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Foreword

Why the 1990s Matter

By Molly Jong-Fast

You couldn’t have 2020s America—and the half-witted half-decade of Trump that preceded it—without the 1990s. Newt Gingrich walked so that Donald Trump could run. The Brooks Brothers’ Riot (okay, it happened in November of 2000, but you get the idea) was the Oxford-cloth precursor to the fur-lined, horned-hat insurrection of January 6, 2020. Everything that happened in the weird, wild, horrible, sexually repressed decade(s) we are living in now were stage-set in the weird, wild, manic, sex-charged 1990s.

You can’t understand the polarized power dynamics of 2020s Washington without understanding the culture-war standoffs (Family Values! Dan Quayle vs. Murphy Brown! Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell!) that defined politics in the 1990s. The Trump impeachments are merely another chapter in our country’s fraught relationship with impeachments. Obviously, having an affair in the West Wing with a White House intern is not the same as trying to overthrow American democracy. But in both cases, the congressional mechanism for punishment was the same. And so many of the wheels of American democracy that failed to hold Trump accountable for his numerous crimes were originally perverted for political purposes in the 1990s. You can’t make sense of Trump without first taking a long, hard look at Bush I, Clinton, and Bush II. You can’t understand today’s 24/7, scandal-fueled, online-omniscient media without looking at the tabloid-tinged, innuendo-drenched cable news carnival that shaped it. The past is always prologue. Nothing ever makes sense in a vacuum. History repeats itself; in this case, the first act as farce, the next as tragicomedy.



[image: ]





I think of myself as a ’90s girl. I got sober when I was nineteen years old, on November 2, 1997. And in some ways, I never left that decade. I spent that November in a rehab facility in Minnesota, amid several feet of snow, smoking Parliament Light 100s and drinking coffee and Diet Coke. I wore a North Face parka, used jeans that I had bought downtown, and Free Lance Paris boots. I got stuck at that age—perpetually nineteen—not because it was such a great time in my life. If anything, it was a misery. But that was where my head got stuck. So this book has great resonance. All of the right vibes are in these pages (third-wave feminism, Anita Hill’s courage, Riot Grrrl rage, the connectivity of the Web, new laws against domestic violence, new laws promoting what were then called “same-sex civil unions”). All the wrong vibes are here as well (violent anti-abortion activism and anti-LGBTQ attacks, the online porn boom and bro culture, overmedicated patients and overhyped reality TV) forming a dense web of cautionary tales.

Kurt Anderson writes in the New York Times: “Nostalgia for the era in which you were young is almost inevitable, so people born between 1970 and 1990 feel a natural fetishistic fondness for that decade. But even for the rest of us, the ’90s provoke a unique species of recherche du temps perdu, not mere bittersweet reveling in the passage of time. No, looking back at the final ten years of the twentieth century is grounds for genuine mourning: It was simply the happiest decade of our American lifetimes.”

And for a lot of Americans, the 1990s were the last good time. The 1990s saw the last gasps of American prosperity, before globalization made life much more complicated for the vast majority of the nation. Household income peaked in 1999. Peace and prosperity ruled. It looked like we might finally achieve The End of History. As this book maintains, citing an observation from historian Walter Isaacson: “We coasted through the ’90s with irrational exuberance. Between the fall of the Berlin Wall until the fall of the twin towers, there was nothing unnerving us.”

And what a fall. While the attacks of 9/11 ended the decade with the deadly implosion of a grand citadel of capitalism, the American empire and Western civilization did not buckle—even if they are, today, in grave disarray. (Spoiler alert: History did not end.)

Amid our mourning for these losses, we also mourn the loss of the social fabric that brought us together. In many ways, we were more culturally connected during the 1990s. We watched many of the same television shows, from Bill Clinton blowing the saxophone on Arsenio Hall, to Kim Cattrall’s Samantha blowing one of her pickups on Sex and the City. The idea of watercooler television became an idea. Everyone witnessed the same things at the same time because even though satellite and cable TV were in their infancy, there were an arguably limited number of viewing options. In 1992, Bruce Springsteen underscored this point when he released “57 Channels (And Nothin’ On).” When The Cosby Show ended in 1992, its finale was seen by 44.4 million people. Later that decade, the finale of Seinfeld was viewed by a whopping 76 million. These numbers are many multiples more than the audience who now tune into streaming shows or cable news broadcasts or even presidential speeches and debates. We are more and more fractured—for better and, I would say, for worse.

We also were obliged to watch commercials. Advertisements were cultural experiences because we all had to sit through them. If you skip ahead to chapter 29—the first of two chapters devoted to the discovery and marketing rollout of the decade’s new wonder drug, Viagra—you’ll be reminded that many Americans’ first encounter with the medication came in 1998, in the form of a commercial often aired during football games. As the whole family sat around the TV, they heard the following phrase: “In the rare event of an erection lasting more than four hours, seek immediate medical help.”

Cell phones were relatively new in the 1990s. Since few possessed the ability to send or receive text messages, we had hours to fill, hours in which we did not look at our devices. Instead, we read books, magazines, and newspapers—and discussed them. We talked to one another in person, on telephones, in town, at offices and schools and places of worship. Life in the 1990s moved a lot slower. News had to be printed in newspapers or announced on the radio or broadcast on television. This meant that ideas took longer to permeate, to take shape in the public mind. As this book makes plain: Snap judgments were generally frowned upon; gossip still had a taint to it; shameful actions brought about genuine shame—not an occasion for social media exploitation.



[image: ]





I was eleven when the decade started, born during a patrician, old-school Yalie presidency. I started working in the late 1990s, writing freelance pieces, the articles that filled the spaces between advertisements in women’s magazines. Those magazines, with the exception of Vogue, are gone now, as are all those glossy advertisements. Nothing seems to fill the spaces between tweets or Instagram photos or Facebook posts. There are no gatekeepers anymore, and so we can all be girl bosses if the algorithm blesses us. For worse or, I would say, for better.

I look back on the 1990s with a kind of hazy, nostalgic fondness. I don’t think we were better off then—not by a longshot. But I do think some elements of American life that were lost with the Naughty Nineties were worth saving and, in their absence, are worth celebrating.

There is much to learn from the decade, with all of its scandal and sex, all of its lies and faux reality, all of its sound and fury and digital mayhem—much of it, in hindsight, quite hilarious. Every bit of it is here in the precious pages of David Friend’s epic, witty, insightful book.

We all lived it. Now it’s time to take the bull—oh, was there a lot of bull—by the horns.








[Independent counsel Kenneth Starr was] not just prosecuting Bill Clinton; he was prosecuting the entire culture that gave birth to what Bill Clinton represents.

