



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2017 by David Friend


Cover design by Jarrod Taylor. Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Twelve


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


twelvebooks.com


twitter.com/twelvebooks


First Edition: September 2017


Twelve is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Twelve name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call  (866) 376-6591.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Friend, David, 1955- author.


Title: The naughty nineties : the triumph of the American libido / David Friend


Description: First edition. | New York : Twelve, [2017] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2016040005| ISBN 9780446556293 (hardcover) |  ISBN 9781478940128 (audio download) | ISBN 9781455567553 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Sex—United States—History—20th century. | Sex in  popular culture—United States—History—20th century. | Sexual ethics—United States—History—20th century. | Sex scandals—United States—History—20th century. | United States—Moral conditions—20th century.


Classification: LCC HQ18.U5 F745 2017 | DDC 306.70973/0904—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016040005


ISBNs: 978-0-446-55629-3 (hardcover), 978-1-4555-6755-3 (ebook)


E3-20170712-JV-PC














For Nancy



















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


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






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


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






I believe that we probably have lost the culture war.


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






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


—Lionel Tiger, The Decline of Males
(1999)

















CHAPTER 1



A Wednesday in November


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


And then there was the pitched political battle on the home front, which helped transform society’s attitudes toward sexuality, marriage, diversity, and inclusion. At the 1992 Republican National Convention, conservatives called for a “cultural war” against the left, charging liberals with contributing to the erosion of “traditional values.” And President Bill Clinton, upon taking office six months later, would begin to introduce a slate of progressive initiatives focused on reproductive rights, women’s rights, domestic violence, and the family. (In an early misstep he championed the Pentagon’s policy called “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” which would prove to be a myopic and much-derided attempt to allow gays and lesbians to continue to serve in the armed forces.) Meanwhile, three same-sex couples sued the state of Vermont for denying them marriage licenses, and by decade’s end the state supreme court would rule that Vermont was legally obligated to accommodate lesbian and gay partners seeking civil unions. Politicians, with unprecedented frequency and candor, were beginning to speak openly of their support for the rights of what would become known as the LGBT community.






[image: ]








New social customs emerged, altering Americans’ rites of passage. On campuses, “hooking up” took hold. Twenty-somethings were assembling in chum scrums: groups of postadolescent, irony-clad friends who hung out after work and sometimes moved in together as roomies (keenly rendered in Douglas Coupland’s 1991 novel Generation X and a rash of films and TV shows).


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


To the Naughty Nineties, then.















CHAPTER 2



Down the Rabbit Hole


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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















CHAPTER 3



The Night We Met the Clintons


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


All that changed on January 26, 1992.


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


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


In the months and years that followed, that particular Super Bowl Sunday would come to be remembered as the evening when much of America would first lay eyes on a married pair who, respectively, would become the forty-second and not-quite-forty-fifth presidents of the United States. And due to the topic that night—a politician’s implied admission of adultery—the nation was getting a nasty foretaste. They were meeting a man who, before the decade was out, would become the second American president ever to be impeached, a man undone by the most politically divisive and personally destructive sex scandal in Washington history.
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It had come together in a blur.


Bill Clinton was under siege. Though he’d gained traction among Democratic mandarins, not a single primary voter had yet gone to the polls. On top of it, he was suddenly getting a punishing share of unsolicited publicity. His face was gracing not just Time but also the front page of the Star, a supermarket tabloid.


Eura Gean Flowers went by the name of Gennifer. As a reporter for the NBC affiliate in Little Rock, Arkansas, Ms. Flowers in 1977 had met and become familiar with the state’s attorney general, Bill Clinton. By 1992 she was working as a local nightclub singer and by day as an employee of the Arkansas Appeal Tribunal—a $17,500-a-year position she had recently managed to land through then-governor Clinton’s good graces. Gennifer Flowers—yes, Flowers; yes, Gennifer with a G—was a thistle-teased ersatz blonde with a fetching swagger. She seemed to have a soft spot for shoulder pads. She possessed, as Norman Mailer once described a bottle blonde in his novel Tough Guys Don’t Dance, “a full pout on the mouth, [that made her appear] as spoiled and imperious as the breath of sex.” She was self-assured, articulate, and, incredibly enough, quite credible.


In the Star’s exclusive—for which Flowers was paid $150,000—she went into salacious detail about what she claimed was a twelve-year romance with the guv, a liaison that both she and Clinton had previously, and vehemently, denied.


The Star was on a tear. The week before, the tabloid had printed a story saying that Clinton had had relations outside his marriage with at least five women, including Flowers—a conjecture that Clinton’s rapid-response troops had successfully downplayed, if not discredited. But now the Star was publishing a three-part bombshell (“Mistress Tells All—The Secret Love Tapes That Prove It”… “They Made Love All Over Her Apartment”). The first installment’s most salient revelation was that Flowers had squirreled away an hour’s worth of cassette recordings, which captured recent personal phone conversations she had had with her nominal boss. Flowers praised her lover’s stamina in the sack. And, as if to pride herself on a discerning palate, she divulged that theirs was “the best sex I ever had.” This was steamy stuff for reporters who, in those weeks before the primaries, tended to get their jollies from sitting in coffee shops with farmers, talking Medicare and crop rotation.


To be sure, the press corps was in a bind. For the last half of the twentieth century, legitimate news organizations had resisted using unsubstantiated reports about officials’ personal slipups. Journalists were also loath to recycle the morsels dished out by the tabs, which occupied the lowliest strata on the editorial food chain. White House correspondents, for example, had been aware of both JFK’s and LBJ’s extracurriculars, and yet they’d remained mum to maintain the dignity of the office and their own privileged niche on the West Wing’s perimeter.


But now that technology could provide proof—in the form of clandestinely recorded conversations—such civility was in eclipse. Here was corroboration. Here were the delicious echoes of Watergate. And despite the assertion that Flowers, in the words of Clinton’s spokesmen, appeared to be peddling “trash for cash,” the presence of the tapes suggested that her revelations were hardly garbage.1 Flowers’s threat of releasing the evidence was a major buzz kill for the high-flying campaign.


As Clinton continued with his public appearances, the media felt newly emboldened. It wasn’t so much that reporters resented being misled by a politician (though they certainly did). Or that they would somehow seem complicit in an act of press-pack self-censorship (which they certainly would have been). But the idea of being upstaged by a tabloid skeeve-sheet like the Star? Not a chance.


Journalists began hounding Clinton, who held his ground, or, more accurately, his quicksand. “The allegations in the Star are not true,” he said at one campaign stopover. “She’s obviously taken money to change her story.” But the denials—including a refutation by Hillary Clinton—were falling on deaf ears. Besides, the governor’s reputation was being cited by Republican operatives, who didn’t disguise their glee. One GOP strategist remarked sniffishly to New York magazine, “We hear [Clinton has] a history with the ladies. Are we worried? You guess.”


Clinton, truth be told, had sown his share of nummy oats. One of his closest aides, Betsey Wright, had actually come up with a phrase—“bimbo eruptions”: a code blue that would go out when one of the governor’s alleged lady friends came tumbling out of the bushes.


Many of the rumors, it turned out, proved bogus. But not infrequently they had legs. And curves. Five years before, when Clinton was pondering a presidential run, Wright reportedly presented him with a veritable scroll of rumored companions. According to David Maraniss in his Clinton biography, First in His Class, Wright sat down with the governor in the quiet of her own living room and went over the names of some of his purported liaisons—not once but twice. “Okay,” she said, according to Maraniss’s account. “Now, I want you to tell me the truth about every one.” (Clinton decided to sit out the 1988 race—for other reasons. As he persuasively claimed at the time, he was only forty, and both he and Hillary worried about “the impact of prolonged absences” on their daughter, Chelsea, then seven years old.)


But with this new election cycle, new squalls of warrantless rumor began to lash the campaign. In Vanity Fair, Sidney Blumenthal—who would become a close adviser to (and sometime apologist for) both Bill and Hillary Clinton—provided a laundry list of slurs. The governor did coke in his office. The governor had romped with the 1982 Miss America, Arkansas’s Elizabeth Ward, who quickly batted down the story. According to Blumenthal, such scabrous fictions were partly the invention of campaign reporters who, hoping to impress their peers with “inside dopesterism,” sometimes floated stories to sound as if they were on the cusp of the gossip curve. “In recent months,” wrote Blumenthal, “a partial list of unsupported rumors [had depicted supposed incidents in which] Bill Clinton propositioned the young daughter of Ron Brown, the chairman of the Democratic National Committee.… Hillary Clinton has had a number of affairs. Hillary is gay. And so on.”


If such innuendos weren’t enough, the Clinton camp had to squelch one persistent and plainly libelous allegation. As shown in the campaign documentary The War Room, George Stephanopoulos, Clinton’s deputy campaign manager for communications, would bark during a phone call, “If you went on the radio and said that Bill Clinton is the father of an illegitimate black child, you would be laughed at.” On the other end of the line, according to the movie, was an ally of the formidable independent candidate for president, Ross Perot. “Believe me,” Stephanopoulos continued, “it’s been looked at by every major national news organization. Everything. And it is completely bullshit.… People would think you’re crazy.… People will think you’re scummy.”


As time went on, this drip-drip-drip of dubious tips, according to historian and legal scholar Ken Gormley, among others, would have Clinton propositioning “the lead baton twirler for the University of Arkansas football squad”; Clinton fathering more than a dozen out-of-wedlock children; Clinton appearing in photos (as stated in a memo by a lawyer for a plaintiff in one anti-Clinton lawsuit) with his former Whitewater land-deal partner “[Susan] McDougal on the hood of [a] car having sex.… (Them, not the car.)” All, in the end, pure hooey.


But back in 1992, it mattered little if a thousand Flowers bloomed. That January, there was but one thorn that mattered.
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A press release about the Star story was faxed to ABC News, as described in Hedrick Smith’s PBS documentary The People and the Power Game. ABC’s field reporter Jim Wooten read the release and, with a video cameraman in tow, broached the subject with the candidate. “Well, first of all, I read the story,” Clinton insisted. “It isn’t true.” Wooten, who felt he needed other sources to support or counter the Star’s say-so, telephoned New York and gave the segment a thumbs-down. “There isn’t enough substantiation,” Wooten said, “so it’s unfair.” Peter Jennings, the anchor of ABC’s World News Tonight, agreed. “There was a great battle royal here about whether you put it on the air,” Jennings would later tell PBS. The ABC team decided to sit on the footage.


Stations subscribing to ABC’s news feed, however, had no such compunctions. Local news shows had hours to fill, stiff competition, and generally less-accountable news executives calling the shots. News staffs in ABC’s supply chain received an uplink of the actual snippet of Wooten and Clinton, and several channels simply ran the clip, unexpurgated. Their justification: a candidate actively denying an unsubstantiated tabloid report was, in its way, news.


Some news outlets naturally followed suit. Soon, others used the occasion as an excuse to “cover the media covering the story,” as Clinton campaign mastermind James Carville would note, allowing the media “to cover its favorite subject, which is, of course, the media.” Still others would come at it sideways, as “a tortured colloquium on whether or not infidelity was a legitimate issue,” in the words of David Brock (at the time a right-wing muckraker, who would dissect the scandal in the American Spectator).


One night that week, the phone rang as Clinton’s campaign manager, David Wilhelm, was sound asleep. A threatening voice, as Sidney Blumenthal would report a few months later in Vanity Fair, began to tick off a roster of supposed Clinton mistresses. “You’re through, Wilhelm,” the stranger said, before hanging up. Another Clinton aide fielded an even more foreboding call after he’d turned in for the night: “Your heart is going to be torn out. You’re going to be dead.”


Daylight hours brought little relief. Traveling reporters whispered quiet zingers. Fund-raisers grew uneasy with Clinton’s viability, insisting that peter problems, once made public, invariably incinerated a candidate’s chances. Chief campaign strategist Paul Begala saw the handwriting on the parapet wall. “If we don’t turn this into a positive,” he remarked, “we’re going down.”


Hillary Clinton herself—initially resistant to having her husband engage in a full-dress discussion of their marriage (believing it would rob them of their privacy, to say nothing of the effect it might have on their daughter, Chelsea, by then age eleven)—eventually bought into the plan for a counterattack. “I was persuaded that if we didn’t deal with the situation publicly,” she would explain in her memoir Living History, “Bill’s campaign would be over before a single vote was cast.”


The Clinton camp began to scramble. George Stephanopoulos was the campaign’s floppy-banged pivot man for communications. Two weeks shy of his thirty-first birthday, he had not yet evolved, as he would by year’s end, into politico-dreamboat status. At the Holiday Inn in Manchester, New Hampshire, Stephanopoulos hunkered down with James Carville, the campaign’s top strategist. Carville was a roguish, shoot-from-the-lip veteran of numerous election bouts.


