos-
itive effect on their children. When asked to give advice to other working
mothers, Kathy, an advertising executive from Wisconsin, said, “Remem-
ber there’s no one right way to do this. Just keep in mind how much your



68 Sexism in America

sons and daughters will benefit from having you as a role model, how
much more you can give to them.”

Contrary to the stereotypes, other working women had similarly self-
less and child-centered thoughts and advice:

I love having something to talk about with my kids at the end of
the day. I listen proudly to what they accomplished, and they listen
proudly to me.

Hug a lot. Don’t make mountains out of molehills. Have a sense of
humor.

Talk to your children. Tell them you won’t always make the right deci-
sions and choices but that you're always trying to do what’s best. It’s

how they’ll learn and grow.

Enjoy the adventure and, above all, be able to laugh with your children

and at yourself when things go wrong.

I believe you can have all you want, but not all at the same time; it’s
not instantaneous, it requires hard work and patience. It’s been five
years [of being a working mother], and I can finally say I am comfort-
able and can begin adding to my life materially, educationally, and
spiritually.

Reading through these interviews even after so many years, I can still
feel a palpable sense of energy, enthusiasm, optimism, and, most of all,
realism. These women saw themselves as pioneers and groundbreakers,
negotiators and planners, not as superhuman overachievers.

Still, the myth of the supermom, an expression of society’s ambiva-
lence and anxieties over women’s changing roles, served as a prod to the
19.5 million working mothers in the mid-1980s. The message beamed out
at us from every supermarket line. If you worked, you needed to compen-
sate by excelling at all things—June Cleaver, Mary Kay, and Sophia Loren
rolled into one ultrafabulous woman.
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We've all read about some version of her—the woman who works all
day, then comes home to color-coordinate her three children’s drawers
before sitting down with them to write a play the youngest can perform
in his preschool talent show, and, with only twenty minutes before dinner,
cooks a Daniel Boulay-level meal. The whole family eats together while
discussing the upcoming presidential campaign—a debate continuing
until she reads each child a different bedtime story and cuddles them to
sleep, so she can spend some quality time with her husband.

As Laurel Parker West noted in her paper “Soccer Moms and Wel-
fare Queens,” “The implication that women who want it all must do it
all—work for pay, keep the house, raise the kids, nurture the marriage”
set an impossible standard for working mothers, in effect dooming them
to failure. And once again, failure would be their fault, feminism’s fault,
rather than the fault of recalcitrant, unenlightened public policies.

Yet, flying in the face of all these pressures, a simple fact emerged:
women enjoyed their multilayered lives. Mainstream magazines of the
mid-1980s such as Parents published research showing that “the more
roles the women had, the greater their sense of self-esteem. They felt more
competent and proud of what they had achieved and they believed their
lives were more interesting and satisfying.” Ladies’ Home Journal threw
its considerable weight on the side of working mothers with this research:
“[W]hen asked if they’d continue to work even if they didn’t need the pay-
check, 53 percent of employed moms said they’d stay on the job.”

By 1986, a majority of women with children under the age of three were
in the workforce, composing a sizable demographic to support policies
for working families. The political right and their courtiers in the media
needed to put a kibosh on their potential power. Having so recently drawn
a portrait of the supermom, they proceeded now to give her a black eye.
Soon the buzz filled our ears about the supermom syndrome: irritability,
fatigue, impatience, messing up at home and at work.

This is the fate that befalls J. C. Wiatt (Diane Keaton), the corporate
iron maiden of Baby Boom, when she “inherits” Elizabeth, a baby girl,
from a distant relative. Before this calamity, J.C. and her equally driven
boyfriend coexisted in an orderly, detached relationship. Lovemaking is
allotted a full five minutes, squeezed in between evening work hours.
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The appearance of the baby ends life as J.C. knows it. Her boyfriend
moves out, and J.C., who can close a multimillion-dollar deal, can’t figure
out how to close a diaper. As love for Elizabeth finally awakens the heart
within the steely breast, ].C.’s mind turns to pabulum. She’s distracted at
work and commits the cardinal mistake of bringing Elizabeth to the office.
Her chance at partnership is nil, her high-profile client, Food Chain, is
taken from her.

Undaunted, J.C. moves to a sixty-five-acre farm in Vermont. There she
discovers love with Cooper, the town veterinarian, and proves herself to
be a domestic diva. Her natural baby-food label becomes so spectacularly
successful that Food Chain wants to buy it from her for a whopping three
million. But thrilled as J.C. is to be “back in the game,” she strides back
into the boardroom only to reject the offer.

This is a pivotal moment in the movie. ].C. has a chance to blast all the
smug former coworkers who’d mercilessly penalized her for Elizabeth. But
she cops out. Tearfully, she tells the room full of pompous males about her
new love and Elizabeth’s happiness in Vermont. All is motherhood and
romance. At last, she’s become a natural woman, pure as the baby food
she’s producing. In the final scene, J.C. sits in a rocking chair reading to
her daughter, curled up in her lap. Floral patterns on the walls and sofas
complete the bucolic fantasy. Order and serenity have been restored to a
life gone awry.

With J.C. nesting away in Vermont, the corporate culture has no rea-
son to change. It’s working mothers who have to accommodate, so unless
you can afford acres of pastoral plenty and have a bunch of old family
recipes up your sleeve, you're pretty much toast.

And that was fine with the hawkers of the supermom syndrome.
They never had much sympathy for working moms, who presumably
had brought their problems on themselves. It was far easier to stig-
matize the whole lot as a bunch of self-involved, ambitious shrews
than to acknowledge the majority of mothers stuck in low-paying,
low-satisfaction jobs, having a tough time keeping it all together. The
syndrome was a problem only because it presumably had a negative
and lasting impact on a woman’s children, dooming them to grow up
pitifully unloved and permanently damaged.
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Bad as a working mother might be, the single, childless career woman
threatened the very soul of decent family folk. In 1987’s Fatal Attraction
Alex Forrest (Glenn Close), a successful editor, becomes infatuated with
New York lawyer Dan Gallagher (Michael Douglas) after they have a fero-
ciously passionate weekend affair. But when Dan refuses to see her again,
the heat of Alex’s fervor soars to the danger zone; she begins to stalk him.

Alex presumably is the quintessential woman of the 1980s. Sexually
liberated and with an independent career, she’s feminism’s daydream.
Except, of course, she’s a nightmare. She’s completely fixated on Dan, but
even more so on his family. It’s what she wants. And when she spies on the
family all happily together, it literally makes her sick. Her obsession esca-
lates into madness, her capacity for ruthlessness evident when she boils
the family’s pet rabbit alive on their kitchen stove.

Beth (Anne Archer), Dan’s wife, tells her, “If you come near my family
again, I'll kill you.” And after a goose-bump-inducing scene in the bath-
room, she does. Beth, whose name conjures up Louisa May Alcott’s char-
acter, the embodiment of sweet domesticity, vanquishes Alex, the mascu-
linized, aggressively toxic career woman.

Alex revved up such feelings of hatred in audiences watching the movie
they screamed “Kill the bitch!” when she appeared. “[It] causes working
women to reassess their lives, especially single working women,” wrote
film critic Emanuel Levy.

But nothing got to single women like the angst created by “The Mar-
riage Crunch,” Newsweek’s doom-and-gloom cover story in 1986 giving
women who were still unwed at age thirty a 20 percent chance of tying the
knot. Those over forty? Forget about it. You were more likely to be killed
by a terrorist than to walk down the aisle.

Like so many stories geared to alarm women, this one had little hard
evidence behind it. (Twenty years later, Newsweek admitted it got the num-
bers completely wrong.) But that didn’t stop the story from earning raging
headlines and “breaking news” coverage at the time. Initially women felt
panicky and anxious; then, for many, resentment set in.

Laurie Aronson Starr, a happy single woman who enjoyed her career,
travel, and a wide circle of friends, recalled reading the piece. “The statis-
tics made me very angry. . . . Basically they kind of discounted me,” she
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said. “I wasn’t a person. And I felt I had a [meaningful] life. And it really
made me mad.”

REAGAN’S VICTORY—AGAIN—IN 1984 surprised and frustrated feminists.
For the first time in our history a woman, Geraldine Ferraro, ran for vice
president, on the Democratic ticket headed by Walter Mondale.

Some political analysts attributed Reagan’s win to his “good news
only” campaign. He’d earned himself the moniker “the Teflon president”
because a newly manipulated media kept anything negative from sticking
to him. Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative, known as Star Wars, signaled
the largest military buildup during peace of any president before him and
appealed to those Americans fearful of attack from the “evil empire.” Add
to that the usual sound bites of a strong economy and no new taxes, and it
amounted to a winning ticket.

By contrast, Mondale’s campaign appeared grim and pessimistic; he
didn’t back off from the need to raise taxes and suffered for it. How much
of his defeat related to his running mate remains unclear, but certainly
the negative reaction Ferraro encountered suggests that it was a factor.
Writing after the election, she confessed to having been unprepared for
“the depth of the fury, the bigotry and the sexism [her] candidacy would
unleash.”

The conservative ascendancy, with its cynical heralding of rugged
individualism and antiwoman cast, prevailed through the 1980s into
the presidency of George H. W. Bush. For many of us the darkest days
came during the confirmation hearings of Clarence Thomas for the
Supreme Court seat vacated by esteemed civil rights leader Thurgood
Marshall. Concerns about Thomas’s experience and intellectual suit-
ability for the position were forgotten when Anita Hill—an African
American attorney like Thomas—came forward to charge Thomas
with making uninvited and inappropriate sexual remarks to her over
a course of years when they worked together at the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission. Before the Senate Judiciary Committee and
a rapt television audience, Thomas balked at the charges. In a voice
boiling with anger, he claimed to be a victim of a “high-tech lynching
for uppity blacks.”
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The hearings sent seismic waves through the American public. Debate
raged over whom to believe. It spilled out from the op-ed pages and uni-
versities to restaurants and street corners. Friends and colleagues walked
away from each other baffled and dismayed. So many men, including the
all-male senate committee, didn’t understand the seriousness of Anita
Hill’s complaints. Women, overwhelmingly, did.

Listening to Hill’s testimony catapulted me back fifteen years to a job I
took in graduate school administering a financial aid program for a large
university. Routinely, maybe three or four times a week, Ed Jones, my
supervisor, a married man with children, would call me into his office, tell
me to sit down, and reel off a series of suggestive and sexual remarks, inev-
itably followed by “When are you going to go to bed with me?” I dreaded
going into his office. Every time I asked him to stop, he laughed me off. I
lost sleep over it, but I never told anyone, not even Susan, my office mate,
who would become a lifelong friend. Finally things got so bad I left the job,
not happily and certainly not unscathed.

Four days into the Thomas-Hill episode, Susan called me: “I have some-
thing to ask you,” she said, her voice low and raspy. “When we worked
together, did Ed Jones ever hit on you?”

I drew in my breath. “All the time.”

“He did it to me, too. All the time.”

Fifteen years plus one courageous woman. That’s what it took for close
friends finally to confront the degradation responsible for shaping and
scarring our earliest work experiences.

Soon I began hearing from other friends about hushed, long-ago inci-
dents far worse than my own. Janet’s superior at the graphic design com-
pany where she worked constantly groped her. In desperation she com-
plained to the head of the firm, who accused her of “not being a team
player,” told her she “should be flattered,” and then fired her. Then there
was Marie, a marketing executive whose boss came into her office one
night and began to unzip his fly. Certain he planned to rape her, she picked
up the phone to call building security. She, too, lost her job.

How can I explain the cloak of silence we draped around these sto-
ries? Shame, anger, overwhelming powerlessness, and, I think, resignation
sealed our lips. Wasn’t this what we, women, had to endure if we wanted to
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be part of the workforce? Wasn’t this what we always got? Had to expect?
Should’ve expected? We didn’t know the words to describe it or the ways
to stop it. Until the Thomas-Hill incident homeschooled the nation in
sexual harassment, most of us didn’t even realize that Title IX had made
it illegal.

Senators who’d been uncertain about Thomas now flocked to prevent
him from being brought down by a woman. The sexual harassment scan-
dal actually sealed his nomination. He went on to become one of the most
conservative, antiabortion justices on the bench, Hill to become an inspir-
ing figure for women. Her testimony sparked a surge of female assertive-
ness. With nationwide studies confirming widespread sexual harassment
on the job, women pressed their schools and offices to take a tough stand
against it. Institutions feeling increasingly queasy about accusations of
indifference rushed to get the mandated policies in place. They held work-
shops and designated “point persons” trained to hear complaints.

In a peculiar but not surprising twist, the popular motion picture
Disclosure (1994) turned sexual exploitation in the workplace on its
head. Meredith (Demi Moore), a rapacious corporate-climbing predator,
attempts to seduce the unsuspecting VP of Production, Tom (Michael
Douglas). When he rejects her thigh-throttling advances, she yells
“harassment,” effectively isolating Tom in the company, nearly ruining
his future, and enlivening Fatal Attraction-like fears in the hearts of
men. Career women are, at bottom, nastily ambitious was the clear mes-
sage, and if they don’t outright kill you, for sure theyre going to humili-
ate and topple you.

Trying to strike as many blows as possible against women’s liberation,
the (George H. W.) Bush administration busily promoted itself up as the
avatars of so-called family values. Vice President Dan Quayle, taking on
this mantle, attacked the fictitious television character Murphy Brown for
becoming a single mother. It was women like Brown, he claimed, who
were responsible for our nation’s “poverty of values. . . . [T]The anarchy and
lack of structure in our inner cities,” he claimed, “are testament to how
quickly civilization falls apart when the family foundation cracks.”

Quayle’s wife, Marilyn, boasted of a Republican party representing
those “women who do not want to be liberated from their essential natures
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as women.” And to prove that, President Bush in 1991 vetoed the Family
and Medical Leave Act, wiping out nine years of work by over one hun-
dred different groups.

Thousands of women, like my colleague Kristen, pregnant at the time,
found themselves caught between the proverbial rock and hard place: they
had to leave either their jobs or their infants. And Bush’s press secretary
Marlin Fitzwater’s totally out-of-touch advice to those unhappy with their
companies’ polices to “look for other jobs” only underscored their plight.
They needed to hold onto the jobs they had. What it boiled down to was
this: a great many moms, single as well as married, couldn’t afford to risk
their positions by staying out of work too long, but neither did they want
to be away from their babies during those first exhausting and deliriously
wonderful weeks.

Bush’s veto had effectively taken away any viable choice for the major-
ity of working mothers across America. And Kristen, with a husband still
in graduate school, found herself back at her desk three weeks after giving
birth. “I'd look down and see two wet spots on my blouse, where the milk
had leaked through,” she remembered, “and it took every bit of effort not
to burst into tears.”

Down but Certainly Not Out

The blue Thunderbird plunges to oblivion. My students gasp; a couple are
teary. We're at the end of Thelma & Louise, the 1991 film about a buddy
road trip gone hideously off course. When we first meet Louise (Susan
Sarandon), she is a tough-talking waitress with a painful secret in her past.
Thelma (Geena Davis) is a childlike wife married to a mistreating human
slug. The women deserve a weekend of fun.

As the two embark on their getaway, symbols of male hegemony
abound. Huge trucks overtake them; telephone poles, like phalluses, line
and constrain their path. But actual male domination is rendered real
in the form of a parking-lot rape. From that scene forward, Thelma and
Louise’s ongoing attempts to revenge male cruelty push them closer to
their certain fate. Yes, the women have grown strong; yes, their friendship
is wonderful to see. But to what end? As the final cut shows, these two
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victims of male abuse will never have their day in court. Encircled by a
caravan of police cars stretching far and wide around them, Thelma and
Louise reach the devastating conclusion: there is no place in America for
women who resist male supremacy.

When Thelma & Louise came out it was considered by many joyful
critics to symbolize a movement bombarded into retreat. In reality the
reverse proved true. Invigorated and focused by the attacks from the right,
the feminist agenda actually matured and strengthened in many respects
during the 1980s and early 1990s.

NOW?’s membership, fueled by the battle for ratification of the ERA,
grew from 55,000 in 1977 to 210,000 in 1982. Lobbying for the amend-
ment translated into key political skills. In the midterm election held in
1982, nine women became U.S. senators, more than twice the number of
women already there.

The same dynamic came into play with abortion. “Pro-life” protests,
hitting pay dirt with the Webster decision of 1989, unwittingly sparked a
remarkable outpouring of support for pro-choice organizations, putting
the women’s movement back in the news. Membership in organizations
like the National Abortion Rights Action League (NARAL), committed
to keeping abortion legal, soared. In addition to women, now men were
suddenly fearful about the loss of reproductive rights and became so vocal
that the media, several months after Webster, noted a decided shift in favor
of pro-choice candidates and sentiments.

The more preachers on the right blasted women for abandoning their
so-called predetermined biological roles as full-time mothers, the more
determined women became to carve out for themselves different and
additional kinds of experiences. During the late 1970s and throughout the
1980s the women’s movement expanded its focus to address many of the
issues faced by women of color, including high infant and maternal mor-
tality and ghettoized housing and racism.

Looking back on the National Women’s Conference held in Hous-
ton in 1987, Anna Quidlen remembered the “fierce sense of purpose and
focus” and the “diversity of the delegates in terms of ethnicity, race, age
and political affiliation.”
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Oppression, expressed through a range of voices and documented by
different experiences, burst onto the literary scene. Eloquent, often angry;,
but always on target, the writings of African American, Native American,
Chicana, and Asian American women were collected in the 1981 anthol-
ogy This Bridge Called My Back. Novelists like Amy Tan, Toni Morrison,
and Louise Erdrich brought expanded and compelling versions of femi-
nism to the American public.

And while the press couldn’t give enough airtime to such prominent
conservative theorists as Phyllis Schlafly and Sylvia Ann Hewlett, whose
book The Lesser Life damned the women’s movement for “revil[ing] moth-
ers and children,” feminists were busy lobbying for better, affordable
child care, family leave, and an end to discrimination against pregnant
women.

What feminists wanted for women went far deeper than syrupy and
vacuous Mother’s Day rhetoric. “Show, don’t tell,” the proverbial advice
given to writers, had an important application to feminist work. Real
respect for women meant giving them agency and rights. As the title of
Aileen S. Kraditor’s book suggests, women needed to get Up from the
Pedestal.

The Displaced Homemaker Network, providing counseling and job
skills for women who because of death, divorce, or other changes in cir-
cumstance had to make the transition from stay-at-home moms to paid
workers, fought to establish a permanent voice in Washington, D.C.

Lesbians still faced extraordinary challenges in being granted equality
but managed to win the right to have domestic partnerships legally recog-
nized in at least seven cities. Organizations dedicated to the needs of older
women, women with disabilities, battered women, and the growing new
population of women with AIDS sprang up all over the map.

Both ecofeminism, which emphasizes environmental concerns, and
global feminism, a movement to support women’s struggles around the
world, got their start in the 1980s and are still vibrant today. And labor
feminists, working with the Service Employees International Union
(SEIU), scored important victories organizing home-care workers and
university clerical workers at numerous well-known schools. Bank tellers
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from Minnesota, who picketed in frigid weather after the bank’s president
denied their requests for promotions with a dismissive “We are not all
equal, you know,” attracted media attention and inspired campaigns to
unionize women in the insurance and banking industries.

As feminism moved to Main Street, its message that women could
lead lives unrestricted by preconceived gender notions resonated widely.
Groups like the YWCA and the Girl Scouts of America added programs
to empower girls, enabling them to explore a range of possibilities for their
futures. Activist organizations became accepted—and we thought then—
enduring features of our political, economic, and social landscape.

In terms of the women’s movement, author Susan Faludi was right to
call the 1980s the “backlash years,” but they should also be known as the
“push-back years,” for feminists mounted an impressive resistance against
those who tried to sabotage their rights.
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THE MIXED BAG OF
BILL CLINTON

During the 1992 presidential campaign, whenever the polls showed
George H. W. Bush slipping against his rival Bill Clinton, the
Republicans threw darts at Clinton’s wife. Their long list of Hillary Rod-
ham Clinton’s deficits included using her maiden name, her failure to bake
chocolate chip cookies, and her outspoken independence. But what really
enraged them? According to Alessandra Stanley, writing in the New York
Times on August 21, 1992, it was her career. She had worked full-time
while being a mother. “An unwifely feminist,” a Cruella de Vil with a law
degree. It not only set her apart from other first ladies, it just about dis-
qualified her for the role.

Many women—a good chunk of them among the 56 percent in the
workforce—apparently rejected these slurs; they gave more votes to Clin-
ton than to Bush, if only by a small margin.

For a lot of feminists the election signaled a new era of tangible politi-
cal power. “More than half a century after women were granted the vote,
a female block emerged; women were more likely to vote Democrat than
Republican, favoring a greater governmental role in social services, men
wanting less,” reported historians Carole Ellen DuBois and Lynn Dum-
neil in Through Women’s Eyes. Carol Moseley Braun took her seat as the
first African American female senator, and women gained representatives
in both the House and the Senate.

Initially, Bill Clinton didn’t disappoint. Women played conspicuous
and important roles in his government: Janet Reno, attorney general;
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Madeleine Albright, secretary of state; Ruth Bader Ginsburg, second female
member of the Supreme Court. More than 40 percent of his appointments
went to women, and his administration oversaw record funding for wom-
en’s health programs.

I remember the excitement when my colleague Kirsten called to say,
“He did it!” The “it” referred to passage of the Family and Medical Leave
Act, the first piece of legislation Clinton signed.

The most prominent of the new act’s several clauses made it manda-
tory for companies of a certain size to give both men and women at least
twelve work weeks of unpaid time off from their jobs each year for the
birth or adoption of a child or the addition of a foster child to a family.
Our next push would be for paid leave, but this constituted a good first
step to becoming a country acknowledging, understanding, and even sup-
porting the needs of mothers in the workplace.

Other successes followed. Clinton rescinded Ronald Reagan’s Global
Gag Rule and signed the Violence Against Women Act, finally recogniz-
ing domestic violence as a major public policy concern.

Then his agenda hit the skids.

His pledge to allow openly gay men and lesbian women to serve in the
armed forces collapsed like a poorly made soufflé. The Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell policy effectively said to servicemen and -women, “It’s OK to be gay,
just keep quiet about it,” and proved unappetizing to both the military
and homosexual communities. The armed forces thought the policy was
insensitive to their needs, and gays criticized it as too cautious.

As for health care reform, with its much-needed provision of univer-
sal coverage? The plan, spearheaded by Hillary’s task force, ultimately
went belly up under the well-coordinated attack from conservatives,
the American Medical Association, and the health insurance industry.
While pundits and policy wonks dissected the failed proposal, the num-
ber of uninsured Americans rose from 34.7 million to 42.6 million by
the end of the 1990s. The human faces behind these staggering num-
bers will haunt anyone who reads through the transcripts of the regional
hearings the American Cancer Society conducted during those years.
For those lacking insurance, the words second opinion and early detec-
tion are little but cruel taunts from an exclusionist world. At forty-one,
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Anna had stage four cervical cancer, a disease easily diagnosed by a pap
test, if only she could have afforded one. And Marge, terminally ill with
breast cancer, had worried for years about the lump she’d found, but the
money for a biopsy, surgery, maybe chemo—where would she get that
with three children to feed?

Next came welfare—a topic so demonized by Republican rhetoric
by the time of Clinton’s presidency that any meaningful debate on
its merits became impossible. Once he signed the reform bill in 1996
under the who-could-criticize-it title “The Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act,” the sixty-year-old safety
net for the poor fell apart. However fair the bill attempted to be, there’s
no way to see its first sentence—“Marriage is the foundation of a suc-
cessful society”—as anything other than a swipe at many of those it
presumed to help.

Welfare and work programs now became the responsibilities of indi-
vidual states, with financial incentives to reduce their caseloads. Recipi-
ents had to find work—thirty hours of it per week for parents with chil-
dren over age six—within two years or be cut off from aid. No one could
receive cash assistance for more than five years, and states could deny
benefits to women who had additional children while receiving welfare. A
patchwork of provisions helped ease the transition for welfare recipients,
and the vigorous economy did its part to enable some women to find mod-
erately well-paying jobs. Others stayed poor, desperately poor. With so
much likely to be stacked against them—Ilittle education, few employable
skills, abusive partners, limited access to child care—it’s no wonder many
women reported cutting back on or skipping meals so they wouldn’t run
out of food before the next paycheck.

That Clinton had a bellicose Republican Congress hurling a wrecking
ball into all his social policies didn’t give him a pass in the eyes of many
feminists. His welfare “reforms” signaled a betrayal. “He was the man we
hoped would bring back social responsibility, a sense of community to our
country,” one of my colleagues said, her voice filled with disappointment.
Instead, he’d taken a page from the GOP handbook with unfettered indi-
vidualism written all over it. Patricia Ireland, then the president of NOW,
led a hunger strike protesting the new law. NOW activists joined hundreds
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of others picketing in front of the White House in what they called a Hun-
gry for Justice campaign.

Clinton’s veto of a bill outlawing dilation and extraction, a type of
rare late-term abortion approved by numerous organizations including
the American Nurses Association, helped to redeem his image with many
women, but it set him on a crash course with Republicans who vowed to
end this kind of abortion in any way they could. And though few of us
realized it at the time, Clinton, with his sexual escapades, had as much as
tied himself to the train tracks.

THROUGHOUT 1998 WE began hearing about an alleged relationship
between Clinton and a young White House intern, Monica Lewinsky. The
steamy media spectacle that ensued refused to budge; it squatted like a
toad on the public consciousness, kept there by a press wallowing in the
smutfest.

But even when the president confirmed the validity of reports, most
of the women I knew abstained from judgment, taking an “If Hillary
doesn’t care, why should we?” attitude. Interestingly, at the time, Hill-
ary, in the role of the poor deceived wife standing by her man, won far
greater support than Hillary the would-be policy maker. Her approval
ratings soared.

Of course many of us responded with outrage, deploring Bill’s woman-
izing, his appalling inappropriateness, his inability to “keep it zipped”—
but impeach him for it? You've got to be kidding! One of my friends hung
a sign in his office reading It’s the Nation’s Welfare, Stupid. Still, Newt
Gingrich, House speaker and determined foe of everything Clintonian,
steamrolled ahead, putting substantial resources into the search for snip-
pets of titillating evidence against the president.

Known feminists and women politicians whose opinions hadn’t been
sought on any number of issues, from gun control to minimum wage,
suddenly became grist for the media mill. The press hammered high-pro-
file women who refused to call for Clinton’s impeachment, calling them
hypocrites, opportunists, and worse. When former congresswoman Eliza-
beth Holtzman, appearing on Chris Matthews’s Hardball, wouldn't label
Clinton’s behavior as sexual harassment because Lewinsky was a con-
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senting adult, another guest, Michael Barone, senior Washington editor
for Reader’s Digest, likened the women’s movement to prostitution. And
Larry King invoked Hitler’s name when Patricia Ireland, on CNN, argued
against overturning the election—especially one determined by women—
because of Clinton’s irresponsible behavior.

Feminist theorists Andrea Dworkin, Susan Brownmiller, and Barbara
Ehrenreich all spoke out against the president. But many other advocates
of women’s rights, while condemning his actions, expressed deep concern
about an ultraconservative agenda. Numerous leaders of the women’s
movement put out a joint press release in 1998:

We are witnessing a relentless campaign—both inside and outside the
government—to hound President Clinton out of office. . . . And some
of those who are leading the charge . . . are among the worst foes of
women’s rights. The opponents of the President have a political agenda

that will harm women long after the scandal has faded from the front

pages.

For certain, Clinton’s scorecard on women’s issues hadn’t been per-
fect, yet he’d done more for us than any president in recent memory. His
unfinished program, including raising the minimum wage, ensuring pay
equity, giving twenty-one billion dollars to child care initiatives, expand-
ing health services for women, and numerous antipoverty remedies, lay
fallow in a Congress totally preoccupied with reaping the political rewards
of the revelatory semen-stained dress.

And it was preoccupied. And partisan—splashing the secret grand
jury testimony all over the news, rushing to publish the report of inde-
pendent counsel Kenneth Starr well before the decision to proceed with
impeachment hearings had been reached. The moralizing right, wring-
ing its hands over Clinton’s salacious behavior, simply couldn’t get
enough of it. Peculiarly, they wanted the public to join in their voyeuris-
tic orgy—445 pages filled with sexually explicit language and X-rated
descriptions.

When Hillary Clinton, in the midst of the Lewinsky scandal, claimed
“a vast right-wing conspiracy” had been against her husband since his
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election, most Americans shrugged it off. And while there was no coordi-
nated, top-to-bottom plot, she wasn’t that far off the mark.

The reports of numerous esteemed journalists described a well-
financed, organized, conservative attack machine bent on destroying pro-
gressive candidates and policies. David Brock’s bestselling tell-all Blinded
by the Right revealed how he received huge sums from firebrands of the
right to trample truth in a brazen but highly successful smear campaign
against Bill Clinton. And Anita Hill. And Hillary. (That Brock’s exposé of
A-list conservative participation in these nefarious schemes didn’t result
in any slander or libel suits against him goes far to affirm the validity of
his charges.)

Still in the future were the damning disclosures about Clinton’s leer-
ing enemies: Henry Hyde, head of the Judiciary Committee, responsible
for deciding whether to refer Clinton’s case to the House for impeach-
ment proceedings, had a long affair with a mother of three, ending her
marriage, although not his own. And Newt Gingrich took time out from
self-righteously megaphoning his disgust at Clinton’s behavior to have sex
with a young congressional aide. Quite likely, the Peeping Toms on the
right went after Clinton as a way to expiate their own guilt.

The disproportionate attention given to l'affaire Lewinsky—the for-
mal impeachment ceremony, the public shaming of the president—was
a definite and deliberate attempt to draw the public together by casting
Clinton as a deviant. Clinton’s serial womanizing became a wonderfully
suited launching pad from which to rocket off a newly fueled “family val-
ues” agenda. See what happens in a marriage when a wife works outside
the home? See what happens to a country embracing debauchery instead
of morality? demanded the outraged and often hypocritical voices of
Washington.

When the Senate voted against convicting Clinton in 1999, the major-
ity of Americans—according to the polls—expressed relief. More than
forty million taxpayer dollars had been spent, attention to important
issues diverted, precious legislative time squandered.

Most of us didn’t realize at the time how much all the brouhaha sur-
rounding the impeachment hearings emboldened and played into the
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hands of the political right and their champions in the media. But we were
going to find out soon enough.

Finding Our Way in the Millennium

As the new century turned, Americans felt optimistic and secure about their
futures. The 1993 World Trade Center bombing, never evoking deep feelings
of vulnerability, had begun to fade in memory. The U.S. embassy bombings
in East Africa five years later, while horrific, didn’t seem a direct threat to
U.S. citizens, and the attack on the Cole was still ten months away.

As much as Clinton’s detractors had painted dire scenarios of a nation
plunged into ruin, by the end of the 1990s life had improved considerably
for the majority of Americans. Daring to raise taxes, Clinton had helped
close the budget deficit. He left a budget surplus of $127 billion, projected
to swell to $5 trillion over the next ten years.

America had more jobs than we’d had for decades. “Between 1992 and
2000 U.S. companies added 32 million workers to their payrolls, driving
unemployment to a 30-year low. Productivity—the amount produced per
worker—responsible for higher wages, soared. By the end of Clinton’s term
it was rising faster than ever before in our history,” according to economist
Paul Krugman.

For the first time since the 1960s, poverty rates declined. Families
finally had a chance to break free of the generational stranglehold keeping
them down. Two especially vulnerable groups—children under eighteen
and single mothers, particularly those with young children—saw a sub-
stantial increase in their standard of living from 1989 to 1999.

More jobs and more money translated into a healthier society. Serious
crime, including sexual assault, dropped dramatically. The availability
of new treatments for breast cancer resulted in a higher survival rate for
women with the disease, although better outcomes for white women than
black pointed to the need for more funding. The death rates from lung,
prostate, and colorectal cancers also dipped.

Not surprisingly, there were fewer teen pregnancies occurring in all
states and among young women of all ages, races, and ethnicities. This
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trend, as a study on youth risk behavior from 1991 to 2001 made clear,
resulted from improved contraceptive availability and practices.

High school sex education was at an all-time high. Those of us who
taught adolescents told them straight out: there’s only one sure way to
avoid pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases—no sexual inter-
course. But being realists, we spent hours in workshops learning how to
talk with teens about sex and how to teach contraception. Then we took
our show on the road, meeting with small groups of students, excusing
those whose families opted out of the program. With plastic models at
the ready, we demonstrated how to use both male and female condoms.
The bravehearts among the faculty play-acted ways to say no and ways to
say yes safely. Our mantra: “Don’t die from embarrassment.” And similar
scenarios played out all over the country.

Women’s groups scored impressive victories in getting more insurance
companies to cover contraception, making it widely available to those
who wanted it. And in what might have served as a public policy lesson
for future administrations, abortion rates plunged under the watch of
our first pro-choice president. By the end of Clinton’s presidency, 180,000
fewer abortions were performed nationwide than when he took office.

By the mid-1990s mothers of young children accounted for more than
59 percent of the workforce, and longitudinal studies of how everyone was
doing began to roll in. One, by the Society of Early Child Care, following
over a thousand children from birth to three years of age at ten different
locations in the country, confirmed earlier findings: these children ben-
efited from their mothers’ involvement in the outside world. Good child
care experiences—whether in a center or with relatives—had a positive
impact on emotional and social development.

Still, lack of a comprehensive federal policy regulating child care facili-
ties meant far too many children spent time in centers exceeding the rec-
ommended ratio of five children to one adult, but the narrowing of the
wage gender gap and a drop-oft in the number of divorces (on the uptick
until the Clinton years) meant many more families would be able to afford
quality child care than previously.

Not surprisingly, households with a better financial outlook, no matter
the source, enjoy a better quality of life. A compilation of some twenty-
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odd analyses showed no difference in marital happiness of couples with
employed and nonemployed wives, and, all other factors being equal, a
woman was generally more satisfied if she had an income. The old adage—
men don’t want their wives working—just didn’t hold up.

Even television began to reflect an increasing acceptance of female
independence. After the feisty detective-friends Cagney and Lacey were
yanked off the air in 1988 because, as one CBS executive told TV Guide,
the heroines “were too harshly women’s lib,” viewers in the 1990s hunting
for female characters with some oomph found two.

Roseanne, the overweight, tart-tongued working wife and mother
in the Emmy Award-winning show by the same name, struck a respon-
sive chord with women across the country as a welcome alternative to
the typical saccharine sitcom heroine. Even with her string of jobs—
cashier, telemarketer, waitress, clerk—Roseanne and her husband,
Dan, struggled constantly. Financial difficulties dogged them as they
did so many working families. But more than that—the series showed
us a world where life happened. In the face of the gritty realities of
abortion, domestic violence, and infidelity, the female characters sup-
ported one another. They weren’t afraid to speak up, sometimes at an
ear-splitting pitch, and when they did—miraculously for TV—they got
respect, not rejection.

To link Buffy, the slender, young, blond vampire slayer, with Roseanne
seems, at first glance, odd. But like Roseanne, Buffy, who vanquished the
forces of darkness, also defied existing gender stereotypes. The show’s
writer, Joss Whedon, set out to invert the Hollywood formula of “the lit-
tle blonde girl who goes into a dark alley and gets killed in every horror
movie.” He wanted his character to personify the “joy of female power:
having it, using it, sharing it.” Back in 1997, executives at Channel WB
(now home to such female-undermining series as America’s Next Top
Model, The Search for the Next Pussycat Doll, and Beauty and the Geek)
had been looking for a series empowering young women, and they picked
up the show.

Bufty’s age—she was a high school student—made her a bit young for
a superhero, but it also created a lot of her appeal. Some of her monsters
had real faces and names: Spike, Drusilla, Oz. But other demons she had
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to conquer were far more pervasive and elusive: the harrowing obstacles
confronting adolescent girls.

Sunnydale High, Buffy’s new school, may have been perched on top of
a “Hellmouth,” an entryway to evil’s domain, but every high school can be
a dangerous place for teenage girls as they try to negotiate the risky com-
plexities of their own sexuality and autonomy.

Film critic Hannah Tucker, then seventeen years old, described Buffy’s
appeal. “For some. .. [it’s the] brutal portrayal of high school . .. for others,
it’s the pop culture references . . . and for some, the lure of a Wonderbra’d
blond chick fighting vampires, and that’s fine with me. Because the basic
truth about Buffy herself is known to all who appreciate her: She’s the
intelligent, youthful hope.”

Tucker’s words could well be part of the mission statement for third-
wave feminism. The movement began in the 1990s, largely among women
in their twenties. Some took their inspiration from the activities of riot
grrrls, the music movement of punk bands like Bikini Kill and Bratmo-
bile. Others wanted to accomplish the unfinished work of the second wave:
raising the minimum wage, gaining affordable, accessible child care, fight-
ing rape and domestic violence.

But however they began, third-wavers have concerns unique to their
generation. In Manifesta, the wave’s quasi-bible, authors Jennifer Baum-
gardner and Amy Richards list “equal access to the Internet and tech-
nology, HIV/AIDS awareness, child sexual abuse, self-mutilation, eating
disorders, body image and globalization” as priorities. The movement calls
attention to the treatment of women in the army and women in prison,
two significant and often overlooked sites of inequity.

Accepting and expanding upon much accomplished by my generation,
third-wavers can be gently (and not so gently) critical of the movements
before theirs. To distance themselves from what many see as the white
middle-class centricity of the second wave, they ask: Whose Personal?
Whose Political? Their movement is widely inclusive, battling all forms
of discrimination simultaneously: sexism, racism, classism, ageism, and
homophobia. They may not have any clear-cut icons, but neither are they
a few lone cheerleaders twirling the baton of change. Over five thousand
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members form the Third Wave Foundation alone, raising money for wom-
en’s organizations around the world.

