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			For Michael Douglas

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			
				“How can I possibly be a man?”

				—Michael Douglas, as quoted in Marc Eliot’s biography

			

			The women of Pitié-Salpêtrière liked to put on a show.

			They were there in that French hospital at the end of the nineteenth century because something was wrong with them and no one could figure out what it was. Their symptoms were mysterious to the doctors. Their bodies would go as rigid as planks of wood, they would convulse and twist, they would retreat into childish delusion or sexual mania, welts would appear on the skin despite no injury or interference, and some of these welts seemed to spell out words.

			In the hunt for answers, the doctors would display the women and their disorders to the public. There was a theater in the hospital for this very purpose. Doctors from outside the hospital would come from all over Europe to witness this new disorder and try to formulate a cause and treatment—Dr. Sigmund Freud was often in attendance. But it wasn’t just doctors watching and gawking, a bored public would often attend. The painter Edgar Degas was frequently spotted. They loved to be entertained by the spectacle of it all.

			The women would come to the stage and show the audience—look, look at all that is wrong with me. The doctors would hypnotize them and have them perform tricks, like a little dog or a clown. Pictures of these performances are easy to confuse with circus acts. Here, a woman whose body is taut with a manic rigidity is balanced between two chairs, like a deranged magician’s assistant. Another woman is touched lightly and she drops into a dead swoon, held up only by the strength of her doctor.

			It was a wonderful entertainment, the audience at the hospital was always packed. And some of the women, who had previously been suffering in silence and neglect, started to like being the center of all this attention. How much of these little shows were real suffering or just the performance of suffering? Is there a difference?

			The ultimate diagnosis these women would receive was simultaneously very old and very new: hysteria. It was an ailment that had been written about since the time of the Greeks: a feminine kind of madness, born not out of organic illness or physical trauma, but it would nonetheless come on suddenly, frightfully. The women would become violent or fall into fits of rage or weeping. They would hurt themselves or the people around them—most horrifyingly they would hurt their own children. They would spin out of control, dressing and speaking and behaving quite strangely. They would become unladylike.

			In order to treat the hysterical woman, it was important to restore her to a ladylike state. Hysteria was born from the idea that in order to be well functioning, a woman needed to fulfill her biological destiny of caretaking and childbearing. Any other distraction, from work to romantic love to reverie, was a threat to her basic stability.

			The Greeks took this literally, thinking that without a pregnancy to anchor the woman’s womb into place, the uterus could wander around the body, causing trouble. Releasing vapor, snuggling in behind other organs and wedging between the heart and the lungs or tucking itself behind the liver, interfering with normal internal workings. The cure, for a long time, was to establish more strongly the woman in her traditional role in the family. Get her married, get her pregnant, destroy all escape routes.

			Sometimes it worked. After all, this was a time before antibiotics, there was nothing riskier a woman could do in this era than give birth. And there is no more final cure for madness and suffering and being an embarrassment to your family than death.

			Thousands of years later, in nineteenth-century France, the understanding of insanity and the female complaint was only slightly more sophisticated. And this diagnosis of hysteria still carried with it all the older ideas. Doctors knew by now that the uterus didn’t literally wander around the body like a bored tourist, heading off to visit the spleen as if it were the Eiffel Tower. But the problems of the hysterical woman were seen through a similar lens: the issue was the woman’s inability to fulfill her traditional role within the family. The solution was to make the woman ladylike again. To restore her to her feminine function. To force her back into caretaking and the roles of wife and mother.

			In illness many women found a retreat from these feminine demands. As long as they were sick, they were the ones being taken care of, rather than the ones taking care of everyone else. The hospital was an asylum for them, in all meanings of the word. Because for some of these women, the family was not the solution to their problems but the source of the danger.

			Louise Augustine Gleizes, who was immortalized in her medical case study as Augustine A., came to the hospital at the age of fourteen. Before she had fallen ill she had been working as a kitchen maid, forced into labor at a young age to help support her family.

