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INTRODUCTION
FEMINISM AT THE MILLENNIUM
It’s the year 2000. Are we equal yet? Are we dead yet? Have the frontlash and the backlash met, grappled, and twisted themselves together like a pair of mating snakes? More than one hundred and fifty years after the Seneca Falls Convention, when American women first met to demand full legal, political, and social equality, including the right to vote, the position of women continues to provoke furious argument. For every gain hard fought for by women, someone manages to find a negative side. Speak of the recently won legal freedom of women to control the timing and number of their children through contraception and abortion—a right not yet thirty years old, and one that for many exists only on paper—and conservatives from Francis Fukuyama on down chorus that this has only licensed men to be sexually irresponsible, leaving women more vulnerable than before. Note the dramatic increase in women going to college and moving on to higher degrees and careers in the professions, and you’ll get an earful from faux stay-at-home mom Danielle Crittenden about lonely lawyers who’ve missed their chance at marriage and family. (Interestingly, it isn’t the lonely lawyers themselves who make this complaint, but the professional anti-feminist to whom, in a weak moment, they have supposedly confided.) Note the increased influence of women in politics, and New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd responds with a jeremiad against soccer moms and the trivialization of once grand political themes—honor! greatness! patriotism!—while male conservatives bemoan the “feminization” of America.
Some of the same ambivalence marks even the attempt to evaluate how powerful women are. On the one hand, we read constantly that women aren’t interested in feminism, that it doesn’t work, can’t work, even our genes are against it: Men are programmed to dominate and spread seed widely among the young and fertile, women to nest and preen and cuddle up to wealth and power. On the other hand, some of the same “evolutionary psychologists” who argue that male dominance is in the genes see men on the defensive everywhere, with women poised to run the universe, in fact running large tracts of it already: Feminists have rewritten the age-old contract between the sexes—she gives sex in return for support—and in the process have revamped law, politics, religion, education, and the literary canon. Why women have been able to fly in the face of nature is never explained, much less why they would even have the desire to do so or, most mysterious of all, why men have cooperated with this mad plan. After all, men are still firmly in charge of all the institutions accused of excessive kowtowing to feminists—the courts, the legislatures, the corporations, the schools and universities and publishing houses and seminaries. Why have men allowed their privileges to be curtailed? We are constantly told that women themselves have little interest in feminism: Pretty young girls don’t need it; working-class and minority women scorn it; young professionals think they’ve got it already. An article in Talk magazine about Lorna Wendt—the homemaker and corporate helpmeet who made headlines when she demanded an equal share of her CEO husband’s assets when he divorced her after more than thirty years of marriage—refers to the audience at one public appearance of hers as “an old-fashioned feminist one, women in cork-soled shoes, their bosoms ample rather than augmented,” staid members of the American Association of University Women and the League of Women Voters. But if feminism is so outmoded, and feminists so uncool and frumpish (imagine, no breast implants), it becomes even harder to understand where the continuing power of feminism to alter fundamental social arrangements comes from.
One answer to the conundrum is that feminism has much more of a following than is usually acknowledged. It’s true that recent polls assert that only about a quarter of American women describe themselves as feminists, down from about a third in 1992. Yet the same polls show large majorities of American women sympathize with the women’s movement and feel it has improved their lives. For all that feminist positions are often described as “radical” and out of sync with the mainstream, the large majority of women tell pollsters they want legal, economic, and social equality with men, and do not believe they have it yet. Many “radical” feminist causes, when fleshed out with particular cases and close arguments, have broad appeal to both sexes. Americans regularly tell pollsters they abhor “partial-birth abortion.” But when they were made to vote on its legality in state referenda in Colorado, Maine, and Washington, and in the process had to think concretely about the wording of the law and what criminalization would really mean, they chose to keep it legal three times out of three. Or consider  Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education, the much publicized Georgia case in which the Supreme Court was asked to decide whether public schools receiving federal funds were legally liable for student-to-student sexual harassment. Anti-feminist pundits spilled oceans of ink belittling the issue, denying the need for some sort of school response (in the Davis case, teachers had even refused so simple a gesture as changing the victim’s seat in her fifth-grade class so she wouldn’t have to sit next to the harasser) and criticizing the girl’s mother for not having solved the problem on her own. You would never know from their accounts that the boy in question was convicted of sexual battery for the behavior they found so trivial (or that the victim was black and the harasser white). Still, the Court’s 5 to 4 decision—which held public schools responsible for stopping harassment, but only when the harassment was “severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive,” and only when school authorities could be shown to be “deliberately indifferent” to it—drew favorable responses in polls (and sighs of relief from school administrators, who had feared a judgment that would have held them responsible for knowing about harassment, reported or not). Almost a year later, the case hardly seems controversial—especially in the wake of the Columbine killings, which made many adults question whether schools were doing enough to counteract a general student culture of cruelty and hostility, and were too oblivious of antisocial behavior and troubled kids. Whether or not individual moms and dads think of themselves as “feminist,” demanding fairness and equality and respect for their daughters is increasingly a part of what it means to be a good parent today.