The pair were the governor’s most invaluable aides: Stephanopoulos, the former altar boy, a Greek American with an Ivy League degree and a jones for a tussle (he’d been conditioned from his stint on the well-pummeled Dukakis campaign); Carville, the wily, wiry consultant with his chaw-jawed speaking manner, whose competitive juices and heavy Louisiana accent had first bubbled up from the stewpot of the bayou. (Some of the GOP’s most outspoken seers respected Carville’s hot-under-the-collar TV persona. He had an admirable ferocity, and screen presence, that opponents sometimes spoke of in zoological terms: he could look, in the words of Fox News founder Roger Ailes, “like a fish who’s swum too close to a nuclear reactor.”)


James and George had their work cut out for them. On Thursday, the campaign had discussions with ABC’s Nightline to have the governor appear that night. But late in the day, as Carville would recall, the notion was nixed; Bill and Hillary Clinton insisted that they face the cameras together. And since Mrs. Clinton was traveling in Georgia, she couldn’t connect with her husband in time. So the telecast was scrubbed.2


The next morning Stephanopoulos got on the phone with 60 Minutes’ Steve Kroft. They had to move fast, and both of them knew it.


Kroft was a forty-six-year-old correspondent who had joined the 60 Minutes stable three years before. Among his more famous elders at TV’s preeminent weekly newsmagazine, he was beginning to throw his weight around. The night before, Kroft recalls, he happened to be having drinks with Anne Reingold, an ex-CBS colleague then working for the Democratic National Committee. They’d both wondered: if the rumored Nightline broadcast didn’t materialize, might Clinton consider a 60 Minutes interview? Reingold was eager to help and, according to Kroft, put him in touch with Stephanopoulos.


“Our situation was so serious,” Stephanopoulos would observe in his memoir, All Too Human, “that the only hope was the media equivalent of experimental chemotherapy. 60 Minutes was strong enough to cure us—if it didn’t kill us first.” (Stephanopoulos declined to be interviewed for this book.) For Kroft, any further delay could be disastrous; he couldn’t risk losing the story to, say, a local reporter, should Clinton decide to issue a mea culpa on some windswept tarmac. And so: the Hail Mary pass on Super Bowl night.


“Do you want to do this?” Stephanopoulos pressed him.


“Yeah, but you’ve got to understand something,” Kroft said, explaining that his boss was traveling in San Francisco. “We don’t have a show. I have to go to Don Hewitt. I have to ask him about this to see if we can get some time back from the network to do it.”


According to Kroft, Stephanopoulos—possibly preoccupied by the primary maelstrom—asked, “What do you mean you don’t have a show?”


“Well, we’ve got the game.”


“What game?” Stephanopoulos supposedly inquired.


“The Super Bowl?” said Kroft.


Stephanopoulos, recalls Kroft, paused a moment. “You mean this would be on after the Super Bowl?”


Today Kroft sits in his 60 Minutes office overlooking the Hudson River, two decades after that conversation. He contends that the lure of the big game helped close the deal. “The subtext was clear,” says Kroft, who recalls that he also conferred with Clinton campaign chairman Harold Ickes. “There was a mutual need that [Bill Clinton] wanted to address this once. And we said, ‘Look, if you come on 60 Minutes you can say, “I talked about this on 60 Minutes, and I’m not going to talk about it again.”’”


The legendarily aggressive 60 Minutes interview had acquired a dedicated following as a Sunday night blood sport. But it had always afforded the producers an unfair advantage. As the Mother of All Public Grillings, the show’s segments had elements of a show trial. The victim, many times at the darkest hour of his or her public life, was paraded before a stern inquisitor. He sat in surreal light and shadow in a sterile setting: a hotel room, a book-lined office, a nondescript conference room. He faced a series of queries, each more pointed. Even his appearance had a funereal aspect: he had likely chosen somber attire and had been ceremonially daubed in makeup. The encounter, despite its theatricality, had the high seriousness of an inquest.


For the Clintons, however, the format had distinct advantages. If they could paint Prosecutor Kroft as a stand-in for the rest of the press, they might win sympathy as yet another political couple being placed under the media microscope. If they could bristle indignantly about the adultery question, they might get the audience wondering: why should anyone’s extramarital matters have any bearing on his fitness for public service? And the governor, on top of it all, might get points just for showing up. Viewers, in the era before reality TV, sometimes believed that one’s willingness to occupy the hot seat implied he might have less to hide than met the eye.


At this stage, though, Kroft held most of the cards as he and Stephanopoulos set some ground rules. First, the interview would have to be done on Sunday morning, at the Ritz-Carlton in Boston, to give CBS time to edit the show and ready the tape for broadcast. Second, the program would run as a short “special edition” (ten to fifteen minutes, tops), which was all the time the network could spare on such a crowded, coveted night. What’s more, the thrust of the segment would have to focus on the Star controversy. “We want to talk about Gennifer Flowers,” Kroft recalls saying to both Stephanopoulos and Ickes. “‘That’s the only thing we want to talk about, and that’s the only thing you want to talk about.’ We [didn’t] want to get into a situation where we’re going to put him on after the Super Bowl and talk about health care.” (Some Clinton insiders would later contend they’d settled on a more wide-ranging interview and that CBS had agreed to air the tape largely unedited—claims that, to this day, the 60 Minutes camp refutes.)


Finally, as Kroft recollects, CBS would have to agree to a key campaign demand. “How would you feel,” Stephanopoulos asked, “about Mrs. Clinton appearing with him?”


“Great,” Kroft replied. “Better.”
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To prepare for the interview, Clinton’s team arrived in Boston late Saturday. They were met by Kroft and his boss Don Hewitt, the producer who’d created 60 Minutes—TV’s first newsmagazine—in 1968.3 The producers walked the Clintons through the hotel suite where the interview would be taped the next day. It had a fireplace, two lapis vases, some potted plants, assorted porcelain. The couple would be seated on an eggshell-white couch; Kroft would sit across from them in an upholstered armchair. A water pitcher would be kept full and at the ready. Hillary discussed camera placement, the positioning of the chairs. “She was in control,” Kroft would later tell Vanity Fair’s Gail Sheehy. “[If] you didn’t know she was his wife, you’d have thought she was a media consultant. She didn’t do it in a dictatorial sort of way.… She was very delightful and charming. When they left the room, everybody pretty much said, ‘Boy, she’s terrific.’”


Outside, however, bedlam reigned. “Governor Clinton!”… “Did you have an affair?!”… “Governor! What about Gennifer Flowers?!” James Carville was struck not just by the number of reporters who had come to town on the eve of the broadcast but also by their level of frenzy. “We were in Boston [surrounded by] the hordes of the media,” Carville recalls, speaking from his home in New Orleans. “For, like, five seconds I thought I was going to die. It musta been kinda like being at a Brazilian soccer match and trying to get out of the stadium, and you have no control. You’re pinned. You’re just at the mercy of this throng. And they were, like, throwing microphones at him and everything.” Carville remembers literally being lifted off his feet at one point, swept along on a tide of journalists’ torsos and elbows. Cameras were hefted up and pointed down, shooting the mayhem. Grown men snarled. Flash bulbs and tempers flared. “I think this, of its time, was the worst,” he concedes, never having experienced a press scrum more intimidating. “That’s the most [ravenous] I remember.”


Clinton’s top aides took refuge in a hotel room and strategized their battle plan. Each was acutely aware that their jobs were riding on the way that a few hot minutes of television would play out twenty-four hours hence. “We discussed whether he should make a general admission of adultery—explicitly, unequivocally, using that word instead of a euphemism,” Stephanopoulos would recall in All Too Human. But no dice. “Both Clinton and Hillary were adamant about not using the A word, arguing that it was too grating, too harsh, too in-your-face to the viewers at home.”


Carville and Mandy Grunwald, the canny media adviser, stuck to the essentials. It was important that they admit to previous marital strain. But they had to underscore a larger issue: what had this nation come to when it paid more attention to a potential nominee’s private life than to how he might address the nation’s economic, political, and international challenges?


The session broke well after midnight. “No one could sleep,” Stephanopoulos recounted in his autobiography. So the team repaired to pollster Stan Greenberg’s room to unwind. “We talked about the day ahead and whether we’d even be together a week from now. For us, no matter how tomorrow turned out, it would be a war story, the day we bet a whole campaign on a single interview.… Tomorrow the whole country would be discussing [the Clintons’] marriage.”


Jotting down notes, Clinton’s young communications chief drafted what turned out to be a game-day memo. It urged Clinton, in straightforward terms, Use your family as a metaphor for character. You’ve had problems in your marriage, you’ve faced them, you’ve worked through them, and you’re coming out stronger than ever.


James Carville had barely slept. Due to nervous exhaustion and the anxious anticipation, he spent much of the night crying in his room. (“I don’t mean tearing up,” he would write in his campaign memoir, All’s Fair.4 “I mean sobbing for hours, drained, weeping piteously.”) Nonetheless, he had found time to draft a parallel set of bite-the-bullet bullet points with Paul Begala. Among their pearls, according to Carville’s book:




* [Remain] calm.… Reporters and voters are like horses and dogs—they can sense when someone is fearful.


* [Hillary] is our ace in the hole.… When y’all feel like Steve is going too far… Hillary needs to interrupt and say: “Look, Steve… it’s our relationship; our marriage; our family—and at some point we have to draw a line.”





Begala and Carville advised the governor to don a sweater: “We can’t think of anyone who wears a suit on Super Bowl Sunday.” (Clinton ignored them and wore a dark suit.) They quoted Confucius, referenced Elvis, and cited Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms: “The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.”


Clinton had also fielded advice from Dick Morris, the battle-hardened operative who would later become ensnared in his own sex scandal. Morris, according to his memoir Behind the Oval Office, counseled Clinton to be contrite, apologize to his wife in front of the nation, and tick off a list of past presidential infidelity—possibly citing Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson by name. As a kicker, Morris said, Clinton should ask voters—at the risk of sounding presumptuous—that they believe “his past sins would no more interfere with his ability to serve the nation than it had interfered with these other great presidents.” The governor took a pass, not wanting to offend Hillary. “That’s a good line,” Clinton supposedly told Morris, “but if I said it I’d have to find a new place to live.”


Steve Kroft, meanwhile, was getting his own ducks in a row. This was an act that had elements of the high wire and the tripwire. How, then, to delicately ask a candidate about alleged infidelity without appearing sleazy oneself? To prepare, Kroft sought counsel from his producer L. Franklin Devine, and the program’s most confrontational interviewer, Mike Wallace.


Wallace, according to Kroft, “told me, ‘Don’t be mean to him; don’t push him too hard; don’t be too aggressive with the questions.’ Why Mike told me that I have no idea, because I don’t believe that Mike would have handled the interview that way.… I felt like I had to protect the record. [Since this would be the only such interview,] I had to ask him every question that everybody else wanted to ask, and I had to ask him it two or three different ways.” Later, Kroft says, he discovered “from a number of CBS executives [that] Mike Wallace spent a couple of days trying to get it away from me, behind the scenes,” lobbying to be allowed to conduct the interview himself. Hewitt, however, stuck with Kroft, who had brought in the scoop.


Clinton’s widely dispersed team tuned in from Arkansas, Iowa, New Hampshire, and across the country. Gary Ginsberg had left his job as a young corporate lawyer in Manhattan—on the very day the Flowers story had broken—to begin work as Clinton’s new advance-operations director. A Buffalo Bills fan, Ginsberg (now an executive at Time Warner) was sitting with his father in a bar in Minneapolis, the site of that year’s Super Bowl. He was convinced, he now puts it, that “this was going to be the shortest leave of absence anyone has ever enjoyed from a Wall Street law firm. I thought I was going to be back in New York by the end of that week.”


What they witnessed, along with the rest of the nation, was a condensed version of an interview that had gone on for a relentless hour or so, a session with so much offstage intrigue it could have sustained an operetta.
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The Clintons sat beside each other on the couch. Two cameras stayed focused on the couple: Bill, with his hands held as if in prayer, positioned between his knees; Hillary, with her arm cozily draped behind his back or straying occasionally to settle on his arm. She wore a thin black headband and a turquoise suit with matching turtleneck. From time to time she examined her husband lovingly, yet she maintained a commanding air, nodding approvingly as he spoke, then jumping in as necessary.


Her husband’s responses were measured, firm, and softly delivered. His tone was emphatic and empathetic. Often, the impression he conveyed was that of an earnest choirboy with all the naughty scolded out of him. At some points, a viewer couldn’t help thinking that he was a nimble actor as well, patting his heart and leaning forward thoughtfully—the Clinton whom columnist Maureen Dowd would come to call the “maestro of faux sincerity.” Now and again he appeared hurt, even vaguely aghast, his bottom lip resolutely chewed or his eyebrows gone all circumflex. At other times he shook his head or narrowed his eyes to express exasperation with his interrogator, who got right to the point.




Kroft: [Gennifer Flowers] is alleging and has described in some detail in the supermarket tabloid what she calls a twelve-year affair with you.


Clinton: That allegation is false.