			Every place she went, she found violence. She was beaten at school, raped at home by her mother’s lover, and abused at work. There was no sanctuary until her inability to deal with the trauma pushed her to the point of hysteria. As a daughter or as a worker she might have been exploited and violated, but as a patient, she was given kind attention by the esteemed Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot. And because she was so easy to hypnotize and so extravagantly performed her symptoms for audience and camera, she became a kind of star.

			Augustine’s story is the story not only of an individual, but of generations of women. In the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution, a huge sociological and demographic shift began. As economies changed from agricultural to industrial, people moved from the countryside to the city in huge numbers. Girls and women were removed from farms, where they had been embedded within their own families and small communities, and came to cities to work in factories or in the homes of the rich as domestic laborers.

			If one looks at this era from the perspective of the wealthy, this time could be seen as one of liberation. After all, the new urban-centered existence gifted many women previously withheld freedoms. Sexual freedom, intellectual freedom, social freedom. Women of means at this time were holding salons, writing books, politically organizing. The traditional feminine role of being hidden away in the domestic space, taking care of the fathers and husbands and sons who were the truly important ones, was beginning to break down.

			But one had to have money and power to enjoy that liberation. How wonderful that women didn’t necessarily have to be wives now—but how was a woman supposed to live on the wages of an underpaid factory worker? How freeing to be able to enjoy the life of the mind as education opportunities expanded—but how to enroll when one must go into domestic work at the age of ten to survive? Life for girls and women in traditional villages had its own horrors, but structures of oppression can also sometimes be structures of protection. Whatever harm might happen within those structures, at least they are often predictable and therefore one can prepare a defensive strategy. Being out in the city, away from the protection of the family and the church and the social obligations one must perform, sometimes meant a chaotic kind of vulnerability. Some of these women became hysterical.

			These hysterical women, born to be invisible and forgotten because of their poverty and gender, became a problem so large, so compelling, so unforgettable that they changed the world. The case studies, the art, the theories inspired by these women helped change the way we think about the human mind and mental illness, gender, poverty, and capitalism. Their performances were haunting, even for those who were skeptical about whether the women were faking or exaggerating. There is nothing wrong with these women. But there is clearly something wrong with these women. Just look at them!

			As Mark Micale notes in his study of Salpêtrière neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot:

			
				The disorder has been viewed as a manifestation of everything from divine poetic inspiration and satanic possession to female unreason, racial degeneration, and unconscious psychosexual conflict. It has inspired gynecological, humoral, neurological, psychological, and sociological formulations, and it has been situated in the womb, the abdomen, the nerves, the ovaries, the mind, the brain, the psyche, and the soul. It has been construed as a physical disease, a mental disorder, a spiritual malady, a behavioral maladjustment, a sociological communication, and as no illness at all.

			

			In other words, people have seen in these performances of the hysterical women whatever they want to see. Feminists saw oppressed women, made sick by their oppressed circumstances. Male doctors saw feminine frailty, proof that women were more vulnerable than men, therefore needing protection as if they were children. Artists saw them as muses, and the public saw them as entertainment.

			Freud’s work on the problem of hysteria would lead to the discovery of the unconscious and forever change our understanding of the human psyche. In Studies on Hysteria, in collaboration with Josef Breuer, they developed a theory on how experiencing violence and oppression could harm the subject mentally and physically. They wrote, “Psychical trauma or more precisely the memory of trauma—acts like a foreign body which long after its entry must continue to be regarded as an agent that is still at work.” This confusion of the past and the present troubles the patient to such an extent that their well-being suffers, and they can struggle to adapt to and function in the world that surrounds them. This was an idea that would be developed into an understanding of everything from PTSD in soldiers and sexual assault survivors to the lasting effects of racism and discrimination.

			The gendered quality of hysteria would be noted by many—although a masculine form of the disorder (more commonly referred to in men as neurasthenia) would be noted and treated—and lead some to wonder about the specific conditions and difficulties under which women labored in a society ruled by men. The hysterics would be written about by some of the greatest feminist thinkers of our time, not only theorizing what discrimination had led women to collect these traumas but also imagining what changes could be brought to society to prevent such harm from happening again.

