






Claiming the spotlight. The success and promi-
nence of certain women in television news—among 
them Katie Couric, Diane Sawyer, Christiane Aman-
pour, Gwen Ifill, and Lisa Ling—has been a welcome 
change over the past 20 years. In 2007, women were 
40.2 percent of the television news workforce.  
{Photo credits clockwise from top left: Todd Heisler, ��� ��� 
���� ����� ; Mark Peterson; Ramin Talaie, Corbis; laif, Redux; 
Mark Leong, Redux}



294

The Shriver Report

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

mamas. And the latest bachelor on “The Bachelor” is 
presented with 25 women he gets to sample until he 
chooses the one he likes best. 

How did this happen, given the successes of the 
women’s movement and the understanding that sex-
ism is reactionary? The chief culprit is the use of 
an arch irony—the deployment of the knowing wink 
that it’s all a joke, that we’re not to take this too seri-
ously. Because women have made plenty of progress 
because of feminism, and now that full equality is 
allegedly complete, it’s OK, even amusing, to resur-
rect sexist stereotypes of girls and women.12 After all, 
TV shows such as “Are You Hot?” or magazines like 
Maxim can’t possibly undermine women’s equality at 
this late date, right? 

But the line this kind of media fare sells is that 
true power comes from getting men to lust after 
you and other women to envy you. Such representa-
tions reinforce the notion that a girl’s appearance is 
more important than her achievements or aspira-
tions—not a very useful message in the real world of 
women as breadwinners. 

These kinds of images also promote the notion that 
given these allegedly inherent female traits, girls may 
simply be unsuited for professional careers or posi-
tions of power. So images may have very real con-
sequences on girls’ ambitions, especially girls from 
low- and medium-income families, on their notions 
of feasible career choices, and on their accepting 
being tracked into lower-paying, dead-end jobs. 
Research shows that after being exposed to certain 
sexist media fare that objectifies women, in a sub-
sequent task girls choose not to assume leadership 
positions in team groups.13 

The latest from the American people

Q: How would you rank these three 
things in importance for a daughter  
of yours?

56%

23%

19%

63%

17%

15%

Women Men

Happy marriage and children

Interesting career

Financial success

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Other studies show that after being required to focus on their bodies, girls do less 
well in certain kinds of cognitive tasks.14 And researchers also document that 
stereotypical imagery has a negative impact on what boys think girls and women 
can and cannot do.15 Indeed, another experiment shows that when applying for a 
managerial position, the women who appeared more sexy got rated as less compe-
tent and less intelligent than the more conservatively dressed applicants.16 

The tensions between media fare and the lives and experiences of most everyday 
young white women and women of color couldn’t be starker. The vast majority of 
ordinary young women in America cannot shop till they drop, do not like being 
objectified by boys, and will need to earn a living and be taken seriously at work. 

Smart, hardworking, accomplished young women who care about ideas, politics, 
social justice, and their future careers are very few and far between in America’s 
mass media, yet they are going to college in record numbers, and at some elite 
institutions getting a greater share of honors degrees than men.17 

Back to June Cleaver? 
Mothers “opting out” of the workplace versus mothers as breadwinners

Several years ago we were told that a big new trend was sweeping the land. 
According to an instantly infamous article in the Sunday New York Times Magazine 
from October 2003, women were now “opting out” of work.18 The cover headline 
asked “Q: Why Don’t More Women Get to the Top? A: They Choose Not To.” The 
subtitle read, “Abandoning the Climb and Heading Home.” Reportedly the news-
paper got more mail about this story, most of it hostile from furious women, than 
any other in recent history.19 

The magazine article sparked intense debate at the time, yet ever since the debut 
of “the mommy track” in the early 1990s, the women of America have been sub-
jected to these kinds of stories about mothers seeing the light and chucking it all 
for Junior’s sake.