Hillary Clinton: When this woman first got caught up in these charges, I felt as I’ve felt about all these women—that, you know, they’ve just been minding their own business.…


Clinton: It was only when money came out, when the tabloid went down there offering people money to say that they had been involved with me, that she changed her story. There’s a recession on. Times are tough. And I think you can expect more and more of these stories as long as they’re down there handing out money.


Kroft: I’m assuming from your answer that you’re categorically denying that you ever had an affair with Gennifer Flowers.


Clinton: I said that before. And so has she.





Kroft pressed on, posing The Question from every conceivable angle. Clinton’s responses were even-tempered, but his answers always fell short of the drum-tight categorical.




Kroft: You’ve said that your marriage has had problems.… What do you mean by that?… Help us break the code. I mean, does that mean that you were separated?… Had communication problems?… Contemplated divorce? Does it mean adultery?


Clinton: I think the American people, at least people that have been married for a long time, know what it means and know the whole range of things it can mean.


Kroft: … Are you prepared tonight to say that you’ve never had an extramarital affair?


Clinton: I’m not prepared tonight to say that any married couple should ever discuss that with anyone but themselves.… I think most Americans who are watching this tonight, they’ll know what we’re saying; they’ll get it, and they’ll feel that we have been more candid. And I think what the press has to decide is: Are we going to engage in a game of ‘gotcha’?…


Kroft: I don’t like some of these questions any better than you do.…





But that didn’t stop him from pressing on.


Clinton, while he appeared calm and even chastened on camera, would later admit that he was fuming. After denying a romance with Flowers, he would later recall in his autobiography that Kroft “asked if I had had any affairs.” Then, after stating that he’d “caus[ed] pain” in his marriage, Clinton was gobsmacked. “Kroft, unbelievably, asked me again. His only goal in the interview was to get a specific admission.”


The exchange, which came off as civil, was actually getting progressively testier. To make matters worse, the mood in the room was already at full boil. Off-camera, Stephanopoulos stood to the side, offering the Clintons moral support. Hewitt was ensconced in the adjacent “control room,” with producers and several Clinton aides, including a tightly wound Carville.


Twice there was a break in the taping. And twice, Carville now says, he would shout out encouragement, like an exuberant coach on the sidelines. “When they’d reload the camera and put another magazine in, I said, ‘That’s great, man! You’re doing great!’” Hewitt, in parallel, would swoop in and get on his haunches right next to the couch, making a direct appeal to the governor. “It was kind of crazy,” says Kroft. “Don would come out, in between takes, and knelt down next to Clinton… and said, ‘Look, you’ve got to come clean. You’ve got to tell us.’ Because Don, I think, wanted some resolution. He thought the headlines would be bigger or the story would be bigger if Clinton were more direct and honest about it.


“Nobody knew who James Carville was,” Kroft recalls. “I knew his name, but he was certainly known only to political people at that point. Don threw him out of the screening room because he was saying how good [Clinton was doing].” (Hewitt, in his memoir, Tell Me a Story, recounted saying, “Will someone please shut this guy the fuck up or get him the hell out of here!”)


“Hewitt was pissed at me,” Carville insists, “because he didn’t want Clinton to think he was doing well. He wanted Clinton to think he was doing shitty. [Hewitt] kept telling him, ‘You got to come clean with the whole thing.’ Clinton just looked at him like he was crazy.” (Hewitt, says Carville, later wrote him “a taut letter, kind of a shitty letter, you know: ‘I’ve been in this business for all these years, I’ve never seen [behavior like that]!’”)


Finally, Kroft tripped the switch. He tried to articulate what many viewers were thinking. But he made an observation that might as well have been supercharged in a cyclotron: “I think most Americans would agree that it’s very admirable that you’ve stayed together—that you’ve worked your problems out, that you’ve seemed to have reached some sort of understanding and an arrangement.”


“I wanted to slug him,” Clinton would concede. Here he was—alongside the woman he’d admittedly aggrieved, her hand on his forearm—hearing their sixteen-year marriage characterized as an arrangement. “Instead, I said, ‘Wait a minute. You’re looking at two people who love each other. This is not an arrangement or an understanding. This is a marriage.’”


Instinctively, Hillary pounced. Her candid, coolheaded response was the sound bite heard round the world—the one that would turn Bill and Hillary into household names: “You know, I’m not sitting here, some little woman standing by my man, like Tammy Wynette. I’m sitting here because I love him, and I respect him, and I honor what he’s been through and what we’ve been through together. And, you know, if that’s not enough for people—then, heck, don’t vote for him.”


Heck yeah. The wallflower political wife? The pitiable victim of her husband’s philandering? That caricature of a candidate’s spouse had been suddenly, irrevocably sent packing. In a single stroke, Hillary Rodham Clinton had broken it all down to what mattered to viewers—and voters:




• The way that a couple behaves, and forgives, is ruled by its own dynamics.


• Love shouldn’t be judged by fixed moral codes. (When it comes to long-term romantic relationships: It’s complicated.)


• The press (and the political opposition research squads), damn it, should just steer clear of people’s private affairs.


• And, take that, Gennifer-with-a-G.




Hillary Clinton’s broadside was a bracing rejoinder to Kroft’s statement, which had come off to many as patronizing. She had projected righteous indignation and political backbone. (Indeed, as journalist Gail Sheehy would point out, the governor had long recognized his wife’s political appeal: “Some say the wrong Clinton is in the statehouse.… It doesn’t bother me for people to see her and get excited and say she could be president. I always say she could be president, too.”) She had also displayed her steadfast commitment to this newest curiosity on the national stage—this likable, complex, beguiling man.5


Dee Dee Myers was watching the broadcast with other staffers in the open bullpen of the Little Rock campaign headquarters. “People were kind of hanging on every word,” she reflects. “It was pretty quiet; there was no applause moment. And afterward they didn’t have this instantaneous talking-head thing that you would have now, where you go right to a panel of pundits to talk about, ‘How’d he do?,’ where you’ve got MSNBC and Fox and CNN. We thought it went pretty well. We didn’t know.”


Mark McKinnon, who would become media adviser to George W. Bush, as governor and then as president, had also tuned in that night. “I remember thinking two things watching the broadcast,” says McKinnon, who had recently been working in Texas on Ann Richards’s campaign for governor. “It was going to be impossible for Clinton to recover because the charges were so humiliating. And that Clinton was going to recover because the confession was just so candid and audacious. Never before had the American public seen a candidate for president air his dirty laundry so publicly—with his spouse by his side.”


Perhaps the best measure of the segment’s impact was how the opposition viewed it. Carville’s partner at the time (later his wife) was Mary Matalin, the political director of President George H. W. Bush’s reelection campaign. Today she calls the Clintons’ appearance “masterful.”


“All campaigns,” Matalin says from her New Orleans home, come down to “looking at somebody else’s playbook. But they had no playbook to look at. They had to make a brand-new event. And they had to get the wife on board. And they had to get everyone to execute perfectly. And the timing of it. There are very few things in politics that are purposefully make-or-break; there are very few things that are make-or-break, period. But that you on purpose set up a make-or-break moment? That never happens. Nobody does that. That took so much courage.


“Politically, [the Clinton campaign] had to lance the boil,” she reflects. “That has never been done as well before or since. That Super Bowl moment was so brilliant—because it paid forward. [It] was like shooting the elephant in the room, with not a drop of blood on the floor.”
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And then the sky fell in—almost literally.


The overhead lights for the shoot, which had been rigged up by a Boston freelance crew, somehow became unmoored, along with their wood-beam mount. The rigging toppled over, barely missing Hillary. “They just kind of popped off,” Kroft remembers, “and came crashing down on the back of the sofa behind the Clintons, and it knocked over a pitcher of water, and they lurched forward [to avoid the] burning filaments and flying glass.


“And she said, ‘Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!’—I’ll never forget that. Which wouldn’t have been the first words out of my mouth. That’s one thing I’ve learned about Hillary, starting then: she has a tremendous amount of self-control.”


Bill Clinton, a tragedy averted, took his wife in his arms, clutched her close, and kept telling her softly that he loved her and that everything would be okay.


Taping was halted. The mood was broken. The TV lights might as well have been the Clintons’ wider world, which all week had seemed to be collapsing around them. But in that instant there was security and love and a ray of hope.


Jim Kennedy, who would later become a Clinton “crisis manager” during his second term as president, recently reviewed the unedited tape. “That scary moment,” he says, “when Bill Clinton grabs hold of Hillary Clinton in a very immediate and protective way and they keep holding on to each other, reveals a deeper truth at the heart of the entire one-hour interview. It was touching because it said something about their relationship that I think is important: that they were together, they were a team, they cared about each other, they were in love. There’s a real bond there despite whoever or whatever tries to come between them.” Kroft, in fact, says that friends of his who knew the Clintons would later tell him, “Bill said that that moment won him six months of good favor with Hillary. He had come to her rescue. He was there to console her”—admittedly after she, on national television, had come to rescue him.


Just as the session ended, Carville was next. He rushed over to Clinton’s side and began weeping. The governor, as he had with Hillary, held Carville and comforted him, saying, as Carville remembers it, “Yeah, we got through this, buddy.”


Carville now insists he was experiencing a mess of emotions: “I probably felt exhaustion, relief, and just the utter sadness of watching these people have to sit there for an hour or however long it was, and to answer these questions. It was just like a fucking—just painful, you know? We’d been four or five days of dealing with this. I probably hadn’t slept.… [But despite] the exhaustion, [it] was, like, ‘It was over.’ And I’d pushed for the 60 Minutes alternative.


“It was just a relief that, you know, my whole standing in the campaign, if that thing would have gone poorly, [might have been at risk]. But it was fine”—even though, he adds, “like everybody else on 60 Minutes, I thought we got kinda like a shitty edit.”


Clinton—and his reputation—seemed to have tolerated the antidote. Yet his aides weren’t quite sure. “The takeaway from the night was, ‘Okay, we put our case out there,’” says Dee Dee Myers, “‘but we have no frickin’ idea how it’s going to play.’ None. Because we were in unchartered territory.… That moment was not something we’d seen a lot of: a politician acknowledging infidelity.”


“In all my years in politics, in running statewide races, I had never—nobody—had [ever] seen this,” Carville says, adding, with a laugh, “I think everybody was a virgin on this kind of thing.”


And with that, as Carville remembers it, the whole group went upstairs to a feast of cold cuts and an ice chest crammed with longneck beers. “I just never tasted a beer that tasted so good in my life.”


Matalin is careful to point out that her husband doesn’t easily tear up. “Campaigns are emotional,” she says. “James has never run to me and sobbed, even at the birth of our kids. That’s just not how he is. But when you’re doing something for someone that’s never been done before, [it] evoke[s] emotion. Maybe James was crying. But that’s not evidence of James being an emotional person. That’s evidence of, ‘Wow, did we just not only dodge a bullet? We just landed on the beach.’”















CHAPTER 4



The Bubba Boomer


Bill Clinton represented a new masculine archetype.


Not that American males ever emulated him, not consciously. But many men across the land already shared some of his propensities. Clinton was that rare public figure who encapsulated the whole brash package: the perpetually horny, ever-prevaricating, irrepressibly optimistic, in-touch-with-his-inner-Hillary, emotionally expressive (if artificially sweetened) Bubba Boomer.


As the dominant figure of ’90s America, he had a persona, a worldview—and a rash of peccadilloes—that helped shape and scar the national psyche. As such, any psychosocial assessment of the national manhood in that decade requires a deep dive into Clinton the man.
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Bill Clinton, alone among American presidents, is the leader we associate, in a single breath, with sex.1 And Clinton’s studly reputation—as archaic as that sounds today—may have worked in his favor in the ’92 election, especially in light of his opponent: incumbent president George H. W. Bush.


During the previous election cycle, Vice President Bush had been portrayed by the media and his Democratic foes as lacking a requisite manliness. Newsweek put it plainly in a low-blow cover story: “George Bush: Fighting the ‘Wimp Factor.’” Writer Margaret Garrard Warner asserted that “Bush suffers from a potentially crippling handicap—a perception that he isn’t strong enough or tough enough for the challenges of the Oval Office. That he is, in a single mean word, a wimp.”


Going after this particular candidate’s machismo was a cheap shot, and unjustifiable. Bush had been a Navy aviator, a war hero, the chief of the CIA, the head of the Republican National Committee, and an envoy to both China and the U.N. His single-term foreign policy record was sterling: removing strongman Manuel Noriega from power in Panama; coordinating the West’s measured response as the Berlin Wall fell and the Soviet Union collapsed; and rebuffing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. All in four years.


Even so, the slur stuck. The same month as Newsweek’s takedown, a Doonesbury cartoon strip also used the wimprimatur. (Doonesbury’s creator, Garry Trudeau, had previously accused Mr. Bush of being so deferential to Ronald Reagan that he’d agreed to place his “manhood in a blind trust.”) Half of the nation’s voters, in fact, told pollsters that Bush had an image problem. On TV, his voice came across as reedy. And as he hit the stump and the airwaves, the man who seemed to be forever shrouded in the shadow of the Great Communicator appeared “stiff or silly,” by Newsweek’s gauge, and unable to “project self-confidence, wit or warmth to television viewers.”


