Excerpt from The Cultural Creatives, Chapter 4.
Women Challenge the Codes
In 1962, another social movement was about to begin.  It was three years before white men deputized by the state of Alabama lashed out with clubs and clouds of tear gas at an orderly march of older, rural blacks on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, and before President Lyndon Johnson responded to that event and others with a strong voter’s rights act to Congress.  The new movement had an exceedingly quiet start, almost as quiet as the slow, brave approach to that bridge in Selma on what came to be known as "Bloody Sunday."  But where the freedom movement’s march was covered by network television and the wire services, the new movement slipped into American consciousness with barely a ripple.  And this was to be expected because it was addressing what Betty Friedan memorably called "The Problem That Has No Name."

It takes a kind of genius to name a problem that has no name, because if you do it honestly and if the timing is right, millions of people who have been stupified or hypnotized by that problem will wake up.  Martin Luther King had that kind of genius when he named the problem of segregation as an American problem, and when he reframed the black role as one of a courageous, necessary, moral activism.  Betty Friedan showed that kind of genius when she named the set of social values that crippled women and stole their freedom to use their full capacities.  And when she called the suburban home a "comfortable concentration camp" for women, she reframed the belief that talented, educated, bright women could possibly fulfill their "femininity" in suburban kitchens.

To get a sense of the earthquake thatThe Feminine Mystique  created across North America, and eventually in Europe and South America as well, it is best to sit down with a woman who read the book in those early years.  Anne Kerr Linden was thirty years old, with two school-aged daughters and an unusual husband who encouraged her to return to school for a master’s degree.  "It was a difficult, painful time," she told us. "Virtually everyone in my neighborhood in West Vancouver was very disapproving of my going back to school, and disgusted that I was planning to work afterwards.  The women told me that I was emasculating my husband.  Both the men and women were certain that my children would be ruined in some way or other.  And I was rather shy and certainly not looking to be a pioneer of any sort."

 One day as Anne was sitting on the beach, a neighbor woman hurried over to her, carrying a small brown paper bag. "I’ve been looking for you," she said, with evident relief. "Here, take this.  My husband won’t allow me to have it in the house."  Anne opened the bag to find The Feminine Mystique.  It was to be a map for the path she was already walking, she told us, a path that until that moment had no name.

Like the freedom movement, the women's movement of the modern era was initially marked by a civil rights concern with discrimination.  In 1966, the National Organization for Women (NOW) formed with Betty Friedan as president.  Explicitly political, it was dedicated to getting full equality for women in public life, including employment, education and political participation. It was the first, and older branch of the movement, soon to be called "equal rights feminism."

The fact that a majority of Cultural Creatives are women is in significant part due to what grew from these beginnings.  As the movement brought women's values out of private discussions into the public domain, and developed new cultural solutions to "the problem that had no name,"  a whole new worldview and set of values were being shaped.  These new perspectives and priorities became keystones of what Cultural Creatives— both women and men— now embrace.  The exception is the early attitude of "male bashing."  For the most part, Cultural Creatives, along with most feminists today, are far more interested in what works than in what didn't work and whose fault it was.

The Political Tar Baby

When you've got a national problem in public life, you go political with it, right?  Well, maybe. Those who start a political movement are usually convinced that politics alone will make the critical difference.  But as we've just seen in the early Civil Rights Movement, the old ways of solving problems can catch you as tightly as the problems themselves.  When NAACP under Thurgood Marshall struggled to solve school segregation, they gained great legal victories. But at a deeper, more practical level, the old culture was rolling those victories back.  

So it was with the highly visible political arm of the women's movement. Just like Bre'r Rabbit with Tar Baby — the harder they hit, the more they got stuck.  "Large P politics" — the politics of elections, government regulation, and the passage of laws in Washington, the state capitols, and big city government — is an intricate game.  It holds its political players in a tight embrace, virtually dictating what issues they can take up, and what they can say in open public debates. To catch just a glimpse of the constraints, consider the deal-making necessities political activists routinely have to juggle: who they need to make deals with, how to balance multiple constituencies to look powerful, how to lobby with legislatures in the style of pressure group politics (which can conflict sharply with the movement's needs elsewhere), how to look good in the press, how to reframe and spin news releases for the issues of the day, how to appeal to contributors,  and finally, how to deliver voter blocs.