What made this particular piece distinct was a statistical blip that showed a small 
decline in the number of working mothers in the workforce. The article, written by 
Lisa Belkin, herself a former New York Times reporter who decided to quit and write 
freelance instead, cited the experiences of several highly privileged white women 
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How different it all is from, you know, the sort of 

media images that we have of the 1950s family 

where he would be the sole breadwinner and he’d 

give his wife an allowance. Now two people sit down 

and say, ‘Here’s how much money we’re making, 

how are we gonna make these decisions together as 

a unit.’ I think about how different that is.

Michael in Seattle
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who were Princeton alums (as is Belkin). Their decision to “opt out” was then held 
up as a new, national trend embraced by all women of all races and classes. 

The biggest problem with this and similar stories was the emphasis on “choice.” 
Supposedly sensible, devoted mothers who truly cared about their kids simply 
chose to “opt out.” But despite the headline, what we learned inside the article 
was that the first two women we met, one an attorney, the other a television 
reporter, were confronted with speed-up at work—55- to 75-hour weeks—at the 
same time they were having children. Both asked for shorter and more flexible 
hours and were turned down. Their “choice” was to maintain their punishing 
schedules or to quit. As one of these women admitted, “I wish it had been possible 
to be the kind of parent I want to be and continue with my legal career.” 

Then there was the old selective use of statistics. There was no empirical evi-
dence at all that mothers were “opting out.”20 The article emphasized findings 
from a recent survey in which 26 percent of women in senior management said 
they did not want a promotion. So that meant nearly three-quarters did. We then 
learned that Fortune reported that in a survey of 108 women in high-powered jobs, 

“at least 20” had chosen to leave. Doesn’t that mean that four-fifths have not 
made this “choice”?

Katha Pollitt of The Nation, Heather Boushey, then at the Center for Economic 
and Policy Research, and others debunked Belkin’s other statistical sleights 
of hand in the piece, which allowed her to overstate how many mothers were 
actually “opting out” of the workforce.21 In fact, the most interesting thing 
about the article was its buried lead. The real story here was not about moth-
ers “choosing” not to work. It was about the ongoing inhumanity of many 
workplaces whose workaholic cultures are hostile to men and women alike. After 
all, there aren’t many women (and men) today who can afford to opt out of the 

The real story here was not about mothers “choosing” 
not to work. It was about the ongoing inhumanity 
of many workplaces whose workaholic cultures are 

hostile to men and women alike.
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family-unfriendly rat race and have the financial strength to start their own 
businesses suited to their family needs.

At the same time, the standards for what constituted being a good-enough mother 
had become unattainable. There was the emergence of what Smith College profes-
sor Meredith Michaels and I termed “the new momism” in our book The Mommy 
Myth—the insistence that no woman is truly complete or fulfilled unless she has 
kids, that women remain the best primary caretakers of children, and that to be a 
remotely decent mother, a woman has to devote her entire physical, psychological, 
emotional, and intellectual being, 24/7, to her children.22 

The new momism is driven by fear, stoked by so many stories about missing 
children, dangerous products, and child care centers supposedly staffed by child 
molesters. It has also been driven by marketing, the desire to sell anxious moth-
ers as many products as possible to protect their children from germs, and stoke 
their intellectual and physical development as early as possible—hence, piping 
Mozart into your womb while pregnant—and to sell magazines with such angst-
producing headlines as:

“Are You a Sensitive Mother?”
“Is Your Child Eating Enough?” 
“Is Your Baby Normal?” 

No wonder 77 percent of mothers with children at home said they believe it’s 
harder to be a mother now than it was 20 or 30 years ago, and 50 percent felt 
mothers were doing a worse job today than mothers back then, according to a 1997 
Pew Research Center poll.23 Even mothers who deliberately avoid TV and maga-
zines, or who pride themselves on seeing through them, have trouble escaping the 
standards of perfection, and the sense of threat, that the media ceaselessly atom-
ize into the air we breathe.

