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            To my parents, Rebecca and Stephen Press, who kept our house stocked with books and never uttered the words “Too much TV is bad for you.”
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               Mary Tyler Moore became an icon of single working womanhood on The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

            

         

         Growing up in the seventies, I devoured The Mary Tyler Moore Show and That Girl reruns. I couldn’t have explained why back then, but the chutzpah and ambition of those characters were a big part of it. Both shows featured young women chafing at their limits. Sometimes I felt they were winking at me, as if to acknowledge the ridiculousness of their predicaments. But as much as I loved them, The Mary Tyler Moore Show and That Girl were innocuous reflections of the ferocious changes shaking up our culture.

         During the second half of the twentieth century, American women expanded their ability to control reproduction, to pursue careers, to decide when (or whether) to marry, and to end marriages gone bad. Looking back at those decades of change and turbulence, I’m amazed by how little of this translated to the TV screen—and how few women had creative control over the shows America watched. Marlo Thomas recalled that while working on That Girl, she was usually “the only girl in the room.” Although the sitcom revolved around her character, it was up to Thomas to nudge the  male writers and producers toward a more accurate and realistic rendering of a liberated young woman’s life.

         The idea for this book started clattering around in my brain in the spring of 2015. If you had to pick a triumphant moment for the twenty-first-century surge of revolutionary TV made by and about women, that would be it. More than a dozen new female-centric series created by women premiered in 2015—as many as had emerged in the three previous years combined. At the 2015 Emmys, Inside Amy Schumer won Best Variety Show, and Jill Soloway accepted an award for directing the series she’d created, Transparent. The same year, at the Golden Globes, four of the five nominated comedies, Orange Is the New Black, Girls, Jane the Virgin, and Transparent (which won), were made by women. On the drama front, Shonda Rhimes reigned over ABC’s Thursday-night lineup with three hit series, making her one of the most powerful producers in Hollywood.

         For most of TV history, broadcast networks had focused on series that could deliver a mass audience to advertisers, with particular emphasis on eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-old guys. Entertainment executives, who were mostly men, seemed to believe viewers wouldn’t put up with complex female leads, even as audiences lapped up series about cranky or difficult men. Women couldn’t be chubby, dark-skinned, or too far north of thirty, either. In the early years of the twenty-first century, though, those tightly held beliefs began to loosen. The TV industry was in crisis, threatened by an onslaught of cable and digital outlets. Where once ABC, CBS, and NBC divided up the entire American viewing populace among themselves, now they had to fend off an ever-multiplying number of rivals. The crisis became a moment of opportunity; cable and digital executives grew more receptive to programming that appealed to niche populations, and anxious broadcast networks took a few more risks in response. As a result, women began to enter through the ever-widening cracks in the system.

         This is a tale of the extraordinary women responsible for an upheaval in pop culture, the reverberations of which continue to shake up the television landscape today. They’ve filled our screens with a throng of unruly female  characters and stretched the format farther than we ever imagined it could go. So many aspects of women’s lives (as momentous as female friendship, as mundane as period pain) had never been depicted with any depth on a small screen because network executives believed that these things were inherently dull or off-putting. Nowadays, we take it for granted that we’ll be seeing female experiences depicted provocatively and hilariously on our screens—courtesy of a bevy of irreverent female writers, producers, directors, and performers.

         Shonda, Jenji, Mindy, Lena, Tina—all those loud, visible female showrunners have made television feel like an equal-opportunity dream factory. Most of the young female TV writers I’ve interviewed came of age watching series such as Gilmore Girls, My So-Called Life, and Grey’s Anatomy, and took for granted that Hollywood would make space for them. However, despite the recent spate of high-profile, Zeitgeist-defining shows conceived, written, and starring women, television remains a male-dominated industry. Anecdotal evidence suggests that female showrunners earn less than their male counterparts, and there are still far fewer women in those positions of power. According to a report by the Center for the Study of Women in Television and Film, out of all the series on the air in the 2016/17 season, only one in five broadcast TV creators was female. It’s only slightly better at the supposedly more adventurous cable and streaming outlets, where 26 percent of creators are female. The report notes something else, though: shows with at least one female creator hired far more women writers and cast more women in major roles. It’s an ever-expanding circle in which powerful female showrunners can enable others to create cultural images and narratives that inspire the next generation of powerful women.

         This book celebrates the modern era of female-driven and female-focused television, which I trace back to the twin disruptions of Roseanne and Murphy Brown. After all, when you’re living through what seems like a golden age, it’s important not to take it for granted, to remember that things weren’t always so golden, that it took decades of struggle and perseverance in the face of preconceived ideas and outright exclusion to get here. 

         
            *

         

         The founding mother of the American TV sitcom, Gertrude Berg, is almost completely forgotten nowadays. In the 1920s, she created the radio sensation The Rise of the Goldbergs, a serial about a Jewish family (broadcast at a time when Nazism was emerging in Europe), and then retooled it as The Goldbergs for the early days of television. Writing, starring in, and producing the comedy series from 1949 to 1955, she retained creative control while playing a matriarch with a shtetl accent. The Goldbergs became one of CBS’s top ten shows in postwar America. A cross-promotional dynamo, Berg spun out of this franchise live shows, books, a line of housedresses, and a movie.

         A former chorus girl and movie actress who spotted the possibilities of television as her ingenue options waned, Lucille Ball negotiated with CBS executives about creating her own comedy series. They were hesitant to cast her Cuban husband, Desi Arnaz, as her costar, so the couple convinced them by forming a production company and taking a live prototype of I Love Lucy on the road. The ensuing series about a zany, enterprising redhead and her exasperated bandleader husband was the number one show in America for most of its six years on the air. Ball ignored the prevailing norm of having an all-male writing staff and hired Madelyn Pugh, who remained with her for the entire run of the series. That women’s point of view showed itself in Lucy, a willful figure who constantly rebelled against her husband’s orders. Ball and Arnaz made the canny decision to produce I Love Lucy themselves, and to shoot it on film. (In those days, TV shows were generally performed and broadcast live and not preserved on tape.) Such innovation later allowed them to syndicate the series, keeping Lucy on television screens for decades and making Ball a role model for generations of funny ladies—not to mention a wealthy woman.

         Although the Pill had hit the market in 1960, and Betty Friedan’s million-selling The Feminine Mystique helped kindle second-wave feminism upon its 1963 publication, liberated women were rarely glimpsed on TV. This all changed when That Girl premiered on ABC in 1966. Rising starlet Marlo  Thomas had proposed a series based partly around her experience as a young actress living in Manhattan on her own. She wanted to call it Miss Independence but lost the battle. Thomas formed her own production company, Daisy Productions, and sought out female writers, but as a sign of how constrained things were for women, she was never credited on-screen as producer. “I ran the show, I signed the checks,” she later said, “but I chose to play down my power, so as not to be too threatening” and risk scaring off the “best and brightest men in comedy.”

         Despite its breezy tone, That Girl was groundbreaking in its depiction of a young single woman focused on her career and her desires, rather than on reeling in a husband. “You did not have to be the wife or the daughter of somebody, or the secretary of somebody … you could be the somebody,” Thomas has said. Although the network heads worried that audiences would be turned off by all that female independence, the show was an instant hit, a sign perhaps of changes in society that TV had ignored. As Thomas recalled in her memoir, Growing Up Laughing, “[T]his girl, who seemed like a revolutionary figure to the men in suits who did the research, was not a revolutionary figure at all…. There were millions of ‘That Girls’ in homes across America.” As the show wound up its five-year run in 1971, the network, still resolutely misunderstanding That Girl’s appeal, proposed the traditional “happy ending”: a wedding. Rejecting this conventional closure for something truer to the energies roiling the era, Thomas insisted that That Girl conclude with the couple en route to a women’s lib meeting.

         After a successful run as spry housewife Laura Petrie on The Dick Van Dyke Show, Mary Tyler Moore, along with husband Grant Tinker, formed MTM Enterprises to produce The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Its 1970 launch coincided with That Girl’s final season—almost as if the baton were being passed from one TV icon of single working womanhood to another. But unlike Thomas, Moore didn’t feel the need to tiptoe around male hang-ups about empowered women: her authority was never in question, on-screen or behind the scenes. Her character, Mary, called her boss “Mr. Grant” and  sometimes hesitated nervously to ask for what she deserved, but that didn’t stop her from forging ahead. It didn’t stop Moore, either, her power and ownership emblazoned in the very title of the series. “You never forgot for a second that she was in charge,” director Alan Rafkin once wrote. The show’s producers hired an unprecedented number of women—at one point, a third of the writers’ room was female. Scribes such as Treva Silverman and Susan Silver delighted in pouring their own experiences with dating, double standards, and workplace wrangles into the mouths of Mary and Rhoda, Mary’s equally single best friend.

         During a conference on Women in Public Life held at the University of Texas in November 1975, Gloria Steinem imagined what aliens from outer space might make of American women if all they had to go on was TV and movies, as Jennifer Keishin Armstrong relayed in her book Mary and Lou and Rhoda and Ted. “First of all, they would be convinced that there were twice as many American men as there were American women. It would be quite clear that we slept in false eyelashes and full makeup. Some of us would be taken to be a servant class of some sort. If we lived alone, we would almost have to be widows, at least until recently.” This absurdly out-of-date picture, Steinem pointed out, was being challenged and changed by The Mary Tyler Moore Show, along with Norman Lear’s new series, Maude.