That feminism is not a single, independent, all-powerful force, but is connected in complicated and even contradictory ways with other historical forces—egalitarianism and individualism, hedonism and puritanism, capitalism and the critique of capitalism—is not something its detractors often consider. They prefer to see it as a plot, or maybe a joke, in any case something foisted by the outlandish few on the resistant many. Thus we are repeatedly treated to feminism’s obituary: Time declared it dead of terminal silliness in a notorious 1998 cover story; Maureen Dowd was only one of dozens of commentators who announced that the “hypocrisy” of the National Organization for Women and other liberal women’s groups who opposed President Clinton’s impeachment had killed the women’s movement. And yet the women’s movement—cork-soled, sneakered, Blahniked, or barefoot—moves on. And surely some of its staying power derives from the way it speaks to so many different and opposing political tendencies, and to so many different kinds of women—not excluding the ones who insist that they are not feminists because a feminist is a humorless anti-child manhater who doesn’t shave her legs. A woman may believe abortion is evil, do the lioness’s share of the housework, enjoy having men pick up the dinner check, and refer to herself as a girl (not grrrl)—and still sue her employer for sex discrimination if she’s passed over for promotion in favor of a less-qualified man.
The many guises under which feminist ideas travel mean that attempts to evaluate feminism’s progress by looking at society too narrowly can give a picture that is either too positive or too negative. As Susan Faludi brilliantly demonstrated in Backlash, the 1980s saw a major onslaught of anti-feminist propaganda in popular culture and the media: Movies, magazines, pop psychology, and self-help books all pressed home the message that excessive liberation explained every female woe from dateless Saturday nights to infertility. Depressing as it surely was to be surrounded by these messages, and amplified though they were by twelve years of Reagan and Bush, they did not seem to sway women’s important life choices. The march of women into higher education, the professions, and the workplace continued apace. For all the hype around the now notorious 1986 Harvard-Yale study likening women’s chances of marrying past thirty to the odds of being kidnapped by a terrorist, women did not start marrying younger. On the contrary, in the thirteen years since the study—only one salvo in an ongoing barrage promoting early marriage—women’s age at first marriage has risen without a break from 23.1 in 1986 to 25 in 1998, the last year for which the Census Bureau has data as of this writing, continuing a trend that began in the mid-sixties.
Why? For one thing, the media has less influence than it thinks. To be sure, it has the power to rouse anxiety and self-doubt, especially when, as with the singles study, it is putting a pseudoscientific gloss on messages women have received from the cradle. But who accepts a marriage proposal from a previously unacceptable suitor because she read an article in People? (Especially when, as is the way with People, it is immediately contradicted by another article— about deliriously happy single movie stars.) Lots of women bought The Rules—but how many followed them, and how many of those followed them for more than a week? No matter what Newsweek— or The Nation—says, the deep economic and historical forces transforming women’s social position continue to operate, and they are moving fairly steadily in one direction: away from the two-parent, single-earner family; away from acceptance of the “natural” or divinely ordained subordination of one group of people to another; away from large families and from childbearing and child raising as women’s all-consuming lifework; away from the modes of life that enforced a social code of conservative “family values.” A cover story in U.S. News & World Report arguing that families can indeed get by on one income, so women really could stay home if they wanted to, is not going to persuade a family that is using the woman’s salary to pay the mortgage or save for the children’s college tuitions. Nor will bully-pulpit fulminations by politicians and conservative pundits reweave the complex web of social taboos that made white parents in the 1950s hide their pregnant teenage daughters in distant maternity homes and put their babies—the grandchildren!—up for adoption.
Unfortunately, however, the benefits of feminism have not been as evenly distributed as the forces that have brought it into being. A middle-class woman can find an abortion more easily than a poor one can find either an abortion or respectful prenatal care, not to mention decent child care and a job with good pay and benefits that will enable her to raise her child in security. Sisterhood has not been so very powerful after all, and part of the reason is the uneven success of feminism itself. The old ideal of sisterhood rested on the conviction that women shared a common predicament, regardless of class or race. Any woman might find herself needing an illegal abortion, or denied a job for which she was qualified, or treated like a child by her almost certainly male doctor. The basics of female existence—husbandcare, childcare, housecare, eldercare—were the same for all. In practice, of course, the Sisterhood of Woman, like the Brotherhood of Man, was always something of a theoretical construct—the tedium and isolation of tending a suburban colonial is not likely to get much sympathy from women who come home from work to toil up the stairwell in a run-down building where the elevator is broken again. Still, it was possible in 1970, in a way that is much harder today, to believe that “women” constituted a potentially unified interest group.
Feminism opened doors for those who were able to walk through them. It has done more, ironically enough, for anti-feminists like Christina Hoff Sommers, who, it’s safe to say, would not have become a tenured professor of philosophy had she been of college age in the 1930s rather than the 1960s, than it has been able to do for women on welfare. As a civil rights movement, it has been a tremendous success. As a social justice movement, it has had no more success than other movements that have attempted to win for Americans the welfare-state provisions Europeans have enjoyed for decades—parental leaves and benefits, child care, universal health care—and whose diminishment Europeans are strongly resisting, even as Americans quietly endure, or even applaud, the shredding of our own safety net. A great deal has been written attributing this disparity in feminism’s achievements to misguided political strategies, faulty leadership, class bias, and philosophical flaws in feminism. Is it too individualist? Too shaped by the Enlightenment ideals of rationality and progress? Too focused on “male” values? Too bound to inevitably exclusionary definitions of “woman”? And what is a “woman,” anyway? Maybe the truth is simpler: Rights are free; social justice costs a fortune.