Third-wavers call to mind the chant arising from the march against the
imminent invasion of Iraq, in New York City, February 13, 2003, a month
before the spectacularly wrong-headed Shock and Awe campaign. Protest-
ing the high-handed tactics of the Bush administration, tens of thousands,
representing all races, classes, ethnicities, and ages, cried out, “This is what
democracy looks like.”

In much the same way, third-wavers working to give a better life to the
gray-haired and the bottle-blond, the sexy and the wallflower, the stay-
at-home mom and the lesbian mother, the Hollywood producer and the
factory worker, are saying loud and clear, “This is what a feminist looks
like.”

They remind us again: there is no one-size-fits-all feminism, but a unit-
ing of all politically conscious women in their quest, to use bell hooks’s
phrase, for “gender justice.”

So that was where we were at the dawning of the new millennium:
second-wavers still strong, the third wave pushing after us, all gaining
momentum, when we came crashing into something huge and formidable,
something that was, without doubt, one of the most bizarre and prophetic
episodes in American history—the election of George W. Bush.
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BUSHWINKED TO
BUSHWHACKED

y daughter Alison called me, crying. It was December 13, 2000.

She had just finished watching presidential hopeful Al Gore’s
concession speech. The outrage and disillusionment of my newly political,
idealist daughter were no greater than those of people who’d been voting
for years. In the thirty-six days since the election, the nation had gotten a
crash course in partisan politics. And it wasn’t pretty. Underneath all the
talk of butterfly ballots, hanging chads, and future career plans of Kather-
ine Harris, Florida’s secretary of state, lurked a really inconvenient truth:
Al Gore had won the popular vote and quite possibly the election, but
George W. Bush was going to be our next president.

The weeks following the election found us all riveted to the news as
teams of high-profile lawyers flocked to key Florida counties. At stake:
the right to a manual recount of ballots in counties where voting irregu-
larities and confusion might have skewed the outcome. Shouting matches,
shuffles, cries of foul play punctuated the legal proceedings. Two weeks
into the fast-developing web of suits and countersuits, Florida’s high court
ruled in favor of the Democrats by allowing the hand counts to continue.
Then came the staggering news: the U.S. Supreme Court, throwing states’
rights to the wind, agreed to hear Bush’s appeal of the Florida decision.

History will decide if the Supreme Court ruling—ordering a halt to
the recount—ranks “as the single most corrupt decision in . . . [its] his-
tory,” as famed constitutional lawyer Alan M. Dershowitz charged. The

o1
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way the justices’ votes split along partisan lines, and the tiny size of Bush’s
lead over Gore—some 286 votes out of more than 5.8 million cast, accord-
ing to estimates by the Associated Press (other sources judged the lead
to have been nine hundred votes or slightly higher)—shocked a nation
that believed in the detached impartiality of our courts. But looking at
the decision in the context of the presidential campaign, it shouldn’t have
been unexpected.

The Republican candidate, George W. Bush, was generally considered
a nice, if not particularly bright, guy. His handlers had tried to create a
steadfast cowboy persona out of the former frat boy. Like Reagan’s advis-
ers had done, Karl Rove had seen to it that the requisite ranch, in this case
in Crawford, Texas, was purchased before the election. But aside from the
Photoshopped Marlboro man image, Bush didn’t have much to recom-
mend him or give him an edge over Gore. Luckily for him, he didn’t need
much. He had the press.

All The News That’s (Un)Fit to Print

The “mediathon” is New York Times columnist Frank Rich’s term for the
24/7 barrage of what passes as news these days. The consolidation of the
news industry in the 1990s put about 90 percent of what most of us see and
read into the hands of some eleven companies, entertainment biggies like
Disney, Viacom, and Time Warner. Over the past few decades, two thirds
of independent newspapers in this country have disappeared, while one
whale of a company, Clear Channel Communications, has swallowed up
more than one thousand radio stations.

As corporations vie with each other—and the Internet—for an audi-
ence, journalists leapfrog over facts, scattering hard-nosed reporting and
critical analysis to the wind. In their mania to saturate the airways with
round-the-clock cable and talk shows, the media latches onto a snippet of
information and spins it into a sensational story, instantly morphing into
the story of the day, often of the week. Instead of communicating news,
the press, with a sharp eye to advertisers, is shaping and creating its own
version of current events.

And even though we spend endless hours surfing the Web, most of us
still learn about our world the old-fashioned way—through radio, tele-
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vision, and newspapers. But what’s new-fashioned is the press’s unprec-
edented influence over the American mind. As Gerald Levin, then chief
executive of AOL Time Warner, said, global media giants “might, in fact,
become more powerful than government.”

“The only security of all is in a free press,” the perspicacious Thomas
Jefferson said, simultaneously bequeathing a gift and a warning to the new
nation. He’d be horrified to see how compromised our once fiercely inde-
pendent press has become. Instead of presenting divergent viewpoints
vital to the survival of a democracy, the media, after the consolidation of
the 1990s, took a sharp turn to the right, nearly eclipsing objective report-
ing. It is axiomatic that corporate conglomerations will inevitably support
those candidates whose policies won’t threaten their bottom line. But the
fervor and frenzy of the new millennium press roared out of a well-oiled
attack machine, revved up (or pretending to be) over Clinton’s bad behav-
ior two years earlier. And it clamored for a regime change at home.

Clinton’s sex scandals and impeachment hearings fed the insatiable
maw of the right-wing partisans in a way few of us at the time could have
imagined. With communism no longer a menace, like-minded conser-
vatives—evangelicals and politicians—needed to focus on other devi-
ants, other threats to “American traditions and values of faith.” They
found what they were looking for, as they had before, in “radical femi-
nism,” “environmental extremists,” and the “purveyors of sex and vio-
lence”—the Clinton-Gore, soon to be the Gore-Lieberman, agenda. But
now they were newly energized with proof of “corruption at the top.”
Fearfully powerful, the right exercised a virtual chokehold on the press,
giving them unprecedented control over public discourse and effectively
flatlining dissent.

Under the tutelage of able right-wing theoreticians, the cold war
morphed into the “culture war.” This handy term, popularized by Pat
Buchanan, sprang off Republican lips to describe a largely manufactured
divide over “hot button” issues—abortion, women’s rights, gay rights,
separation of church and state, stem-cell research—allegedly splitting the
nation into two hostile camps. It wasn’t that there were several views on
these issues, or that someone might support, let’s say, gay rights but not
stem-cell research. There could be no in between, no middle ground. It
was an all-or-nothing deal.
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The political right pummeled the nation into believing an ideologi-
cal barbed wire separated the Bush and Gore camps. And as Reagan had
done, the Bushies, filled with righteous indignation, claimed to speak for
the true Americans, for those shielding our nation from “the gathering
storm” of moral decay.

Words like decadence and immorality, beaten into a platitudinous pulp
by years of right-wing usage, suddenly became animated with reveren-
tial meaning. Bush might not yet have had a proverbial bloody shirt to
wave, but he had a defiled dress, and he used it mightily. When during a
campaign speech he talked about bringing honest people to government,
people who wouldn’t “stain the house,” the American public immediately
conjured up images of Lewinsky’s semen-smeared dress. But Gore, not
Clinton, was the candidate; Republicans needed to tarnish his image, and
this put the slander-panderers in a bit of a pickle.

Before his ecowarrior days, Al Gore was Bill Clinton’s squeaky-clean
boy scout of a vice president. Happily married to his high-school sweet-
heart, Tipper, with whom he’d had four children, Gore could match his
bedrock-solid family-values credentials with any red-state candidate.

Here is where the fabulously endowed right-wing think tanks came
in. Organized and disciplined, meeting weekly to set movement priori-
ties and plan strategy, they adopted talking points for the media to use,
wittingly or not, against Gore. According to archconservative strategist
Grover Norquist, it was not good enough to win; it had to be a painful,
devastating defeat. “We’re sending a message here,” Norquist said. “It is
like when the king would take his opponent’s head and spike it on a pole
for everyone to see.”

Under the right’s onslaught, Gore allegedly became someone so
uncomfortable in his own skin that he had to inflate his achievements.
He’d lied about being used as an inspiration for the book Love Story, he’d
lied about inventing the Internet, said conservative pundits. And when
he said he’d never made either claim? He was lying about that, too. Could
a man so fake, so delusional, so filled with grandiosity, a man with such
major character flaws, be trusted as president?

A reread of the press coverage of Al Gore’s campaign is a study of mis-
quotes, misinformation, and misuse of the public trust. “Fictional,” “nasty,”
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“spun to sound like something corrupt” is how Sharon Francis, executive
director of the Connecticut River Joint Commissions, put it after reading
the distorted reports of Gore’s trip to her state.

“You can actually disprove some of what Bush is saying if you . . . get
out your calculator or you look at his record in Texas,” said Time maga-
zine columnist Margaret Carlson. “But it’s really easy and fun to disprove
Gore. As sport and as our enterprise [it’s] . . . greatly entertaining to us.”

It took Al Gore’s winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 and the disas-
trous presidency of George W. Bush for the press to issue its string of mea
culpas. “We mocked him in 2000,” confessed Bob Herbert. Why? Not
because of his politics, but because of his clothing. “In the race for the
highest office of the land, we showed the collective maturity of three-year-
olds.” Other journalists made the same admission, with the same regrets.
Back then, the defining factor of which candidate the media supported
was reduced to whom you’d rather sit next to at a barbecue.

All this—the intimidating muscle-flexing of the right, the caving in of
liberals and the left, the abysmal failure of the press to do its job—made
the Supreme Court’s decision as predictably shameful as the campaign it
ended.

In his concession speech, Gore called on the nation to end its partisan
rancor, to focus on what unites us rather than on what divides us. But he
might not have realized—most of us didn’t—that we had the great divider
headed to the White House. Consensus was not in the Republican play list.

Thanks to “barbecue journalism,” we didn’t know much about Bush’s
plans for the country. When he talked about his relationship with God,
most of us assumed he was describing private worship, not public policy.
We didn’t appreciate how the word values was really a code, telegraphing
to the Christian right his intentions to rid the country of what evangelicals
call “radical Christ-hating” feminists.

We understood, in a generalized sense, he wasn’t in favor of abortion,
but we believed Laura Bush when she said on television she didn’t think
Roe would be taken away. And some of us really bought into those cam-
paign slogans, such as “W is for Women.” Little did we realize the W stood
for Whacked. If we knew then what we know now, a lot more of us would
have been crying along with my daughter that cold December night.
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GEORGE W. BusH presided over an administration responsible for roll-
ing back women’s progress in profound and frightening ways. Much of
the assault was secretive and often hidden. “We know that life is harder,
more difficult. . .. We're struggling more and getting less of everything in
return, but we’re not sure why,” Wendy, a mother of two young children,
said. Her words were echoed in a 2006 study finding that for the first time
since the 1970s women were less happy with their lives than men. The hap-
piness gap was also found among high school students.

Researchers mulling over these results came up with a “the fault,
dear Brutus” type of explanation: we were to blame. The reason? Women
today want more, whereas in the 1970s and 1980s “they had narrower
ambitions.”

Not only is this historically inaccurate, it misses the point—an
important one made in 2007 by the Global Gender Report document-
ing the United States’ shameful slip in gender equality from twenty-
fifth to thirty-first out of 128 countries, representing 90 percent of the
world’s population. All those countries in the top twenty narrowed the
gap from the year before. This is what the researchers had hoped and
expected to find. But the United States had the ignominious distinc-
tion of going backward, beaten out by South Africa, Cuba, Namibia,
and Lesotho. It’s hard to advance our scores when we have the second-
worst rate of newborn mortality in the modern world. So if we, women,
aren’t satisfied with our lot these days, it’s not because we want more,
it’s because we're getting less—economically, educationally, politically,
and medically.

This erosion of women’s rights didn’t happen overnight. We’ve already
seen the pieces in play starting in the 1980s. Bush and his crowd didn’t
invent antiwoman attitudes, or antiwoman policies, for that matter. Sex-
ism, it’s fair to say, is America’s default setting. But without doubt, W. had
the worst record on women of any president in memory.

What’s happened to women in this country goes even deeper than
all the legal setbacks, the programs slashed, the budgets cut. Distorted
views of women pound through the popular culture and public conscious-
ness like a war drum. Unadulterated wrath against women’s progress was
unleashed (and continues to be) by numerous ultraright foundations and
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organizations, including the Sarah Scaife, Olin, Bradley, Carthage, Castle
Rock, and American Enterprise foundations. Three in particular have
been funded with the express purpose of marginalizing and demean-
ing women. The Susan B. Anthony List raises money for antichoice and
other like-minded candidates. The Claire Booth Luce Foundation targets
young women, especially on college campuses. With vitriolic attacks on
women’s studies programs and feminist initiatives, it blames all the ills of
humankind on women’s quest for independence. Bashing feminism is a
particular skill of the members as they eagerly try to erase all its gains. The
foundation woos adherents to the retrogressive agenda by generous paid
internships and mentoring programs. Conservative political activists and
right-wing analysts such as Ann Coulter and Laura Ingraham are sup-
ported while the next generation of Phyllis Schlaflys is being groomed.

The Independent Women’s Forum, whose board is stocked with Wash-
ington heavy hitters, many of whom hold prominent governmental posi-
tions, takes delight in running roughshod over feminist causes. It spends
megasums publishing antifeminist newsletters, books, and periodicals;
lobbying against affirmative action; and hyping the purported “myths” of
the gender wage gap, the glass ceiling, date rape, and domestic violence.

Back in 2000, few of us realized the extent to which neocon billion-
aire backing made certain that the most familiar and prolific political
voices were on the right, poisoning the mediasphere with antiwoman sen-
timents. The mainstream press, when it roused itself into writing about
women at all, simply circulated reports filled with misleading information
and inaccurate data, some supplied by these very foundations or by the
self-serving Bush administration. While our attention was riveted on the
traumatic events of the times, with cynicism and stealth the Bushies, by
embracing evangelical Christians, reactionary politicians, and the media
they control, wrapped misogyny in the gloss of respectability and gave it
a life of its own.

IN THE NARRATIVE of what happened between the third wave’s invigorat-
ing thrustin the 1990s and our present struggles to regain hard-won rights,
Bush’s lack of a mandate when he took office also played a significant part.
The newly anointed president needed to find legitimacy and authority.
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And he needed to pay off his political debts. As bestselling author Nina
Easton explains, “The Christian right’s sway within the Republican party
... made it an influential power broker in the neck-and-neck 2000 presi-
dential race.”

From the moment born-again Bush declared Jesus Christ to be his
favorite philosopher, evangelicals threw their large and organized grass-
roots constituency wholeheartedly behind him. This was no case of strange
bedfellows but rather of kindred sprits. Still, the speed with which Bush
took on the mantle of fundamentalist Christians smacked of payback with
a sharp eye toward expediency. As the late Molly Ivins used to say, “In
politics you've got to dance with the one that brung you.”

A newly renovated “family values” program became the creed of his
administration. It signaled Bush’s commitment to return our country to
what his supporter evangelical Jeff Robinson calls a “biblical patriarchy
that restores the male to his divinely ordained station as head of the home
and church.” When Bush called upon “All of us . . . to work together to
counter the negative influence of the culture,” there was no mistaking
what “culture” he had in mind. He was launching a moral crusade against
feminism, reproductive freedom, and homosexuality.

By firing off sorties against progressive-thinking Americans (and hav-
ing his loyal henchmen do it also), Bush was rallying his base to his side
and setting up boundaries, articulating the “us or them” philosophy we’ve
come to know so well.

His first day in the Oval Office, he reinstated the Global Gag Rule.
Following in short order he made known his intention to get rid of Roe v.
Wade and eliminate contraceptive coverage for female federal employees
and their dependents. His administration restricted Medicaid funding
for mifepristone (formerly known as RU-486 or the “abortion pill”), and
in the first of his many bizarre appointments, Kay Coles James, a former
dean of Pat Robertson’s Regent University and a fierce antiabortion, anti-
affirmative action activist, took over the directorship of the U.S. Office of
Personnel Management, in charge of hiring and firing and discrimination
complaints in the entire federal workforce.

Then, notably, he asked John Ashcroft, who while in the Senate had
tied with Senator Jesse Helms as the most conservative senator (scoring
100 percent ratings from every far-right group), to be his attorney general.
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A Pentecostalist, Ashcroft held daily prayers in the Justice Department.
He became the butt of many jokes after he spent eight thousand taxpayer
dollars to cover the exposed metal breast of the Spirit of Justice statue
that had stood in the Great Hall for sixty-five years. But his other actions
were no laughing matter. From the get-go he showed his outright hostil-
ity to women’s safety—backing away from providing security to abortion
clinics, closing the Violence Against Women Office, and picking Nancy
Pfotenhauer, formerly CEO of the Independent Women’s Forum, vocally
opposed to legislation protecting women from domestic violence, for a
task force studying that exact issue.

But his lifetime appointments are what will be remembered as his most
damaging deeds. Drawing heavily from the ultraconservative Federalist
Society, whose legal philosophy is represented by Supreme Court justices
Antonin Scalia and Clarence Thomas, Ashcroft, in his first six months in
office, stacked the federal judiciary with right-wing ideologues known for
opposition to reproductive rights.

Similarly, vice president Dick Cheney, in charge of Bush’s transition
team, crafted a testosterone-fueled inner circle, a veritable who’s who of A-
list neoconservatives: Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, Douglas Feith,
Richard Perle, John W. Bolton, and Lewis “Scooter” Libby. Off to a sure-
footed start in the 1980s, neocons had shaped Reagan’s militaristic ideol-
ogy and served in Bush I's administration. Out of favor in the Clinton
years, they used the time to secure funding and sharpen their message.
In 1997 a core group of these men—Cheney, Libby, Rumsfeld, and Wol-
fowitz—along with top political operative Karl Rove, Christian Conserva-
tive leader Gary Bauer, and William Kristol, editor of the powerful right-
wing journal The Weekly Standard, founded the think tank Project for a
New American Century (PNAC). This double-dipping just about ensured
PNAC’s overzealous agenda a prominent place in American foreign policy.
PNAC called for a Pax Americana—the United States as sole superpower,
a benevolent “hegemon,” CEO to the world.

What they wanted, simply put, was for America to go mano a mano
against the rest of the planet and come out on top. To accomplish this we
had to beef up our armed forces, necessary to regain prestige after “wimp-
ing out” in Vietnam. And we had to embrace religion, necessary to give a
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moral imperative to our mission: dominating the globe’s major developed
economies, unilaterally and, if need be, with force.

Their plan was so big stick it made Teddy Roosevelt’s look like a weenie.
Although PNAC members would have to sit tight before seeing their pet
project—a war with Irag—put into place, they brought their considerable
clout to President Bush’s early policy moves. We can see their pumped-up-
go-it-alone approach in Bush’s walking away from the Kyoto Protocol to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, abandoning the Anti-Ballistic Missile
Treaty, and opposing the International Criminal Court.

Even then, Bush’s unilateral polices worried our allies across the Atlan-
tic. A study conducted by the Pew Research Center and released in August
2001 found people living in several Western European countries to have
little more confidence in the president of the United States than in Russian
president Vladimir Putin.

But no matter. Real men go it alone. The muscle-flexing America of the
new millennium exalted dominance, aggression, and control. It was after
all Colin Powell, Bush’s secretary of state, who said, “I want to be the bully
on the block.”

Lord Guthrie, a former British diplomat, noted how “peacekeeping . .
. [was] something for wimps.” All the talk, Guthrie said, was “about the
warrior ethic.” It’s hard to escape the gendered implications of our new
mantra: macho abroad, macho at home. In both realms, men ruled, as
they did in the 1950s. The P of PNAC might just as well have meant Patri-
archy for a New American Century.

Phallic politics would bring about a stunning reversal of women’s
progress, craftily sabotaging our rights, curbing our autonomy, and re-
creating traditional roles. But back then, no one was reporting on women’s
diminishing prospects. Capturing the news instead was the mysterious
disappearance of congressional aide Chandra Levy. It was a portent.

As we dashed off for our Labor Day vacations, dark clouds blotted the
horizon. The perfect storm of sexism was already brewing. We just didn’t
see it coming.
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9/11 AND WOMEN

t was almost impossible to understand what had befallen us on Septem-

ber 11, 2001. That my twenty-three-year-old nephew escaped from the
north tower only minutes before it fell added, for my family, an overpow-
ering immediacy to the shocking events of that day. As we kept vigil at
my sister’s apartment, we asked the questions, I would later learn, that fell
from the lips of Americans everywhere. “How are we going to get through
this?” “How will our lives change?”

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, we felt we’d never be the
same. And on that heart-scalding day, tens of thousands of lives were trag-
ically altered forever. For countless others, 9/11 affected the way we went
about our daily lives, the way we thought of ourselves and our country. But
while we can now see there have been significant changes in our nation,
these were neither sudden nor radical departures from policies and trends
already in place.

“That moment and the actions that followed reflected a view of the
world that was there before 9/11 and was implemented after 9/11, and it’s
still there,” Ivo Daalder, a foreign policy analyst with the Brookings Insti-
tute, said recently.

What 9/11 and the subsequent war on terror accomplished—and
accomplished in a major way—was to enhance and accelerate the conser-
vative agenda and make it palatable to increasing numbers of Americans.
This was true on both fronts: domestic and foreign. The absolutist way of
thinking—self versus other, the push for unilateralism, the undermining
of women’s progress, the veneration of maleness—all these had become
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bullet-pointed parts of our public policy and thinking well before the
planes were airborne.

But in ways blatant and obvious, subtle and insidious, women have
become collateral damage in our war against terror. Sexism is now
applauded like the comeback kid, newly equipped and stronger than before.
Massively destructive, it’s brazenly obliterating years of women’s progress.
The new normal should really be called the new old normal. We’re living
in a society that is turning back the clock, eagerly reconstructing tradi-
tional roles for men and women, with and without our complicity.

This didn’t happen because of one day or even one year. The footprints
lead back to Reagan. But after 9/11 those on the right no longer needed to
pick their way around the obstacles to their goals. Now they could throw
their energies into high gear and zoom ahead. And amazingly, no one
stopped them.

Of course, anything resembling feminism still evokes vehement hos-
tility, but under the fog of war, all women have been cast and treated as
“the other.” Whether as damsels in distress, sacred homemakers, or sexy
arm candy, women have come to symbolize weakness, dependence, and
passivity, diametrically opposed to men’s virility, rationality, autonomy;,
and activity. And it’s probably not a major surprise that, in the haunt-
ing shadow of catastrophe, masculinity became the embodiment of a new
America.

Even as the embers still smoldered, the body search continued, and
sirens screeched throughout the night, the media began its group swoon
over our rescuing heroes.

“The Hunk Factor: Manly Men and Their Uniforms Muscle onto the
Scene,” blared a headline of USA Today. Manly men are “suddenly chic.”
“Blue-collar cops and firefighters, tradesmen and soldiers across the USA
have been transformed into heartthrobs and hunks.” It’s a girl thing, Sam
Keen, author of Fire in the Belly: On Being a Man, observed. “In times of
danger women gravitate to the protectors. They want the guy who can kill
the saber-toothed tiger.”

Maureen Dowd also thrilled at the return of the macho man. “In three
decades, feminism has done a back flip. Once men in uniform were the
oppressors. Now they’re trophy mates.”
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“I miss John Wayne,” Peggy Noonan, Reagan’s former speech
writer, mused. “But I think he’s back. . . . A certain style of manliness
is once again being honored and celebrated in America since Sept. 11.
You might say it suddenly emerged from the rubble.” And social critic
Camille Paglia gushed over the “robustly, dreamily masculine faces of
the firefighters.”

In this national crisis, masculinized saviors of the attacks loomed large
in the public mind. At first glance, the reasons seem obvious: the venera-
tion of “manly men” represented our nation’s gratitude for the sacrifices
and services they unsparingly gave. But a closer look suggests something
different—a rush to defend and bolster an American manhood compro-
mised and belittled by the attacks.

The amplified machismo of the zeitgeist betrayed the national anxiety
that somehow we weren’t manly enough. In the horrible, shocking after-
math we couldn’t see it this way, but in retrospect the signs were every-
where—in the 24/7 talk of the “new cultural icons,” in the popular cartoon
Our Towering Heroes showing the World Trade Center in the form of the
bodies of a male firefighter and police officer. And, significantly, in post-
9/11 news reporting.

“I was immediately struck by the total invisibility of women in the
media coverage of the rescue and recovery efforts in New York,” Captain
Brenda Berkman of the NYFD said. “And I was not the only one. Women
rescue workers found that our own agencies were even ignoring our pres-
ence at the countless funerals for their coworkers. After twenty years
of women working as firefighters in the NYFD and much longer in the
NYPD and EMS, it was frustrating and demeaning to have our contribu-
tions ignored.”

This lapse also angered two California women, Mary Carouba, a for-
mer social worker and investigator into child abuse, and Susan Hagen,
who’d been a firefighter with the Sonoma County Fire Department. “After
the attacks we were glued to the television like everyone else, but we kept
wondering: where are all the women rescue workers? Why is the media
going back to talking about firemen and policemen? And why isn’t anyone
correcting this?” Carouba and Hagen became determined not to “let all
the work women had done simply vanish.” They pooled what little money
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they had and set out for New York, a city they’d never seen, where they had
no contacts and no friends.

Their search for women who’d been part of the rescue and recovery
effort didn’t take them long. Newly arrived in Manhattan, they walked
into a smoky restaurant in downtown Manhattan, near “the pile,” crowded
with exhausted, off-duty female police officers. Mary said, “We want to
write a book about the women at Ground Zero.” First there was dead
silence, then tears.

In the following weeks they would hear the stories of Terri Tobin, a
member of the NYPD who pulled people to safety even though she had a
chunk of concrete stuck in her skull and a shard of glass piercing her back.
Of police officer Mora Smith, killed while evacuating people from the sec-
ond tower. And of Yamel Merino, an emergency medical technician and
mother of a ten-month-old daughter, buried under the collapsing debris
as she cared for the wounded. And more. So many more—women fire-
fighters, police, doctors, nurses, clergy, military, Red Cross workers, and
volunteers by the dozens who rushed to Ground Zero after the first plane
hit and continued to come in the weeks after.

“These women shared their stories for only one reason,” Mary told me.
“Not for fame, not for thank yous. They wanted other women, younger
women, girls, to know what was possible. They wanted to be role models,
and they knew they’d never be counted by the mainstream media.”

The coverage women got was a direct result of who was giving it.
Numerous commentators, the British newspaper The Guardian among
them, have noted the virtual disappearance of women from newspaper
pages and television screens after 9/11. To be sure, women never have had
anything like equal representation on the Sunday morning talk shows,
accounting for only 11 percent of the guests on the big five—ABC, NBC,
CBS, CNN, and Fox—between January 1, 2000, and June 30, 2001. But
right after the attacks, the number fell to 9 percent.

In print, women’s stories were nowhere to be found. Of the 309 bylined
op-ed pieces published by the New York Times, the Washington Post, and
USA Today in the month after the attack, 92 percent were by men.

Projecting male voices and ideas was part of our frantic scramble to
show the world—and ourselves—that we were a nation of don’t-mess-
with-us-again tiberstuds.
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Praising female rescue workers, of course, in no way diminishes the
rightful praise due to the male rescue workers. But to do so would have
acknowledged that women, too, could possess courage, fortitude, and dar-
ing. And this would muddy things up for a society bent on re-creating
specific gender roles.

Damsels in Distress of the New Millennium

The women we did see on TV were the widows of men Kkilled in the
attacks. These 9/11 victims presaged a different way of thinking about
women in this country. Women like Lisa Beamer, whose husband was
one of the publicly acclaimed heroes of doomed flight 93, was lauded
by the media as “virtually saint-like,” a “victimized mother and wife.”
She needed protecting; her plight called out for retaliation. And, after
Laura Bush used the president’s weekly radio address to describe the
decimated lives of women in Taliban-dominated Afghanistan, they, too,
were high-profiled in the press as terrorists’ prey, although their plight
had been completely ignored by both the administration and the media
before 9/11. Avenging wronged women served as a powerful subtext for
our attack on Afghanistan. But relegating women to the role of victims
of war, while men are accepted as the warriors and heroes, inevitably
brings about a power imbalance in society. The concept of masculine
protection allows men to be on the front lines, the public realm, while
women are sheltered “somewhere in the background . . . in the private
sphere,” writes Lorraine Dowler in “Women on the Frontlines: Rethink-
ing War Narratives of Heroism Post 9/11.”

For those who may have doubted that women really needed sheltering,
there was plenty of backup for the claim. In a rush to publish, researchers,
just three months after the attacks, had already documented the differ-
ences between the male and female reactions to them. Pew Research Cen-
ter found that “four in ten women felt depression after September 11; only
one in five men reported the same thing.” A little more than 50 percent
of women told Pew researchers that they’re very or somewhat concerned
about a new attack; only 30 percent of men did. Similar results came from
a mid-November issue of the New England Journal of Medicine, noting
higher stress reactions in women.
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“The Great Worry Divide” headlined the Washington Post. “[M]en and
women have taken their places on either side of an emotional gap,” said
staff writer Paul Farhi. Could this “worry gap” translate as Man: rational.
Woman: emotional? Farhi wondered in his piece. He admitted it might
be a “cheap stereotype.” “But,” the article says, “that doesn’t mean it isn’t
generally true.”

And another study, conducted by the universities of Buffalo and Cali-
fornia, found women to be sadder and men angrier about 9/11. But the
researchers’ conclusions—women were more likely than men to respond
to the attacks with emotion—seemed to ignore the fact that anger is just
as much an emotion as sorrow. Even before we could fully process how
the terror attacks affected our lives, a master narrative was taking shape,
one that insisted on seeing women as passive, vulnerable, overwhelmed by
feeling, and needing to be safeguarded and men as tough, in control, and
ready for war.

The chant began almost immediately. “In the wake of the terror attacks,
‘Bridget Jones’ may well be eager for marriage and less interested in find-
ing fulfillment through work,” predicted The Economist. And journalist
Chris Black, looking at the impact of 9/11 on the members of the Indepen-
dent Women’s Forum, wrote, “From their standpoint the terrorist attacks
on the United States turned the feminist tide and brought back traditional
values, a retreat to the home and hearth.”

Parallels to the cold war era abound. We can hear the echoes of com-
munist spies lurking among us in the warnings of sleeper cells tucked away
in our neighborhoods. And the danger falling from the skies, so menacing
to the 1950s generation, became excruciatingly real to our own.

The climate of fear and uncertainty pervading both societies resulted in
strikingly similar calls to reconfigure traditional masculine and feminine
roles—a phenomenon we’ve seen throughout our nation’s history. From
the urbanization and industrialization of the antebellum period to the
cold war of the 1950s, male insecurity has manifested itself in an assault
on women’s autonomy and a revival of that citadel of masculine author-
ity—the patriarchial family—along with its counterpart—the esteemed
stay-at-home mother. The noncompetitive woman tending the hearth has
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always been a surefire way to soothe the wounded male psyche, enhancing
feelings of virility.

In the 1950s an outsized campaign pried the acetylene torches out of
women war workers” hands and replaced them with upright Hoovers. A
half century later, the “new normal”—economic and homeland insecu-
rity—played upon guilt and fear to get women back home.

“It would be easy for terrorists to cook up radioactive ‘dirty bombs’ to
explode inside the U.S.,” secretary of state Colin Powell said. Department
of Homeland Security secretary Tom Ridge predicted, “The near-term
attacks . . . will either rival or exceed the 9/11 attacks.” News of immi-
nent strikes raising the threat level to “code orange” put most of us on
red alert—and kept us there, say the researchers at Columbia University’s
School of Journalism, “by the media viewing fear-mongering as payday
and senior politicians seeing it as good political strategy.”

Like marionettes we were constantly yanked into hypervigilant dread
by an administration callously pulling our emotional strings. Looming
diabolic plots to demolish bridges, railroad systems, public buildings,
apartment houses, hotels, malls, water supplies, and nuclear power plants
by hijacking tourist helicopters, vans, school buses, and airplanes and
annihilating untold numbers with ricin, smallpox, or radioactive chemi-
cals kept women scrambling to protect their families.

I know I'm far from the only one who searched for gas masks for her
children after one toxic chemical warning—the first five online sites I tried
were completely sold out. And although I realized how absolutely useless
duct tape and plastic sheets would be (the old 1950s “duck and cover” was
now duct and cover) in a poison gas attack, I still waited an hour in the
cold to get into my local hardware store to buy them.

“Just talking about the terror alerts brings chills down my spine,” a
New Jersey mother of three told me. “We were all frantic to get our hands
on prescriptions of cipro. All the mothers at my children’s schools had
their own private sources; even though we weren’t supposed to stockpile
it, we were.”

Families packed emergency kits, sent their children to school with a
change of clothing and a supply of medicines in the event of lockdowns,
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and decided on meeting places in case their homes were destroyed. And
many women, remembering the wrenching cell phone calls mothers,
doomed in the towers, made to their husbands telling them what time
to pick up the children at school, told me that for years after the attacks
they posted detailed daily schedules on their fridges. Some mothers con-
fessed to buying HazMat suits; others thought about constructing base-
ment hideaways.

Interest in home security devices surged following the release of the
movie Panic Room in 2002. Although the plot bears no resemblance to the
al Qaeda attacks, it resonated with our deepest post-9/11 fears: unknown
and unexpected terror strikes at our homes and families, impelling us to
do everything in our power to try to keep our children from harm. And
even then, we might not be successful.

We meet the fictitious Meg Altman (Jodie Foster) and her daughter
Sarah (Kristen Stewart) right after Meg’s divorce when they are about to
purchase a magnificent townhouse with a unique feature—a fully equipped
panic room off the master bedroom. But there is no real protection. Rob-
bers enter the house the night they move in, and although the mother and
daughter make it to the panic room, they’re hardly safe. The thieves are
after money stashed exactly where they’re hiding.

“The appeal of the panic room,” said the Washington Post, is as a
“perfect encasement of safety in a world that’s so suddenly turned hos-
tile.” One security system designer said, “Today’s panic rooms are yes-
terday’s fallout shelters, although much more hi-tech than their cousins
of yesteryear.”

Just as most Americans didn’t build fallout shelters, most of us aren’t
sequestering our families in rooms costing anywhere from ten thousand
to over one hundred thousand dollars with wrap-around cameras, ten-
day food and water supplies, and decontamination stations for chemical
or biological attacks, but every time Homeland Security issued an alert,
many women told me, they considered some version of it.

That the Bush administration used these panics much the way other
presidents had done to manipulate the public and gain support for their
policies wasn’t widely evident at the time. The press, no longer accustomed
to exercising an independent voice, fell into step with the administration
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and toed the party line. Typically the “credible report” or taped message
by bin Laden or al-Zarqawi got almost incessant coverage, but when the
threat passed or turned out to be bogus, it barely made the news. As for
the public, pummeled by these accounts, we slept less, ate more mac and
cheese, and worried about our families and our jobs.

Women’s jobs in such hard-hit industries as air transport and travel
service, retail trade, hotels, and manufacturing were more likely to be
affected than men’s by the attacks. Lower-wage workers—a group in
which women are overrepresented—suffered considerably. With 2.5 mil-
lion jobs lost in just the first eighteen months following 9/11, women, often
employed on a precarious, temporary basis, were the first let go.

Even before 9/11, women workers had far more part-time jobs com-
pared to men. And part-time workers are much less likely to have pen-
sions, health benefits, or unemployment insurance. (Forty-three states
don’t pay unemployment benefits to part-time workers at all.) Add to that
other complications and restrictions in their unemployment insurance,
and it amounted to a lot of women, often heads of family, unable to put
food on their tables. In the two years following the attacks, the unemploy-
ment rate for single mothers rose by 74 percent.

Before 1996 many of these women could have qualified for public assis-
tance, but in post-9/11 America that was no longer the case. As the authors
of an analysis for the National Jobs for All Coalition observed, “The unem-
ployed and underemployed fell into a safety net, never very supportive,
that had been tattered—if not battered—in the preceding decades.”

“We were ignored long before 9/11. We shouldn’t expect that it’ll be any
different, even after such a tragedy,” said one woman.

And the difficulties persisted. One study, conducted in 2000 and again
in 2002, found that women in new-economy companies who kept their
jobs through the start of recession experienced heightened insecurities
and difficulties after the attacks. Where once they’d felt exhilaration cou-
pled with exhaustion, now they felt only exhaustion. As they watched their
earlier gains—rapid advancement, flexibility, reduction of gender-related
obstacles—disappear, workplace stress and life stress soared.

The same held true for women in newly hazardous positions. From
physicians to mail carriers, many women felt threatened on their jobs,
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more likely than men to say work had become more dangerous in the face
of possible biological and chemical attacks.

“I felt like I was living through Apocalypse Now,” Jennifer Capla, who
was a third-year surgery resident in 2001, told me. “Every time I saw a
bunch of docs running down the corridor I thought, ‘this is it.””

Fear. Anxiety. Insecurity. I don’t know anyone who didn’t feel them.
But the big question we have to answer is this: considering all of women’s
post-9/11 worries about our families and our workplace, did it change us?
Did we actually become a bunch of surrendering homebodies?

Fewer stories have gotten more currency than the one about women
reevaluating their priorities after the attacks and deciding to quit their
jobs and stay home. This scenario works on many levels, fulfilling unex-
pressed insecurities, ambivalences, and agendas. But, like the tale of the
nonexistent post-9/11 baby boom, it just isn’t true. Many women did lose
their jobs after 9/11, but this was hardly their choice. And interestingly,
about a third of working Americans said their job was more important to
them than before September 11, while “two-thirds . . . said there had been
no change in their values relating to the importance of their jobs,” sociol-
ogy professor J. Timmons Roberts concluded from his study of the topic.