			Others looked at the problem from the perspective of poverty and the treatment of the mentally ill. Soon making a spectacle of the mentally ill, the way patients were asked to perform for the public and the way sightseers were allowed to tour the institutions and gawk at the unwell, would be replaced by a campaign for dignity. Muckrakers like Nellie Bly, author of Ten Days in a Mad-House, focused specifically on the unfair treatment of women in hospitals. Experimentation and quack treatments would be replaced with medical standards and scientific investigation into causes and treatments. Patients, of both genders, would start to be treated as humans capable of recovery and reintegration into society, rather than burdens to be housed and exploited until death.

			By making a scene, by failing to thrive, by finding a physical way to articulate the way the ills of society were hindering their individual lives, these women had an enormous impact. And the artists and writers and scientists who found ways to translate their embodied distress into image, theory, and journalism, changed the way we see the world.

			

			—

			Which brings us to Michael Douglas.

			Stay with me. After all, what did Michael Douglas present to the world in his string of blockbuster films through the eighties and early nineties but a performance of being extremely unwell? His was a performance of injury, oppression, and confusion, as he was traumatized by a world that was essentially working against him. In the same way that the hysterical women of Salpêtrière rolled their eyes and twisted their bodies to show the psychic harm being done to them, the typical Michael Douglas character will at some point dive into a state of frenzy and exasperation, shaking his head and waving his arms to say, Look at me! Look at what they are doing to me.

			In The Game, a flummoxed Michael Douglas flings his briefcase about in a public airport, slamming it repeatedly against the wall and the floor and the bench, until he has reached a state of exhaustion. In Disclosure, he rants, wildly, about the unfairness of the state of the world, his mouth agape and twisted as his wife tries in vain to help him. In Fatal Attraction, he begs the police for help, he is the victim here, why can’t they see that, why can’t they help him, don’t they know what he is up against?

			There is another word for this behavior: hysterical. And there is a solution to this hysteria. We listen, we learn, we theorize. Maybe we can decode this sickness that seems to have overtaken him—maybe we can learn something not just about him as an individual but about the world. For if there’s something wrong with Michael Douglas, the movie star and the symbol at the time of new masculinity, perhaps we can learn if there might not be something wrong with all of us?

			In the age of Freud, there was one question that kept being asked: What do women want? We spent a couple hundred years figuring that out. We attended to their political situation, we built institutions and nonprofits and foundations to assist them, we probed into their psyches and their unconscious. We tended to them until they, at least some of them, could flourish in new and unexpected ways. Could the women of Salpêtrière have imagined the strides that the women who followed them would make? The laws they changed, the discoveries they made, the offices they led.

			Now, it’s a new question that dominates our age of inquiry. What is wrong with men? What is wrong with them?! Something surely has to be wrong with them, I mean, look at them! What on earth are they doing? Why in the world are they doing it? Is someone going to do something about this, for the love of god?

			Men are failing to thrive. They are more likely than women to fall into addiction, suicide, and despair. They are going to university less than women. They are meeting educational goals less successfully than women. Their health is worse, they are dying younger, they are drinking more. And every day there they are, on the news, in our offices, in our faces, making a spectacle of themselves. The statistics about the problems of men are trotted out by politicians, anti-feminists, influencers, journalists, academics.

			But we fail to answer our own question. Part of the problem is that we have become accustomed to seeing men in a certain way, much in the same way we became accustomed to seeing women in such a way for so long that we couldn’t see their plight. Because we saw women as the role they were playing—wife, mother, daughter, caretaker—we failed to see who women might be outside of those roles. How confining and oppressive those roles might actually be. Only by seeing women as something else other than these roles—traumatized or brilliant or sexual—could we see what was really going on with women and begin to assist them.

			And we, too, have mistaken the roles men play for the men themselves. And one of the most visible and important roles men have played in our society is the role of the powerful. In order to illuminate the specific position of women in an unjust society, we named the structure for that unjust society “the patriarchy.” And then we got confused about just what the patriarchy is exactly. We confused the patriarchy with men.