This is where, for me, feminism and the left come together. For many reasons—custom, history, the formal and informal segregation by sex of the labor force, women’s biological and social role as mothers, the prevalence of violence against women that renders many freedoms theoretical—rights alone cannot transform women’s social position, even to the extent of rendering men and women equally likely to occupy any position in an unequal social order. Gender equality requires general equality. A society in which one in six people has no health insurance, in which millions cannot afford dental care, eyeglasses, or medications, is not going to offer women free abortions on demand or pay doctors to spend time explaining to poor women the pros and cons of different methods of contraception. A country that tolerates tremendous race- and class-based disparities in public education—and that has never even funded enough places in Head Start to take care of all the poor children who could benefit—is not going to provide affordable quality public day care just because millions of mothers need and want it. A society in which the very idea of the public sphere has been denigrated, in which poor people are constantly portrayed as addicts, sluts, and criminals, is not going to treat struggling single mothers as playing a valuable social role that should be supported with public funds. But precisely because feminism’s fortunes are in some ways tied to those of the left, it’s too simple to lay the failures of feminism solely at the door of the women’s movement.
Feminism has yet to create a society in which women are not socially subordinate to men—nor has it created a world in which women are equal to one another. And yet feminism has transformed women’s consciousness, whether or not women want to admit it. It has made what used to look like fate, or God’s will, or nature’s plan, look like something else–a personal choice, a social convention, an injustice. There are feminists on both sides of the discussion over medicated childbirth, but there’s no doubt that the pain of “natural childbirth” was a different experience when there was no other way to give birth than it is today, when it means consciously rejecting a range of painkilling drugs and procedures. Staying home with a child feels different when the other moms are going off to the office every morning, just as going to work feels different now that it is the norm and not proof that one married a failure, is hopelessly maladjusted, or both.
The danger is that women, once assumed to be equally subject to “woman’s lot,” are now assumed to be equally free to choose how to live. A few decades ago, the question asked of a battered woman was “what did she do to provoke him?” Now, it’s “why does she stay?” The problem of male violence in the home is still located in female behavior, which is still judged harshly and by a single yardstick. The usual answers to the question of why a woman stays with a batterer—because she thought she deserved it; she had no money, no place to go, too many kids for the shelter; and besides, he said he’d find her and kill her if she left—sound to many ears like “excuses.” But what would one expect in a society in which cancer is widely believed to be caused by personality flaws, and lack of “personal responsibility” is supposed to explain why millions live in poverty? To the extent that the women’s movement is founded on principles of mutual responsibility, collective struggle, and empathetic support for women in trouble, it is fighting an uphill battle against the prevailing spirit of hyperindividualism and blame, in which the message to “losers” is “get over it.”
Feminists are often accused of having abandoned their early ideals in favor of selfish personal advancement: “Perhaps the century’s most important movement—feminism—has, in the United States, been largely transformed into careerism,” wrote Newsweek columnist Jonathan Alter in an end-of-the century state-of-the-world roundup. One might ask why it is women’s job to resist “careerism”—if by that is meant pursuing fame and fortune with gusto and determination, as Americans are constantly urged to do, and as Alter himself has done. One might also ask if opening up professions and careers and good skilled blue-collar jobs to the previously excluded half of humanity is such a small achievement. On the left, too, as on the right and in the middle, sneers at feminism have a long history, for complex reasons: Feminists challenged men’s grip on leadership and theory; they disrupted the romantic picture of a working class conceptualized as male—burly steel-workers, not supermarket checkers—and of families conceptualized as having no internal conflicts of interest. Even today, “progressives” of various stripes seem less interested in appealing to the millions of women who share their views than in capturing the “angry white men” who have no use for them. Feminism in this view is just “identity politics,” a psychological frill, or worse, divisive. The paradox is that feminism, along with environmentalism, is the most popular and most effective movement to emerge from the sixties left (the gay rights movement, another cause with strong appeal, came a bit later), but much of the left is unable to see this.
Yet the women’s movement continues to have transforming power, and not just in the West. Twenty years ago, feminism in the developing world or the Soviet bloc was ridiculed as a Western import, a view still held by cultural nationalists, some American academics, Muslim fundamentalists, and the pope. Today, though, indigenous women’s movements flourish around the globe. It is African women who are organizing against clitoridectomy, Iranian women who are fighting unfair divorce laws and subverting Islamic dress codes, Jordanian and Pakistani women who are protesting “honor killings” and the tacit permission given to these crimes by the legal system. Women all over the world are organizing shelters, hot lines, cooperative projects, literacy programs, and economic self-help groups, not to mention demonstrations and civil disobedience protests that prove how false is the persistent American idea of the contentedly subordinate and passive Third World woman. I find these struggles immensely inspiring; American women could learn a great deal from them. Even in the limited realm of electoral politics, countries as different as India and France seem able to entertain tactics, such as mandating that a certain percentage of political slots go to women, that in the United States are no sooner broached than squelched as patently absurd.
As in the United States, the global possibilities for women’s rights are determined partly by other developments. The Chinese government embraces rapid capitalist development—and millions of little girls in the countryside lose a chance to go to school. The former Soviet Union comes unglued—and hundreds of thousands of jobless Russian women are driven to prostitution, while polygyny makes a comeback in Ingushetia and Turkmenistan. African dictators in collusion with the International Monetary Fund drain their countries of resources—and women in vast numbers die of AIDS. Poverty, war, religious manias, drastic global inequalities, nationalism that enshrines cultural and legal traditions that deny women the right to inherit, to choose their mates, to have legal custody of their children (and this at the very moment that urbanization and globalization are destroying traditional societies!)—one can say of women, in the United States and around the world, what Marx said of human beings: We make our own history, but we do not make it just as we please.