It was partly a function of manner. Bush was levelheaded, a centrist, an experienced diplomat. He was a politician who’d gotten into the game not for the power jag but to serve. In an age when voters were eager for ego, Bush quashed his own for the sake of the common good—or, in one infamous instance, a bipartisan tax deal.


But H.W. couldn’t shake the W. tag. Yes, he’d managed to defeat an even wimpier adversary in 1988: the diminutive Mike Dukakis, who in one campaign photo op had posed punily in the commander’s hatch of a tank. And yet the president was still perceived as that privileged son of a senator, Connecticut’s honorable Prescott Bush. As a boy, he’d been “chauffeured to the Greenwich Country Day School,” according to Time, and was occasionally “spanked by his father with a squash racquet.” He was an Episcopalian swell, as Texas governor Ann Richards once quipped, “born with a silver foot in his mouth.” He had a wife (Babs!) with such a snow-white coif that people sometimes mistook her for his mum. He had nicknames (Poppy! Gampy!) that made it sound as if he was already bound for assisted living.


And his biggest campaign gaffe of all against Bill Clinton? Bush was accused of being utterly flummoxed one day on the campaign trail when he came across a grocery barcode scanner. The implication? This pampered preppie had rarely set foot in a supermarket and therefore couldn’t grasp the everyday financial strains of the common voter.


The incident became Bush’s albatross. It wasn’t just a matter of the old boy being out of the loop. It was a reflection of the anemic economy he was overseeing. For that rough patch in the late ’80s (when Wall Street took a nosedive), to the oil-price spike-and-plummet after Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, to the 1992 election, Bush had been the helmsman of a listing ship. The captain—who had vowed never to raise taxes and then had done exactly that—would have to be relieved of his duties and replaced by a more strapping and daring sort of sailor.
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From the 1890s to the 1990s, the presidential role model had gone from the backwoodsy, gun-toting Rough Rider (TR) to the prepster from Phillips Academy and Yale (GHWB). And in the second half of the century, four mucho macho men stood out.


There was John Kennedy, who today might arguably be categorized as a sexual predator. Though JFK was praised as a family man—married to the most glamorous first lady of the twentieth century—the press corps and the public wink-winked throughout his presidency.2 (Kennedy would privately insist that he needed to have sex daily—to avoid headaches, as he put it. And in a story that might have even been true, he supposedly bragged that he wasn’t satisfied with a lover unless he’d “had her three ways.”)3 The Camelot myth, however, painted JFK as a picture of potency. He possessed the Kennedy pedigree, a combat veteran’s bravura, and the vigor of youth (age forty-three when he took office). He also projected an athleticism that masked his physical ailments (Addison’s disease, chronic back pain).


Lyndon Johnson, following suit, was a legendary philanderer in chief. Rabelaisian, proud, and occasionally vulgar, he was known to flabbergast acquaintances by whipping out his Texas longhorn of a pecker. Historian Robert Dallek has attested that on one occasion the president got so angry with newsmen who were pressing him to justify America’s role in the Vietnam War that he went full johnson. “According to [U.N. ambassador] Arthur Goldberg,” Dallek writes, “L.B.J. unzipped his fly, drew out his substantial organ and declared, ‘This is why!’”4


In 1981 came Ronald Reagan, the first divorced president—a daring social precedent. Not only did the conservative ex-governor exude Hollywood allure, as did his movie-star wife, but he was actually a product of the entertainment trade, having started out as a radio sports announcer, then a player in the studio system, then the head of the powerful Screen Actors Guild. His was not sex appeal as much as it was celebrity glam.


Ron in black tie and Nancy in sequins, dancing across a 1985 cover of Vanity Fair, did the Kennedys one better. And when the photographer for that shoot, the legendary Harry Benson, persuaded them to pose for a close-up kiss—“like a big-screen, Technicolor fade-out, just before the credits roll,” as Benson now puts it—the picture would run across two full pages in the magazine. In the accompanying text, none other than William F. Buckley Jr. would gush that “the Reagans think it altogether splendid to dance together in their own version of Camelot.” And the lines began to blur irrevocably between Washington and Hollywood, politics and marketing, power and romance.


And then up jumped Bill.
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The tale of Clinton’s roots is hardly that of Moses in the bulrushes. But it has the requisite predestination of the best presidential lore.


By now the story has become familiar. William Jefferson Blythe III came into this world in 1946 in a town called Hope (population 6,000), an Arkansas hollow of watermelon patches, buttermilk churns, and phones with party lines. He was conceived, almost to the very week, on the leading edge of the Baby Boom. And ever the true Boomer, he would adopt the pop-culture fascinations of his peers: Flash Gordon movie serials, Baby Huey cartoons, TV’s Howdy Doody. He favored Hostess fried pies and Royal Crown Cola. He attended Saturday matinees for a dime, finding inspiration in High Noon’s Marshal Will Kane, played by Gary Cooper. He took up the tenor sax (attending band camp six summers running), formed a high school trio, and revered Ray Charles and Elvis Presley. (Elvis became the moniker bestowed upon the guv by his ’92 staff. The name of his campaign plane? Air Elvis.)


As destined births go, Billy’s was not without its auguries. Three months before, his father W. J. Blythe Jr., had been the victim of a freak car accident. Ejected from his vehicle during a crash, he’d crawled from the wreckage, only to drown in a waterlogged ditch. Blythe was twenty-eight years old.


When his widow, Virginia Dell Blythe, gave birth on August 19, 1946, “there had been record heat the day before,” writes David Maraniss in the Clinton biography First in His Class, “exceeding a hundred degrees, followed by a ferocious thunderstorm that cracked and boomed all night, igniting three fires in town. The local moviehouse happened to be showing a film that captured [the] twenty-three-year-old mother’s predicament: The Young Widow, starring Jane Russell.”


Virginia was a let-loose, life-of-the-party gal. And it didn’t take a slide rule for local folks to float the rumors. Nine months before his son was born, W.J. Jr., a salesman turned World War II mechanic, had not been in Hope, some said—or even in Arkansas. He’d reportedly been in war-torn Italy servicing the U.S. Army’s tanks and transport vehicles. “There were whispers in Hope about who little Billy’s father was,” Maraniss contends, “[partly] spawned by Virginia’s flirtatious nature.” And yet Maraniss’s research shows that Virginia Blythe gave birth a month ahead of schedule—by C-section—which would place the child’s conception at a time when Blythe had already returned stateside. What’s more, contemporaneous acquaintances of Bill’s have said that he bore an uncanny resemblance to W. J. Blythe.


Blythe himself had hardly been a choirboy. Unbeknownst to Virginia, he had already fathered two children over the course of three broken marriages. Clinton, in his memoir My Life, would later describe his father in terms that would suit them both: “a handsome, hardworking, fun-loving man.” Blythe’s loss left the son “with the feeling that I had to live for two people.… The knowledge that I, too, could die young drove me… to try to drain the most out of every moment.”


At age four, Billy would gain a stepdad, Roger Clinton, the owner of the local Buick dealership. The elder Clinton had been a runaround and a violent one at that, even while he was dating the boy’s mom. In court papers, Clinton’s ex-wife had claimed her husband was a batterer, and he would go on to repeat that pattern, abusing Virginia during drink-fueled outbursts.


Early on in their marriage, Roger Clinton pulled out a gun in the middle of one of his rages and fired a bullet into a nearby wall, just missing his wife and stepson; the cops were summoned. When Bill was fourteen, one altercation got so heated that when he rushed to his mother’s aid and found Roger smacking Virginia, Bill took matters into his own hands. “I grabbed a golf club out of my bag,” Clinton would recall. “I told him to stop and said that if he didn’t I was going to beat the hell out of him.… We didn’t have any more trouble for a good while.”


In 1962, Virginia sought and received a divorce. But as sometimes happens with couples mired in codependency, they reconciled and remarried. And young Bill, of his own volition, decided to legally change his last name to Clinton.


Bill Clinton, like many presidents, may have had what men’s movement activist Robert Bly has called “father hunger.” The boy had never known the male parent listed on his birth certificate. He assumed the name of a struggling alcoholic whom he called Daddy. He was forever striving to prove himself worthy of his elders. He faced absence and anguish—his mother’s, his younger brother Roger Cassidy Clinton’s, and his own. “I came to accept the secrets of our house as a normal part of my life,” Clinton would later concede, insisting that he suffered in silence, never daring to mention to a soul this cycle of addiction and abuse. “Secrets can be an awful burden to bear, especially if some sense of shame is attached to them.… I now know [my personal spiritual] struggle is at least partly the result of growing up in an alcoholic home and the mechanisms I developed to cope with it.”


With his central father figures sometimes absent or aberrant,5 Bill Clinton grew up devoted to his large-hearted, effervescent protector, a woman of Cherokee and Irish stock: Virginia Dell Cassidy Blythe Clinton Dwire Kelley. Mother, he called her—a nurse-anesthetist by trade. She had a hankering for the horses and was a regular at the Oaklawn Jockey Club. She was the daughter of an overbearing mother who had become addicted to morphine. Virginia also bore a second son, Roger Jr., who would battle his own substance issues. Over time, she would go on to compare her tumultuous life to “a country song.”


Clinton’s love for Mother was complete and altogether genuine. Transfixed by the woman’s quotidian rituals, he would recall the care with which she’d comb out her wavy black hair. “I liked watching her brush it until it was just so,” he would write dotingly in his autobiography. Then there was the “game face,” as Clinton called it, that she applied to meet the day. “When I could get up early enough I loved sitting on the floor of the bathroom and watching her put makeup on that beautiful face. It took quite a while, partly because she had no eyebrows.” She would draw them on instead, he remembers, “with a cosmetic pencil. Then she put on her makeup and her lipstick, usually a bright red shade.” (Virginia became known for her spider-leg lashes and her “skunk stripe” coif.)


By the time Bill entered fourth grade, the Clintons had resettled in Hot Springs—Arkansas’s “Sin City.” Fifty miles from Little Rock, the raucous enclave was famous for its spas and sulfur springs.6 The place literally bubbled with temptation. (For grins, a ten-year-old Bill Clinton and his pals would place prank calls to Maxine Harris’s whorehouse to try and tie up the telephone lines.) Hot Springs, to put it bluntly, had vaporous moral guidelines—as Gail Sheehy once observed in Vanity Fair when discussing the effect of Clinton’s upbringing on his marriage—and appealed to certain residents and visitors as “a warm bath of half-truths and hypocrisy where gamblers and bookies and fugitive mobsters from New York and Chicago found a resort just right for their tastes.” It was a town, in Sheehy’s view, “where a proliferation of Baptist churches attempted to put proper Sunday faces on the bathhouses, betting parlors, and brothels that were supported by the local government. ‘In Hot Springs, growing up here, you were living a lie,’ [said] a local prosecutor, Paul Bosson.” Indeed, by the time Clinton rose through the Arkansas political ranks, several of his detractors would contend that the governor, having spent his formative years in that seatbed of vice, had been unavoidably schooled in the art of compromising one’s conscience.


What, in fact, were Bill Clinton’s ethical underpinnings? Faced with a home life marred by addiction and codependency, he improvised. And in time, he relied on several guideposts.


First came a commitment to Christ. Arkansas, in that curious American duality of the sacred and the profane, sat along the main artery of the Bible Belt. And even though Clinton’s parents were not observant, their son made it his mission to attend Park Place Baptist Church almost every Sunday. By age nine or ten, Clinton’s faith had become such an integral part of his life that he persuaded Mother to let him get baptized. “I had absorbed enough of my church’s teachings,” Clinton would recall, “to know that I was a sinner and to want Jesus to save me.” At twelve, he sat in Little Rock’s War Memorial Stadium and found inspiration in hearing Billy Graham, the prevailing moral authority of America’s white Southern Baptists, preach to a biracial congregation. (Segregationists had urged Graham to ban African Americans from the assembly, an ultimatum he had refused.)


