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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the intellectual and cultural history of the idea and practice of 

non-monogamous heterosexual marriage. The second half of the twentieth-century 

witnessed unprecedented challenges to the traditional notion of lifelong monogamous 

union. The idea that there was something natural, healthy, or adaptive about the 

sexually-exclusive marital bond came under fire from scientists and philosophers, social 

scientists, sex-positive feminists, champions of the counterculture, free-thinking 

Christians, popular writers and media personalities, utopian sexual revolutionaries, and 

even marriage counsellors and therapists. The study charts this trend from its 

antecedents in the interwar years, through the postwar baby-boom and the sixties sexual 

revolution, and into the countercultural utopianism of the 1970s. It presents the first 

comprehensive historical account of consensual non-monogamy – from open marriage 

and swinging to group marriage and sexually liberated intentional communities. It 

explains the decisive influence of feminism, both liberal and radical, on the evolution of 

consensual non-monogamy. As with feminists, open marriage proponents challenged 

prevailing norms of sex and gender. It also connects the widespread rejection of 

monogamy to the insistent call for self-realization resounding through the therapeutic 

culture. The enthusiasm for open marriage found its unlikely culmination in the 

controversy sparked by the best-selling Open Marriage: A New Life Style for 

Couples (1972) by anthropologists Nena and George O’Neill. The discussion kindled by 

this publication reveals both the wide appeal of the open marriage concept and the role 

of the “informal public” in enforcing conformity to the institutional mandate of 

monogamous union. As the rebellions of the 1960s ebbed, the cultural tide turned 

against sexual exploration and experimentation. A more pessimistic and restrictive 
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cultural environment gradually took hold, and the open marriage movement dissolved in 

the face of a resurgent family values new Right and a new, sexually conservative, 

cultural feminism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

iv 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This thesis is dedicated to my mother, 

Edith M. Doak, 

who has never stopped trying to make everything better 

And to my father, 

Gordon A. Clowater (1939-2015), 

who never really understood what I was doing, but supported it anyway 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

v 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

 

Numerous individuals contributed to the completion of this thesis. The importance of the 

patience and guidance of my supervisor, Dr. Jeffrey Brown, cannot be overstated. Dr. 

Brown’s advice in the initial phases of the project helped me secure four years of 

funding through an Arts Faculty Graduate Assistantship from the UNB History 

Department and a grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council. His 

conceptual and organizational input to this thesis was crucial, and I am also deeply 

grateful for his copy-editing efforts. Additional funding was provided by a Magee 

Fellowship in the Social Sciences and Humanities (2007-2008), a Beaverbrook 

Scholarship (2007-2008), successive Board of Governor’s Merit Awards for Graduate 

Studies (2007-2011), and the Henry Harvey Stuart Research Fund (2020-2021). Funds 

made available by the UNB School of Graduate Studies and the UNB Department of 

History in the final stages of the project were instrumental in allowing me to see it 

through to completion. I’d also like to thank the supervisor of my reading field in 

American therapeutic culture, Dr. Ian Nicholson, as well as the members of the 

dissertation defence committee, Drs. William Parenteau, Sasha Mullally, Lucia 

O’Sullivan, and Heather Murray. All have helped to make this a better dissertation. The 

professionalism, patience, and prompt responses of the Harriet Irving Library staff to 

requests for book loans and document deliveries was invaluable, as was the work of 

Graduate Secretary Elizabeth Arnold. I also owe a debt of gratitude for the assistance of 

archivist John Waggener and the support staff at the University of Wyoming’s American 

Heritage Center. Last, but far from least, I am deeply grateful to Nancy Grasse, Raylene 



 

vi 

 

Armsworthy, and Jillian Campbell for their steadfast encouragement, support, and 

inspiration. I have learned far more from them than they have ever learned from me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

vii 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Abstract ………………………………………………………………………….            ii 

 

Dedication ……………………………………………………………………….           iv 

 

Acknowledgements ……………………………………………………………...            v 

 

Table of Contents …………………………………………………………….….          vii 

 

Introduction                                                                                                                        1 

 

Chapter One: Marital Trends To Mid-Century                                                                 14 

 

Chapter Two: The Tangled Roots Of Modern Marriage Counselling                              27 

 

Chapter Three: Margaret Mead And The Anthropology of Sex                                      56 

 

Chapter Four: The Kinsey Reports: Sexology, Culture, And Controversy                      69 

 

Chapter Five: Sexual Revolution                                                                                    107 

 

Chapter Six: Feminisms                                                                                          137 

 

Chapter Seven: Countercultures                                                                                      178 

 

Chapter Eight: Interrogating Monogamy                                                                       208 

 

Chapter Nine: Sexual Utopianism In Theory And Practice                                           239 

 

Chapter Ten: Social Science Discovers Swinging                                                         272 

 

Chapter Eleven: Open Marriage                                                                           294 

 

Chapter Twelve: The Family Values Rebellion                                                             329 

 

Conclusion                                                                     376 

 

Bibliography                                                                                                      397 

 

Curriculum Vitae 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

 

Introduction 

This dissertation examines shifting ideas about and practices of marriage in 

twentieth century American society and culture. My focus is on the vicissitudes of the 

institution between 1948 and 1980, a period of exceptional fluidity, contention, and 

negotiation, which saw numerous challenges to and defenses of the traditional Christian 

ideal of lifelong, monogamous union. I explore the history of the most radical challenge 

to this ideal: consensual non-monogamous union, or open marriage. I chart the 

intellectual and cultural trajectory of open marriage from its antecedents in the interwar 

years, to the postwar baby-boom, the sixties sexual revolution, and on to its various 

countercultural permutations in the late-sixties and early-seventies. Throughout the 

study, I dwell on marriage as a site of struggle, its meanings and obligations contested 

not only by individual spouses but also by the state, religious groups, therapeutic 

experts, social scientific researchers, countercultural idealists, and social movement 

activists and intellectuals. The identification of the personal as political was, by the 

seventies, a rallying cry among second wave feminists. It was perhaps in heterosexual 

marriages, however, that the two converged most dramatically and that this convergence 

was experienced most intimately. 

The open marriage phenomenon was an intellectual and cultural movement that 

could, at various times and to differing degrees, take on some of the characteristics of a 

social movement.1 Although emanating from the white, (largely) heterosexual, middle-

 
1 There is some disagreement about what constitutes a “social movement,” but scholars have tended to 

define the concept broadly. My own formulation follows that of sociologist Mario Diani, who describes 

social movement formation as a process “whereby different social actors, informal groups, and/or 

organizations, come to elaborate, through either joint action and/or communication, a shared definition of 

themselves as being part of the same side in a social conflict.” See, Diani, “The Concept of Social 

Movement,” The Sociological Review 40, no. 1 (February, 1992). Also see, Ron Eyerson and Andrew 

Jameson, Social Movements: A Cognitive Approach (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990); Alberto Melucci, 
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classes, the ideological reach of open marriage extended beyond these categories.2 Open 

marriage proponents believed themselves to be on the side of sexual liberation and 

against what they saw as an outmoded tradition that worked to repress free sexual 

expression by confining it to the marital dyad. Some wrote treatises and books, others 

organized groups and projects, and all engaged in activities embracing open marriage 

principles. Through such ideas and practices, sexual utopians, communards, swingers, 

and members of group marriages conferred “meaning,” in the words of sociologist 

Mario Diani, upon “otherwise disconnected protest events or symbolic antagonistic 

practices.”3 They wanted a more interesting, multifaceted, and gratifying sexual life, one 

that engaged the whole personality and incorporated the full range of human desires and 

fulfillments. And while proponents of open marriage conducted no formal protest 

campaigns, they did seek social acceptance and legal legitimacy for a wider latitude of 

options regarding who and how to love. They believed open marriage was a choice just 

as reasonable to engage in as the “closed” monogamous variety, and thought that others 

should see it that way as well.  

