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			PRAISE FOR

			The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage

			 

			“Suzanne Venker presents a refreshing guide to a happy marriage. While she takes aim at alpha females, the untold secret is that this book is for all women. She’s lived it. She’s studied it. And the insights and advice she gives will save many marriages. I love her passion for marriage, and so will you.”

			– Dr. Scott Haltzman, Distinguished Fellow, American Psychiatric Association, and author of The Secrets of Happily Married Women

			 

			“Suzanne Venker tells women how to be a full partner at home rather than the boss—and how to possibly save their marriages. Lively and sensible. A fun read.”

			– John Townsend, Ph.D., Professor of Anthropology and author of What Women Want—What Men Want

			 

			“The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is a smart and provocative book for women who’ve been raised to be independent at all costs or to be resentful of men and marriage. Using her own story as a model, Suzanne Venker shows how a simple shift in attitude is all women need to find peace with the men in their lives. If you’re a woman who feels successful in life but unsuccessful in love, look no further. The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is your answer!”

			– Susan Page, relationship expert and author of How One of You Can Bring the Two of You Together

			 

			“In The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage, Suzanne Venker shows that being an alpha female doesn’t need to interfere with love and harmony.”

			– Shawn T. Smith, Psy.D., author of The Practical Guide to Men
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			A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			The book you’re holding (or reading online) is not yet another manual written by a psychologist about how to make your marriage work. It is somewhat about the latter, but it is so much more. It’s not an easy book to read, either. You have to be both self-reflective and independent minded to absorb it, otherwise you run the risk of becoming defensive or angry. Or both. That’s because it asks a lot of you.  

			I am a cultural critic. Over the past fifteen years, I’ve read literally hundreds of books, newspaper and magazine articles, scholarly papers, and blog posts on marriage and relationships, on work-family conflict, and on feminism and gender politics. I’ve attended conferences, given speeches, and written extensively (five books in total) about these issues and as a result have received scores of emails from men and women across the country and beyond. 

			I don’t claim to know everything, but this much I do know: the culture in which you live is designed to make you fail as a wife. The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is the cure you need to thwart such influences and to find peace with a man. The book is, at its core, about how love works and about why so many women aren’t privy to this information—or if they are, why they reject it. 

			It’s also about my own story. I married for the first time at 23 and for the second at 30. My first marriage lasted four years and produced no children. My second husband and I have been married 18 years, and we have a daughter and a son who are now in their teens. That I’ve been a wife for more than two decades doesn’t mean I’ve always been a good one. For I am, dear readers, an alpha female like you. The reasons I am may differ from yours, but the end result is the same. 

			I had to learn the hard way how to love a man.

			Alpha females aren’t new, but they were once a rare breed. They were the women in our mothers’ day who didn’t follow conventional paths. They became writers and politicians, or actresses and scientists, or doctors and artists. Or they were traditional housewives but went into “mother mode” and never came out. Their husbands became one more child to lead and instruct—which no man wants. As a friend of mine, a married dentist and father of three, told me, “The world needs alpha females, but I don’t.”

			An alpha female is, above all else, a leader. As a wife, you may find her at the office or you may find her at home with the kids. How the alpha wife spends her days doesn’t matter—what matters is how she behaves. The alpha wife takes charge of everything and everyone. She is, in a word, The Boss. 

			Problem is, no man wants a boss, or even a competitor, at home. That type of relationship may work for a spell, but it will eventually come crashing down. The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is for women who don’t want this to happen to them.

		


		
			DISCLAIMERS

			
					
1.	The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is not for the woman whose husband has an addiction, or a mental illness, or who’s abusive in any way. It is for women whose husbands are healthy, sober, and safe.

					
2.	Despite the book’s focus on wives, the advice herein applies to any woman who’s in a long-term, monogamous relationship with a man.


					
3.	The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is about the needs and behaviors of men and women in general. There are always exceptions, but there’s still a rule. This book is about the rule.

			

		


		
			
				Quiz: Are You an Alpha Wife?

				Answer the questions below to find out if you’re an alpha wife. Note: This quiz will only work if you’re 100% honest in your answers. 

				
						
1.	Do you feel nervous or out of control when you’re not the one in charge?


						
2.	Are you a perfectionist or an overachiever?


						
3.	Do you sometimes feel superior to your husband, as though he needs you to show him how to do things? (How to dress, what to say, how to grocery shop, how to parent, and so forth.)