The tragedies inspired some women to become pregnant and others,
who could afford it, to quit work or go part-time, but there was no stam-
pede back to the nest. One year after the attacks, 70 percent of couples
with children had both adults in the workplace.

What became obvious to me after listening to scores of women and
reading hundreds of responses to my online survey is that women did see
9/11 as a turning point in their lives—a chance to do something impor-
tant, but not necessarily domestic.

“I've always felt a tug between my work and a commitment to doing
other things,” Abby Shuman, a clinical psychologist living in Boston, told
me. “September 11th made me question what constitutes a meaningful
life. And I felt compelled to become active again in politics.”

Kim, a thirty-two-year-old corporate marketing executive, was one of
many who changed careers to do something she believed was more socially
useful. For Kim it was becoming a teacher. For Angela, who’d just started
her dream job with InStyle magazine, it was leaving to work at New York
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Cares. “I wouldn’t have had the courage to do this before 9/11,” Angela
admitted. “T realized I wanted to help society or the city. Now, I feel like
I'm making a difference.”

“September 11th made me want to change my life, and I did . . . from
Wall Street. I used my savings and worked for myself a couple of years. It
was good for my soul.” One woman, a tax lawyer, switched to a position
with the Legal Aid Society, another began working with the Coalition for
the Homeless, a third went back to school to become a nurse, and a fourth
took a one-year leave to study Middle Eastern religion and society.

“September 11th was a wake-up call,” Dr. Jane Greer, a New York psy-
chologist and author of Gridlock: Finding Courage to Move on in Life, Love
and Work, told me. “For many people, it became a clearinghouse for values
and meaning. This was particularly true for those who were disengaged.
They saw how fleeting life could be and no longer wanted to waste time.”

“AFTER 9/11 WE began to hear from many readers that they felt a sense of
dismay, a kind of generalized feeling that they wanted to do something,
but weren’t sure what,” Susan Shulz, then editor in chief of CosmoGirl,
told me. “We began thinking about ways to empower girls, and it was a big
factor in our launching Project 2024.” Initially starting as a campaign to
get a woman in the White House by that year, the project provides leader-
ship training to young women and paid internships in a variety of fields. It
profiles women in positions of power, many who’ve overcome hardships,
to make a difference in the world.

“IfI'survive this, I can survive anything,” twenty-five-year-old Suzanne
McKenna thought after she was evacuated from the north tower. So much
of that day remains as blurred to Suzanne as the sky she gazed at from in
front of J&R Music, a block away from the fallen Trade Center, where she
paused to catch her breath. But about this, she told me, she’s very clear. “I
felt it then, and I still do. It made me stronger. It made me feel I could do
anything I set my mind to.”

Over and over, the same message comes through: “Since that day I've
traveled to ten countries and sampled jobs around the world. I've come
to accept myself more. I realize there’s no point in being afraid of doing
things you want. Why wait?”
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“After 9/11 I reconnected with my father. . .. [It] has boosted my self-
esteem and helped me to be a better person.”

What all the research suggests is this: after the terror attacks, women
most definitely did not feel weak and powerless. September 11 didn’t signal
a retreat from the world as much as a renewed engagement in it.

Why, then, were we bombarded with news of women eagerly fleeing the
workplace to embrace their inner homemaker? How did an idea so at odds
with the majority of women’s lives gain so much traction and become part
of our common wisdom? And if so many women wanted to press forward
effectively and energetically, why were our rights withering, our autonomy
diminishing?
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9/11 AND MEN

f the post-9/11 climate for women has been artfully misunderstood, the

same is true for men. The immediate gendered analyses of the rescue and
response suggest something far more complicated than a society grateful
to its male firefighters and police. What happened on that tragic day was
experienced as an assault on the virility, on the maleness of our nation,
sorely compromising the traditional male role of protector and provider.

The twin towers, whether we consciously made the connection or not,
were the phallic symbols of the whole nation. They stood for American
prowess. Soaring, tall, a sign of our dominating financial strength and
world position. Then, monstrously and suddenly, they were cut down. Less
spectacular but equally devastating was the attack on the Pentagon, the
heart of our military power. The loss of life was transforming. And so was
the loss of face, although few of us dared to say it.

Our nation had been in effect “castrated,” leaving us fearful, threat-
ened, impotent, humiliated, and ineffective. The assumptions around
which we organized our lives collapsed. No longer could we think of our-
selves as strong or secure. We couldn’t escape the feeling that our lead-
ers had failed miserably to protect us. Strangers on the street asked each
other, “How could this have happened? How could our security have been
so penetrated?” And that it had been done by Osama bin Laden, a man
who’d taunted America as being feminized, who’d scoffed at the “weak-
ness, feebleness, and cowardliness of the U.S. soldiers” in Somalia, made
it even more galling.

September 11 didn’t make women feel weak and vulnerable, that was
how it made men feel. But few things are more verboten in the canon of
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maleness than to acknowledge inadequacy and fallibility. So rather than
admit those feelings, men projected them onto women, and our nation set
out to establish its macho bona fides with all the excessive showmanship
of the insecure.

Proving to the world and to ourselves that we weren’t a bunch of ineffec-
tual eunuchs became a key issue for our leaders as they debated an appro-
priate response to the terrorists. Washington Post columnist George Will
warned against “appeasement tarted up as reasonableness,” Rear Admiral
Kevin P. Quinn worried that the attacks “left many of Washington’s power
players feeling impotent,” and Senator John McCain spoke heatedly of the
dangers of returning to the “soft,” emasculated foreign policy we’d had
during Vietnam. Using sexualized comments like these, our leaders con-
structed the conflict as a way to prove our nation’s masculinity.

To read through our top officials’ speeches in the wake of the atrocities
is like looking at language on steroids. Muscular and bulked up, the rheto-
ric deliberately invoked images of strength, men of decision, the hero, and
the cowboy. We talked of a “bold response,” “extreme action,” our “steel
resolve,” of it being “the warriors’ time,” of “smoking ’em out,” of getting
bin Laden “dead or alive,” and of “full-spectrum dominance.”

When “men [becomes] the operative word, [b]rawny, heroic, manly
men,” to use journalist Patricia Leigh Brown’s words, women are demoted
to ancillary and decorative. Before 9/11, those on the right castigated femi-
nist leaders, ideas, and agendas. Now anything feminized was tainted.

Our new machismo made us scornful of men who have “become
feminized due to legislative actions and by law-makers” to the “touchy-
feeliness of Alan Alda,” and the “vaguely feminized man-child Leonardo
DiCaprio,” said a variety of reporters. But nothing produced masculine
disgust as much as our feminized military. Strong women made men soft.
Military analysts, especially those who've always opposed women in the
armed forces, like Gerald L. Atkinson, a former commander in the U.S.
Navy, raged about how the terrorist attacks had exposed our nation’s major
vulnerability: the “feminization of our nation’s combat arms.”

We can almost hear the echoes of ancient cultural taboos about women,
especially menstruating women, who allegedly contaminated food and
rendered weapons useless, as men rushed to differentiate themselves from
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the “weaker sex.” In their femophobic haste, they ran roughshod over gen-
der equality as a concept, a fact, a goal.

Hypermasculine war whooping eclipsed traditional military values
of valor, loyalty, and justice and turned our fight against terrorism into
a messianic, patriarchal, punishing crusade. Any alternative to military
action—negotiation, peace—smacked of womanliness, therefore totally
unacceptable.

The assault on Afghanistan, fought under a virtual media blackout,
hid from sight images of the Afghan women we were “saving,” injured,
bereaved, and rendered homeless by our attacks. But even the collapse of
the Taliban with the fall of Kabul right before Thanksgiving in 2001 in no
way spelled peace. A quickly assembled string of terror alerts seized the
news. The menace stayed real, our siege mentality everlasting. Afghani-
stan represented just the opening salvo in the global war on terrorism. We
were in this fight to the end.

“Men make war for many reasons, but one of the most recurring ones
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is to establish that they are, in fact, ‘real men,”” historian Barbara Ehren-
reich wrote in the late 1990s. Her words are particularly applicable to 2001.
With bin Laden effectively cave-hopping, the saber-rattling began again.

After saying flat out a week after the attacks that Saddam Hussein
had no connection to them, Vice President Cheney reversed himself. On
December 9 on Meet the Press, he told Tim Russert of new developments
since they’d last talked. It was pretty well confirmed that one of the hijack-
ers had met with senior Iraqi intelligence service in Prague several months
before 9/11, he said.

Immediately the story spread and magnified. The New York Times
carried a front-page article with enough details about Saddam’s program
of weapons of mass destruction to send scores of Americans dashing off
to their doctors for sleeping pills. No matter that the details were false
and the source a liar, no matter even that the administration most likely
knew all that at the time, this was the war the neocons had long dreamed
about. Rumsfeld started lobbying to bomb Iraq right after 9/11, not only
because it had more high-profile targets than “moonscape” Afghanistan
but because it was step one in Project for a New American Century’s grand
imperialistic design.
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With 80 percent of the talking heads on television drawing from
conservative lines, supported and coached by powerful think tanks and
foundations and all reading from the same doomsday script, the stories of
annihilating weapons of mass destruction came at us all the time, every-
where we turned. But Americans weren’t buying it completely.

As a people, we’ve always been steadfastly committed to the idea of a
just war, a defensive and necessary war. So the powerbrokers ratcheted up
their pitch and started the hard sell, opportunistically manipulating our
9/11 grief and outrage into support for an unprovoked, unilateral invasion
of Iraq.

Bush said it; Cheney said it; Powell said it: a definite link existed between
9/11 and Saddam Hussein; Iraq had inspired and financed the plan. And
slowly, we began to believe it. Two weeks after the terror attacks only 6
percent of Americans thought there was a connection, but by 2003, right
before we invaded Iraq, 70 percent were convinced, with a good number
even (falsely) accepting that several Iraqis had been among the hijackers.

The lead-up to war gave the neocons and their Christian conserva-
tive allies unprecedented authority and legitimacy in the government.
Evangelicals supported the war and became “an ardent lobby for the U.S.
military.” Fundamentalists believed, as did our president, that God, put-
ting him in power at this particular time in history, was directing Bush’s
actions.

When asked, Bush repeatedly said his advice comes from his “higher
father” (as opposed to his real-life one, the senior Bush). With God on our
side it was easy to see the war in terms of good versus evil, us versus them,
with us or against us. Terrorists, and nations sponsoring them, replaced
the communists as our enemies, as those actively plotting our destruction.
Scarier, more diffuse, and less predictable than the reds, terrorists became
the new foreign deviants. Bush’s phrase “the axis of evil” was a clear and
purposeful reference to Reagan’s evil empire.

President Bush may have stopped short of blaming abortionists, femi-
nists, and gays for 9/11, as Jerry Falwell did, but Bush did link abortion
to terrorism. Having declared the anniversary of Roe “National Sanctity
of Life Day,” Bush said, shortly after the attacks, “On September 11th we
saw clearly that evil exists in this world, and that it does not value life. . . .
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Now we are engaged in a fight against evil [the pro-choice movement] and
tyranny to preserve and protect life.”

As Reagan had done, Bush adroitly joined together our “enemies”
abroad and at home to affirm what his administration believed to be the
core values of society. And, as we launched our war on terror, those values
increasingly became aggression, domination, violence, and control, the
driving force of the new military. Women, if they figured at all in this sce-
nario, were victims, helpmates, supporters. Still largely out of sight. And,
again, the other.

The sidelining strategy is evident in the 2002 State of the Union
Address. Assessing our victories in Afghanistan, Bush declared, “mothers
and daughters were captive in their homes, now they are safe.” The presi-
dent honored Michael Spann, a CIA officer who died at Mazar-e Sharif,
and his wife, Shannon, the brave widow, in the audience. He also paid
tribute to the heroes of 9/11: a fireman whose two sons died at Ground
Zero, a little boy whose football-playing father did as well, and the “fierce
brotherhood of firefighters.”

When I asked Mary Carouba, coauthor of The Women of Ground Zero,
why, even months after the attack, women rescue workers still hadn’t got-
ten any recognition, she said it was a “deliberate effort to make them invis-
ible and bring [certain groups] back to where they want to be. It reverts
the nation back to patriarchy. The focus on the war epitomizes big strong
guys.”

Big strong guys have big guns. And we fixed them on Iraq. Our Shock
and Awe strategy, known militarily as rapid dominance, wasn't about
getting Saddam or finding his weapons cache. It was all about mounting
an assault so intimidating, inflicting such damage on Baghdad, it would
compel the people to submit. The excessive use of force against a nearly
unresisting population resulted in far more devastating civilian casualties
than what we would have imagined from the televised high-tech “clean
strikes.”

Colin Powell’s wish proved prophetic: we’d become the bullies on the
block. The alpha men in Washington reveled in our new status. Bush had
already perfected his swagger and straight-shooter look to the applause of
the media machine, which lauded his muscular foreign policy, religious
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righteousness, and steadfast opinions. His chest-thrusting style let it be
known that he was the decider (even as events have since shown that he’d
decided little). Those who dared to disagree with him were sissified and
branded as “girlie-men,” the fate that would befall his opponent in the 2004
race, John Kerry, a Vietnam veteran who was decorated for his valor.

But Bush’s Top Gun-style landing on the USS Abraham Lincoln back
in 2003 was without a doubt the testosterone moment of his presidency.
Numerous pundits have commented on the staging of that event, timed
just perfectly so that when the president walked across the deck, the sun
illuminated the crotch of his fighter-pilot uniform.

G. Gordon Liddy, of Watergate notoriety, was positively giddy at the
way Bush’s parachute harness “ma[d]e the best of his manly characteris-
tic.” It showed him to be “virile” and “hot” and “powerful,” an excited col-
umnist gushed in the Wall Street Journal, while Richard Goldstein, writ-
ing for the Village Voice, thought that flaunting his balls was a defining
moment in the president’s troubled quest for manhood.

When Bush donned the uniform of the warrior he never was and told
us of a mission accomplished, with the real slaughter just beginning, it
was a defining moment. Defining because it hinted at the deception, the
artifice, the cynical use of the press and of our nation’s money and good
will to advance a single and dangerous agenda.
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MILITARY MADNESS

Artiﬁce reigns in how women are portrayed and treated in our mili-
tary. Underneath the lip-service comments of our “brave men and
women in uniform” lies a hidden reality of disrespect and exploitation.

If you ask a random group to tell you what they know about the women
in the Iraq war, you're likely to hear the same two names I heard: Jessica
Lynch and Lynndie England.

Jessica Lynch’s story is the stuff movies are made of. And they have
been. The nineteen-year-old Lynch from West Virginia enlisted in the
army with the hopes of getting an education, but two years later she found
herself in Irag. When her convoy was ambushed after making a wrong
turn into enemy territory, her vehicle crashed and was surrounded. Initial
reports claimed she’d gone down firing. With life-threatening stab and
bullet wounds she had been taken captive and subsequently moved to the
hospital in Nasiriyah.

Her spectacular rescue by U.S. Special Operations forces—the media
dubbed it “Saving Private Lynch” in a conscious reference to the popular
movie Saving Private Ryan—played and replayed on television throughout
the world. Who can forget the picture of the pale, blond, wounded Lynch
being carried on a stretcher to safety by our strong, fearless military?

“Some brave souls put their lives on the line to make this happen,”
said general Vincent Brooks. The story of an angelic damsel in distress
snatched from the forces of destruction by righteous saviors so perfectly
conveyed the American version of the war, of good trumping evil, it could
have been scripted. And it was.
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Not long after the events, Jessica Lynch began to refute the accounts.
“I did not shoot, not a round, nothing.” (Her weapon jammed, as did all
the weapons systems assigned to her unit.) “I went down praying to my
knees,” she told Diane Sawyer. Her injuries—a broken arm and thigh and
a dislocated ankle, not gun or stab wounds—came from the crash, not
the enemy. “They used me to symbolize all this stuff. It’s wrong. I don’t
know why they filmed [my rescue] or why they say these things.” And
later, in 2007, testifying before Congress, she called the reports “hype and
misinformation.”

In time, other parts of the tale would also unravel. For all the stealth
and heavy metal employed in the raid, our forces knew in advance there’d
be no resistance—the Iraq military had fled the hospital twenty-four
hours earlier. Equally surprising was the revelation that an attempt by Dr.
Harith al-Houssona, the physician taking care of Lynch, to deliver her by
ambulance to our troops two days before was bungled by our soldiers.

So if the story of our shining military moment in Iraq was “one of the
most stunning pieces of news management ever conceived,” as the BBC
claimed, what can we say about our most tarnished, the Abu Ghraib scan-
dal? It too revolved around a woman, Lynndie England, also a private, also
young—twenty-two. If Lynch came from a poor background, England’s
was difficult as well. Oxygen-deprived at birth, and under the longtime
care of a psychologist, she suffered from reduced mental capabilities,
making her easily swayed by authority. Her picture also is embedded in
our minds. Holding the leash of a naked Iraqi prisoner, she became—for
the entire world—the face of American torture. Torture revolving around
the emasculating and humiliating of male prisoners.

Whether you buy England’s version—her superiors gave her specific
instructions on how to pose for the photographs so they could be used to
“soften up” more valuable detainees—or not, it’s clear that she was made
the scapegoat for a series of abuses more far-ranging and damaging than
her own. The confusion of command at the overpopulated prison, the
domineering role of her boyfriend, Private Charles Graner, who admitted
his influence over her (she was pregnant with his child during the trial),
the likelihood our Defense Department knew about the practices in our
detention centers, all suggest enough blame to go around.
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Seven soldiers were sentenced in the Abu Ghraib scandal. Do we
know their names? Can we picture them? The media relished showing us
Lynndie England. In our collective consciousness she became the “bad
girl” to Jessica Lynch’s “good girl.” Neither one portrayed exactly as she is,
both became iconic images of the war. They formed the classic madonna/
whore syndrome, reducing women to the stereotypical: either vulnerable,
virginal, and innocent or damaged, sexual, and dangerous. It’s an easy,
dehumanizing shorthand, one consistent with a community lacking real
respect for women, undervaluing their contributions, and all too often
ignoring their dreadful treatment.

As oF 2008 more than 25,600 female soldiers have been deployed to Iragq,
Afghanistan, and other countries supporting America’s war on terrorism.
Women are flying fighter jets, serving on patrols and supply lines, and
analyzing intelligence data. Every day they put their lives in danger.

Staft Sergeant Dawn Moreland was in Afghanistan for nine months
and Iraq twice. “I've been attacked and shot at as well as seen people strap
bombs to themselves and blow themselves up,” she told me recently.

While women are still generally limited to combat-support roles in war,
our present battles, eliminating any distinction between combat and sup-
port units, have resulted in high numbers of fatalities and horrific injuries.
“Frankly one of the most dangerous things you can do in Iraq is drive a
truck, and that’s considered a combat-support role,” said Matthew Fried-
man, executive director of the National Center for Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder.

Talk to women in the military and they’ll tell you about the dangers,
not only from roadside bombs but also from their own comrades in arms.
A report sponsored by the Department of Defense in 2003 found that one
third of female veterans seeking health care through the Veterans Admin-
istration said they’d experienced rape or attempted rape during their ser-
vice. Within one year, accounts of sexual assaults have jumped 40 percent.
Over five hundred cases among U.S. troops in Afghanistan and Iraq were
reported during 2006.

“Saying something [about abuse] was looked down upon,” said Amor-
ita Randall, who served in Iraq with the navy in 2004. “I don’t know how
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to explain it. You just don’t expect anything to be done about it anyway;,
so why even try?”

Randall’s expression of the futility endured by abused women in the
armed services has been repeatedly confirmed. “Evidence is not being col-
lected in some cases, and they are not getting medical care and other ser-
vices,” said Christine Hansen, executive director of the Miles Foundation,
an organization assisting sexually abused women in the military. Women
are frequently left in the same units as their accused attackers, putting
them at greater risk of future abuse. Even their requests for emotional and
legal counseling are ignored.

Danielle is a military officer who was stationed at Camp Udairi in
Kuwait, fifteen miles from the Iraqgi border. She was in training before
deployment and had just finished guard duty at 2:30 A.m. when she was
hit on the back of her head and knocked unconscious. She awoke with her
hands tied, her own underwear stuffed into her mouth, and a man raping
her. As she struggled, he slammed a heavy object between her eyes, caus-
ing her to black out again.

When she finally came to, she found herself alone. Gagging, bleed-
ing, and naked, she ran into camp. A rape examination was performed at
an aid station, but Danielle’s other injuries were left untreated. There was
no trauma counseling and no opportunity to meet with a chaplain (even
though she asked to see one), and her superior officers wanted her to take
a polygraph exam and get back to work in spite of her condition.

“I feel like my chain of command betrayed me,” Danielle said. “I gave
four years to that unit, and I feel like it kicked me in the teeth when I was
down.”

There has been no shortage of testimonies and information—some
eighteen major reports on sexual abuse have been issued in the past few
years—but military women continue to get a cold shoulder from those in
power.

“Why is there no outrage about this?” Senator Ben Nelson asked a
group of military leaders at a hearing on the prevalence of sexual assault
and harassment in our armed forces and service academies.

So far no one has given him an answer.
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A culture of hostility to women is evident throughout the military,
starting with the recruiting process. More than a hundred young women
interested in joining the military were sexually attacked by their recruiters
in 2006, according to a CBS News report. “Women were raped on recruit-
ing-office couches, assaulted in government cars, and groped en route
to entrance exams.” And it’s happening to girls still in high school, the
result of a hidden provision in Bush’s No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of
2002—called by one irate father “the most aggressive military recruitment
tool enacted since the draft ended in 1973.”

Most parents don't realize it, but their children’s public schools, under
the NCLB Act, are required to provide the military with personal data
on their students, including birth dates, social security numbers, e-mail
addresses, phone numbers, and grade-point averages. Dossiers, shared
with private companies, are being maintained on millions of young
Americans, making them easy targets for military recruiting. Equipped
with all the necessary information, recruiters are now able to bypass
parents and contact students directly. This policy enables ill-intentioned
men—like Indiana National Guard sergeant Eric P. Vetesy—to pick out
young women who would be especially vulnerable to authority. Vetesy,
who’s been accused of sexually assaulting six female recruits, preyed on
girls from single-parent homes, with no father figure present.

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Michael Berg, director of the Carolina Peace
Research Center, said about the increasing incidents of sexual miscon-
duct. “I don’t think, in general, we should disparage all recruiters as sexual
predators. However, they have undue influence and access to our schools.
.. . Regulations to protect students go by the wayside when it comes to
recruiters.”

When you put young women eager to join the military together with
the persuasive power and authority of older men in uniform, you have
conditions ripe not only for exploitation but for keeping quiet about it.

Berg’s organization is working to limit recruitment in schools, but
it’s not likely to happen. During the past several years the military has
extended its reach into our everyday lives. Part of it comes from the enor-
mous pressure to increase military enrollment numbers, even giving
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waivers to those with criminal records and histories of drug and alco-
hol problems. And part comes from the government’s interest in getting
Americans to accept the concept of ongoing war.

Gl Joe Is Back, and He Is Us

Once confined to certain subgroups of society, military values now per-
meate our entire culture. Militarization occurs on many levels, making
it appear by turn fun, “in,” powerful, and normal. Some indicators seem
fairly innocuous—the popularity of Hummers and camouflage (camo)
clothing, the new buzzwords coming from soldiering, like “a navy shower”
(for a short shower), bantered around in mainstream speech. But other
aspects are especially worrying, inculcating our young men and boys in a
world of violence while inflaming sexism and accelerating the marginal-
ization of women.

Media experts and scholars are starting to talk about the “military-
entertainment complex” to describe an enormously successful and profit-
able new alliance. Commercials disguised as docudramas are shown with
disturbing regularity when you turn on the television or sit in a movie
theater waiting for the feature presentation. The singing, music, special
effects, and action depict troops of brawny men engaged in romanticized
battle. As a mosaic of airbrushed images flicker across the screen, we’re
being sold on war, and our children, especially those of the working class,
are being sold on fighting in it.

Then there are the movies themselves. Two post-9/11 films in par-
ticular, Black Hawk Down (2001) and The Sum of All Fears (2002), are
noteworthy examples of our armed forces’ participation in Hollywood.
The Pentagon invited the actors of Black Hawk Down, a movie glorifying
our botched mission in Somalia, to train at military bases. With Donald
Rumsfeld’s personal intervention, eight helicopter pilots and more than
one hundred U.S. rangers were sent to support the filming in Morocco,
making it the first time in history that our military actually assisted in a
movie’s production.

“Black Hawk Down is a self-conscious attempt to recuperate the col-
lective memory of this raid—to claim it as a stunning example of the
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valor and heroism of U.S. soldiers,” said sociologist Jonathan Markovitz.
Although production had started before 9/11, the movie speeded to release
because Somalia initially ranked high on the list of possible targets.

Like Black Hawk Down, The Sum of All Fears, vividly portraying a
nuclear assault on the city of Baltimore, premiered not in Hollywood but
in Washington. And it too had political value. The Monday after the mov-
ie’s second successful weekend, Ashcroft announced the arrest of “shoe
bomber” Jose Padilla, charged with trying to make a radioactive bomb.
Since Padilla already had been in custody for a month, it’s likely the gov-
ernment timed its broadcast to the movie hoping to spike our worries of
nuclear annihilation as it paved the way to war in Iraq.

In the wake of the attacks, a new brand of reality TV, with unprece-
dented access and support of our Pentagon, burst on the scene. A-list pro-
ducers such as Tony Scott of Top Gun, well known for promilitary movies,
could be counted on to deliver a heavy duty patriotic message and keep
the public interested in an open-ended conflict.

VHTI’s Military Diaries gave sixty members of our armed forces video
cameras to take with them on their missions, talk about their daily lives,
and describe how music helped them cope. American Fighter Pilot follows
F-15 pilots through training. Although short-lived on television, the series
has enjoyed widespread popularity on DVD. And Profiles from the Front
Lines, produced by Jerry Bruckheimer of Pearl Harbor and Black Hawk
Down, told the personal stories of our soldiers abroad.

The foray into feature-length movies and television proved to be just
the beginning of “militainment.” Columbia University’s Nick Turse, writ-
ing about this trend, believes our military has scored its greatest victories
where our “most vulnerable population—children—resides. . . . Through
toys, especially videogames, the military and its partners in academia and
the entertainment industry, have not only blurred the line between enter-
tainment and war, but created a media culture thoroughly capable of pre-
paring America’s children for armed conflict.”

The younger ones can choose from a selection of military bears called
Faithful Fuzzies, toting M-16s, or the Shock and Awe twins. For their older
brothers, the selection is virtually unlimited. There’s Battle Command
Post Two Story Headquarters—a militarized dollhouse, complete with a
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gun rack, sandbags, a talking, bloodied, about-to-die Uday doll who cries
out in pain for his father, Saddam Hussein, and an updated assortment of
action figures. Toy GIs, furloughed after Vietnam and heading for retire-
ment, are now back on the scene and more realistic than ever. In combat
gear pegged to our current battles, a top line manufactured by the U.S.
Army depicts actual soldiers with names, ranks, and serial numbers.

Without a doubt the most dazzling, innovative toys are the military
videogames. Developed by top-notch military analysts at the best train-
ing centers and schools and fully funded by our military, these games
immerse children in the barrage of noises, violence, and destruction of
modern combat. Every one of the armed forces, even the CIA, has its own
high-tech version. America’s Army, Full Spectrum Command, Full Spec-
trum Warrior, and Rogue Shield rank among the most popular games
played online. Children can blast the enemy to smithereens, endure the
sweaty rigors of boot camp, fight hand-to-hand in urban settings, or hunt
after bloodthirsty terrorists in mountainous terrain, all from the privacy
and comfort of their own bedrooms. As recruiting and training devices,
these games are hugely successful. More problematic is the impact on mil-
lions of American kids.

“This toy states to me: war is the only way,” said Mike Brody, a child
psychiatrist and the media committee chair of the American Academy
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, commenting on one of the military
PlayStations. “These toys are normalizing the concept of war for the next
generation of Americans.”

The new war toys “represent a troubling new paradigm in play itself,”
said Brody, because theyre linked so closely to actual events, making it
harder for children to distinguish between real and pretend and, accord-
ing to many experts, harder for them to control aggressive behavior.
Numerous studies have documented the association between participation
in violent gaming and belligerent behavior. One, coming out of Indiana
University’s School of Medicine, studied the brain waves of adolescents
playing a violent wartime video for a half hour and found an irrefutable
physiological connection between the games and aggressive thoughts and
antisocial behavior.
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“Murder stimulators!” That’s what Lieutenant Colonel David Gross-
man, a former West Point psychologist and army ranger, calls violent
videogames. Grossman, author of several highly acclaimed books dealing
with teen violence, is a world-renowned authority in the new scientific field
of “killology.” Human beings, he says, aren’t born to be violent. We have to
be taught. And the best way, according to our military? Through the kinds
of video games being marketed to our kids. These games teach recruits
to kill on command, and to do it repeatedly until it feels natural—kiddy
versions of Manchurian Candidate. Grossman is worried because he sees
children at very young ages increasingly attracted to violence, simultane-
ously learning the mechanics of killing while becoming immune to its
consequences.

“Does this toy represent the values American parents want to instill in
our young people?” an aghast Carrie Lybecker of Washington asked about
J. C. Penney’s Forward Command Post (precursor to the Battle Command
Post), advertised for children five years and older.

Carrie’s question is one we all should be asking. Consciously or uncon-
sciously we have accepted the values of the warrior and discarded the ideals
of compassion, understanding, cooperation, and empathy—time-honored
principles and, until recently, proud parts of the American national char-
acter. Our hypermasculinized, femophobic society is dangerous to all of
us. Sexism has continued virtually unchecked for so many years that it’s
become part of our national consciousness.

President Obama brings a gentler, more collaborative tone to Wash-
ington, emphasizing diplomacy and engagement with the world. But this
in itself, without the efforts of every one of us, isn’t enough to alter deeply
entrenched and distorted views of masculinity and femininity—a change
mentioned neither by the administration nor the media, but one that is
surely needed.
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STARVE THE BEAST,
SINK THE NATION

It’s virtually unheard of to cut taxes at a time of war, thundered Nobel
Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman. Krugman smelled a rat. A
big one. Deceit and deception, brought to us by the same flimflammers
who swindled the American public into backing the war in Iraq, have
destroyed our economy. And it’s having a disastrous impact on women.
The creature Krugman smells is “the beast”—Republicanspeak for gov-
ernment, and they want as little of it as possible. The whole idea of starve-
the-beast economics is to “shrink the government down to the size where
you can drown it in the bathtub,” according to archconservative Grover
Norquist.

The strategy involved pushing through huge tax cuts to deprive the
government of crucial revenue, then crying out “Oh my god! We have
huge deficits, we have to cut vital social programs, we have to cut domestic
spending. We're good guys, we’re compassionate conservatives, but, hey,
what else can we do?”

Bush gave a number of spurious explanations for slashing taxes back in
2001 and again in 2003, but the real reason, said Krugman, was to advance
his radical right-wing agenda. The hawks of his administration certainly
realized how much wars cost. As of September 2007 our forays into Iraq
and Afghanistan totaled $604 billion. An additional $200 billion was
added in 2008, and the estimate through the next decade is a whopping $3
trillion. And we already had a big deficit before we went into Iraq.
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In our nation’s past, we all shared the burden of armed conflict. But
not under the Bushies. We lavished huge benefits on the wealthy—many of
whom gained directly or indirectly from the war—while asking the chil-
dren of our poor and working families to die for our country.

A more cynical mind than mine might question if impoverishing mil-
lions of American youths was part of a grand plan to supply our nation
with an underclass for whom the military beckoned as their only option
for a better life. But even if that wasn’t a motivation for Bush’s callous
policies, they’ve had that effect. We’ve become a nation of vast and harsh
extremes; the gap between the very rich and the rest of the nation has
grown dramatically.

Before the economic catastrophe of 2008, social commentators talked
about a new Gilded Age, a time of excessive and ostentatious wealth con-
centrated into the hands of the top 20 percent of American families, who
built mansions in three or four different locations and flew back and forth
between them in private jets.

At the other end of the scale, barely noticed, are some thirty-seven mil-
lion Americans, many of them women and children, officially classified
as poor. That’s roughly one in eight of us without adequate food, shelter,
and clothing. The poignant struggles of another fifty-seven million barely
hanging on one rung above the “officially” poor are depicted in Katherine
Newman and Victor Tan Chen’s book The Missing Class: Portraits of the
Near Poor in America. Poverty is a kind of banishment in this country. It
translates into subpar education, deteriorating health, and dim prospects.
The poor and near-poor of our nation toil at jobs the rest of us wouldn’t
even consider. Their wages are subsistence, their benefits nil. And now
even these jobs are most likely gone.

It wasn’t always like this. The poverty of the 1950s and 1960s was con-
sidered a blight upon our nation. People of good will, compassion, and
courage resolved to combat it. And, to a large extent, they did. President
Johnson’s War on Poverty resulted in real gains, especially for children.
Their poverty rate fell from 23 percent in 1963 to 14 percent in 1969. Back
then we had a solid middle class, composed of middle managers, academ-
ics, lawyers, and many unionized blue-collar workers.
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Not toolongago CEOs ascribed to a social code of behavior as described
by John Kenneth Galbraith. “Management does not go out ruthlessly to
reward itself—a sound management is expected to exercise restraint . . .
[otherwise] the corporation would be a chaos of competitive avarice.” We
need only remember such scandals as those surrounding Enron, World-
Com, the New York Stock Exchange, and Tyco; the luxurious weeklong
retreat executives of AIG enjoyed at the plush St. Regis Resort in Monarch
Beach, California, piling up a tab of $440,000; and the outrageous bonuses
AIG paid its executives after the federal government offered the giant
insurance company an eighty-five billion dollar bailout; or the chutzpah
of the three automotive companies’ CEOs flying in separate private jets to
Washington, D.C., where they pleaded corporate poverty, for us to con-
clude that no one is reading from Galbraith’s manual.

And even when they’re not raking in a fortune at the expense of their
workers, CEOs of most major companies are granted huge perks, like fully
stocked apartments, limousines with chauffeurs, home security systems,
country club memberships, and other benefits totaling millions of dollars
a year.

Executive compensation is set by boards of directors who are elected
by investors/shareholders. They could change these astronomical num-
bers if they wanted to. But as long as they’re happy with their returns, they
have little incentive to put on the brakes. A report conducted by the Asso-
ciated Press in December 2008 found that even failing banks and compa-
nies awarded huge handouts at taxpayer expense continued to grant their
executives multimillion-dollar pay packages. Of the 116 banks receiving
federal help at the time of the study, the average top executive went home
with $2.6 million in salary, bonuses, and benefits. Former Merrill Lynch
CEO John A. Thain (of the $1,400 wastepaper basket) earned $83 million
in 2008, making him the leader of the pack, but not by much. Most sig-
nificant companies also have extensive pay-deferral plans, allowing execu-
tives to stash away tens of millions of dollars into tax-free pots.

This extraordinary wealth translates into political clout. It’s more than
a matter of colossal contributions to business-friendly candidates. Con-
servative think tanks have shaped public opinion and understanding in
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ways that favored letting the rich accumulate fortunes and—if the estate
tax is eliminated—pass them on intact to their children. And although
President Obama wants a cap on the salaries and bonuses of top execu-
tives whose companies receive federal funds, there are untold ways to cir-
cumvent any pay restrictions.

NUMEROUS STUDIES AND economists have shown the mammoth tax cuts
of the past thirty years, both Reagan’s and then Bush II’s overwhelmingly
benefited the rich, parceling out only a little to the rest. The tax-cut bill
President Bush signed in May 2006 granted millionaires an average break
of nearly forty-three thousand dollars. It gave households with incomes
below seventy-five thousand (more than three-quarters of all households)
a tax cut of approximately thirty-one dollars, not enough these days to pay
for half a tank of gas. The average single mother with a median income of
just $23,428 got a mere ten dollars.

Bush’s tax policies asked “the most vulnerable people in society to
tighten their belts so that the most affluent can have a tax cut,” said Paula
Roberts, a senior staff attorney at the Center for Law and Social Policy in
Washington, D.C.

Working Americans, traditionally honored as the backbone of our
country, got short shrift, squeezed again and again. The federal minimum
wage of $5.15 an hour hadn’t been raised in nine years—the longest period
in our history without an increase. After the midterm elections of 2006
brought in a (barely) Democratic Congress, tackling this issue became
a priority. Because of entrenched opposition, the bill had to go through
numerous drafts, each giving less to the workers than the previous one.
When finally passed in May 2007, it prescribed a three-step increase over
two years before reaching the final $7.25. (The tipped federal employee
wage is still stuck at $2.12). And as part of the deal, $4.8 billion worth of
tax breaks are being handed to small businesses over a ten-year period.

This is nothing short of shameful—a nation like ours, the richest in the
world, allowing corporate bonuses to spiral to hundreds of millions, and
bickering for years over a bill giving only a paltry increase in the mini-
mum wage to working Americans, most of them women, many the sole
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supporters of their children. And then making them wait more than two
years for it.

How did this happen in America? How did we become a country in
which the real average annual compensation of the top one hundred CEOs
is more than one thousand times the pay of ordinary workers? Since 2001
the number of people in poverty has increased by 4.3 million. And with
the recession of 2008, it’s only gotten worse. Raging avarice is a major cul-
prit, and it was given wide latitude by acolytes of the Reagan Revolution’s
antiregulation dogma. As the New York Times noted on September 28,
2008, over the past several decades crucial laws have been abolished, the
passage of vital new regulations prevented, reckless risk-taking encour-
aged, and gross malfeasance and ineptitude simply ignored.

