have been settled, the inequities addressed,
and all is right with the world. And then
suddenly from out of the South like Hurri-
cane Everywoman, a level 03 storm, comes
something like the new study on the status
of women at Duke University, and the no-
tion that we're post-anything seems absurd.
Time to use the F word again, no matter
how uncomfortable people may find it.

Fem-~i-nism . 1. Beliefin the social, po-
litical and economic equality of the sexes.

That wasn’t so hard, was it? Certainly
notas hard as being a female undergraduate
at Duke, where apparently the operative rul-
ing principle is something described as “ef-
fortless perfection,” in which voung women
report expending an enormous amount of
effort on clothes, shoes, workout programs
and diet. And here’s a blast from the past:
they're expected “to hide their intelligence
in order to succeed with their male peers.”

“Being ‘cute’ trumps being smart for
women in the social environment,” the re-
port concludes.

That’s not postfeminist. That's pre-
feminist. Betty Friedan wrote “The Femi-
nine Mystique” exactly 40 vears ago, and yet
segments of the Duke report could have
come right out of her book. One 17-year-old
girl told Friedan, “I used to write poetry.
The guidance office says I have this creative
ability and I should be at the top of the class
and have a great future. But things like that
aren’t what you need to be popular. The im-
portant thing for a girl is to be popular”

Of course, things have changed. Now
voung women find themselves facing not
one, but two societal, and self-imposed,
straitjackets. Once they obsessed about be-
ing the perfect homemaker and meeting
the standards of their male counterparts.
Now they also obsess about being the per-
fect professional and meeting the stand-
ards of their male counterparts. In the

Still Needing
The F Word

ET'S USE THE F WORD HERE. PEOPLE SAY IT’S
inappropriate, offensive, that it puts people off. But
it seems to me it’s the best way to begin, when it’s
simultaneously devalued and invaluable.
Feminist. Feminist, feminist, feminist.
Conventional wisdom has it that we've moved on to a
postfeminist era, which is meant to suggest that the issues

decades since Friedan’s book became a best
seller, women have won the right to do as
much as men do. They just haven't won
the right to do as little as men do. Hence,
effortless perfection.

While young women are given the im-
pression that all doors are open, all bound-
aries down, empirical evidence is to the
contrary. A study from Princeton issued at
the same time as the Duke study showed
that faculty women in the sciences report-
ed less satisfaction in their jobs and less of
a sense of belonging than their male coun-
terparts. Mavbe that’s because they made

The point is not that the
world has not changed
for women since
Friedan’s book. It hasn’t
changed as much as we
like to tell ourselves.

up only 14 percent of the faculty in those
disciplines, or because one out of four re-
ported their male colleagues occasionally
or frequently engaged in unprofessional
conduct focusing on gender issues.
Californians were willing to ignore
Arnold Schwarzenegger’s alleged career as
a serial sexual bigot, despite a total of 16
women coming forward to say he thought
nothing of reaching up vour skirt or into
vour blouse. (Sure, they're only allegations.
But it was Arnold himself who said that
where there’s smoke, there’s fire. In this
case, there was a conflagration.) The fact
that one of the actor’s defenses was that he
didn't realize this was objectionable—and
that voters were OK with that—speaks vol-
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umes about enduring assumptions about
women. What if he'd habitually publicly
humiliated black men, or Latinos, or Jews?
Yet the revelation that the guy often de-
meaned women with his hands was written
off as partisan politics and even personal
behavior. Personal behavior is when you
have a girltriend. When vou touch some-
one intimately without her consent, it’s
sexual battery.

The point is not that the world has not
changed for women since Friedan’s book
lobbed a hand grenade into the homes of
pseudohappy housewives who couldn’t un-
derstand the malaise that accompanied
sparkling Formica and good-looking kids.
Hundreds of arenas, from government of-
fice to the construction trades, have
opened to working women. Of course,
when it leaks out that the Vatican is
proposing to scale back on the use of altar
girls, it shows that the forces of reaction are
always waiting, whether beneath hard hats
or miters.

But the world hasn’t changed as much as
we like to tell ourselves. Otherwise “The
Feminine Mystique” wouldn't feel so con-
temporary. Otherwise Duke University
wouldn't find itself concentrating on eating
disorders and the recruitment of female fac-
ulty. Otherwise the governor-elect of Califor-
nia wouldn’t be a guy who thinks it's “play-
ful” to grab and grope, and the voters
wouldn'’t ratify that attitude. Part fair game,
part perfection: that's a tough standard for
51percent of evervone. The first women’s-
rights activists a century ago set out to prove,
in Friedan’s words, “that woman was not a
passive empty mirror.” How dispiriting it
would be to those long-ago heroines to read
of the women at Duke focused on their
“cute” reflections in the eves of others. The F
word is not an expletive, but an ideal— one
that still has a way to go.
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