						
4.	Do you take your everyday frustrations out on your husband as though he’s the cause of those frustrations?


						
5.	Do you generally expect your husband to go along with your plans, as opposed to the other way around?


						
6.	Do you listen to your husband when he has something to say without immediately formulating a response in your head?


						
7.	Do you roll your eyes when your husband says something with which you disagree or disapprove? 


						
8.	Do you frequently contradict your husband? (If your answer is no, would your husband agree?)


						
9.	Are you a drill sergeant?


						
10.	Do you tease your husband in front of others in a manner that could be construed as disrespectful?


						
11.	Do you need to be right?


						
12.	Do you frequently interrupt your husband or talk over him, even in public? (If your answer is no, would your husband agree?)


						
13.	Does your marriage feel like one giant power struggle? (If your answer is no, would your husband agree?)


				

				 

				Note: If you answered “yes” to three or more questions, you are indeed an alpha wife. But not every woman is the same degree of alpha. A good gauge of how alpha you are is simple: The more questions you answered in the affirmative, and the more frequently they each occur, the more alpha you are.

				 

			

			 

		


		
			INTRODUCTION: 
A NEW SET OF TOOLS

			Would you like to dance?

			Okay, but I have to warn you I tend to lead.

			Of course. You’re American.

			— Unfaithful

			 

			 

			This is the book I wish my mother had had. I think she might have wished that too.

			Like me, my mother was not a perfect wife. She was, however, a remarkable and compassionate woman. And she was fiercely devoted to my father, so much so that five years after he died she couldn’t bring herself to even kiss the man who fell in love with her at the independent living facility where she lived for a year and a half before she too passed away. The man wanted to marry her, but it was out of the question. In my mother’s mind, there was only one man for her. That he was gone and she was technically available was beside the point.

			Despite my mother’s allegiance to my father, she never quite mastered wifedom for one reason—she was wholly unyielding. Fortunately, my father understood my mother in a way no one else did. Unfortunately, I think my mother took advantage of this fact. Not in a calculated or malicious way; I think she just got comfortable. My mother knew my father would never leave her. He’d already been divorced once and that had been a nightmare. Plus, my parents had a great deal in common, and their priorities were perfectly aligned. They were married 44 years.

			The problem, really, was that my father got what he wished for. His first wife had been a committed Catholic who didn’t believe in birth control, not even of the natural variety. She was a follower, someone who did what The Church told her she ought to do—which was common among some Catholics in those days, at least in my neck of the woods. But after four children, my father made it clear to his then-wife he did not want more kids. Naturally, this put him in a quandary. He was only in his thirties, and already the sex was gone.

			Enter my mother, who was, for the times at least, a liberated woman. She and my father met at Washington University in St. Louis, where my mother was taking my father’s accounting class. He was a CPA, not a professor, but taught evening classes in accounting. (As it happens, both my parents graduated from Washington University, although they were seven years apart so they would not have met.) My mother had just returned to St. Louis from the East Coast, where she had received an MBA from Radcliffe and then worked in New York and Washington D.C. She decided to return home when her father became ill and resumed her career as a stockbroker.

			My mother was what folks called then a “working girl”— with her very own apartment, no less. “I might as well have been a woman of the streets!” she used to say. She wasn’t religious, either. My mother was raised Catholic but for a variety of reasons denounced her faith in her early twenties, which I suspect appealed to my Presbyterian father who’d had it up to here with Catholicism. 

			Given the precarious situation in which he found himself, it makes perfect sense that my father would fall head over heels. He was vulnerable, to say the least, and because he didn’t wear a wedding ring my mother didn’t know he was married at first. So that’s how their relationship began.

			Not a good start, to be sure. But it would be difficult for any man in my father’s circumstances to ignore my mother. She was a strong and beautiful woman with a fierce mind of her own, and she always had male admirers with whom she adored flirting. Unfortunately for them, that’s just about all she did. My father was the one and only man to ever wear her down. 

			That’s how my mother would talk to me about sex. “You have to be strong because men will try and wear you down,” she’d say—emphasis on the phrase, “wear you down.” Her beliefs about sex were dated but practical. My mother understood desire, but the idea that a woman would sleep with a man she didn’t love or wasn’t engaged to was repugnant. She was also extremely prudent, so the idea of not using birth control once married was nothing short of obtuse. This is in part what led to her break from Catholicism. Some of its tenets appealed to her—my mother was pro-marriage and pro-family—but most did not.