         Although ideas from the women’s movement permeated mainstream America throughout the seventies, their impact on prime time remained minimal: there were Mary and Rhoda, there was Maude, and there was the working-mom sitcom One Day at a Time (co-created by actress Whitney Blake), but that was about it. Behind the scenes, things were equally unequal. A 1974 Writers Guild of America report revealed a shocking statistic: only 6.5 percent of prime-time shows that season had hired even a single woman writer.

         It wasn’t until the early eighties that women really started to write and run more shows. That’s when writing partners Barbara Corday and Barbara Avedon finally got Cagney & Lacey on the air. They had been trying to pitch a buddy movie about two female police detectives since the mid-seventies.  Corday’s producer boyfriend Barney Rosenzweig had originally suggested the idea, inspired by a book she’d given him: Molly Haskell’s feminist film critique From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies. After multiple false starts and cast changes, Cagney & Lacey landed on the air in 1982 and became a hit for CBS, winning not just a huge audience worldwide but also a run of Emmy Awards.

         Corday argues that people were excited by Christine Cagney and Mary Beth Lacey not because they were fighting crime but because viewers wanted to see wise older women muddling through their complicated lives. Cagney was a hard-drinking and sharp-edged single chick; the more nurturing Lacey was a working woman with a supportive husband. “What people wrote letters about most were the bathroom scenes, where two women actually sat and talked about everything in their lives,” Corday says. “Eavesdropping on those conversations—it sounds silly, but it was very groundbreaking for women. There was nothing else like that on television.” The show followed through on its feminism behind the scenes, too, hiring dozens of female writers and episode directors. Among those writers was Ronnie Wenker-Konner, mother of Jennifer Konner, the future co-showrunner of Girls, which would ultimately push intimate women’s bathroom conversations farther than Cagney or Lacey could have imagined.

         Many of the women who pioneered prime time did so in partnership with men, usually their husbands. Y chromosomes just seemed to make male network execs feel more comfortable. That was true for Lucille Ball, Mary Tyler Moore, Barbara Corday, Whitney Blake, Golden Girls creator Susan Harris, and Linda Bloodworth-Thomason. Bloodworth-Thomason honed her skills writing for M*A*S*H, Rhoda, and One Day at a Time before launching a production company with husband Harry Thomason to create sitcoms such as Designing Women, a southern hothouse of female workplace repartee. Corday suggests that a lot of women writers back then clung to the creative side: “They didn’t see themselves as businesspeople, and their husbands did.” Even so, she says, “Barney and I were very aware that whenever we would go to a meeting, the executive would talk directly to him. The two  of us would be sitting on a couch, but the whole conversation was directed to one person.”

         One of the first to ditch the male-partner trend and step out on her own was Anne Beatts, a comedy writer who parlayed her Emmy-winning stint on the original incarnation of SNL into a TV deal. Square Pegs, her sitcom about two nerdy girls (one of whom was played by a young Sarah Jessica Parker), premiered on CBS in 1982. A cult classic, Square Pegs unsuccessfully pushed for an all-female writers’ room. Says Beatts, “I only wanted to hire women because it was about the experience of young girls in high school, but the network made me hire a token male writer.” (That token male, Andy Borowitz, would go on to create The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and to found The Borowitz Report.)

         Much more common was for series to hire a token female writer, as if too many women might turn the room into a kaffeeklatsch. “When I started, the networks and studios were run by men, and they tended to gravitate toward male material, toward male writers and showrunners,” says Jenny Bicks, who launched her career in the early nineties, eventually ending up as a writer on Sex and the City and then as showrunner for Men in Trees, The Big C, and Divorce. Being “the only woman in a room of, like, twelve or thirteen men” was the norm, something that Bicks experienced time and time again. And if trying to carve a path through prime time has been challenging for white women, the difficulty was multiplied for trailblazing women of color such as Yvette Lee Bowser (Living Single, Half & Half) and Mara Brock Akil (Girlfriends, Being Mary Jane).

         Female TV writers grew accustomed to thinking of other women as their competition for the tiny number of slots available—because they were.

         
            *

         

         Chances are you have only a vague idea of what a showrunner does. The word came into common usage in the late eighties and nineties. Before that, the person in charge of a TV series was called the executive producer, and he (almost invariably a he) was typically a business-minded type who  managed the production and commissioned writers to churn out scripts. Slowly but steadily, though, decision-making power slipped into the hands of TV writers. You started out as a staff writer and worked your way up to executive producer, with the result that, on any given show, there could be a horde of people with various “producer” titles running around. The person who had overall control of the set came to be called the showrunner—and increasingly, writers assumed that powerful role. Writing tends to attract socially awkward introverts with shoddy math skills, but suddenly the nerds were managing multimillion-dollar productions.

         Today showrunner is an elastic term that can encompass varying degrees of creative and managerial control over a TV series. That might mean developing the original concept, overseeing a cast and crew, shepherding a writers’ room, consulting with directors, editing episodes, maintaining a budget, and negotiating with studios and networks. The showrunner is the visionary in chief, operations manager, and financial officer all rolled into one.

         “Being a showrunner is a terrible job,” declares Jane Espenson, who wrote for Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Gilmore Girls, and other series before graduating to the role of showrunner on Caprica and Husbands. “Suppose you are a writer who is happy at your keyboard and you’ve risen through the ranks because you write really good scripts. Now you are running the show. You may not feel like schmoozing the actors and keeping the network happy. It requires so many different skills, and most of them are not the ones that got you that job.”

         By the first years of the new millennium, thanks in large part to the rise of the Internet, it had become increasingly common for viewers to follow TV with the auteur-focused intensity of a French cinephile rifling through Cahiers du Cinéma in the sixties. Television fans rabidly dissected and debated their favorite shows on online bulletin boards and blogs, with a forensic attention to plot and character that would birth a new and distinctively twenty-first-century form of critical discourse: the recap. I first experienced this kind of TV nerd frenzy through the cult of Buffy creator Joss Whedon.  It had never occurred to me to scour a show’s credits until I stumbled onto Buffy boards and encountered fans who could instantly distinguish between an episode written by David Fury and one written by Marti Noxon. That same degree of narrative close analysis became a hallmark of fan fervor over shows created by HBO’s flock of Davids: The Sopranos showrunner David Chase, The Wire’s David Simon, and Deadwood’s David Milch.

         Showrunners were now treated as visionary world-builders. The hungry maw of the Internet demanded a constant diet of insider information, and showrunners became celebs in their own right, doling out teasers and tidbits. What better spokesperson for a series than the person who created it? Talk to anyone who works in TV, however, and you’ll discover that television production is immensely collaborative. Even the most multitalented genius can’t do it alone. There’s often some sort of showrunning partnership, such as the one forged by Shonda Rhimes with Betsy Beers, or Tina Fey with Robert Carlock. Beyond that, each episode depends on the work of a hundred or more people: casting, lighting, sound, costumes, set design, shooting, editing.

         Nearly all series also rely on writers’ rooms. This refers to a collection of people who usually sit in an office brainstorming plot points and dialogue, and then go off to write full episodes individually. Some showrunners spend most of their time in the room with the writers; others (particularly those who also star in their series or juggle multiple shows) assign head writers to manage the process. On some sets, the procedure is organic and communal; on others, the showrunner (or sometimes the head writer) takes the raw material generated in the room and rewrites it to give the scripts a uniform voice. Some rooms glide smoothly through the seasons, while others are fueled by panic, anguish, and ego. As Tolstoy might have said had he lived long enough to visit a television set, “Every unhappy writers’ room is unhappy in its own way.”

         The gonzo workplace behavior of some critically acclaimed male showrunners mirrored that of the macho antiheroes in their dramas, as if the set were a stage for them to play out their own psychodramas. “It’s almost like  a war situation,” writer Terence Winter said of working on David Chase’s The Sopranos. Director Tim Van Patten echoed this savage sentiment: “If David finds your Achilles’ heel, he will go for it, at war or play.” Deadwood and Luck creator David Milch has been described as a brilliant, generous, and addictive personality driven to create a chaotic environment. Even after Milch was known to have lost many millions of dollars to gambling, HBO continued to work with him and publicly sing his praises.

         Tina Fey once generalized that while men tend to go into comedy to misbehave, “the women I know in comedy are all dutiful daughters, good citizens, mild-mannered college graduates. Maybe we women gravitate toward comedy because it is a socially acceptable way to break rules.” Lena Dunham, Mindy Kaling, and Broad City’s Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer may impersonate women behaving badly, but behind the scenes they are hardworking perfectionists. There’s less room for reckless behavior when an entire gender is being judged on the basis of how one performs, as Roseanne Barr discovered.

         “The history of women in television is: if women are ‘difficult,’ they don’t work again,” says Norma Safford Vela, who wrote for Roseanne and other hit shows. Conversely, men who perpetrate foul workplace behavior rarely get their comeuppance (though that began to change in the fall of 2017, when a wave of sexual harassment revelations forced a number of powerful men to resign, in Hollywood and beyond). Safford Vela recalls having footballs thrown at her head on one set; in another writers’ room that she describes as “a frat boy world,” a producer pinned her to the floor and taunted, “Violence against women!”