Some practitioners of consensual non-monogamy evangelized as if they had 

discovered a profound truth, and sought to spread the word with an almost religious 

fervor. The open marriage movement was not, however, a coherent and sustained social 

 

Nomads of the Present: Social Movements and Individual Needs in Contemporary Society (London: 

Hutchinson Radius, 1989); Alberto Melucci, Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
2 The extent to which open marriage transcended its white, middle-class origins requires further research. 

There is scattered evidence that the phenomenon may not have been as racially and socially homogeneous 

as the more conspicuous data suggests. One early 1970s visitor to the open-sexuality Sandstone Retreat, 

for example, refers to its habitués as a “democratic” mix which included “a sprinkling of Asian and 

African-Americans” (Betty Dodson, Sex by Design: The Betty Dodson Story (New York: The Betty A. 

Dodson Foundation, 2015). 
3 Diani, 2-3. 
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movement such as those of civil rights or anti-war activists. It was comprised, rather, of 

Americans who embraced one or more of a variety of transgressive activities, lifestyles, 

and/or communal arrangements, ranging from swinging and partner-exchange to group 

marriage and intentional communities committed to uninhibited sexual expression. All 

shared a foundational conviction: the mandate of sexual exclusivity that defined 

traditional marriage placed unacceptable limitations on the potential growth and 

fulfillment of individuals and couples. In defying the mandate of sexual exclusivity, 

open marriage proponents manifested a commitment to sexual egalitarianism first and 

foremost, but also to therapeutic ideals of self-expression and self-realization. They 

challenged the gendered construction of sexuality by severing gender from sexual roles 

and expectations – most notably, through the full recognition of the sexual agency of 

women. Open marriage advocates repudiated the external structures imposed by 

traditional moral, social, and religious authorities. They did not, as some critics have 

claimed of therapeutic culture more generally, simply replace morality with therapy.4 

Rather, they sought to integrate the moral and the therapeutic through the radical 

revision of sexual values. The open promotion of unconventional sexuality was not only 

a challenge to the monogamous ideal, but a valorization of intimacy over alienation, 

honest expression over hypocrisy, cooperation over competition, creativity over 

conformity, passion over reason, ebullience over inhibition, pleasure over work, and 

love over violence. By actually negotiating the emotional and sexual boundaries of their 

 
4 See, for example: Mike W. Martin, From Morality to Mental Health: Virtue and Vice in a Therapeutic 

Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Eva Moskowitz, In Therapy We Trust: America’s 

Obsession with Self-Fulfillment (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001); Christopher 

Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, Ltd., 1978); Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith After 

Freud (New York: Harper and Row, 1966).  
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relationships rather than simply accepting those prescribed, practitioners of open 

marriage fashioned a new morality that more closely aligned with their therapeutic goals 

and ideals. 

The publication of the eponymous Open Marriage: A New Life Style for Couples 

(1972) by anthropologists Nena and George O’Neill marked the apex of the movement. 

The authors’ contention that “sexual fidelity is the false god of closed marriage” struck 

at the heart of an institution already beleaguered by the sexual revolution, feminism, and 

the counterculture. Despite the provocativeness of this assertion, however, the O’Neills 

were deliberately ambiguous about the radical implications of their unconventional 

approach to marriage. The couple and their publisher wanted the book to be palatable to, 

and popular with, a mainstream mass audience. And while the term “open marriage” has 

now become synonymous with consensual non-monogamy, this was not the aspect of 

open marriage the O’Neills’ wanted to emphasize. Privately, the O’Neill’s were well 

aware of the transgressive sexual possibilities implicit in their “new life style for 

couples,” but they downplayed these both in the book itself and in their many public 

appearances following its publication. Described by one reviewer as “a pleasant, 

optimistic, and comforting fairy tale,” Open Marriage was part anthropological survey 

and part relationship manual.5 Drawing heavily on feminist principles and humanistic 

psychology, the O’Neills promoted a concept of marriage centering on mutual self-

realization through rigorously honest communication and the uncompromising 

acceptance of the other, while offering a host of fashionable tips about “living for now,” 

 
5 Doris Grumbach, “Books Marriage, open and otherwise,” Commonweal, 97, no. 013 (January 5, 1973): 

306. 
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“flexibility in roles,” “realistic expectations,” and “relationship expansion.”6 Open 

Marriage also included a brief discussion of loosening, or at least negotiating, the sexual 

boundaries of the relationship in the cause of openness and exploration. This is the 

section in which “sexual fidelity” is pronounced a “false god.” 

To the O’Neills’ surprise and chagrin, the deliberately vague and abridged 

comments entertaining the potential feasibility of sexual non-monogamy drew the most 

attention. This is what interviewers wanted to talk about, and what their television and 

radio audiences were most interested in. Mainstream media outlets enthusiastically 

courted the O’Neills, producing a flurry of magazine and newspaper articles; and the 

couple made a breathless tour of television and radio talk and call-in shows. Audiences 

bombarded the O’Neills with questions about swinging and swapping. And while the 

sexual radicalism implied in the short section of the book about erotic openness was 

clearly the cause of the hubbub, the O’Neills distanced themselves from the association 

nevertheless. They stressed the need to update marital roles, but evaded the challenge of 

articulating a more thoroughgoing overhaul of traditional values. In the process, I argue, 

an opportunity to initiate a far-reaching discussion about truly innovative approaches to 

the problems of sexual anxiety and discontent within marriage was lost. The popular 

reaction to Open Marriage, and the O’Neills’ refusal to fully engage with that reaction, 

evoke Foucault’s analysis of self-governing power relations and the role of the informal 

public in policing sexual behavior at the grassroots.7 

 
6 Nena O’Neill and George O’Neill, Open Marriage: A New Life Style for Couples (New York: M. Evans 

and Company, Ltd., 1972), 263, 246; Nena O’Neill and George O’Neill, “Marriage: A Contemporary 

Model,” in A.M. Freedman, H.I. Kaplan, and B.J. Sadock, eds., The Comprehensive Textbook of 

Psychiatry, 2nd ed., Vol. 2 (Baltimore, MD.: William and Wilkins Co., 1975), 1432.  
7 Nancy Cott, Public Vows: A History of Marriage and the Nation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2000), 29; Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley 

(New York: Random House, 1978; 1976); Roger Deacon, “Strategies of Governance: Michel Foucault on 
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An essentially conservative media, drawn to the salacious, typically interpreted 

alternative lifestyle choices such as group sex, swinging, and participating in sexually 

liberated intentional communities as deviant, immoral, or potentially pathological. 