			I’m not sure at what point my father wore my mother down; but they ultimately married in 1964, after years of being together while my father was getting a divorce from his first wife. In those days, it took more than irreconcilable differences to end a marriage. If one spouse didn’t want the divorce—and my father’s ex didn’t—it could take years for the marriage to officially end, even if the couple is no longer living together. Even if one spouse is physically and emotionally unstable, which my father’s ex was. At one point during their marriage, she kicked him in the groin after they had sex when he tried to avoid procreation. He lost one testicle.

			Needless to say, my mother became embroiled in what was viewed as a scandal among family and friends. What people weren’t privy to was the reality of my father’s first marriage. My father was a good, kind and yes, even loyal man. But he was also a human being, and the marital predicament in which he found himself—which today would have a name—must have tugged at my mother’s heartstrings and made her love him all the more. Indeed, she waited years before she and my father were finally able to marry; and I suspect my father was enormously humbled.

			Whether or not my parents discussed having kids prior to getting married I honestly don’t know, but I’m pretty sure my father assumed my mother didn’t want children. Either that or he was so smitten he didn’t care one way or the other. But since my mother was a 34-year-old, never-married career girl when they tied the knot—which at the time made her a virtual old maid—it would have been a fair assumption on his part to assume my mother wasn’t maternal. But alas, my mother did want children, and out of four pregnancies altogether, she got two: my sister and me.

			After my sister was born, my mother did something even more preposterous in those days: she went back to work! The story of her education and career track was profiled in the St. Louis Post Dispatch, circa 1966. Underneath the heading “Today’s Women,” the article highlighted my mother’s choice to enter the field of investment banking (at a time when there were only three female stockbrokers in St. Louis), as well as her decision to return to work after the birth of her first child.

			 

			
				My father loved my mother’s unconventional ways and her ability to forge her own path. But he couldn’t have anticipated how challenging, how maddening really, it would be to be married to her. Today there are millions of men like my father.

			

			 

			That last plan didn’t work out too well. In fact, my mother “retired” from her 15-year career when my sister and I were 5 and 3, respectively. “Motherhood is a full time job,” she’d say more than once as I was growing up. “You can’t do both at once and do them well.” (Talk about ahead of her time!) 

			As it happens, my mother remained unemployed from that point on. I think she’d planned to return to work at some point but over the years became involved in other pursuits—community gardening and historical preservation, to name a few—that would ultimately come to define her life. 

			To be sure, my mother’s choice to postpone marriage and focus on a career instead was unusual for the times. She liked to say she “did things backwards.” In her day, it was far more common to make the shift from wife and mother to working woman, if the shift occurred at all, than it was to transition from career girl to wife. 

			My mother, you see, was the quintessential alpha female.

			An alpha female is capable, confident, ambitious and, above all, in charge. But not every alpha female is the same degree of alpha. As with all behavior, there’s a spectrum. On a 10-point scale, an alpha female might be an 8 or a 5, or a 10 or a 3. (Because of this, not everything in this book will necessarily apply to you.) Still, most alphas have a certain disposition or temperament, a manner in which they’re likely to act in most circumstances. 

			One thing all alphas are is difficult. With my mother, everything was a fight. Everything was “No” unless she determined it was appropriate to say “Yes.” If my mother wasn’t the one who made the decision, the decision couldn’t possibly be good. Every so often she would appear to cede to my father’s wishes, but only if she happened to agree with him.

			You can imagine how well this went over with my father. He wanted a woman with her own mind, but he didn’t know it would translate to so much conflict! He didn’t know my mother’s will would overpower his at every turn. That’s what I meant when I said he got what he wished for. My father loved my mother’s unconventional ways and her ability to forge her own path. But he couldn’t have anticipated how challenging, how maddening really, it would be to be married to her. 

			Today there are millions of men like my father. The average woman today is just like my mother was: strong and independent, yet proud and dictatorial. 