Reading over what I’ve just written, I wonder if I’m being too optimistic, if you can call optimistic a confidence in women’s progress toward equality that acknowledges as obstacles AIDS, poverty, fundamentalism, and other disasters that aren’t going to disappear any time soon. After all, feminism is not just a matter of rights, or even of money; for women to be freed from the limitations of gender takes more than the vote and a paycheck. In the United States, one could argue that millions of women have won what earlier feminists saw as the prerequisites of liberation: education, the ability to support themselves, a degree of sexual and personal self-determination unparalleled in history. And yet the ones who insist they are free are usually explaining why they are choosing to behave as if they were not—“this face-lift is for me,” “I never liked my last name anyway”—and the ones who believe they are still confined by gender (the students in the women’s studies course I teach, for instance) have immense difficulty articulating the sources of this feeling of constraint. Is it sexist advertising, one student wonders, that makes her feel so undermined, so judged? Or street harassment? Or pop culture? Or the fashion industry? Theoretically, and according to all the official sources, my students can make their own lives as they please. In actuality, they can’t even enjoy an ice-cream cone on a hot summer day without paying for it in celery and sit-ups. My students are only vaguely aware of the legal and cultural restrictions Betty Friedan wrote about. It came as news to them that not so long ago married women had trouble getting their own credit cards, help-wanted ads were segregated by sex, and women were routinely expected to resign their jobs if they became pregnant. They had little sympathy for the cultural and social pressures that kept Friedan’s educated middle-class wives home polishing their silverware. What was the matter with those women? But somehow my students felt themselves similarly hedged in, similarly unable to grasp and use a personal freedom that everyone told them they already possessed. One particularly beautiful and charming young woman wrote a whole paper seething with cleverly expressed rage at the “fact” that she had to spend a precious hour—or was it two hours?—every morning making herself up, doing her hair, choosing her outfit. It was a lively paper, bursting with feminist analysis, but the one thing that did not seem to occur to her was that she could actually change her behavior. In the same way, it emerged in conversation, she expected that she would end up doing most of the housework when she married, and expected she would marry, because that’s the way life was: as her mother put it, “better a split-level than a studio apartment.” Yet this same young woman argued in the most uncompromising way that what ambitious working mothers really needed was publicly funded twelve-hour day-care sessions for their kids, and dismissed objections to such arrangements on behalf of children as sexist balderdash.
For this young woman, and I think for many others as well, it is easier to fantasize America turning into a kind of workoholic version of Sweden than to imagine that she could transform her intimate life as part of a heterosexual couple through her own energies or choices. At least in her imagination, the government, or whoever she pictured starting those round-the-clock day-care centers, was more likely to enable her ambitions than the future father of her children, but it wasn’t as if she was making a serious demand for the centers, either. Most women queried tell pollsters that their lives are better than those of their mothers, and that was certainly true for this student. She had gotten out of the working class; she had a job she liked; she was getting an advanced degree. But the openness to experience, the drive, the curiosity that served her so well at school and in the job market did not help her dismiss social and cultural expectations surrounding beauty, sex, love, and domestic life any more than getting A’s in art history helped young women in the 1950s think of themselves as potential professors or critics. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand her predicament; she could dissect an episode of Ally McBeal or an issue of Elle as neatly as a Chinese chef boning a duck. It was that her understanding did not lead anywhere. Lacking a social movement, it remained an essentially ironic response, allowing her to distance herself intellectually from circumstances she did not think she could change.
We usually think of social movements as being about institutional change: calls and demands on business or government for new laws, new rights, new programs, new spotlights on old dark corners. It’s an aged trope among politicos both left and liberal to mock as navel-gazing and trivial and hostile to collective action any movements that have a personal dimension. My  Nation colleague Christopher Hitchens blamed the feminist credo “the personal is political” for the decline of the whole left! But the women’s movement in its flowering shows how false this distinction can be. The women’s movement wasn’t just about fighting institutional discrimination and rectifying public injustices. A great deal of its energy came from women collectively transforming themselves as individuals: nudging each other, not always in a nice way, to shed ingrained habits of deference, prudery, conventionality, fear, and hostility toward other women. Together, women made it possible for one another to do all sorts of things each could never have done alone, much as she may have wanted to. Political action was one of those things, and so was looking at your cervix and refusing to do the dishes and throwing away your girdle. It’s customary now to mock as trivial and nitpicking and “politically correct” the challenges to the sexism of daily life mounted by radical feminists of the Second Wave—insisting that women not be called “girls,” splitting the check on dates, and so on. The resistance to those egalitarian gestures—the need to caricature as man-haters women who did not like being ogled on the street, for example—suggests that those changes are not trivial at all, but significant and rather difficult. Indeed, it took a whole social movement to bring them about even to the limited extent they exist today.