—Wall Street Journal, editorial
(September 11, 1998)



There is a cultural war at the heart of this political war. Since Watergate, there has been a pendulum of partisan revenge. And right now Republicans want their payback for Watergate, for [Robert] Bork, for Iran-contra, even for Woodstock. Like Kenneth Starr, the Republicans are attempting to repeal the 1960s.

—Maureen Dowd, New York Times
(December 13, 1998)



I believe that we probably have lost the culture war.

—Paul Weyrich, open letter to fellow conservatives
(February 16, 1999)



Marx has been turned on his head. Class struggle, of course, continues. But the boil and froth of primary elemental history is now the account of the struggle between sexuality and public life—the struggle of sexual classes.

—Lionel Tiger, The Decline of Males
(1999)








CHAPTER 1

A Wednesday in November

November 15, 1995, at first glance, was a rather eroticized day in Washington, D.C.

At 10 a.m., the Justice Department announced that fashion designer Calvin Klein and his company’s ad agency had not violated U.S. law, even though they had hired inordinately youthful-looking models for a suggestive new jeans campaign.

Later that morning, supporters of Hooters—the restaurant chain known for its bosomy, T-shirt-clad waitstaff—staged a rally in D.C.’s Freedom Plaza. They had come to protest a federal sex-discrimination ruling that called for male employees to be phased into the ranks of its women-only service crew. In response, dozens of “Hooters Girls” assembled, citing political correctness run amok. Some lofted signs with such messages as “Men as Hooters Guys—What a Drag.”

Outside the capital, too, there seemed to be Eros in the air. Throughout the day, newscasts ran accounts of Britain’s Princess Diana’s adulterous relationship with James Hewitt, an officer in the Household Cavalry Regiment. Theaters showed trailers for the new James Bond film, GoldenEye, in which a sultry assassin named Xenia Onatopp crushes men to death with her thighs (and reaches orgasm as they expire). On the R&B charts, R. Kelly was rolling out “You Remind Me of Something,” with lyrics comparing his “babe” to a Jeep, which he said he wanted to “wax,” “ride,” and “get inside.” ABC-TV aired The Naked Truth, featuring Téa Leoni as an accomplished photojournalist who works at a tabloid where she’s asked to do things like pilfer a sample of Anna Nicole Smith’s urine to determine if the model is pregnant. And atop the New York Times Best Seller List, General Colin Powell’s autobiography, My American Journey, was supplanted by Miss America, a provocative memoir by radio renegade Howard Stern, who appeared in drag on the book’s front cover.

Back in Washington, a government shutdown was in effect, a tactical ploy by Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who had sought to force the president’s hand in a nasty budget battle. As a result, most federal employees had not reported for work—and at the White House a scaled-down staff was on duty. Shortly after 10 p.m.—as outlined in the official report of the independent prosecutor—President William Jefferson Clinton and a White House intern named Monica Lewinsky, then twenty-two, repaired to a “windowless hallway adjacent to the study… off the Oval Office” and shared the first of what would be many intimate encounters over the course of the next two years. Their ensuing relationship would ultimately contribute, by the end of the decade, to the president’s impeachment.

But was that particular Wednesday, in hindsight, really out of the ordinary? One could make a persuasive case that it was a fairly representative twenty-four hours in the nation’s erotic life—a day in a decade that followed thirty years of evolving exploration, from the sexual revolution of the ’60s through the women’s and gay rights movements of the ’70s and ’80s. The 1990s, as it turns out, were marked by several milestones that would force Americans across all sectors of society to reexamine their views on sexual politics, on physical attraction, on their tolerance for others’ sexual orientation, and on innumerable other subjects related to human intimacy.

Sex had gone mainstream in, of all places, the historically puritanical United States. Long discussed sotto voce, individuals’ sexual desires and hang-ups and biases were now an integral part of a larger social conversation. Indeed, the fractious debate about private sexuality and public life would begin to color many facets of the national psyche well into the twenty-first century.
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Call it the Naughty Nineties.

The decade began with blaring tabloid headlines about real estate mogul Donald Trump and his inamorata Marla Maples, a young model and actress. (Over the winter holiday break, 1989, the pair had been confronted by Trump’s wife Ivana on the slopes at Aspen. The Trumps would soon divorce.) The decade ended on the eve of the 2000 election with an America in suspended agitation, doubtful that presidential hopeful Al Gore could emerge from the shadow of his predecessor’s sex scandal and impeachment (he couldn’t) and uncertain that computer programs could evade a global “Y2K” meltdown (they did, even though tech fortunes would evaporate a few months later when the dot-com bubble burst).

The decade began, in strictly economic terms, with day one of the bull market, on October 11, 1990. It ended with the inauguration of George W. Bush on January 20, 2001, after a contentious, disputed election that signaled the collapse of the high-living, free-spending, balls-out era from Reagan-Bush up through Clinton-Gore. The pivotal midpoint of the decade, one could argue, was that Wednesday in November 1995 when a president and an intern began their relationship, a week coincident with a Wall Street watershed, when the Dow Jones Industrial Average, according to the New York Times, “tied the 20th century record of 59 new highs in one year, previously achieved only in 1925 and 1964.” (The financial newswires that day were reporting that Netscape, the company behind Mosaic, the first major Web browser, was about to reward its shareholders with a two-for-one stock split.)

Though we hardly realized it at the time, the 1990s turned out to be a period in which significant issues related to sexual conduct and mores—and an inundation of erotically explicit stimuli—saturated the culture and stoked the Internet, reaching across age groups and demographic frontiers. This book will explore these implications through interviews, reporting, and cultural analysis. Its chapters will alternate between discussions of female and male sexuality; social change and popular culture; the ongoing culture war; and, as a sort of through line, the presidency of Bill Clinton. The Naughty Nineties, by focusing on the stories of well-known personalities—and accidental players caught up in decisive events—will show how our paradoxical value system helped shape the decade in ways that still resonate and confound us.

First off, the lay of the land, if you’ll excuse the expression.1

In the 1990s, Baby Boomers had finally come of age and settled into the executive suites of Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and, for the first time, 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. The counterculture, around which so many Boomers had rallied in their youth, had now become the culture. And the “culture wars” of the 1980s and early ’90s, under Republican presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, had pitted the advocates of so-called family values (on the right) against those espousing what many would refer to as “moral relativism” (on the left). That skirmish would turn into all-out combat once a young Democrat—socially liberal and politically centrist—commandeered the Oval Office.