			Let’s be clear and define our terms, because “patriarchy” has become one of those words that people use while having only a vague idea of what it means. It gets trotted out to take the blame for everything from body shaming to “late capitalism”—“capitalism” being another one of those words whose meaning seems to get blurrier upon every usage—to mass shootings. Having a precise, shared understanding of what the word “patriarchy” means can only help us moving forward. When I use the word “patriarchy,” I am using it to mean the way society is structured through law, governance, social norms, and economics to keep money, property, and power exclusively in the hands of men.

			This used to be overt. Throughout the Western world, money and property were distributed through inheritance from father to son. Women were prevented from inheriting estates, possessing property, and in many cases earning and controlling money. Women’s only access to money, property, and power was through men. It wasn’t until the mid-1940s that women could run for political office in France. In America, women weren’t allowed to have their own lines of credit until the 1970s.

			But now that’s changed throughout the West. Yet, we insist, the patriarchy still exists. We still see its workings in everything from women’s lack of full reproductive freedoms to the disparity between men and women in political office and the corporate world. Women still feel burdened by disproportionate expectations, and we are still trying to fit ourselves into a world that was built for and by men. Even if the laws have changed, we still feel the effects of patriarchy. This history lingers into the present. We are, in the Freudian sense, traumatized, as the past continually erupts into the present day.

			As the legal, governmental, societal, and economic norms changed to accommodate women, no matter how unsatisfying or unfinished that project might be, a kind of liberation happened. For women, the barriers to creating a public life outside of the domestic sphere were removed. Women could find roles for themselves other than roles that were relational to men—and when they were in relation to men, they had the opportunity to redefine those roles to be less dependent, less submissive.

			But there was a simultaneous, involuntary liberation happening. As women were liberated from their roles, men were liberated from theirs as well. Men no longer had to be patriarchs. They no longer had to hold the power of the household, the church, the society, the business, and the nation. They, too, could redefine their roles to be less dominant.

			This is not how men commonly understand the changes of this era. There are a few reasons for that. For one, during this time, women put a lot of effort into creating networks to support women in their moment of liberation. There was an intellectual culture in universities, publishing, even in pop music to help women think through new ways to live a life. Women created nonprofits and organized themselves politically to advocate for themselves. Women wrote stories and made movies and sang songs about the changes, some of them celebrating this new era and others warning women of the downfalls of independence.

			There was not a corresponding culture for men to explain the changes society was going through and how it would affect and influence men specifically. Men did not see this as a time of liberation; for many, it felt like a time of disempowerment. It felt like something was being taken from them, rather than an expansion of possibilities. Women were collectively creating new forms of meaning for themselves; men were isolated, failing to see their plight as a collective, political position.

			The rules of the patriarchy had changed. The patriarchy sold men out, stopped honoring that old gentlemen’s agreement. And no one told the men. You would think they would want to know. You would think they would be all over that. Ahem, alert, those old contracts are null and void. Please update your operating system and download the new user’s manual.

			That confusion led men to spin around wildly, trying to figure out what was going wrong. Hi, we pressed the lever, can we have our food pellet please? This goddamn thing, I swear to god it was working just a second ago, it’s supposed to work, why won’t it work. Cue red, sweaty face and an oncoming coronary event.

			There were of course a lot of theories about the cause. It must be the fault of women. After all, things were fine before they got involved. It must be the immigrants, crowding in, taking what is rightfully ours. It must be capitalism! Or the gay agenda, or the work of Satan. Or any combination of the above. Power is accustomed to using distraction and misdirection to keep its workings hidden and protected, and many didn’t want to face the reality that patriarchy was over. Patriarchy was over because it had been replaced with something worse.

			Its successor retained its old structures of hierarchy, but the requirements for entry had changed. The top positions were no longer reserved exclusively for white men, now money is the only medium. Gone were the patriarchal values like stewardship, sacrifice, and charity—the only thing left was acquisition and avarice.