While important websites such as Catalyst, MomsRising, Feministing and those 
for the National Organization for Women and the Feminist Majority all seek to 
address these issues at home and abroad, many user-generated sites and blogs 
such as Adventures in Motherhood, Mothers & More, and Motherhood Uncen-
sored, to name only a few, focus disproportionately on motherhood, its challenges, 
its joys, and the need to confess one’s failings. This is powerful testimony to the 
tyranny of the new momism and women’s need to talk back to it and connect with 
each other in honest and mutually sustaining ways. 
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Mothers, often isolated from one another because of geography or work pat-
terns and forced to think of themselves as lone heroes (or failures), have found 
on the Internet a place where they can try to connect with each other and not 
feel so alone. The proliferation of all the “momoir” books and these online sites 
documents the struggle that mothers—including working mothers—face, how 
neglected they remain by our government, and the extent to which motherhood in 
particular remains the unfinished business of the women’s movement.24

And it rhymes with witch…
The dismissive coverage of powerful, successful women versus  
their achievements

On top of all this, there are the representations of powerful women as impossible 
divas: greedy, unscrupulous, hated by their staffs, unloved by their families. Just 
think Miranda Priestly in “The Devil Wears Prada.” But what about the corporate 
thieves of Enron—Kenneth Lay, Jeffrey Skilling, Andrew Fastow, and others—all 

Too emotional. When Senator 
Hillary Clinton teared up during the 
New Hampshire primary, she was  
declared too emotional. {Elise Amendola, AP}

Too hot. Governor Sarah Palin suffered 
from sexist attention during the presiden-
tial campaign from conservative men who 
proudly called her a “hottie.” {Lynne Sladky, AP}

Too angry. When the media at first 
had no idea what to make of Michelle 
Obama, she was tagged as an “angry 
black woman.” {Steve Helber, AP}
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of whom bilked thousands of Enron employees and investors out of their life sav-
ings? These guys did not come in for the same ridiculing and schadenfreude-filled 
media coverage that Martha Stewart faced when she was charged with covering 
up an insider trading deal of far less shattering financial importance. Yes, it’s true, 
the Enron boys weren’t celebrities. But they also weren’t women. 

Let’s consider how the media dealt with the three most important women in the 
2008 presidential contest: Hillary Clinton, Sarah Palin and Michelle Obama. Mil-
lions of women were outraged over the sexist coverage of Hillary Clinton during 
her presidential campaign. This smart and experienced U.S. senator was carica-
tured by a brigade of middle-aged, upper-middle-class white male commenta-
tors throughout the presidential primaries. Clinton was cast by white, male TV 
commentator Joe Scarborough as “very shrill.”25 And according to Tucker Carlson, 
she made men “involuntarily” cross their legs out of castration anxiety.26 Glenn 
Beck cut to the chase and simply called her a bitch.27 MSNBC’s Chris Matthews 
asserted that the New York Senator got where she was only because people felt 
sorry for her because her husband cheated on her.28 

At first, Sarah Palin was spared such coverage. Indeed, in the wake of the com-
mentary Senator Clinton received, it was verboten in the mainstream press to ask 
whether a mother of five, including a 4-month-old infant with Down’s Syndrome, 
could run for and hold such a high office. But in the online world Governor Palin’s 
many substantive and personal contradictions were the subject of immediate and 
intense ridicule from the left and lots of sexist attention from conservative men 
who proudly declared her a “hottie.” 

But after the election, former aides to her running mate, Senator John McCain 
(R-AZ), began leaking all sorts of innuendo. The Alaska governor thought Africa 
was a country, not a continent. She was a diva and had tantrums. She was diffi-
cult and uncooperative. She was suffering from postpartum depression. And that 

There are the representations of powerful women  
as impossible divas: greedy, unscrupulous, hated  

by their staffs, unloved by their families.
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it was Palin, not her handlers, who insisted on a $150,000 wardrobe makeover.29 
How much of this was true remains unclear, but it was all easy to believe because 
she was a woman, and an ambitious one at that. 