Where is that impulse now? I wonder. Political feminism is still with us: regulations are challenged and proposed, candidates funded and campaigned for, lawsuits fought and not infrequently won. In the 1990s we even had a new kind of feminism—academic feminism, “theory”—which absorbs vast amounts of female brain power and probably does less to liberate real women than Brandi Chastain’s picture on a cereal box. And we have what one might call the feminism of necessity, for as I outlined earlier, the realities of modern life ensure that there will be no massive “going back” to premarital chastity and buttoned-up cardigans as envisioned by professional virgin Wendy Shalit; or to thinking of college as finishing school; or to making the boss’s coffee; or to believing financial dependence on a man is the summum bonum of life on earth. What is missing is the feminism that would give young women like my students a way of challenging the new status quo in which they are expected to be babes and clotheshorses, aerobicizers and celery-nibblers, degree-getters and résumé updaters and career-hoppers—and also sensitive girlfriends who will gracefully accept their status as secondary earners, child-centered mothers, and stalwart wives picking up the living room after everyone else is asleep. The zines popular among hip young women aren’t much help here. They have plenty of attitude, as their names—Bitch, Bust, Moxie—suggest, but not much hard thinking, new ideas, or useful information. Indeed, their relentless focus on pop culture, celebrities, fashion, boys, and sex makes them not so very different from the conventional women’s magazines they mock. After a few issues, the ironies and in-jokes and unreflective personal narratives feel almost as processed as pop culture itself. Still, whatever their shortcomings, zines represent an attempt by young women to talk to one another about their situation as women, and to do it in a way that is not mediated and controlled by others— advertisers, for example, or circulation directors, or the male owners and publishers who stand behind most mainstream women’s publications. That has to be a cheering development.
How do we restart the stalled revolution? Arlie Hochschild asks in The Second Shift, her insightful and depressing study of how two-job couples divide the housework. The feminism of necessity carries women only so far. For Hochschild, and for many who have written on this topic, what women—and men, too—need is paid parental leave, flextime, national health insurance, day care, after-school programs, a public structure of support that makes it easier for parents to combine homelife and work. I agree that these are all necessary and important benefits, although they do not address directly the basic issue of women as second-class citizens in every area of life. But what would it take to win them? Women have been saying they wanted these things for thirty years, with as little impact as minorities who’ve been calling for good schools and decent affordable housing and clean streets, and factory workers who want more, not less, government regulation of their workplaces. It’s a left-wing rhetorical platitude to say that these struggles are all connected no matter how different they seem. But perhaps there’s a level on which a connection really does exist. Perhaps for women—including women usually dismissed as “middle-class” and “privileged”—to get that shopping list of expensive, tradition-challenging services will require the same cultural and economic shake-up that would have to take place for blacks to be fully equal, or for the bottom 20 percent of Americans—whose income has stagnated or even lost ground for thirty years—to live decently. Perhaps it would not be so much the day care and paid family leave that would restart that stalled revolution, but the struggle to get them in the first place. And in such a struggle, who can tell how women—and men—might transform themselves? What steps might they find themselves suddenly eager to take that only months, or days, before had seemed unthinkable?
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CLARA ZETKIN AVENUE
Scurrying around Manhattan on a blustery morning a few weeks ago, I happened to glance up while waiting for the light to change in front of the public library. Beneath the green and white sign reading Fifth Avenue was another, also green and white, and printed in exactly the same lettering: Clara Zetkin Avenue. Gee, I thought for a split second, if Rudy Giuliani is naming a street for the grande dame of German socialism, he can’t be as bad as I thought. But will New Yorkers really start telling taxi drivers to make a right on Zetkin? Then I saw the bent wires fastening the sign to the post, and realized what was going on: Some lefty prankster was reminding us that the next day, March 8, was International Women’s Day.
Well, the great day came and went with barely a ripple of attention here in the United States—although I understand that, over at the United Nations, Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali gave a speech about the need to do more for women, which in the case of the United Nations shouldn’t be too difficult. Maybe the local indifference is why I find myself filled with gloomy thoughts about the worldwide situation of women. Here we are, at the end of the twentieth century, and not only have hundreds of millions of women around the globe yet to obtain even the barest minimum of human rights, but the notion that they are even entitled to such rights is bitterly contested.
Consider, for example, the horrors documented in the State Department’s annual human rights report, which focused on women this year for the first time: genital mutilation in Africa and the Middle East, bride burning in India, sexual slavery in Thailand, forced abortion and sterilization in China. Imagine the firestorm of international protest if any of these practices were imposed by men on men through racism or colonialism or Communism! Well, you don’t need to imagine: Just compare the decades of global outrage visited, justly, on South Africa’s apartheid regime for denying political, civil and property rights to blacks, and the cultural-relativist defense advanced on behalf of Saudi Arabia and other ultra-Islamic regimes for their denial of same to women. Nobody’s calling on American universities and city governments to disinvest in those economies. In Iraq and a number of other Middle Eastern countries that are not theocracies, a man can with impunity kill any female relative he feels is “dishonoring” him by unchaste behavior; in Pakistan, the jails are full of women and girls, some only nine years old, whose crime was to be the victims of rape. I suppose Benazir Bhutto will get around to them after she finishes persuading the world that her mother is trying to undermine her government because of a sexist wish to see a son, rather than a daughter, in power.
Well, enough about the Third World. Consider the formerly Communist countries of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, where women are losing their jobs in vast, and vastly disproportionate, numbers; day-care centers are closing; and abortion is, in country after country, being restricted. And lest you think I am focusing too much on the evils of Islamic theocracy, consider the Christian variety, as practiced in Poland, where, according to a National Public Radio report, the Catholic church seems hell-bent on living up to the worst fears of Protestant antipopery ranters: abortions illegal, with three-year jail terms for doctors who perform them; birth control hard to find and drastically high priced; religion permeating the public schools, where sex education is taught by priests using textbooks that eschew the word “penis” in favor of “the male source of life that is external to the body”; and at the village level, increasing reports of clerical tyranny, like that of the priest who insisted that two little girls whose parents had not had a church wedding wear cloth badges in the shape of black hearts.