Democrats as well as Republicans have had a hand in dismantling key
legislation and contributing to the culture of greed. But Bush II’s admin-
istration, by making antiregulation and deregulation the twin pillars of
his fiscal policy, bears a unique responsibility for precipitating one of the

worst economic crises in our country’s history.

INDIFFERENT GOVERNMENTAL POLICES are largely to blame for our finan-
cial mess, but theyre not the whole story. Just as our nation has lost its
way abroad, we're lost at home. Our moral compass is askew. Our sense
of social responsibility, weakened under the polarizing tactics of the Rea-
gan administration, gave way, under Bush, to grasping and competitive
individualism. Compassion, empathy, and caring were demeaned as the
feelings of the weak, the womanly. They carried little weight in our macho-
militarized society. On a personal level, as in foreign affairs, we became
obsessed with self-preservation, unilateralism, and a heightened sense of
exceptionalism. All this allowed and at times even encouraged us to turn
our backs on those in need. When news appeared in June 2007 about little
Deamonte Driver of Maryland, who died from an abscessed tooth because
his mother couldn’t afford the eighty dollars to have it pulled, a lot of us
were shocked and outraged. But how many of us decided, right then, to
give some time or money to support those trying to make health coverage
a reality for all our children? (I know I didn’t.)
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Not too long ago women fought and lobbied for those less fortunate
than themselves. But in these Darwinian times, talking about sisterhood
makes you akin to a tyrannosaurus. We’ve taken on the mantra of the “war
on terror.” “Us or them” has become the creed by which many American
families live, and this attitude has only been exacerbated by the deepen-
ing financial collapse. “Sometimes I feel like my whole existence is one big
Amazing Race,” a mother of two admitted. “I feel like we’re always vying
with one another for getting our kids the best positions on their teams, for
making the most elaborate birthday parties, for having the biggest homes,
the most number of cars.”

Understandably, September 11 and our fears of imminent death
unleashed feelings of hedonism. For those who could indulge them these
feelings translated into the urge to spend, buy, have, own—to achieve a
sense of security and status by surrounding ourselves in the comfort of
material goods just as we did in the 1950s. And the Bush administration’s
policies made it easy for some of us to do just that, right up until the finan-
cial collapse, when most people across the economic spectrum started
exercising some restraint.

For other Americans, governmental actions have made day-to-day life
a near-impossible struggle, heightening our anxieties about job loss, home
foreclosures, and food insecurity. Women have been especially hard hit.
The subprime mortgage debacle has disproportionately affected African
American and Hispanic women, a significant number the single heads
of their families who were trying to create stable environments for their
children. Many of these women started out with low interest rates, only
to see those rates skyrocket way beyond what they could afford. And stud-
ies conducted by the Consumer Federation of America have revealed how
subprime lenders charged Latinas and black women higher rates and fees
than men of all races across all types of loans. Elderly women especially
are at risk of becoming dependent on social services and of joining the
permanent population of homeless, said Brandeis law professor Anita
Hill.

While much of the press has bemoaned the loss of male jobs, especially
in the financial sector, as award-winning professor of social policy Mimi
Abramovitz, writing in Women’s eNews, points out, a greater percentage
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of the sixty-eight million working women in this country have been laid
off than men and have experienced a larger drop in wages. The current
recession is really hitting women’s jobs, agrees Rebecca Blank, a senior
fellow at the Brookings Institute. And for many of these women there is
no safety net. Low-wage-earning women usually don’t qualify for unem-
ployment insurance benefits because they tend to work intermittently and
part-time. Twenty years ago, these workers would have found help in the
traditional welfare program. But, says Blank, “[o]n that front, the news in
not promising at all.” It is more than a bit ironic that the same folks who
applauded government investment in our failing banks, calling it “recapi-
talization” rather than nationalization, are the first to scream “Socialism!
Socialism!” at the notion of expanding social services.

Some of the ways women are being hurt by the financial meltdown
are obvious and immediate, others less so. Throughout our nation’s his-
tory, periods of economic insecurity have always resulted in setbacks for
women. Beyond all the trappings of masculinity—being a good athlete, a
decision maker, a soldier—what really makes men feel like men? “Being a
good family breadwinner,” says a two-decades-long survey conducted by
the Yankelovich Monitor, reinforcing numerous academic studies showing
male identity linked to occupation. “A Crisis of Confidence for Masters of
the Universe” is how Dr. Richard A. Friedman, a psychiatrist writing in
the New York Times, assessed the impact of the current economic debacle
on the male ego. Friedman was referring to Wall Street high rollers, but
men of all economic backgrounds are shaken by losing their livelihoods.

THREATS TO FEELINGS of masculinity generally result in greater subjuga-
tion of women—everything from a further rollback of our rights to height-
ened gender discrimination to shifts in family dynamics to increased
domestic violence. Not surprisingly, violent crimes against women have
multiplied dramatically over the past two years. And this is on top of the
misogyny already running rampant in the nation, eroding our progress
in every area: not only in achieving financial independence but in health
and reproductive rights, the ability to succeed in school and at work, and
diminishing our sense of ourselves as autonomous, self-determining indi-
viduals. The process, for the most part, has been deliberate. And it’s been
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effective. Until I began writing this book, I didn't realize how effective. It
began with Reagan, lay dormant under Clinton, and got rebranded under
Bush. It’s happened over years, and it will take years to return us to where
we were in the 1970s.

Our most powerful and enduring institutions have become inimical
to real gender equality. As antiwoman as W. was, we elected a Congress
in 2006 that accepted, even endorsed, his policies. Cowardly, fearful of
being called unpatriotic, it remained a silent witness to the destruction
of necessary social programs, hurting millions of lives. And the press fol-
lowed right along. “Women’s issues have been demoted to untouchables,”
one journalist said. Occasionally, “family issues” make the news, although
usually buried in the styles or living sections, signaling that it’s still accept-
able for us to advocate for our children but not for ourselves.

When the media has covered women, it’s been to hype bogus battles
between us, magnifying the differences and pitting one against the other,
as in Hillary supporters versus Obama supporters, or gleefully exposing
the latest Spears family scandal, all the while ignoring the hard realities
women endure all over the country.

But we can't ignore it any longer. Americans of good faith, patriotic
Americans who honor the real meaning of democracy, who believe in car-
ing for our nation’s future and for one another, must take a stand. We can’t
allow divisive politics, pushing women to the sidelines of society, labeling
us as the other, telling us we don’t matter, make us believe that we don’t
matter. We can't let the fearmongers, the anxiety pushers, and the lack of
a clear spokesperson for women keep us passive.

In Barack Obama we have a president who promised to be sympathetic
to our concerns. He faces an enormity of complex problems demanding
immediate attention. That’s why it’s crucial to make his administration
aware of all the rights women have lost over these past decades, to make
sure that women’s issues aren’t shoved aside and forgotten about. Again.
To start, we need to understand what those issues are today.

The truth might ultimately make us free, but first it’s going to make us

pretty unhappy.
I hope it also makes us fighting mad.
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BODILY HARM

« I have some bad news,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. There
was a pause, and as Alison Rein’s heart started pounding, the doctor
said the unimaginable: “It’s malignant.”

“I almost dropped the phone. How could this be? I was twenty-nine
years old and just told I have breast cancer,” Rein said.

The news was equally devastating and terrifying. Alison sat in her office,
unable to absorb what the doctor had said. Finding the words to tell her
boyfriend, Matt, seemed impossible. Finally she picked up the phone and
dialed. “But as soon as I heard his voice,” she said, “I completely lost it.”

At first it felt as though her world were crashing down on her. What
would happen to her job as a public policy analyst in Washington, D.C.?
Her relationship with the man she planned on marrying? Her dreams to
one day be a mother? Lurking in the background was the uncertainty she
didn’t dare express: would she have a future at all?

Years ago, the answers to these questions would have been pretty grim,
but Alison was lucky to live in an area known for top-notch physicians and
hospitals. Even so, her first round of appointments left her in despair. Doc-
tors at both Johns Hopkins and George Washington hospitals suggested
chemotherapy, in effect knocking out her ovaries.

Alison kept looking until she found a doctor who tailored a protocol—
lupron injections, tamoxifen, and radiation—to fit her life hopes. Today,
Alison has been cancer-free for eight years, is married to Matt, and has
recently given birth to a robust nine-pound baby boy.

“I'm one of the lucky ones,” Alison said. “My insurance plans
allowed me to see several doctors, and I benefited from research yielding

137
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generations of effective treatments. I used to be part of the Young Survival
Coalition of breast cancer patients, women who had reoccurrences two,
three times for whom there are no real options, no real clinical trials being
done on medications that might help them. A lot of them . . .” her voice
trailed, “I don’t know if they’ll make it.”

Most women, no matter their age, are, like Alison, terrified of this dis-
ease. The day their mammograms approach, they tell me, they’re filled
with dread. Women in my online survey overwhelmingly listed it as the
most pressing medical concern facing our sex. Twice as many women die
of heart disease in America, but it’s breast cancer we fear. Approximately
one in eight will be diagnosed with the disease this year. 'm sure that
every one of you—like me—can immediately come up with a long list of
coworkers, friends, and relatives who've battled it. I recently asked Dr.
Hiram Cody III, a breast surgeon at Sloane Kettering Memorial Cancer
Hospital, if we’re in the midst of a breast cancer epidemic.

“I don’t think so,” he said, pointing out that early detection and bet-
ter screening have enabled the medical profession to identify and care for
more cases. He and other physicians have emphasized that with new treat-
ments, fewer women will die from the disease.

The American Cancer Society has recently reported a decline in the
death rate from breast cancer (some of it possibly linked to women going
off hormone replacement therapies), but long-term outcomes continue to
be better for white than for black women. Even with the current drop,
altogether some 40,900 American women will die of the disease in 2009.
These numbers represent our grandmothers, mothers, sisters, daughters,
our best friends. Their hopes, their chances of survival, depend on scien-
tific progress, on work to produce new drugs like abraxane, being used
effectively to combat the disease in its advanced stages.

Under the Bush administration, scientific research stalled. For the first
time since 1970, the budget of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) was
cut, including the National Cancer Institute (NCI). This affects not only
funding for breast cancer research but for cervical and ovarian cancers as
well.

“We're at jeopardy of losing a whole generation of scientists, of cancer
researchers, and that’s undoubtedly going to have an effect ten years down
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the line,” said Dr. Ben Ho Park of Johns Hopkins’ Kimmel Cancer Center.
Park is in the midst of valuable breast cancer research and is concerned
that the cuts—his lab budget has been reduced by almost 30 percent—
will result in an increase in the death rate again. “Right now it’s a shame
because we're really poised with our knowledge base of cancer to make
really great inroads into this disease as far as therapy and treatment,” he
said.

As women learn of these cutbacks, they’re horrified. “I watched my
own mother die of cancer in 1985 and three years later lost my mother-in-
law to it also. In 2004, I was also diagnosed. . .. How does anyone . . . even
consider cutting funding this research?” one wrote.

“INDIGESTION, THAT WAS the main thing. And I felt overwhelmingly tired
and dizzy, with occasional shortness of breath,” Marcie Pollock recalled.

“I phoned my doctor repeatedly, but he insisted that it was stress. My
only stress was that I wasn’t feeling well.”

Even though both of Marcie’s parents had died of heart attacks at rela-
tively early ages, and her brother, at forty-five, only a few years older than
she, had already had triple bypass surgery, her doctor, a well-known inter-
nist with a cardiology specialty, kept dismissing her complaints. “Maybe
it’s a hiatus hernia,” he allowed, “nothing more.”

Two weeks of these warning signs later, Marcie collapsed on her bed-
room floor. Miraculously, her husband was late going to work that day and
immediately called for an ambulance. It saved her life. She was rushed to
the hospital and diagnosed with a myocardial infarction (heart attack).
After a week in the ICU and a double bypass, she slowly recovered.

Her physician remained unapologetic. “Your symptoms were atypi-
cal,” he kept insisting.

Actually, Marcie had very common warning signs of a heart attack
for women. It’s men who present with chest and arm pain, and while
heart attack rates for men have leveled off, theyre increasing for younger
women.

Obesity and its twin, diabetes, both on the rise across the country,
are largely responsible for the spike in cardiovascular disease (CVD).
And women, particularly African American women, have a higher risk
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of developing diabetes than men do. CVD in this country kills a woman
every minute, and we’re more likely than men to die of a first-time cardio-
vascular event. The reasons for this are twofold. The first is because, like
Marcie’s doctor, most physicians aren’t familiar with our symptoms or the
therapies appropriate for women. The second is suggested by research-
ers at Tufts Medical Center in Boston, who found female cardiac patients
endure more delays than male patients at the hands of emergency medical
workers.

With heart disease, many cancers, immunological disorders, and HIV,
women present symptoms unlike men’s and respond to different medica-
tions and dosages. Knowing this is absolutely crucial to prevention, diag-
nosis, and treatment, but before the formation of the Society for Women’s
Health Research in 1990, no one paid attention to these disparities. Even
when women had been included in clinical trials, the results weren’t being
analyzed.

“One of the Society’s most important goals is to ensure women’s inclu-
sion and retention in clinical trials,” said its president, Phyllis Greenberger,
who is considered to be among the most influential women in medicine
today.

There are offices of women’s health in both the NIH and the FDA. They
collaborate with medical and scientific communities to support fund-
ing for research on women’s illnesses and encourage the advancement of
women in medical fields. But however vital their work, these offices are
in constant danger of being budget-cut to extinction. Recently, only an
eleventh-hour campaign prevented the FDA’s Office of Women’s Health
from having to curtail all its research in 2007.

An act of Congress granting the offices of women’s health in our fed-
eral agencies permanent status would give them some immunity from
political maneuvering. The Society for Women’s Health Research has been
pushing for over eight years for such a mandate. But, says Greenberger,

While these offices are important, nothing will substitute for more atten-
tion to and funding for conditions that affect women disproportion-

ately and differently. Continued pressure is needed to include women
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and minorities in medical research and analysis by sex and ethnicity,
and we need to convince the medical and research establishment that
understanding sex differences is important in ensuring the provision of
appropriate care. For too long, women have been treated as “little men,”
without an appreciation of the differences in prevalence and symptoms
among various conditions and what those differences mean for diagno-

sis and treatment. What it amounts to is women’s health getting really
short shrift.

In the meantime, efforts expended in just staying afloat could be put-
ting their programs (those that could save women like Marcie from near
tragedy) in jeopardy.

“MAMA, PLEASE HELP me! Please take me to the E.R.,” cried the thirty-
one-year-old Tennessee woman, Monique “Nikki” White. Skin lesions
from untreated lupus were spreading over her entire body, her stomach
swelled, and the pain was unbearable. But when her mom said, “OK, let’s
go,” Nikki held back. With no insurance and still owing money from her
last visit, her fears of being turned away kept her from getting help.

The next day she suffered a seizure and was rushed to the hospital, but
the care she received came too late. Significant organ damage had taken its
toll. She died shortly afterward.

Since receiving her diagnosis ten years earlier, Nikki had waged two
equally arduous battles—against her disease and for medical insurance.
Both were doomed.

As one of the forty-seven million Americans uninsured because they
don’t qualify for Medicaid and are unable to purchase insurance on their
own (up by nearly 8.6 million between 2000 and 2006), Nikki did not have
ongoing, coordinated medical treatment.

If her illness had been managed appropriately, if she’d been treated by
a specialist and given appropriate medication, she might not have died,
like some twenty-seven thousand other Americans whose deaths in 2008
alone would have been preventable if they’d had insurance, according to a
recent study by the Urban Institute.
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Women without insurance (Latinas and African American women
are two to three times more likely to be uninsured than white women)
“typically postpone needed care, skip important screening services, are
diagnosed at more advanced disease states and receive less therapeutic
care,” a 2007 study by the Commonwealth Fund revealed. “Holding on to
my insurance is the reason I'm sticking with a job I loathe,” one woman
wrote on my survey, expressing the views of many. In an AFL-CIO poll of
over twenty-three thousand women of all ages and nationalities, concern
about health care and finding affordable insurance ranked as the top con-
cern. And startling new evidence, reported in the October 30, 2008, New
York Times, has revealed a large gap in the cost of health insurance plans
between what women and men pay, a difference amounting to hundreds
of dollars more per year for women. As Marcia D. Greenberger, copresi-
dent of the National Women’s Law Center, said, just as we don’t allow for
race to be a factor in setting rates, we shouldn’t allow gender to be, either.

This disparity may explain why women with insurance often have to
ignore serious medical conditions because they can’t afford to treat them.
Elizabeth M. Patachias and Judith G. Waxman, also of the National Wom-
en’s Law Center, note that women have greater health care needs, take
more prescription medications, and have lower incomes than men. Many
with policies are underinsured. And faced with the high cost of premiums
and health care services, women report avoiding care altogether or getting
far less than they need.

In the current economic meltdown, with such horrific job loss, more
families are buying individual insurance. But as Dawn Foiles found out,
this might result in no insurance at all.

Dawn did all the right things. She found a surgeon on her plan, then got
Blue Cross’s authorization for her back and neck operations. But while she
was just starting to recover, the company pulled her coverage, leaving her
and her husband with one hundred thousand dollars in medical bills. Blue
Cross accused her of failing to disclose an earlier back surgery in 1997. Dawn
has the documents to prove them wrong, but the company still refuses to
reconsider. The last thing in the world the Foiles want is to sell their Califor-
nia home and live with her husband’s mom in Idaho, but that might be their
only option. “I've never been this stressed out in all my life,” Dawn said.
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DUMPING PATIENTS AFTER accepting them and then claiming their initial
applications were misleading or erroneous is a growing trend among insur-
ance companies as they maximize their profits at the expense of patients.
Health insurance companies are growing at a rapid pace, soon to take over
manufacturing as America’s largest industry. There are four health insur-
ance lobbyists for every member of Congress. We're spending more on
health insurance than almost every other wealthy nation, and getting less
care. A universal system, equally responsive to the health needs of women
as it is to men, and to the poor as to the well-oft—with meaningful and
equitable access for everyone—would go a long way toward preventing
these medical horror stories.

Warning! This Country May Be Dangerous to Your Health

Many pregnant women enjoy their final trimester as a time of planning
and fantasizing about the new baby. For African American women, those
daydreams often lead to heartbreak. They are four times as likely as white
women to die in childbirth, and for every one thousand live births, nearly
fourteen infants will die. These numbers, two and a half times what they
are for white women, are rising in many states. In our nation’s capital, the
mortality rate is four times as great for black infants as for white ones. The
gap between white and black babies expanded in twenty-five states between
1989 and 1991 and 2002 and 2004, coinciding with the Bush I and II years.

The causes are the usual suspects: low socioeconomic status, poor
nutrition, and lack of access to prenatal care. And Bush’s fiscal irresponsi-
bility and misguided wars hurt attempts to reverse our staggering rate of
infant mortality.

A cut of more than six hundred million dollars compromised WIC’s
ability to subsidize the diets of low-income pregnant women and nursing
mothers. Two other vital programs, one giving medical care to women
during and after their pregnancies and the other (the Healthy Start pro-
gram) to their babies, were slashed.

When President Obama signed a bill to expand coverage of the State
Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), he undid some of the
damage caused by his predecessor’s veto of the expansion in 2007. But
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there is still much more to do. Over the course of W.s terms in office,
he cut programs to help youngsters scarred by domestic violence, as well
as those struggling with substance abuse, physical disabilities, and severe
emotional disturbances, according to a report by the Children’s Defense
Fund. Bush’s budget of 2008 even ignored the Department of Health and
Human Services’s positive findings: an impressive 90 percent of children
included in the Children’s Mental Service Program attended school, and
almost 70 percent had no contact with law enforcement agencies.

Attracting less attention but also inflicting hardship are recent rules
making it harder for children, who comprise one third of the beneficia-
ries, to be enrolled in Medicaid, and cuts both in programs to improve
emergency medical services for minors and training for health care pro-
fessionals to staff freestanding children’s hospitals. What’s important to
remember is that children’s welfare is determined by the families they
grow up in. When kids’ parents are poor, they are poor.

Under Bush’s administration a series of reductions in Medicaid total-
ing some $12 billion effectively shredded the safety net for moderate and
low-income families. Obama’s $787 billion stimulus package provides $87
billion for Medicaid. It will help, of course, but it’s not as generous as many
governors had hoped.

INCARCERATED WOMEN, PROBABLY the most invisible group in our soci-
ety, are also among the most vulnerable. They’re being seriously hurt by
Medicaid rulings mandating delays upon release from prison to reapply
for its benefits—a process that can take upward of ninety days. The major-
ity of imprisoned women are there for nonviolent crimes: drugs, prostitu-
tion, check forgery—and most are mothers, incarcerated at great distance
from their children. Many of these inmates have long histories of abuse
and suffer from myriad mental and physical illnesses.

Hypertension, diabetes, heart conditions, asthma, HIV/AIDS, sub-
stance abuse, and depression afflict female prisoners at an alarming rate.
Being put behind bars is the punishment, but women are punished even
further by appallingly neglectful medical care. The blood-sugar levels of
diabetics aren’t routinely tested, resulting in life-threatening seizures;
inmates with newly detected cancers are ignored until they’re deathly
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ill with stage four metastasized malignancies. “[SJubstandard care and
unconscionable delays” is how one former prison doctor characterized the
jumble of apathy, incompetence, and outright deliberate refusal to diag-
nose and treat seriously ill incarcerated women. As Ross Sears, a retired
Texas appellate judge referring to Carswell, a federal prison in Fort Worth,
said, “Far too many inmates have died unnecessarily and their pleas for
help ignored.”

Whatever chronic conditions women bring to imprisonment, it’s safe
to say they’ll have them, or worse, if they survive their time inside. For
many of these women being on the “outside” is a risky proposition. Lack-
ing homes, jobs, embracing families, and health care, the experience can
be fraught with anxiety.

Tina, a young mother and a former alcoholic, desperate to stay sober,
found herself returning to her earlier destructive patterns. “I wish some-
one had told me how to take care of my health,” she said of her time in
prison. “I wish people would have told me about getting regular check-
ups. You didn’t get that inside. You were never told anything. I wish people
had told me to make sure I was OK.”

Continuity of medical treatment is especially vital for this neglected
population. By the time they’re able to access Medicaid again, many face
deteriorating conditions, compromising their ability to lead productive
lives and making recidivism more likely.

FORMERLY INCARCERATED WOMEN often feel discounted by a medical
establishment holding their past against them. If this is true, then the
reverse should prevail for women in our armed services. We’d think they’d
be granted superlative care. But, sadly, this isn’t the case.

When female veterans return home, they have to depend on deficient
services. Like men, they often face shockingly unsanitary conditions and
indifferent treatment, such as those reported at Walter Reed and other VA
hospitals. And while the numbers of wounded are less than those of the
men they serve with, women have a significantly higher incidence of seri-
ous posttraumatic stress syndrome (PTSS).

PTSS can result from multiple deployments, from injuries, from the
trauma of combat, or from sexual abuse while serving. Interestingly, stud-
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ies have shown that sexual harassment is so damaging to women it causes
the same level of posttraumatic stress that combat does for men. But pro-
grams to help treat PTSS “were designed with men in mind,” and women
are not getting the psychological care they need, a Memorial Day editorial
in the New York Times (2008) noted. “Women who have been raped or
sexually assaulted often cannot face therapy groups or medical facilities
full of men.”

Major Tammy Duckworth, assistant secretary of public and inter-
governmental affairs for the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, said,
“I don’t think the mental health care system is ready for [female veter-
ans].” Some eight hundred thousand of them are homeless, the majority
because they have children and no child care and are suffering from
mental distress.

Even though the cost of caring for returning veterans is soaring, the
Republicans under Bush put in place a budget severely reducing fund-
ing for their health care in 2009 and again in 2010, and then freezing it
afterward.

BuT BUSH’S LARGEST cuts—$105 billion over ten years—came from Medi-
care, which provides health care coverage to forty-three million senior cit-
izens and people with disabilities, the majority of whom are women. The
bill that passed in July 2008 will help ease the difficulties in accessing care
of those who reside in rural areas but will not remedy the damage already
done. Nearly one third of women living alone over the age of sixty-five
are classified as poor. Women are less likely than men to have had health
insurance through their jobs, and they’re more likely to have worked part-
time jobs or to stop working entirely to care for family members.

A significant number of these women have to postpone or forego nec-
essary care for themselves. In many cases they are no longer able to afford
the medications they require. Although secrecy has surrounded the pric-
ing of the new prescription drug plan, high-level congressional investiga-
tions have disclosed that using private insurers is actually driving up the
cost of drugs for our nation’s senior citizens. Each of the seven largest U.S.
publicly traded pharmaceutical companies are spending much more on
marketing and advertising than on research and development.
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However disparate the health needs of pregnant woman, infants, chil-
dren, the impoverished, and the elderly, they’re bound together in one
unhappy way—they all have high incidences of food insecurity. Or, put
less euphemistically, hunger.

What really turns the bright lights on the moral priorities of the
Republicans in Washington is their cavalier cuts in necessary relief to our
most susceptible populations. Some three hundred thousand low-income
working families were eliminated from receiving food stamps, and the
Commodity Supplemental Food Program was put on the chopping block
so that more funding could be thrown into the money pit of war.

“It’s zero degrees of separation between those struggling to put food
on the table and those serving up three-course meals,” David Goodman,
executive director of the Redwood Empire Food Bank, in Sonoma Coun-
try, California, told me.

“My sister has MS.”

“My husband lost his job.”

“My daughter was diagnosed with viral pneumonia.”

Such unexpected life events can throw off a tight family budget, cre-
ating dire food shortages for families. Households with children, the
elderly, and the disabled are at greatest risk. Having a job is no guar-
antee of having enough food for your family. The majority of children
who go to bed hungry have at least one parent working; nearly half live
in two-parent families. And even though spiraling prices, especially at
the gas pump, only brought forth a cosmic shrug from the Bush admin-
istration, those dependent on their cars to get to work have often had to
choose between their jobs and food. And the high cost of gasoline has
kept aid workers from reaching some of the neediest, most malnour-
ished populations.

“These families,” Goodman explained, “are always negotiating their
diet.” Having food is never a given. People will move from location to loca-
tion because of food availability. One way of gauging hunger in America
is to consider Redwood’s experiences. In 2003 they served 4,000 summer
lunches (this is outside of meals given in summer school); four years later
they were serving 53,900. And, not surprisingly, the economic collapse
is having a harsh impact on a family’s ability to find adequate nutrition.
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The most recent figures available, according to the New York Times of
December 26, 2008, show a 60 percent increase in children pushed into
food insecurity.

Hunger is a predictor of problem pregnancies and of infants’ failure to
thrive. For children it means overall poorer health, compromised ability
to resist illness, greater incidence of hospitalization, impaired cognitive
functioning, and diminished learning capacity. In the elderly it “exacer-
bates disease, increases disability, decreases resistance to infection, and
extends hospital stays,” reports the Center on Hunger and Poverty at
Brandeis University.

Food insecurity is another thread in the rope choking off the lives of
American women. “The outlook for women’s health is grim and no where
near approaching the nation’s goals for 2010 set by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services initiative,” said Dr. Michelle Berline, associ-
ate professor at the Oregon Health and Science University. Not one state
in fifty received a satisfactory grade in a women’s health report card issued
by the National Women’s Law Center. The United States overall received
a failing grade when evaluating how well it met benchmarks for women’s
health.

Americans, amazingly enough, aren’t competitive in the longevity
game. We rank forty-fifth in life expectancy in the world, behind Bosnia
and Jordan. And for the first time since 1918, women’s life expectancy is
dropping. Emphysema, kidney disease, lung cancer, and diabetes are tak-
ing a huge toll among women of all races in Appalachia, the Deep South,
and the lower Midwest. Where disparities are the greatest, families at the
lower end struggle against the almost impossible odds of poor diets, ram-
pant cigarette smoking, and failure to treat chronic illnesses.

Dr. Majid Ezzati of the Harvard School of Public Health questions how
quickly America will stem the rising death rate for women. As he notes,
“policies aimed at reducing fundamental mental socioeconomic inequali-
ties are currently practically absent in the U.S.”

Also missing are policies preventing loss of life from a deliberate
cause—murder.
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Battering the Already Battered

“You can run, but you'll never get away.”

These chilling words from Darlene’s abusive husband were left on her
cell phone as she hid in her sister’s apartment. Even with a bloodied gash
on her face and several broken ribs, Darlene was too terrified to go for
treatment. Several times before, her husband had torn through the area
emergency rooms until he’d found her.

Darlene eventually did make it to a shelter; others aren’t so fortunate.
Four women are killed in this country each day by their husbands or boy-
friends. And an estimated 1.5 million women are physically or sexually
assaulted by their intimate partners every year.

Battered women live in constant fear, never knowing when the next
attack will come. And when it does, as it is certain to, whether they’ll sur-
vive it. The most dangerous time, experts say, is when a woman is trying to
get out of the relationship. This act of independence and self-preservation
sets off a rage in the abuser, who feels his control is threatened.

When a woman leaves an abusive relationship she is literally running
for her life and sometimes the lives of her children. Usually it means part-
ing with possessions and—if she has one—a job. Shelters are only tem-
porary. It’s either find a place to live or become homeless. For this reason
battered women and other displaced families are recognized as having
priority access to federal low-income housing and, in the past, have ben-
efited from the Section 8 Housing Voucher Program to help pay the rent.
But Section 8 was decimated by the Bush administration. “The lack of
available housing is a key element in forcing women to return to abusive
partners,” Beth Silverman Yam, clinical director of Sanctuary for Fami-
lies, told me.

The Bush Administration consistently weakened the enforcement
programs of the Violence Against Women Act, including cutting funds
for such vital services as bilingual crisis hot lines, emergency shelters,
counseling, support groups, and other forms of assistance. It refused to
include important protections for domestic violence victims in marriage
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promotion programs and has failed to protect battered women from gun
violence. And in 2008 it sought to transfer the overseeing of how funds are
spent from Congress to the Department of Justice—making it possible for
the administration to eliminate even more antiviolence programs.

“It’sanightmare,” said Jill Morris, public policy director at the National
Coalition Against Domestic Violence, commenting on the Republicans’
antagonistic response to the real needs of abuse victims.

Without governmental support, women in brutalizing relationships
have to rely on local volunteer groups for help. Many of these are terribly
short of funds, especially in the poorest areas, where higher rates of unem-
ployment and alcoholism trigger abuse and where need is the greatest.
American Indian women, for example, experience the highest rate of vio-
lence of any group in the country. Homicide is the third-leading cause of
their death, said sergeant Daren Simeona with the Navajo Police Academy
in Toyei, Arizona. Like other poor rural communities, most reservations
lack safe havens, so abused women are cramped into friends’ homes and
makeshift shelters. “It’s a band-aid approach,” said Simeona.

But a band-aid can’t fix a gunshot wound or a slit throat.
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BIRTH-CONTROL
ACTIVISTS, PLEASE
PHONE HOME

« H ow many millions of dollars must be spent on this program?

Research has shown over and over, it just doesn’t work. Kids are

more likely not to use anything and end up pregnant or with STDs. Our

job is to give kids what they need, not what politicians think they should
have.”

I've just asked Dr. Angela Diaz, director of the Mount Sinai Adolescent
Health Center—the largest in the nation—who works with young people
around issues of reproduction and sexuality, about abstinence-only pro-
grams, and she can hardly keep the anger out of her voice.

“Of course we talk about abstinence,” she said, “but many teenagers
nationwide engage in sex at a very early age.”

At the Sinai Center they see about ten thousand teenagers a year and
hand out thousands of condoms and other forms of birth control. “Many
of our kids are poor, abused, and underserved,” Dr. Diaz said. “They come
here with so many problems. Our biggest challenge is to help our teenag-
ers make the most of their lives.”

Without putting too fine a point on Dr. Diaz’s remarks, this coun-
try is currently spending about two hundred million dollars a year on
abstinence-only courses, and they’ve been proven completely ineffective.
Students who received comprehensive sex education are half as likely to
become teen parents as those who were in abstinence-only (AO) programs.
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What’s more, AO does not delay teen sexual activity. A new study by
researchers at the University of Washington found that teens are actually
having “more sex than they were in 2001, and condom use declined after
the U.S. government increased spending to promote sexual abstinence.”

The right’s faith-based, blundering intrusion into school sex-ed classes
has resulted in a rising teenage birth rate in this country, the first time
since 1991 and the highest rate in the developed world, on a par with
Ukraine. Abstinence-only courses are most likely also responsible for the
increase (the first in thirty years) in syphilis and gonorrhea and for the
staggering incidence of other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) among
girls and young women.

One out of four adolescent girls has been found to be infected with the
human papilloma virus (linked to cancer), genital warts, or chlamydia,
and 15 percent with more than one. The numbers fall with particular
weight on women and girls of color. Half of all African American and
impoverished young women between the ages fourteen and nineteen have
at least one of these diseases. For this population the accidental pregnancy
rate has gone up by 30 percent since 1994.

While evidence of abstinence-only programs’ danger to our public
health continues to mount, astonishingly, the Democratic Congress in
December 2007 approved a twenty-eight-million-dollar increase for it.
Ostensibly the program’s goal is to prevent young people from becom-
ing sexually active. It attempts to accomplish its aim at all costs, even
if that means spreading gross misinformation, substituting religious
thinking for scientific fact, and advocating antiquated, misogynist
gender roles.

The abstinence-only curricula (the only form of sex education available
in 35 percent of public schools across the country, according to a survey
by the Alan Guttmacher Institute) do everything possible to put “holes”
in condoms’ effectiveness. The courses exaggerate condom failure rate in
preventing pregnancies, putting it at 14 percent instead of the 3 percent
shown repeatedly by independent studies when condoms are worn consis-
tently and correctly. And even though the New England Journal of Medi-
cine found that “in 15,000 acts of intercourse with consistent condom use,
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HIV was never transferred from an HIV positive individual,” AO denies
condoms provide a barrier to the HIV virus.

When it comes to abortion, no fundamentalist Bible class in America
could compete with the “pro-life” lessons our children are learning in
public schools. If our youngsters aren’t scared enough by the inaccurate
figures of abortion-induced sterility (largely culled from stories of ille-
gal procedures), premature births (supposedly a major cause of mental
retardation), and suicides of the young aborting mother, the guilt trip will
surely get them.

“A baby begins at the moment of conception,” say the most popular of
the AO courses, and everything following that questionable assertion flies
in the face of long-known and accepted scientific knowledge. “Six days
later [after conception], the baby snuggles into the soft nest of the mother’s
uterus.” At forty-three days “this new life may be thought of as a think-
ing person. . . . Ten to twelve weeks after conception he/she can hear and
see.”

Questioning such erroneous statements about fetal development is
discouraged by the antisex cabal with its insistence on female passivity
and subservience. There are enough gender stereotypes in the curricula
to make you think you’ve picked up a tract from the Victorian era: “Girls
are less able than boys to focus on one task at a time,” says one, while
another insists “they need protection and that is why a father gives a
daughter in marriage to a husband, another man who will take care of
her.”

A popular feature of AO literature is cautionary tales, such as the one
about a princess who offers the knight advice on how to kill the dragon.
Obviously too smart for her own good, she’s jilted for a know-nothing vil-
lage maiden. Just in case the kids miss the moral, it’s clearly stated: occa-
sional advice may be acceptable, but “too much will lessen a man’s confi-
dence or even turn him away from his princess.” The books, pamphlets,
and syllabi of faith-based AO programs show millions of children a world
in which men are the resourceful, dominant, and often aggressive protec-
tors while women, unfailingly, are weak, subordinate, easily distracted,
and limited in every way. Including their reproductive rights.
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The New War on Contraception

“It may be news to many people that contraception as a matter of right
and public health is no longer a given, but politicians and those in the
public-health profession know it well,” said William Smith of the Sexual-
ity Information and Education Council of the United States, an organiza-
tion dating back to 1964.

Judging by the women I interviewed, Smith is absolutely right. Among
all the issues they saw as vital to women’s ongoing progress—keeping abor-
tion legal loomed high on their list—not one worried about contraception.
In reality, though, we're in the midst of what experts are calling a war on
contraception. The most recent assault was the Bush administration’s elev-
enth-hour issuance of the Right of Conscience Regulation, broadening the
definition of abortion to include many kinds of birth control, especially oral
and emergency contraception, and allowing health care providers to with-
hold available medical information if it conflicts with their moral or reli-
gious beliefs. Numerous organizations, including the American Academy of
Pediatrics, have urged the Obama administration to repeal this regulation,
and President Obama has taken the first step toward doing so.

Conservatives, energized by the success of their antiabortion drive,
are ratcheting up their offensive. Theyre doing it in their churches and in
faith-based organizations and with the help of numerous point people in
Congress. Those on the right claim they’re honoring women by preserving
the sanctity of motherhood, but their real beef is the freedom birth control
affords women to enjoy a healthy, safe sex life while avoiding unwanted
pregnancies. That speaks for the forty-two million—or seven out of ten—
American women in their childbearing years who are sexually active and
don’t want to get pregnant.

Whether it’s to finish high school, study to become an accountant, or go
mountain climbing, a woman’s ability to fulfill her dreams and be self-actu-
alizing depends upon her control over the decisions of whether and when
she has children. And while old-schoolers may wring their hands about the
debauchery of present-day America, the number of people who are sexually
active before marriage has remained pretty constant since the 1950s. As one
writer sardonically noted, “even Grandma had premarital sex.”
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Misinformation about what constitutes safe, effective birth control
is an ongoing problem. Bayer, the maker of Yaz, the most popular oral
contraceptive in contemporary America, has been reprimanded for not
revealing the pill’s serious health risks in advertising it, according to the
Department of Health and Human Services. Bruce L. Lambert, a professor
of pharmacy administration at the University of Illinois at Chicago, was
not optimistic that we’d see the end to this kind of misleading advertis-
ing any time soon. It’s all too reminiscent of the underreporting of health
concerns associated with Enovid. Apparently when it comes to women’s
well-being, we haven’t advanced much over the past fifty years.