Next came Clinton’s embrace of the life of the mind. He excelled at school, seeking refuge and edification in books and falling under the spell of a series of authors and educators. And then Clinton had a political awakening, partly shaped by the region’s racial divide. In the summer of 1963, he was voted one of two student “senators” who would represent Arkansas at a conclave in Maryland for the Boys Nation public service program. And in his speech to the assemblage, Clinton spoke of the Little Rock Nine and the forced integration of schoolchildren that in 1957 had divided and riveted the nation. “We have grown up in a state,” he announced, “ridden with the shame of a crisis it did not ask for.” Most important and providential of all: that same week, the student delegation was invited to the White House, and Clinton positioned himself up close so he could shake hands with John Fitzgerald Kennedy—and have his picture snapped as he did.7


The Kennedy-Clinton Shake. Though the photograph would serendipitously show America’s first “New Generation” presidents meeting face-to-face, nothing about Clinton’s political trajectory had been foreordained. It would take a singularly driven individual to fulfill the promise presaged in that single frame. And William Jefferson Clinton was such a one. He’d been forced by circumstance to concoct his own survival skills. He’d stood up to the most threatening figure in his limited universe, taking the very name of that man. He’d embraced a new religion, of his own accord. His mental acuity and genuine grit would propel him to Georgetown and Oxford and Yale Law. He would fall in love with a woman of strength who was by every measure his intellectual equal. He would become one of the country’s youngest governors. And those were just acts 1 and 2.
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As a president, there was something entirely fresh about Bill Clinton. Unlike his generation’s models, he was not the righteous, reliable fatherly type; not the tough-love coach; not the strong, silent war hero. Instead, he was a modern-age hybrid: the softie with a perpetual hard-on. He was a country lawyer with a wonkish precision, who telegraphed his every emotion in big, sloppy strokes. He was a cutthroat political infighter, who wore his heart on his sleeve and who desperately needed love—from both friend and foe. He was a dervish who would stop in his tracks to blabber a blue streak; a free-spirited lefty who kept to the political center; a born-again Christian who entertained a catering hall of appetites. He was a man of faith who was, in his marriage, unfaithful.


How could Bill Clinton be so brainy and yet be ruled by his sensory organs? How could he be such a people person and yet so classically self-absorbed? So inexhaustibly hyperactive and yet convinced that the perfect getaway was the Renaissance Weekend, where he and Hillary, amid old friends and several hundred others, could chill out and spend a few days trading ideas, schmoozing about policy, and sharing stories of “personal growth”? He and his wife were forever being accused of “using” people for political gain, and yet he had a profoundly generous streak, always handing out well-considered gifts, some of which he would wrap himself. (In an Oval Office interview I conducted with him at the end of his presidency, Clinton told me, “When I got here, fortuitously, I found that in the President’s Bathroom there is a closet with several shelves. It goes back kind of deep. It’s narrow. And I just started, you know, acquiring things [as presents] and squirreling them away—a few books, a few CDs, a few items of jewelry.”)


Here was someone cut from distinctly different cloth than the American macho man. Bill Clinton was, in fact, an alpha male who understood his feminine facets. He could fly off the handle in private (some insiders referred to Clinton’s passing storms as “purple fits”; adviser David Gergen would call them “morning vents”), but in public he had measured manners and a southern unction that cast a honeysuckle spell. In a period when men were torn and frayed and turning inward, his was the high-beam gleam of a more compassionate generation. He was a man whose first inclination was not to restrict or judge but to tolerate and include. He was a good boy and a good ol’ boy and a naughty, naughty boy. He was, in his way, “the sensitive guy at the dogfight.”8


Former Clinton strategist Dick Morris once identified this Sunday-morning/Saturday-night dichotomy—a sort of Bifurcated Bill. Sunday-morning Clinton “is the one we have all seen so often on television,” Morris would write in his memoir Behind the Oval Office. “Brilliant, principled, sincere, good-willed, empathetic, intellectual, learning, and caring.” Saturday-night Clinton, by comparison, “is pure id—willful, demanding, hedonistic, risk-taking, sybaritic, headstrong, unfeeling, callous, unprincipled, and undisciplined. The Sunday man adores his family. The Saturday-night counterpart risks its destruction.” In Morris’s view, “Each side of Clinton seems unaware of the other”—as if the two Bills were separated by a “wall of denial.”


Clinton was complex, postmodern, and defined by his double personality—politically and socially, emotionally and psychologically. In a period when men were flailing at maintaining their traditional patriarchal dominance of the womenfolk, he was Robert Bly’s so-called soft male, deferring to the one who wore the pants in the family, even if his were occasionally coming off.
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In a time of cynicism, Clinton was the Boy from Hope. In a time of fad diets and white wine spritzers, he was snarfing down the Wendy’s. (At a Camp David team-building retreat that Clinton convened for his top aides nine days after he took office, he reportedly admitted to being “a fat kid when he was five or six and [discussed] how the other kids taunted him.”) As if defined by his childhood persona, he was, deep down, “just a guy in the [school] band,” as Gennifer Flowers once described him. “He wasn’t a big, muscular football hero who had girls falling all over him. Then all of a sudden, he became a politician and started getting the kind of attention he had only dreamed of.”


He’d started out, as we’ve seen, as something of a mama’s boy. And he went on throughout his career to surround himself with forceful women. “Clinton was just comfortable with women,” says his first White House press secretary, Dee Dee Myers. “That should be followed by a punch line, right?… [But] he liked being in the company of women. And he liked all different kinds of women. He was very comfortable around women in a way [that stood out back then]. Some, [like] Susan Thomases, were Hillary’s friends that she brought in, and a lot of them weren’t. He was very comfortable with Mandy [Grunwald], with Betsey [Wright]. She was very strong, and women were allowed to be that around him. You know”—Myers stops to laugh—“he just liked women. That was great. Washington is very much a boys’ club.… If you look back, he had a lot of women in the cabinet. He promoted women.”


The public perceived Clinton as a man who was concerned with others’ needs and who strove to project that sensitivity. He was so sensitive, in fact, that comedian Dana Carvey once portrayed him in a TV skit as a man who could actually lactate. While impersonating Clinton in 1996, Carvey announced himself to be such “a caring, nurturing president” that he’d reached the stage where he could suckle a child. “I could be both father and mother to our nation,” Carvey’s Clinton declared. “I’ve taken this a step further. With the employment of estrogen hormonal therapy, I have developed the ability to breastfeed.” And, bingo, Carvey took a doll to his chest and began nursing it. “I’d like to see Steve Forbes do this.”


Clinton, of course, could lay it on thick. And his tendency to weave over the median from suave to slick had earned him no less a nickname than Slick Willie.9 While Slick Willie’s was also the name of a popular pool-hall chain in the South, the alias was first affixed to Bill Clinton by journalist Paul Greenberg (later the editorial page editor of the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette), who had charted the candidate’s rise. In September 1980, Greenberg, then at a paper called the Pine Bluff Commercial, wrote an editorial that criticized Clinton, as Greenberg would later recall, for giving “a speech before the state Democratic convention in which he depicted himself as in the tradition of progressive governors in this state.” In the view of Greenberg and his colleagues, Clinton, who would lose his gubernatorial reelection bid, was a zigzagger who tailored his views to suit voters. He was, said Greenberg, a “classic waffle[r]” who carefully worded many policy stances in a way “that would allow him later to take whatever side looked popular”; he was a budget-cutter “who had broken this succession of reform governors [who had preceded him]. And so we used the sobriquet Slick Willy on that occasion and it caught on.”


Clinton was also the consummate charmer. My friend Jamieson Webster, a Freudian psychoanalyst, calls him the Last Charismatic. Indeed, Clinton’s early appearances on the stump, like JFK’s and RFK’s before him, had a rock-star shimmer, drawing his share of comely swooners.10 Young supporters were attracted by his populism, his pop-culture references, his small-town earthiness. They took to his unabashed directness and at the same time his preacherlike expansiveness and reassurance.


There was an unspoken thrill that issued from those rope-line bear hugs, from his laying on of hands. Clinton was uncommonly physical: touching, feeling, connecting. He had, it bears repeating, sex appeal. He could set his lapis gaze on a voter in a public session in such a way as to make that voter feel courted, special, set apart. But it was more than that. “Bill Clinton is one of those very rare people who can walk in and change the chemistry of a room,” James Carville has written. “The molecules in the room were one way and he would walk in and after he got there the molecules were arranged slightly differently.” At six foot two, the president, mano a mano, had a way of sidling up, close and conspiratorially, as Lyndon Johnson liked to do. Clinton’s voice was often hoarse and guttural, quasi-carnal, coming from somewhere deep inside. His ruddy complexion hinted of ardor—with a touch of the blush of a boy who’d just been punished. He was an adult and a man-child, presidential and intimate—a seductive combination.11


My wife, Nancy, and I were once invited to a White House dinner in 1997. Long after the meal and the speeches, Gladys Knight and the Pips were about to leave the bandstand after they’d played “Midnight Train to Georgia.” But then Clinton, as I remember, called for an encore. And later, as we departed, we stood off to one side among the other attendees, and the president moved swiftly alongside the crowd, making his exit, shaking hands and trading shout-outs. When he got to Nancy, he dallied long enough for me to snap two photographs with the point-and-shoot camera I’d brought along.


Admittedly, my wife had been known to cause passersby to pivot. Her chic demeanor, prematurely silver tresses, and smooth, glowing complexion are often an irresistible combination to men of Clinton’s age or older. But when I developed the roll of film, I was surprised to see that it was Nancy who had flushed hot pink. As the president took her hand, she had simply melted, offering an uncharacteristic attaboy wink. Even in a scrum of strangers, he’d managed to elicit a cozy little contact high. “I’ve never seen a man be so casually magnetic,” she now recalls.


In a similar vein, an L.A.-based journalist I know, who has worked on stories with dozens of major studio stars, confides that she has rarely met anyone with more charisma in all her years covering Hollywood. (She requests anonymity, given her high profile in the business.) “He takes your hand and lasers you with those baby blues,” she explains, her voice catching, “and you go so weak. In one second, [you project ahead and] you see yourself gathering up your clothes in the dark and fumbling for change in the back of the cab on the way home. I imagine Warren Beatty had it in his prime. For Clinton, it’s only compounded by the fact that he’s been the leader of the free world.”
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This new masculine archetype was, in fact, several men in one.


By one measure, Clinton was the First Bro. On the campaign trail, he hung out in jogging shorts, a baseball cap, and an Arkansas Razorbacks T. He played a lot of hearts and solitaire and, in off hours, habitually wedged an unlit cigar in his mouth. The candidate’s team, meanwhile, seemed more like dorm rats than the eagle squadron. Stephanopoulos, for example, could sometimes be spotted blowing chewing-gum bubbles; Carville, munching popcorn. (Those in Clinton’s cadre of intimates and supporters—in line with the vibe—were not called donors or supporters but “FOBs”: Friends of Bill.)


Bro-ness had long been Bill Clinton’s métier. While governor, he’d inaugurated Casual Fridays and, as he would later recall, “encouraged everyone to go for a long lunch at a nearby haunt that had first-rate hamburgers, pinball machines, and a shuffleboard game.” Upon reaching Pennsylvania Avenue, he chaired meetings that had a stoner’s rhythm, starting late and running long, with every staffer allowed to pipe in with opinions. (Carville would joke to Vanity Fair’s Marjorie Williams in 1994, “If God had wanted us to be on time, He wouldn’t have made us Democrats.”) In The Agenda, a book on Clinton’s attempt to reboot the economy, journalist Bob Woodward characterizes the indiscipline of the first-term White House: “The staff was too often like a soccer league of 10-year-olds. No one stuck to his part of the field during a game. The ball—any ball—would come on the field, and everyone would go chasing it.”


But what else were we to expect? This was a guy who played sax—in shades—on The Arsenio Hall Show. He sometimes drove a Mustang convertible. He had a rack of loud ties and a fondness for loud underwear. Clinton was so at ease with the kicked-back vibe that when MTV hosted a town hall session two years into his presidency and a teenage girl in the crowd asked him, “Boxers or briefs?,” he was taken aback but fielded the question anyway. “Usually briefs,” he said. “I can’t believe she did that.” (By answering, many railed, he was demeaning his high office.)


The First Bro, lest we forget, was also the First Bubba. Though the word “bubba” had entered the vernacular in the late ’70s, Clinton would come to own it, whole hog.12 During the 1992 campaign, the Wall Street Journal focused on the vital “Bubba vote,” which stood for “conservative whites, many of them Democrats.” A bubba, however, according to David G. Cannon’s 1990 book Hey, Bubba!: A Metaphysical Guide to the Good Ol’ Boy, connoted something more socially relevant. He was not a redneck, which implied “an ignorant, mean-spirited individual,” but was instead a more temperate southern male. He was a Dixie-bred “mellow hedon[ist]” and “a plain-spoken, salt-of-the-earth sort,” often sporting a baseball or John Deere cap, wearing “Duck Head khakis [and a] possum-eating grin.” On the sexual side, writes Cannon, bubbas were romantics who “genuinely like women, an appreciation uncluttered by sexual guilt”; they “tend to be gallant lads with a touch of old-school chivalry”; and they “exude a low-key masculinity for which they don’t find it necessary to apologize, openly preferring that women not look and act like men.”


At one point in the ’92 race, in fact, Clinton defended the characterization, saying of his running mate, Al Gore, and himself, “There’s a little bubba in both of us—in the sense that we both come from small towns, where people have old-fashioned values and want their country to be the best country in the world—and I don’t think that’s all bad.” Clinton’s upbringing was southern working class, and yet this good ol’ boy was a crossover type. As Bob Woodward would later note, Clinton had kicked off his campaign in 1991 at the Old State House in Little Rock by stating that “his central goal was ‘restoring the hopes of the forgotten middle class.’ He made ten references to the middle class.”