And what about the First World, us? Abortion, preserved for the moment as a formal constitutional right, is ever more circumscribed. Just last week, the Virginia state legislature voted thumbs up on parental consent, and Ohio’s package of restrictive abortion measures went into effect. “Welfare reform” gathers steam among both policymakers and pundits, and ever more clearly reveals its true motive, which is not to move the poor into viable employment—an economic impossibility given the current job market— but to make out-of-wedlock childbearing so burdensome and impoverishing for women that they will avoid pregnancy, presumably by just saying no. You will notice that the male-responsibility components of the single-motherhood discussion have largely disappeared. Coercive measures are all right for women—many state legislatures are currently considering programs to Norplant women on welfare—but no one is suggesting vasectomies for men who refuse to pay child support. It would violate their human rights, after all.
And if sexual harassment, domestic violence, rape, job discrimination and the demonization of day care weren’t bad enough, I opened my New York Times Magazine on March 13 and found a debate over the First Amendment, now “under fire from the left.” And who is the representative of this left? Catharine MacKinnon!
Say what you like about Clara Zetkin—and I must say the more I read about her the less I like the old Leninist hard-liner, reproductive-rights opponent and mystic of motherhood—at least she didn’t think women’s biggest problem was pornography. Nor, for that matter, would she have had two minutes for what passes for “feminist debate” in the media today, in which, by some bizarre alchemy, women who decry sexual violence and harassment are labeled puritans and whiners, and those who pooh-pooh it—or blame it on women—are covered with glory as radical free thinkers.
All in all, things look bleak for women. Still, I suppose we ought to count our blessings. At least no one is trying to rename Lexington Avenue after Camille Paglia.
April 4, 1994

NATIONAL TULIP CONVERSATION
According to a recent item in The New York Times, the philanthropist Mary Woodard Lasker “once contributed several thousand dollars to substitute pink tulips, which were her favorites, for less expensive reds and yellows” on the Park Avenue median. Now there, I said to myself, was a woman who knew what her values were. Alas, the same cannot be said for the rest of us, according to Sheldon Hackney, head of the National Endowment for the Humanities. Hackney has called for a “national conversation,” to be funded by the N.E.H. and carried out in schools, libraries, museums and state humanities councils around the country, that will take up the issue of what it means to be an American, values-wise: you know, rights and responsibilities, unity and diversity, individualism and group identity. He’s been going around the media chatting up his plan, and if his appearance on the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour last month was any indication, he’s got some exciting evenings in store for us:
Charlayne Hunter-Gault: “Do you think there is something, some animal known as American, that we can define?”
Hackney: “I think so. I think so, though I don’t know what it is. I don’t have an answer for this question, but I think it’s an important question. And it’s worth pursuing. And I don’t have any particular outcome for this. The important thing is that Americans talk to each other and learn from each other about the meaning of being an American.”
Personally, I think the values issue is much overrated. After all, Hackney admits that he doesn’t know what it means to be an American, and he gets to run the N.E.H. anyway, so how important a question can it be? Besides, if we’re all so bewildered about our national values, what is it we will learn from one another by sharing our ignorance in library basements? Actually, I think we’re better off in the dark—look what defining their national essences did to the values of the Serbs and Croats. Hackney seems like a very nice man, but drawn out by the ever-diplomatic Hunter-Gault even he succumbed to what is, I suspect, the inexorable logic of the national values discussion. You begin by talking about democracy and pluralism and the Constitution, but before you know it you’re talking about immigration restrictions, the “deterioration of the family” and “the loss of the work ethic,” and mourning the end of the cold war because “the enemy is one of the things that has made Americans willing to submerge their own individual self-interest from time to time in order to do something for the common good.” I don’t know exactly what altruistic activities Hackney is thinking of—turning in our neighbors to the F.B.I.? Depriving ourselves of good schools and health care in order to bankroll the military-industrial complex? Invading Third World countries? But if the death of Communism has indeed enfeebled our Americanness, I suppose we could always take the N.E.H. funding and buy a couple of Bradley fighting vehicles so that we can feel noble and miserable again.
The more I scrutinized Hackney’s transcribed remarks, the more puzzled I became. I mean, if “the family structure has been eroding” because, as he suggests, both parents are employed, isn’t the problem too much work ethic rather than too little? Or is Hackney conflating two different, unnamed villains: Middle-class working moms erode the family, and inner-city blacks neglect the work ethic. I begin to see how it happened that as president of the University of Pennsylvania, Hackney got so dreadfully tangled up in inconsistencies, permitting disciplinary proceedings against a white male student who called a group of noisy black female students “water buffaloes,” while declining to move against black students who destroyed all 14,000 copies of the student newspaper because of a column they considered racist. It wasn’t that he was, as The Wall Street Journal charged, a “political correctness czar.” He was just in the throes of a midlife values crisis, and now he wants to enlist the whole country to help him think his way out of it.
Well, I’m certainly prepared to do my part to help Sheldon Hackney out of his quandary. Here are a few questions to get the national values conversation going:
1. “I didn’t breed them, so I don’t want to feed them”—Jeannie Stich of Nogales, Arizona, talking to The New York Times about the “tunnel rats,” impoverished Mexican children, some as young as six, who cross the border through sewer tunnels in order to beg or steal.
Discuss with reference to class, race, ethnicity, “family values,” NAFTA and the implications of the speaker’s gender for the psychological theories of Carol Gilligan.