With Boomers now calling the cultural shots from the left and center, sexually suggestive fare became not an anomaly but a staple of music and film, the advertising and fashion industries, the tabloids and the mainstream press, as well as network and cable television, where the early-evening entertainment-news shows (chockablock with titillating gossip) segued into a nightly smorgasbord of cheesecake and innuendo. A Kaiser Family Foundation study would determine that by the 1999–2000 TV season, 68 percent of a given evening’s lineup contained programming with “sexual content”—a 12 percent increase over the year before.

And yet popular culture was merely the outward mantle. There were seismic shifts occurring at society’s core.

On the medical front, Viagra would bestow consistent and credible tumescence on an entire generation of older men. With much fanfare and little stigma, many elderly individuals were sexually awakened over the course of less than seven months (from the FDA’s approval of the drug, in March 1998, to the announcement, the following October, that the Nobel Prize had been awarded to the scientists who’d discovered the biochemical signaling mechanism that made the medicine work). At the same time, estrogen replacement therapy was back in vogue, altering the experience of menopause for hundreds of thousands of women. Even more dramatically, fertility treatments were now allowing women to conceive well into their forties and beyond. Such methods helped recast society’s traditional definition of childbearing years and forever altered mating behavior, parenting decisions, childcare habits, and women’s workplace opportunities. (There was also a steep increase in multiple births due to assisted reproductive technology and the fact that many women were choosing to have children later in life. Some studies would suggest that the rising percentage of children born with autism may have been partly a function of the rising percentage of older men becoming fathers.)

On the other end of the age scale, many preadolescent girls were suddenly confronting their sexuality at an earlier stage than ever before. In 1997, the journal Pediatrics appeared to confirm a trend that had been troubling endocrinologists. According to a hotly debated study, the onset of puberty’s “secondary signs” (such as the growth of pubic hair and breast buds) had dropped to age seven or eight for as much as 15 percent of the female population. In a relatively narrow window of time, then, genuine sexual self-awareness had become a crucial part of life for a much older and, quite often, much younger set.

Meanwhile, many men were existentially adrift. Caught in the tidal currents of second- and third-wave feminism, males of every stripe were struggling to get their bearings. They began to segregate and gather in sweat lodges, en masse (crammed into sports stadiums for Promise Keepers conclaves), and on the National Mall in Washington (for the Million Man March). At the same time, many women felt themselves empowered, united not by a single cause but by their personal drive and a social conscience. Many began to identify with a new breed of empowerment icon: the self-assured sisters who placed their sexuality front and center. There was Madonna, the pop provocateur who scuttled sexual boundaries and gender stereotypes. And Ellen DeGeneres, who came out twice: first in real life (“Yep, I’m Gay” was Time magazine’s cover line), and then as Ellen Morgan (in the ABC sitcom Ellen). And Terry McMillan, whose novel Waiting to Exhale became a field guide to female bonding. And Eve Ensler, whose play The Vagina Monologues—an “oral history” of modern female sexuality—became a ’90s touchstone.

There were also figures who defied category and convention. There was Anita Hill, whose allegations about Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas would make her the face of sexual harassment. (Thomas would deny her charges.) There was Lorena Bobbitt, who after a moment of madness and rage in which she cut off her husband’s penis, would become an unwitting symbol of domestic sexual assault. There was Paula Jones, who sued a sitting president, claiming he had made crude sexual overtures to her while she was an Arkansas state employee. (Clinton would deny her charges.) And hovering above them all were two women central to the president’s life in the 1990s: Hillary Rodham Clinton, possibly the most powerful, most polarizing, and (according to polls) most respected American woman for much of the decade; and Monica Lewinsky, who would emerge a generation later to tell a tale of how partisan politics, tabloid journalism, and the Internet had combined to create a national contagion of society-sanctioned voyeurism that compromised civility, invaded privacy, and dashed reputations on gossip’s altar.
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As the 1990s progressed, new technologies would heat up the sexual climate. The World Wide Web, whatever else it did, helped usher in a digital age of erotic communication and exhibitionism, sexual inquisitiveness and role-playing, online anonymity—and predatory activity. Platforms for personal expression and interaction (chat rooms, blogs, AOL Instant Messenger, and nascent social networking services) would permit people to connect both online and off. What’s more, the Internet’s ability to efficiently and cheaply deliver all manner of intellectual property—including porn—would bring an abundance of unadulterated “adult content” into the hands of the newly tech-savvy, whether young or old, urban or rural, rich or poor.

Biotechnology also reshaped our understanding of humankind’s genetic and sexual building blocks. The decade brought about early experiments with human embryonic stem cells to treat illness and birth defects; the first cloned animal (a sheep, named Dolly, “created” in Scotland); and the near completion of a rough draft of the human genome, which would begin to probe the mysteries of the aging process, identify genetic markers for potential disease and disability, and begin to break the code of what fundamentally makes us men and women.2

Fiscal forces entered the picture as well. The American economic boom of the 1980s and ’90s—echoing the Gilded Age of the previous century, the Roaring Twenties, and the Swinging Sixties—helped spur the shift toward increased sexual exploration, allowing more and wealthier Americans to engage in leisure pursuits and in unbridled personal gain and self-expression, often to excess and with little regard for the consequences.

Global geopolitics were at a hinge moment too: the Soviet bloc was dissolving; China was suppressing dissent with an iron fist; Islamist extremism was advancing (Al-Qaeda first attacked the World Trade Center in 1993). On the home front, however, Americans were in a giddy interregnum of narcissism, solipsism, and skyrocketing mutual funds. Of that span from 1989 to 2001, historian and biographer Walter Isaacson has noted, “We had coasted through the ’90s with irrational exuberance.3 Between the fall of the Berlin Wall until the fall of the twin towers, there was nothing unnerving us.”

And then there was the pitched political battle on the home front, which helped transform society’s attitudes toward sexuality, marriage, diversity, and inclusion. At the 1992 Republican National Convention, conservatives called for a “cultural war” against the left, charging liberals with contributing to the erosion of “traditional values.” And President Bill Clinton, upon taking office six months later, would begin to introduce a slate of progressive initiatives focused on reproductive rights, women’s rights, domestic violence, and the family. (In an early misstep he championed the Pentagon’s policy called “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” which would prove to be a myopic and much-derided attempt to allow gay and lesbian service members to remain in the armed forces.) Meanwhile, three same-sex couples sued the state of Vermont for denying them marriage licenses, and by decade’s end the state supreme court would rule that Vermont was legally obligated to accommodate lesbian and gay partners seeking civil unions. Politicians, with unprecedented frequency and candor, were beginning to speak openly of their support for the rights of what would become known as the LGBTQ community.
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New social customs emerged, altering Americans’ rites of passage. On campuses, “hooking up” took hold. Twenty-somethings were assembling in chum scrums: groups of postadolescent, irony-clad friends who hung out after work and sometimes moved in together as roomies (keenly rendered in Douglas Coupland’s 1991 novel Generation X and a rash of films and TV shows).