Clinton, without apology, was also the nation’s First Boomer, quaffing generously from the trough of pop culture. One telling anecdote is worth repeating. At the end of my above-referenced Clinton interview, in 2000 (in which we talked about his personal memories of his eight years in Washington), I gave the president a copy of a new coffee-table book, Vanity Fair’s Hollywood, that the magazine’s editor, Graydon Carter, and I had just published. Though our Q&A session had ended, the president was still on a roll, and he flipped through the book, providing running commentary. “This is a famous picture,” he said, lingering over the classic Slim Aarons portrait of four of cinema’s most dashing leading men. “This is Gable, Cooper, Stewart… and Van Heflin, who was in Shane with Alan Ladd. I think this was, like, late ’50s, in Hollywood.13 I know because [Gary] Cooper didn’t live many more years and [Clark] Gable only lived a [couple more]. But they were great-lookin’ guys.” For a wonkish politico, his knowledge of cinema icons was refreshingly fanboy.


“I love this,” he continued, stopping at a photo. “[Jack] Nicholson, my golf partner… Kim Basinger, one of the all-time gorgeous women. Nice person. Alec Baldwin [her husband at the time], he’s a good friend of ours… I love this… Oh, look at this old picture of Sammy Davis… Is this [Julie Andrews in] Victor/Victoria?… Whoopi [Goldberg]… Great picture of young Harrison Ford. Look at this. This is unbelievable.”14


As a Boomer, Clinton inevitably came with Boomer baggage. His contemporaries were arguably the country’s most spoiled, self-willed, whiny, and (up until the millennials) voyeuristic generation. But hold it right there. The Boomers had been the ones who’d ushered in an era of inclusiveness, diversity, and Aquarian dreams for a more humane society. They’d exported constitutional democracy across the globe, along with mass culture, high technology, medical advances—and good vibes. The Greediest Generation they were not, or at least not completely. Clinton, to his credit, had taken JFK’s torch and run with it.15


Columnist Michael Kinsley would try to set the record straight in the Atlantic in 2010, balancing the Boomer ledger (and by extension, the Clinton legacy) against that of the Greatest Generation (those who survived the Depression, defeated fascism during World War II, and forged a prosperous postwar America): “It was the Boomers, not the [Greats], who forced the nation to address civil rights. And it was the Greats, not the Boomers, who got us addicted to debt.” By Kinsley’s count, the Greats ushered us into Vietnam too, a war from which the Boomers extracted us. The Greats may have taught us the virtues of self-sacrifice, even as the hippie-cum-yuppie Boomers “‘sold out’ and eased into middle-class life.” But Clinton’s generation—indeed, the generation of Bill and Hillary Clinton—had “changed it for the better. They made environmentalism, feminism, gay rights so deeply a part of middle-class culture that the terms themselves seem antiquated.”
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There was one more aspect that made Bill Clinton a new breed of American male. He was, like many of his Boomer peers, more publicly emotive than men of previous eras. He fairly oozed empathy. He repeatedly said he could feel a voter’s pain.16


Early on, Clinton had learned how to put on his game face by watching Mother in that mirror. By adulthood he’d become the national champ at playing the choked-up, chin-quivering card. For years, going moist had been verboten in presidential politics. In 1972, Senator Edmund Muskie, many believe, had lost the Democratic nomination for president to George McGovern because of a misty incident in New Hampshire. Muskie, at a press conference in a snowstorm, had appeared to shed tears. (He would later insist the water on his cheeks was merely melted snow.) The scene registered in reporters’ and voters’ minds as an indication that Muskie was the sort of man who might crack under the strain of the office.


But no longer. Thanks in large part to Clinton, dry eyes soon meant: heartless. The power male who could take a tear to the brim, and yet hold it back, was exhibiting compassion and reserve. There were no histrionics, no bawling. (That would come later, with men like the former House Speaker John Boehner, who became known as something of a human faucet.) Instead, the politician, male or female, became comfortable exhibiting a measured mistiness.17 It allowed a public official to show a sentimental side, to show some heart, yet to safely fall just a drop shy of anything mawkish.


Being a Cry Guy,18 however, was really less a calculated effort to snag votes than an outward expression of being a man in tune with a full range of emotions. This was Naughty Billy, Slick Willie, and the Boy from Hope. This was the First Bro, the First Bubba, and the First Boomer. This was, after JFK, the first president not to have emerged from the Greatest Generation, who would come to represent bold youth and unbounded prosperity. This was the first president to eventually support his life partner, Hillary Clinton, as a worthy successor.


This was a new sort of man in a grave new world.


And what, pray tell, of the new women in that world?















CHAPTER 5



On the Third Wave


From Washington State to Washington, D.C., women were inspired, involved, and, in many cases, enraged. Then, in a matter of months, there was a surge. And on April 5, 1992, between 500,000 and 750,000 pro-choice supporters attended the March for Women’s Lives, one of the largest protests in the nation’s capital in twenty years.


The previous fall, a young black law professor named Anita Hill had made headlines when she told a Senate committee—all white and all male—about a pattern of sexual harassment by her former superior, Clarence Thomas. The jurist, who was being vetted for a seat on the Supreme Court, would dismiss Hill’s allegations, and would go on to narrowly win confirmation. Angry and driven and politicized, women would mobilize: running for public office in record numbers, joining the ranks of national and local women’s organizations, and preparing for a showdown. Thomas and his fellow justices would soon meet and decide, in a key case, whether to uphold, modify, or strike down Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision that guaranteed a woman’s legal right to an abortion. It was time for feminists to reclaim the national stage.


Amid the sea of women on the Mall that day, every one of the Democrats running for president—including Bill Clinton—arrived to express his support. But as author Sara Marcus would recount in her book Girls to the Front, “None of the candidates was given a turn at the microphone during the rally. Patricia Ireland, the president of NOW [the National Organization for Women], addressed the crowd. ‘We are tired of begging for our rights from men in power,’ she intoned. ‘We are going to take power.’”


And so they did.
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The women’s movement came in waves. There was the first wave, which started with the first formal women’s rights gathering in the United States (in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848) and culminated in the 1920s as women secured the right to vote. There was the second wave: the “women’s liberation” movement of the late ’60s and ’70s that sought to educate and politically organize women to combat sex discrimination and social and cultural inequities. Then, in the early ’90s, came third-wave feminism.


That wave directed a fresh focus on vital issues across classes, races, and backgrounds. It built on the advances achieved by the previous generation’s feminists and yet it forged something indie and indigenous. It gained much of its momentum from the punk, grunge, and hip-hop scenes, and from the bottom-up, homegrown networks that were then animating the infant Web. It was more about individual self-discovery and less a unified crusade. “We have inherited strategies… from the Second Wave [to take on] modern problems of our own,” Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards would point out in 2000 in their influential book Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future. “Prominent Third Wave issues include equal access to the Internet and technology, HIV/AIDS awareness, child sexual abuse, self-mutilation, globalization, eating disorders, and body image.”


And yet the accomplishments attributed to third-wave activists were not solely the product of a coterie of twenty-somethings. Many of the changes, according to historian Kirsten Swinth, were driven by second-wave originators who by the 1990s were “maturing into positions of continued political and social influence” and had joined forces with their younger counterparts. Despite what sometimes appeared as a generational split, the women of this double wave would help spearhead new policies in the workplace regarding maternity and medical leave; recommendations for ways to promote corporate advancement; and a system of redress for incidents of sexual harassment and misconduct. While the movement continued to concentrate on reproductive choice, the struggle was also directed at proper access to health care, childcare, and education; the drive to register female voters; the rights of the LGBT community; a new surge in breast cancer awareness and research advocacy; and the achievement of full legal equality for women. It decried the objectification of women by the media, advertising, and popular culture, as well as the creation of an idealized body type, which had contributed to the prevalence of anorexia and bulimia.


But this was a movement that lacked a cohesive message, and many young women were questioning whether the very term “feminist” was even viable anymore. In 1998, Newsweek would cite a respected New York Times poll indicating that “the number of American women who think the word ‘feminist’ is a compliment has halved since 1992.… Current discussions of women’s issues tend to emphasize individualism over collectivism, and personal success over political action.”1


One of the most animating issues of the period involved attempts to clearly define sexual assault. In response to campus incidents of date rape, Antioch College, in a highly controversial decree, set up a binding sexual-offense code that governed students’ after-hours behavior. Among the provisions: “Do not take silence as consent; it isn’t” and “You must still ask each and every time.” Critics reacted forcefully, with journalist and author Katie Roiphe declaring in a 1991 column entitled “Date Rape Hysteria,” “This so-called feminist movement peddles an image of gender relations that denies female desire and infantilizes women.”2 Newsweek’s Sarah Crichton, in a cover story titled “Sexual Correctness: Have We Gone Too Far?,” spoke for many in rejecting such stringent guidelines. “We are not creating a society of Angry Young Women [but] Scared Little Girls,” she insisted. While acknowledging grievous incidents such as the Navy’s Tailhook scandal,3 Crichton found dangerous repercussions in rules that further victimized females and demonized males. “It is polarizing men and women… rather than encouraging them to work together, to trust one another.”


Date rape, however, remained no minor matter, and the testimonies of young women across the country amounted to a national wake-up call. On college campuses, Take Back the Night marches served to underscore the gravity of the situation—and to galvanize a generation of undergraduates. The subject began to take center stage in courts of law and in counselors’, deans’, and therapists’ offices, over the clamor of the popular press, which often sensationalized legitimate concerns or mischaracterized the matter. (Many believed that applying the phrase “hysteria” to date rape, for instance, was needlessly reviving a term that for four millennia had been ascribed to disorders of “the female temperament.”) Americans young and old were recognizing that peer-to-peer sexual assault was an ingrained and grave problem to be minimized at one’s peril.


Third-wave feminism had another unique and contentious aspect, which some referred to as sex-positive feminism.4 Others called it pro-sex or sexual-empowerment feminism—in marked contrast to the antiporn activism that had been championed in the previous decade by Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, and others. Esquire ran a 1994 story with a button-pushing cover line: “The Rise of ‘Do Me’ Feminism.” But in reality, the issue was more significant and nuanced than Esquire implied—and it hardly warranted a snide label from a magazine that, from its 1933 inception, had aimed to be “the common denominator of masculine interests.”5 Many feminists were boldly expressing their sex appeal; giving space to an active erotic life; and “thinking through the meaning of the sexualization of women’s bodies,” says Swinth, the social and cultural historian, “re-examin[ing] how to be physically sexy without being objectified.” While the movement for decades had emphasized the importance and wonder of female desire, the ’90s feminist was stating unequivocally that men—and the larger culture—did not define a woman’s sexuality. Only women did.


Among the most provocative commentators on this score was the humanities professor Camille Paglia, who would cause fits in some circles when she declared that women and men needed to acknowledge and accept the darker, complex, and sometimes dangerous truths and consequences that had forever defined the erotic. Male lust, in her view, “was the animating factor in culture.” At the same time, Paglia stated, it was women who held the upper hand, sexually speaking. They created life. They were mysterious. (“Woman,” she wrote, “remains the hidden, a cave of archaic darkness.”) And they were the ancient keepers of “the elemental power of sex.” Paglia’s was one of the rare voices to announce, “The problem with America is that there’s too little sex, not too much.”


Beyond all of these stateside concerns, the third wave also sought a reaffirmation of solidarity among women worldwide. The larger fight was not just economic or social or legal, but a fight for human rights. It addressed a woman’s status in many countries as a second-class citizen; widespread malnourishment, illiteracy, and insufficient health care for girls and women; unhealthy environmental conditions where women labored and lived; sexual slavery and prostitution; community- and state-sanctioned maiming, stoning, or burning; genital mutilation; forced sterilization; and rape being used from the Balkans to Rwanda to Indonesia as a weapon of war. This was a struggle involving matters of life and death.
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Glass ceilings were shattering. Women were becoming political heavyweights in Washington, serving in key posts as attorney general (Janet Reno), head of the EPA (Carol Browner), and press secretary (Dee Dee Myers), as well as secretaries of state (Madeleine Albright), energy (Hazel O’Leary), and health and human services (Donna Shalala). At various times in the 1990s, women served as the U.S. trade representative, director of the Office of Management and Budget, chairperson of the Council of Economic Advisers, and chief of the Small Business Administration.


In the armed forces, Defense Secretary Les Aspin opened up previously restricted positions to women. In the judiciary, the president named Ruth Bader Ginsburg to the Supreme Court and, as the New York Times would point out, appointed “a record proportion of women… to the Federal bench.” In the legislature, the incoming congressional class, elected in 1992—in what would come to be called the Year of the Woman—doubled female representation in the Senate, while women in the House ranks swelled to forty-seven members. (After the GOP took over two years later, however, that progress would stall and then level out. “I really felt that we were paving the way for a huge number of women,” said Iowa state senator Jean Lloyd-Jones, twenty years later, “but the promise of 1992 was never realized.”)