And then there is our current first lady. For much of the 2008 campaign the 
media had no idea what to make of the elegant, Princeton- and Harvard-educated 
Michelle Obama (except, of course, her clothes and bare arms). But the stereo-
type of the “angry black woman” was so pervasive, so available, that Fox News, 
National Review and the Internet rumor mill had no trouble trying to pin it on her. 
Even The New Yorker magazine had its take on the stereotype, running its “fist-
bump” cover, with Obama drawn in Black Panther garb with an assault rifle slung 
over her shoulder.30 After Barack Obama’s inauguration, black journalist and talk-
ing head Juan Williams—juiced on the fumes of “The O’Reilly Factor”—referred 
to Mrs. Obama’s “militant anger” and described her as “Stokely Carmichael [a 
1960s black activist]…in a dress.”31 

Michelle Obama has had to pay dearly for the prevailing stereotype of black 
women as “angry,” domineering and emasculating, according to her hometown 
newspaper the Chicago Tribune. She went on daytime talk show “The View” to 
chat with its women cohosts, she read to schoolchildren, she planted the famous 
White House garden, she tended to her kids, she shopped at J. Crew. She became 
the “mom-in-chief.” By May 2009, her favorability ratings had soared to 72 per-
cent, higher even than her husband’s.32 

The great irony of the 2008 campaign was that it was allegedly all about gen-
der—at least on an individual basis—but collectively it wasn’t about gender at 
all. Between all the anxiety about Hillary Clinton’s cleavage and her tears during 

The 2008 campaign was allegedly all about gender— 
at least on an individual basis—but collectively it 

wasn’t about gender at all. There was scant attention 
paid to how the health care crisis affects women 

and their families, the ongoing child care crisis, pay 
inequity, women’s health, or reproductive rights.
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the New Hampshire primary campaign, or how “hot” 
Sarah Palin was, or how angry Michelle Obama was, 
there was scant attention paid to how the health care 
crisis affects women and their families, the ongo-
ing child care crisis, pay inequity, women’s health, 
or reproductive rights. The media were sexist to all 
three and in the process ignored what really matters 
to women and men in American today as they try to 
balance work and life.

Those “radical” feminists
The demonization of feminism versus its 
importance to the well-being of men, women, 
and children

Feminism is now embedded in American life. The 
understanding that women can and should be able to 
hold the same jobs as men has led to TV shows such 
as “The Closer” and “Grey’s Anatomy.” At the very 
same time, feminism and feminists have been so thor-
oughly and effectively demonized in American soci-
ety—Rush Limbaugh, for example, equating them with 
Nazis33—that it is hard to think of a political group or 
movement that has had such a great impact on Amer-
ican life while at the same time being so discredited. 

This rests on a new “common sense” in the media 
about the status of women. Allegedly, the women’s 
movement has been such a complete success that 
full equality with men is a fact, and so feminism 
is supposedly irrelevant now. Feminists have been 
stereotyped—in the news, books, movies, and tele-
vision shows—as strident, humorless, deliberately 
unattractive, anti-family women who hate men and 
wish to make young women as unhappy as they are. 
Consequently, not only is feminism unnecessary 
because all its goals have supposedly been achieved, 

The latest from the American people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Today’s 
women’s movement is a movement that 
considers the needs of men and families, 
too, not just women?

Agree
73%

20%

2%

59%

32%

3%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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but also it is objectionable because it will make those who embrace it unattract-
ive, unloved, and miserable.

In real life, of course, as Jessica Valenti, the co-founder of the website Feministing, 
put it, “The smartest, coolest women I know are feminists.”34 Most feminists bear 
zero resemblance to the stereotype describe above. Just think Ellen DeGeneres, 
Geena Davis, Whoopi Goldberg, Barbara Ehrenreich, Wanda Sykes, Toni Morrison, 
Katha Pollitt, Representative Maxine Waters (D-CA), Margaret Cho, Billie Jean 
King, Isabel Allende, and Naomi Klein.

Similarly, in the everyday world most women display a feminist sensibility that 
detracts not at all from their humor, looks, outlook on life, or the workaday world 
they engage in. But this common sense about feminism keeps feminist voices and 
women’s issues out of much of the media. What dominates instead is a discourse 
of individualism—each woman is a product that she alone must make and shape. 
In this imagined world, any and all successes and failures are up to her and her 
alone—and so ingrained is this view that it is hard to imagine another model, 
another way of thinking. 