Is it any wonder that the burnout rate for the political arm of the women's movement was so high? Tar Baby forced the activists to stay with conventional political strategies, because that’s what could win agreement from all the factions.  There was no room for cultural innovation. One of the most important insights that the feminists were to learn, and eventually to teach, was this: When you are trying to change the old culture, you must not accept the solutions supplied by that culture.  You simply have to discover or invent your own.  

Breaking the Spells

"In concealed workshops, Spinsters unsnarl, unknot, untie, unweave," the feminist Mary Daly wrote. "We knit, knot, interlace, entwine, whirl and twirl…" mending a consciousness that has been split against itself, that has focused only on externals. There is time here to "spin out the Self's own integrity, [to] break the spell of the fathers' clocks."
 

Most social movements have two arms:  the political and the cultural.  The cultural arms  are often much bigger.  It is here, as Mary Daly's words suggest, that there is time to explore values, ways of life and interpretations of events, to craft and weave new philosphies, time for friendship and personal stories.  And contrary to the convictions of the political arm, the cultural arm is at least as important, and sometimes far more so, in its effects on the culture.  The news media, government and industry, and academics tend to reinforce the political arm's view of its own importance.  This is because the spell-breaking power of the cultural arms takes place in submerged networks.  

In the women's movement, a second,"younger branch" of women emerged that set about “unsnarling, unknotting, untying, and unweaving” the millennia of cultural hypnosis.
  Far from fame and public visibility, they could take the time to puzzle out the culture's assumptions and reframe them in ways that make new kinds of sense.  Here is where culture  is made:  in reframing old problems and familiar ideas into whole new forms, new poetry and images, and in developing a new sense of identity for whoever wants to join in with the movement. 

The cultural arm began with small groups of friends from the freedom movement and the New Left who had grown tired of their usual assignments of kitchen work, mimeographing, typing and cleaning. "The Movement is supposed to be for human liberation," Marge Piercy complained the late Sixties. "How come the condition of women inside it is not better than outside?"
  When their tentative objections were met by male reactions ranging from lofty contempt to fury, they began to stalk out of the kitchens and leave behind the office work at SDS, SNCC, and a host of other groups dominated by men.

 By 1967, small consciousness-raising groups were sprouting up across the country. Women read about these groups in movement periodicals and newspaper and magazine articles.
  Some merely heard rumors at third hand.  With almost no information but a willingness to experiment, they met in each others’ living rooms and the ever important church basements, in YWCAs and dormitories.  They told each other things they’d never said and sometimes never thought before.  And they did something that was even more important — they listened to each other.  In the words of theologian Nelle Morton, they were "hearing each other into speech."
  Decades later, women were still clear on their aching need for this.  There is an immense difference, one writer explained, "between having permission to speak and enjoying the hope that someone might actually listen to you."

The Truth About Tar Baby

There was another kind of Tar Baby, much stickier and harder to get free of than the political one.  It was all the social codes, the religious texts, the literature and art and history of millennia that had been written down and interpreted from a male point of view.  The result was that many women felt that they did not know what it meant to be a woman.  And without that understanding, it was almost impossible to know themselves. The historian Gerda Lerner, reviewing a thousand years of women's critiques of Biblical texts, describes how over and over again women repeated the thoughts of earlier generations whose work was not preserved.  "Endlessly," she writes, "generation after generation of Penelopes rewove the unraveled fabric only to unravel it again."  It took 1500 years of reweaving until women could see that  "their condition was societally determined."
  But the next step—to see that they must join with other women to remedy the wrongs—was much harder to accomplish.  

What made it so devilishly hard was the lying.  Lying about the facts of their own lives and lying about their feelings.  The polite term for this is "cultural conditioning."  It's being convinced, by the time you are an adolescent, that honesty is too risky, too "stupid, selfish, rude or mean" to be worth the trouble.  This is what Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan report from their study of 100 adolescent girls' development.
  But it's also what Carolyn Heilbrun described in her study of the lives of women writers.  Until well into the twentieth century, she writes, it was impossible for women to admit in their autobiographies "the claim of achievement, the admission of ambition, the recognition that accomplishment was neither luck nor the result of the efforts or generosity of others."  As a result, until recently, women have "had no models on which to form their lives, nor could they themselves become mentors since they did not tell the truth about their lives."