         Showrunning requires the commanding style of a general leading an army into battle. “You have to be really good at making decisions,” says Ayanna Floyd, who wrote for Private Practice and Empire before developing series of her own. “You might literally make ten decisions in a matter of minutes and if you’re not good at that … it can kill a show.”

         But what happens when female assertiveness is mistaken for aggression or bitchiness? Before they created the hit series The Middle, DeAnn  Heline and Eileen Heisler ran a show they heard might be canceled. So Heline called the network president to clarify. Heisler, who overheard the conversation, recalls, “She couldn’t have been more straightforward and professional, but later we were told that DeAnn was being uppity.” Actors and executives began telling the duo they’d acquired a “difficult” reputation when “all we did was passionately fight for what we believed as any showrunner worth their salt would.” Heisler says that the out-of-control or hostile behavior of the gonzo male showrunner simply isn’t an option for women: most successful female showrunners “run a pretty tight ship, and they get their scripts in on time because, if you’re a woman, you have to be reliable.”

         Many of the women I interviewed for this book are very thoughtful about the kind of atmosphere they cultivate behind the scenes. Transparent creator Jill Soloway, who lost out on jobs after being tagged as “difficult,” leans toward a kind of soft power that relies on communal creativity: “Gathering the crew and saying, ‘I just want to let everybody know that nobody is going to get in trouble today, nobody is going to get called out for making a bad choice. I don’t know what’s going to work, but let’s see what happens.’” After working on toxic sets for many years, Weeds and Orange Is the New Black showrunner Jenji Kohan says her goal is simply to “run a healthy show, where everyone is good at what they do and kind to one another. And when they’re done, they go home.”

         In this book, I’ve chosen to chronicle a handful of women who’ve risen to prominence by bringing unique female characters to the small screen, but this shouldn’t diminish the accomplishments of the many others not mentioned here who fought their way through the industry. Nor do I mean to suggest that only women can evoke powerful female characters; Buffy the Vampire Slayer mastermind Joss Whedon staked that fallacy in the heart. Another major TV landmark, Sex and the City, is absent from this book because, although largely written by women, it was created and run by guys: Darren Star and Michael Patrick King. It is worth noting that King’s first real TV break was writing for Murphy Brown, and Whedon got his start on Roseanne. 

         
            *

         

         When I embarked on this book, there were more women running shows than ever before. This rise of twenty-first-century female-centric television coincided with an unexpected resurrection of feminism.

         Not so long ago, young women had distanced themselves from that F-word, the term seemingly a sour relic from a long-ago liberation movement. But by 2015, describing yourself as a feminist was not just legit but also trendy: You could pledge allegiance to lady blogs such as Jezebel, Feministing, and The Hairpin, which served up politics, pop culture, and confessional essays. You could commodify your dissent by purchasing THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE T-shirts and SMASH THE PATRIARCHY tote bags. You could find icons such as Beyoncé performing at an awards show in front of giant letters spelling out FEMINIST, and Harry Potter star Emma Watson speechifying about gender equality at the United Nations.

         This mainstreaming of feminism dovetailed perfectly with the new wave of woman-powered television, shows that offered varied representations of female life and often engaged with serious issues such as abortion, equal pay, and violence against women. This period also overlapped with Barack Obama’s progressive two-term presidency.

         The Obama White House advanced LGBTQ and women’s rights. An avowed feminist, the president appointed two women to the Supreme Court and created a White House Council on Women and Girls to make sure all policy treated women fairly. Michelle Obama traded First Lady primness for stirring eloquence, using her pulpit to support girls’ education. (“Compete with the boys,” she told young women at one public event. “Beat the boys.”) And Hillary Clinton dusted off her suit jacket after the bruising 2008 presidential primary and became a hard-driving secretary of state, one of the most potent and respected figures in world politics. At every level of American society and culture, women were more visible, and more visibly empowered, than at any other time in our history.

         “Small advances spark resistance, resistance that in turn provokes propellant bursts of reactive fury,” Rebecca Traister wrote in Big Girls Don’t Cry, her account of the 2008 campaign. And so it was in 2016, when Donald Trump took the presidency. Fueled in part by the reactive fury of misogyny—who will ever forget the venomous way he spat “such a nasty woman” during the final moments of the final presidential debate on October 19, 2016, as if closing his deal with the American electorate?—Trump’s election was intended as a blow to the cause of women (as well as people of color and sexual minorities of every kind). The accumulation of small but significant cultural gains during the 2000s—gains that were not just mirrored but arguably amplified on television shows such as the ones celebrated in this book—triggered a thousand-ton backlash.

         Whether it was Shonda Rhimes’s “color-blind” approach to casting her hugely popular dramas or the gender-fluid complexities explored in Jill Soloway’s Transparent, television was transmitting a vision of an America that was racially vibrant and sexually progressive, a vision that turned out to be too far ahead of the actual reality of much of America, which was still attached to traditional values and traditional inequities of power. Not only were these series creating female characters living realities that Trump would undoubtedly consider nasty but some of the showrunners were actually on the campaign trail in 2016 stumping for Hillary.

         Excavating the culture wars era of the late eighties when researching the parts of this book that deal with Murphy Brown and Roseanne, I felt almost dizzy as I realized we’d come full circle: all the way back to “the Backlash,” as Susan Faludi dubbed it at the time. The drive to roll back women’s reproductive rights, negate affirmative action, and defund the National Endowment for the Arts and PBS, and the attempt to insert Christianity into the classroom—it appears that the Moral Majority is back, with a fresh coat of white paint.

         Just as Murphy Brown and Roseanne were prime targets for the religious right’s venom in the early nineties, now the alt-right has fixated on Lena Dunham and Amy Schumer as the poster girls of “cancerous” feminism. These women represent so much that is horrifying to Trumpites: they not  only loudly support causes such as gun control and trans rights but also exude confidence in their intelligence and a comfort with their bodies, apparently unconcerned with male approval. An enclave of Trump supporters clustered at a subreddit called “the_donald” encouraged haters to flood Amazon with one-star reviews of Schumer’s memoir (and, later, did the same with Netflix and Schumer’s comedy special). Breitbart covered Lena Dunham’s every move with obsessive attention because, as then-Breitbart editor Milo Yiannopoulos explained to Bill Maher, “The Democrats are the party of Lena Dunham. These people are mental, hideous people.”

         From single mom Murphy Brown to Girls’s single mom Hannah Horvath—these are the antiheroines of the middle American imagination, the women whom deplorables love to deplore and who make Red-staters see red.

         Events overtook me during the writing of this book: what looked like the forward march of progress turned out to be one of history’s grand zigzags. When I started, the golden age of female TV seemed like a permanent advance; now it feels significantly more precarious and embattled. Most likely, this period will prove to be another chapter in the long saga of cultural combat to decide what kind of country America will be. In a way, it makes the creative force waged by these women all the more crucial. 

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            Look Back in Anchor:

Diane English’s Murphy Brown and the Culture Wars
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               Diane English and Candice Bergen embrace while shooting the final episode of Murphy Brown, May 1998.

            

         

         Eighties America was in the throes of a culture war. Ronald Reagan and the religious right were hacking away at the social advances of the sixties and seventies. Before he was first elected president, Reagan had ripped the Equal Rights Amendment out of the Republican platform while backing an amendment to outlaw abortion along with certain forms of birth control. Once in office, he slashed funding for the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and demonized poor black “welfare queens.” Meanwhile, Senator Jesse Helms and Reverend Jerry Falwell targeted artists for “indecency.” Assaults on abortion clinics mounted.

         Despite all these attempts to unravel the gains of feminism, shoulder-padded women charged into the workplace throughout the eighties. Madonna and Janet Jackson ran roughshod over the Billboard charts with pop-feminist singles such as “Express Yourself” and “Nasty.” Geraldine   Ferraro became the first female candidate from a major party to run for vice president. More and more women were choosing to delay marriage, or stay single altogether. A 1985 Virginia Slims poll revealed that 70 percent of female respondents felt they could have fulfilled lives without marriage, and a Woman’s Day survey found that only half of married women said they would marry if they could choose again.

         Yet a stream of sociological studies trickled into the media that seemingly undermined this surge of female independence. They warned that working women were lonely and unappealing to men, their biological clocks ticking as loudly as time bombs; that there was a “man shortage”; that divorce was imperiling the American family. Newsweek, in its 1986 cover story about the “Marriage Crunch,” sounded the alarm that a forty-year-old single woman was “more likely to be killed by a terrorist” than to tie the knot. Conservative columnist Mona Charen wrote in the National Review that feminism “has effectively robbed us of one thing upon which the happiness of most women rests—men.” Hollywood’s version of the emotionally destitute career woman arrived with the 1987 blockbuster thriller Fatal Attraction, starring Glenn Close as high-powered Manhattan book editor Alex Forrest. Seemingly independent and sexually dynamic, Alex morphs into a needy psychopath when her married lover tries to end their affair: “I’m thirty-six years old; it may be my last chance to have a child!” She is eventually put out of her single lady misery by her lover’s virtuous homemaking wife, who (spoiler alert!) guns Alex down.