While the feminist movement was sometimes downplayed by (and often at odds with) mass media, there was evidence nonetheless of a ripple effect throughout mainstream culture. So-called chick lit came on strong as a genre, thanks to titles such as Bridget Jones’s Diary and The Girls’ Guide to Hunting and Fishing. Terry McMillan’s bestselling novel Waiting to Exhale (1992) presented female friendship as being as vital as oxygen. McMillan explored the lives of four Arizona friends—Savannah, Bernadine, Robin, and Gloria—chilling out in the steam room, smoking a cig outside the yogurt shop, or shuttling between board meetings for Black Women on the Move. “Let me ask you sistahs something,” Savannah inquires. “What is it we all have in common?” Gloria responds, “We’re black and female.” What Savannah means, she continues, is that “none of us have a man.” Bernadine chimes in, “I don’t want one, either.” This is precisely Savannah’s point, she says: one’s loyalty to one’s sisters takes precedence. “Don’t ever think a man would have that much power over me that I’d stop caring about my friends.” Or, as the Spice Girls pop group would advise potential suitors, “If you wanna be my lover, you gotta get with my friends.” Self-help fare, meanwhile, climbed the bestseller lists, addressing everything from the differences between women and men (You Just Don’t Understand) to personal empowerment (Yesterday, I Cried) to menopause (The Silent Passage). Women Who Run with the Wolves offered ten General Wolf Rules for Life, the last five being “Cavil in the moonlight. Tune your ears. Attend to the bones. Make love. Howl often.”


There was a femme fatale renaissance on TV and in cinema, epitomized by bad-girl characters played by Shannen Doherty and Jennifer Love Hewitt. The movie Thelma & Louise—in which the protagonists, after one of them is sexually assaulted, go on a road-warrior rampage—was the ultimate outlaw chick flick, and it floored moviegoers upon its 1991 release. The film, starring Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis, was praised for its pitch-perfect exploration of female rage. It also took serious heat. Some critics considered it emasculating, others an invitation to vigilantism. Richard Johnson, gossip columnist at the time for the New York Daily News, would allege, “It justifies armed robbery, manslaughter and chronic drunken driving as exercises in consciousness raising.”


The chick flick, in fact, became a genuine ’90s genre. For her book Why Women Should Rule the World, Bill Clinton’s former press secretary Dee Dee Myers, now director of corporate communications at Warner Bros, interviewed Sherry Lansing, who was running Paramount Pictures and greenlighted the 1996 comedy The First Wives Club, about a trio of commiserating divorcées. Typically Lansing would finance films by partnering with other studios. But for this film she had no takers. “No one thought anyone would go see [it,]” she would recall. “That was the only movie I couldn’t get a partner on.… And it was a hit. People were shocked.” In Myers’s view, “the ‘female empowerment’ chick flick” was now on the map, thanks to the cult status of a succession of ’90s films (as distinctive as Go Fish and 10 Things I Hate About You) as well as the box-office success of many others (from Clueless to the screen version of Waiting to Exhale).


At the same time, formidable challenges remained, especially for girls,6 even as American society began recognizing gender inequity and trying to reach girls in need. Educators, for example, were heralding the success of girls’ schools, showing how all-female classes helped foster educational advancement, independence, and self-esteem. By the ’90s, as the writer and culture-wars arbiter Kay S. Hymowitz points out in her book Manning Up, girls were participating in team sports roughly as often as boys were—a consequence of Congress’s Title IX law that had demanded parity in how schools treated their athletic programs.7 When experts began to identify an epidemic in diminished self-confidence among adolescent girls, Gloria Steinem and Marie Wilson, the president of the Ms. Foundation, set up what would become, in 1993, the first nationwide Take Our Daughters to Work Day. The program would educate girls about the professional world and encourage them not to let gender hamper them as they pursued their education and career. The next year, Hymowitz recalls, “saw the passage of the Gender Equity in Education Act, which provided extra funds for educators to help girls succeed.” (Such initiatives, of course, often failed to address the persistent obstacles faced by a large percentage of girls, many of whom came from disadvantaged backgrounds and neglected communities.)


Popular culture offered new (or revised) models too. Young girls looked up to strong female protagonists in Disney films such as Beauty and the Beast and Aladdin, or superheroines such as Xena or Linda Hamilton (in Terminator 2), and the likes of the Powerpuff Girls, Sailor Moon, and Marvel’s Spider-Girl. Sarah Michelle Gellar battled vampires on Buffy the Vampire Slayer. U.S. soccer star Brandi Chastain became a triumphant national icon in 1999 when, following her penalty kick that gave America the victory over China in the Women’s World Cup final, she tugged off her jersey, sank her knees into the green carpet of the Rose Bowl, and clenched her fists, revealing her black bra and ripped abs.


But the wider culture offered its own impediments to progress. In her signal book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls (1994), clinical psychologist Mary Pipher would argue that even as the women’s movement had improved the lot of girls and adolescents, opening access to areas of life inconceivable in earlier generations, many girls upon reaching puberty would “crash into junk culture… a girl-poisoning culture [that is] more dangerous, sexualized and media-saturated.” In the 1980s, the record increase in preteen suicide rates as well as physical violence and sexual assault against girls had set the stage. By the ’90s, as described in Reviving Ophelia, therapists, educators, and medical professionals were alarmed even further. There was a pattern of victimization by predatory boys, relatives, and stepparents; a steep rise in sexually transmitted diseases; a steep demand for counseling and intervention to address behaviors such as self-mutilation, anorexia, and bulimia; and a widespread contempt among many young girls toward their parents.


“Many of the pressures girls have always faced are intensified in the 1990s,” Pipher would write, citing contributing factors such as “more divorced families, chemical addictions, casual sex and violence against women.” But perhaps the most oppressive component of all, in her view, was the barrage of warped messages being projected on the ever-present scrim of pop culture. “Something new is happening,” she declared. “The protected place in space and time that we once called childhood has grown shorter.… One way to think about all the pain and pathology is to say that the culture is just too hard for most girls to understand and master at this point in their development. They become overwhelmed and symptomatic.”
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For a time, a young, rebellious vanguard ruled. They were part of the Riot Grrrl wave, a ’90s feminist movement-within-the-movement that sought to rejuvenate feminism—and recast society—partly by shocking the system with punk-band power chords.


If the Riot Grrrl movement had a catalytic moment—a couple of transformational months when its full force erupted, pure and undiluted—it might very well have been in Washington, D.C., in June and July of 1991. The writer and musician Sara Marcus lays out a convincing argument in her study of the Riot Grrrl scene, Girls to the Front. That spring and summer, the “three-fourths female” punk band Bikini Kill, as Marcus tells the tale, had left its home in Olympia, Washington, to go on tour. Back home, their young audiences had often been too disengaged to wholly connect with their message. (“I’m a revolutionary feminist,” the band’s drummer, Tobi Vail, would put it, “[and] I won’t rest until sexism is obliterated.”) Many fans in the heartland, in fact, had already come to know them through their cassette tapes. “For a while,” writes Marcus, “no other music mattered [to me], just that breastbone-shaking bass line and Kathleen Hanna’s voice singing with all the concentrated fury of a firehose, ‘Dare you to do what you want! Dare you to be who you will!’”8


For the last concert of their tour, on June 27, Bikini Kill was pumped. Hanna, the lead singer, had been an abuse counselor, artist, spoken-word performer, creator of the zine Fuck Me Blind, and musician who’d fronted the bands Amy Carter and Viva Knievel. Tobi Vail was a fellow rocker and punk scholar of sorts, who’d started the zine Jigsaw and had dated Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain.9 And as Bikini Kill powered through its set, the bandmates were floored by the reaction, as Marcus reports, when the audience literally rushed the stage. “It was almost like an earthquake, the reverberations that went out through the scene,” Mark Andersen of the activist punk collective Positive Force would tell Marcus some twenty years later.


The tremors foretold a groundswell. A week or two after that breakout show, Hanna joined a few compatriots (Molly Neuman, Jen Smith, and Allison Wolfe) and created the first issue of a weekly photocopied zine to distribute free at concerts. Its name: Riot Grrrl. Its first-edition cover grrrrl: Madonna, double fist-pumping. Then, by month’s end, the first Riot Grrrl meeting convened, in D.C., kicking off what Hanna, according to Marcus, would call a movement created around the problems of sexual and emotional abuse—“an angry girl movement.”


Thus began what amounted to a Riot Grrrl crusade. A committed corps of antiestablishment women—first in tight, separatist communities and then across the country—were forging a broad coalition, using what amounted to rudimentary social media: public protest, art projects, and zines. Riot Grrrl gatherings, teach-ins, and even national chapters became as central to the scene as chat rooms were to the growing online community. And the background soundtrack was not male-dominated grunge (Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden) but feminist punk rock, emanating from bands like Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, L7, and (out of the U.K.) Huggy Bear.


Journalist Julianne Pepitone, who writes about the arts, business, and technology, summarizes the Riot Grrrl ethos. It embraced radical feminist values, pushed sexual boundaries, and never shied away from haranguing male-centric commercial culture. It delved into its participants’ own histories, which sometimes involved sexual assault, domestic abuse, rape, or abortion. “It became an underground subculture of the feminist movement,” she explains, “that embraced a DIY spirit of self-sufficiency, feminist theory, sexual power, art, and activism. Much like the gay population, which had reappropriated the term ‘queer,’ riot grrrl bands reclaimed words like ‘bitch’ and ‘whore’ and turned them into battle armor.”


Rock, since its birth, had always been essentially sexual. (The phrase “rock and roll,” like “jazz” before it, had been a euphemism for intercourse.) But in the ’90s, rock clubs had ceased to be boys’ clubs. “The corporate music industry,” feminism scholar Rebecca Munford would observe, was no longer a “gendered relationship between (male) production and (female) consumption.” Indeed, the very feminists10 who were having their way on the stage and in the studio were just as hormonal as their male peers. Lisa Palac, the sex-positive feminist, editor, and writer, would observe in the 1990s, “In the world of rock, unprecedented numbers of female artists were going public with the power and pleasure of sexual desire. Wholesome-looking Liz Phair softly sang, ‘I want to be your blowjob queen.’ Courtney Love, in her babydoll dress and crooked lipstick, screamed ‘Suck my clit!’ during Hole performances before stage-diving into a sea of fans.… Women’s erotic awareness had reached critical mass.”11


Much of the point was self-definition, according to Munford: “Riot Grrrl provides a response to dominant representations of patriarchal girlhood by forging spaces in which girls and young women are empowered to resist and, moreover, to produce their own self-representations.” Riot Grrrl, in a way, was about women finding their individual voices—and comprehending the economic and social forces behind their very personal struggles. It was also a movement that would make political and legal inroads while influencing everything from fashion to film to the Lilith Fair tour (the star-studded “Celebration of Women in Music” festival that would soon outshine Lollapalooza).


This new model of feminism would persist even as it has evolved to the present day. “Today feminism is more about personal identity,” Ann Friedman would note in New York magazine’s The Cut in 2016. “There are points of collective action, but mostly it’s a belief system that we adhere to individually, and in highly individualized ways.… Most of us… consider problems like racism and transphobia to be just as pernicious as sexism.” Friedman today recalls second-wave sessions at which the movement’s leaders would “decide which issues to prioritize and which candidates to support. In the past, that perceived unanimity gave feminism more political clout, but made it less inclusive. We just don’t work like that anymore.”


Looking back twenty years later, Bikini Kill’s Hanna would reveal to journalist Melena Ryzik the method to her (and her generation’s) radness: “I didn’t just hit the glass ceiling, I pressed my naked [breasts] up against it.”
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Within the space of two years, February 1990 to October 1991, four new voices emerged in the women’s movement, in the form of three new books—and an accidental pioneer. Together, they hit like a series of tropical storms, amplifying the early impact of the third wave.


First, Camille Paglia, the aforementioned art historian and humanities professor, published Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. Paglia—a thorn in the side of many fellow feminists—was one of the greatest hype-meisters to have ever come out of academia. The professor would brag that Sexual Personae, at seven-hundred-plus pages, “may be the longest book yet written by a woman, exceeding in this respect even George Eliot’s hefty Middlemarch.” She was also a media darling, dubbed “the intellectual pinup of the Nineties” by Newsday. She appeared, sword in hand, as a “Woman Warrior” for a New York magazine shoot, and was called out on the cover of the Advocate: “Attack of the 50-Foot Lesbian.”


On its surface, Sexual Personae was a survey of erotic representation in art. Deeper inside, Paglia attacked PC academics who wanted to do away with the Western canon and PC feminists who wanted to do away with naughty sex. While she was at it, Paglia went after ’60s liberals (who’d gone too far with their excesses) and conservative prudes everywhere. She urged readers to get in tune with their outer Apollo (the taming force that guaranteed social order and traditional measures of achievement) and their inner Dionysus (“The amorality, aggression, sadism, voyeurism, and pornography in great art have been ignored or glossed over”).