2. “Freedom is the recognition of necessity”—Hegel.
“Arbeit macht frei”—sign over the main gate at Auschwitz.
“Freedom is about authority. Freedom is about the willingness of every single human being to cede to lawful authority a great deal of discretion about what you do.”—New York mayor Rudy Giuliani, speaking at a forum on urban crime.
Analyze these statements as they relate to the notion of historical progress.
3. President Clinton’s assistants have drafted a plan for a “national mobilization” against teen motherhood, which they call “a bedrock issue of character and personal responsibility” and claim is the driving force behind poverty, crime, drugs and educational failure.
Discuss with reference to condoms in the schools, parental notification and consent on abortion, the double standard of sexual morality, the boom-bust cycle of capitalism and the deindustrialization of America. Role-play a White House discussion of personal responsibility in light of a recent study suggesting that 62 percent of pregnant and parenting teens had been raped or molested prior to becoming pregnant.
On second thought, we might all be better off discussing the merits of expensive pink tulips versus those of cheaper reds and yellows. Or just quietly planting, for the public enjoyment, whatever variety we happen to prefer.
April 18, 1994

THE LAST PRESIDENT
In March, when Richard Nixon met privately with Aleksandr Rutskoi two months after President Clinton met publicly with Boris Yeltsin, I found myself wondering, and not for the first time, if the reason American politics seems ever more deeply mired in triviality, our Presidents each more hapless than the one before and the electorate ever more bored and distractible, was that the whole thing was a fiction. It seemed unreal because it was unreal. Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush, Clinton—none of these men were really President. Secretly, behind the scenes, Nixon was President.
Now Nixon is dead, and almost no one seems to want to say good riddance to the old unindicted co-conspirator and war criminal. Clinton, who evaded the draft for Nixon’s war in Southeast Asia and whose wife served as a lawyer to the House Judiciary Committee considering impeachment in 1974, offered to hold a state funeral and declared a day of national mourning. His proclamation, which mentioned neither the V-word nor the W-word, blathered on about “statecraft” and noted admiringly that Nixon “suffered defeats that would have ended most political careers, yet he won stunning victories that many of the world’s popular leaders have failed to attain.” I don’t know, that sounds a little values neutral to me, a little lacking in the politics of meaning. But then, as presidential adviser Lloyd Cutler told The New York Times in an unusual burst of candor, speaking of the close relations between current and former Presidents despite bitter campaigns, “It’s what all of them do for each other—they give each other cover.”
But what about the press? On National Public Radio, Daniel Schorr’s basset-hound voice was tinged with autumnal wistfulness as he shook his head over the wasted promise of the man who put him on the Enemies List. In the  Times, Tom Wicker attributed Nixon’s dark side to “insecurities” that “may have been rooted in a lonely and emotionally deprived childhood”—an insufficiency of “warm motherly love” (an explanation with the true Nixonian ring of innuendo, sentimentalism and self-pity). Frank Rich wound up his column with the thought that “for an American who came of age with him in the second half of the 20th century, making peace with Richard Nixon proved in the end an essential part of growing up.”  Tout comprendre, tout pardonner?
Why this rush to forgive and forget? I think it’s because Nixon really was the last President. He was the last Leader of the Free World who controlled events rather than being controlled by them, who acted—albeit deplorably, deceitfully, disastrously—in his own person rather than as the tool and mouthpiece of organized economic and political interests. He was the last President who actually had a personality about which it was meaningful to inquire.
I don’t mean that Nixon was more sincere than those who came after; his duplicity was legendary (“Would you buy a used car from this man?”), and he pioneered some of the media manipulations that we now take for standard practice: the use of television to obfuscate scandal in a blither of family-values kitsch, as in the “Checkers” speech; the public announcement of a reformulated political self, as in the many “new Nixons.” But in his day politics had yet to become a branch of entertainment (contrast Nixon’s famously awkward cameo on Laugh-In with Bill Clinton’s effortless charm on Arsenio). The machinery of public relations and popular-opinion manufacture was still crude enough that one could hear it whirring and thunking, and one could see too the man at the controls, eating his cottage cheese with ketchup. You had to be pretty gullible—and, of course, in four out of five of Nixon’s bids for national office, the electorate was pretty gullible—not to have a good idea of what sort of man Nixon was. But who can say what Carter or Reagan or Bush or Clinton is really like; how much of what they’ve proposed flows from belief or from expediency? It isn’t even an interesting question.
In Trollope’s Last Chronicle of Barset, two aging clergymen muse regretfully on the changes wrought by High Victorianism on the ecclesiastical vocation. In the old days, says one, “there wasn’t so much fuss, and there was more reality.” That sense that things are getting less and less real has been gathering speed for more than a century, and now extends to just about every area of life. Clinton and his Big Mac belong together in the world of mass-produced illusions, where, according to the New York Daily News, Barbra Streisand is scheduled to speak at the Kennedy School of Government on “Women in Politics.” I think the longing for authenticity of any sort, even evil, underlies some of the intellectual and artistic elite’s fascination with Nixon: He may have been a phony, but at least he was a phony phony, as opposed to his nemesis J.F.K., who was a real phony. That’s why Nixon has preoccupied a striking number of first-rank novelists— Coover, Roth, Mailer, Vidal—and even inspired an opera, while J.F.K. is mired in the world of as-told-to’s and bad poetry.