         According to Susan Faludi in her landmark book Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women, the 1987/88 television season represented the “high-water mark” of the antifeminist wave in pop culture. The professional organization American Women in Radio and Television decided not to present its annual award for ads that featured women positively because none qualified for the category that season. On prime-time television, only two out of the twenty-two new dramas featured adult female leads. In a New York Times article entitled “TV Turns to the Hard-Boiled Male,” about the  rise of macho characters in prime time, Cheers creator Glen Charles offered up his show’s puckish hero, Sam Malone, as “a spokesman for a large group of people who thought [the women’s movement] was a bunch of bull and look with disdain upon people who don’t think it was.” That season, TV networks bet on the machismo renaissance, greenlighting shows such as Houston Knights (rugged cops), The Oldest Rookie (older rugged cops), The Highwayman (rugged cop of the future), and High Mountain Rangers (rugged wilderness cops). All of them flopped.

         Then, in the fall of 1988, two of the most brazenly feminist sitcoms ever to grace prime time premiered just weeks apart: Murphy Brown and Roseanne would rule American remotes for the next decade, redefining our ideas of “family values” and inciting unprecedented controversy.

         Murphy Brown was a career-focused single woman, an abrasive forty-year-old broadcast journalist “living like a man and making no apologies for it whatsoever,” as series creator Diane English noted. The character’s name was deliberately masculine, like Fatal Attraction’s Alex Forrest. English liked to describe Murphy as “Mike Wallace in a dress.” Wearing chic, loosely constructed suits like prêt-à-porter armor, Murphy had little time for polite small talk, let alone flirting or love affairs; she channeled all her energy into exposing corporate criminals and government scandals. Murphy, in other words, epitomized the kind of career woman who sent the religious right into convulsions. Immensely popular and wildly provocative, she was a heroine you either admired or abhorred.

         Over its ten-year run, Murphy Brown inspired countless trend pieces, newspaper editorials, and college dissertations about its feminist spirit. English and her staff were hesitant to embrace the label, however. “[I]f feminism means that my female characters or my friends or myself are respected, in all walks of life, then I’m a feminist. But I don’t get involved in the politics of it very often,” English insisted back in 1989. She further suggested that her character disliked the label: “You don’t hear feminist polemic coming out of her mouth. She is what she is.” 

         
            *

         

         Diane English didn’t grow up with dreams of being a big Hollywood writer. Born into a blue-collar Catholic family in Buffalo, New York, she faced limited options. Her father worked at the local power plant; her mother was a housewife. In school, English wrote stories and plays to drown out the complications of her life, including her father’s struggles with alcoholism. “I was part of a group that was sort of the outcast group in school,” she told the Los Angeles Times in 1992. “You know, we were the ganglies and the overweights and the ones with the thick glasses and the braces…. And we used to get together on the weekends at each other’s house and listen to old Elaine May and Mike Nichols records and then do our own sketches on tape. We would write little songs and plays and perform them.” At Buffalo State College, she found a mentor in Warren Enters, a cofounder of the Cherry Lane Theatre in New York City, who was helping to build the college’s drama department and who encouraged English to become a playwright. In 1971, she sold her red Volkswagen Beetle for five hundred dollars and swapped her hardscrabble Buffalo existence for a hardscrabble Manhattan existence.

         “I was going to be the female Neil Simon,” English recalls now, sitting in her Sherman Oaks office wearing a crisp pinstripe blouse and dirty-blond bob. “But I didn’t know anybody in New York, and I had no money at all.” By then, she had developed an idea of who she wanted to be: the kind of person who lives on the wealthy Upper East Side rather than the cheap and bohemian downtown. “I didn’t have a phone for the first nine months of living in New York because I couldn’t afford it,” she says, laughing. “But I had this Upper East Side taste.”

         English took a job at the public television station WNET to pay the bills; instead, it changed her life. It was there that she met Joel Shukovsky, a young graphic designer from Long Island who caught her attention with his distinctive duds: bright-yellow corduroy pants, big aviator glasses, and black patent-leather clogs. He quickly became her partner in love and work.

         When asked to make suggestions on a script for PBS’s adaptation of the  Ursula K. Le Guin novel The Lathe of Heaven, English took the initiative and substantially rewrote it. The resulting movie got great ratings, rave reviews, and a Writers Guild Award nomination. “Once Lathe hit the airwaves, I had agents calling and saying, ‘You have to move to Los Angeles; this is where the work is.’” Although she was hesitant to leave Manhattan, English says Shukovsky had taken some production classes at the New School and “had this crazy idea we were going to go to Los Angeles and start a production company and start making television shows. Nobody believed that we would do it, and we were too dumb to know we couldn’t do it. So we did it,” she says with a wry smile. English calls Shukovsky the big-picture architect and herself “the sweat equity.”

         English wrote nine TV movies in three years, most of which never made it to the screen. This was followed by an offer to develop a new sitcom for CBS about the New York District Attorney’s office. She fancied herself a more serious writer, but Shukovsky saw the series as the first step to a Hollywood empire. The script for Foley Square was greenlit immediately, with Margaret Colin starring as Alex—there’s that gender-neutral name again—a young, ambitious assistant district attorney trying to impress her grizzled male boss. Since English was a sitcom novice, she, like her show’s heroine, was overseen by veterans. Showrunners Bernie Orenstein and Saul Turteltaub knew the drill with the single-woman sitcom, having worked on That Girl decades before. The network hoped to draw young independent female viewers by running the show after Mary, Mary Tyler Moore’s 1985 return to a prime-time sitcom years after the finale of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. “The awful thing was everybody kept pointing at Margaret Colin and saying, ‘She is the new Mary Tyler Moore,’” says English. Neither show survived to the next season, but English was quickly granted her first solo showrunner gig. CBS brought her in to salvage My Sister Sam, a short-lived star vehicle for Mork and Mindy’s Pam Dawber.

         Shukovsky patiently waited in the wings for the moment when he could try out his mogul skills on an original show of their own devising. He knew that English “wanted to do something about a woman who broke the rules  and had some parts of her own personality, for better or worse.” The idea for Murphy Brown “just literally fell into my head perfectly formed” while driving to work, English remembers. “I knew all the characters, I knew what the first season was.”

         In 1987, CBS was third in network ratings—out of three. The channel once known as the “Tiffany Network” for its quality programming had little to keep it afloat in prime time beyond Designing Women and Newhart. Standing in a daunting wood-paneled room before a throng of executives, English presented her idea for a sitcom about a single, middle-aged female broadcast journalist returning to the job after a stint in rehab.

         The executives were intrigued. They just had a few changes.

         “The request was: could she be coming back from a spa because she had been so stressed out by her job, instead of the Betty Ford Clinic?” English recalls, her voice tinged with sarcasm. “Oh, and could she be thirty instead of forty?” English refused, insisting, “‘Why don’t you let me write the script the way I see it, and if, after it is done, you feel like she is not somebody that anyone can relate to …’” Her voice trails off.

         “That was their concern: that nobody could relate to this woman. The word unlikable came up all the time. All … the … time,” she says irritably, waving her hand as if to swat away a bug. “They would apply those terms to female characters often, but men don’t have to be likable.”

         
            *

         

         English wrote the pilot script exactly the way she’d imagined it. She finished it on a Sunday night, and the next morning, March 7, 1988, the Writers Guild announced it was on strike. That meant English’s original script could not be revised. CBS execs were up against a wall: they could either go with the “middle-aged woman after rehab” version of Murphy or drop the series. There was concern that the strike could go on for a long time—it lasted five months—so they chose to film the script almost exactly as drafted. Nearly all network television shows are products of heavy compromise, with jagged edges sanded off by crews of note-giving executives. The writers’ strike  allowed English’s vision to make it to air with edges, and rehab backstory, intact.

         The role had been written with Big Chill star JoBeth Williams in mind, but the actress had a new baby and didn’t want to tie herself down to a weekly TV show. The network then pushed for twenty-something Dynasty bombshell Heather Locklear. But English became convinced that Candice Bergen was the perfect Murphy. A child of old Hollywood, forty-two-year-old Bergen was a movie star with highbrow cred, married as she was to French film director Louis Malle. She exuded a kind of glacial, WASPy self-possession in movies such as The Group (as a sophisticated lesbian at a women’s college) and A Night Full of Rain, a Lina Wertmüller film in which she starred as a feminist photographer. But that didn’t mean she didn’t know how to be funny: she’d been nominated for an Oscar for playing Burt Reynolds’s ex-wife in the 1979 comedy Starting Over and had been Saturday Night Live’s first female host.

         Bergen saw Murphy Brown as a chance to tap into her “bawdiest self.” After reading the pilot script on a plane, she was drawn to the role as if to a dare, and immediately called her agent. When English met Bergen in New York, a deep connection instantly sparked between actress and showrunner, over the script but also on a personal level. The two women were born nine days apart, and as English has said, “We’ve played out a lot of the same emotional beats in our lives.” They quickly discovered that they wore the same lipstick and perfume. Bergen describes English in her memoir, A Fine Romance, as “very Anglo-Saxon, alert, confident”—details just as easily applied to her.