In fact, in some ways were actually going backward. Challenging con-
traception at the highest levels of government was the task of several high-
profile Bush cronies, whose appointments made about as much sense as
putting former Yugoslavian president Slobodan Milosevic in charge of
a commission charged with ending ethnic cleansing. There was Dr. W.
David Hager as head of the FDA’s Reproductive Health Drugs Advisory
Committee, who uses Jesus as a model of chastity to treat his gynecologi-
cal patients. And Eric Keroack—an anti-sex education, anti-birth control
zealot—appointed to oversee the federally funded family planning pro-
grams at the Department of Health and Human Services, later replaced by
the equally anti-reproductive rights Susan Orr, who called contraception
part of the “culture of death.”

These key players waged a battle against emergency contraception,
or Plan B. The Plan B pill works by stopping ovulation or fertilization.
Because in some rare cases it may prevent a fertilized egg from implanting
in the uterus, right-to-lifers have jumped all over it, claiming it’s a form of
abortion, although every independent medical organization disagrees.

The pill would encourage adolescents “to form sex-based cults cen-
tered around [its use],” Hager wildly predicted. He and his team used
every possible ploy to block FDA approval for over-the-counter sale of
Plan B. Numerous large-scale studies by nonpartisan organizations found
his hysterical charges completely without basis: the availability of Plan B
did not in any way lead to increased teen promiscuity. Besides, the FDA’s
mission is to pass judgment on a drug’s safety, not its impact on sex in
America.
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That something was foul in the FDA led to calls for an investigation.
The Government Accountability Office released its findings in 2006: the
FDA’s handling of Plan B was inconsistent with its approach to sixty-seven
other prescriptions that were switched to over-the-counter status between
1994 and 2004. Religiously motivated politics were allowed to affect deci-
sions impacting millions of lives. Forty percent of women who become
pregnant in the United States are under twenty years old, and 80 percent
of them will end up on public assistance. You really have to wonder what
these folks were thinking.

Finally, at the end of 2006, after a three-year stall, Plan B received FDA
approval. Initially women under eighteen needed a prescription, but in
March 2009 a federal court lifted the Bush administration’s restrictions
and ordered that Plan B be available over the counter to those seventeen
and older. Still, its price—almost forty-five dollars—puts it beyond the
reach of many. And although it’s technically available over the counter, it’s
actually kept locked behind the counter, requiring a willing pharmacist to
give it to you.

Some young women, especially those in small towns, may be uncom-
fortable asking someone they may have known their entire life for the
contraceptive. Others get a whole lot more than the pills when they ask
for them. Cathy, a twenty-five-year-old from the Midwest, ran to her drug-
store after her boyfriend’s condom broke. “I had my driver’s license, so
there was no problem with eligibility,” she said. But before the pharmacist
handed her the packet, he said, “What you're doing, young lady, is against
humanity. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Cathy paid for the contraceptives and left the store with tears stream-
ing down her face. “I know he had no right to speak to me that way, but
I was feeling so vulnerable and frightened to begin with, he just made
everything much worse.”

Wal-Mart stores—in many parts of rural America the only pharma-
cies available for forty or fifty miles—like several other big chains ini-
tially refused to stock the pill on moral and religious grounds. Because
the pill must be taken as soon as possible after unprotected intercourse,
having to travel long distances to obtain it could result in an unwanted
pregnancy.
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Only when faced with unremitting pressure from state legislatures did
Wal-Mart agree to dispense the pill, but they’ve allowed pharmacists to opt
out of filling prescriptions for those under eighteen, a policy Pope Benedict
said in 2007 he wants implemented throughout the country. A new trend
is “pro-life pharmacies” that refuse to stock Plan B or any birth-control
pills or condoms whatsoever. As the Washington Post reported on June 16,
2008, many of these drugstores are indistinguishable from typical drug-
stores in heavily populated shopping plazas with pizza parlors and coffee
shops. Except these pharmacies are “walling off essential parts of health
care,” asserted Marcia Greenberger of the National Women’s Law Center.
Some sell Viagra but refuse to stock contraception for women. Critics of
these pharmacies are concerned about women who may unknowingly go
to one of them and be humiliated or, in the case of those needing emer-
gency contraception, waste precious time. In addition, at this point less
than 40 percent of hospitals—Catholic as well as secular—in eleven states
surveyed provide Plan B on-site to rape survivors.

Difficulty accessing emergency contraception isn’t the only obstacle
facing young women. Soaring costs for regular prescription contracep-
tives due to a recent change in federal law are hurting college students as
well as poor women who use community health centers. “The potential is
that women will stop taking [birth-control pills], and whether or not you
can pay for it, that doesn’t mean that you'll stop having sex,” said Katie
Ryan, a senior at the University of North Dakota. A huge number of the
students affected have little disposable income, relying on scholarships or
Pell grants. “For them,” as one activist put it, “this is like a choice—grocer-
ies or birth control.”

Anticontraception policies have already resulted in the spike in teen
pregnancies and an uptick in abortion rates. In Western Europe, Canada,
and around the world where abortion is legal and contraception widely
available, abortion rates plummet. (Americans are 38 percent more likely
to get abortions than Canadians.) Places that outlaw abortion—Africa and
Central and South America—have the highest rates. This isn’t rocket sci-
ence. It’s common sense. Once our nation prided itself on how far ahead
we were of the pack. Now we're falling backward. I'm not sure if this is a
sign of our unilateralism. It’s certainly a sign of our misogyny.
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The New Right’s Assault on Choice

Imagine the fetus you're carrying inside you is sloughing off its skin, its skull
is already collapsing, you've started bleeding heavily, and you have to either
wait days for a chemically induced labor to start or find a physician who can
safely perform the dilation and extraction (or evacuation) (D&E).

This harrowing situation is what Pulitzer Prize-winning journal-
ist Martha Mendoza faced in 2004 when she learned her once-thriving
nineteen-week fetus was dead. For nearly a week, Martha was bounced
around from one doctor and hospital to the next, still bleeding and grow-
ing increasingly fearful that the dead fetus would simply fall out while she
cared for her three young children.

Her own doctor refused to perform the procedure, and she couldn’t
find anyone else who would. Although Bush had signed a ban on late-term
abortions in 2003, technically a doctor could surgically remove a dead
fetus from a woman. But so much negative right wing-inspired publicity
surrounded the procedure, accompanied by physical attacks on abortion
providers, that physicians were wary. Only 7 percent of all doctors in this
country are taught how to do a D&E while in school. D&E is a safe, rare,
and effective way to terminate a pregnancy in the second trimester, when
by all accounts a fetus could not survive outside the womb.

From her research, Martha knew that with a D&E she’d be less likely
to have bleeding requiring transfusions, less likely to require intravenous
antibiotics, and less likely to endure organ injury and cervical laceration
requiring further hospitalization than with a regular vaginal delivery.
Finally Martha found a doctor, but up to the very last moment, when she
was already in active labor, the hospital staff pressured her to change her
mind. Still, Martha insisted on having the D&E. She had no complica-
tions, and her next pregnancy resulted in a healthy baby girl. But what of
other women who must cope with similar heartbreaks?

A recent Supreme Court ruling upholding the ban on this form of late-
term abortion has doomed them to face the chances of greater physical
injury and more emotional pain.

How did this happen?

As we've seen, from the moment George W. Bush took office he began
to undermine a woman’s ability to control her childbearing and her body.
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He packed the federal judiciary and state courts with known ideologues
committed to overturning Roe v. Wade, and nominated like-minded Jus-
tice Roberts to the Supreme Court.

With John Roberts securely at the helm as chief justice, right-wingers
needed a fifth vote against abortion on the court. And they found it in Sam-
uel Alito, who’d devised a plan to destroy Roe while part of Reagan’s admin-
istration. Ten years ago his background would have called forth torrents
of condemnation and cries for investigation. But not now. The media has
dramatically fallen away from its fierce support of reproductive choice.

In the weeks following the announcement of Bush’s selection, 50 per-
cent of the coverage of Alito was positive, according to the Center for Media
and Pubic Affairs. A look at the New York Times in the period leading up
to the Supreme Court decision on D&E reveals its op-ed pages giving an
almost exclusive platform to the “views of pro-life or abortion-ambivalent
men, male scholars of the right, and men with strong, usually Catholic,
religious affiliations.” Amazingly, between March 2004 and March 2006,
83 percent of the pieces discussing abortion appearing on that page came
from men.

And during Alito’s confirmation hearings—when women needed
all the support we could muster—only twenty-five senators stood up
for us. Alito sailed into office. Barely had the two new justices settled
in before they were deciding one of the most important abortion cases
since Roe.

At issue was the legality of the federal ban on D&E, what the right
inflamingly calls partial-birth abortion. Only 10 percent of all abortions
in the United States are performed during the second trimester. Those
performed in the third trimester are even rarer, and doctors have to prove
the pregnancy is incompatible with the mother’s health or life. An impres-
sive array of physicians, including the leading medical group in the field,
the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, oppose the
ban. “These procedures are selected generally, at least in my experience,
on the basis of what is best for that woman . . . and the situation she’s in,”
said Fred Frigoletto, past president of the college. Bill Clinton vetoed this
bill two times, but Bush signed it even though it contained no provision
to protect women’s health. In 2000, when the Supreme Court deliberated
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on a state law prohibiting the procedure, the justices had determined that
a women’s health should be the main concern of her doctor rather than
politicians, and they’d ruled against it. But with the new makeup of the
court and with indifference, even contempt, for women rife in society,
that caution was completely ignored. And in a 5-4 decision, the Supreme
Court ruling in Gozales v. Carhart upheld the ban, signaling a reversed
course on abortion and gutting that critical requirement—going back to
the 1973 ruling of Roe—“all abortion regulations must have an exception
to protect a woman’s health.”

This punitive decision showed a callous disregard of women and pro-
foundly diminished the constitutional respect given to them in the deci-
sions they make about pregnancies and childbearing. Justice Kennedy
could hardly have been more paternalistic and patronizing in his render-
ing of the majority decision. As the New York Times wrote, “[He] actu-
ally reasoned that banning the procedure was good for women in that it
would protect them from a procedure they might not fully understand in
advance and would probably come to regret.”

“This way of thinking, that women are flighty creatures who must be
protected by men reflects notions of a woman’s place in the family and
under the Constitution that have long been discredited,” said Ruth Bader
Ginsburg in the dissenting opinion. Equally significant is the way the rul-
ing, emphasizing “ethical and moral concerns,” shifts the abortion debate
from the rights of women to the rights of the fetus.

“I'm afraid the Supreme Court has just opened the door to an all-out
assault on Roe,” said Dr. LeRoy H. Carhart, the Nebraska physician who
brought the case. “The women in my practice may soon experience life
without access to safe, legal abortions.” Dr. Carhart, who spent twenty-one
years in the air force, is a lifelong Republican, a churchgoing Methodist,
and a deeply committed family man. He became interested in reproduc-
tive medicine after his medical training, when he saw dozens of women
suffering from “infections after abortions, usually a self-induced, des-
perate act. Some died, others were left sterile. It was horrible, worse than
watching people die in a war,” Carhart said.

When “pro-lifers” set fire to Dr. Carhart’s horse farm where he and
his family lived, destroying their home and killing seventeen horses and
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their pet dogs and cat, Carhart decided he would never be deterred and
women’s health would become his prime focus. Yet Dr. Carhart and other
physicians will have to face up to two years in jail if they perform the out-
lawed procedure.

“[E]ssentially they’ve taken out of our armamentarium a procedure
that for some women is the safest and best course,” said Nancy Stanwood,
an assistant ob/gyn professor at the University of Rochester. In many
ways, she said, “Congress and the court are practicing medicine without a
license. And that’s against the law.”

At greatest risk are young women, likely to delay coming to terms with
a pregnancy and making a decision about it, older women who won’t have
the results of their amniocentesis tests before well into the middle trimes-
ter, and poorer women whose access to safe abortion since President Rea-
gan has become increasingly problematic.

The Supreme Court ruling, in effect, drew together three main thrusts
of the antiabortion movement. The first is to make it harder and more
dangerous for women to terminate their pregnancies, with the ultimate
goal of making it impossible; the second is to bombard women with mis-
leading information in the hopes of scaring them away; the third is the
movement to give fetuses personhood.

FOrR MANY WOMEN the promise of a so-called abortion pill, RU-486, would
allow them to avoid navigating the increasingly difficult maze of finding
a provider, but the application to approve it has been withdrawn pending
a review of the comptroller general of the United States. Unlike Plan B
(the “morning-after pill”), which is a higher dose of a common contracep-
tion to be taken within seventy-two hours of unprotected sex, RU-486,
an artificial steroid, actually ends an established pregnancy. Deb Berry
of Orlando, Florida, is one woman who would have benefited from the
availability of RU-486 but instead found herself trampled by the right’s
bait-n’-switch tactics.

Deb did not plan to become pregnant. She was terrified to tell her boy-
friend, who was physically and mentally abusive. Her doctor knew this but
still refused to perform an abortion. Deb had been taking birth-control
pills, but apparently they’d been rendered ineftective by antibiotics her
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gynecologist had prescribed for a bladder infection, never telling her to
use a back-up contraceptive.

Looking in the phone book under abortion, Deb felt relieved to read an
ad from a so-called pregnancy crisis center—“Pregnant? Scared? We can
help.” At the center, Deb wept as she described her situation; the “coun-
selor” handed her tissues, then advised her to “put her faith in God.”

When Deb asked about scheduling an abortion, all she got was a gory
photograph of an aborted fetus. At first, in her distraught state, she didn’t
quite get what was going on. But finally she realized—the pregnancy crisis
center was really a front for a Christian antiabortion organization.

An increasing number of states are using tax dollars to subsidize anti-
abortion programs and centers. They make no bones about deliberately
deceiving women like Deb Berry; their supporters actually revel in the
trickery and public funding. Nancy McDonald, who runs five of them in
south Florida, said, “It’s a subtle thing . . . but people seem to think if you're
affiliated with the state, you must be good.” But other women, like Vicki
Saporta, president of the National Abortion Federation, disagree. “It’s rep-
rehensible that taxpayer dollars are going to organizations that regularly
and deliberately deceive women.”

At present at least eight states are using public money to finance these
pregnancy crisis centers, numbering between two and three thousand
nationwide, and tens of millions in federal funding are also going to them
for their role in abstinence education.

It took Deb Berry several weeks before she was able to find a doctor to
end her pregnancy—precious weeks that could have grave consequences
for many young women. And more restrictions are on the way. A bill
already passed the House Judiciary Committee on December 30, 2008,
making it a federal crime to transport a pregnant woman under eighteen
across state lines to circumvent state parental notification laws, even if the
parents are abusive or insistent that their daughters unwillingly carry to
term. Earlier versions of this bill contained no exception for those whose
health is in danger; it remains to be seen what shape its final form will
take.

If this measure becomes law, young women will be forced either to
involve their parents in their decision, to drive themselves back and forth
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to abortion clinics that are far from their homes, or perhaps, in despera-
tion, to abort the fetuses themselves.

DR. BARNETT SLEPIAN was one of many. His photograph, name, and
address were posted by a fanatic antiabortion organization on their
Nuremberg Files Web site. The ob/gyn, who worked at a women’s repro-
ductive health clinic, was pictured in an Old West-style “Wanted” ad,
slating him for execution. One Friday night as he was preparing soup in
the kitchen of his upstate New York home, his wife and children nearby, a
so-called pro-lifer shot through the window and murdered him. The next
day, his face was x-ed out on the Web site.

In an attempt to avoid negative publicity, the creators of the Nurem-
berg Files no longer post pictures of targeted doctors, but they ask for help
in preparing dossiers with personal information on abortion providers,
nurses, and women’s health center managers. Bombings of clinics, acid
attacks, shootings, and murders, going on for years, have locked those
who provide legal abortion services in a dungeon of fear. Many have hired
bodyguards, some wear bulletproof vests. Rarely have these measures
saved their lives.

The terrorizing has paid off for antichoice zealots. Slowly and without
fanfare, medical schools have stopped teaching students how to perform
abortions, and doctors who know how are refusing to do them. A startling
87 percent of counties in the United States have no abortion provider, and
34 percent of women live in those counties. Entire states have no physi-
cians willing to terminate an unwanted pregnancy. North Dakota is one of
these. For women who decide they cannot go through with having a baby;,
the Red River Women’s Clinic in Fargo is their only source of information
and help.

“Two female physicians fly in from Texas and Minnesota to perform
abortions on two patient days,” Tammy Kromenaker, who runs the clinic,
told me. “Some women drive over five hours to get there, then there are
the additional hurdles of parental consent and a twenty-four-hour waiting
period.”

A nurse practitioner at the clinic does gynecological exams and pap
tests and discusses birth control. The clinic sees thirteen hundred patients
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per year. Many of their patients don’t have medical coverage, but they “all
leave with a form of birth control in their hands.”

Tammy is matter-of-fact about how heroic her work is. Her voice stays
calm even when she tells me she takes a different route home each day,
how she always checks her rear-view mirror, how her children don’t use
her last name. She even stays calm when she tells me about the time she
had to frighten off an intruder with a stun gun. But she becomes pas-
sionate when she says, “Reproductive health care is failing young women
today. They’re trying to be responsible and do what they need to, but our
society fails them.”

And we continue to fail them by sinking to dirty-trick scare tactics
based on the right’s patriarchal assumption that it knows what’s best for
women. Starting in November 2002 the Web site of the National Cancer
Institute, in “an egregious distortion of the evidence,” posted a statement
strongly suggesting a link between abortion and breast cancer.

Women’s groups pressured Congress to act. It insisted the NCI hold a
three-day conference with experts in the field to review all the data on any
possible connections. The result was unequivocal. None exists.

“This issue has been resolved scientifically,” said the director of epide-
miology research for the American Cancer Society. “This is essentially a
political debate.” The NCI was forced to change the Web site in accordance
with this conclusion, but all over the country—at pregnancy crisis centers,
at antiabortion rallies—women are still being subjected to this misleading
and frightening claim.

Another tactic similarly manipulating women is the newly discovered
“postabortion syndrome.” Always looking for fresh angles, the abortion-
recovery movement, with heavy religious financial backing, scares women
into believing they cannot end their pregnancies without, as a South
Dakota task force claims, “suffering significant psychological trauma
and distress [because] to do so is beyond the normal, natural and healthy
capability of a woman whose natural instincts are to protect and nurture
her child.” Publicizing this kind of thinking traps women into looking to
their abortions to explain any feelings of depression and grief they might
someday experience.
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Before this movement became a big business, with chapters and recov-
ery counselors across the country, a series of highly respected psychologi-
cal and medical studies concluded: “There is no evidence of an abortion-
trauma syndrome.” Overwhelmingly, 76 percent of the women actually
reported feelings of relief after an abortion, with only 17 percent saying
they felt guilty.

Rhonda Arias, an abortion-recovery counselor who works at Plane
State Jail in Houston, says a revelation from God showed her how much her
“own pain and unhappiness” came from her abortions. At the prison she
helps women who have had abortions “understand how that procedure has
stained them, and how it explains what has gone wrong in their lives.”

But when you hear Rhonda’s own story of a sexually abusive step-
brother; a beloved father who died at work after falling from a scaffold;
a rape when she was fourteen years old; her longtime bouts with depres-
sion, drinking, and freebasing cocaine; a terrible marriage; and a suicide
attempt, it’s inconceivable to blame all her unhappiness on her first early
abortion. And why, if that one was so distressful, making her “feel like a
piece of evil had entered [her],” did she go on to have three more? If any-
thing, you’d think the initial experience would have encouraged her to
campaign for effective, available birth control.

“The main problem with the abortion-recovery movement,” Dr. Alvin
Blaustein, a New York psychiatrist, told me, “is that it totally ignores the
woman’s psychological and medical history. Was she depressed? Guilt-rid-
den? Suicidal before having an abortion? No studies are being done, so no
one knows.”

Abortion is a difficult decision for the majority of women, some of
whom will be left with complex feelings afterward. They may feel linger-
ing sadness and even guilt. “But,” even Francis Beckwith, a professor of
church-state studies at Baylor University who opposes abortion, admits,
“for every woman who has suffered a trauma as a result of an abortion, I
bet you could find a half dozen who would say it was the best decision they
ever made.”

Beckwith disagrees with the abortion-recovery movement because of
their “questionable interpretation of social-science data.” South Dakota,



166 Sexism in America

for example, makes a woman and her doctor certify that she has read and
understands the existence of a link between abortion and a higher rate of
suicide, although no connection has been established. For Beckwith the
real problem with the recovery movement is how it moves the discussion
to the well-being of women and away from the “traditional fetus-centered
focus,” that is, the issue of the life of the unborn.

THE FATE OF the fetus, taking precedence over the rights of women as
articulated in the Supreme Court ruling of Gozales v. Carhart, is the anti-
abortion movement’s third line of attack. When I asked Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg about the prospects for keeping abortion legal, she suggested we
concentrate on the state level and what is happening there.

The campaign to protect the fetus and give it personhood is being car-
ried on through a series of state legislative initiatives and laws, many of
them completely below the radar. But everyone needs to be aware of this
insidious threat, because it carries devastating implications.

Take the case of Regina McKnight. In May 2001, as McKnight grieved
over the stillborn death of her third daughter, Mercedes, I'm sure she didn’t
imagine that she’d end up in prison. But she was soon put on trial for the
death of her baby. After deliberating for fifteen minutes the jury reached
a verdict. McKnight, a homeless, seasonal tobacco-farm worker with a
tenth-grade education and no criminal record, addicted to drugs after her
mother was run over by a truck and killed, became the first woman in
America convicted of murder for using cocaine while pregnant. She was
sentenced to twenty years imprisonment, reduced to twelve.

South Carolina prosecutors were gung ho on making an example out
of this poor African American girl who'd spent her schooling in classes
for the mentally impaired. No link between cocaine use and stillbirths
has been scientifically established. Even the state admitted that she had
not deliberately harmed her baby, and if she had—by an illegal third-term
abortion—her sentence would have been only two years.

Doctors were appalled at the charges. Deborah A. Frank, M.D., at Bos-
ton University’s School of Medicine, challenging the alleged connection
between cocaine use and the stillbirth, wrote, “It is medically impossible
in an individual case of stillbirth to pinpoint a single cause.” It’s “an out-
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rage,” said Robert G. Newman, director of the Edmond de Rothschild
Foundation Chemical Dependency Institute, Beth Israel Medical Center.
“This case seriously undermines the legitimate societal goal of insuring
the best maternal and child health.”

Public health and medical communities across the country over-
whelmingly supported Regina. The American Public Health Association,
the American Nurses Association, the Association of Reproductive Health
Professionals, and the South Carolina Medical Association were all part
of a long list joining in the amicus curiae effort on her behalf. But the
Supreme Court decided not to review the case, ending Regina’s hopes of
being released.

Pregnant women with addiction problems may well be deterred from
getting prenatal care, a critical component in achieving a healthy preg-
nancy and baby, say the medical experts. But state officials don’t seem to
care. If the real issue were the well-being of the fetus, wouldn’t we see more
substance-abuse programs for these women? South Carolina, leading the
nation in arrests of pregnant women, also leads in spending the least of
its state dollars on drug treatment and the most on building correctional
facilities.

Since the McKnight case, increasing numbers of pregnant women in
South Carolina have been arrested for “unlawful child neglect.” And the
practice is spreading to at least eight other states. Most, but not all, of the
“crimes” relate to alcohol or drug use.

Lynn Paltrow, an attorney and executive director of the National Advo-
cates for Pregnant Women, told me, “What South Carolina has done, in
effect, is to make pregnancy a crime waiting to happen.”

When the prosecution of pregnant women began during the 1980s
with Reagan’s War on Drugs, expectant women who tested positive for
drugs at their doctors’ offices were shackled, with chains around their bel-
lies, and thrown into jail. And this happened even if they admitted having
an addiction problem and asked for help. All this is part of the right wing’s
ongoing plan to grant fetuses personhood. And not coincidentally, South
Carolina is at the forefront of this movement.

Many of us can still remember our horror over the 2004 murder of the
pregnant Laci Peterson, but we might be equally horrified if we knew how
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the Bush administration manipulated public sentiment over this highly
publicized tragedy to gain adherents for Bush’s pet Unborn Victim of
Violence Act (UVVA). Laci’s mother and stepfather’s emotional support
for this bill, also known as the the Laci and Connor Act, helped to get it
passed. Before this, the “child in utero” was, as a general rule, not recog-
nized as a victim of a federal crime of violence.

Now it is a separate crime to harm a fetus at any stage of development—
even a fertilized egg—during the commission of some sixty-eight crimes.
While the right wing claims the intent of this act is to protect women from
violence, we've seen how Team Bush shamelessly eviscerated the Violence
Against Women Act, resulting in increased risk for women all over the
country. The Unborn Victim of Violence Act is nothing but a deceptive
ruse in granting a fetus personhood with the ultimate goal of making all
forms of abortion illegal in America. Thirty-four states already recognize
the fetus as a crime victim for purposes of homicide or feticide.

Tennessee has introduced a bill requiring death certificates for aborted
fetuses. There’s one being debated in Kentucky that mandates women
wanting abortions to undergo ultrasound and review the pictures before
the procedure. And conservatives in the U.S. Congress keep pushing the
“Unborn Child Pain Awareness Act,” compelling a physician to give a
woman seeking an abortion at twenty weeks or more a brochure describ-
ing the pain her “unborn child” will endure and offer her a painkilling
drug to be administrated directly to the fetus. This, in spite of a review of
several hundred scientific papers published in the Journal of the American
Medical Association finding that fetuses are unlikely to feel pain before
twenty-nine weeks.

The cost of extra pain medication, locating a doctor trained to admin-
ister it, and evaluating its effect on the woman would all limit access to
abortion. But the real risk, according to NOW president Kim Gandy, is
that the act is another way of establishing fetal personhood.

If Roe is overturned, abortion would still be legal in some states.
But, cautions Gandy, once the fetus is considered a “person” under the
U.S. Constitution, abortion will be considered murder throughout the
land.
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THE ANTIABORTION PLATFORM has moved from politics to infiltrate
popular culture, where it’s taken a remarkable hold. Three recent popu-
lar films portray female characters whose lives are thrown off balance by
unintended pregnancies, and not one seriously thinks about abortion.

In Knocked-Up (2007), Alison (Katherine Heigl), a rising television per-
sonality, becomes pregnant after a one-night drunken fling with Ben (Seth
Rogen), who does his best to show her—and us—that he hasn’t progressed
far from his frat-boy days. Although one of Ben’s buddies talks about Ali-
son having something that rhymes with “shamashmortion”—the word is
evidently too odious to utter—she doesn’t even consider it.

The plot of the movie revolves around the smart, sophisticated Alison
and the well-meaning but boorish Ben trying to make it as a couple, a
premise every young woman I spoke to found “beyond implausible.” Don’t
get me wrong, most thought the movie was funny, but “Have Ben as the
father of my child? Someone who’d always be in my life? I'd rather shoot
myself,” a thirty-two-year-old fashion executive told me.

Jenna (Keri Russell), the talented pie-making lead in Waitress (2007), is
horrified to find she’s pregnant. She only slept with her controlling, physi-
cally abusive husband because he got her too drunk to resist. All she wants
to do is get away from him and has been stashing small amounts of money
all over the house, saving up for her big escape. She hates her husband,
hates her pregnancy, hates the fetus . . . but never thinks of having an
abortion.

Ending her pregnancy is something sixteen-year-old Juno (Ellen Page)
in the 2007 movie by that name does think about, if only briefly. But the
“Women Now” clinic she visits is so appalling and unrealistic (and the
cheap shot at NOW totally unnecessary) she runs from it, never to rethink
her decision. Benefiting from amazingly supportive parents and friends,
including Paulie Bleeker (Michael Cera), the baby’s father, Juno sails
through the nine months with an uncanny wit and ease. Sure there are
rough spots—the adoptive parents don’t turn out exactly as she hoped—
but nothing to warn other teens away from her decision. She continues
with school, has the baby, and realizes Paulie, her best bud, is really the
love of her life.
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Many conservative bloggers have applauded Knocked Up for being
antichoice, and it’s not surprising. As a group, these movies, with their
fairy tale endings, simultaneously endorse and ennoble women carrying
their unwanted pregnancies to term. Commenting on the lack of discus-
sion about abortion in Hollywood movies, the New York Times’s Mireya
Navarro wrote, “Perhaps directors of feel-good movies don’t want to risk
portraying their heroines as unsympathetic.” (emphasis added)

I'm not sure when having an abortion made a woman unsympathetic,
just as 'm not sure when the topic became taboo. Certainly it wasn’t in
Dirty Dancing (1987), The Cider House Rules (1999), or Vera Drake (2004).
But now antiabortion activists are flexing their muscles, and the movie
industry is running scared.

There is one exception, but then again, it’s not American. The 2007
Romanian film 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days is about a university stu-
dent in the 1980s who helps her friend get an abortion—illegal during the
time of Ceausescu’s reign. Although the film won an award at the Cannes
Film Festival, it wasn’t even considered for an Academy Award here. That’s
too bad, because it would have given the movie a wide audience, enabling
Americans to take a good look at the horrifying, bloody world of illegal
abortion.
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TROUBLE@EDU

Sociology professor Rona Fields taught more for less pay than men
ranked below her at Clark University. On top of that, when she
rebuked the sexual advances of a senior male colleague, she was told, “This
is no way to get tenure.” Sure enough, her tenure was refused. This story,
distressing in itself, is even more alarming when we realize it wasn’t culled
from the archives of the women’s movement. It’s current news.

The 1970s, as we've seen, pulsated with wonderful possibilities for
girls and young women as feminists exposed the veiled antifemale bias in
American education. Sweeping changes followed. But given the scope of
second-wavers’ work and the hefty resistance they faced, it’s not surpris-
ing much still needed to be done. A “take back the campus” drive, sup-
ported by conservative ideologues who want to erase women’s educational
opportunities and ensure male domination of our institutes of learning,
has been brewing in America since the 1980s. But it took the emboldened
sexism of our post-9/11 world to transform it into national policies aimed
at reconstructing traditional gender roles.

A 1992 REPORT by the Association of University Women, Failing at Fair-
ness: How Schools Short-Change Girls, documented continuing large dis-
parities in achievement between girls and boys in a number of subjects and
on standardized tests; teachers who favored and called on boys far more
than on girls in the classroom; materials using gender stereotypes; and
sports programs, clubs, and student newspapers dominated by and geared
to male students. These inequalities, the study said, can bring about lower
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self-esteem for girls and lead to such destructive behaviors as eating disor-
ders, cutting, and promiscuity.

Eyes popped open all over the country. Schools evaluated the extent to
which they’d achieved gender equity; most found they fell far short of the
mark. Boys still ruled—in the classrooms, on playing fields, and in extra-
curricular activities.

Training sessions and workshops, Herculean efforts by administra-
tors, teachers, coaches, and deans—ten years’ worth—produced positive
changes in how girls were educated and encouraged. And “girl power,” the
movement to give girls and young women self-reliance and confidence,
really took off.

Then came the incendiary blowback, as the “boy crisis” exploded in
the media. Suddenly girls had gotten too much attention. Major publica-
tions scolded educators for expending too many resources on girls when
clearly boys were suffering. “Save our sons” from feisty girls, town criers
intoned. And, in a return to the cold war, Philip Wylie mentality, women,
be they female school teachers or feminists, were indicted for destroying
boykind.

Immediately we were deluged by a genre of books with such red-alert
titles as Hear Our Cry: Boys in Crisis by Dr. Paul D. Slocumb, and Harvey
Mansfield’s Manliness. And, of course, the leader of the pack, The War
Against Boys—a book receiving financial support from the conservative
think tank American Enterprise Institute, where the author, Christina
Hoft Sommers, was a fellow. Like the others, she based her thesis on boys
in special-ed classes—their drinking problems and lagging academic
performances.

But behind the screaming headlines lay a more nuanced story. Sara
Mead, until recently a senior policy analyst at Education Sector, reviewed
all the literature on the topic and found, with few exceptions, “American
boys [to be] scoring higher and achieving more than they ever had before.”
The real divide is not gender, but race and class. Poverty, poorly equipped
schools, troubled home lives, and a distorted definition of manliness—
these inclined boys to drop out. “Focusing on gender may, in fact, take
attention and resources away from the populations that need them the
most,” Mead concluded. But critics on the right insisted on holding female
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achievement responsible for male malfunction. In their biased math, girls
getting more equals boys getting less.

That’s not how we should look at it, said David Von Drehle in the 2007
Time magazine cover story “The Myth About Boys.”

“[Girls’] successes in no way diminish the progress of the boys.” Actu-
ally, today’s boys look good compared to their fathers and uncles. A new
report from the American Association of University Women (AAUW)
supports Von Drehle’s claim. When girls do better academically, so do
boys. “A rising tide lifts all boats,” says AAUW executive director Linda
Hallman.

“[MJuch of the pessimism about young males seems to derive
from inadequate research [and] sloppy analysis,” said a study by the
Washington-based National Assessment of Educational Progress. “The
boy crisis has been used by conservative authors who accuse ‘misguided
feminists’ of lavishing resources on female students at the expense of
males.” Feminized schooling is forcing boys to conform to a poorly suited
learning style, causing them to lose interest and drop out, claim the side-
liners. Since all education—until some forty years ago—was completely
male-oriented, and boys now are excelling compared to their past perfor-
mances, this line of reasoning makes no sense.

Still, the “we’re hurting our boys” theme has achieved remarkable tenac-
ity, supported by a renewed round of literature proving the existence of so-
called innate and rigid gender differences, and calling for separate boy/girl
roles and schools. We wrestled with these damaging theories in the 1970s.
Most educators thought decades of female achievement in schools across
the nation would have finally banished these ideas to the history books.
But they’ve returned: old myths packaged as “new science.”

Gender Difference Goes to School

The absolutist thinking that’s taken hold in our nation, the “us versus

» «

them,” “self versus other” mentality, the bifurcation of our thinking, has
encouraged the “boy versus girl” gender-difference reincarnation. It is
part of the new misogyny, obliterating years of women’s progress. This

kind of thinking has permeated both academic and popular thinking.
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The female brain is hardwired for empathy, and the male brain is pre-
dominantly hardwired for understanding and building systems, asserted
Simon Baron-Cohen in his recent book, The Essential Brain. The journal
Intelligence claimed in 2006 that men have higher IQs than women—a
dubious finding but one used nonetheless to explain the greater num-
bers of men achieving distinctions of various kinds for which a high IQ
is required—medalists for mathematics, superlative chess players, Nobel
prize winners, and the like.

Then there’s Louann Brizendine, M.D., whose The Female Brain says
that because the teen brain undergoes major changes, especially in areas
that are particularly sensitive to shifts in hormones, puberty can be an
outrageously impulsive time for many girls. While with no stress, on a
good menstrual week, the teen girl’s prefrontal cortex may function nor-
mally, and she may have good judgment, under some stress, like getting a
poor grade, on a PMS day, it can cause an exaggerated emotional response
and out-of-control behavior.

Studies on brain differences like the above have been subjected to
multiple peer reviews and charged with flawed analyses. But, reaping the
benefits of an eager-to-hype press, they’ve flooded public consciousness,
used to bolster suggestions of innate biological differences keeping women
from excelling in science, engineering, and math made by such luminaries
as former Harvard president Larry Summers.

But if it were a question of biology, then how can we explain the per-
formance of foreign-born girls who win the extraordinarily difficult Inter-
national Mathematical Olympiad? asks Sharon Begley in Newsweek maga-
zine (October 27, 2008). Gender researchers Rosalind Barnett and Caryl
Rivers pose the same question about the high numbers of women working
in technology in many parts of the world, especially Eastern Europe. Their
book Same Difference, a detailed analysis and critique of every leading
“innate gender difference” theory, is so thoroughly researched it should
have put the entire subject to rest. So should an investigation of the gender
theories over the past twenty years, resulting in an extensive meta-analy-
sis of forty-six research studies conducted by all different psychologists,
published in the American Psychologist in September 2005. Janet Shibley
Hyde, Ph.D., the author of the report, found vast similarities between the
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sexes, rather than differences. “One’s sex has little or no bearing on per-
sonality, cognition, and leadership,” Hyde and her colleagues concluded,
hoping their work will eliminate “misunderstanding and correct unequal
treatment.”

When we begin to explore why girls don’t take more science, math, and
computer courses, the reasons are obvious enough: “The culture has con-
vinced girls they don’t belong in these fields,” say the experts, even though
new studies are showing girls to perform as well as boys on standardized
tests. Girls are still unlikely to see themselves on television science shows
except in subordinate positions like lab technicians. And parents eagerly
encouraging their math-able sons with books and math games tend to
ignore equally talented daughters. Add to this the startling 34 percent
of female high school seniors who say faculty members told them not to
take math, and it results in a lot of math-shy girls. Those who do buck the
trend often find the atmosphere so inhospitable they abandon the subject
entirely.

“I was always good with numbers and did very well in my high school
math classes,” Samantha, then a senior at a top New England prep school,
told me. “I really saw no reason why that wouldn’t continue, so I took the
most advanced math class the school offered—Calculus BC.” But within
weeks Samantha became distraught. “The teacher totally favored the
eleven boys in the class and ignored the six girls,” she said. “He called on
them way more than on us, and after class always engaged them in con-
versation.” One girl dropped out, then another. Soon there were only two
girls left in the class. “We complained to our Dean, who spoke to him, but
after that things just got worse, and we both ended up leaving also.”