New trends came with new names: the booty call, the belly ring, the tramp stamp, the Brazilian bikini wax, the V-chip, the sex tape, the sex tourist, the Rabbit, the little blue pill. There was the Peter Pan complex and the man cave, the bromance and the metrosexual, the MILF and the cougar. Increasingly, media outlets turned tabloid, providing 24/7 scandal coverage that would spool out episodically for months at a clip. Greater swatches of everyday life became erotically inflamed. Sexual addiction counseling emerged from therapy’s shadows. Pornography became, if not yet respectable, then at least consumer-friendly, slinking out of the bottom dresser drawer and into ever more visible corners of the culture.

During the 1990s, there appeared to be an increase in sexual experimentation and, among Gen-Xers, diminished levels of guilt and dread surrounding sexual activity. This change in behavior was partly a result of a heightened awareness of safe-sex practices and the more open, sophisticated, and graphic conversations—in households, schools, doctors’ offices, and even houses of worship—that had come about in the ’80s in the wake of the AIDS pandemic. Also playing a significant role was a shifting attitude toward reproductive rights. In the mid-’90s, for the first time, a majority of Americans, 56 percent according to one key study, supported a woman’s right to choose. This pivot in opinion—along with the widespread use (and ever more aggressive marketing) of contraceptives—would alter the whole pro-life/pro-choice dynamic, further empowering and dividing radical activists on either side.

The changing state of matrimony was a driver as well. Although it sounds self-contradictory, couples in the ’90s were increasingly cohabiting before marriage and/or delaying marriage, if they were marrying at all. Those who did marry would frequently end up separated or divorced.4 And the divorced, in a curiously American phenomenon, often remarried serially, as Johns Hopkins sociologist Andrew J. Cherlin would later outline in his book The Marriage-Go-Round.

Then, of course, there was Bill Clinton himself. The ’90s were, after all, the kickoff of the Clinton years. And the public had come to regard the president, not inconsequentially, as a man of deep-seated passions—social, political, personal, and sexual. A purported extramarital affair had first threatened to shatter his candidacy, in 1992. An ongoing court case, mentioned earlier, would dog his presidency. And midway through his second term, a sex scandal almost forced him from office. Indeed, the details of Clinton’s private behavior became so prevalent in the day’s headlines that the news cycle began to acquire a perplexing sexual overlay.

In effect, the sex acts of the president of the United States had helped recalibrate the public’s perception of what in fact constituted “sex.” Many Americans began to consider oral sex as being outside the bounds of actual sex, claiming to have taken their lead from the leader of the free world, who had sworn he “did not have sex” during the above-mentioned West Wing encounters—presumably because those liaisons were nonpenetrative. In a reliable yardstick of the changed tenor of the conversation, the New York Times, for the first time in its 147-year history, published the word “fuck” (while quoting a secretly recorded audiotape related to discussions about the president).

Nonetheless, America’s tolerance only went so far. The Republican base became incensed by the off-hours dalliances of a sitting president, the social policies championed by Bill and Hillary Clinton, and the laxity of popular culture in general. Such animus culminated in the mobilization of the conservative faithful and the eventual eight-year reign of President George W. Bush, elected in 2000 with the promise of “bringing dignity” back to a defiled White House. Neither the passage of time nor the presidencies of Bush or Barack Obama could resolve the “dignity” matter.

Presently there has been a veritable ’90s revival. (Witness reboots of everything from Baywatch to Twin Peaks to Beauty and the Beast.) And many of the decade’s sex-charged narratives, scandal-scarred personalities, and polarized culture clashes remain with us. Docudramas have revisited the sagas of Anita Hill (facing a Senate panel) and O. J. Simpson (facing an L.A. jury), reengaging audiences with the lessons of dueling agendas, values, and codes of justice. Some view this revival as harmless nostalgia: millennials attending ’90s-themed parties and following ’90s-inspired fashion and design trends. But the blood, red and blue, runs deep. Most telling of all, of course, was the defeat of a ’90s liberal icon (Hillary Clinton) by an ’80s iconoclast-cum-reality-TV-star (Donald Trump). Indeed, Trump’s hard-right recycling of Reagan-Bush social policies and his codependence on Fox News—not to mention the resurrection of characters like Roger Stone, Newt Gingrich, and Rudy Giuliani on a sort of Golden Oldies tour—made it plain that too many Boomers are still settling the same culture-war scores.

The Naughty Nineties, in many ways, laid the groundwork for our current age. It is evident in the voyeurism and virulence aroused by social media; in the thirst for scandal incited by tabloid news and the 24/7 news cycle; in the false narratives concocted by reality TV; in the breakdown of private barriers in the Internet age. It is evident in the social sanction to lie about personal and political conduct, and in the partisan rancor perpetuated by the culture war. This book, in this regard, can be seen as a codex for understanding how America arrived here—how, a generation after Clinton was sworn in as president, promising “American renewal,” we ended up in the Trump-tinged Teens, with a president promising that “this American carnage stops here.”

Yes, in 1999, Paul Weyrich, an eminence of the New Right, had decreed in a letter to the conservative faithful: “I believe we probably have lost the culture war.” The left had won—or so it seemed. But the right, as it turned out, continued to play the long game. This strategy and its ramifications were not lost on Hillary Clinton. In fact, she had offered a prescient observation a year and a half before she would lose the 2016 election (which was partly a referendum on the social values championed and institutionalized when her husband took office). “Winning the culture wars is not enough,” she had warned in a conversation with the New York Times Magazine’s chief national correspondent, Mark Leibovich. “It’s never final. There’s always the rear-guard actions.” The war, both sides knew, would wage on, and on.5
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In the 1990s, Americans, as never before, confronted an expanding public encroachment on their private lives. They were entertained, and alarmed, by tales of public figures ensnared in scandal. They grappled with matters surrounding sexuality, sexual identity and expression, reproductive choice, LGBTQ rights, domestic violence, sexual abuse and harassment, and the cultural ramifications of porn, the Web, and social media. Sex, in ways large and small, moved to the forefront of individuals’ civic and personal lives: from the legal validity of marriage equality to new laws that criminalized anti-LGBTQ violence, from Riot Grrrls to the Spice Girls, from American Pie to American Beauty.

The Naughty Nineties were a fin de siècle inflection point when an array of forces aligned—cultural, social, political, legal, economic, medical, and technological—and prompted a customarily prudish nation to face its deep fascination with, and trepidations toward, human sexuality in all of its complexity and ubiquity. The decade, in sum, reconditioned Americans to accept themselves as profoundly sexual creatures.