			Fortunately, in my mother’s case, her difficult ways were offset by her endearing personality. If I had to rate her level of alpha-ness, I’d give her an 8. She was capable of exhibiting very unpleasant behaviors, but she was also naturally forgiving and more gracious than anyone I’ve ever known. As a teenager, if I complained to my mother about someone I didn’t like, she would never take my side. She refused to speak ill of anyone, even if the person deserved it. At the time I was frustrated by that; but in retrospect, it was incredibly admirable.

			My mother was also fun and even hip for her day. Compared to her contemporaries, she was downright liberal—which was evident given her choice of friends, many of whom beat to a different drum. My mother was solidly conservative in her politics and demeanor; but she was sympathetic toward human nature, which made her far more humane than some of her contemporaries and family members.

			Honestly, my mother’s one and only flaw was her inability to cede control. But, that is no small thing. Controlling women are a challenge to live with, and they’re usually critical to boot. While “critical” is not generally considered a positive trait, there are times when it can work in one’s favor. People who have a critical eye are looking to improve things and thus have the ability to turn something mediocre into something fabulous (think Martha Stewart). But finding fault in a company is different from finding fault in the person you love.

			If you took the alpha wife quiz and determined you’re an alpha, I have some news that at first will be hard to swallow: you’re going to have to cede control. If you don’t, your marriage or relationship will continue to be one giant fight. 

			I know the idea of ceding control is daunting, especially today. The implication is that a wife who yields to her husband in any way invariably loses her identity. Doing so means he’ll lord over her. (Hint: he won’t.) To avoid this supposed fate, women are taught to chuck their femininity and to become more like men: dominant, aggressive, and in charge. 

			That may get you ahead at work. But at home, it will land you in a ditch.

			Former Fox News anchor E.D. Hill is a great example of the modern woman’s conundrum. In Going Places: How America’s Best and Brightest Got Started Down the Road of Life, Hill talks of being raised by a mother who taught her to learn to do everything herself—even the typically male tasks. “Be able to stand on your own,” her mother told her. 

			Millions of women heard a similar refrain from their mothers growing up. (For the record, I did not.) And while it’s good to be self-sufficient, particularly when you’re single, insisting that a woman doesn’t need a man is a terrible precedent for marriage. 

			“There is a downside to being so self-reliant,” writes Hill. “I found it very difficult to let anyone help me. And if they tried but couldn’t do it as well I could, I was disappointed. That often left me frustrated … I couldn’t stop myself from proving that I didn’t need [my husband] to do things for me. Needless to say, this “power struggle,” along with other issues, put a big strain on our relationship, and he is now my ex.”1

			Thanks to feminism, this ‘power struggle’ Hill describes is par for the course. Women today are effectively at war with the men in their lives, sometimes unknowingly. Even women who don’t consider themselves feminist have a feminist mind and as a result don’t understand men and marriage. The idea that the sexes are “equal,” as in the same, has supplanted what past generations have always known: that men and women are vastly different creatures. And that dismissing these differences makes marriage hell.

			My mother was fortunate not to have been raised in such an environment. She knew a very different America, one that honored men and marriage. She certainly wasn’t raised to think she didn’t need a man! A product of the Depression, my mother would never have said or even felt such a thing, even if her behavior implied otherwise. The only reason her behavior did imply otherwise is because my mother didn’t trust a soul. And people who lack the ability to trust compensate by taking control. 

			 

			
				While it’s good to be self-sufficient, insisting that a woman doesn’t need a man is a terrible precedent for a marriage.

			

			 

			Here’s a great example. In the film Leap Year, the main character Anna (played by Amy Adams) is the ultimate alpha female. Toward the end of the film, Declan, Anna’s love interest, says to her, “Why don’t you stop trying to control everything in the known universe? It’s dinner. Have a little faith that it will all work out.”2

			To which Anna replies, “I’ve heard that one before.” Then she launches into the reason why she’s the way she is because her father couldn’t hold a job, which led to constant financial instability—including her family home getting repossessed. When Declan responds to this information with genuine surprise and compassion, one detects in Anna a moment of vulnerability. But then she resumes her controlling ways.

			There are so many reasons why women become alphas. Maybe you’re a product of divorce and don’t trust love. Maybe your father was a cad, and you don’t trust men. Maybe your mother ruled the roost, and you’ve never had any other model. Or maybe, like Anna, you grew up in a home where there was never enough money and you therefore became determined to make your own way. Conversely, maybe you grew up privileged. This can also make a woman an alpha. Alphas are rarely satisfied, which makes it impossible for a man to please her.