Media treatment of the open marriage phenomenon thus worked to confine its 

transformative potential by relegating it to the margins of American society. Social 

scientific studies and religious reflections on the topic offered more nuanced analyses, 

yet correctly assessed the population of couples engaging in consensual non-monogamy 

to be statistically small. The phenomenon was thus construed as more of an anomalous 

cultural curiosity than as a potentially transformative revolutionary impulse. This 

marginalization was reinforced by the conservative family values movement of the 

second half of the 1970s. Despite its disparagement by clinicians, social and religious 

commentators, educators, researchers, policy-makers, and media pundits, however, open 

marriage has not disappeared. It seems, indeed, to have experienced a resurgence in the 

past two decades with the popularization of polyamorous lifestyles. Media attention and 

academic interest have followed suit.8 The persistence of consensual non-monogamy 

 

Power,” Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political Theory 92, (December, 1998): 113-148; see also 

Foucault’s 1977-1978 lecture series Security, Territory, Population. 
8 Recent books and articles on consensual non-monogamy in the popular press and in academic journals 

are too numerous to enumerate here. A short list might include: Justin Lehmiller, “Fantasies About 

Consensual Nonmonogamy Among Persons in Monogamous Relationships,” Archives of Sexual Behavior 

(29 July, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-020-01788-7, accessed 24 September, 2020, 2:34 p.m.; 

Ashley E. Thompson, et al., “Assessing Implicit Associations with Consensual Non-Monogamy Among 

U.S Early Emerging Adults: An Application of the Single-Target Implicit Association Test,” Archives of 

Sexual Behavior (15 April, 2020), https://doi-org.proxy.hil.unb.ca/10.1007/s10508-020-01625-x, accessed 

Sept 25, 2020, 6:14 p.m.; Terri D. Conley, J. Piemonte, and J. Rubin, “Sexual Satisfaction Among 

Individuals in Monogamous and Consensually Non-Monogamous Relationships, Journal of Social and 

Personal Relationships 35, no. 4 (May, 2018): 509-531; Mimi Schippers, Beyond Monogamy: Polyamory 

and the Future of Polyqueer Sexualities (New York: New York University Press, 2016); Daniela Cutas 

and Sarah Chan, Families: Beyond the Nuclear Ideal (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012); Elizabeth 

Sheff, “Polyamorous Families, Same-Sex Marriage, and the Slippery Slope,” Journal of Contemporary 

Ethnography 40, no. 5 (2011): 487-520; Meg Barker and Darren Langdridge, Understanding Non-

Monogamies (New York: Routledge, 2010); Melita Noel, “Progressive Polyamory: Considering Issues of 

Diversity,” Sexualities 9, no. 5 (2006): 602-620; Roger H. Rubin, “Alternative Lifestyles Revisited, or 

Whatever Happened to Swingers, Group Marriages, and communes?” Journal of Family Issues 22, no. 6 
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suggests that it serves psychological and social purposes more enduring than most 

observers fully appreciate. 

There is much to be learned about mainstream married and family life from the 

study of its nonconformist fringes. Radical feminists, for example, viewed procreation as 

the root of women’s oppression in the traditional family and demonstrated that the 

gendered construction of women’s sexuality decreed the husband, or prospective 

husband, to be the only possible object of female sexual desire. Female sexuality was 

thus shackled to reproduction within the patriarchal family, and women’s sexual 

energies channeled to support the existing social order. Proponents of open marriage 

embraced this critique, and responded to it in practice as well as in theory. The fluid 

sexual boundaries of open marriage defied the construction of women’s sexuality as 

exclusively conjugal and procreative. The sexual egalitarianism that characterized open 

marriage facilitated the redirection of sexual energies toward individual self-realization 

and personal fulfillment both within and outside the confines of marital and familial 

roles. This enabled women to shed sexual (and other) inhibitions as they pursued 

personal growth through sexual self-expression.9 Open marriage did not deny women 

their childbearing role, nor did it minimize the need for intimate connection and 

emotional security in the context of a marital relationship, but it did recognize erotic 

expression and sexual gratification as crucial aspects of women’s self-fulfillment. 

 

(September, 2001): 711-726; Terry Gould, The Lifestyle: A Look at the Erotic Rites of Swingers (Toronto: 

Random House Canada, 1999). A growing number of television series showcase polyamorous and other 

non-monogamous arrangements, including Big Love on HBO (portraying fundamentalist polygamy, 2006-

2011); You, Me Her on HBO Canada/Crave (depicting polyamory, 2016-); and Married and Dating on 

Showtime (polyamory, 2012-2013).  
9 Throughout the study ‘personal growth’ is defined, generally, as ‘self-improvement.’ More specifically, 

the term is used to refer to an ongoing process of understanding and developing one’s spiritual, emotional, 

and intellectual self with the aim of improving awareness and identity, and developing talents and 

potential, as part of a commitment to fostering overall physical, psychological, and emotional well-being. 
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This thesis probes a wide range of discourses – feminist, therapeutic, 

psychological, legal, media, religious, social scientific, and countercultural, among 

others – in its attempt to illuminate the diverse and overlapping historical contexts that 

shaped the conversation about marriage in the third quarter of the twentieth-century. The 

first four chapters examine the discussion of marriage, gender, and sexuality in the inter-

war and immediate post-war period, circa 1930-1960. The unsettled nature of this 

discourse reflected the culmination of the shift from the sexually repressive Victorian 

era to the more expressive sexuality of the twentieth-century, a transformation both 

reflected in and propelled by changing conceptions of the self and the rise of the 

companionate ideal of marriage. Americans increasingly came to see sexual repression 

as inefficacious – more psychologically damaging than morally elevating. Among the 

key early-twentieth century trends I discuss in Chapter One are the explosion of 

discourse with respect to sex, gender, marriage and the family; the renewed emphasis on 

“wholesome sexual relations” as the cornerstone of marriage; and the demographic shifts 

in marriage, divorce, and birth rates. Intense anxiety about such matters fed into 

struggles over the meanings of sex and marriage. By the Second World War, sexual 

desire was viewed as a catalyst to marriage, and conjugal sex as the key to making it 

successful. As women’s participation in public life increased, employers, government 

and other public officials, journalists, and clergy reminded them of the importance of 

retaining their femininity and of long-held convictions about women’s essential identity 

as sweethearts, wives, and mothers. The cultural products of the entertainment industry 

helped to maintain and reinforce those convictions. Chapter Two examines the 

development of marital counselling as a profession, focusing on the pioneering work of 

erstwhile eugenicists Paul Popenoe and Emily Mudd. The history of marriage 
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counselling was characterized by a gradual shift from a eugenics-based, pronatalist style 

of therapy focused on the external structure of marriage, to a more client-centered, 

humanistic approach that reflected the ascendancy of therapeutic ideals. “Sexual 

maladjustment,” in this context, emerged as a major cause of marital conflict and 

dissolution. The chapter also considers the many advice manuals devoted to the sexual 

health, function, and satisfaction of spouses produced in the inter- and post-war period. 