         Convinced she’d found her Murphy, English brought Bergen to LA to meet with the execs. It should have been a shoo-in—gorgeous movie star deigns to take role on lowly small screen—but CBS boss Kim LeMasters did not trust English’s judgment. He demanded that the actress audition for him. Barnet Kellman, the distinguished theater and TV director who would help forge the look and feel of Murphy Brown, says he quickly rehearsed scenes with Bergen, now gripped by anxiety—which only worsened when  they arrived at the studio: LeMasters kept them all waiting for forty-five minutes. “Bad things happen when you start thinking too much,” English says, recalling Bergen’s increasing panic.

         LeMasters finally ushered them into his office, making a grand gesture of closing the room’s curtains with a remote control. For Bergen, it felt like “an interrogation room.” In her nervousness, she blew the audition, and the imperious network president made it clear he was dismissing her from consideration.

         At this point, English did something she deems “either fearless or stupid”: she demanded that LeMasters reconsider. Says Kellman, “I have never seen a producer not immediately go silent when the network president spoke. But Diane just said, ‘We are going to talk about this right now. Not when you’re ready—you are going to deal with me now, with Candice Bergen waiting in the hall.’ That was wild. That’s an internal strength. She knew what she wanted; she felt she knew what she was worth. She believed in the work.”

         Much to everyone’s surprise, LeMasters agreed to trust English’s instincts. He then marched into the hallway so he could be the one to bestow the good news on Bergen. Afterward, the newly anointed Murphy Brown repaired to a nearby restaurant with English and ordered a round of stiff drinks. “I could see the look on her face,” English says. “It was like, What have I done?”

         Bergen relaxed when she met the rest of the cast, at a welcome dinner at English and Shukovsky’s Malibu home. The actors who would play Murphy’s colleagues on the fictional news magazine FYI were mostly unknowns. Former model Faith Ford was almost as much of a neophyte as her character Corky Sherwood, a former Miss America who was meant to be representative of the dumbing down of TV news then taking hold. Bergen was charmed by Ford’s southern naïveté: “I called her the Swamp Queen,” Bergen writes in her memoir. “She’d come in with stories about her momma and daddy and their huntin’ camp in the bayou, shootin’ gators. You just looked at her agape; how could such a person exist in Burbank?” 

         Grant Shaud was a twenty-seven-year-old with few credits who flew in from New York to audition just a week before shooting on the pilot began. When he snagged the role of upstart FYI producer Miles Silverberg, Shaud had to race out to buy clothing, as he had arrived with no luggage. Robert Pastorelli, accustomed to playing rough characters onstage and on-screen, landed the part of Eldin Bernecky, Murphy’s eccentric housepainter, unofficial life coach, and (eventual) babysitter. The roles of empathetic journalist Frank Fontana and veteran newsman Jim Dial went to more seasoned players: Joe Regalbuto of prime-time soap Knots Landing and theater actor Charles Kimbrough, star of several Sondheim productions on Broadway.

         Thanks to the writers’ strike, preproduction had to be crammed into three weeks rather than the usual five months. “It’s going to be murder,” Shukovsky told a reporter back then. “Our decision is that quality will not suffer—our private lives will suffer; we will have none.”

         TV scripts are usually rewritten multiple times, sometimes up until the last second. The strike removed that option, but Barnet Kellman, primarily a theater director, saw this as an opportunity rather than a problem. “I said to the cast, ‘The way I want to approach rehearsals is that this is Shakespeare. It’s a dead playwright, and the onus is on us to find out what makes this work. We are detectives solving this riddle.’” Kellman injected the scripts with breakneck energy, wanting to evoke the knife-edge chaos of a live newsroom.

         “We needed people who could talk and [who] loved language,” says Kellman. “It was a fast show. Especially for then.” Both he and English were inspired by Ben Hecht’s play The Front Page and by the movie Broadcast News, which conveyed “the fanaticism of getting the show to the air.”

         Then there was FYI, the news show at the heart of Murphy Brown. “I wanted [that] to be very real,” he says, sitting in his home office, where he keeps an embroidered FYI pillow, the one memento he took from the show’s set. Bergen credits Kellman with creating the illusion of looming deadlines and frantic activity. The series was shot in front of a live audience at the  Warner Bros. studio, on the same soundstage where Mildred Pierce and My Fair Lady once filmed.

         English expected actors to follow the wordy script verbatim: no improv allowed. Sometimes Bergen ended up in tears trying to memorize huge chunks of dialogue; she once hid some of her lines inside a mug as a cheat—and then forgot and poured coffee over them.

         
            *

         

         English describes her approach to running Murphy Brown in terms of her being a “catastrophizer,” by which she means someone able to anticipate, and avert, disasters. “I look ahead, I see what’s going to happen, I get to it before it does. I am a Virgo rising,” she offers with a hint of a smile. “All my neuroses came together in a positive way in this job.”

         Although this was English’s first time as the sole executive producer, former colleagues say she was a natural. Korby Siamis, who had worked on Foley Square and My Sister Sam before becoming English’s second in command on Murphy, goes so far as to say that the Diane English working method could be the exemplar for a well-run TV show: “You are organized, you have a clear vision, and you fight for it. You appear democratic so that everybody really feels they are contributing. But the truth is, it comes down to that singular vision.”

         As an example of that in practice, Siamis recalls an early meeting at which English pitched story lines to a roomful of CBS execs. One episode revealed that Murphy had previously been married for only six days. The president of the network wanted them to change it so that Murphy had been married at least six months or a year. “We came back to the office, and Diane was like, ‘Yeah, it’s six days,’” Siamis says with a chuckle. “It never came up again.”

         As tough as English could be when protecting her vision against interference from above, no one recalls her ever losing her temper on set—which is not to say there weren’t problems, such as the time Robert Pastorelli (who  later died of a heroin overdose) came to a table read intoxicated. “Bobby brought demons with him,” says Kellman sadly. “He respected the hell out of Diane, but around the third episode, he came to the table read and it was clear there was something wrong. We are all looking at each other and tiptoeing around the obvious, which was that there were substances involved.” After the table read, Kellman says English took Pastorelli aside and told him if he ever came in drunk again, she would fire him. “She loved this guy … but she had no doubt, she had no fear, and she didn’t raise her voice. She just did the thing that everybody else was afraid to do.”

         It’s easy to imagine Murphy as a version of her creator writ large: avidly ambitious, effortlessly elegant. Yet where English worked smoothly and quietly to get what she needed, Murphy was obnoxious and noisy. It was funnier that way—and it was also something that hadn’t been seen on television before. Back in the seventies, the blunt honesty of Maude and the plucky femininity of Mary Richards had felt fresh. Then there was the southern feminist drollery of Designing Women, a comedy paired with Murphy on CBS’s schedule to compete with ABC’s Monday Night Football. Murphy’s character took it a step further, though. She was a human tempest, a ruthless dervish whirling through prime time.

         Threaded through the series are passing references to affairs with famous men and wild drinking sprees in Murphy’s pre-rehab days. She has been banned from the White House and jailed for refusing to reveal a source. Murphy fires a new secretary every episode because no can satisfy her standards. She regularly taunts the religious right and dresses down misogynists (such as the comedian character in one episode based on Andrew Dice Clay). Murphy wants to work, and play, as hard as the men around her—or harder. In the early episode “Soul Man,” she hears that uptight old-school anchorman Jim Dial is taking male colleagues to a formal event at his all-men’s club. “I don’t get to go for one reason and one reason only,” she fumes. “A pathetic little …” she pauses, holding her fingers an inch apart, “… Y chromosome.” Seething, she eventually schemes her way in by  digging up scandalous secrets on the club’s board members. Next thing you know, she is striding into the inner sanctum wearing a houndstooth jacket, a brown silk tie, and a sly grin.

         Murphy looked like a feminist and acted like a feminist, but the writing team responsible for “Soul Man,” Tom Seeley and Norman Gunzenhauser, insisted at the time that the episode wasn’t meant to convey a political point. “We didn’t write that to make a statement. Here is this headstrong broad who wants to get into this all-men’s club, and that’s a great situation.”

         The scenario resonated with plenty of viewers who enjoyed seeing a fearless woman negotiate the minefield of daily indignities and compromises of the typical sexist eighties workplace. “I think I was writing about women I knew, I was writing about myself, I was writing about Candice,” English says now, sitting at her desk. “I didn’t see Murphy as radical, but I saw her as definitely filling a need. That character did not exist on television then, especially in comedy. Murphy was living her life without any regrets, without any guilt, without any man in her life helping her out of tough situations. This was a woman that we all wanted to be.”

         Candice Bergen began to identify so strongly with her character that even her husband, director Louis Malle, noticed changes, such as the daredevil way she behaved behind the steering wheel. “It’s the first time I’ve ever seen my husband hold on to the handle and put his foot on the floor [bracing himself] when I’ve been driving,” she told the Washington Post in 1989. “I insist I’ve always driven that way, but he said, ‘What’s happened to you? You’re driving like a commando. This character is really taking you over.’”