			But most women become alphas due to a simple lack of trust. It isn’t always directed toward men—it may just be an inability to trust in general. But at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter why a woman develops a tough exterior. The root of the problem is the same: fear. Women who insist on being The Boss are afraid if they let down their guard, they’ll get hurt. Either that or they won’t get what they want.

			While the scenarios above can occur in an era, it was 1960s feminism that drove the nail in the coffin. It taught women that society (read: men) has oppressed them, and that the only way for a woman to be empowered is to become fiercely independent and to hurl demands on men and society. A woman should put herself first at all times and never, ever cede control. The result is a generation of women who believe they don’t need a man at all. 

			That attitude will destroy your marriage before you return from the honeymoon.

			I honestly believe what women struggle with is this: Can a woman be strong, yet still be vulnerable and even take care of a husband? Can she be a wife and still maintain her own identity? Is it possible to be powerful outside the home, yet defer to a husband inside the home? Yes, yes, and yes.

			But first you’ll have to Let Go. Of your desire to lead. Of your desire to be in control. And of your desire to have the last word.

			Then you’ll need a new set of tools. Work is about making money or having power and influence—marriage is about love. If you want to be successful in both arenas, you’ll need to be able to switch gears. You need to take off your “I’m in charge” hat and surrender to love at home. (This holds true whether you’re the boss at work or the boss of your kids.) The reason so many successful career women are single or divorced is because they never mastered this delicate balance. And mothers at home are just as susceptible to becoming alpha wives since that role is a position of leadership too.

			I know what I’m proposing is no small thing. It requires a huge mental shift, and you will get little, if any, support from the culture. The folks in your midst will insist you shouldn’t have to “change a damn thing” for your husband. After all, the woman you are at work is your real self, and why should you hide your real self from your husband? If he can’t handle a powerful woman, he must be weak. “A real man can handle a strong woman,” they’ll say.

			 

			
				Your husband is responsible for his own actions, but his behavior is inextricably linked to yours. That is the secret of the male-female dance.

			

			 

			I agree a real man can handle a strong woman. In fact, many men prefer strong women—if by strong we mean a woman who’s confident, who knows herself, and who can hold her own in a conversation. But a strong-willed woman who has to have her way all the time isn’t enticing in the least. Neither is the liberated woman who carries her empowered self with her like an appendage, as though she doesn’t need a man at all. Such women end up in a war with husbands who are simply trying to love them. 

			The way to avoid this is to own your feminine. 

			The Alpha Female’s Guide to Men and Marriage is about learning to let go of the wheel. It’s about learning to love your husband in a whole new way in order to bring about a more peaceful union. If you want to be happily married, you must relinquish the desire to be right. “Being right is a dead end,” writes relationship expert Susan Page. “Life just stops there. Nothing else happens….”

			For the record, I realize your husband has areas in which he, too, can improve. But you can’t browbeat your husband into becoming who you want him to become. Your husband is responsible for his own behavior, but his behavior is inextricably linked to yours. That is the secret of the male-female dance. 

			A woman’s love, along with her femininity, can reduce the most powerful man in the world to mere jellyfish. Your husband, whether he’s a CEO or a handyman, wants to make you happy more than anything else in the world. It’s what he lives for.

			If this isn’t the husband you know, it’s possible you’re not responding to him in a kind and loving manner. It’s possible you’re not taking care of his needs the way you expect him to take care of yours. It’s possible you’re not letting him know you respect him and that you’re grateful to have him in your life. 

			“But what if I genuinely don’t feel that way about my husband?” you ask. If you feel absolutely nothing for your husband—zero admiration, respect, or desire—I admit that’s a problem. But it’s probably not the case. More than likely, you do feel this way about him but forgot you do because of conflicts that have surfaced along the way. After all, you felt this way about him when you married him. Didn’t you? 

			If so, you have the power to change your marriage overnight. Boom—just like that. Women have a natural feminine energy that, when used well, works wonders on men and marriage. Too many women give up on love before putting this power to use. And it’s just sitting there for the taking! Not using it is like flushing a million dollars down the toilet. So before you make another move, look in the mirror and ask yourself what you bring to the marriage table. Because the tenor of your home is a direct result of the energy you bring forth. 

			What kind of energy are you supplying?
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