A revealing trend here is the role such publications played in articulating a set of sex and 

gender norms established by physicians and mental health professionals, as well as the 

shift in cultural imperatives from external pressures to an almost exclusive focus on the 

internal dynamics of marital relationships, a move which evinced the rising authority of 

psychotherapeutic approaches. Chapter Three examines the contributions of 

anthropology to the American conversation about marriage through an analysis of the 

work of Margaret Mead, whose cross-cultural studies challenged the ‘naturalness’ of 

Western norms of marriage, family, and sexuality. In Chapter Four, “The Kinsey 

Reports: Sexology, Culture, and Controversy,” I take a close look at the work of sex 

researcher Alfred Kinsey and its impact and reception. Kinsey’s detailing of the 

disjunction between established (public) morality and individual (private) behavior 

exposed the hypocrisy of American sexual life and provoked a defensive cultural 

reaction. His work sparked a fractious conversation encompassing a wide range of 

opinions about sexuality and marriage. 

Chapters Five through Seven consider the sexual, countercultural and feminist 

revolutions of the 1960s, discussing cohabitation, miscegenation, free love, 

homosexuality and other challenges to the status quo that preceded the rise of the open 

marriage phenomenon later that decade. Chapter Five explores developments linked to 
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the sexual and countercultural revolutions. I analyze some of the popular cultural texts 

of the era – such as Playboy and Cosmopolitan – focusing on the feminist critique of 

these publications, and on their promotion of a sexual liberalism that both challenged 

and reinforced traditional assumptions about sex and gender. The chapter concludes with 

a discussion of the groundbreaking work of sex researchers William Masters and 

Virginia Johnson, illuminating the ways in which their explicitly feminist approach, 

which offered crucial insights into female sexuality, was undermined by their 

overarching commitment to the monogamous ideal. Chapter Six begins with a 

discussion of the emergence of humanistic psychology and its contribution to shifting 

conceptions of the self, sexuality, and identity. I then turn to an examination of the trope 

of the “unhappy housewife,” and the role Betty Friedan and her The Feminine Mystique 

(1963) played in the genesis of second-wave feminism. The issue of sexuality in general, 

and the sexual objectification of women in particular, became a focal point that united 

women’s liberationists from various points along the feminist political spectrum. The 

chapter concludes with an exploration of radical feminism, its critique of marriage, and 

its conflicting interpretations of the meaning of sexual liberation. Chapter Seven takes a 

close look at sexuality and the countercultures of the 1960s, examining the intellectual 

underpinnings of a movement that incorporated elements of both the sexual revolution 

and feminism. It explores the influence of the ideas of Herbert Marcuse, Norman O. 

Brown, and feminist theorists such as Kate Millet, as they filtered into and fostered 

radical thinking about sex, gender, and relationships. The chapter closes with a brief 

discussion of the gay liberation movement, the most forceful expositor of the linkages 

between identity, sexuality, and freedom. These chapters illuminate the multifaceted and 

energetic response to the idea of a sexual revolution manifest in shifting sex roles and 
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gender assumptions, sexually explicit displays and behavior, and a newly assertive 

female sexuality. The examination ranges across various precincts of popular culture, the 

law, religion, media, social thought, and countercultural and feminist discourse and 

practice.  

Chapters Eight through Eleven chart the mounting challenges to the 

monogamous ideal in the late-sixties and early-seventies. In Chapter Eight, 

“Interrogating Monogamy,” I consider the reformist thrust of liberalizing mainstream 

churches as they endeavored to update sexual values to preserve the marital institution. 

The second half of the chapter examines treatments of extramarital sex and infidelity in 

popular and academic discourse.10 This includes a detailed analysis of marriage 

counsellor and human sexuality researcher Gerard Neubeck’s seminal Extramarital Sex 

(1969), an edited volume featuring a transcription of the panel discussion which 

highlighted the 1966 Groves Conference on Marriage and the Family. I treat this 

dialogue, together with the essays of conference contributors, as something of a 

microcosm of the wider conversation about sex and marriage in the academy and among 

 
10 There is little consensus on what exact behaviors or motivations constitute infidelity. Sampling 

difficulties regarding self-selection and self-reporting surely play a role in undermining consensus, as do 

gender differences and idiosyncratic definitions of the meaning of “affair.” Men, for example, tend to 

describe their affairs as more sexual than emotional, whereas women often describe affairs as more 

emotional than sexual. Extramarital sex is the target variable most often used in survey research (“sex” is 

often vaguely defined, but is generally taken to mean sexual intercourse); another approach asks about 

extramarital “affairs.” Yet an individual who has had a casual sexual encounter may not consider this an 

“affair.” For the purposes of this study infidelity is defined as sexual encounters and/or romantic (sexual 

and/or emotional) relationships with someone other than one’s spouse. For an excellent review of the 

literature on extramarital involvement see Elizabeth S. Allen, et al, “Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, and 

Contextual Factors in Engaging in and Responding to Extramarital Involvement,” Clinical Psychology: 

Science and Practice 12, no. 2 (Sum, 2005): 101-130. For research focused on factors associated with 

infidelity see, for example, David Atkins, et al, “Infidelity in Couples Seeking Marital Therapy,” Journal 

of Family Psychology 19, no. 3 (01 September, 2005): 470-473. For research focused on factors affecting 

the likelihood of infidelity see, for example, David Atkins, et al, “Understanding Infidelity: Correlates in a 

National Random Sample,” Journal of Family Psychology 15, no. 4 (Dec. 2001): 735-749, and V. 

Michelle Russel, et al, “Attachment Insecurity and Infidelity in Marriage: Do Studies of Dating 

Relationships Really Inform Us About Marriage?” Journal of Family Psychology 27, no. 2 ((01 April, 

2013): 242-251. 
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therapeutic experts. My analysis reveals the extent to which challenges to monogamy, 

both rhetorically and in practice, had gained formidable currency by the late-1960s. 

Chapter Nine examines the ideals and activities of sexual radicals and liberationists who 

sought to fundamentally transform the sexual terrain of the United States. As with 

countercultural revolutionaries, such activists as writer and artist Betty Dodson and 

sexual utopians John and Barbara Williamson advocated wholesale change, but their 

focus was less on political revolution than on personal and social transformation within 

alternative communal spaces. Robert Rimmer’s The Harrad Experiment (1966), 

meanwhile, kindled the vogue for group marriage and the creation of small intentional 

communities around the country. The popular response to The Harrad Experiment and 

other of Rimmer’s novels contributed to a burst of social scientific research on such 

phenomena as group sex, partner exchange, group marriage, and intentional 

communities dedicated to the uninhibited exploration of the sexual self. This research is 

the subject of Chapter Ten: “Social Science Discovers Swinging.” An analysis of social 

scientific discourse sheds light on the ways in which the demand for sexual 

egalitarianism underwrote the movement for open sexuality in intimate relationships and 

provoked a multifaceted defense of traditional notions of marriage and sexuality. 