Women's frank explorations of truth came when they recognized what their conditioning had cost them.  The toll, they said, was immense: betrayal of oneself, disconnection from genuine intimacy with others, and a lack of accountability to the larger community and the planet.  

The first step was to "dive into the wreck," as poet Adrienne Rich put it.  Just as young African Americans in the freedom movement had invented ways to tear off the polite cultural frames around racism, feminists had to plumb the underside of the culture's myths of civility, romance and power.  But where the freedom movement's deconstructing and reframing were directed externally, the women's work was much more intimate.

What we've had to give up to get here—

whole LP collections, films we starred in

playing in the neighborhoods, bakery windows

full of dry, chocolate-filled Jewish cookies,

the language of love-letters, of suicide notes,

afternoons on the riverbank

pretending to be children 

Adrienne Rich wrote that in 1973, and followed up two years later with a hard-hitting essay subtitled "Some Notes on Lying." She said that women have to think about whether they want the kind of power that can be gotten from lying about feelings.  In lying to each other, she said, "we end up lying to ourselves.  We deny the importance of an event or a person, and thus deprive ourselves of a part of our lives."  There is a danger that all powerless people face, she said:"we forget we are lying." And she warned, in what was to become a kind of clarion call to women for decades afterwards: "Women have often felt insane when cleaving to the truth of our experience.  Our future depends on the sanity of each of us, and we have a profound stake, beyond the personal, in the project of describing our reality as candidly and fully as we can to each other."
 

When women said, "The personal is political," this is what they meant.  They believed that if they did not tell the truth about their lives, they had nothing to trust and nothing to base their actions on.  The personal was not just political.  It was foundational.  What they advocated had to spring from, or at least be consistent with, what they knew most intimately and directly from their own experience. 

The people who became the Cultural Creatives were strongly affected by this perspective.  They learned that directly experienced truth brought a radical new way of slipping free from the heavy handed authority of centuries.  It was a basis for breaking out of political and medical and church doctrines, of Big Daddy in all his forms.  It extended the powerful insights of the freedom movement's "walking your talk" to a deeply personal meaning of authenticity.   It was women who opened this door most decisively because they had to.  Learning from their own experience was, in many cases, the only thing they could trust. 

Fertile Darkness

There is, however, a catch.  If it were simply a matter of turning to one's own truth, why haven't women always done this?  Why haven’t they seen beyond the dominant cultural codes that told them they had little to contribute to civilization, that they were passive and inferior to men?  Why hadn't African Americans, and gays and lesbians?  Why haven't all of us seen beneath the cultural lies of racism, and nuclear arms as a "deterrent," and our disastrous shortsightedness about our planetary future, and a host of other blind assumptions about how our world has to be?  

There are two kinds of answers, one focused on the culture and the other centered on the individual.  The cultural response is that challenging the codes, as we saw in the freedom movement, is an unravelling that takes a kind of brilliance, a laser beam slicing through the old frames of reference to a new clarity about what is possible. The individual answer is something that anyone who has taken the time to sit still already knows.  When you stop doing, and stay until the mind chatter slows down, sooner or later you experience nothingness.  On the way there,  all of the sad, angry, blaming opinions of yourself that you've kept at bay with busyness fling themselves into your mind.  If you can allow them to be there and not touch the Tar Baby, you'll find yourself in that emptiness. 

 The "dark core," Virginia Woolf named it.  It is the place underneath the masks.  The void, the creative womb, the matrix.  "It is not mere hollowness and anarchy," Adrienne Rich writes.  "But in women it has been identified with lovelessness, barrenness, sterility.  We have been urged to fill our 'emptiness' with children.  We are not supposed to go down into the darkness of the core.  Yet, if we can risk it, the something born of that nothing is the beginning of our truth."
 