Sigmund Freud, some say, had set the stage decades before. He argued that civilization persisted, indeed it flowered, when members of the body politic sublimated many of their primal instincts. Freud believed, as the radical social theorist and leftist icon Herbert Marcuse would later put it, that “the full force of civilized morality was mobilized against the use of the body as [a] mere object, means, instrument of pleasure.… Precisely in his gratification, and especially in his sexual gratification, man was to be a higher being, committed to higher values; sexuality was to be dignified by love.” Imagine it. Romantic passion, followed by commitment and fidelity, devotion and shared contentment. The stuff of storybooks, perhaps.

What, then, of a “liberated” society, one that preferred a looser definition of love? Such a society, Marcuse argued, would have great potential upside: a social contract in which work would become play, oppressive toil would be abolished, and amity and love would be ascendant. This society might in time become the foundation of a utopian world. Marcuse, one of the great sages of the ’60s counterculture, understood this to the very marrow. And yet he cautioned that there was a dark dimension to this idealized vision. Once the age of technology arose in the 1950s (and with it more free time)—followed by the coming Age of Aquarius in the ’60s (and with it more variations on the theme of “free love”)—there arose a distinct possibility that traditional monogamous love, in Marcuse’s pessimistic assessment, would beat a fast retreat.

In his 1961 preface to Eros and Civilization, his mid-’50s treatise on Freud, sex, capitalism, and modern culture, Marcuse had forecast a “transition to a new stage of civilization.” He foresaw sexual emancipation and accelerated automation. But for all the benefits of these breakthroughs, he saw that they also augured great risk. These advances, he wrote, might subvert traditional culture by “the liberation of instinctual needs and satisfactions which have hitherto remained tabooed or repressed.” He anticipated that society might experience “the methodical introduction of sexiness into business, politics, propaganda, etc., [whereby] sexuality obtains a definite sales value”; he anticipated that the culture might fall prey to “the destruction of privacy, the contempt of form, the inability to tolerate silence, the proud exhibition of crudeness and brutality.” Marcuse even warned of the possibility “that instinctual liberation [could] lead… to a society of sex maniacs.”

It would take a generation before such seeds, planted in the ’60s, would sprout. And it has taken another generation to gain a bit of perspective on that crucial decade.

To the Naughty Nineties, then.







CHAPTER 2

Down the Rabbit Hole

The story of ’90s sexuality really starts more than four million years ago, beginning with the earliest bipeds, up through the Bushmen, and on through the Boomers. Indeed, the sexual codes of our species did not begin with Madonna, or the Virgin Mary, or even with Eve. Nor did America’s ingrained debates about sex begin in Puritan times, let alone the free love ’60s.

The tale goes back epochs. “Our earliest ancestors copulated with just about everybody,” writes anthropologist Helen Fisher in her book Anatomy of Love. “And yet gradually serial monogamy emerged [and, over time] we evolved three basic drives: the sex drive, romantic love, and attachment to a long-term partner. These circuits are deeply embedded in the human brain. They’re going to survive as long as our species survives.”

This is not to say, as Fisher tells me today, that monogamy, anthropologically speaking, means sexual fidelity. “In all hunting/gathering societies, men and women form pair-bonds, but they are also adulterous. We are sexual animals. And we often have many sexual partners.… Hunter-gatherers practice sexual social monogamy and clandestine adultery.”

If what Fisher and her colleagues say is true, then how does the species balance this dialectic? And how is it possible to get an anthropological fix, in the here and now, on a tribe from the 1990s that is pursuing both its own sex drive and its hardwired instinct for romance?

I ask Dr. Helen Fisher to join me on a field study. I ask her to travel back with me to the land of Manolos, Cosmo’s, and Rabbits.
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We embark with the intention of observing a small band of women suspended in a sort of ’90s time warp. Fisher has agreed to interpret the clan’s behavior in the context of four to five million years of intimate interaction. We settle on our target: a group of passengers riding around on a Manhattan tour bus and visiting sites featured in HBO’s ’90s megahit Sex and the City. Our study sample consists of fifty-three women in a tint-windowed coach, a contemporary tribe exploring the mysteries of urban romance while taking their cues, quite literally, from four characters on cable television: Carrie, Samantha, Charlotte, and Miranda.

The passengers on our bus are a mixed bag: tourists in their twenties and thirties from Ireland, New Zealand, Miami; three retirees from Australia; giggly knots of gal pals in flats, designer sunglasses, and smart scarves from New Jersey and the outer boroughs. They’re here because each of them has paid $49 for a three-and-a-half-hour tour of locations from Sex and the City. First stop: the Pleasure Chest, a popular West Village sex-toy emporium. And yours truly, as one of only six males in their midst (the other men have come with “dates”), is grateful to have the good doctor in attendance.

Fisher is a vivacious sixty-something Rutgers anthropologist. Trim, attractive, and full of zest, she is wearing a black turtleneck and carrying a chic knapsack. Her specialty is the neurochemical basis of interpersonal attraction. But she has also studied the prehistoric roots of human sexuality and love. She has pondered the torrid dusks before the last Ice Age and the frigid midnights of Victorian England. It is my hope that Fisher, playing a latter-day Margaret Mead, might shed some light on this phenomenon: an effulgence of women, by the dozen, pouring out of tour buses twice a day, six days a week, as they visit destinations (Bergdorf Goodman, Magnolia Bakery, the stoop outside Carrie’s brownstone) that were once prominently featured on a cable TV series—one that has not aired an original episode since 2004. Fisher is more than game.

We follow the women into the Pleasure Chest, where they wander among tubes and jars of lubes and jellies. They eye rhinestone-studded handcuffs and a wall of dildos. One friend asks another to photograph her mock-gagging on a pink plastic thermos-y thing—a large, penis-shaped “Dicky Chug Sports Bottle.”

They pass a display case of cutting-edge vibrators, each with external clitoral stimulators, each a different shade and shape, some bearing distinctive names: Little Dolly, Big Boss, Meany. One by one, as the tour bus waits outside, the women file by to gawk. Hand after outstretched hand swoops down to finger the shafts, stroking neon purple or midnight blue. The women laugh in sly cahoots and then move on, some toward the cash register.

In season 1, episode 9, from August 1998, Sex and the City’s Miranda (played by Cynthia Nixon) visits the Pleasure Chest and introduces the Rabbit vibrator to the initially reluctant Charlotte (played by Kristin Davis). “I have no intention of using that,” Charlotte says, balking. “I’m saving sex for someone I love.” She is persuaded, however, to bring one home for a trial run. And she ends up hooked. (“Oh, it’s so cute,” she squeals. “It’s pink, for girls! And, look, the little bunny has a little face, like Peter Rabbit.”) Peter, indeed. She becomes a hermit, so enraptured with her cunny bunny that her City sisters have to barge into her apartment and perform a “Rabbit intervention.” Soon the sex toy, thanks to Charlotte’s segment, would hit the big time. Because of a TV program, a long-vaunted masturbatory accoutrement—a “marital aid,” as it was referred to in polite company—would become a down-the-middle diddler for the open-minded woman.