Archival research provides the foundation for Chapter Eleven: a detailed study of the 

work of Nena and George O’Neill, whose provocative Open Marriage: A New Life Style 

for Couples (1972) fostered sensibilities and behaviors that reflected the elevation of the 

therapeutic ideal of self-fulfillment as the ultimate good. Popular reaction to the 

O’Neill’s book confirms that the American conversation about marriage was most often 

a conversation about sex. Marriage, that is, functioned in this respect as the primary site 
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of struggle within which meanings of sex and sexuality were reified, contested, and 

renegotiated.  

Chapter Twelve provides an analysis of the decline of the open marriage 

movement in the late-1970s, a casualty, I argue, both of the feminist factionalism and the 

conservative counterrevolution of this period. Both developments tended to shift the 

emphasis from the internal dynamics of the marriage relationship to a renewed focus on 

external pressures and marital structure. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the 

ironic similarities between open marriage and pro-family ideologies. Proponents of each 

imagined themselves as “outsiders” and bitter enemies of those in the opposing camp, 

yet radicals and conservatives alike embraced a companionate ideal of marriage that 

stressed self-realization and sexual fulfillment.  

 



 

 

Chapter One: Marital Trends At Mid-Century 

 US belligerency in the Second World War profoundly affected the American 

family and accelerated changes to an already shifting marital landscape. The war saw a 

reversal of long-term demographic trends in marriage, childbearing, and divorce rates. 

Since the late nineteenth century, Americans had been marrying later, divorcing sooner, 

and having fewer children. Between 1865 and 1929 a rapid population increase of three-

hundred percent was exceeded by a four-hundred percent increase in the number of 

marriages. Yet during the same period the divorce rate rose two-thousand percent, 

peaking at an unprecedented 16.5 percent in the aftermath of the First World War. By 

the end of the 1920s more than one of every six marriages ended in divorce, a rate that 

remained relatively constant to 1940.1 During the war years, however, the marriage rate 

soared, the age of first marriage declined, and the birth rate began to rise.2 

 The first half of the century, moreover, witnessed a veritable explosion of 

discourse around the subjects of sex, gender, marriage, and the family. Intense anxiety 

over such matters fed into struggles over the very meaning of sex and marriage. 

Commentators ranged from sexual radicals, eugenicists, and other utopians at one 

extreme to social and political conservatives at another. Scholars have documented the 

turn-of-the-century shift from Victorian repression to sexual liberalism, from a producer 

to a consumer economy, and from an emphasis on “character” to a focus on 

“personality.”3 Accompanying and interdependent with these changes were revisions to 
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the discourse on marriage: its role and purpose, and especially, how best to preserve it in 

an era of rapid change. At the center of these revisions was the recognition that 

Victorian-style repression of sexual desire and activity – which in the Victorian 

framework was considered a source of productive tension between husband and wife – 

did not work. Indeed, by the 1920s the popularization of Freud’s work had convinced 

many Americans that rigid controls only exacerbated the danger, leading potentially to 

neuroses and weak, unhappy individuals. Worse, sexual repression and maladjustment 

seemed implicated in the increasing frequency of divorce. In the new formulation, 

denying sexual urges made marriage less stable. Commentators from many disciplines 

and perspectives – psychologists, anthropologists, educators, sociologists, even 

conservative social critics – declared sexual maladjustment a major, if not the major, 

cause of divorce and family dissolution.4 To many in this new breed of relationship 

experts, saving marriage became a matter of sexualizing it.5  

 In the early war years Americans rushed to form new families. A million more 

marriages than were expected took place between 1940 and 1943. Many who had 

delayed marriage during the lean 1930s hurried to marry before men volunteered or were 

drafted into service. By 1943, in part as a result of a lowered age at first marriage, the 

birthrate had reached a twenty-year high.6 Despite such conjugal enthusiasm, however, 

the divorce rate continued to climb: between 1940 and 1944, twenty-seven percent of 
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married couples ‘untied’ the knot, and in early 1946, when only half of the soldiers had 

returned home, 200,000 were already embroiled in divorce proceedings.7 In the euphoria 

and anticipated prosperity that accompanied the return to peace, marital bliss appeared 

distressingly elusive.  

 Americans had come to aspire to, if not outright demand, marital bliss; and the 

new basis for that sublime state rested on the acknowledgement of sexual fulfillment as 

a reason to marry. Historian Nancy Cott emphasizes the often-conflicting public 

messages of the postwar period, as well as the public ambivalence about those messages, 

explaining that “the decade of the 1940s looked both forward and backward.” The 1940s 

looked forward in that those who had come into adulthood in those years, having grown 

up in the roaring 1920s, “may have felt they had lived through a revolution in sexual 

morality.”8 Indeed, over the intervening twenty years sexual titillation had grown 

increasingly central to entertainment. New residents thronged the cities and provided a 

mass market for sexually oriented publications, dance halls, and prostitution, and, more 

generally, tended to embrace an increasingly relaxed and liberal attitude toward 

sexuality.9 Even the stigma associated with premarital sex seemed to have broken down 

somewhat in urban America.  

Yet the 1940s “looked backward” as well: convention and common sense still 

dictated that “heterosexual love meant marriage – not something else.”10 Middle-class 

couples, by and large, did not consider ‘living together’ before marriage, and women 
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were still condemned far more than men for sex outside of marriage. 1940s attitudes 

remained traditional in other ways as well. The decade of the 1940s differed from the 

1920s in that unprecedented numbers of women entered a rapidly expanding American 

economy, a phenomenon that brought with it social change that was disquieting to many. 

As in the 1920s, for example, alarms were raised about the apparently excessive 

freedoms exercised by the young, about the “live-for-the-day” attitudes of servicemen 

and others, and about juvenile delinquency resulting from lax supervision by working 

mothers.11 Conjointly, those anxious about absent fathers tended to fix upon the mirror 

image of maternal deprivation: “momism,” a term widely attributed to fiction writer and 

social critic Phillip Wylie’s Generation Of Vipers (1942). Americans were shocked to 

learn of the rejection of some three million men for military service because of 

emotional deficiencies. Many blamed coddling by overprotective mothers for producing 

the unfit. “Momism,” according to Wylie and his followers, was an affliction of 

“frustrated women who smothered their children with overprotection and over-

affection,” an affliction that made their sons “weak and passive.” Wylie indicted 

mothers for an exclusive focus on child-rearing rather than employment, and saw 

repressed and frustrated female sexuality as warped and potentially “misdirected toward 

sons in a dangerous Oedipal cycle.”12 Wylie endorsed Freud’s “fierce and wondrous 

catalogue of examples of mother-love-in-action which traces its origins to an incestuous 

perversion of a natural instinct.”13 The antidote for the sexual frustration that inclined 
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12 May, Homeward, 73-74. 
13 Philip Wylie, Generation of Vipers (London: Dalkey Archive Press, 1943), 198. 
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women to momism, as historian Elaine Tyler May explains, “was sexual satisfaction in 

marriage.”14  

The voices of medical and other experts surely carried more authority than 

Wylie’s. Psychiatric consultant to the Army and Navy, Dr. Edward A. Strecker, for 