It is what we fear, and what will free us.  It's the mystic's dark night of the soul — and the fertile openness that brings us to our true self.   It means finding the ground of being in ourselves, rather than striving to fit society's images.  But again, as with the cultural cutting through of the social codes, this inner cutting through of the personal and social identity takes a kind of brilliance.  It's so easy to get caught in the old story about who we are, and why we are this way, and why we can never be different.  To be willing to dive down deep, into the wreck or the void — fertile or otherwise— takes immense courage.  But not only that.  

It also takes a sense that someone cares about what we discover, a trust that the undoing and being undone will yield some richness, some benefit — not just for ourselves but for others. This was an extrordinarily important contribution of the consciousness raising groups of the early women's movement.  Today there are many supportive environments that lead to this kind of exploration, available especially through the consciousness movements: humanistic and transpersonal psychology,  the various meditative practices that range from Buddhism to mystical Christianity and Judaism, the caregiving in groups for HIV men and women, hospice programs,  wisdom circles modeled on Native American teachings, and many others.

It was critically important that these "awakenings," as Carol Christ calls them, did not happen — probably could not have happened— by women going off into solitude.
  They were insights and understandings that arose in the context of community, in relationship to other women: "inspiring the behavior" in each other to act outside the culture's categories,  "breaking the silence" and "taking back the night," as they found their links to each other and looked for remedies for the larger society. 

Where Did Everybody Go?

The women's movement publicly emerged in August, 1970, as diverse networks of the older branch of equal rights feminists and the younger branch of women’s liberation groups came together in its first mass mobilization.  Tens of thousands of women went "on strike" for equality in the largest protest for women in U.S. history.  In Chicago, there were sit-ins at restaurants that barred women.  In downtown Minneapolis, guerrilla theatre performances portrayed key figures in the abortion drama.  And in New York City, thousands of women marched down Fifth Avenue carrying signs that read, "Eve was Framed," and "End Human Sacrifice!  Don’t Get Married!"

The size of the mobilization meant that the movement would now have to be taken seriously.  And it was, both as a political movement and as another, much less visible, cultural movement.  Together, the two parts set off depth charges through Western culture. But by the end of the Eighties, a lot of activists wondered, "Where did everybody go?"   In Wendy Wasserstein's play, "The Heidi Chronicles," Heidi Holland asks this question as she moves through the prehistoric unenlightened days before the women's movement to the consciousness-raising groups of the 70's and into the era of "superwomen" and alienation. "It's just that I feel stranded," Heidi tells her high school alumnae association.  "And I thought the whole point was that we wouldn't feel stranded.  I thought the point was we were all in this together." 

It wasn't only feminists who asked these questions.  And it wasn’t only activists.  The huge population of sympathizers and supporters who had changed their minds and their lives as a result of the movements, were wondering too.  In a 1988  interview after the play opened, Wasserstein reflected sadly, "If we were all in this together, why does it feel so separate now?… What happened to these movements?  What happened to a generation together?"  And what happened "to the 'we' that wanted to make a better world," she asked, the 'we' who wanted to make sure "that not only can you pursue your potential, but that others can too?  [To] think about others, as well as about 'me?'"

There are four answers to this question: 

· They focused on local, rather than national issues. 

·  The news media drastically cut back its coverage of the movements.

·   The cultural arms of the movements continued as always, largely invisible to outsiders.

· And some parts of the political arms of the movements entered the mainstream.

They Went Local

The first  answer was in the sympathetic, interested questioners who had been profoundly affected by the movements.  Many were disheartened by the attempts to roll back the gains of the movements in the Reagan years.  Like most Americans, they believed the media accounts of activists going directly from the barricades to Wall Street.  But that’s not what happened.  In Beyond the Barricades, The Sixties Generation Grows Up , sociologist Richard Flacks showed that activists of the Sixties did not go the way of a yuppie sell-out.  They continued to believe the same things as they had earlier, and were still involved in political action in the Seventies.  But now they were engaged in grassroots groups closer to home and therefore less visible to the national media.