         Although Murphy Brown wasn’t an instant hit—it lurked somewhere around number thirty-six on the list of top shows that first season—the critics adored it. Howard Rosenberg of the Los Angeles Times declared Bergen’s character “tyrannical-but-vulnerable too.” In contrast, Rolling Stone’s Bill Zehme emphasized Murphy’s invincibility, calling her “a zesty ballbuster who stomps through doors, rattling hinges loose, trailing a wake of high-octane wisecracks.” Reviews and features often noted what a long way we’d come from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. 

         Yet Murphy wasn’t actually that far removed from Mary Richards generationally—in the show’s backstory, Murphy arrived at FYI the same year Mary left WJM: 1977. English’s staff had been deeply influenced by that series; in fact, Korby Siamis taught herself to write scripts by watching and analyzing Mary Tyler Moore episodes. The Murphy Brown writers’ room even had the words THEY DID THAT ON MARY posted on the wall, a reminder not to recycle the beloved show’s single-working-woman-in-the-media story lines.

         English saw Murphy as part of a continuum: “There was a chain that started with Marlo Thomas on That Girl, which then begat The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and then we were the next link.” Each show nudged independent womanhood as far as it could within the constraints of mainstream entertainment, something parodied in Murphy’s season-two episode “TV or Not TV.” Its opening sequence features a goofy, pratfalling Murphy capering to a sugary That Girl-ish theme song that asks “Who’s that girl? You think you know her, she’s a real live wire … It’s Murphy, Murphy, Murphy Brown!” (The parody would be echoed seventeen years later in the opening minutes of 30 Rock’s pilot, a fake-out sequence where we meet Liz Lemon capering through the streets of Manhattan accompanied by a chipper theme song cooing, “That’s her, that’s her!”)

         As for English herself, Kellman says, “She kind of merged with Murphy, and Murphy kind of merged with her over the course of the first few years. Diane was inside that Murphy character. All the problems, all the issues were things that Diane deeply cared about.” He notes that English adored men (“She was certainly heteronormative, as my daughter at Vassar would call it”) while also maintaining a feminist mind-set. “I think she felt that there was a job to be done for herself and for women, but she never gave a sense that men were actively keeping her down. It was the way of the world, and it needed to be changed.” But, Kellman points out, “Diane didn’t want to deprive Murphy of certain vulnerabilities that are specific to women. That was what the [town house] was about. That was the place where Murphy didn’t have it all. She had the fine furniture and all that, but … clearly the  problem was there was no guy at home,” he says with a grin. “That was the thing; it was hard to have it all.”

         “Having it all” slid into American women’s vocabulary circa 1982, thanks to that guru of swinging singletons Helen Gurley Brown and her aspirational self-help book Having It All: Love, Success, Sex, Money—Even If You’re Starting with Nothing. A phrase that initially sounded utopian soon became a truncheon used to clobber women who couldn’t perfectly balance work and family life (especially with no help from men). Whether you were a single working woman, a stay-at-home mom, or a working parent, you were doing it wrong. As former National Organization for Women president Patricia Ireland once put it, having it all had “come to carry with it a sense of being overwhelmed, as you see on the T-shirt in the NOW store that says: I AM WOMAN. I AM INVINCIBLE. I AM EXHAUSTED.”

         Articles, books, and real TV news magazines much like FYI relentlessly picked over the idea that ambition for women came at a devastating cost. This anxiety hovered over Murphy, who at the start of the series struggles to find equilibrium without alcohol. The pilot episode, “Respect” (which won Diane English an Emmy), opens with that Aretha Franklin song playing as the camera pans over framed magazine covers hanging in Murphy’s office. “Move Over, Mike Wallace!” screams Time. Newsweek boasts an image of Murphy and Ronald Reagan under the headline “Head to Head with the President,” while Esquire, as if voicing the subliminal fear inspired by powerful women everywhere, features a sexy image of Bergen accompanied by the words “Who Is Man Enough for This Woman?”

         In the episode, returning to work after a month in rehab, Murphy flings herself back into the fray via a live interview with Bobby Powell, a handsome young man who allegedly had an affair with a married woman running for vice president of the United States—an inverted riff on the then-recent Gary Hart–Donna Rice scandal. After work, Murphy heads back to her empty, luxurious Georgetown home, where she kicks off her heels and belts out an off-key rendition of another Aretha Franklin song to bookend the episode: “Natural Woman.” In the world of Murphy Brown,  there is no reason that a demand for respect can’t coexist with the desire to be a natural woman.

         That song returned as a coda two seasons later, in one of the series’ most infamous episodes: the one where Murphy gives birth.

         
            *

         

         The specter of motherhood so often looms over TV’s single career women, inducing in characters such as Murphy Brown (and, later, in 30 Rock’s Liz Lemon and Girls’s Hannah Horvath) a mixture of longing, panic, and shame. As a narrative device, it makes perfect sense: like real women who have the financial resources to make choices about their lives, female characters of childbearing age are faced with choices about whether to devote themselves to working, parenting, or both. They’re forced to consider the scope of their ambition and the compromises required. Contemplating motherhood also taps into a rich vein of anxiety over their ability to nurture and of ambivalent memories of their own moms (in Murphy’s case, an aloof, patrician figure played by Colleen Dewhurst).

         Murphy Brown started flirting with the idea of motherhood shockingly early. In the sixth episode, “Baby Love,” a pregnant friend urges Murphy to join the club: “Do not miss this experience or you’ll regret it til the day you die.” By the end of the episode, Murphy is swathed in a scarf and dark glasses while paying a research visit to a sperm bank and asking best friend and colleague Frank if he’d consider donating some of his swimmers. (Frank has his own existential panic when he finds out he has low-motility sperm.)

         Like the 1987 movie Baby Boom, in which Diane Keaton plays a high-powered lady executive who suddenly inherits a baby, Murphy Brown coaxed laughs from the fish-out-of-water scenario. In “Brown Like Me,” Murphy is left alone with her father’s infant son. As the baby wails inconsolably, Murphy, clad in black velvet for an awards ceremony where she will be honored, lectures him, “I know your type! You think you can just snap your fingers and we come running? Let me tell you something, buster, those  days are over. Ever heard of Gloria Steinem? Does the name Betty Friedan ring a bell?” Of course, within minutes she is rocking him like … a natural.

         The idea of Murphy getting knocked up had been percolating since the earliest days of the show. Bergen adored being a mother to her young daughter, Chloe, and she told the Los Angeles Times, “I thought it would be too tragic if Murphy didn’t have a child … Going into her late 40s in a career in which she was an aging success, with no friends, no relationship, and no child, I thought there was not too much funny stuff to be gotten out of that.” English herself did not have kids, but she thought an unwieldy new challenge would be good for Murphy. Some of the show’s writers worried that it would be a show killer, but English fended them off. “I always thought that there was a way for her to have this baby and be a very irreverent mother.”

         English recalls visiting the New York office of a magazine editor friend who had just had a baby. “She opened a drawer, and she had put bunting in the drawer, and she put the baby in the drawer,” English says. “I thought: That is something Murphy would do. That would be so great! Bringing the baby to work when women weren’t supposed to do that.”

         By this point, Murphy Brown had a couple of successful seasons under its belt and seven Emmys, including for Best Comedy Series and Best Actress. (The show would ultimately rake in eighteen Emmy statues and sixty-two nominations.) Although network execs had sought to defang Murphy at the start, now the top brass pretty much left the series to its own devices. Cagney & Lacey creator Barbara Corday, who had become a CBS executive by this time, says, “I would call Diane every week on the morning after the show was on and say, ‘Great show, thank you!’ I never gave her a single note, that I recall.” So there was little to no pushback on Murphy’s pregnancy.

         “It never occurred to me in one million years that a woman who was forty-two and had a one-night stand with her ex-husband and got pregnant and decided to go forward with the pregnancy—that that would somehow become controversial,” English says emphatically.

         CBS’s standards had loosened substantially since the Mary Tyler Moore Show era, when the network insisted that viewers would not accept a divorcee as their heroine. And there were recent precedents: the female leads in Moonlighting and The Days and Nights of Molly Dodd had gotten pregnant out of wedlock. Besides, 1.2 million babies were born to unmarried American women in 1990 alone. Even so, the writers took some precautions: they decided that the baby would be the product of a one-night stand with Murphy’s ex-husband, during a brief reconciliation, and the couple even had blood tests to make sure neither of them had AIDS, which was very much in the news then.

         So it was, during the season-three finale, that a disheveled Murphy walks into her bathroom and gazes with horror at a plastic stick that has turned blue.

         The May 1991 episode was the number one show of its week, and newspapers reported that “there wasn’t even a ripple” of controversy. Ratings remained high during summer reruns of the season, and fans speculated: would she opt for motherhood or an abortion? “It’s not an easy choice for her,” English told a reporter at the time. “Serious consideration is given to both sides, the right to life and the pro-choice. This is not something you can sidestep. And we’re prepared for whatever flak we get.”