instance, charged that “America’s traditional, sweet, doting, self-sacrificing mom” had 

failed “in the elementary mother function of weaning offspring emotionally as well as 

physically.”15 The presence of attentive husbands was the obvious cure. Indeed, virtually 

all postwar experts agreed that “wholesome sexual relations are the cornerstone of 

marriage.”16 Realizing “wholesome sexual relations” in marriage, however, seemed 

impossible with husbands and potential husbands away at war. And women’s increasing 

presence in the workforce – and an accompanying destabilization of gender roles – 

provoked anxiety that sexual relations, “wholesome” or otherwise, could not be confined 

to marriage alone. The effort to acquire productive workers thus competed with efforts 

to reinforce women’s traditional roles as wives and mothers. Many scholars have 

addressed these contradictions in postwar culture and pointed to the potential for 

radically altered gender relations that remained largely unrealized.17 Sociologist and 

historian Winifred Breines, in her study of 1950s social science literature, elucidates the 

contrasting conservative and liberalizing forces operating in the postwar period. She 

observes that though many of the conditions for the emancipation of women were in 
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place by the 1950s, “notions of women’s place narrowed and became brittle and 

conventional.”18 

 Women played a key role in war production as federal war expenditures created 

fifteen million new jobs (worker’s annual average earnings rose from $754 to $1289 in 

six years) as the federal budget inflated from $9 billion in 1939 to $100 billion by 1945. 

Women’s expanded role in wartime production, and the economic independence it 

provided, meant a change in women’s status that made many uneasy, as did the 

uncertainty regarding women’s place in postwar society. Employers, government and 

other public officials, journalists, and clergy reminded women of the importance of 

retaining their femininity, of the temporary nature of the demand for workers that 

brought them into the work force, and of long-held convictions about women’s essential 

identity as sweethearts, wives, and mothers. The cultural products of the entertainment 

industry helped to maintain and reinforce those convictions. 

 The US government collaborated with Hollywood to produce ‘pin-ups’ of 

attractive female movie stars to distribute by the millions to American soldiers; film star 

Betty Grable’s image, for instance – superimposed with graph lines – was used to teach 

map-reading skills. Cott describes the “war time bargain between American men and 

women [that] was being forged: women would retain their allure, and men would fight 

to defend their freedom to marry themselves to that femininity, and to the home 

comforts and rewards of fatherhood it promised.”19 Prominent Hollywood stars 

reinforced these ideas, and stressed the imperative that women subordinate their own 
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ambitions, interests, and emotional needs to those of their husbands. Film star Claudette 

Colbert, for instance, conceded that while it was difficult for wives to “be a bundle of 

charm” at the end of a long day performing domestic duties, women who wanted to keep 

their husbands must “try to be gay and interesting when he is home.” Actress Ann 

Southern reminded readers that “a lot of men are dreaming of coming back not only to 

those girls who waved good-bye to them. They are dreaming of coming back to the 

mothers of their children!” 

May’s analysis demonstrates that anxieties over female eroticism also found 

expression in the plots of 1940s novels and films.20 Clearly, Americans were ambivalent 

about the shifting status of women and the apparent move away from tradition generally; 

they were particularly anxious about the shift in women’s traditional gender roles as 

wives and mothers, and the role of sexuality in that shift. The content of Norman 

Mailer’s The Naked and The Dead (1948) reflected that ambivalence. Mailer’s graphic, 

fictionalized account of the experiences of a single reconnaissance platoon in the South 

Pacific vaulted to the top of postwar bestseller lists. Historian Joseph Goulden notes that 

Americans had come to tolerate relatively frank discussions of alcoholism, or mental 

hospitals, or even divorce, yet when an author turned to the topic of sex, the public 

“demanded a retreat to euphemisms, both of language and scenes.”21 Mailer conceded to 

contemporary literary mores in his use of the euphemism ‘fug’ in place of ‘fuck’ 

throughout the novel. In addition to its grim narrative of military life, the characters 

populating Mailer’s book also projected discomfort (and 1940s misogyny) as they 

offered their perceptions of modern American womanhood. In a revealing exchange, two 
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of Mailer’s characters echoed Wylie’s pronouncement that “we have turned over most of 

our fixed wealth to women. Woman spends it.”22 “Listen, they’re no different from you 

and me,” one soldier opined to another, “especially the ones that’ve had their screwing. 

They like it just as much as men do, and it’s a helluva sight easier for them to get it . . . 

What do you think your girlfriend is doing now?” He added, “it’s just about six A.M. 

now in America. She’s wakin’ up in bed with a guy who can give her just as much as 

you can, and she’s giving him the same goddam line she handed you.”23 Mailer’s 

characters express a worry stemming from the expert consensus that “wholesome sexual 

relations are the cornerstone of marriage.”24 In popular culture, as well as public 

sentiment, the American way of life was “signified and virtually constituted by marriage 

and family ties” – and those bonds were underwritten by an ascendant companionate 

ideal. Yet ambivalence about the promise of “home comforts and [the] rewards of 

fatherhood,” or the integrity of that “unconquerable American fortress, the American 

Home,” as the film Since You Were Away (1944) phrased it, was evident across popular 

culture.25  

 The effects of wartime stress on marriages, families, and loved ones was the 

subject of the Motion Picture Academy’s Best Picture of 1946, The Best Years of Our 

Lives. The film dramatized the difficulties of readjustment to civilian life: gaining 

suitable employment and navigating the dynamics of relationships with family and loved 

ones. The narratives of three returning veterans are intertwined. Al, a middle-aged 
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banker and former sergeant, Fred a youngish working-class soda jerk, and Homer, who 

had lost his hands in conflict struggle with the anxiety, confusion, and bitterness that 

plagued many veterans. The film linked men’s work to manhood and marriage, and 

equated readjustment – termed “rehabilitation” – with a job and a wife; in short, to the 

breadwinner ideal. Equal parts social drama and postwar propaganda for domesticity, the 

film testified to the postwar preoccupation with reintegration and reemployment of 

veterans, and with reconciling prewar sensibilities and traditions with new social 

realities. It reflected as well the public effort to massage the realties of private, intimate 

life. In an early scene, Fred rejects the idea of his rehabilitation and only wants “a good 

job, and his wife.” In the immediate postwar years, a literature on demobilization 

emanated from newspapers, government pamphlets, professional journals, popular 

magazines, fiction, and the like that assumed men would be reacclimated in the private 

sphere of the family and community. It stressed that veterans hoped and deserved to 

“recapture the traditional marital constellation, with the father/husband the provider and 

protector, and the wife/mother the sympathizer and nurturer.”26    

 The war years fostered other social and demographic changes that influenced 

how marriage was conceived. More African Americans moved to the urban north and 

west than in the previous three decades; war production brought new work opportunities 

as black men’s employment in manufacturing doubled; and black women found the first 

real alternatives to domestic and agricultural work in industry and commerce. These 

changes gradually spread to include Hispanic, Indigenous, and Asian Americans as well. 