What Flacks found was generally true for many new social movement activists in the Eighties and Nineties as well.   After a period of national visibility,  they continued primarily with local action groups.  The environmental movement, for example, was started as less a national movement than thousands of local community actions, operating completely in parallel with more visible national organizations.   And when national organizations didn’t seem to be serving them, they returned to local activism. 
The News Media Cut Their Coverage

The news media had much less interest in covering the new social movements in the Eighties than they had in the early days of the freedom movement and the Anti-Vietnam War protests.  Some activists said that the media were suspicious of movement desires to manipulate coverage, others thought that the media were serving the conservative interests of advertisers.  Certainly,  they did not seem interested in the substance of what demonstrators had to say.  The documentary, Fear and Favor in the Newsroom, exposes the degree of advertiser-driven bias in media coverage of local issues that were raised by local movements.
 

Marilyn Ginsberg, a psychotherapist who has participated in several movements, recalled, “a large contingent of my women friends flew up from L.A. to the San Francisco Bay Area to join a march of 50,000 women for peace, in …. [Date?] And nobody covered it.  And in the spring of 1999, I went to another march for better medical treatment of breast cancer  and the same thing happened.  This time it was in L.A..  And again, amazingly, nobody covered it, not even the LA Times.  I’ve grown to distrust the media, because I can't help wondering how much is happening that never makes it into the news.”

Protests are no longer regarded as interesting.  If a protest isn’t any bigger or markedly different from the last one, it is declared to be ‘not news.’  The publisher of one respected national newspaper told us that his decisions were not biased by advertisers.  Rather, "If you're sitting in the seat of judgment on these questions," he said, "the decision is based on how many readers you think care about the issue and whether there's something new.  Because the protests were repeated so often with the same message, our coverage went down."

 Much of television news has a tabloid quality.  Driven by a race for audience ratings, it has become another form of entertainment.  This reinforces its inclinations to avoid substantial issues. Sociologist and media observer Todd Gitlin argues the lack of such coverage reflects traditional assumptions in the news media:  “News concerns the event, not the underlying condition; the person, not the group; conflict, not consensus; the fact that ‘advances the story,’ not the one that explains it.”
 

 This tendency has worsened in recent years.  The industry’s belief is that in order for news to keep the interest of the audience, who want to be entertained, it should resemble a sports event or soap opera.  “What’s news” by that criterion is bad news — conflict, drama, shady deals, objectionable behavior — and horse race politics, and the personalities and ambitions of politicians.  Politics thus becomes another spectator sport, not something citizens need to be concerned about.
  Cynicism about the strategic moves of politicians is the frame through which a public issue is viewed.  That means the idealism of the movements’ concerns must be discounted because it doesn't fit the story line.  When there’s a protest, it’s more important to cover what a politician said, and what strategy he’s using, than to cover what the protest is about.  The movements behind the protests, and their concerns, get no coverage at all.  As the journalist and former editor James Fallows argues in Breaking the News, the net effect of punditry, avoidance of issues, cynicism, and infotainment is that the news diminishes citizens' involvement of citizens in the workings of democracy.  

In short, the evolution of the news business has come to seriously mislead the public, and the movements themselves, about what’s going on.  But it’s not just the bias we know about, it’s the hole in the news that we don’t know about.  Most of us assume that the news media are “out there” covering what’s going on.  Apparently it’s not so.

The Cultural Arms Are Less Visible

As we mentioned earlier, the cultural arms of the movements were not nearly so visible as their political parts.  Charlene Spretnak, a founder and chronicler of the women’s spirituality movement,  describes the cultural arm as "a rich array of cultural responses stemming from a strong impulse to create positive alternatives."   This meant "a flowering of women’s expression in poetry, music, literature, and spirituality.  For some it also meant developing a women’s culture, composed of businesses and services run by and for women and their children; thousands of such enterprises were in place by 1973.  It became clear by the following year that the women’s culture would not be spiritually barren.” 

 Feminist spirituality was one example of this flowering.  For many, it was more enlivening and meaningful than the purely political activism.  Some women left the political scene while others brought their new awareness into their political action.  This led some to dramatic confrontations with the churches, and inspired others to slow down and find ways to live in closer connection to the natural world.  Many women met with friends to create rituals honoring the seasons and births and deaths and other passages, to meditate, and generally to celebrate what they regarded as the larger community of life.

The cultural arms of other movements developed differently, of course.  But in every case, the submerged networks offered personal support and a place for nuturing fresh ideas and creative expressions that were inestimably important to the spread of the movements.  Rarely were these known to the wider public.
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