The women in the tour group are hardly here incognito. It is a bright Indian summer Saturday, at high noon. And many seem to be pregaming, kicking off a girls’ weekend. In groups of three and four, oblivious to passersby, they enter or exit the store and gather outside for snapshots next to the window display. In the glass case behind them sits a black-and-silver LELO Smart Wand body massager (a sleek and gleaming twelve inches) that doubles, says a shop attendant, “as a clit vibe.” One young British woman shouts to her friends, “Orgasm poses!” and her companions oblige.
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If the Sex Decade had a pop-culture apotheosis, it was surely Sex and the City. Premiering in the summer of ’98, the series aired for six seasons (and two follow-up films) to help educate, thrill, and, some say, corrupt a generation of young women. Here was a program that was more like a movie: steamy subject matter, zero laugh track, scenes often filmed with a single camera, characters obsessed with wardrobe. Here were four brainy, attractive strivers all hyperconscious of their career paths, their social status, and their Manolos. Here were BFFs who believed that there was nothing more natural or rewarding in life than convening over a liquid brunch or an after-work round of Cosmo’s (or two or three) and openly talking about their sexual tastes; bemoaning their romantic fiascos; and, once they’d dashed off into the night, openly having sex—on screen—with a motley string of loverboys. (Samantha: “Ladies, can we cut the cake and get out of here?—I have a three-way to go to.”)

In its Sunday night perch on HBO, Sex and the City—based on Candace Bushnell’s sex-and-lifestyle column in the New York Observer—first attracted a more urban, upscale, “bobo”1 viewership. But it soon caught on with a broad audience, at first jarred by—and then enamored of—its barrage of adult situations.

Sex and the City clicked on many levels. With its quartet of intertwined story lines. With its zippy writing, snappy dialogue, and social insights. With its confessional voice. (In every episode, Carrie, as narrator—played by Sarah Jessica Parker—offered pearls of wisdom: “Twenty-something girls are just fabulous, until you see one with the man who broke your heart.”) In all, the series had precisely the right recipe for the times: sex, sisterly candor and cattiness, savage sarcasm, more sex—and binge shopping. The show was groundbreaking in placing its characters in a succession of overtly sexual circumstances; in its ability to derive humor, however dark, from the moral quandaries of social rituals; in its consistent ability to look at the world from a female perspective (often at the collateral man’s expense); and in its focus on single women preoccupied with their romantic lives. It was what many considered to be television’s first uncensored feminist comedy.2 It made the case that the women’s movement had not only delivered gender and sexual equity but had liberated women to pursue their sex lives on their own terms.3

In its first season Sex and the City tackled the ménage à trois and adultery; spanking and anal. (Miranda: “If he goes up your butt, will he respect you more or respect you less? That’s the issue.” Samantha: “You could use a little backdoor.”) Also on the tote board: the high anxiety of the late period, and how to handle a male underwear model—or a dude with a “gherkin” dick.

Here, then, some fifteen years later, Fisher and I witness the all-American spin-off of the show: the glib, postmodern guided tour. From the comfort of an air-conditioned coach, the passengers listen to a woman standing at a microphone. On today’s trip, she’s a young, perky part-time singer-actress who goes by the name of Lou. In sync with her shpiel, four overhead monitors run clips from episodes that correspond to the sites outside. Pass the Madison Square Park dog run and Lou recalls the scene where a half dozen pooches, freed from their leashes, start humping one another. (“Remember the doggy gang bang?” she asks.) Pass the Plaza Hotel and Lou mentions the Oak Room, “where Samantha met the senior-citizen millionaire.” It is time for the ride’s first test. “And what distinctive trait,” she asks, “did he have? Did I hear you say, ‘Saggy ass’? Repeat after me”—and the riders, in a dulcet chorus, chime in, “Sag-gy… ass.”

As we crawl south through traffic, Lou speaks in code, yet the passengers nod at the references and shout out rejoinders. “How about Friar Fuck? Mr. Too Big? The no-happy-ending massage guy? The hot priest guy?” (She’s referring, I find out later, to the nicknames of men with whom Samantha—played by Kim Cattrall—did not consummate.) “How about Sarah Jessica Parker’s EPT test, when she’d just found out she was pregnant?” The bus pack sighs, in unison, “Awwww.” (Lou, of course, means the actress’s character Carrie, but the distinction seems immaterial since Lou also refers to a few recent on-the-street Sarah Jessica sightings.)

The event operators, On Location Tours, have been hosting these junkets since 1999, capitalizing on sexually charged entertainment as nostalgia. Historian Daniel Boorstin, back in the ’60s, had described the mind-set of the modern tourist as being magnetically drawn to “pseudo-events.” But today we have turned this anomaly into an industry. In trying to intuit vanished civilization, many of us have dispensed with walking the cold stones of the Appian Way and prefer instead to meander through invented ruins—in this case the remnants of a televised fable.

While I express an unguarded cynicism, Dr. Helen Fisher views the bus ride experience as healthy and hopeful. Fisher is pleasantly surprised by the unfettered vibe. The bus riders seem largely uninhibited—and happy. Their mothers and grandmothers, she notes, came from uptight generations. “We’re still a sex-negative society in America,” she says. But watching this group smiling together among the vibrators, or pointing out oddities from the windows of their coach, Fisher sees only the slightest hint of inhibition. “In the past, they would have had no outlet for such expression,” she says. “Now they dare do it. In public. They’re back to doing it like they did fifteen thousand years ago. Avidly. I think they’re almost feigning embarrassment.”

What Fisher observes, she posits, is women returning to their natural habits, courtesy of this Potemkin habitat. “In ancient hunting-and-gathering societies,” Fisher explains, “women would go off and do their gathering together every day. I traveled very briefly with a hunting-and-gathering society in Tanzania, called the Hadza. The women go together to do their gathering, and the men often go individually to do their hunting. The day I was there, [the women] were gathering berries out of a tree, and some tubers that tasted like potatoes. They would all go together—fifteen women, with older children. (Very small children stayed in camp, as they’re too heavy to carry.) Their interaction consisted of giggling, chatting. They were talking in a click language. They were very relaxed with each other, talking constantly. In many respects, it had a sense of community that is missing, really, in much of America, because these people live with each other day and night—there’s no privacy—and know everything about each other.”