Still, whatever his appeal as a fictional character, and however entertaining his many acts of terminal unhipness (wearing wingtip shoes for a stroll on the beach), it’s a mistake to let bygones be bygones. Nixon was personally responsible for a staggering amount of damage. He fomented McCarthyism; prolonged the war in Vietnam and invaded Cambodia; devised the Southern strategy that capitalized on racist resentments to reshape the political landscape in the image of the Republican Party. The men whose careers he promoted—Kissinger, Moynihan, Rehnquist—are, amazingly, still around a quarter of a century later, making the world worse. The only good thing Nixon did, in fact, was to make the Watergate tapes, which revealed to millions of hitherto trusting Americans how power was actually exercised, and what sort of people held it. It’s a lesson they’ve been trying to forget ever since.
May 16, 1994

COMMUNITARIANISM, NO
I did pretty well on the communitarian-virtue test drawn up by Jamie Stiehm in last week’s issue of The Nation. I took the subway just the other day, even though I was carrying two suitcases. I know many of my neighbors by name, have served on a jury, eschew health club membership, use public libraries and other civic amenities and conduct quite a bit of business with the post office, in person. The only questions I failed outright were blood donation (can’t) and religious attendance (don’t believe in God, so it would be kind of pointless). Volunteer work? Well, once a week or so I walk through Riverside Park with a big garbage bag picking up disgusting items deposited there by my fellow citizens. And I bake cookies for the P.T.A., even though it’s always the moms who do it. It’s not exactly rescuing the homeless, but then, if Michael Walzer counts editing Dissent and Amitai Etzioni gets to claim that, as communitarians, “all we do is civic service,” then surely I get credit just for writing these words—at Nation rates yet.
And so what? you are probably asking. Well, for one thing, it shows how toothless communitarianism is if I can meet its criteria for model citizenship while devoting my days to promoting the “radical individualism” it holds responsible for the breakdown of community. I’m even on the N.Y.C.L.U. board (does that count as volunteer work?). True, Stiehm’s questions are not very demanding, and the communitarians themselves might not agree that they fairly represent their views. Still, I ran down the checklist of “action you can take to help your community” that was included with a wad of P.R. materials in my review copy of Etzioni’s Spirit of Com munity, and I did all right there too (“vote in all elections,” “consider family counseling if divorce is discussed between you and your partner,” “speak up when neighborhood children are rowdy or when trash is dumped on your street”). I fell behind on the numerous questions that measured one’s willingness to be an insensitive busybody (“encourage people to volunteer for HIV testing as long as their privacy, job, housing and insurance are properly protected”) but I picked up bonus points on “drive slower”—I don’t even have a license. Can’t get much slower than that.
I have three overlapping theories about communitarianism. One is that it’s essentially a marketing device, a way for a dozen or so politically minded academics to magnify their public presence by marching under a common banner. Poets do this all the time (the New Formalism, the New Narrative, etc.), so why not policy types? This would explain why, for all their claims to be tough-minded, bold and challenging, they take no group stand on divisive issues that people actually care about—abortion and gay rights, for example. It would explain too why the whole thing seems to be all chiefs and no Indians. Have you ever met a rank-and-file communitarian?
My second theory is that it’s antifeminism redux. Note its nostalgia for traditionally differentiated sex roles, its romanticized view of marriage and striking lack of interest in that institution’s darker side (domestic violence, for instance), its absurd habit of blaming family breakdown on women’s frivolous quest for self-development. Oh, don’t get me started.
My third theory is that communitarianism offers a particular social ministratum—middle-aged white academics with children and fading memories of once having been happier and more liberal—a way to see themselves as political actors without having to do much that is difficult, boring, scary or expensive. It’s a little like those articles in women’s magazines (“What’s Your Love Quotient?” “Are You a Bad Mom?”) that seem to identify all sorts of terrible quasi-universal problems but are cleverly rigged to exempt the reader. At the personal level, most communitarian prescriptions are either easy to follow, in which case you are probably already fulfilling them (Laid off and spending more time with your children? See, you’re a communitarian and didn’t even know!), or impossible to follow (Office insists you bring work home? Sorry, kids.), in which case you simply move along to the next item, drive slower and so on. There isn’t a lot in the communitarian agenda that its intended audience will find much of a stretch: Knowing one’s neighbor’s name is nice, but it’s not exactly loving him as oneself.
Just as communitarianism allows its followers individually to see themselves as virtuous, it encourages them collectively to see what’s wrong with contemporary America as the fault of . . . other people. It isn’t one’s own divorce that causes social breakdown; it’s everyone else’s divorces. The communitarians like to speak of balancing rights with responsibilities, which sounds good, but somehow the objects of this trade-off tend to be others: the young (curfews, national service), the poor (checkpoints in drug-ridden communities, work requirements for welfare), women (family values—and what about that silence on abortion?).
What is communitarianism, finally, but Republicanism for Democrats—Reaganism with a human face? It’s the perfect philosophy for our emerging one-party state: Travail, Famille, Patrie, plus campaign finance reform and paid parental leave. More volunteerism, less government activism; more “arbitration,” less access to legal redress; more police, less Bill of Rights. (Indeed, its affection for the expansion of police powers—curfews, checkpoints, “drug-free zones” and such—is one of its salient features.) Although communitarians claim they represent a third way, neither left nor right, look what they blame for America’s ills: not corporate capitalism, poverty, bigotry and inequality but “radical individualism.” You’d think the A.C.L.U. ran the country.
Alas, no. Bill Clinton runs the country, and the communitarians like to boast that he is one of them.
July 25/August 1, 1994
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