For Bernardine Davis, being the only female computer science major in
her undergraduate class at Hamilton College was also a pretty lonely expe-
rience. She vividly remembers “an abrupt change in the atmosphere and
conversation” when she entered a computer lab and had to deal with all
the “half-joking comments” from her male classmates about “her intrud-
ing on their fun.” By teachers’ admissions, “testosterone rules computer
labs. . . . There are often lots of off-color jokes and comments.” Then, too,
many girls are turned off computers because they associate them with the
violent video games they’ve watched their brothers play.
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Computer science is the only major in which women’s participation
has actually decreased over the years—a drop of almost 10 percent of the
degrees awarded between 1984 and 2003. Girls who are not exposed to
computers by age twelve are effectively locked out of 90 percent of all
future jobs. “[It’s] a troubling indicator for American computer science
generally—and for the economic competitiveness that depends on it,” said
a professional in the field.

Carefully planned outreach can reverse the downward trend. At Carn-
egie Mellon, in 2004, 37 percent of the freshman computer science majors
were women—a big improvement for them. University officials attribute
this to the effort the school has made to help high school teachers encour-
age more girls to take computer science. As Lenore Blum, a distinguished
service professor of computer science at Carnegie Mellon, said, “It’s not
going to happen until people actually start doing something.”

And yet—there’s a lot of opposition to doing anything to improve the
numbers. It would be pointless: women don’t like science, math, and engi-
neering, claims Steven Pinker in his popular book The Blank Slate. “They
don’t have the ‘risk-taking impetus and tolerance’ for the ‘physical dis-

>»

comfort required,”” he writes, as if everyone going into a technological
field would be “working on oil rigs and jack-hammering sludge” like those
who laid the Alaska pipelines. Pinker even argues against a plan by the
presidents of nine top universities to make a concerted effort to recruit
women for fellowships and faculty positions in math and science.

And when Senator Ron Wyden, along with a group of more than two
hundred concerned scientists, mathematicians, and engineers, asked the
Office of Civil Rights (OCR) at the Department of Education to investi-
gate whether the gender inequities in their respective disciplines were the
result of discrimination, the OCR defied its legal obligation and refused.
And it refused again to look into glaring disparities in vocational edu-
cation, documented in a comprehensive report by the National Women’s
Law Center.

Blatant sexism bounces off the pages of the report. Sexual harassment
goes on unchecked; teachers tell girls not to take certain courses because
they rightfully belong to boys, leaving “young women . . . clustered in ‘tra-
ditionally female programs’ that prepare them for low-wage careers . . .
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[while young men] fill the vast majority of slots in programs leading to
higher-wage careers that can provide true economic self-sufficiency.”

All these infractions have been allowed to stand, in part because half
the states across the country still haven’t met their legal obligation to des-
ignate a Title IX coordinator to comply and carry out its responsibilities
under the law. What’s more, sexual harassment guidelines have “myste-
riously” disappeared from the Department of Education guidelines and
Web site. Parents, students, and teachers in need of a critical authoritative
source are left completely in the dark.

But rather than enforce the regulations, investigate charges of discrim-
ination, and encourage schools to follow Carnegie Mellon’s example, our
misogynist society came up with the ideal solution: separate schools. This
way “system-building boys” won’t have to be in the same class as “empa-
thetic, emotional girls.” Separation allows, as one teacher put it, “boys to
be boys and girls to be girls.”

Separate but (Almost) Equal Is OK for Girls

From the get-go, the sidelining right wing set the stage for a major change
in education. Conservative periodicals such as the Women’s Quarterly, a
publication of the Independent Women’s Forum, attacked the Women’s
Educational Equity Act (which promotes equality in education for women
and girls) as a “sop to feminists,” and in 2004, President Bush began to
eliminate its funding. Just two years later, in what the New York Times
(October 25, 2006) said was generally considered the “most significant
policy change on the issue since a landmark federal law barring sex dis-
crimination in education, more than thirty years ago, the Bush adminis-
tration gave public school districts broad new latitude to expand the num-
ber of single-sex classes and schools.” The move, long sought by conserva-
tives, was finally made possible by ambiguous wording in the No Child
Left Behind Act.

“It’s really a serious green light from the Department of Education to
reinstitute official discrimination in schools around the country,” said
Marcia Greenberger, a copresident of the National Women’s Law Center.
An umbrella organization representing about two hundred civil rights
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groups issued a statement saying the ruling violated both Title IX and
the equal protection clause under the Constitution. “Segregation is totally
unacceptable in the context of race. Why in the world in the context of
gender would it be acceptable?”

And this regulation is even worse than Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), which
established the basis for “separate but equal” education and was finally
overturned in Brown v. Board of Education (1954). Now all the schools
need to do is show that they are “substantially equal,” an ambivalent
phrase accepting classic stereotypes, traditionally disadvantaging girls
and allotting fewer resources and opportunities to them.

Proponents of this ruling feign concern about girls, pushing a hack-
neyed claim: girls learn better on their own. But there’s no real evidence to
support this. In places such as the computer labs, where girls are made to
feel uncomfortable, dealing with negative male behavior and attitudes is a
better solution in the long run than separating out the girls. What works—
and this has been shown time and time again—is individual attention and
a belief in a student’s potential.

Eleven years ago, when Gregory Hodge became principal at the Freder-
ick Douglass Academy, a public school in Harlem, the student body com-
prised 80 percent girls and was doing spectacularly well. He immediately
began recruiting boys, almost all poor and minority, to this combined
middle and high school. Today, boys make up 50 percent of the school’s
students. Did these rowdy and often troubled boys bring a downturn to
the school? Absolutely not! The dropout rate is virtually zero, and just
about every year all of the academy’s 1,450 students are college bound.
Hodge’s magic? Validate every student. He tells them, “You are important.
You will be successful.”

I found the same emphasis on achievement when I visited the Bronx
Academy of Letters, a coed public school, also in New York City, and also
with a rigorous college-preparatory program. Defying the born-again saw
that boys aren’t interested in reading unless you give them—as New York
Times columnist David Brooks suggests—manly works like Hemingway
and Tolstoy (because of the differing male/female biological factors), the
students at this school are assigned the same books regardless of gen-
der. Their journals—which I was privileged to read—show boys and girls
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often drawing on identical literary sources in their writing, and form a
strong argument against pigeonholing the sexes into so-called gender-
appropriate education.

Still, advocates of gender-specific instruction are eagerly writing up
their lesson plans: “Girls would receive character education. On the other
hand, boys’ teachers would teach and discuss ‘heroic behavior and ideas’

3%

and demonstrate what it means to ‘be a man, ” said one Louisiana educa-
tor. And Regina Choi, a teacher from Los Angeles, explained, “it is some-
times more effective posing problems for girls using shopping examples
and for boys using sports.”

Title IX was enacted to eliminate this kind of gender stereotyping, but it
has been battered and weakened by the Republican right, catering to those

who would return us to the bad old days before the women’s movement.

The Unequal Playing Field on the Field

“Like my two older brothers, my life has been centered around sports. It is
where I met my closest friends and shaped the values that have made me a
successful athlete, student, and role model,” said Jennie Finch, a member
of the National Pro Fastpitch Chicago Bandits.

“Girls who participate in sports are less likely to smoke, use drugs,
or engage in other kinds of high-risk behavior and, when they’re older,
not as likely to develop heart disease, osteoporosis, and other physical ail-
ments. And, in general, they perform better in the classroom,” she added.
Because of Title IX, increasing numbers of young women have had the
benefits Jennie describes. In 1971 fewer than three hundred thousand high
school girls participated in interscholastic sports; by 1997 that number
had grown to over 2.4 million.

But those gains are waning. The Bush administration chipped away
at Title IX, allowing schools to skirt the requirement of providing equal
funding and opportunity for their female athletes. And the conservative
National Review in 2005 took aim at feminists who were critical of these
moves by likening them to . . . what else? The axis of evil.

Renewed attacks on Title IX include rulings that allow schools to
assess female enthusiasm for sports—a key to determining compliance—
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by sending around a flawed e-mail survey. Not only is the methodology of
the questionnaire unsound, but a nonresponse to the e-mail is construed
as the recipient’s lacking an interest in athletic programs. Male students
don’t have to prove their interest, it’s a given.

“Not many people open e-mail surveys, let alone take the time to
respond to them,” said Finch. “As a student I was preoccupied with classes
and practice. I doubt I would have paid attention to such a survey.”

And that would have been a real loss. Finch might never have had
the chance to play softball at the University of Arizona and probably
wouldn’t have been a pitcher for the gold medal-winning 2004 U.S.
women’s Olympic softball team. But many men, New York Times colum-
nist John Tierney among them, feel the need to show their macho mettle
with an over-the-top reaction to modest gains in female collegiate ath-
letic programs. Women “have better things to do, like study or work on
other extracurricular activities that will be more useful to their careers,”
he says.

In a 2006 piece with the provocative title “Let the Guys Win One,”
Tierney argues: “On or off campus, men play more team sports and watch
more team sports. Besides enjoying the testosterone rush, they have a bet-
ter chance of glory. . . . College football,” he goes on, “is such a mass spec-
tacle that it can’t really be compared with other sports. It’s more of a war
rally or religious revival.”

“[Women] don’t need special federal protection in the one area that
men excel. This playing field doesn’t need to be leveled,” is Tierney’s
grand—and depressing—conclusion. It shows how much ground women
have lost. In the first decade of the new millennium, a columnist at one of
the nation’s most prestigious and progressive newspapers can wholeheart-
edly promote a retreat from the commitment to women’s equality.

The Unequal Playing Field in Academies

“You should be given this opportunity to drive yourself forward,” said one
student. “And just because youre Hispanic and low-income or a woman
you can still do it. . . . You can go to a really awesome university and you
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can graduate, and you can go to another awesome university and get your
doctorate.”

For decades students like this one have benefited from Pell grants, the
primary source of federal aid for low-income students, the majority of
them women. But slash-and-burn Republicans have reduced the stipends
dramatically.

Today the grants cover only 33 percent of the average cost of tuition,
fees, and room and board at a public college or university. Twenty years
ago, the maximum Pell grant covered nearly 60 percent of that cost. “As
a freshman, Temple University student Arsema Solomon needed to bor-
row just $5,000 to cover college expenses that were not met by grants,
some limited family help, and a part-time job. Three years later, in 2005,
Solomon has added a night shift as a bank teller; [the reduced grant] and
mounting costs have forced her to double her student-loan load to $10,000
a year,” reported Patrick Kerkstra, staff writer for the Knight Ridder
papers, in 2008.

Our nation’s policies enforce class boundaries by effectively shutting
out thousands of students from getting a college education. And the same
holds true for talented and creative faculty who, because of discrimination,
are relegated to secondary status in our institutions of higher learning.

Without doubt, women are a greater presence on college campuses than
they were forty years ago, but we need to look at the positions they hold
and the pay they receive before we can applaud the numbers. It’s tempt-
ing to point to Susan Hockfield, president of MIT, and Harvard’s Drew
G. Faust as signs of major progress, but these are high-profile exceptions,
good for PR but not so much for other women. Even the universities these
women head admit gender bias. MIT and Harvard were among the nine
elite schools issuing a joint statement admitting the “barriers still exist”
preventing progress for female academics and committing themselves to
change institutional policies.

But rhetoric and reality are worlds apart when it comes to the practices
of our most prestigious institutions. While mission statements declare
their commitment to diversity, “the workforces of Ivy League universities
are starkly stratified by race and gender,” with white males dominating
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the highest-ranking, best-paid, most secure academic positions, reveals
The (Un)Changing Face of the Ivy League, a 2005 report of the Graduate
Teachers and Researchers Union.

A caste system in higher learning is particularly worrisome. “Educa-
tion and work are the levers to uplift a people,” W. E. B. DuBois wrote in
1903, and I think most of us would agree. We look to education to expand
the opportunities of the poor and disenfranchised, to be a touchstone for
the rest of society. That’s why we back colleges and universities with public
funding and tax exemptions. We trust our schools not only to teach the
intrinsic worth of every human being but also to model that belief in their
own practices and composition.

A two-tiered university perpetuates the dangerous stereotypes of a
bygone era. It informs the future of our society economically, socially,
politically, and culturally. And it raises questions about who controls the
knowledge our children receive and how that control affects its content.
Are universities simply preserving white male privilege? Or are they—to
use a current political term—agents of change? And if they aren’t, then
how has the extraordinary discrimination gone unnoticed?

By and large, universities and colleges have been able to skirt around
the issues of equity by boasting the large numbers of women and people
of color on their faculties. What they’ve failed to mention is how these
groups are relegated to the lowest-status and lowest-paying jobs they
offer. And low-level jobs have exploded in volume over the past twenty
years.

“Nonladder [not on a tenure track] faculty members make significant
contributions to the scholarship of this university,” said Dr. Connie Allen,
former lecturer in the department of chemistry at Yale University. “We are
often excellent, dedicated teachers and mentors. . .. Our contributions are
acknowledged and celebrated by those who benefit directly, namely the
undergraduate students. Yet, often I have found that we . . . are underval-
ued and exploited by the university administration and serve as window
dressing in the institutions’ commitment to diversity.”

Faculty members without tenure serve as handmaidens to the estab-
lished faculty. They teach the large lecture classes, often do departmental
scut work, and have little recourse against unfair treatment. “Try protest-
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ing if you think your ideas are being ripped off by senior faculty,” one
young woman who teaches American studies at a midwestern university
told me. “You’ll see how quickly you're out the ivy-covered door.”

Widespread, persistent, and insidious discrimination, say a wealth of
studies, is keeping women in vulnerable and poorly paid academic posi-
tions. Women are held to a higher standard and judged by different, fre-
quently harsher criteria than their male colleagues. Male students and fac-
ulty get better reccommendations. For the same performance, a man might
be described as brilliant and original, a woman as meticulous and reliable.
In a catch-22 bind, women quickly pick up the reverse logic: if you want to
succeed, you have to tamp down your achievements.

“MEN CAN TOLERATE a woman in physics as long as she is in a subordinate
position, but many cannot tolerate a woman above them,” said Dr. Gail G.
Hanson, distinguished professor of physics at the University of California,
Riverside. Even though Dr. Hanson discovered quark jets when she was a
postdoctoral fellow, throughout her research career she has been treated
like “a junior colleague, instead of a foremost researcher.”

Dr. Hanson has finally gotten recognition; in 2006 she received the
Panofsky Prize in physics, the only woman ever to do so. Marie Curie is
still the only female to be honored with the Nobel Prize in science, and
that was in 1903. Since then, one other woman, in 1963, shared the award
with male colleagues. The Field’s Medal, math’s version of the Nobel, has
remained totally in the hands of men.

“Ithought these kinds of things only happened in the 1950s. It’s appall-
ing that women still confront these hurdles,” said Dr. Hanson.

Serving coffee at department meetings, volunteering to take the notes,
deferring to male colleagues on administrative and scholarly matters—
behaviors academic women thought they’d chucked along with their elec-
tric Smith Coronas—are now de rigueur.

And those women who won't or can’t play these mandated parts are
being denied tenure. The official reason—they lack “congeniality.” Legal
experts delving into what exactly this term meant made a startling dis-
covery: it refers to women who don’t accept the traditional female role of
making the male faculty feel comfortable.
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The label is “a new wild card for discrimination” because it is so sub-
jective, said Leslie Annexstein, director of the AAUW Legal Advocacy
Fund. “The discrimination [today] is more subtle and often harder to iden-
tify in the legal sense, making it more difficult than ever to prove. Most
faculty sexual-discrimination cases filed with the EEOC have not been
successful.”

Tenure Denied, a report prepared by the AAUW in 2004, is a sting-
ing indictment of academia. Women make up about half the instructors
and lecturers and almost half the assistant professors but only 27 percent
of the tenured positions in four-year colleges. A thorough, case-by-case
investigation of women who were denied tenure—a veritable death blow
generally forcing them to leave the school and try to restart the five- to
seven-year process at another institution—shows the decisions to be rife
with discrimination, manifesting as “tokenism, hostility, backlash, invis-
ibility, and role stereotyping.”

One common strategy is denying tenure after women complain about
sexual harassment directed at them or their students. This ploy can be
used to control students and young faculty and derail those more senior
who might become competitors.

A Lab Where the Women Are the Guinea Pigs

He was a married man having affairs with two young women. Everyone in
his group knew about his trysts; they were expected to watch passionate
kissing, massaging, and fondling. But here’s the rub: he was a professor,
the young women were his students, the group was the lab he coheaded at
the University of Missouri Kansas City.

For years stories had been circulating about Drs. Haddock and Poston
of the psychology department. The two men, both bringing in a lot of grant
money for the institution, ran a research lab in which the most egregious
behavior was tolerated, even rewarded.

In their isolated fiefdom they officially supervised graduate students
and research assistants and helped with the publication of papers and the
awarding of grants. But that’s not all they did. According to the charges
filed by graduate student Megan Pinkston-Camp and professor Linda
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Garavalia, the lab was an outrageously sexual environment where sadism,
intimidation, and threats were employed to keep ten students and two fac-
ulty members in positions of subservience and fear.

From the start, Pinkston-Camp, who arrived in 2003 to work with
Dr. Poston on obesity research for her doctoral dissertation, realized how
many perks Haddock’s lovers were getting, like “authorship” of papers
they never even contributed to, much less wrote.

“Students were told they had to please Haddock and Poston in order to
get into graduate school, obtain funding and other support for research.”
And pleasing them meant doing their bidding and keeping quiet about it.
The men directed one of the women to pull up her blouse and let her class-
mates fondle her breasts. Others, like Pinkston-Camp, were pressured to
show their “asses.”

The voyeuristic pair hounded the female students for graphic details
about each other’s bodies. And they didn’t refrain from discussing their
own, comparing their penises to bananas and rulers. Penis size was a big
topic. So was oral sex. All sex, in fact.

When Poston started to grope Pinkston-Camp and insist she accom-
pany him on out-of-town trips, she became increasingly anxious. If she
resisted, she thought, it would be the end of her dissertation and maybe
her career. She tried to withdraw from him, but strange things began to
happen. A Barbie doll she kept on her desk had the limbs cut off and fake
blood smeared all over it; another time a noose was put around its neck
and a picture of it was shown on her computer screen. (Haddock and
Poston had access to the passwords of everyone in the lab’s computers.)

Pinkston-Camp began to confide in her husband and some of her
friends, but not in Linda Garavalia, who, as a professor, was on a differ-
ent level and had made an effort to keep to herself and concentrate on her
work.

“It was a horrible and busy time,” Garavalia told me recently. “My
mother was dying of cancer so I was flying to Charlotte to take care of her
every third week and preparing for my tenure review at the same time.
Both Haddock and Poston wanted me to postpone going before the com-
mittee—I think because they thought they’d have more power over me if
I didn’t have tenure.”
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But Garavalia saw what was going on in the lab. She saw the videos
of animals being tortured, of naked actresses and porn that Haddock
and Poston put on their computer screens and coerced the students into
watching. And she saw the weapons.

“There were always weapons in the lab and lots of military jargon.
A favorite activity was opening a switch blade and flicking it back and
forth in front of one of our faces. Then there were choke holds. They’d say,
‘Look, I can kill you in two seconds, while holding a thumb against your
windpipe.” They did this to almost all the women in the lab,” explained
Pinkston-Camp. Both men talked constantly about “killin,” and Had-
dock boasted that he knew a guy in the air force who could “make some-
one disappear.”

Finally Pinkston-Camp, unable to contain her anxieties any longer,
blurted out the whole story to her new department head, who immediately
contacted Garavalia.

Once Garavalia attained tenure she left the lab, resigning from a lucra-
tive grant just to get away. But after hearing from the department head,
she called Pinkston-Camp. The two women decided to press forward and
file a grievance.

The school made its reluctance to investigate obvious. “We did not
trust the university, at this point, to protect us,” Pinkston-Camp wrote
in her statement. “They never said anything about keeping us safe from
reprisals.”

Finally, feeling they had no alternative, they hired private attorneys
and sued the university. “The $1.1 million settlement—the largest in a
sexual-harassment suit ever in the whole MU system—was because of the
substantial evidence to support the allegations of sexual harassment and
abundant examples of bureaucratic bumbling,” said professor Miriam
Forman-Brunell, a faculty member close to the case. “The university failed
to respond to the EEOC complaint even though they had 180 days to do it,
failed to seek depositions, and never requested documents,” she said.

All the time they were in the lab, neither Pinkston-Camp nor Garava-
lia realized that a hostile environment was a form of sexual harassment.
Under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, all schools receiv-
ing federal funds are mandated to have policies and procedures defining
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sexual harassment and to outline the proper protocol for reporting it. If
the school had such a policy in place, students and faculty were not aware
of it.

What went on at UMKC was hideous and extreme, but sexual harass-
ment, long considered taboo, is pervasive again. Of the five hundred
women whose stories inform my study, a significant majority said they’ve
experienced some form of sexual harassment at school or at work.

Humiliating women, regarding them as sex toys, is a standard feature
in the lexicon of masculine control. And slowly, were internalizing this
treatment and becoming inured to it. How could we not when it’s so wide-
spread and seemingly accepted? Only a few decades ago, women, secure in
the support of their respective institutions, would have unleashed a fire-
storm of protest against such flagrantly degrading, dangerous, and illegal
conduct.

But when news of the reprehensible doings in the UMKC lab hit the
local papers, there was no outrage on the campus, no cries from the stu-
dent body for an investigation or change in policy. “Everyone has been
cowed into passivity by an administration that has taken every opportu-
nity to promote the party line,” said Forman-Brunell.

As for professors Haddock and Poston?

Haddock’s annual salary jumped from $75,876 to $93,373, Poston’s
from $76,707 to $101,707. They’ve been promoted and moved to the School
of Medicine, where theyre protected and can keep on truckin’.
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THE CAMPAIGN
AGAINST WORKING
WOMEN

« Respect for stay-at-home moms has been poisoned by . . . radical femi-
nists’ misogynistic crusade to make work outside the homes the only
source of . . . social value,” writes Rick Santorum in his popular book, It
Takes a Family: Conservatism and the Common Good. Santorum, the third-
ranking senator when the book was published in 2005, believes the tra-
ditional, or what he calls the natural family, is being undermined by the
selfishness of mothers who hold paying jobs. Women may claim theyre
helping support the family, he charges “[b]ut this provides a convenient
rationalization for pursuing a gratifying career outside the home.” Con-
servative commentators like Danielle Crittenden have happily spread his
message, adding their own spin. “Women themselves say they should stay
home,” reports Crittenden, failing to tell us who exactly these women are.
The new mantra—“what women really want is a husband and kids”—
is being foisted upon us. Here’s Lori Gottlieb, arguing in The Atlantic
that behind the lip service to feminism, the guise of self-sufficiency, and
interest in having a career, what unmarried women really long for is a
“traditional family.” Gottlieb, unwed at forty, offers advice to the single
set: Compromise. Settle for Mr. Not-Quite-So-Right. You’ll be happier
by far. Gottlieb, who had a baby on her own through artificial insemi-
nation, has come to regret her go-it-alone decision. As a memoir, this
would be a poignant story; as an authoritative discourse on the true and
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secret yearnings of every unhitched fortysomething female, it sets off
lots of alarm bells.

Lots of women I know went Gottlieb’s route and are absolutely delighted
with their lives; others are “eternally grateful not to be bogged down with
a husband or kids.” Of course there are plenty of women desperately seek-
ing love. Some of these, by the way, are married.

When I wrote Crisis of the Working Mother I was struck by how hus-
bands—in many instances—were the most “peel-off-able” of the whole
equation. There were women who for the life of them wouldn’t have traded
in their children or their jobs but could see themselves—or so they said—
living without their mates. So much depends upon circumstances—fam-
ily, friends, income, job, personality, background, geographic area, eth-
nicity, religion, and the dominant social values. The variables are endless.
But blanket statements about “what women want” when they’re not based
on careful and thorough research are presumptuous and have repercus-
sive effects, unwittingly hurting women in the workplace.

The magnitude of difficulties working women currently face is nearly
incomprehensible. Although the women I interviewed overwhelmingly
have encountered workplace discrimination and gender bias (in addi-
tion to sexual harassment), they tended to see this bias as an individual
occurrence. And that’s not in the least bit surprising. Although numer-
ous nationwide studies coming out of our most prestigious universities
and respected organizations have documented widespread inequities, the
reports have been all but ignored by the press. What the media has given
us instead is the self-righteous “opting-out” story and the surly face of the
mommy wars—both staple features of the sidelining strategy. But there’s
no doubt we're in the midst of a full-fledged assault on working women,
impractical as it is shameful.

Impractical because baby boomers—over seventy-eight million Amer-
icans making up 40 percent of today’s workforce—are fast approaching
retirement. This, according to 150 senior executives with our nation’s
one thousand largest companies, will have the most profound impact on
the workplace in the next generation. One concern is that even when the
economy recovers, the brain drain of older employees who've gained expe-
rience and knowledge from careers spent in one industry will hurt us.
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Another is the reduction of the labor force, which has to grow proportion-
ally with the scale of global production requirements. Projections of the
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics warn of a drop-off in the prime labor force
projected to continue for the next two decades.

The likely impact on the revitalization of our economy is obvious:
“slower workforce growth mean[s] sluggish growth of the economy.”
And that has potential geopolitical implications, accelerating the relative
decline of the United States as compared to China and India. The social
consequences are also worrisome. Historically periods of economic stag-
nation have brought forth the mean-spiritedness of intolerance: more rac-
ism, more sexism, more anti-immigration feelings.

Crucial business sectors—education, the energy and aerospace indus-
tries, defense, and health care are already being threatened by boomer
labor shortages. Experts looking at this problem suggest coming up with
“solutions to attract, interest, and educate younger workers into these
fields.” And they’re not talking about attracting only male workers. For
a nation committed to remaining globally competitive, discouraging the
participation in the labor force of more than half the population makes
absolutely no sense. “[D]iscrimination against women and minorities is
putting the U.S. at a disadvantage in technology innovation,” said Robert
J. Birgeneau, chancellor of the University of California at Berkeley.

And it is shameful. The obstacles hurled at working women—bogus
studies “proving” our incompetence, the paucity of affordable, qual-
ity child care, subtle deterrents right up to blatant discrimination—are
unethical, unjust, and in many instances, outright illegal.

We’ve seen how Reagan launched an attack on women’s progress in the
workplace. Now those weapons, updated and retooled, are taking aim at
women from all classes, backgrounds, and positions. The “women haven’t
got the right stuff” narrative is the flip side of the post-9/11 machoization
of American culture.

Masculine identity in this country has always been bolstered, even
established, by the male provider role. In this security-mad time, with the
economy and our world image spiraling downward, an addled, feminine
dependency becomes ever more crucial to fractured manhood. The greater

the male insecurity, the more women are sidelined.
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But, ironically, several new reports posit a link between testosterone
and risk taking, subtly suggesting that the presence of more women on
Wall Street could have muted the current fiscal crisis. The journal Evolu-
tion and Human Behavior, for example, in 2008 published a study reveal-
ing that males tend to make high-risk bets when they feel under financial
pressure and are with other males of similar status. Discussing this find-
ing and a number of similar ones in the New York Times on February 8,
2009, Nicholas D. Kristoff writes, “Banks around the world desperately
want bailouts of billions of dollars but they also have another need they’re
unaware of: women, women and women.”

Gender Difference Goes to Work

Long-discredited notions of innate gender difference theories have, as
we’ve seen, been used to justify separate schools for girls and boys. Now
different aspects of these theories are bolstering workplace inequalities.

Once upon a time . . . men and women lived happily together and
worked in harmony. The man would venture out each day into a hos-
tile and dangerous world to risk his life as a hunter to bring food back
to his woman and their children. He developed long-distance naviga-

tional skills and excellent marksmanship skills.

Women, who stayed tucked away in their cozy caves, never built up
an aptitude for many professions like engineer, air traffic control-
ler, architect, actuary. . . . While men play chess, women dance and

decorate.

Few ideas are more deeply lodged in our popular imagination than the
one expressed in the above quote from Barbara and Alan Pease’s interna-
tional bestseller, Why Men Don’t Listen and Women Can’t Read Maps. The
Peases’ analysis fits perfectly with the “women prefer low-level jobs in air-

conditioned offices because they do best in ‘noncompetitive situations’’
thesis woven into scores of articles in the popular press. These works all
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take their cue from what I call Stone Age ideology—a return of the “man
the hunter” argument.

The man-the-hunter theory, used to explain Homo sapiens’ big win
in the evolutionary sweepstakes, first became popular in the 1950s. Back
then, scholarship, inevitably reflecting the male dominance of the profes-
sions that produced it, looked for and found distinct gender roles rooted in
prehistory and in nature. With its constraints upon women, we shouldn’t
be surprised that this premise has gotten a lot of ink recently, even in the
mainstream press.

But new studies using the electron microscope, carbon dating, and
DNA technology are challenging the notion of the strutting, spear-throw-
ing male schlepping home a six-thousand-pound creature for the little lady
to serve. “[T]he development of male dominance as a genetic adaptation
to the hunting life represents an unacceptable distortion of the available
data—or at best, pure speculation,” said Liverpool anthropologist Robin
Compton. And renowned paleontologist Richard Leakey concurred.
“There is absolutely no evidence we became human through hunting,” he
said. “Up until recent times, there’s no record at all of human aggression.
If you can’t find it in the prehistoric record, why claim it’s there?”

Cutting-edge research is focusing on cooperative efforts between the
sexes of our prehistoric ancestors. Food supplies were probably provided
by everyone. Fred and Wilma Flintstone and their children all went after
the woolly mammoth together. Brains, rather than brawn, are what sci-
entists now say gave us the advantage over the doomed Neanderthals. As
Barnett and Rivers wrote, “[since] hunting is a relatively ‘new’ phenom-
enon, we're evidentially not hard-wired for one ability or another.”

But none of this has halted the sideliners from lobbing verbal prehis-
toric stone after stone at working women. Giving a “word of advice” to
the guys, Forbes’s Michael Noer says, “Marry pretty women or ugly ones.
Short ones or tall ones. Blondes or brunettes. Just, whatever you do, don’t
marry a woman with a career.”

“Men just want mommy,” puts in Maureen Dowd. When it comes to
tying the knot, the new millennium man is choosing his underling: admin-
istrative assistants, not the office superstars. And John Tierney, quoting
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just one study, reached the conclusion that the happiest women want
breadwinner husbands who bring in at least two-thirds of the income.

Women aren’t willing to “limit their ambitions to make life more con-
genial for men” and “play a subordinate role,” observes economist Andrew
Hacker, making the reader wonder if he spent the last fifty years stranded
in the Chuuk Islands. In his book Mismatch: The Growing Gulf Between
Women and Men, Hacker blames competition between marital partners
for the growing divorce rate. And who is at fault? Working women, of
course, for encroaching on the male terrain.

“Power: Do Women Really Want It?” headlines Fortune. The magazine
condescendingly asks, “Do women lack power in business because they
just don’t want it enough?” “It’s a turn-off,” say unidentified women. The
authors themselves admit that the question, even the word, is loaded, but
they steer clear of any discussion of the opprobrium and discrimination
heaped on professional women. “There’s no doubt that unbridled ambi-
tion is less acceptable in women than in men,” they admit, but even that’s
our fault. “One reason may be that we’ve seen some women who push too
hard.”

The Fortune piece had it down: either we push too hard, or we don’t
push hard enough. “Apparently it’s not that women can’t get high-level
jobs. Rather, they’re choosing not to.” The article exposes “The dirty little
secret [that] women demand more satisfaction in their lives than men.”
But if that’s true then why can’t some of that satisfaction come from pro-
fessional success for women the way it does for men? And if women are
finding work unsatisfactory, isn’t it as reasonable to ask what’s wrong with
work as it is to ask what’s wrong with women?

The authors point to academia, where they say women have made
the most gains compared to government and business. But academia is
“becoming more competitive. . . . People are working harder than ever . . .
[m]any women decide that there are too many compromises they have to
make,” the authors say, patronizingly.

We’ve seen how women’s progress in the academies is being poisoned
by the toxic sexism of our campuses, and not because women aren’t able to
go with the flow. Partisan journalism like Fortune’s does us all a disservice
by distorting reality. Women are not a bunch of nervous Nellies, afraid to



The Campaign Against Working Women 195

compete and compromise. All our achievements have come from struggle
and our willingness to adjust. And adjust again. The editors of Fortune
could use a crash course on the prejudice rife in academia. Maybe then
they’d write a piece titled “Power: Do Men Really Want to Share It?”

Copycat Crimes

In many ways the campaign against working women is similar to the drive
for single-sex schools. First there’s the case of suspiciously disappearing
information. The Bureau of Labor Statistics in 2005 stopped collecting data
on women workers. What had been a valuable source for tracking women’s
wage, employment, and job-loss patterns in America has vanished. “It will
be almost impossible to gauge how women workers are being treated in
this country and formulate strategies for eliminating discrimination and
improving their economic status,” says NOW.

Other important material went missing. More than thirty publications
on the Women’s Bureau of the Department of Labor Web site—the only
federal organization devoted to the needs of wage-earning women—were
there in 1999 and went AWOL in 2004. A catalog of the titles, including
Earning Differences Between Women and Men, Black Women in the Labor
Force, and Don’t Work in the Dark: Know Your Rights, makes it easy to
understand why the political right doesn’t want women to have this vital
information.

The Women’s Bureau was formed to empower working women. In 1999
its mission statement committed the bureau to alerting women to their
workplace rights and ensuring that the voices of working women were
heard. Now that mission has been diluted merely to “enhance [women’s]
potential for securing more satisfying employment as they seek to balance
their work-life needs.”

The Bush administration repeatedly attempted to close the ten regional
offices of the bureau—a move many feared would be the first step toward
abolishing or defunding governmental agencies devoted to women’s
issues. Only concerted efforts of numerous women’s and labor organi-
zations have so far stalled these attempts, but there’s been less success
in other areas. W.’s scorched-earth policies destroyed the White House
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Office for Women’s Initiatives and Outreach, the Equal Pay Matters Ini-
tiative, the Paycheck Fairness Act, and the Equal Opportunity Survey—a
tool to detect and deter discrimination by some one hundred thousand
federal contractors.

“The government says it champions women, but it continues to lock us
out,” said Margot Dorfman, CEO of the Women’s Chamber of Commerce.
Women small-business owners have long been pushing for a bigger share
of government contracts. But the Small Business Administration’s new
rules—which took it seven years to develop after being ordered by Con-
gress to do so—listed only 4 industries out of 140 in which female-owned
businesses could have an advantage for contracts. This was hardly what
women had hoped for after a report showed them to be “underrepresented
in 87 percent of all industries where the government awards contracts.”

What’s more, the Department of Justice (DOJ) has weakened its
enforcement of the laws against workplace discrimination—in hiring,
promotions, harassment, issues surrounding pregnancy, and the like. And
it’s refused to hear many well-documented complaints, even abandoning
pending high-profile sex discrimination cases. That many experienced
employment discrimination attorneys have been forced from their jobs
only further compounds the problem.

None of this—stereotyping and denigrating our qualities and inter-
ests, eliminating crucial information, assaulting our rights—happens
without consequence. These retrogressive changes affect how we think
about ourselves and how the men in our lives, be they our boyfriends,
husbands, doctors, teachers, clients, or employers, think about and
treat us.

“Let me be frank with you,” the CEO of a major company recently told
me. “Without any teeth in the regulations, we don’t feel the same level of
concern with EEOC-related issues. For us it means a cutback in how much
we're willing to spend on those areas, like human resources and bolstering
us up against lawsuits. There’s a huge ripple-down effect from these poli-
cies that’ll be felt in future generations.”

We do have to worry about the future, but we’re in the midst of the fall-
out right now. Judged by every standard, working women, whether they’re
childless, married with children, single moms, professionals, or hourly
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wage earners, are all hurt by the current hostile climate. But they’re hurt
in different ways.

The majority of women in this country still work in service positions.
And those who labor in the lower economic strata, in general, have fewer
job options, less flexibility at work and at home, and fewer resources to
help them achieve a life/work balance than professionals. But this doesn’t
mean there isn’t plenty of common ground. There are more issues uniting
us than separating us—issues all working women can fight for: the ability
to care for children and sick family members; the end of gender discrimi-
nation; sexual harassment, and the gender pay gap; and paid sick days and
family leaves.

Equal Pay for Equal Work? Don’t Bet on It

“I don’t think anyone would ever say I couldn’t do the job as well as a man,”
Christine Kwapnoski, a manager at a Sam’s Club in northern California,
said. And yet, the forty-two-year-old Kwapnoski earned less than the man
she oversaw when she was a dock supervisor. She received a promotion,
but no raise came with it, although men with the same promotions got
increases. She complained, but “[b]asically I was told it was none of my
business, that there was nothing I could do about it.”

“Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, women of all economic lev-
els—poor, middle class, and rich—were steadily gaining ground on their
male counterparts in the work force,” reported David Leonhardt for the
New York Times in 2006. “By the mid-90s, women earned more than 75
cents for every dollar in hourly pay that men did, up from 65 cents just 15
years earlier.” Back then it was possible to believe that the gap was closing.
Today it seems unlikely.

The gender pay gap is actually widening for those with four-year col-
lege degrees. And it’s not—as so many argue—because we're taking time
off to be with our children. A new report by the AAUW finds that the gap
in pay starts immediately after graduation and only increases over time.
As Catherine Hill, research director of the study, explained to me, “Right
out of school there should be a fairly level playing field, but surprisingly
women are already earning 20 percent less, even when they have the same
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major and occupation as their male counterparts. This, although women
earn slightly higher GPAs than men in every college major including sci-
ence and mathematics.”