And that may be the biggest challenge facing women today—to re-imagine and 
embrace collective action that cuts across the lines of race, class, and sexuality. 
This new, all-encompassing movement would hold the government, our work-
places and our educational, cultural, and religious institutions responsible for 
building a more just and humane society based on real equality.

Where do we go from here?

Women as mindless consumers, young women as airheads or enmeshed in cat-
fights, powerful women as difficult and unloved and, yet, women who have cracked 
the glass ceiling, all appear on our nation’s media screens. But you note I have 

That may be the biggest challenge facing women 
today—to re-imagine and embrace collective action 

that cuts across the lines of race, class, and sexuality. 
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not yet used the word “breadwinner” because that role, implying as it does active 
support of a family in multiple forms, is more absent from the media today than 
when “Cagney & Lacey” or “Roseanne” were on the air in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Women as breadwinners today include low- and middle-income women as well as 
the upper-middle-income and wealthy women more often portrayed in the media. 
Women as breadwinners reminds us of the central economic role of African Amer-
ican, Hispanic and other minority women and low- and middle-income women in 
our economy. These women—the majority of us—are invisible, erased. And when 

A different take in the media. Ellen DeGeneres: one of the pioneers of daytime talk shows that 
really matter to women. {Chris Pizzello, AP}
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women as breadwinners are not seen, our needs are not even acknowledged. That’s 
why our media would be more reflective of real life and real work, and our society 
would be better off if we:

•	 Increase the presence of family-friendly and female experts in the news media
•	 Expose sexist media fare and promote media literacy among our youth
•	 Make the role of women as breadwinners more visible

To achieve these ends, I recommend that we work together to pressure the  
media much, much more than we have in the past, and the news media especially, 
to increase the presence of women, including experts on issues affecting women. 

Where are the routine women’s voices, backed by studies about pay inequity, 
health care, inadequate child care, homeless women and their families, on “Meet 
the Press” or CNN? This is a huge fight, given the stereotypes about feminists and 
the dismissing of women’s issues. 

Finally, we need to talk back to the media more. Let’s remember that it was a 
group of high school girls in Pennsylvania, so outraged by the Abercrombie & Fitch 
T-shirt for girls that read “Who needs brains when you have these?” that got 
the shirts removed from stores.35 But this must also be a more sustained, long-
term activity, involving the promotion of media literacy for children and fighting 
against the sexist stereotypes—and the advertisers who support them—that tar-
get young people. We would do well to trumpet the analysis of the Women’s Media 
Center, the reporting of Women’s eNews, and the pushback of Media Matters.

In short, we need to match the reality with the image of women as citizens and 
breadwinners and render visible what has been so effectively eclipsed. Pay ineq-
uity, dead-end jobs, sexual harassment, abuse of overtime pay, speed-up at work, 
out-of-date maternity leave policies, inadequate or nonexistent child care—these 

We need to match the reality with the image of 
women as citizens and breadwinners and render 

visible what has been so effectively eclipsed. 
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are all burdens carried by tens of millions of women with minimal help or 
acknowledgment. And these are all problems that government, employers, and 
society can help overcome. 

It’s time for leaders across the country to emphasize the discrepancies between 
image and reality, and to get women’s issues and a feminist perspective back in 
the media spotlight. Let’s first consider these misleading images and the real lives 
of women, then identify the pressure points in the media where women and men 
together can apply humor and satire, and justified outrage whenever appropriate 
to chastise the overt and inadvertent stereotyping of women today. 

And we should also identify when and where we can praise the media for giving 
voice to women’s real needs and concerns. Because despite everything, the media 
do this too—just not often enough. This is one of main effects of today’s media—
by overemphasizing certain kinds of people, policies, values, and solutions, it 
makes imagining alternatives all the much harder. It is time for us to take on the 
current “common sense,” to smash it, and to dare the country and the media not 
to take us seriously. 
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