         The true gravity of her situation cushioned by humor, Murphy tries to imagine squeezing a baby into the life of a journalist. “What am I going to say: ‘Excuse me, Mister President, could you speak a little louder, I can’t hear you over my breast pump’?” she howls anxiously. Meanwhile, her boss Miles worries that he’ll be jumped in a dark alley by religious culture warrior Reverend Donald Wildmon. “How many unmarried pregnant role models have you ever seen on prime time?” he squeals. “None! Zero!” The fictional head of the news division is even more nervous. “Brownie,” he says gruffly, “I’m responsible for a multimillion-dollar operation that does not thrive on taking risks. I don’t see that I have any choice but to take you off the air.” (He eventually changes his mind.)

         That scene had been inspired by a real-world kerfuffle in which 60 Minutes executive producer Don Hewitt, who served as a consultant to Murphy Brown, refused to accommodate correspondent Meredith Vieira’s  desire to work part-time after she had had two babies in quick succession. The question of how a newswoman could juggle an all-consuming job and family life was increasingly topical: the year before, Connie Chung, one of the first female network anchors, announced she was quitting her newsmagazine to focus on getting pregnant.

         By the time Murphy Brown returned in the fall, viewers were on tenterhooks waiting to see what she would do. CBS acknowledged that the network had lost some advertisers, and there was pushback from the religious right. In its newsletter, the conservative Media Research Center protested the season opener’s “pro-choice rhetoric—[Murphy] and her co-workers made over 15 references to the ‘choice’ or ‘decision’ she had to make. Throughout the show, all arguments regarding the decision centered on the impact a baby would have on Murphy’s career and the quality of the child’s life, ignoring the child’s right to life.”

         Fans had other worries: they wrote and called the producers expressing concern that their favorite warrior would be domesticated. Murphy worried right alongside them. In the baby-shower episode—guest-starring real-world newscasters such as Katie Couric and written by young screenwriter Michael Patrick King, later known for Sex and the City—Murphy recoils at her colleagues’ tales of changing diapers in airplane bathrooms and accidentally lapsing into baby talk with workmates. NBC anchor Mary Alice Williams quips, “I once asked [newsman] Garrick Utley if he had to make a boom boom.”

         Approximately two-thirds of American network TV viewers, a massive proportion even by 1992 standards, watched Murphy Brown’s water break at the end of season four. One minute she’s grilling a tobacco company shill about liability lawsuits, the next she’s in a hospital with a tiny infant, terrified by her animal nature. “My body is making milk,” she exclaims, part horrified and part awestruck. “It’s like one day you find out you can get bacon out of your elbow!” Korby Siamis, then a relatively new mother, cowrote the episode (called “Birth 101”) with English. “I could never have written that line if I hadn’t lived it,” she says. The episode concludes with Murphy awkwardly trying to bond with her baby boy by cooing an off-key rendition of “Natural Woman,” a blissful callback to the final moment of the series’ pilot.

         Bergen has said that singing to the baby was her idea: “I wanted to sing [the song] again but mean it.” The idea that only childbirth made Murphy a “natural woman” inevitably offended some feminists. Siamis recalls being surprised to hear from women who were disappointed, or who felt the show cast judgment on those who didn’t have babies. “I never wrote thinking, Now I’m for this segment of the population. It was one character. We were not trying to change the world.”

         But independent women pissed off by Murphy’s maternal instincts turned out to be the least of the show’s problems.

         
            *

         

         On May 18, 1992, English was celebrating her forty-fourth birthday with an afternoon of horseback riding. Murphy Brown had just aired its fourth-season finale; it was to be English’s last episode running the show. She and Joel had decided to leave the series in the hands of the show’s writers to work on other projects and build their television empire.

         “I went for a ride thinking about how amazing the last four years were,” she says.

         The next day, her office was plunged into chaos. Vice President Dan Quayle, campaigning on the West Coast on behalf of George H. W. Bush’s reelection, made a speech aimed at shoring up the conservative Republican base. In the aftermath of the LA riots following the beating of Rodney King, Quayle attributed the violence to a collapse of “family values” in inner cities. Along with the impoverished black unwed mothers whom he accused of breeding this “lawless anarchy,” Quayle blamed unwed mother Murphy Brown for “mocking the importance of fathers by bearing a child alone and calling it just another lifestyle choice.”

         Suddenly, Murphy Brown was more than a popular TV character; she was at the center of both the presidential campaign and the culture wars.

         As the story gripped the American media and public alike, English rejected requests to be interviewed by Dan Rather on the CBS Evening News and to debate Quayle on 60 Minutes. The New York Daily News headlined its front-page story “Quayle to Murphy Brown: You Tramp!” A retiring Johnny Carson quipped in his Tonight Show monologue that he had finally decided on his next career move: “I am going to join the cast of Murphy Brown and become a surrogate father to that kid.” The New York Times front page featuring a photo of Murphy and baby still has pride of place on English’s office wall.

         In its initial news report on the kerfuffle, the Los Angeles Times noted, “Told of Quayle’s comments, a senior Bush campaign official replied only, ‘Oh, dear.’” Governor Bill Clinton’s camp moved quickly to take advantage of the incident, with press secretary Dee Dee Myers declaring that “the world is a much more complicated place than Dan Quayle wants to believe. He should watch a few episodes before he decides to pop off.”

         Although English must have known the series was making a striking statement at a time of cultural retrenchment, she recalls being stunned by the massive public response to Murphy’s private (not to mention completely fictional) decision. “Seeing Dan Quayle doing a tour of the aftermath of the LA riots and basically blaming it on me, saying, ‘That show, that character—that’s why we are up in flames!’ I remember sitting in front of the television watching that, thinking, I’m just trying to make a show.”

         CBS News president Howard Stringer advised English to make a single statement. It was a powerful one: “If the vice president thinks it’s disgraceful for an unmarried woman to bear a child and if he believes that a woman cannot adequately raise a child without a father, then he’d better make sure abortion remains safe and legal.” At that very moment, the Supreme Court was deciding Planned Parenthood v. Casey, a pivotal case that upheld the core of Roe v. Wade but also opened the door for states to pass new restrictions on abortion.

         Instead of letting the Murphy Brown controversy subside, Quayle decided to crank it up. At a visit to a junior high school in postriot South Central LA later that week, Quayle lectured one hundred Latino and black students about having children out of wedlock. “What would you prefer,”  a fourteen-year-old girl in attendance asked a reporter, “a single mom, or a dad who gets drunk and beats your mom?” After the event, Quayle elaborated on his issues with Murphy Brown, dragging the whole entertainment industry into the battle: “My complaint is that Hollywood thinks it’s cute to glamorize illegitimacy,” he said. “Hollywood just doesn’t get it.”

         Hollywood fired back. Linda Bloodworth-Thomason, creator of Designing Women (as well as a dear friend of Bill and Hillary Clinton), bristled at Quayle’s suggestion that “people who are in charge of these television shows aren’t really American,” with its echoes of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s un-American witch hunt. “It’s sort of to be expected he’d comment on this fantasy character as a way of solving a real problem…. Next [the Bush administration] will be blaming [TV doctor] Doogie Howser, M.D., for the lack of a health care program in this country.”

         During the presidential-election summer of 1992, the term cultural elite spread through America’s public conversation like wildfire. It was a vague but evocative phrase for the kind of liberalism propagated by Hollywood and the mainstream media and on college campuses on the coasts, a set of permissive and relativistic attitudes that conservatives feared was eroding the traditional values of the heartland. As Quayle’s approval ratings spiraled downward, he dug a deeper trench in June, when he made a speech at the Southern Baptist Convention in Indianapolis’s Hoosier Dome. In between denunciations of abortion, sex education, and homosexuality, he positioned the presidential contest as a moral battle between the cultural elite and family values. Cultural elitists lurked in “newsrooms, sitcom studios, and faculty lounges,” Quayle claimed. “I wear their scorn as a badge of honor.”

         That same month, Quayle used the “cultural elites” trope to energize the antiabortion movement, telling the members of the National Right to Life Committee, “I know it can be discouraging playing David to the Goliath of the dominant cultural elite. In Hollywood and elsewhere, your opponents have a lot of money, a lot of glamour, a lot of influence. But we have the power of ideas, the power of our convictions, the power of our beliefs.”  Young people in the hall carried posters with the words: MURPHY BROWN DOES NOT SPEAK FOR US … BUT DAN QUAYLE DOES.

         The media happily amped up the war of words with articles such as “Is Hollywood Ruining America?” Time featured Candice Bergen on its “Hollywood & Politics” cover, with the headline “Murphy Brown for President.” Meanwhile, Newsweek created an issue devoted to “The Cultural Elite,” formulating a Top 100 list that included Oprah, Madonna, and … Dan Quayle.

         Looking back, English now admits it was a “very, very scary” time. Photographers were camped outside her house, and a steady stream of threats came through to her office. “I had constant anonymous phone calls on our office answering machine saying, ‘We want to kill you.’” Metal detectors had to be installed to protect the live audience for Murphy Brown, and Bergen was given a full-time security detail. The American Family Association’s Reverend Donald Wildmon called for a boycott of the series and its sponsors by “Americans who are tired of having their values ridiculed.” There was even speculation that Bergen might lose her lucrative contract as spokeswoman for the Sprint telephone network. In the end, the boycott never happened, and Bergen stayed on Sprint’s books for another six years.