			And the other reason men didn’t understand this era as a time of liberation is because what they were liberated toward—the domestic and the private sector—was something they had been accustomed to denigrating. Care work is degrading. Sensuality is sinful. Emotions are irrational. Domestication is the same thing as castration. While the public sphere for women had looked like a prize, the private sphere for men looked like a trap. It was a definite downgrade, and there was little celebration of its pleasures in the culture. A stubborn refusal to participate in their own freedom overtook masculine culture. Suddenly everything looked suspiciously feminine, even the former rewards of successful past patriarchs. Is falling in love feminine? Is dressing well? Is eating vegetables gay? Rawr, I’m a real man, eating meat off a hunting knife, having sex without enjoyment, going into debt to buy the most manly of trucks. You’ll never catch me holding a woman’s hand—that’s gay, bro.

			

			—

			Michael Douglas is a useful muse to tell this story. His father, Kirk Douglas, played gods. Kirk Douglas was Spartacus and Van Gogh and Odysseus, he played great lovers and great devils, he played war heroes and cowboys and villains. He portrayed the vast world of masculinity, and it was this that his son must have thought he would inherit.

			Instead, Michael Douglas plays a man indignant and outraged at the reading of his father’s will. The kingdom is not his alone, it is something to be shared and portioned out. Whether he’s playing Gordon Gekko, who feels entitled to scheme and cheat to take as much back as he possibly can, or D-Fens, who slides into despair over a lost world, Michael Douglas throughout his oeuvre embodied this new masculinity. He embodied the torments and the confusions of the modern man, letting the invisible trouble become discernible.

			The peak of Michael Douglas’s stardom corresponds with years of tremendous social and economic shifts that would alter the lives of many men. Whether it was the skyrocketing rates of divorce that would change how and if men became husbands and fathers, or the passage of financial laws that would fundamentally destroy the masculine archetype of the breadwinner, throughout the 1980s and ’90s, men’s roles were being upended.

			Much like in the age of hysterical women, there were new possibilities for men opening up, but very few had or have the resources to enjoy them. How wonderful not to have to be a provider for an entire family, but as industrial jobs disappeared and wages for blue-collar work stagnated, how to make yourself look desirable to a prospective life partner without other assets? How freeing to lose the stoic façade and get in touch with your emotions, but how to explore your passions and find work-life balance and pursue a meaningful existence when working two jobs to get by? It’s an incomplete liberation, where the benefits are reserved for the wealthy and the lucky and everyone else struggles to survive.

			It’s not Michael Douglas’s personal suffering, whatever that might be, that’s important here. Too frequently we’ve dragged celebrities and people on reality programming or just from videos on the internet into the white-hot media spotlight, invading their privacy and making them the subject of think pieces exploring the burning question of the moment. What Taylor Swift’s latest relationship says about the state of feminism. What this person having a mental health crisis in public and caught on video says about the state of race relations. But that is mostly projection, and it feels unfair at this point to turn the private lives of individuals into sensationalized content.

			It’s Michael Douglas the performer who matters, the character he embodied in film during the era of the patriarchy’s most dramatic changes. He is our little French hysteric, taking the stage to represent the state of an entire generation. And from his movements and his injuries we can theorize what is wrong with men.

			

			—

			It’s common for us to say now that masculinity is in crisis. But masculinity is always in crisis. Because masculinity, as we traditionally have understood it, is something that men earn or develop through their engagement with the world. As R. W. Connell demonstrated in Masculinities, a century ago, a man fulfilled his public role by turning himself into the family man. He acquired a wife and a house, he sired some children, he provided for their needs with the work he did. Not having any of these markers of success—being unable to produce children or being abandoned by his wife—put his masculinity in doubt in a public way.

			Today, in a much more atomized and disconnected society, masculinity is something more individualistic. It’s about fulfilling certain metrics, like numbers in your bank account, your muscle to fat ratio, or your number of sexual partners. Pure masculinity is always glittering out there somewhere on the horizon, never fully achievable but something to be pursued at all costs. Just one more rep of squats, one more hour of hustle, one more breakfast of protein powder and a handful of supplements, one more match on a dating app and maybe one will finally feel like a real man.