Paglia saw in our obsession with pop culture—especially with rock music and Hollywood’s “Imperial” star system—the signs of a healthy return to humanity’s pagan roots. She lauded contemporary attachments to drag, to façades, to the “malleable but elastic” self, to personae, as she would write in her preface,12 which she considered “the hidden masks of our ancestors and heirs.” She deplored modern society’s dismissal of the brutish Male, insisting that men were largely responsible for Western progress (“If civilization had been left in female hands, we would still be living in grass huts”). At the same time, Paglia would affirm the secret force of the Female, her life-giving power, her “intuition,” her ability to collude with her sisters in “a secret conspiracy of hearts and pheromones.” And in a rash of contrarian op-ed pieces, interviews, and talks, she trashed the notion that there was a date-rape epidemic; defended sex-trade workers as empowered beings; and pegged liberal feminism as having created a culture of victimization. A humanities scholar, of all people, was stirring up gale-force headwinds.


Into those winds swept another bright sail. In 1991, Susan Faludi published Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women. (That same year she would win the Pulitzer Prize for her reporting on labor issues.) The book argued that even though women had succeeded in making substantive, real-world gains, society had shifted in an attempt to undermine their advances and return to the male status quo. After the breakthroughs of the second wave, Faludi stated, well-organized conservatives had been conveniently standing in the wings. Energized by their new status as a declining minority, leaders on the far right were soon buoyed by a backlash, reasserting their power in more exaggerated fashion and thriving by having been recast as the underdog.


Despite this pushback, the 1980s had ultimately strengthened women, according to Faludi: “The backlash decade produced one long, painful, and unremitting campaign to thwart women’s progress. And yet, for all the… blistering denunciations from the New Right, the legal setbacks of the Reagan years, the powerful resistance of corporate America… women never really surrendered.” Instead, she contended, “At the start of the ’90s, some forecasters… began declaring that the next ten years was going to be ‘the Decade of Women.’”13


Faludi’s book became a feminist landmark. And it was often read alongside another title published that spring, Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women. Wolf, who would go on to informally advise the Clinton reelection campaign and to serve as a Gore campaign consultant on women’s issues and messaging, offered a powerful thesis. She argued that even as women were progressing on various fronts, their traditional roles—and the straitjackets applied by capitalism, marketing, pop culture, and male institutions—held them in perpetual check. American women, in a close reading of Wolf, were forever being treated as subordinates in a manner similar to the way the ruling class treated the underclass, immigrants, and minorities.


The Beauty Myth was a wholesale indictment. Wolf squared off against the economic system, the power elite, Hollywood, the advertising community, the porn business (“during the past five years… [it has become] the main media category”), and the cosmetics and fashion industries. Although the ’60s’ “sexual revolution [had] promoted the discovery of female sexuality,” she claimed, “‘beauty pornography’… invaded the mainstream to undermine women’s new and vulnerable sense of sexual self-worth.” Although feminism in the ’70s and ’80s “gave us laws against job discrimination based on gender,” she wrote, “immediately case law evolved in Britain and the United States that institutionalized job discrimination based on women’s appearances.” Despite the pervasive advances women had enjoyed in recent years, society was still rigged to screw them.


The beauty myth, as Wolf defined it, held that “strong men battle for beautiful women, and beautiful women are more reproductively successful. Women’s beauty must correlate to their fertility, and since this system is based on sexual selection, it is inevitable and changeless. None of this is true.” Instead, she argued, “there is no legitimate historical or biological justification for the beauty myth; what it is doing to women today is a result of nothing more exalted than the need of today’s power structure, economy, and culture to mount a counteroffensive against women.… The beauty myth is not about women at all. It is about men’s institutions and institutional power.”14 Gloria Steinem would insist that “every woman should read” Wolf’s book. Fay Weldon called the author a ’90s heroine, describing the volume as “essential reading for the New Woman.” Germaine Greer endorsed it as “the most important feminist publication since The Female Eunuch”—her own 1970 classic.


The books of Paglia, Faludi, and Wolf would be taught for decades and their exploration of ’90s feminist paradigms would echo long after. But right in their midst, in the autumn of 1991, another voice spoke to the nation with a force that was even more immediate. That voice was unwavering and indignant—and its message would touch every American worker. It was the voice of a stoic thirty-five-year-old law professor named Anita Hill.















CHAPTER 6



Empowerment Icons


The women, though incomparable, invited comparisons. “Hillary Rodham Clinton,” in the opinion of the Washington Post’s Martha Sherrill, was “replacing Madonna as our leading cult figure.” “For years,” author Lorrie Moore would assert, “we watched [Hillary Clinton] looking like a nerdier Tina Brown, who in turn looked like a nerdier Princess Di (the 1990s were confusing!).”


These writers, while spot-on, were nonetheless comparing mangoes to kiwis. In the ’80s and ’90s a new brand of feminist was emerging. And yet it wasn’t a matter of Hillary versus Madonna versus anyone. In fact, a diverse range of empowerment icons was on the march, advancing in proud formation. And before we engage with one of them firsthand—Professor Anita Hill—there are a few other trailblazers who deserve special mention.
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Later we would come to know Hillary Rodham Clinton as senator, foreign policy architect, humanitarian, and, yes, the first female nominee for president in the 240-year history of the republic. In incalculable ways, she had altered the very perception of what power looked like in this country. But in the ’90s we watched her grow in another way: as a role model for contemporary American women.


Hillary Clinton had always been spiritual, but had resisted drawing undue attention to her Methodist roots. She had always been bent on social change, insisting in her 1969 college commencement address that despite that era’s advances (such as the civil rights struggle and the Peace Corps), “we arrived at Wellesley and found… that there was a gap between expectation and realities.” She had always been a principled, committed feminist. She had advocated for family and children’s rights, later writing a book on the subject, It Takes a Village. She had been a Walmart board member, an accomplished attorney, and a partner in a buttoned-down corporate law firm—at the time an almost exclusively male enclave. She had firmly held the reins—as a spouse, a strategist, and a political scrapper—when her life partner sought higher office.


Hillary Clinton was also a champion of women in the workforce. During her husband’s 1992 presidential campaign, one of her most memorable declarations came as she spoke unapologetically about being a working mother: “I suppose I could have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas, but what I decided to do was to fulfill my profession which I entered before my husband was in public life.” Contrary to the complaints of her detractors, however, she was not belittling American homemakers. She would go on to state, expansively, “Women can make choices… whether it’s full-time career, full-time motherhood, or some combination.”


A feminist. A lawyer. A political strategist. A working mom. A defender of children’s and women’s rights. These were the cornerstones for building a new type of First Lady (even the title today sounds anachronistic)—and a new type of American politician.


Inevitably, upon first occupying 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, she became the public’s. In her memoir Living History, Clinton professed to understand the bargain: “Over the years, the role of First Lady has been perceived as largely symbolic. She is expected to represent an ideal—and largely mythical—concept of American womanhood.” Indeed, she assumed the mantle uncomfortably at first, in full public view.


It is instructive to hear law professor Joan Williams on the subject. Williams, who has written often on sex, gender, and power, tells me, in her office at UC Hastings College of the Law, in San Francisco, that when the Clintons came to power they were a turn-off to many Americans. “The fact that they were both so openly feminist is what made Hillary into [a martyr, a] Saint Stephen,” Williams recalls. “She gradually began to understand it, through color-by-numbers.… Uppity women get sanctioned every day in workplaces throughout the United States. Hillary [was] the archetype of the Uppity Woman in the early [’90s]. She’s gotten more savvy. She gradually understood that she had to go more ‘femmy.’ Remember the hairstyle change? The problem is, she was acting like a Yale Law graduate. How infuriating. It sets off even more class conflict, because if there’s anything a blue-collar guy feels more affronted by is an upper-class woman who is lording it over him. These were gender rules. [In the 1990s] Hillary did not understand how deeply traditional society still was, and still is.1


“Do I admire Hillary for being Hillary?” Williams wonders aloud. “I admire her so much. But you know what began Hillary’s rehabilitation? When she stood by her man. That’s when Hillary began to get it. She didn’t diss him. And she didn’t leave him.… She lived with someone who humiliated her, and that’s very femmy.… I think she, in her DNA, had begun to understand what you have to do to connect to a deeply sexist public.”


From the early ’90s onward, Hillary Clinton, even more than her husband, was reviled by the right. A solid wall of Lynch Hillary books would swell the shelves at Borders and Barnes & Noble. The sexist slurs were rampant: radio haters and conservative journals routinely called her a witch, the “Lady Macbeth of Arkansas,” and much, much worse. Some, in time, would attack her feminist bona fides head-on, calling her pro-woman stance duplicitous because of her outsize role in the slut-shaming of women who had accused her husband of sexual advances.


Others saw in Clinton a handy caricature of the classic feminist emasculator. Essayist and poet Katha Pollitt would recount the time that conservative pundit Tucker Carlson went so far as to remark, “‘When she comes on television, I involuntarily cross my legs’… in a jokey segment about the Hillary Nutcracker, which crushes walnuts between its steely thighs, yours for only $19.95. The ball-busting theme looms large in the male Hillary-hating imagination—that’s why she can be both a lesbian and a siren who has Bill by the short hairs.”


And while we’re on the subject of hair? Culture critic Laura Kipnis would make the case that many of those who were most disparaging of Hillary Clinton—especially male commentators—would make much ado about her hairdo, possibly as a way of transferring their larger angst onto convenient symbols of female display. They zeroed in on her blondeness, her yokelly big-hair-ness, her lack of a sense of style as well as her preoccupation with style. David Brock, according to Kipnis, would denigrate early Headband Hillary for coming from the “look-like-shit school of feminism.” R. Emmett Tyrrell—“who sounds like an aspirant,” writes Kipnis, “for the Vidal Sassoon endowed chair on the Clinton-hating Right”—would lambast her for having “run through scores of appalling coifs.”2 (Clinton, years later, would enter the same thicket, calling her presidential opponent Donald Trump “an id with hair.”)


So much about her came down, dismissively, to appearance. Clinton, going from wispy bangs to bouffant, feathery to teased, was a perfect mother superior for the Makeover Decade. Her pantsuits alone could merit a grad-school dissertation. To supporter and foe alike, she possessed, by turns, the secret powers of Bewitched’s Samantha, the liberal conviction of Murphy Brown, and the utilitarian chilliness of Martha Stewart. But the barbs, taken one way, were enough to make any rebel proud. To earn this much wrath, Hillary Clinton had to be doing something right. She was, in fact, shaking up the perceived role of women in power in America. And in the process, she was shaking men, and many women, to the core.


How did she reshape what a First Lady was supposed to be? First, she raised the bar in terms of political engagement and policy, obtaining, as Virginia Woolf might have put it, a West Wing room of her own. She raised the bar for First Family power-sharing—taking on the ambitious (albeit ill-fated) health care initiative. She raised the bar for thoughtfulness and empathy in political life, calling for a “politics of meaning”—echoing activist rabbi Michael Lerner’s notion that all people are in need of healing—and advocating for some semblance of a “zone of privacy” that would cocoon individuals’ personal data but also the lives of public officials.3


She even raised the bar for Washington poise—in response to her husband’s extramarital conduct. (Writer Ariel Levy would contend that Clinton became “a walking Rorschach test for our feelings about infidelity.”)4 She led through example, exhibiting survival skills, the value of an iron will, and, as novelist Robert Stone would say in another context, “the courage to go on, which may be the most admirable and irreplaceable of human virtues.”


Through the roughest gales, it was steady Hillary Clinton who assumed the role of the stay-the-course captain. It was she, not Bill, who made the case, after his relationship with Monica Lewinsky came to light, that the Clintons were battling a “vast right-wing conspiracy.” (Though it sounded truly paranoid, paranoia is often the midwife of Washington crisis management.) “Every time he goes down,” Gail Sheehy would comment in Vanity Fair, “she rears up and turns into a lioness, tearing into the political veld to rip the flesh off their enemies.” (Neither Bill nor his minions actually needed “enabler Hillary.” They were in large measure rather expert at such dark arts.) But whatever the case, much of the country venerated her, learned from her, felt for her. Hillary Clinton, during six of her years as First Lady, would occupy the top slot in Gallup’s annual ranking of the most admired women in America. (Starting in 2002, she would top the list fifteen years running.)


True, Hillary, like Bill, had a credibility gap. She was accused of massaging the truth as it suited her. She found herself at the center of political whodunits: the missing Travelgate documents; the missing Whitewater billing records—harbingers of the missing State Department emails that would dog her as she sought the presidency. (At one point during the 2016 campaign, a Quinnipiac poll found that 57 percent of voters did not consider Hillary Clinton to be “honest and trustworthy.” And the most frequent “first word” that came to voters’ minds when her name was mentioned? “Liar.”)5


Not unlike her husband, she possessed a sense of entitlement that is unseemly in a public servant. “Hillary has an ‘I’ message [on the campaign trail]: I have been abused and misunderstood and now it’s my turn,” the New York Times’s columnist Maureen Dowd would write during that race. “It’s a victim mind-set that is exhausting, especially because the Clintons’ messes are of their own making.” While loyal and legendarily generous to staffers, she was regarded by various critics as a creature of political expediency, who sometimes used people and then cast them aside.
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