Mass migration further stirred the ‘melting pot’ and fostered a new cosmopolitanism: 
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more Americans mixed together in new places, with strangers of different regions, 

religions, and ethnic derivations. Differing relational styles also meant the diffusion of 

an expanded, more varied concept of marriage.27 

 By the late 1940s marriage – more sexualized – was viewed also as more 

companionate, more flexibly defined, and less hierarchically structured. In this 

framework, the intimate bond between husband and wife, and the sexual fulfillment 

presumed to energize and sustain it, appeared a sufficient reason to marry. This 

relatively long-term trend toward conceiving marriage as predicated on an emotional 

footing – grounded in the erotic bond between husband and wife as the basis of marital 

unity (rather than the more strictly economic and legal basis of coverture), dates from 

the late nineteenth-century, and is clearly visible in a wide variety of early twentieth-

century discourses and cultural products. Historian Christina Simmons identifies three 

important themes of 1920s and 1930s sexual revisionism: the rehabilitation of male 

sexuality, an attack on women’s power to either control or withdraw from male sexual 

needs, and the creation of a new feminine ideal. Stereotypes of men as sexually 

aggressive brutes who threatened female purity were revised. Men became sexual 

‘blunderers’ who offended because of ignorance, and merely needed to learn 

consideration, fairness, and quite probably, technique. By the mid-1930s, Simmons 

writes, male sexuality had been reconceived: “The healthy animal, when he was 

sensitive and knowledgeable, made the best husband.”  
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The sexual control of the Victorian woman – now represented by caricatures of 

the prudish Victorian matriarch, the demanding and burdensome wife, and the 

emotionally distant career woman – was characterized by resistance to male power and 

the lack of a strongly developed female sexuality. Thus, a less inhibited or contrived 

female sexuality was required to keep marriage stable; the image of the youthful flapper 

embodied a new more positive ideal for the modern woman.28 The anxiety over 

‘manhood’ provoked by such changes in women’s appearance and behaviour (among 

other influences affecting male life) called for a modern, assertive male sexuality to 

match such women. Simmons argues persuasively that though genuine changes in sexual 

prescriptions occurred during this period, continuities with the past are also evident. 

Specifically, she holds that changing social realities - young middle-class women’s 

toehold in higher education and the labour force, and feminist and reform politics, 

primarily – meant that wifehood and motherhood no longer served exclusively as the 

foundation of women’s social power. “The myth of Victorian repression,” then, 

“represented a cultural adjustment of male power to women’s departure from the 

Victorian order. It constituted a strategic modification rather than a decline of male 

dominance.”29 Viewed in this light, the outpouring of marital advice seeming to address 

women’s needs – advice generally grounded in the work of Freud and British sexologist 

Havelock Ellis – appears in a less progressive light.  

 Many of those seeking to penetrate the mysteries of sex and sexual relations and 

their role as the key to successful marriage drew upon insights offered by the new field 

of psychology. Historians John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman observe that “the 
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writings of Sigmund Freud perhaps best symbolize the new direction that sexual 

theorizing took in the twentieth century,” but add that the nuances and complexities of 

Freud’s theories were overwhelmed in the middle-class imagination by “the notion of 

infantile sexuality, the drama of sexual conflict in the family [and] the idea that the 

sexual instinct permeated human life and might change the course of civilization.” 

Fueled also by “the case histories of female patients who seemed to suffer from the 

denial of their sexual desires,” Freud’s popularizers promulgated a version of 

psychoanalytic theory that presented the sexual impulse as an insistent force demanding 

expression – a force therefore inherently dangerous.30 Freud’s theories so captured the 

public imagination that between 1909, when he first lectured in the US, and 1920, two 

hundred books on his work were published.31 Over the following decades Freud’s 

theories – in a variety of permutations – were widely appropriated by medicine, by the 

social sciences, by educators, and by the so-called helping professions (particularly, 

marital counselling). 

The assimilated version of Freudianism generally favoured by Progressives also 

ensconced the term ‘inhibitions’ in the popular lexicon as the check keeping the unruly 

libido in its place. Even as inhibitions were understood to serve a vital psychological and 

social function, however, they were also portrayed as potentially deleterious. The 

readers of Good Housekeeping were told that if the sex instinct “gets its yearning it is as 

contented as a nursing infant. If it does not, beware!”32 Advice proposing the indulgence 

 
30 John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America (New 

York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1988), 223. 
31 Dorothy M. Brown, Setting a Course: American Women in the 1920s (New York, 1987), 18, 39. Cited 

in Jessamyn Neuhaus, “The Importance of Being Orgasmic: Sexuality, Gender, and Marital Sex Manuals 

in the United States, 1920-1963,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 9, no. 4 (October, 2000): 453. 
32 D’Emilio, Intimate, 224-25. 



 

26 

 

of desire notwithstanding, the assimilated interpretation of Freudianism offered a rather 

dark view of human sexuality that saw uncontrollable or barely controlled impulses 

lurking just beneath the surface.  

 By the post-war years the discourse on marriage had been substantially revised, 

largely as a result of the increased social, political, and economic participation of women 

in public life. These changes exerted pressure on traditional marriage: it became more 

democratized; it also became more sexualized. Sexual desire was viewed as a catalyst to 

marriage, and conjugal sex as the key to making it successful. These deep and lasting 

changes in American culture and society radically altered the marital landscape, 

particularly the role and status of women within marriage. If the return to peace 

heightened anxiety about the health of the institution, it also dramatically altered the 

approaches of those experts dedicated to its preservation and vitality. Of particular 

importance in this respect was the growing influence of social science expertise 

generally, and the evolution of marital counselling in particular. Though the first part of 

the dissertation focuses primarily on shifting ideas of marriage in the quarter-century 

following the Second World War, the origins of these trends lie in the early decades of 

the twentieth century. An overview of pertinent developments during this era is essential 

for an understanding of the institution as it entered the stormy second half of the century. 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter Two: The Tangled Roots Of Modern Marriage Counseling 

 Paul Popenoe (1877-1979) was eulogized upon his death as “Mr. Marriage, the 

father of modern marriage counselling in America.” He authored a syndicated 

newspaper column on marriage (“Your Family and You”), sponsored the popular feature 

in the Ladies’ Home Journal (“Can This Marriage Be Saved?”), appeared regularly on 

the Art Linkletter television show, founded the American Institute of Family Relations 

(AIFR), and edited the journal of the AIFR – Family Life – from 1940 to 1977. From the 

mid-1940s through the sixties, Popenoe was widely regarded as the foremost expert on 

marriage in the United States.1  

 Popenoe is best known to scholars, however, as a hard-line eugenicist. Scholars 

distinguish between negative or "hard” eugenics designed to reduce the so-called 

inferior proportion of the population, and positive or “soft” eugenics which aimed to 

increase reproduction among the superior.2 Historian Molly Ladd-Taylor explains that 

scholars who examine Popenoe’s career as a marriage counsellor largely assume he 

diverted his attention from “hard” eugenics in the postwar years and eventually altered 

his views. She examines “the fundamental place that heterosexual marriage and ‘family 

values’ held in his eugenics vision” to argue that Popenoe merely transitioned from 