			Masculinity, then, is dependent on external, uncontrollable factors like the economy, the status of a nation on the geopolitical stage, or the housing market, yet it is rarely understood as such because to be a man is to be adaptable and competitive. It is to thrive no matter what environment you might be dropped into, like one of those reality survival programs where they film men scaling mountains with no equipment, eating snails pulled from the river, and building inadequate shelter out of sticks and rocks to silence some inner voice droning on and on about their inadequacies.

			Each of these external support systems of patriarchal masculinity went through radical changes and disruptions in the eighties and nineties. But this wasn’t just your usual generational shift, where one father’s priorities look old-fashioned and boring to the son raised on new technologies and ideas. This was the patriarchy abandoning men. This was about the disappearance of the actual structure of laws, cultural norms, financial regulations, and religions that withheld power from the many for the benefit of the few men who met their standards, to be replaced by a structure that instead benefited only the wealthy, no matter what their gender.

			The shifts in the dynamics of heterosexual coupling are documented in three Michael Douglas films. In Fatal Attraction, The War of the Roses, and Basic Instinct, we see how women’s change in status and values profoundly unsettles the men around them. Removing the obstacles, both legal and social, that prevented women from creating public lives for themselves and pursuing ambitions to the best of their ability destabilized the power imbalance between men and women and the traditional roles that had been created in order to maintain that imbalance. Both the role of the husband and the role of the wife underwent significant changes as a result of these new freedoms, as seen in the love triangle structure of Fatal Attraction, which involves the struggle between a successful man and traditional husband, his traditional stay-at-home wife, and the liberated, career-woman mistress.

			One of the new freedoms made available to women between the mid-1970s and the mid-1980s was the no-fault divorce. Women were free to leave unhappy marriages—and they did, in unprecedented numbers. The modern woman’s dissatisfaction, and the traditional man’s refusal to adapt to new expectations in relationships, plays out in The War of the Roses, as family court becomes the newest, and most vicious, battleground in the war between the sexes.

			The standoff that developed between men and women in the wake of changing gender roles created a state of heteropessimism and entrenched animosity between the sexes. Birth rates and marriage rates would fall steadily during the next few decades. Both men and women reported wild dissatisfaction with the state of dating, love, and marriage, yet endless negotiations did not result in any kind of peace treaty. This is the dynamic captured in Basic Instinct, where the female characters find it easier to murder—or, in polite society at least, abandon—men and forgo the fantasy of the happy lifelong marriage than compromise.

			But strains on men’s love lives are often just manifestations of economic anxiety. The economic changes of the 1980s put the middle class in peril and created a new demographic: the precariat. As seen in Wall Street, the financial deregulation, banking reforms, and corporate takeovers of that decade didn’t only change the fortunes of men—it created a new form of competitive corporate masculinity. The respectable family man was turning into a ghost, and his sons were becoming increasingly reckless with the fortunes of the world. The switch from traditional finance to modern finance, also known as the onset of “casino capitalism,” turned a stratified class system into a game of winners and losers.

			In Wall Street Michael Douglas plays the decade’s most notorious winner, Gordon Gekko. And in Falling Down, he plays the economy’s archetypal loser, the middle-aged white mass shooter. The victims of the new corporate culture—the ones who couldn’t or didn’t want to compete in the new game—suffered layoffs, downward mobility, and chronic unemployment. Many turned to self-destructive, or just destructive, acts, lashing out as they failed to adjust.

			It wasn’t just masculinity in crisis during this time. America was suffering an existential crisis at the end of history as well. The country had for decades defined itself against its enemies, the Soviet Union and the specter of communism. But in the final days of this battle between the superpowers, America started to feel some anxiety about its position in an increasingly flat world. The country feared losing its status and its ability to order the world in a way that best suited itself, and that fear crept into its entertainment. In the films Black Rain, Romancing the Stone, and The Jewel of the Nile, released in the years leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall, Michael Douglas plays the prototypical American abroad—arrogantly unworldly, impatient with different languages and customs—as American power overseas, spread more with the dollar than the bullet, entrenches itself.