She continues, “When you read some of the famous ethnographies of the !Kung Bushmen from tribes from Botswana and Namibia, who share the same basic heritage as the Hadza, the women get up in the morning, and they go out gathering, and they start saying, ‘Oh, my back hurts,’ and ‘Boy, he took forever—I don’t want to do that again’ kind of thing. They’re making all kinds of comments about the men and the other women.

“Gossip was the first form of social control. It was the first form of spreading the news in very basic forms of language, most likely as early as a million years ago. They were probably gossiping by then: ‘Johnny’s a pretty bad lover, and Jim has three wives and can’t seem to manage. Jody is sleeping with—’ I mean, come on. The oldest human conversation was probably about the weather. The second oldest was probably about who’s sleeping with whom. Because, from a Darwinian perspective, love matters. I mean, who you have sex with is going to lead to who you have babies with, and who you have babies with is going to make an enormous difference in the future of your DNA.”

Fisher moves on to discuss the role of the menstrual hut in certain cultures. “Men perceived that women were consigned to being ‘cast out’ to the menstrual hut,” she says, “but women like it there. In traditional societies, menstrual blood was regarded as very powerful. So a woman who was menstruating couldn’t touch a man’s hunting gear, for instance. Blood was a polluting substance. I talked to an anthropologist some time ago who lived in an Amazonian community for a long time, and he discovered that these women loved going to the menstrual hut because it was five days off from work. It’s some distance away from the village, somewhere they can talk about life and sex with their best friends.” In short, Sex Before the City. The long brunch. The gals’ getaway. No men allowed.

Fisher, with a knowing grin, stands outside the Pleasure Chest, her arms folded. “They appear to be doing it for female bonding,” she says. But there is much more going on. “By watching videos and discussing these old sex stories from the program—stories they’re already familiar with—they’re empathizing and identifying with the characters. They’re sharing in other people’s joys and sorrows. You see love, sex, heartbreak. You can jack up your whole limbic system, but you don’t have to go through it yourself. Plus, they’re picking up sex tips and the mores of fashion so they can discuss it among themselves. It’s the whole package.”

The women—each with a souvenir Pleasure Chest spanking wand—reboard the bus, which starts purring again. “The bus is a wonderful image of a world that is entirely changed. What’s in the bus—the women—hasn’t changed for two hundred thousand years. It’s the bus—the culture—that’s changed. The bus itself is the expression of a dominant culture in which women are now free to express their sexuality. Marriage was the only women’s ‘career choice’ for ten thousand years. In agrarian societies around the world, until the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, pairs were stuck together, economically, until ‘death do us part.’ Along with that, we [adopted] a whole lot of ideas about what a man is and what a woman is, and among those ideas was that women were less sexually interested, that their place was in the home, that they were less intellectual… that they were less economically competent. They were second-class citizens.

“A hundred years ago, on a Saturday like this one, an upper-class woman would be getting the children ready for the park, perhaps taking a ride on her horse, sidesaddle so that nothing would be damaged—because she was a vessel in which a man put his seed. Her point was to have babies and pass on the male line. And the male was equally stuck. The bottom line: there wasn’t an opportunity for a woman to get on the bus.

“But at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution you see women beginning to move back into the job market. So, as women were reemerging to be financially liberated, they began to be emotionally and sexually liberated, and that’s exactly what they’re doing now. Can you imagine? A bus that takes women on a sex tour? In other cultures, they’d be in chadors, covered up, hidden, and out of touch with their own sexuality.”

She makes a final observation. “For millions of years, we lived in these little hunting-and-gathering bands, and in those bands women were just as economically, socially, and sexually powerful as men. They commuted to work—to do their gathering every day. They came home with 60 to 80 percent of the evening meal. Women were no less adulterous than men. “The hallmark of our modern world is that women are piling into the job market in cultures around the world, and with that, their natural sexuality is emerging. They can once again express it.

“Sexually speaking, we’re closer now to how we were a million years ago than we have been in centuries.”
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For a million years, give or take, nighttime had been a time of rest, a time for storytelling, a time to retreat from the daily threats to one’s survival. Nighttime also became the time for romance. Fast-forward to the mid-1950s. As television became the national (and then the global) hearth, nighttime again emerged as the time for stories—especially Sunday night, when families gathered in the cathode gloaming. Indeed, each one of the ninety-odd episodes of Sex and the City first aired on a Sunday night. And groups of women, sometimes mothers and daughters together, would sit down to watch Carrie and friends talk about love, pine about wayward partners, and screw their brains out. (Meanwhile, the menfolk, to be completely sexist about it, would sit down in another room, glued to sports.)

And sports it is. It is time to click the remote and travel back to one such enchanted evening: Super Bowl Sunday 1992.







CHAPTER 3

The Night We Met the Clintons

Until a few weeks before the New Hampshire presidential primary in 1992, we had never really met them—met the Clintons, that is.

We were unfamiliar with Hillary Clinton’s unwavering resolve. We’d never seen her up close, this proud feminist, litigator, and children’s rights advocate. We didn’t know that she’d helped plot her husband’s campaigns, held her own as a political infighter, and joined the fray when Team Clinton went after his detractors.

Nor had we really met her husband, Bill. We didn’t yet understand how a hard-charging bear of a man could be the same sort of guy who’d bite his lip and turn all misty-eyed when his emotions welled up. We’d never seen the way he’d lean in with that raspy whisper, his face a few shades shy of a garden beet’s, and place his hands on listeners, male or female, making them feel he was theirs alone.

At the time—January 1992—Hillary and Bill Clinton, the first couple of Arkansas, were little more than a blip on the electorate’s radar. And then, in an instant, they were Breaking News.

On the most media-hyped night of the year—Super Bowl Sunday—they were on network television. There was the forty-five-year-old governor with the salt-and-pepper mop offering a confession that would make the public jaw drop.

A no-name candidate. Dropping the A-bomb. With his wife perched right beside him. Then pushing ahead full throttle with his campaign. This was an all-in gamble to get out in front of a sex scandal, to deflate it and to own it by owning up to it.

I have acknowledged causing pain in my marriage, he allowed, with the cameras rolling. I have said things to you tonight—and to the American people from the beginning—that no American politician ever has.

And his wife had nodded in support, adding that she empathized with the other party in the equation, a private individual who’d been besieged by the media and the circumstances (not by her spouse, necessarily)—as if, in Hillary’s words, the poor woman “got hit by a meteor and it’s no fault of [her] own.”