Women who attended elite colleges earned about the same as men
from minimally selective colleges, the report found. And the pay gap is
the widest for women in the top professions. They lose about $1.2 million
over the course of a lifetime; for the average worker it’s about $700,000.

Women employed full-time make an average of seventy-seven cents for
every dollar men are paid. The ratio is worse for women of color. African
American women get only seventy-one cents and Latinas fifty-eight cents.
And this includes women in academia.

Kwapnoski is now part of a class-action lawsuit against Wal-Mart,
owner of Sam’s Club. “[But] government’s efforts to reduce sex discrimi-
nation have ebbed over the period that the pay gap has stagnated. In the
1960s and 1970s laws like Title VII and Title IX prohibited discrimination
at work and in school and may have helped close the pay gap in subsequent
years,” wrote Leonhardt. These laws are still in existence, of course; they’re
just not being enforced.

The 2007 Supreme Court ruling in Ledbetter v. Goodyear made it
harder for workers to sue for pay discrimination. Lilly Ledbetter, the only
female among sixteen men at the Gadsden, Alabama, tire plant, discov-
ered, when she was close to retirement, that for years she’d been paid less
than her male colleagues, including those with less seniority.

Always clear about its priorities, the Bush administration filed a brief
on the side of Goodyear. And in a five-to-four decision the court ruled
against Ledbetter, maintaining that because she failed to file within 180
days after “the alleged unlawful employment practice occurred [the
time period mandated by the original Title VII law in 1964], she wasn’t
entitled to redress.” But, as Ruth Bader Ginsburg pointed out in her dis-
senting opinion, workplaces are notoriously secret about salaries. Most
employees have no idea what their coworkers earn. Ledbetter was only
tipped off by an anonymous letter telling her of the disparities. Before
this ruling, many lower courts allowed employees to sue years after the
onset of the discrimination, considering each unequal paycheck “a new
discriminatory act.”
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Fortunately the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, signed by President
Obama, will allow charges to be filed after any paycheck affected by dis-
crimination, rather than only after the initial discriminatory decision, but
what’s really needed is a law to end wage discrimination from the start.
In this current economic crisis women workers may be reluctant to speak
out, and unless we’re vigilant, there may be retaliations against those who
do bring a suit.

I remember Gloria Steinem once advising women to turn to their male
coworkers doing the same job and ask what theyre earning. The truth
is, we simply don’t know. Most female physicians were surprised to hear
they were “making 22 percent less than their male counterparts, even after
adjusting for differences in practice and personal characteristics.” And
that figure is up from 16 percent in 1995.

“Itis something that seems so untenable,” ob-gyn Erin Tracy said, com-
menting on the wage disparity, “that people assume it’s not the situation at
their institution, but when they pull the data, it may show otherwise.”

“[M]any women still do not realize that they are affected by the gender
wage gap,” says Diane K. Danielson, who conducted a three-generation
survey for the Downtown Women’s Club in New York. Despite differences
in age and career level, baby boomers, Generation X, and Generation Y
businesswomen have one thing in common: most don’t know they’re being
paid less than their male colleagues. Danielson urges women to work col-
lectively to tackle workplace issues. “Fighting battles individually rarely
works to change corporate America.” Her words ring particularly true as
we begin to consider all we’re up against.

Right before the 2004 presidential election, Bush announced sweeping
changes to the Fair Standards Act, denying overtime pay to millions of
workers and potentially widening the gender pay gap. And he chose Paul
De Camp, an attorney whose career has been dedicated to stopping legal
remedies for women, to head the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour
Division.

“I depend on my overtime pay to help with my tuition,” Casey, a
paralegal who goes to law school at night, told me. Many female-domi-
nated positions, such as nurses, retail clerks, computer operators, sec-
retaries, and nonunionized support workers, have, like Casey’s, been
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recategorized and now are ineligible for overtime pay. “But,” added
Casey, “this doesn’t mean I won’t have to work overtime, I just won’t get
paid appropriately for it.”

“All families are struggling to make ends meet in this poor economy—
especially single mothers. What happens when she has to work several
hours of overtime a week in her so-called management position but doesn’t
receive proper compensation to pay for her babysitter?” asked NOW’s Kim
Gandy.

How Are We Discriminated Against? Let Me Count the Ways

Gender discrimination pervades the workplace. Inroads we made years
ago in the professions and corporations are being ploughed over into
oblivion. And it didn’t help that Bush appointed right-winger Diana
Furchtgott-Roth to the Council of Economic Advisers. Furchtgott-Roth,
who’d been a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, is the coauthor
of a book denying the existence of a wage gap and a glass ceiling. To her,
workplace discrimination against women is one big myth.

But this “myth” is threatening the jobs of millions of older women.

“I felt that I had learned a tremendous amount, not only about adver-
tising but how to relate to my clients after being in the business twenty-five
years,” Pam, a fifty-six-year-old account executive with a large New York
advertising firm, said. “But then I noticed increasing demands being made
on me—to travel, to put in lots of overtime—that weren’t being made on
my male colleagues. And when I complained, I was told the company
needed to ‘project an image of vigor and enthusiasm.” After that, my evalu-
ations tanked.”

Facing the dual blades of age and sex discrimination, older women
may not get the same opportunities because men doing the hiring often
look for younger, more attractive women; they don’t get into training
programs and have little chance of upward mobility as they approach
retirement. Like Pam, they may be subjected to particular burdens that
either force them to leave or result in fewer raises. And getting fewer
merit increases means they get lower pension benefits. “Job and wage
discrimination can have devastating effects on their retirement.” For the
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majority of women over sixty-five, social security is their sole source of
income.

“ONE TREND I'M noticing,” said AAUW’s Catherine Hill, “is the ‘femini-
zation’ of certain professions and specialties, resulting in lowering their
status and salaries,” a subtle but definite form of discrimination. Histori-
cally, the so-called female jobs—teaching, nursing, and secretarial and
administrative positions—garnered lower wages and prestige. Now, with
women able to expand their choice of occupation, the same phenomenon
is occurring in other fields. Whatever the area, when a critical mass of
women moves in, men move out.

Women now constitute over 80 percent of the previously male-
dominated veterinary college student population in the United States. Men
are reluctant to enter a profession they see as bulging with women because
of the presumed decline in stature and salaries. While one report claims
that female vets will accept less money than male vets, this doesn’t entirely
address the issue. “It’s what were offered,” one young woman, an attend-
ing veterinarian at an animal hospital in New York, told me. “When we
first finish our training, many of us with debts, we’re happy for the income
and just starting our real careers; we’re not in a position to argue.”

In the broader world of medicine, women get pigeonholed into certain
medical specialties. “I'm often asked by male physicians if I am going into
pediatrics before I ever tell them anything about myself,” Kate Young, then
in her third year at the University of Nevada School of Medicine, recalled.
Pediatrics is considered by many to be an extension of the mothering-
caring role and an “acceptable” field for women.

Jen, a fourth-year resident in reconstructive surgery, told me how the
female residents at her hospital were never questioned on rounds as rigor-
ously as the male ones were. “At first I thought the doctors were just being
nice to us, then, as I saw the pattern continue, I realized it was a form of
subtle discrimination. We weren’t being taken as seriously.”

“I remember a [male] professor in medical school telling me no one
would think badly of me if I just quit the program, went home, and had
babies,” said Dr. Kathie Horrace-Voighm, an intern from Corpus Christi,
Texas. “He didn’t realize I already had two children.”
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Data gathered in 2005 from the American Medical Association (AMA)
found that pediatrics, ob-gyn, and dermatology have the greatest percent-
age of women residents. The fewest are in orthopedic surgery, urology,
and otolaryngology. These choices are dictated by many reasons, but high
among them are gender stereotypes and discrimination.

When women do enter traditionally male specialties, they’re not always
welcomed. Bonnie, a resident who chose orthopedic surgery, complained
to me of being singled out by the attending physician to transfer surgery
patients from the gurney to the operating room table. “There were always
aides and orderlies in the OR who should have been asked to do it, but I
was always given the task. I'm sure it was a way of making me feel uncom-
fortable and unwelcome.”

“You're such a girl, are you sure you can do that?” Arthur Day, the
chief of neurosurgery at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, asked
Sagun Tuli, an assistant professor of surgery, while she was in the midst
of an operation. And on the night of a hospital dinner, Dr. Day asked Tuli
to “get up on the table and dance for us to show the female residents how
to behave.”

When Tuli complained, she found her pay and research time cut. Her
application to be promoted as “director of spine” at the hospital was also
turned down, she says, in retaliation for going public against Dr. Day;,
who reportedly told her, “I want you to continue to be a slave for the
department.”

Even though increasing numbers of women are enrolling in medical
school, it’s hard for women to see a future for themselves when only 15
percent of the full professors and only 12 of the 125 deans in U.S. medical
schools are women.

“I'p HIRE YOU,” numerous photographers told Debi Field, a young photog-
rapher based in Montana, “except my clients wouldn't like to see a woman
toting around all that heavy equipment.”

“I heard this time and time again,” said Field. “Photography is over-
whelmingly a male world, and they will use just about any excuse they can
to keep women out.”
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“Art is a luxury artists pay for,” the sculptor David Smith is reputed
to have said. If that’s so, then being an artist is an even greater luxury for
women.

As art critic Jerry Saltz noted in New York magazine (March 2008):

In 1972 it was hard for women to get their work into galleries and
museums. Yet it was impossible to be in the art world then and not be
totally aware of the form-changing dynamism of women’s art. Today,
museums love the art of the period. They do massive survey exhibi-
tions of [Richard] Smithson and [Robert] Serra. Where are the surveys
of Lynda Benglis, Dorothea Rockburne, Adrian Piper, and Sturtevant?
By my count, totaling up the shows and projects at the Guggenheim
since 2000, only 24 percent are women. MoMA and the Whitney are a
few percent better. The gallery scene is even worse; one Saturday three
weeks ago, I checked out every show in every ground-floor gallery in
Chelsea, from Eighteenth Street to Twenty-Sixth Street. Of seventy-
four solo shows, only 16 percent were by women.

“In art, as in every other field, there is a glass ceiling. While we may
dream that the ivory tower of the museum is a refuge from the racial
[and] gender issues that impact our society, alas, it is not so,” wrote one
art critic, commenting on the underrepresentation of women artists at
the San Francisco MOMA. Of the museum’s entire permanent collec-
tion, only one out of twelve works is by a woman, and pieces by women
of color—such as Betye Saar, Inez Storer, and Mildred Howard—are
entirely absent.

We haven’t made much progress from the 1950s, when Hans Hofman
told his promising but not yet famous abstract-expressionist student Lee
Krasner that her work was “so good, you would not believe it was done by
a woman.” Even so, Hofman refused to help her get a gallery show.

A survey of a recent contemporary art auctions held at Christie’s, Sothe-
by’s, and Phillips de Pury & Company found 13 percent of the paintings to
be by women. “There is a vast discrepancy between what the men get and

>
>

what the women get at [auction],” art historian Irving Sandler said.
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“[I]n almost every other field where money changes hands in society,
women’s production has been and continues to be valued below that of
men, except in this field, the difference is sometimes tenfold or more,”
art expert Greg Allen said. There’ll be many excuses for the discrepancy,
Allen knows, “[b]ut there is also a short and simple if unpopular answer
that none of these explanations can trump. Women’s art sells for less
because it is made by women.”

Although women outnumber men as dance students and teachers,
more men are in positions of making decisions about the presentation and
creation of dance. Dance companies such as American Dance Festival,
American Ballet Theater, New York City Ballet, and Brooklyn Academy
Next Wave Festival—performing at prestigious theaters in New York—
are headed by men. Men also receive the lion’s share (72 percent) of NEA
grants for choreography and twice the stipend awarded to women (ten
thousand versus five thousand dollars).

And women in the world of music fare no better. Conductors and their
orchestras are overwhelmingly male. But, says Anna Fels, author of Nec-
essary Dreams: Ambition in Women’s Changing Lives, when scrims were
used at auditions to conceal the gender of the applicant, the numbers of
female applicants accepted into major companies increased dramatically.

The lack of women at the top in just about all professions has barely got-
ten the attention it deserves. We're 51 percent of the population and almost
half of the workforce. Shouldn’t we be way past the time of tokenism?

“There have been women in the pipeline for twenty to twenty-five
years; progress has been slower than anybody thought it ever would be,”
said Julie H. Daum of the large executive search firm Spencer Stuart. And
Daum doesn’t expect the situation to change any time in the near future.
“I think we're still way far removed from where we should be and from
where women would like to be.”

One of the biggest obstacles to women getting the vaunted corner office
is the pile of men blocking the doorway. “The men in the boardroom and
men at the top are choosing and tend to choose who they are comfortable
with: other men,” said Carol Bartz, who recently resigned as Autodesk’s
CEO.

“Corporate boards remain, for the most part, clubby and male-
dominated worlds where members have attended many of the same
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schools, dress the same, and represent a single social class,” said Douglas
M. Branson, a professor at the University of Pittsburgh School of Law and
author of No Seat at the Table: How Corporate Governance and Law Keep
Women Out of the Boardroom. A Catalyst survey looking at boards of the
Fortune 500 companies found only seventy-six of the boards to have three
or four women on them; many have no women at all.

This in part explains why women, who hold more than 50 percent of
management and professional positions, make up only 15 percent of the
officers and 2 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs. For women of color, the situ-
ation is far worse: only 5 percent of all managers and professionals are
African American women; Latinas are at 3.3 percent; Asian woman at 2.6
percent.

“[Gloing strictly by the numbers it would seem that something akin
to the Bermuda Triangle is causing women with architecture degrees to
mysteriously vanish before making it into the professional arena,” one
reporter remarked. Across the country, women account for nearly half of
the graduates of university architecture programs, yet they make up only
13 percent of the licensed professionals working at American Institute of
Architect member firms.

Stories of women in other fields follow the same arc. “When I was a
physics major in the late 1970s, my very few fellow female students and I
had high hopes that women would soon stand equal with men in science,
but progress has proved slower than many of us imagined,” wrote Marga-
ret Wertheim in 2006.

“Encountering another woman working in technology was a rare event
for me when I started out in IT many years ago,” said Maggie Biggs. “In the
years since [then] women have made significant strides, sometimes against
great odds, proving their mettle as both tech execs and engineers. Despite
these well-earned gains . . . the percentage of young women embracing IT
has been in steady decline for some time. So much so that women make up
a quarter of today’s U.S. IT workforce, down from 37 percent in the mid-
1980s. Collaborating with women on a technical project has once again
become a rare occurrence.”

Explaining the disconnect between the numbers of highly qualified,
educated women and their ability to fulfill their professional aspirations
has become the work of several organizations, university conferences, and
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governmental agencies. A major study sponsored by the National Acad-
emy of Sciences found pervasive bias, “arbitrary and subjective evalua-
tion processes,” and a work environment in which “anyone lacking the
work and family support traditionally provided by a ‘wife’ is at a serious
disadvantage.” The report also specifically dismisses the contention that
women are unproductive and noncompetitive because their real priorities
are family time.

What women lack—say a variety of experts—are mentors, access to
business networks that could plug them into corporate decision-makers,
support for their research, and acknowledgment that their work has
value. Marsha Simms, a partner at the New York law firm Weil, Gotshal
& Manges, told a story at a conference on Women and Ambition, imme-
diately winning nods of recognition from the audience. When Simms
was elected president of the American Council of Trial Lawyers, “it was
no big deal at the office. The only comment I heard was from a partner
who hoped it wouldn’t cut into my work at the firm. But a few years later
when a male colleague got the same position, there was a companywide
announcement and huge fuss honoring him.”

Sugar and Spice—or Else! Gender Stereotyping at Work

Just for a moment, close your eyes and picture an executive. What do you
see?

If you're like most of the country, you've probably either just imagined
a man or a woman dressed like a man. Despite years of women’s achieve-
ment in the workplace, our conceptions of authority remain male.

The “think leader, think male” mind-set continues to dominate America,
and “this narrows the range of effective behaviors [for women] within the
workplace,” according to a new report by Catalyst. Women are faced with a
dilemma: youre damned if you do try to act like men, doomed if you don't.

Years of study producing three significant research reports have con-
firmed the persistent prejudice of gender stereotyping in the world of
work, forming a “powerful yet invisible threat” to women’s progress. Ana-
lyzing data from more than twelve hundred leaders, Catalyst documents
the ways in which stereotypes or “cognitive shortcuts” have been used to
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create different standards to judge women. “As prototypical leaders, male
potential to lead and, in particular, to lead effectively, is rarely questioned
a priori: As unnatural leaders women must prove themselves over and
over again and are held to higher standards.”

“Whenever I exhibited perfectly normal assertiveness traits I got penal-
ized for it, because it was considered a male trait,” wrote Daryl Cohen on
my survey. Although treated like a child and kept at department admin-
istrator level, it didn’t stop male bosses from “sucking my brains out and
present[ing] the ideas as their own.”

Women are assumed to be nurturers and caregivers, but when they
exhibit these qualities at work, they are considered “too soft”—likable, but
definitely not leadership material. And since men are presumed to have
the monopoly on “taking charge” skills, when women initiate and assume
control, they are judged to be “too tough” and not likable enough to be
elevated to the top.

“Aggressive and blunt,” Morgan Stanley’s Zoe Cruz, once considered
to be the most powerful woman on Wall Street, “didn’t act like a typical
female pioneer in a masculine world,” said Joe Hagan, whose piece about
Cruz’s spectacular fall ran in New York magazine. “And that rubbed a lot
of men, who later got her fired, the wrong way.”

Cruz had played by the rules and at age fifty-two was one of the
highest-paid people, male or female, in finance. At Morgan Stanley her
entire professional life, she’d made billions of dollars for the company.
Her boss, sixty-three-year-old chairman and CEO John Mack, had slated
her to be his replacement when he retired. Three weeks after making that
decision, he fired her.

Shocked at the news, Cruz left the building ten minutes later, never
to return. She was spared seeing her former male colleagues erupting
with glee at the news. The woman they called the “wicked witch” got
canned.

Cruz has a family and seemed to be of that rare breed able to give
her “all” to both realms. No one could accuse her of sacrificing work to
children or of being a soft touch. She even took thorny business calls in
the midst of labor while giving birth to her daughter. But when her voice
cracked during a particularly contentious meeting, the men in the room
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ridiculed her. And when she made tough decisions, they referred to her as
“Cruz missile”—a term that stuck.

Some insiders think Morgan Stanley was not ready to be headed by a
woman. Others, like Wall Street recruiter Linda Bailecki, saw it as a func-
tion of tough financial times. Women are the first to go. Women got “slaugh-
tered” during the dot-com bust in 2001, and it’s happening again, she said.

But Joe Hagan, who aptly called his article about Cruz “Only the Men
Survive,” explained it this way: “The real problem is that the proverbial
glass ceiling is reinforcing. The traits that a woman must develop to duke
it out on the trading floor will come back to haunt her as she ascends the
ranks of management.”

HoOLDING WOMEN TO impossible standards, finding fault no matter what
we do, makes me wonder if, when all is said, behind all the excuses about
why women aren’t getting ahead, the real reason is that men simply don’t
want to give up their hold on power. How else can we explain the obdu-
rate refusal of our policymakers and employers to accept the obvious—we
are no longer a country of breadwinner dads and bread-maker moms—an
arrangement true for only 30 percent of the workforce and 16 percent of
working families? The convenient falsehood that we all have a spouse at
home to tend to domestic and family concerns is putting double-duty
hardships on women in the workplace.

Family Affairs

“It’s wonderful to see her face light up when she sees me. She might not
know who I am, but she knows I'm family,” said Arabella Dorth about her
eighty-six-year-old mother, who is in the advanced stages of Alzheimer’s
disease. For three years, Dorth, a paralegal with a San Francisco law firm,
traveled to her mother’s home in San Diego. Then, as her mother grew
sicker, she moved her into a nursing home.

Now Dorth spends about fifteen hours a week paying her mother’s
bills, doing her laundry, and the like. All her sick and vacation days are
used up, and she still spends evenings and part of her weekends caring for
her mother.
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Andrea Dorth is among the disproportionate numbers of working
women caring for elderly relatives. Seventy-one percent of them spend
forty hours or more at this “second job,” so many, in fact, that sociologists
are calling it the “daughter track” (and sometimes it’s the daughter-in-law
track) because it can totally derail a woman’s career.

“It’s a safe assumption . . . that women are more likely to put their
careers on hold or end them because of caregiving responsibilities,” said
Carol Levin, an adviser to the National Alliance for Caregiving.

For Rikki Grub, a fifty-eight-year-old, Harvard-educated attorney,
the imperative of caring for her father’s illnesses and then her mother’s
resulted in her turning down a partnership at her San Francisco law firm.
The pull of parents, work, and her own family was just too much.

With her father now deceased and her mother in a nursing home, Grub
is working again, part-time as a consultant. She’s off the fast track, grateful
for having money saved from her twenty-year legal career and getting ben-
efits from her husband’s position as a university professor. But how many
women taking care of aging relatives are in her secure situation?

Advances in medical technology enable more people to live long enough
to suffer from multiple chronic illnesses, disabilities, and dependency. The
majority of these will be women, and because of earlier discrimination
and budgetary cuts in available services, they will have limited economic
resources.

Their caregivers will also most likely be women. And however much
they may find satisfaction in giving back to their ill parents, many will
be sacrificing their careers and their own family lives and sometimes
their own health. Recent studies document that caregiving can result
in increased incidence of physical and emotional illnesses. The difficul-
ties facing both generations of women have been exacerbated by wrong-
headed policies, and they call for attention and remediation.

It’s a crisis waiting to happen, say experts in elder care. “We haven't
really begun to grapple with these issues of what the aging of America is
going to mean,” said Gail Gibson Hunt, president of the National Alliance
for Caregiving. Who will care for them? How will they be paid? How will
we compensate them for their career and personal sacrifices? Where will
the infirm elderly live? How will they be transported to their treatments?
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Instead of leading the nation to address the imperatives of our aging
population, the Bush administration buried its head in the sand. At the
White House Conference on Aging, policymakers and advocates for the
elderly had reason to be pessimistic. President Bush signaled his lack of
interest by skipping the four-day meeting—the first time, said John Rother,
director of policy at AAPR, “that a president has not addressed his own
White House conference.”

“MoMMY, THERE'S THIS guy hanging around in front of the house look-
ing in the windows, and it’s really creeping us out,” Katy’s seven-year-old
whispered into the phone. Katy Walker, thirty years old, living in Kan-
sas City, Missouri, will never forget the feeling of dread and helplessness
washing over her.

Katy was working at her job cleaning houses when the call came.
Recently divorced, she could no longer afford to put her children in day
care; they were home alone. Finally Katy reached a neighbor, who rushed
to her house, but the man had already fled.

Such horror stories are legion among mothers forced to leave young
children by themselves. That their children are well cared for is critical to
the emotional and physical well-being of working mothers. But, for the
most part, we still have a school day ending at three or three thirty, leaving
working parents desperate to patch together hours of care for their young
children and terribly worried when they can'’t.

And yet, the past several years have witnessed cutbacks in the highly
successful Head Start program and in the major federal programs sup-
porting after-school programs, leaving behind 1.4 million children who
depend upon these services. Unfortunately Obama’s stimulus package
will do little to reverse the downward funding.

Under Bush’s administration, reductions in the child-care tax credit
removed some 6.5 million families from eligibility for public day care, and
federal budget cuts resulted in the loss of child care for some three hun-
dred thousand young children. All this done by those who preach family
values and morality to our nation.

These moves have been supported by sensationalized reports critical of
group care, like the one hitting the presses in 2007 with an alarming claim:
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“keeping a preschooler in a day care center for a year or more increased
the likelihood that the child would become [later] disruptive in class.”

The author of the study, Jay Belsky, initially in favor of group care,
has been opposed to it for a long time. He skyrocketed to fame with a
paper appearing in 1986, based on only four studies, warning of insecure
attachment to the mother in infants placed in day care. His work has
been discredited by years of longitudinal research showing that when all
other things are equal, differences between children in and out of group
care are minimal. But he’s back, the new darling of the right, eagerly cited
by those who want to “restore full-time mothering as a social norm.” The
study was “a blow to feminists, who defend dumping their children in
a day-care center,” crowed conservative pundit Robert Novak, then at
CNN.

What got buried in all the negative spin about group care were sev-
eral salient facts. Even if—and it’s a big “if”—these children (17 percent of
them) are more disruptive, the margin is slight and well within the normal
range. And, say numerous authorities, parental guidance and genes have
been shown to have had a far bigger impact on how the children behaved
than time in day care.

In what should have been a caution to the hyperventilating media, Bel-
sky’s study had no control group and failed to take into account employee
turnover at a center—a key element in how children adjust. It also ignored
the role of individual problems and difficult family situations children
bring with them when entering care. Even a key member of Belsky’s
research team, Sarah Friedman, admitted there was no way to know or
determine cause and effect.

“I can usually spot children who've been in group care,” Ilene Lewis,
director of Little Scholars in Washington, D.C., told me. “They have more
highly developed social skills and better vocabulary than those who've
been home-cared.” Lewis discounted the sweeping generalization of Bel-
sky’s study. “In my eleven years as a director here, I haven’t seen evidence
of aggressive behavior in those who've spent years in group care.”

Little Scholars, operated by the Library of Congress and open to mem-
bers of the Senate and House, is by all accounts a model program with a
high staff-to-child ratio and educational, imaginative programs. “What we
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should be looking at are the places low-income families have to leave their
little ones,” Lewis said. “That’s where the attention should be directed.”

And she’s right. With some 2.3 million children in day care centers,
many beginning as early as infants and continuing until kindergarten, we
need thorough evaluations of its impact on all our nation’s children. (Only
2 percent of companies nationwide have on-site child care.) The answer is
not to construe this issue so that it feeds the conservative political agenda.
The answer is to make our child care the best that it can be.

When I toured a variety of centers in different parts of the country
some years ago, I found an array of conditions—some wonderful, some
nothing short of appalling—places so dirty, so smelly, with so few caregiv-
ers, most of us would think twice about leaving our pets there, let alone our
children. But these were the only alternatives for many working families.

With no federal standards regulating child care facilities, the stan-
dards are set by states. They differ widely in provider-child ratio, provider
training and assessment, and quality of the programs and supervision.
What’s needed is access to affordable, available, high-quality child care
that is employer, community, and governmentally based.

Mothers are in the workforce to stay. Peggy Sradnick, director of Basic
Trust, a highly regarded center in New York City, put it this way: “Bad care
is bad for kids, and good care is good for kids.”

But as historian Ruth Rosen and others have noted, the issue of child
care has simply dropped from view. The lack of concern and support
for families is part of a disturbing trend becoming increasingly evident
over the past few years—outright discrimination against mothers in the
workforce.
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MOTHERS MATTER(S)

« She should be barefoot, pregnant, and at home!” Andrea Wolft-

Yakubovich’s boss admonished her husband after firing Andrea

from her position as finance director for a Denver-based John Elway
AutoNation dealership when she disclosed she was expecting.

Similarly, the Berge Ford auto dealership dismissed twenty-three-year-
old Marilyn Pickler a week after she informed the Arizona company she
was pregnant.

“I burst into tears,” Pickler said. “They thought I was not going to be
able to do my job. They thought I would throw up or have a cramp. But
pregnant women work every day, it just wasn’t fair.”

“You can’t be pregnant, you just can’t.” Not if you're looking for a job
in academia, is the advice mentors routinely give their female students.
Don’t disclose pregnancies, an interest in having children, or the presence
of children at home during a job interview, suggested one young woman
in Joan Williams’s study Beyond the “Chilly Climate™ Eliminating Bias
Against Women and Fathers in Academe.

“I was going to put you in charge of the office, but look at you now,”
Debbie Moore’s boss said after denying her a promotion in the admissions
department at the University of Alabama when she was eight months
pregnant.

And in the northeast, Tanys Lancaster, a top executive at Bloomberg
L.P,, said, When “[I] informed [the company] that I had become pregnant
in September of 2004, almost immediately I began to suffer demotions,
decreases in compensation, and retaliation after I complained to human
resources.” Like other high-salaried pregnant women at Bloomberg,
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Lancaster, who is now part of a class-action lawsuit, was replaced by more
junior male employees, excluded from management meetings, and sub-
jected to such comments as “Youre not committed” and “You don’t want
to be here.”

These stories and hundreds of others are fueling the dramatic explo-
sion in pregnancy discrimination charges over the past decade, making it
one of the fastest-growing employment discrimination complaints filed
with the government.

“The kind of cases we're seeing are very blatant,” said Mary Jo O’Neill,
a regional lawyer with the EEOC, “cases where managers say, ‘We don’t
want pregnant women working here.” Employers have even gone as far as
urging their employees to ‘get rid of it,’ ‘get an abortion.””

Firing pregnant women is another tactic in the ongoing effort to push
women out of the workplace. Employers I've spoken to have come up with
a self-serving explanation: their pregnant employees, they worry, will be
less productive because of divided attention and limited performance
capacity.

“That’s just a lot of b——,” Jocelyn, one of my former colleagues, said.
Jocelyn stayed at her job during the first several hours of her labor. “I went
straight from work to the hospital,” she said. “It’s so unfair to assume
pregnancy is a distraction. I felt great and had more energy than usual.
And don’t men get distracted also?” She began to reel off a list: “They break
up with their girlfriend, their parents are sick, they have a torn tendon in
their knee, their golf games tank. But no one suggests they’re not effective
employees; they’re not fired over these things.”

The notion of pregnancy as a time of diminished capability is pure con-
trivance, born out of the mix between animosity against working mothers
and the terrible economy. It’s the old Victorian idea taken out of mothballs
for the new millennium. When society wanted pregnant women to work,
it forced them to. I can’t imagine too many southern overseers telling their
seven-months-pregnant field workers to take time off—even though the
humane thing would have been to do just that.

And when it hasn’t suited our “needs” to have women in the workforce,
the “best” male minds came out against it. The arguments of today merely
mirror the “position papers” of the past.
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“Women’s reproductive organs are pre-eminent,” one prominent phy-
sician wrote in 1854, expressing the traditional views of his profession.
“They exercise a controlling influence upon her entire system.” From
puberty onward, ovaries were said to dominate a woman’s being, affecting
her mind, her ability to concentrate, and her physical stamina.

Hysteria, the ailment presumably incapacitating educated, middle-
class Victorian women, comes from the Greek word hystera, for womb.
Our capacity to have children rendered us unreliable and unstable. Only
at menopause did a woman find release from the wily dictates of her body;,
but by then she was an “exhausted and diseased” shell of her former self.

History hasn’t been kind to womb-bearing people. The authorities—
Puritan preachers of colonial days, physicians in the nineteenth century,
Freudians of the cold war era—have changed, but the core of their dia-
tribe against women who tried to expand their roles remained intact until
the 1970s, when feminists battled against biology as destiny. Now we’re
corkscrewing back to a time when women’s choices were severely limited:
either be childless and have a career or be a mother without one.

Most of us don’t realize that it’s illegal—a stark violation of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964—to be fired for becoming pregnant. But of the women
who know about the law, most don’t file complaints. Some are discouraged
by the EEOC’s lackadaisical pursuit of these cases, others are afraid of the
repercussions. And in the cult of domesticity redux, taking maternity leave
has also become a career killer. In a ten-year study at Penn State, five hun-
dred faculty members became parents, and only seven—all women—took
parental leaves. “Those who utilize the policies may be viewed as uncom-
mitted and, at worst, experience the ultimate failure for an academic in
the denial of tenure.”

Actually, fewer than one in ten women born after 1956 leave the work-
force for a year or more during their prime childbearing years, says a recent
study published by the American Sociological Review, but even those who
take minileaves are often punished for them.

Sarah Clarke, who works in finance, couldn’t mistake her employer’s
attitude about her maternity leave. “I said I wanted to work from home
[during my leave] . . . [but] they wouldn’t allow me to call into meetings.
And when I came back to work, I didn’t have a desk.”
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Janet Loures’s duties and staff as a senior manager in the company
Global Data Consulting, a job she held in 2001, “were reduced after she
took a maternity leave for a first and then a second child.” Today she has
essentially entry-level clerical duties, and no one reports to her.

A manager of interior design at a very busy architecture firm in Boston
tried especially hard to show that being pregnant wasn’t going to inter-
fere with her productivity. Before taking her maternity leave she put in
months of sixty-hour weeks to complete all her assignments. She’d origi-
nally planned to return to work full time, but her boss encouraged her to
come back as a consultant, taking off Fridays.

After her twelve-week unpaid leave, she had day care all set up and
was ready to resume working. That’s when things started to get strange.
First her boss told her there wasn’t enough for her to do (everyone was
swamped), then he told her that her performance had been “abysmal”
(she’d had great reviews and client feedback). Finally they did take her
back, but she was given menial assignments—a total waste of her master’s
degree in architecture and years of experience.

“I felt like [my boss’s] plan was to bore me to death until I eventually
quit. Well—they won, and I took the unemployment package. . .. I ended
up staying home . . . and having a total identity crisis and depression.”

Another woman trained a single, inexperienced man to take her job
while she was on leave. When she returned, she had to share her job with
this “temporary” replacement. Soon she was told there wasn’t enough work
for both of them and that she was being laid off. And still another woman
whose postpregnancy responsibilities were seriously curtailed said, “I had
a baby, not a lobotomy.”

All over the country women report similar scenarios, and many of the
offenders were among the thirty companies routinely designated by Work-
ing Mother magazine as the country’s “Best Companies to Work For.”

I asked David Larker, a partner at a major New York law firm, why so
many women encounter hostility when they return from having a baby.
His answer was telling.

“We give them training, we give them a leave and they don’t appreci-
ate it, and when they come back they still ask for time off for one thing
or another. At this point, in a choice between hiring a man or a woman,
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hands down, I'd definitely go with the man. Sooner or later the women are
going to leave.”

Larker’s attitude—which he claimed was becoming universal—is
very troubling, especially because it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. As Sarah
Clarke explained, “This kind of inequitable treatment forces many women
to leave.” Mothers in the workforce are demoted and in other ways dealt
with unfairly, and when work is too stressful and pays too little, some
women decide to call it quits. Then the men say, “See, it’s what we’ve always
expected.”

“What do you do to try to retain your female employees?” I asked
Larker. He shook his head. “Nothing.” A minute passed. “Nothing at all.”
And apparently he’s not alone. Bill Amlong, an employee discrimination
attorney in Florida, confirmed that some of the worst offenders are big law
firms.

And as for Larker’s not understanding that family leave wasn’t a give-
me but something mandated by law, that’s not unusual either, according
to HR experts.

“It wasn’t always this way,” Barbara Stoller, an executive recruiter, told
me. “There used to be a lot of buzz about leaves, flex-time, job sharing, but
no one talks about it anymore, because employees know they’re viewed as
not serious enough if they take advantage of these policies. In the current
climate most employers think that family leave is something they’re doing
out of the goodness of their hearts.”

And the leave itself is constantly under attack by conservatives who’d
like to get rid of it entirely. As it is, the United States is one out of only two
industrialized nations that doesn’t offer paid family leave. A joint study
conducted by Harvard and McGill universities puts us in the company
of Liberia and Papua New Guinea. Our retrogressive policies are really
hurting working families, 78 percent of whom say they can’t afford to take
unpaid family leave. And now, because of a poorly conceived law prohib-
iting states from using their unemployment funds to compensate work-
ers taking leave for the birth or adoption of a child, their lives will only
become harder.

So prevalent is the discrimination against mothers it’s earned its
own name: the maternal wall. One of its more insidious forms is not
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providing nursing mothers a quiet, private place to pump breast milk.
Given the high infant mortality rate in the United States and studies find-
ing a one and a half to five times lower relative risk of mortality among
breastfed children, it’s astonishing that, unlike some 107 countries that
protect a working woman’s right to breastfeed, the United States doesn’t.

The American Academy of Pediatrics “urges women to breastfeed
exclusively for six months and to continue until the child turns one.”
But for working women, particularly those in lower-echelon jobs, pump-
ing their milk while at work is often an invitation to discomfort and
ridicule.

When Laura Walker returned to her waitress job at a Red Lobster res-
taurant, she showed her supervisor a note from her nurse explaining her
need to pump. But according to a complaint Walker filed with the EEOC,
the manager reduced her hours, gave her the worst tables, and made fun of
her—“jiggling the restaurant’s milk containers and joking that they were
for her.” Her inability to pump her breasts resulted in clogged ducts, forc-
ing her to be hospitalized with mastitis.

Marlene Warfield, a dental hygienist in Tacoma, Washington, also
faced harassing behavior. Her boss, the dentist, thought her pumping on
the job was worthy of his wearing a Halloween costume, a big silver ver-
sion of a pump with Put Breasts Here written on it, to the office. After he
told her she had to leave her pump at home, she quit and reported the inci-
dent to the local human rights commission, “which found nothing illegal
about the dentist’s actions.”

And Stacey Wexler, an attorney in a small office, had to pump in a
communal washroom. “I’d lock the door, but sometimes there’d be so
much rattling and banging I'd become so uncomfortable, I'd have to stop
before I finished.”

Carolyn Malony, representative from New York, has introduced leg-
islation for a federal law to protect mothers who express milk at work.
“I can’t understand why this doesn’t move,” she said. “This is pro-family,
prohealth, proeconomy.” But, unfortunately, the reason her bill is stagnant
isn’t hard to discern.

“We are coming close to wiping mothers out of the work pool,” said
distinguished professor and director of the Center for Work/Life Studies
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Joan Williams. “There are virtually no mothers in high positions—and
that sure as heck is bias.”