			And because the whole American Dream is tied up in the idea of clawing your way to the top, no matter how humble your circumstances, Michael Douglas also plays the American president in a 1995 movie. This is also part of the American Dream: the dream of power, of wielding the weapon of mass destruction that is the American military against enemies foreign or imaginary, of being able to shape the world through willpower and greatness.

			With the changes in the family, the economy, the law, and the geopolitical hierarchy accomplished, the liberation of men from the patriarchy is almost complete. And yet no one is celebrating, no one even seems to be having a very good time. In the films Disclosure and The Game, Michael Douglas gives us two visions of men in this new ruling structure. In the first, the man refuses to adapt to the changing times, and he fails to relate to a world that is no longer meeting his expectations. He becomes bitter and paranoid, not to mention delusional about why his status is slipping.

			In The Game, adapting to the new world without the collective project of making that liberation understandable as a political project turns out to be lonely work. Michael Douglas plays a man who struggles to liberate himself from the restrictive and ill-fitting costume of the patriarch, but it turns out not to be a personal project but instead one that requires the active participation of everyone around him. Without the money and leisure to rethink how to live a life, a man can find himself stuck in old patterns of behavior, handed down from the sad and angry men who came before him.

			As the millennium comes to a close, we enter the aftermath of the patriarchal collapse and the era of stagnation and decline for men. Women are still benefiting from the parallel systems of support they created to help them transition out of oppression and into public life, but men—at least those lacking in wealth—are stuck with the outdated roles, insecure job market, and failing institutions of a bygone era. Michael Douglas looks upon the world he helped to create and he despairs. There is vast inequality, widespread suffering from addiction and suicide, and a catastrophic cynicism dominating the culture. In a time of uncertainty, con men and masculinity influencers make themselves rich by keeping the underclass hooked on their own resentment and sense of grievance. And yet Michael Douglas remains impotent and unable to intervene.

			The benefits of patriarchy were always a trickle-down affair, men on the lower sections of the hierarchy always had to make do with scraps. But the benefits for even lower-class men in patriarchy, whether that was just having someone in a chronically lower status like women or racialized groups to feel superior to, were real. And the possibility of climbing up the hierarchy was dangled above them, to keep them compliant and well-behaved.

			But now there are few automatic benefits bestowed upon members of the male gender. And while we are all still haunted by the ghosts of patriarchy, some of us fully driven mad by its specters and banging through the night, when daylight comes we can see that what we have instead is different. It might be structured like the patriarchy—with its hierarchies and systems of oppression still in place—but given the ways in which it functions and behaves, it reveals itself to be a different beast.
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			Michael Douglas and Women

		

	
		
			What did feminism have to do with Michael Douglas? This question lurks in the background of each of Michael Douglas’s erotic thrillers, a big genre in the eighties and nineties and one that was especially successful for him as a film star. In each of his thrillers, his female partner goes from being an alluring mystery to an unknowable threat. Her motivations mystifying, her behaviors erratic, her presence menacing and monstrous. Did feminism change women from passive creatures into deranged beasts? Michael Douglas is stalked, harassed, threatened; women come at him with knives, poison, and ice picks. Is the real victim in all these changes in the lives of women…men?

			Wherever you want to pinpoint the beginning of Western feminism—does it originate in the “first wave” during the fight for voting rights at the turn of the twentieth century? Or the 1869 publication of John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women? Or the first granting of individual legal status to women during the French Revolution?—the fight for equality between the genders has been a long one, with many stops and starts along the way.

			But by the 1980s, the movement was at something of a standstill. The 1970s had been a busy decade when it came to legislating freedoms for women. The Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision in 1973 standardized the legality of abortion in America, where previously each state had been free to determine whether it would be illegal or legal to access pregnancy termination services. Only in the previous year had the Supreme Court decision Eisenstadt v. Baird granted unmarried women access to birth control, giving women the right to control their fertility privately.

			This was also the decade in which the federal civil rights law Title IX was passed, forbidding sex discrimination in education, and the Equal Credit Opportunity Act, which prohibited discrimination based on “race, color, religion, national origin, sex, marital status, or age,” giving women the opportunity to open their own bank accounts and lines of credit. The previous decade had also seen great advances for the civil rights of women, as anti-discrimination legislation protected women and other previously marginalized groups in the workplace and enforced equal pay for equal work.