It had all begun to snowball two weeks earlier. Bill Clinton had appeared in his first high-profile cover story, for New York magazine. The headline got right to the point: “Who Is This Guy?” The article inside, by journalist Joe Klein, quoted an influential fund-raiser who branded Clinton “the very heavy favorite” to win the Democratic presidential nomination. The next week, there he was again, beaming from the cover of Time. The cover line: “Is Bill Clinton for Real?” The magazine described how this untested politician, just a month before the breakout New Hampshire primary, had been “anointed—prematurely—as the front runner” against the Republican incumbent, George H. W. Bush.

Dee Dee Myers, Clinton’s first press secretary, vouches for his relative obscurity. Those were drowsier days, she points out, when daily papers controlled the narrative flow of the race; when just one cable news network, CNN, was on the air; when the terms “weblog” and “blog” wouldn’t be coined for another five years. “It wasn’t like it is now,” she recalls over lunch at an outdoor restaurant in Washington, D.C., “where [candidates] are out there for two years and actually get covered [by the press]. They weren’t on TV. People didn’t know who Bill Clinton was. His name-ID, I’m sure, was under 20 percent.” Indeed, at an event in South Carolina at the time, a local newspaper editor had confronted the candidate, point-blank, “Aren’t you the guy who gave that awful speech for [Governor Mike] Dukakis at the 1988 Democratic Convention?”

That guy, exactly. If Clinton had made any national impression whatsoever, it was thanks to his interminable nominating speech, a numbing thirty-three minutes in all, delivered four years earlier in Atlanta. Its crescendo had come as he announced, “In closing…”—the very phrase inciting the delegates to bellow their approval.

If he was ill-defined, then so too was his wife. Hillary Rodham Clinton had gained early fame as Wellesley’s first-ever student commencement speaker. She had a raft of accomplishments in the civil justice and legal arenas. But she was a newly minted public figure outside her home terrain (Illinois, Yale Law, Arkansas power circles, and the corporate board of Walmart). “This was the first time that anybody had ever seen Hillary,” recalls CBS News correspondent Steve Kroft. “She had never really been on [national] television before.”

All that changed on January 26, 1992.

If ever there was a time to introduce a presidential aspirant, it was the night when some eighty million viewers would tune in for the nation’s most hallowed secular fiesta. During the game, CBS had aired a ten-second teaser. To the sound of a ticking stopwatch, a video clip showed flash bulbs popping. A telegenic candidate and his wife waved at a crowd from a podium. The voice-over promised, After the game, a 60 Minutes exclusive interview with Governor and Mrs. Bill Clinton.

Super Bowl XXVI turned out to be a rout. The Washington Redskins pummeled the Buffalo Bills, 37–24. And for other such blowouts, most fans would have bolted midway through the third quarter. But on this night, thirty-four million stayed glued to their Barcos and their Naugahyde. They stayed through the postgame interviews and the locker-room champagne. They stayed for what was, back in the day, an unprecedented televised morality play.

In the months and years that followed, that particular Super Bowl Sunday would come to be remembered as the evening when much of America would first lay eyes on a married pair who, respectively, would become the forty-second and not-quite-forty-fifth presidents of the United States. And due to the topic that night—a politician’s implied admission of adultery—the nation was getting a nasty foretaste. They were meeting a man who, before the decade was out, would become
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PRAISE FOR

THE NAUGHTY NINETIES



“This thoughtful and ridiculously entertaining book will surely solidify the ’90s as America’s most embarrassing decade.”

—Dave Eggers, bestselling author of A Hologram for the King and The Circle


“How I loved this book! THE NAUGHTY NINETIES is a raucous ride through the twentieth century’s closing decade—an impressive sweep of social and cultural history in an era dominated by instant communication and gratification that presages our turbulent times. David Friend brilliantly captures the social and sexual revolution that came home to roost in the 1990s and left little to the imagination!”

—Doris Kearns Goodwin, presidential historian and Pulitzer Prize–winning author of No Ordinary Time: Franklin and Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln



“This is a rare literary gift: living, breathing history that is also a page turner, written with elegant candor and humor and passion that jump off the page. Amazing. Fabulous. I can’t say enough about this book.”

—Jacqueline Woodson, National Book Award–winning author of Brown Girl Dreaming



“Compelling. Sprightly. A fresh view that deftly blends cultural and political analysis [to help] solve the central riddle of our current age—Why Donald Trump?”

—Jon Meacham, Time



“[How] the decade… shaped the ground we stand on today.”

—New York Times



“A brilliantly researched and uproariously written romp through the sex-fueled Age of Clinton. Nothing is off-limits: Viagra, Brazilian wax jobs, home-brewed pornography, Fox News, O. J. Simpson, and the birth of reality TV are all expertly grabbed by the scruff of the neck. An instant American Studies classic!”

—Douglas Brinkley, presidential historian and author of The Great Deluge



“A superb and important book. A guiltily entertaining, impressively scholarly, and often laugh-out-loud witty account of the decade that ended a century—and millennium—with more than a few bangs. THE NAUGHTY NINETIES is a fascinating study of how popular culture became, in the phrasing of one of its many nadir moments, a little bit nutty and a little bit slutty—and went south from there.”

—Christopher Buckley, political satirist, editor, novelist, and bestselling author of Thank You for Smoking and The White House Mess



“David Friend’s lively and authoritative study of millennial vulgarity and sleaze is (among other things) an excellent primer for the Age of Trump.”

—Martin Amis, author of The Moronic Inferno and The War Against Cliché



“Written with wit, zest, and subtlety, this is cultural history at its best. I’d lived through the decade, but not until I’d read THE NAUGHTY NINETIES did I come to appreciate how boldly, and creepily, those years had foreshadowed the messy and bewildering moment we are in now.”

—Nathaniel Philbrick, National Book Award–winning author of In the Heart of the Sea



“In-your-face sexuality goes mainstream in this rollicking history of a lubricious decade. [A] thoughtful and entertaining account of the era. Vivid. Friend presents an insightful and compulsively readable overview of America’s hormonal coming of age.”

—Publishers Weekly (Starred Review)



“Sweeping… No one has put it together quite like this. Written with great brio and a tenacious attention to detail.”

—Vogue



“Saucy, outrageous. Delicious.”

—Amy Sohn, Elle



“A witty, comprehensively researched time capsule from an unforgettable age of excess, scandal, and sex.”

—Kirkus



“An exhaustive, insightful exploration of America’s obsession with its own horny self.”

—Vogue.com



“Lively. Irrepressible. Fun.”

—National Book Review



“[A] fantastic and wonderfully exhaustive… book.”

—Vice.com



“A great book.”

—Boston Public Radio



“A true time capsule… impeccably researched… cultural history in the mold of David Halberstam’s The Fifties.”

—Times Literary Supplement
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