“Women who have children within the first five years of teaching are
more likely than others to become part of the ‘nontenured academic sec-
ond tier’ of lecturers and adjuncts,” report University of California’s May
Ann Mason and Marc Goulden. In their study Do Babies Matter? they
found that “the majority of women who achieve tenure have no children
in the household at any time after their Ph.D.”

“People actually have underlying stereotypes in which they think of
mothers as very nice people, but they don’t think of them as competent
people,” said professor Faye Crosby of the psychology department at the
University of California, Santa Cruz, discussing her research.

A recent study coming out of Cornell University confirms both profes-
sors Williams and Crosby’s work. “We created two applicant profiles that
were functionally equivalent,” Shelley J. Correll, the author of the study,
said. “Their resumes were very strong: they were very successful in their
last job. In pretesting no one preferred one applicant over the other; they
were seen as equally qualified.” Then. They added a memo to one of the
profiles that the applicant was a mother of two children; the memo to the
other made no mention of children.

When the group was asked if they would hire these applicants, the
different responses were striking. The 192 participants in the study said
they’d hire almost all of the women without children and less than half
of those with children. The mothers were assigned an average salary of
eleven thousand dollars less and were given fewer vacation days and less
leniency over lateness than the nonmothers.

“[W]omen who have children are held to a higher performance stan-
dard than women who do not,” said Correll, an associate professor of soci-
ology. Interestingly, fatherhood wasnt found to carry the same “liabili-

»

ties.” “We found fathers were in no way disadvantaged. And on several
measures they are actually advantaged, such as being seen as more com-
mitted to their jobs than nonfathers.”

The bias against working mothers falls with particular severity on
those in lower-level jobs. Sheila Giles was just about to leave for work

when Davohn, her three-year-old son, started vomiting and struggling to
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breathe. She realized, to her horror, that he’d swallowed a quarter and it
had stuck.

Sheila, employed for four years loading semi trucks in Oakland, Cali-
fornia, did the only possible thing: she rushed him to the hospital, where
he had to undergo surgery to have the coin removed from his esophagus.
She did phone her employer, but with two young children at home, family
health emergencies had conflicted with work before. When she got back to
her job, she discovered that she’d been suspended, then, a short time later,
she was fired.

Margo worked for a large Chicago company, cleaning offices at night.
When her mom, who usually watches her daughter, fell and needed to go to
the emergency room, Margo took her six-year-old with her to work, letting
her sleep on various office sofas. The next morning she, too, was fired.

Jeanine, a corrections officer, kept her job, but at a cost. With her hus-
band out on disability, and not sure when he could go back to work, she
was afraid to put her position in jeopardy. “But that means never taking off
to see my kid in school. Not any of his plays, recitals, nothing. I can’t even
get to any parent-teacher meetings except the big group one at night where
you really can’t talk much about your own child,” she told me.

Stories like these are rampant among working-class employees—bus
drivers, nurse’s aides, telephone workers, supermarket cashiers. It’s com-
mon knowledge: employers who want to support working families should
allow for reduced or flexible hours, and—as Joan Williams has sug-
gested—make vacation or personal leave available in increments by the
hour to help deal with short-term family emergencies and needs.

And we have to provide our workers with paid sick leave. Barely half of
all workers (51 percent) have paid sick days, and only 30 percent have sick
days to care for sick children, and they’re often penalized for taking them.
At least 145 other countries provide paid sick days for short- or long-term
illness, recognizing the human and public health costs of forcing sick
employees to come to work or to bring their ailing, usually contagious,
children to group-care facilities.

“[M]ost companies would be shocked that their policies run counter to
the value of family commitment,” said professor Williams.

But if that is so, then they have to be told.
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Inside Opting Out

Remarkably, none of the hundreds of cases of the early 2000s document-
ing outright workplace discrimination against mothers made the head-
lines. Our ongoing search for Saddam Hussein, hiding somewhere in Iraq,
occupied the news. But one big domestic story did jump off the presses:
“The Opting Out Revolution,” with the intriguing banner: “Why don’t
women run the world? Maybe, it’s because they don’t want to.”

The article, written by Lisa Belkin, appeared in the New York Times
Magazine (October 2003) heralding breaking news: women were ditch-
ing their careers to become full-time mothers. Belkin had uncovered an
escalating trend. The real new normal. The neotraditionalist, stay-at-home
mom.

The piece, and the media blitzkrieg it brought, came as a shock to me as
well as a lot of my colleagues and friends, especially those who taught and
wrote about women’s issues and closely followed their employment trends.
“How could we have been so wrong?” we asked each other. None of us had
picked up on this development. Our research had shown that the major-
ity of women, mothers or not, were in the workplace because they needed
their jobs. Very few had a real choice about whether to quit or stay.

But looking back on the enticing headlines, we shouldn’t have been so
surprised. The story, filtered through the prism of ideology, followed other
major news events of our times—the slim, flawed evidence being seized
upon as gospel, anecdotes trumping science, the immediate, uncritical
media validation, the undertones of biological predeterminism arguing for
traditional gender roles, the gratuitous and inaccurate put-down of femi-
nism, and the back-paging of reports and studies disputing its premise.

The Atlanta women, all eight of them who formed the core of Belkin’s
thesis—“women are rejecting the workplace”—graduated from Princeton,
as she did, and had left their high-profile jobs, many of them in tradi-
tionally male arenas, so they could take care of their children and stay at
home. While Belkin did acknowledge her “elite, successful sample,” she
argued: “these are the very women who were supposed to be the profes-
sional equals of men right now . . . the fact that so many are choosing oth-

erwise is explosive.”
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But the reality is they’re not choosing otherwise, say economists
who’ve studied the question carefully. Heather Boushey, an economist at
the Center for Economic Policy Research, in a study titled “Are Women
Opting Out? Debunking the Myth,” found a drop in women’s—mothers
and nonmothers—workforce participation rates between 2001 and 2005
mostly due to a weak labor market. Men’s labor rates also dropped during
this period. Boushey said, “Mothers today are only half as likely to leave
the workforce because of their children than they were in 1984.”

“The data stands in opposition to the media frenzy on this topic,” said
Boushey. Referring to Belkin and others, she said, “Such news stories may
lead people to believe that there is a growing trend toward this sort of
‘opt out’ by highly educated mothers. However, economic data provides
no evidence to support these anecdotal accounts.”

“The long-term trend,” said Heidi Hartmann, MacArthur scholar
and founder of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, is “for mar-
ried women to work more, not less; for women to work more the better
educated they are; for women to work more the more they earn.” To look
at it another way, at the time of Belkin’s piece, 63 percent of mothers with
preschool-aged children and 78 percent of those with children aged six to
seventeen were in the labor force. And the percent of mothers in the work-
force was increasing among both groups. In 2005, 42 percent of women
said they’d prefer to work outside the home, three years later that number
was up to 50 percent.

To bolster her opt-out argument, Belkin quoted a 2003 Catalyst study
finding that 26 percent of women in Fortune 500 companies don’t yearn
to be CEOs. “But,” corrected Ilene H. Lang, president of Catalyst, in a let-
ter to the New York Times, “in the same study 55 percent of the women do
want to be CEOs and another 9 percent are undecided. Fifty-one percent
of these women have children under the age of eighteen.”

The inaccuracies, the scant evidence, the highly selective, unrepresen-
tative population—none of these dimmed the glow of the mom-choosing-
home storyline. You couldn’t open a paper or journal or turn on a TV
without seeing or hearing first-person testimonies of women who’d seen
the light. It was “opting out,” all the time. Newsweek, Business Week, For-
tune, Time, and CBS News all carried similar stories of career-chucking
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mothers. Ditto for promising fashion designers who are leaving their jobs
to raise children, said Harper’s Bazaar.

The vote of approval conferred upon the “opting outers” could have
gained them a place on the “most popular” page in America’s yearbook.
Whatever Linda Hardin’s daughter decides to do with her life, her mother
would support. “But,” she admits, “I would be disappointed if she didn’t
chose to be a stay-at-home mom. . . . I just feel like it’s the noblest calling,”
reported the Houston Chronicle. And in an article from Raleigh, North
Carolina’s, News and Observer, a stay-at-home mom is quoted as saying, “I
might not get a paycheck, but I get hugs and kisses,” as if working mothers
aren’t immersed in their children’s affection.

Not to be outdone by other news outlets, the New York Times con-
tinued to push versions of the story in what syndicated columnist Bon-
nie Erbe has called a “bizarre and suspiciously predetermined editorial
effort to talk women out of working.” In their haste to publish, editors
gave front-page status to such pieces as the one by novice reporter Louise
Story claiming that many undergraduate women at Yale and other elite
colleges say they had already—even as freshmen—decided to pass over
their careers in favor of raising children. The article was roundly criticized
as being one-sided and based on faulty evidence.

A more recent study conducted at Yale contradicted Story’s findings:
most young women had the same career expectations as men, but that
didn’t make it into the Times. What did get published was “Stretched to
the Limit: Women Stall March to Work,” implying that the gender revolu-
tion in the workplace had finished, as well as an op-ed for the 2005 Labor
Day issue by antifeminist Warren Farrell attributing women’s secondary
status in the workplace to their own choices rather than to discrimination
or the wage gap.

Joan Williams, who has closely followed the press and the opt-out story,
said it has been the interpretation “of choice” at the Times for decades.
And Nation columnist Katha Pollitt pointed to the tendency of the Times
“to write about women dropping out of the workplace without sufficient
data to support it.”

Ifthe face of Helen of Troy launched a thousand ships, then this story has
launched a thousand myths. The opt-out tale became an incontrovertible



224 Sexism in America

truth, spawning a cottage industry of publications and seminars dealing
with its implications. Books poured forth on teaching women how to tran-
sition effectively from work to home and how to help businesses prepare
for the exodus of women.

As editor after editor glommed onto this story, it morphed into the
master narrative of the new millennium, undermining women who stayed
in the workforce. There are a lot of things to be said about the central
premise. And one is—we’ve heard it before. The cover story of New York
magazine of July 15, 1985, “Second Thoughts on Having It All,” opens with
Rebecca Murray, a young mother, leaving a great job to stay home with
her five-year-old. “So Long Super Mom” and “The End of Razzle-Dazzle
Careerism,” in other publications, had the same basic message. A coinci-
dence? Not likely, especially when we remember that during the Reagan
1980s attacking working mothers was the new blood sport.

The present-day opt-out stories, whether purposefully or unwit-
tingly, also serve a political agenda. We might not have been able to get
our minds around it at the time, but these tales—of the noncompetitive
woman, cocooning at home—perfectly express the masculine insecurity
of our times.

By focusing on relatively few high-profile women, married to husbands
with good if not great salaries, health insurance, and other benefits, the
media framed the discussion of women and work with the comforting fic-
tion that women were affirmatively choosing to stay home. The feel-good
message—this is a matter of personal will—fit perfectly with the cynical
individualism of the Bush years. The pull of motherhood, rather than the
push of employment, left everyone—government, corporations—off the
hook.

Recently another interpretation of women’s declining employment
rates has gained attention. Equality in Job Loss, a congressional study
released in July 2008, says that women are now in the same boat (sink-
ing though it is) with men. The report documents women’s vulnerability
to layoffs during the current economic downturn. Women employed in
manufacturing and services industries such as transportation and retail,
hard hit by the recession of 2001, had a difficult time regaining their posi-
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tions during the recovery, say the economists. And they’re predicting the
same will happen in 2009.

With the economy in such terrible shape, it’s too soon to speculate
whether this will become the new go-to explanation for women’s current
loss in paid employment. But like the opt-out story, this one also ignores
the gale force of discriminatory policies battering women in the labor force.
Women “didn’t see their employment rates recover to their prerecession
peak” in the early 2000s as they had in the recessions of the previous two
decades. Why not? Men recovered nicely. The study doesn’t explain the
difference. But the answer very likely is entwined with the overpowering
and underacknowledged workplace bias against women.

When Hunter College sociologist Pamela Stone interviewed stay-at-
home moms across the country for a book on professional women who
reluctantly “dropped out,” she found “many of the women I talked to
have tried to work part-time or put forth job-sharing plans, and they’re
shot down. Work is the real culprit here.” In another study, 86 percent of
women cite workplace pushes like employers’ inflexibility as the reason
they stopped working, according to Joan Williams.

Until we recognize and start talking about the harsh, steely tongs
of discrimination, inflexibility, and lack of child care and paid sick day
leaves—our outmoded and unenlightened corporate and public polices—
squeezing mothers out of the workplace, we can’t hope to tackle these
problems. Also on our agenda should be addressing the unconscionable
nonstop demands made on workers of both sexes.

Quality time, considered in the 1980s as the sacred hours carved out
of the work day and reserved for children, has become a false idol in the
new millennium. Laptops, Blackberries, e-mail—all with great promise
of making jobs more flexible, have turned into the technovasion of today,
virtually eliminating any ability to shield family life from the intrusive
reach of the office.

“For me the idea of being able to take care of my dad in Florida and
telecommunicate to my job sounded wonderful a few years ago,” Rosalind,
a systems engineer at Met Life, told me. “But now the long electronic arm
of the office grabs me on weekends and vacations. There’s never a break,
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never the feeling you have any free time. We’re on call. Always, every day.
We all talk about a life/work balance, but the scales are loaded on one side.
And they’re not leaning toward making Play-Doh pies.”

The excruciatingly real conflict between round-the-clock work and
the increasingly isolated, privatized family went a long way toward mak-
ing the opting-out story so dangerously compelling. From my research I
know of hundreds of women across the country—and there are no doubt
millions of them—who’d love to be like the women Belkin writes about:
to have more time for their children and for themselves, time for book
clubs and for midmorning lingering over lattes at Starbucks in “lycra gym
clothes” with their friends. But they don’t have the option. Opt-out stories
very likely made them feel guilty and even resentful that they don’t have
the choices enjoyed by others.

As for the women who stay home, I think they, too, were done a dis-
service by the way the narrative was constructed, allowing for a too-
optimistic picture of reentry into the workplace and not enough realism
about life’s uncertainties that might require them to do so. Numerous
studies have shown the difficulties women face when they try to restart
dormant careers. “Stepping off the career fast track is easy. What’s hard
is getting back on,” notes the Harvard Business Review. “Across sectors,
women lose a staggering 37 percent of their earning power when they
spend three or more years out of the workforce.”

Equally problematic, the opt-out story, while placing all the responsibil-
ity for taking care of the children and home with the mother, romanticized
the “pull” of raising children, often evoking biological predetermination.
“It’s all in the MRIL,” one of Belkin’s women said, referring to male and
female brain differences. Another, Jeannie Tarkenton, who’d just left her
job with the Atlanta Girls” School, believes women are born with feelings
pulling them to the “stereotypical role of female/mother/caregiver.” And
Vicky McElhaney Benedict, who left her law firm to care for her children,
said, “This is what I was meant to do. I know that’s very un-p.c., but I like
life’s rhythms when I'm nurturing a child.”

Writing an editorial about the story in Time, one writer waxed euphoric
over “these mothers [who] want to devote themselves to the raising of their
children. They do not want to miss the irreplaceable joys of motherhood.
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Work and professional satisfaction may have been their primary concern
at some point, but the arrival of children refocuses priorities and raises the
largest questions about meaning in life.”

The Time article quoted Daphne de Marnefte’s 2004 book, Maternal
Desire: “Feminists and American society at large have ignored that basic
urge that most mothers feel to spend meaningful time with their children.”

A major premise of the mom-choosing-home storyline, winning it nee-
dling applause from the right, is the idea that feminism has failed. “Opting
out is feminism mugged by reality,” brayed Phyllis Schlafly. To which I'd
reply, the muggers are really the authors of these opt-out pieces, spreading
false and stereotypical opinions. Writes Belkin, “The women’s movement
was largely about grabbing a fair share of power—making equal money;,
standing at the helm in the macho realms of business and government and
law . .. success required becoming a man. Remember those awful padded-
shoulder suits and floppy ties? Success was about the male definition of
money and power.”

First—and I think it’s important to be clear about this—swipes at
feminists aren’t only against those who define themselves that way, even
though that’s bad enough. They’re against all those who believe in wom-
en’s autonomy and equality.

And second, as we've seen, the women’s movement of the 1970s was
about changing every aspect of society that relegated women to inferior
status. It called for women to control their own destinies and not to be
appendages of men. To the extent that entering the workplace on an equal
footing with men empowered women, we fought for it. But to say that all
feminists were about is grabbing a piece of the money-pie is reductionism
and just plain wrong.

What'’s also off point is the notion that somehow feminism and moth-
erhood are in opposition. It bears repeating: there is no one-size-fits-all
feminism. There are dedicated feminists who have children and dedicated
feminists who do not. But I can say this with absolute conviction. Every
feminist I know who’s a mother cares as deeply and completely about her
children as mothers who aren’t feminists. And to suggest otherwise—“Sol-
diers of feminism take only the shortest of maternity leaves”—is harmful
and splinters women into adversarial positions.
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These stories also perpetuate the impression of a deep generational
divide—a fault line separating boomers from generations X and Y. “I don’t
want to take on the mantle of all womanhood and fight a fight for some
sister who isn’t really my sister because I don’t even know her,” said one of
Belkin’s women, dovetailing with the views of the college students in the
Louise Story piece.

Aswomen’s studies professor Heather Hewett points out, there’s a dan-
ger that these women will be seen as representative of Generation X or Y,
ignoring the abundant evidence of third-wavers eager to advocate for fam-
ily-friendly public policy changes.

And it’s sheer mythology to suggest, as author Claudia Wallis did in
the Time piece, that women today stay home because their mothers didn’t.
“While boomer women sought career opportunities that were unavailable
to the mostly stay-at-home moms, Gen Xers were the latchkey kids and
the children of divorce.”

My research shows little connection between whether mothers worked
or not and what their daughters do. And where there was a correlation, it
was mostly positive on the side of those with careers. Having a working
mother “was a wonderful role model. She was always home in the evenings
and morning, which is when we were home. I will always work!” explained
one woman, presently getting her master’s degree in London.

“It made me work very hard at what I do,” a pastry chef in Boston
wrote, “to make sure I have something successful to fall back on if some-
thing were to happen to my husband.” Michelle from New Jersey said, “I
grew up knowing that work is something that you need to do, and I have
a strong work ethic because of it.” Another woman, a sixty-three-year-old
from New England, said, “The independence I gained from being raised
by a single mother gave me a head start on feminism before we had a name
for it.”

There were also women like Maggie, an advertising executive in Hous-
ton, Texas, who plans to stop working when she has children because she
remembers her own working mom was “always too tired at the end of
the day” to spend time with her. Some, like Denise, who recently left her
corporate job to be with her children, grew up in a household with a mom
who didn’t work, but was “an ardent feminist and fabulous mother.”
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For many women, having a stay-at-home mom was ideal, for oth-
ers, not so much. Susan, a professor of English literature, wrote that she
“had a housewife, bored mother and made sure I did not go that route
... though committed to being a primary caretaker of my children, too,”
while Rosalie, a cancer researcher from Washington, had a stay-at-home
mom. “However,” Rosalie said, “she was not particularly nurturing, and I
and my siblings grew up lonely.”

In short, it’s the quality of mothering that matters, and this can take
many forms. One sixty-seven-year-old who taught figurative sculpture
at the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy, the mother of three and one of
eight children herself, wrote, “I have seen many different ways of being
with children, and what is great for one child is not always great for
another.”

As the authors of an important study on this subject coming out of
the Rochester Mental Health Center have said, “The happier you are with
the overall shape of your life, the better parent you will be whether you're
home from nine to five or not.”

My survey reveals a rich mosaic of women whose decisions about
work—whether forced or freely made—are the result of many complex
and often intangible factors. But anger and resentment over fast-tracking
moms wasn’t one of them. In fact I didn’t find a lot of generational anger
and resentment at all. We’ve heard so much about second-wavers feel-
ing betrayed by their daughters who aren’t embracing the good fight, and
about younger women who find our issues irrelevant and outmoded, that
it’s become a cliché.

Sure, there were those who worried about Generation X and Y women
being so blasé about their rights that they’d lose them, and those who
thought the boomers were “too judgmental” or some version of that. But
mostly what I heard expressed was a great deal of empathy. A thirty-seven-
year-old who left a job as corporate director of international employee
relations at Dow Jones wrote, “I feel like I set the women’s movement back
thirty years by stopping work. I have to believe [second-wavers] feel like
we have wasted our potential.”

And a twenty-eight-year-old single teacher from Vermont wrote,
“Based on talking to my mom I think we [young women] take way for
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granted our starting place in the whole process. I think were less con-
scious of how the war is not yet won. And on a positive note, my mom
notices that my female friends and I just have the expectation that we can
do whatever we want.”

Holly, a fifty-year-old CEO of a small nursing home, thought that the
different “generations were working to understand one another,” and a
fifty-seven-year-old retired physician likes “the confidence of the younger
women, but worries that so much more is expected of them than was of
my cohorts.”

When I asked younger women about similarities between “the genera-
tion of women responsible for the women’s movement of the 1970s and
younger women today,” I got fairly consistent answers. The young women
were “still fighting discrimination, how women are portrayed in media,
and even more importantly, treated in society.” “Still want equality,” one
said, and “All want the best for their families and need to fight for it.” “Still
a man’s world. Still unfair!”

Ironically the throttle grip the right has had on the nation possibly
has done some good, bringing women together again to a renewed under-
standing: we're all in this together. But whatever the reason, these congru-
ent feelings were, I have to admit, a welcome and surprising discovery.

What didn’t surprise me was finding more mommy accords than
mommy wars. This media-manufactured battle has been around for
years, based on the specious notion that most women have a choice about
whether or not to work. Its latest incarnation is a result of the equally
phony opt-out pandemonium. If the return to full-time mothering is the
gold standard, then those who need or want to stay in the workforce aren’t
making the mark. And nothing gets to mothers more than the sugges-
tion that theyre shortchanging their children. It makes working moms
feel superguilty and stay-at-home-moms feel superdefensive. And in these
seemingly impossible times of the new normal, these feelings have given
way to the revved-up, all-encompassing “ultramom.” We all know her,
she’s our daughter, our niece, our friend, ourselves. Overscheduling, over-
worrying, overinvolved. The consummate micromanager.

As we feel our lives are slipping from our control, when we feel bom-
barded by overwhelming economic and foreign threats coupled with our



Mothers Matter(s) 231

own diminishing agency, we become more deeply invested in controlling
our children’s lives. And this is true whether we work or not. That’s why
the so-called mommy war is so damaging. It turns women into circular
firing squads, taking shots at one another, expending our precious and
limited time and energy on such a contrived topic instead of on what’s
really important.

In 1985, when I called for an end to the first round of mommy wars
during the Reagan years, I wrote:

Working and at-home mothers want the same things for their children:
a warm, nurturing environment and quality care. . . . The homemaker
knows how easily she can be displaced, and how difficult it might be
for her to find a job if she is. The professional must deal with inad-
equate maternity leaves and the problems of child care. If, however,
women accept one another as allies instead of as adversaries, we can

try to bring about the changes that will enhance all our lives.

Often, when I reread earlier articles, they sound expectedly dated. This
one, unfortunately, has never seemed more relevant.
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UNPOPULAR CULTURE

P opular culture is our shared social reality, communicating stories,
images, and ideas about who we are and how we should feel, think,
and act. It powerfully reflects the most salient features of our society. But
the images women see of themselves are as distorted as those in funhouse
mirrors. Instead of realistic portrayals we're barraged with minimizing
deviations—the sultry schoolgirl, the consumerist chick, the militant
manhunter, the cold-hearted careerist. Shaped and dominated by a mass
media overwhelmingly in the hands of men, popular culture has engaged
in years of misogynist maligning, embracing and perpetuating sidelining
strategies.

As it simultaneously authenticates and reinforces male fantasies, biases,
and fears, popular culture sabotages our value as human beings and gives
tacit permission, if not outright encouragement, to women’s degradation,
browbeating us into hypercritical ways of seeing our accomplishments.

Whatever its source—movies, television shows, video games, adver-
tisements—the cumulative weight of our popular culture exercises an
effective form of control. It tells us in so many ways: forget how much you
bring to your family and to society, how hard you work, how much you've
achieved, how good a person/friend you are—what matters is your six-
year-old’s soccer scores and the shape of your thighs.

Even as adults, we get sucked into this way of thinking. Imagine how
the peddling of stereotypical portrayals affects our daughters, who are
constantly assaulted by damaging cultural imperatives.

233
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The New Bullies on the Block

“Haven’t I told you girls are evil?” says author Rosalind Wiseman, after
giving a recent workshop at the all-female National Cathedral school in
Washington, D.C.

Cyberslamming. Verbal grenades. Exclusion. Humiliation.

These pejorative terms, and more, are being lavishly applied to the
behavior of adolescent girls. How did the radical shift in our thinking
about girls come about? Why did girls suddenly change from a population
we were afraid for to one we're afraid of ?

A fast rewind to the 1992 report published by the American Associa-
tion of University Women, How Schools Shortchange Girls, provides some
clues. Remember how that study and similar ones motivated a renewed
commitment to gender equity in education, leading to a blossoming of
“girl power”? And how the backlash against giving girls attention materi-
alized into the largely bogus “boy crisis”?

But when poverty, oversized classes, too few books, frustrated teach-
ers, unhappy home lives, and a damaging conception of manliness were
proven to be the real villains, and the boy crisis couldn’t be pinned on
audacious girls, another line of attack was launched to keep girls down.

Reports of malicious middleschoolers flew off the presses, and a new
term—*“relational aggression”—was interjected into our vocabulary by a
determined army of mental health experts.

“Feminists have done too good a job empowering girls,” so the new
spin said, allegedly resulting in a generation of “manipulative, subver-
sive and aggressive girls,” wrote Jessica Ringrose in Feminism and Psycho-
logy. For all our good intentions, it seemed we had created a generation of
minimonsters.

The “new bully” in the schoolyard is no longer the big kid with the
football sweatshirt. Today she’s thin and pretty, wearing Seven jeans and
dashing off for weekly manicures. And she’s high-tech. Using the Inter-
net and instant messaging, this tyrant of the middle school controls her
underlings through gossip, rumor, and backstabbing.

Starting in the early 2000s, our popular culture was afire with news of
a massive upsurge in girl-to-girl cruelty. Windows letting us peer into the



Unpopular Culture 235

darkly vicious world of girldom came from a rash of books: Rachel Sim-
mons’s Odd Girl Out, Emily White’s Fast Girls, Rosalind Wiseman’s Queen
Bees and Wannabes, Hayley DiMarco’s Mean Girls and Mean Girls Gone.

Some of the books—Odd Girl Out, for example—also advise girls how
to develop their own identities, but that message got buried underneath
the meanness hype. “Adolescent bitchery” made for major coverage. A few
of the authors appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show and saw their works
win spots on bestseller lists. The most popular purveyors of this new genre
have fully booked calendars of training sessions, workshops, and confer-
ences. The Ophelia Project is a national organization formed to eradicate
relational aggression and bullying. The name, taken from Mary Piper’s
Reviving Ophelia, a book dedicated to giving adolescent girls a voice, is
now being used by the movement to stifle it.

“Girls Just Want to Be Mean,” declared the New York Times Magazine
and other mainstream media that peddled their own mean-girl exposés.
Among the most ornery of the breed were depicted in the 2004 movie
Mean Girls. In this over-the-top parody, Cady (Lindsay Lohan), who'd
been home-taught in Africa, enters a public high school where she faces
the do-or-die task of navigating her way around the ice queens, called plas-
tics, the clique of choice, curiously referred to in the New Yorker review as
“the second wave.”

As Cady first rejects then accepts the “in” group, led by the vindictive
Regina George (Rachel McAdams), who’s fully capable of stomping out
anyone trying to bring her down with the heel of her Jimmy Choo, the
audience gets to see a bunch of girls in tank tops embracing their inner
nazism—a theme played out every week on network TV in the wildly pop-
ular show Gossip Girl (GG). By the time they reach high school, the rival
GG queen bees Serena and Blair presumably have had plenty of years to
perfect their cunning manipulation. Girls start on the path to meanness
as early as three years old, reports a study conducted at Brigham Young
University.

Girls and boys can be pretty nasty to one another at times, as anyone
who has children or has worked with them knows. And cruelty and ostra-
cism should be dealt with at once. But, as one woman said, “This has been
going on for years. I am fifty-eight years old, and girls were mean back in
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the 1950s when I was in grade school and junior high.” The question is,
why is it all over the news now?

We have to wonder about the timing—why something endemic to
growing up has suddenly become such a big topic and big business? Why
not celebrate girls’ capacity for friendship and loyalty—traits most of us
who’ve worked with differing populations of teens find much more com-
pelling and prevalent than their capacity for competitive backstabbing.

Rachel Simmons, the guru of female meanness, thinks we’ve all become
attuned to the dangers of bullying because of the Columbine shootings.
But since the perpetrators in all the school massacres have been male, and
the victims in many cases exclusively female, this doesn’t really explain
what researchers and feminist scholars like Dawn Currie and Deirdre M.
Kelly are calling “a moral panic over female meanness.”

Could it be because this moral panic, like the others before it, is being
used to serve a distinct social purpose? Could it be because focusing on
meanness provides an excuse to cutback on programs supporting the newly
self-reliant adolescent girls our present society finds so threatening?

If we follow the transition from girls at risk to fears of female power
by pathologizing assertiveness and aggression, we’ll see how the next
step—reducing girls to passive sex objects—follows logically in this cycle
of marginalization.

From Middle School Meanies to Tween Temptresses

1

“I want it, Mommy, puhleeze . . . puhleeze
A little girl no older than six was sprawled across the aisle, clinging to a
Halloween costume and screaming in a voice high pitched enough to break
glass. Shoppers bunched up around her, my daughter, Ali, and I among
them. There were a few irritated murmurs and groans of exasperation.

It was one of those please-let-me-vanish-into-thin-air mothering
moments. I could see the effort the mom was making to stay calm, bending
over her daughter, reasoning quietly. But everything she did only resulted
in more shrieking. “I want it! I want it!”

The man next to me covered his ears. Finally the mother, flushing with
humiliation, peeled her daughter off the large plastic bag. Now we got to
see what all the fuss was about.
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I couldn’t believe it. A Naughty Nurse costume!

It was impossible not to stare. The large picture showed a young girl
dressed in white fishnet stockings, high heels, and a satiny candy-stripper
mini with a matching bustier. One hand was at her thrust-out hip, the
other holding a syringe as if it were a sex toy.

I directed my gaze to the bottom row and took in the other costumes—
Transylvania Temptress, Frisky French Maid, and Little Miss Handy
Candy—all with shiny bright fabrics, lots of sparkles, knee-high boots,
plunging necklines, and fluffy boas. How could these be for the six-year-
old set? But there they were, and all in easy reach of little hands. A clash of
parent-child wills just waiting to happen.

Meanwhile the situation on the ground rapidly deteriorated. The little
girl was writhing on the floor staging a level-five hissy fit. You could almost
see the flashing words in the bubble over her mom’s head: “I'm not a bad
mother. Really I'm not.” I watched her expression go from horrified to
resigned. With rapid-fire motion, she yanked a fresh Naughty Nurse off the
hook and scooped up her daughter. I gave her a sympathetic smile, but she’d
already turned her head, anxiously looking for the checkout counter.

“I woNDERED IF I'd accidentally wandered into ‘Sluts R Us,”” Rachel
Mosteller wrote on Blogging Baby about her search for her children’s Hal-
loween costumes. She hoped her little ones would have no idea about the
meaning behind names like Handy Candy—a sentiment widely shared by
other moms who’d had similar experiences.

While Halloween for boys hasn’t changed much—the same blood-
dripping masks and ghoulish garb—“costumes for girls have traded silly
and sweet for skimpy and sexy,” reported James Fussell in the Kansas City
Star (October 29, 2006). “It’s a strange time we live in when half the doc-
tors are women, and half the lawyers are women, and all the little girls are
prancing around in sexy costumes,” said Albany family therapist Lindy
Guttman. Her comment is right on target. Precisely because of the anxiety
over women’s achievements, marketers are pushing marginalizing cos-
tumes on our daughters.

“The real horror on Halloween is that on the one night when girls
could let their imaginations run wild, they’re encouraged to be sexy divas
or French maids,” Guttman says.
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“In effect, we're telling girls to dream small and dream sexy. And that’s
wrong,” adds Sharon Lamb, author of Packaging Girlhood: Rescuing our
Daughters from Marketers’ Schemes.

And it’s not only on Halloween. From all around the country, women
wrote to me of their difficulties in finding everyday clothes for their daugh-
ters “that don’t make them look like tramps.”

“Tell me,” one asked, “why are stores displaying padded bras for six-
and seven-year-olds? Is this so they’ll look like Paris or Britney? We need
help!”

“Low-rise jeans for nine-year-olds are a really bad idea; they make girls
think the only way to attract attention is by exposing their bodies,” said
another; and a third woman worried about the “message were giving our
kindergartners when we buy them microminis and black lace camis.”

Few topics inspired more universal outrage among these mothers than
hypersexualized clothing, especially those women who have older daugh-
ters and have seen a dramatic change in what’s now being marketed to
their younger ones.

It’s called age compression—a term used by advertising companies to
push adult products to younger and younger children, pandering to the
idea that kids equate being “grown up” and “cool” with sexy. Research
shows that eleven-year-olds don’t consider themselves children anymore.
“Children always have liked to emulate older kids . . . [and] being more
grown-up in a society that is highly sexualized means being sexual,” said
professor and author Gary Cross.

Our culture is so saturated with sexual imagery that many parents
aren’t even aware of how inappropriate some of the clothing is. “Even if
adults object in the beginning, they can become desensitized if exposed
to a product long enough,” points out Diane Levin, author of So Sexy So
Soon.

“It’s advertisers who create the demand,” said Shari Graydon, an expert
on beauty stereotypes and advertising. “And it’s very difficult to be alone
in your stance against that.” You get pressure “from your kid, who feels
pressured by . . . peers who feel themselves driven by media ideals—there’s
a whole system behind it.”
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“It’s also a matter of buying what is being offered, especially at afford-
able prices,” Levin noted. Chain stores like Target and the Gap are loaded
with racks of what one journalist called “tarts-in-training” clothing—biki-
nis, leather pants, spandex shorts, cropped tops, even thongs for seven-
year-olds being sold with a picture of a cherry and the words EAT ME or
WINK WINK on them.

Licensing and branding have become the way to market directly to
girls and young women, undermining parental authority, said Diane
Levin. Marketers see a demographic ripe for takeover, spending upward
of twelve billion dollars a year targeting girls. Some companies even hire
“cool hunters” and “cultural spies” to infiltrate the teen world and help
spot the latest trends. Teens (defined as those aged twelve to nineteen),
usually unencumbered by the need to pay rent or health insurance, shop
an average of fifty-four times per year. The most popular novels for girls
reveal an “incessant litany of brand names.” One study of the Gossip Girl,
Clique, and A-List series of books found an average of one brand men-
tioned per page. Consumption, more than romance, is the newly minted
key to an adolescent girl’s heart.

It’s an open secret that corporations play on the insecurities of teens
by making them believe that to be really “in” they must have their
product. This strategy is put to good use in the proliferating teen and
‘tween magazines. For years Seventeen, Teen, and YM dominated the
market. Now a complete list would reach the hundreds. “Magazines
... promote sexy images and then encourage girls to buy makeup and
clothing to look like the models and celebrities they feature,” observed
Sharon Lamb.

I’'m Too Sexy for My ... Own Well-Being

“[TThere’s definitely a disturbing emergence over the past two decades of
highly eroticized images of young women, and they’re getting younger and
younger,” says media expert Jane Tallim. It’s in the shows they watch, the
magazines they read, the ads they see, the Web they surf. One study found
an average twelve-year-old is exposed to 280 sexy images on a normal day.
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To sell its clothes, American Apparel uses nonmodels like prepubes-
cent “Lynanne,” “Abrielle,” or “Jessica” in highly suggestive, often topless
poses. Calvin Klein, Guess, and Abercrombie and Fitch all have sexual-
ized advertising campaigns, and Target stores recently captured attention
with billboards of a young girl lying spread-eagle, a large bull’s eye painted
over her crotch.

“A patty with two flat buns!” A seductive teacher dancing on a desktop
is trying to interest her students in that delicious combo from Tennessee’s
Carl’s Jr. restaurant. Even Clearasil, the tried-and-true acne medicine, is
getting sexy, showing a boy sitting between his girlfriend and her mother
looking at naked baby pictures of the daughter. “You should see me now,”
the girl says provocatively to her boyfriend. And in an ad for the popular
Juicy brand, a girl no more than ten years old looks fetchingly over her
shoulder, the word JUICY stamped across her bottom.

Sex sells. There’s nothing new in that. But what’s new is the ads aimed
at girls as young as eight years old featuring masturbation, dismembered
bodies, fetishism, domination, and control—material so frankly erotic
it borders on the pornographic. Fifteen years ago, we would have been
shocked to see these images in adult fashion magazines. Now they’re ubiq-
uitous in our daughters’ world.

While we can all agree that toys and video games promoting violence
in little boys are bad—even, as Diane Levin points out, when we’re not
doing a good job of controlling it—we certainly don’t want to condemn
sex. What we want is for our children to learn about sex gradually, in a
healthy, age-appropriate way so they’ll feel comfortable with their bodies
and sexuality. This is the key to developing sound, mutually respectful
relationships later on. But, say the experts, everything about today’s popu-
lar culture conflicts with those goals.

Girls are being inundated with sexual messages they can’t understand
and might find frightening. Unlike healthy sexuality, the sexualization of
girls provides a very narrow definition of femaleness wi