			The result of all these changes was the ability for women to create for themselves a life and presence in the public realms of work and politics. To enter institutions of education and accreditation, to join the workforce while protected from discrimination, to own property and material resources in order to conduct business freely in the marketplace. But as many women quickly learned, the ability to exercise these rights was tied directly to their financial situation.

			Most of these freedoms are considered “negative freedoms,” or the freedom to participate in an activity without interference or obstacle. As in, the establishment of reproductive rights granted women freedom to pursue family planning services like abortion or birth control without the interference of the state. There were caveats and limitations on that, of course—term limits for abortion services, the need of a prescription from a doctor for the Pill—but this is how most of the feminist gains were granted.

			Because for all the obstacles of the era that disappeared, one remained: money. But because the ability to pay didn’t discriminate by gender, race, or religion, it was ultimately deemed to be a fair barrier. As the historian Robert O. Self has noted, “The more a right is rendered in negative terms, the more it becomes wealth sensitive—that is, the more it disproportionately benefits members of society who already possess resources.” A positive freedom, for example, would have ensured that public institutions of learning were made available to all regardless of a person’s ability to pay. This was a problem at the heart of Western feminism, which had focused its attention on freedoms (reproductive freedom, educational freedom, employment freedom) and neglected the pursuit of true equity, which would have required a more radical reimagining of society. Women were free to choose to attend college, but without the money for tuition, it was difficult for many to exercise that freedom.

			After that, the goals of mainstream feminism became focused on individual achievement. Now that women were protected from discrimination in the institutions of education, they were encouraged to aim high and pursue degrees in the previously male-dominated fields of law, medicine, and technology. Now that women were shielded by law from sexual harassment, job loss for getting pregnant, or being paid less for equal work, they were encouraged to climb the corporate ladder and feed their ambitions.

			But it wasn’t just job satisfaction women were encouraged to aspire to. There was a whole masculine arena that had been refusing women access for years, and now they were encouraged by both feminist and mainstream women’s culture and media to force their way in and revel in its delights. Sex! Money! Society! Politics! The world! Women were no longer confined to the dreary chores of the kitchen and the nursery, they were out to claim their stake in what had previously been denied to them.

			While this was largely understood as an expansion of the world of women, something to grow into and explore with enthusiasm and delight, it was also seen as something wholly separate from men. The changes that were happening within the lives and psyches of women, individually or collectively, were not much discussed in the realm of men as an invitation for their own growth and exploration. At best, the work that women were doing to create a role in public life for themselves was seen as something that should be acknowledged and allowed. At worst, it was seen as a threat.

			There were men who didn’t just publicly take a stand against feminism, they professionalized their hatred. In one notorious example, Pat Robertson—a religious leader who founded Regent University, ran for president as a Republican in 1988, and had close connections to politicians like Bob Dole, George H. W. Bush, and Ronald Reagan—called the feminist campaign for the Equal Rights Amendment an “anti-family movement that encouraged women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians.”

			Robertson was one of the most visible representatives of a growing Christian backlash that (rightly) saw feminism as a threat to the traditional patriarchal order. If women were not forced, coerced, or made legally obligated to stay under patriarchal control, the whole structural hierarchy that placed a small segment of men on top would collapse. Politicians, talk radio hosts like Rush Limbaugh, and televangelists flooded mass media with hateful commentary. Feminism was incurring god’s wrath and god was now punishing us with disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes, they insisted. Feminists were destabilizing society by working outside of the home. They were upending the natural order of things, and the progress of women must be stopped in its tracks. These men were on the radio, on the television, in the halls of Congress. They were often so extreme in their bigotry that they gave cover to the men with more moderate positions. After all, they weren’t like that (gestures vaguely toward the man chomping on a cigar and stretching out the word “feminazi” on live radio). Feminism, they reasoned, could be something women had to figure out among themselves; what did any of this have to do with men?
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