         
            *

         

         Three months after the childbirth episode aired, Murphy Brown triumphantly picked up three Emmy Awards—for Best Comedy Series, Best Actress, and Best Direction. In Bergen’s acceptance speech, she thanked the vice president and the show’s writers “for their words and for spelling them correctly”—a barb slung at Quayle for his embarrassing misspelling of the word potato at a kids’ spelling bee. (Not only did he add a superfluous e at the end but he also corrected a child who’d spelled it right.) Picking up the Best Comedy Series award, English paid homage to the show’s brave sponsors before thanking “all the single parents out there who, either by choice or by necessity, are raising their kids alone. Don’t let anybody tell you you’re not a family.”

         The return of Murphy Brown was almost as eagerly awaited as the  answer to Dallas’s infamous “Who killed J.R.?” story line. Would Murphy keep her baby? Would she be a good mother? Would these fictional characters respond to the insults flung at them by real-world politicians? The answer to this last question was an across-the-board, emphatic yes.

         In order to keep the details under wraps, the producers limited access to scripts and shot several versions of a few scenes. English, who had handed the show over to producers Gary Dontzig and Steven Peterman after moving on to other projects, says even she didn’t know how they would handle Murphy’s rebuttal. In “You Say Potatoe, I Say Potato,” Murphy returns to the office in a double-breasted suit, looking as sophisticated and unruffled as ever and bragging about having nailed a mob boss. Then her secretary starts wailing, like a baby, and Murphy wakes up to her real nightmare—that is, life as a single mother coping with an inconsolable infant, Avery, named after her recently deceased mother. When she visits the office briefly to cry on her colleagues’ shoulders, Murphy gets little sympathy. Ever the stiff-upper-lip type, Jim Dial tells her to look on the bright side: “In the old days, a woman bearing a child out of wedlock would’ve been stoned to death!” It is her dear friend Frank, always a model of soft modern masculinity and the product of a large family, who teaches Murphy how to comfort her own baby.

         Murphy is just getting the hang of rocking baby Avery to sleep when the nightly newscaster announces that Dan Quayle has called out Murphy Brown for her “poverty of values” and shows a real news clip. At the FYI offices, her colleagues swap copies of actual newspapers touting “Murphygate.” An enraged Murphy complains to Frank, “I agonized over this decision!” He reminds her that Quayle is a national joke, saying, “Tomorrow he’s probably going to get his head stuck in his golf bag, and you’ll be old news.” The final nail in the Quayle coffin comes when Murphy herself addresses the issue from her pulpit at FYI. Flanked by single-parent families, she somberly intones that, in these difficult times, we could hold Congress responsible, or an administration that’s been in power for twelve years … “or we could blame me.” She chides Quayle for his narrow definition of  family values and calls on him to realize that “families come in all shapes and sizes.” The episode ends with an ever-mischievous Murphy dumping a truckload of potatoes on the vice president’s lawn.

         Two and a half decades later, sitting in her cozy Pacific Palisades living room, Siamis has her own theory about the furor. Going back through old scripts from early seasons, she realized something, she says: “We did a Dan Quayle joke every week. We didn’t set out to do that, but we were commenting on what was going on in the world, and he would just tee them up. They were always smart jokes … but we were relentless!” She shakes her head. “He had his feelings hurt.”

         Bush and Quayle lost the election to Clinton that fall. English sent the new commander in chief a congratulatory telegram, telling him, “You’re not really president until Murphy Brown does its first Bill Clinton joke.” She recalls that he responded by inviting her to the inauguration, saying, “All your fans helped get me elected.” And, of course, the Quayle controversy helped the series: Advertising Age estimated that ad prices went up more than 100 percent from the previous season, and the ratings soared. The birth episode lured seventy million viewers, and Murphy finished the season as the third-most-watched show of the year.

         
            *

         

         Murphy Brown was English’s brainchild, but she was eager to move on. Since season two, she and Joel Shukovsky had been trying to negotiate a better deal with the studio. “We had even approved a press release that CBS was going to put out in April saying we would not be coming back to the show,” English told a reporter in 1990. “Without us, there was no Murphy Brown. And we saw the network coming out way ahead of us.”

         Shukovsky “had a very big vision,” says Barnet Kellman, who remains in close contact with most of the original Murphy Brown team. “Joel recognized how few people have a second big hit. Even though he felt Diane was a towering talent—and he was right—he thought there was a time limit, the clock was ticking.” 

         In the tradition of husband-and-wife TV empires like Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz’s Desilu and Mary Tyler Moore and Grant Tinker’s MTM, the couple wanted their own production company, Shukovsky English Entertainment, to create shows for which they controlled the rights and would reap the rewards of syndication (where the real TV money lies). Looking back, English says that Joel was eager to “break out of the Warner Bros. crib” because many of the production duties he wanted to perform were taken care of by their studio. He got to be in casting sessions and read scripts, she says, “but, really, Murphy was my deal. I was really running the whole thing, and he was just being patient and waiting for the next one.”

         The next one was Love & War, a rom-com starring Susan Dey (of Partridge Family and L.A. Law) and Jay Thomas (a Murphy Brown regular) as an oddball couple who bore some resemblance to English and Shukovsky. “I was in a solid relationship where the balance of power was constantly shifting and required attention,” English told the New York Times before the show premiered, “and it seemed like a lot of women were trying to figure out how to take everything we had gained in the last decade and maintain that in a relationship.”

         Love & War was part of a four-series, two-movie contract that was said to be worth forty million dollars, with Shukovsky English finally in control of production. Shukovsky’s attitude seemed to rub some in the industry the wrong way, however. When Shukovsky English replaced staffers on the Love & War pilot with a nonunion crew, a media tempest ensued. An unapologetic Shukovsky protested, “You don’t need four guys to run a camera. You can do it with one person with the right equipment—and do you know how much coffee and paper cups you can save that way?” Love & War was canceled after three seasons. Several subsequent Shukovsky English comedies faltered, including Double Rush, starring Robert Pastorelli; the Louie Anderson vehicle The Louie Show; and Living in Captivity, a multiracial comedy about a gated community, whose writers’ room included a young Matthew Weiner and several staffers who would go on to write for Weiner’s show Mad Men, among them Lisa Albert and Janet  Leahy. A regime change at Fox knocked it off the network schedule partway through its first season.

         Shukovsky’s fantasy of a Diane English sitcom empire never did come to pass, although their partnership continued for years afterward. (They divorced in 2012.) English spent fourteen years pursuing her dream project: a remake of the all-female classic The Women, the Clare Boothe Luce play previously made into a George Cukor movie. She worked on the script as directors came and went and studios passed on the project. “There was a tremendous fear that an all-female cast, not bolstered by Tom Hanks or Will Smith, would never be able to make any money at the box office,” she told a reporter at the time. English eventually raised the money, wrote the screenplay, and directed the film herself, with Meg Ryan, Annette Bening, Eva Mendes, Jada Pinkett Smith, Candice Bergen, and Carrie Fisher in the ensemble. Finally released in 2008, the movie was panned by many critics but did decently at the box office. English continued to write screenplays (including a film designed around the perspective of the first female president’s husband) and television pilots for the likes of HBO.

         
            *

         

         Murphy Brown carried on in its creator’s absence, but as ratings started to droop, English was invited back a few seasons later to consult. “I think they were really feeling the burden of trying to figure out how this baby thing worked,” she recalls. “Women loved Murphy because she wasn’t a mom and she wasn’t a wife and she wasn’t all those traditional things. The trick was to keep her Murphy while she was being a mom. But the writers were all young parents just having babies themselves, and I think some of the scenes with Murphy and her baby became a different kind of Murphy, and people sensed that …” English pauses. “People loved her for what she started out as. They didn’t want her to change.”

         Yet over the show’s run, Murphy did change, facing one of her most daunting transformations in season ten. English had agreed to come back as showrunner for the final year, and found her creation had mutated into  something she almost didn’t recognize. “The comedy had gotten so broad that I wanted to bring it back to its roots a little bit, so we came up with: well, what if she got breast cancer?” English and the writing staff spoke to a lot of cancer survivors, listening out for the funny details amid the heartbreak. The show’s infamous marijuana episode, in which straitlaced Jim procures pot for Murphy in a Washington, DC, park and the whole FYI team tokes up, remains for English “a perfect example of how you could take such a serious subject and find humor and social commentary in it.”

         At the end of the show’s run, Bergen called her time as Murphy “a great liberation for me—in the way it liberated people watching it. I loved playing a woman who didn’t take [crap] from anybody. All of us hate the part of ourselves that forces us to do that. And even when we don’t take it, our retorts are never the quality of Murphy’s. We don’t have an A-level team of writer-producers writing our rejoinders.”

         Just as Murphy became a polarizing symbolic figure in the culture wars, her creator became something of an icon in her own right, even appearing in a Hanes panty hose ad campaign featuring career women in the early nineties. TV showrunners and writers rarely achieved household recognition status back then, let alone female showrunners. Yet it would turn out that Murphy Brown and Diane English were just the beginning of a twinthreat transformation of the television status quo: a foretaste of a future in which unabashedly bold women took the lead on-screen and powerful women called the shots behind the scenes. 
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