“hard” to “soft” eugenics in the postwar years.3 His interest in marriage counselling 

began during the 1910s, when he was editor of the Journal of Heredity. He subsequently 

took up the cause of the social hygiene movement, which had long stressed the value of 
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sex education and marital communication, and had learned to effectively promote such 

causes in the mass media. He was appointed executive secretary of the American Social 

Hygiene Association in 1920; in 1926, he became secretary of the pro-eugenics Human 

Betterment Foundation. Popenoe’s career reveals the connections between eugenics and 

marital counselling. “I began to realize,” he explained, “that if we were going to promote 

a sound population we would not only have to get the right people married, but we 

would have to keep them married.” The “right” people, for Popenoe, were “the more 

successful and intelligent,” and were heterosexual, monogamous, law-abiding, self-

supporting, and therefore, in his view, “reasonably happy.” President Theodore 

Roosevelt articulated (and helped to foster) American anxiety over race ‘suicide’ as 

early as 1905. Roosevelt forecast that “Anglo-Saxon” Americans were at risk for “race 

suicide,” a fear he reiterated in subsequent years.4 Like many of his contemporaries, 

Popenoe was tormented by fears of race “suicide.” The tendency of the well-to-do to 

limit family size and the perception that the numbers of poor and uneducated citizens 

were swelling uncontrollably, combined with high rates of immigration, inflamed those 

fears, and influenced efforts to promote reproduction among the “right” Americans. 

Much of his 1918 book, Applied Eugenics, was devoted to the project of increasing 

marriage and birthrates among those of “good heredity,” as was a later book, The 

Conservation of the Family (1926).5  

The severe economic contractions of the 1930s seemed to bear out anxiety over 

“race suicide” as birthrates declined among the more prosperous. They also underscored 
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the value of traditional marriage as an economic contract. Among the less affluent, men 

deserted their families in record numbers, while women eked out livings through low-

waged work or by taking in boarders. Many needed the assistance of public and private 

agencies to cover basic needs. Families combined in single dwelling houses to save on 

rent; the engaged postponed or abandoned their wedding dates; and for the first time in 

American history, the birthrate fell below replacement levels. It was particularly 

worrisome to eugenicists such as Popenoe that, despite a declining birthrate overall, the 

fertility rates of poor women were almost triple that of those in prosperous households. 

Accordingly, Popenoe produced myriad proposals promoting sterilization among what 

he defined as the “lower classes”: the poor, immigrant, non-white, and less educated 

segments of the population.6 Simultaneously, he promoted sexual and marriage 

education aimed at encouraging the “best people” to marry and produce large families. 

Popenoe saw the promotion of birth control as a kind of slippery slope. He felt it should 

be legal as a means of limiting the reproduction of those deemed unfit, yet he associated 

it with premarital sex and promiscuity. In The Conservation of the Family he summed up 

his views on birth control and its promoters, and revealed the racialized fears underlying 

his eugenic concerns: “Continued limitation of offspring in the white race simply invites 

the black, brown, and yellow races to finish the work already begun by Birth Control, 

and reduce the whites to a subject race preserved merely for the sake of technical 

skills.”7 
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 Popenoe’s first formal, public attempt at marital advice-giving came in the form 

of Modern Marriage: A Handbook (1925). There he bemoaned  “the number of 

celibates, of mismated couples, of divorces, of childless homes, of wife deserters, of 

mental and nervous wrecks,” and he ranted about “the frequency of marital discord, of 

prostitution and adultery, of perversions, of juvenile delinquency.”8 As part of his 

solution to these social ills, Popenoe imparted “scientific” warnings to young men not to 

be dazzled by physical attraction, but rather to “fall in love with healthy young women 

from good families of similar background.”9 In his popular publications, Popenoe 

followed an approach that appeared to combine common sense and modern science, and 

blended biological and cultural concerns; here, his eugenic worries about race-mixing 

were “almost indistinguishable from psychologists’ warnings about cultural 

compatibility.” Indeed, most marriage counsellors, whether they were clergy, social 

workers, psychologists, or others, stressed the importance of marrying someone from a 

similar background, and cautioned against, for example, interfaith marriage.10  

 Popenoe was adamant not only about preserving marriage, but about eugenically 

improving it, objectives he believed required sharply defined masculine and feminine 

roles premised on a gendered division of labour. In Modern Marriage Popenoe listed 

“the characteristics that recent studies show[ed] to be most important in a wife” under 

successive sub-headings such as “Her Parents Are Happily Married,” “She Gets Along 

Well with Her Own Family,” “Intellectual Interests” (“the average man painstakingly 

avoids a ‘highbrow’ or a girl who makes him unpleasantly conscious of her intellectual 

 
8 Paul Popenoe, Modern Marriage: A Handbook for Men, 2nd ed. (New York: Macmillan Company, 1925; 

1940). Citation is from the preface to the first edition, iii. Subsequent citations are from the second edition.  
9 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 309. 
10 Ibid., 316. Davis, Unions, 102-107. 
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superiority”), “She Has a Good Disposition” (“largely synonymous with emotional 

maturity”),”She Should Be Fond of Children” (she “who dislikes children is not 

emotionally normal”), and “She Should be ‘Typically Feminine.” 11 Popenoe spent 

considerable time on this last item – and implicitly attacked the “modern woman” – 

through a critique of the “mannish, aggressive female.” He implied here that increasing 

numbers of such women were a major stumbling block to happy, lasting marriages: 

women “who are classified . . . as decidedly feminine are happier in marriage than those 

of the masculine type – many of whom do not marry at all.”12 Referencing the by-then 

widely cited work of Lewis M. Terman and colleagues – Psychological Factors in 

Marital Happiness (1938) – Popenoe complained that “the most careful study indicates 

that educated women are becoming more and more masculinized.”13 Citing his own 

study of “some thousands of marriages” as General Director of the AIFR (and as 

“Lecturer in Biology, University of Southern California”), he stated that “where the 

husband was the head of the household, sixty-one percent [of marriages] were happy,” 

as compared with only forty-seven percent of households where the woman “was the 

boss of the family.” In a statement that reflected his concerns about race ‘suicide’ 

Popenoe concluded that “the deep-seated tendency of men in general to avoid the 

 
11 Popenoe, Modern Marriage, 20. 
12 Ibid., 24-30. Elsewhere, Popenoe was explicit in his assault on ‘modern’ and ‘career’ women. See Paul 

Popenoe, “Divorce and Remarriage from a Eugenic Point of View,” Social Forces 12, no. 1 (1933): 48-50; 

Paul Popenoe, “Mate Selection,” American Sociological Review 2, no. 5 (1937): 735-743; Paul Popenoe, 

“Is There a Scarcity of Good Husbands?” New York Times Magazine, December 29, 1935, 6; Paul 

Popenoe, “Eugenics and Family Relations,” Journal of Heredity 31, no. 12 (1940): 532-536. 
13 Popenoe, Modern Marriage, 31. The referencing of this source was an addition to the 1947 edition; the 

study was Lewis M. Terman et al, Psychological Factors in Marital Happiness (New York: McGraw-Hill 

Book Company, Inc., 1938), 38. 
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dominant, aggressive, masculinized female has good statistical support, so far as 

happiness in marriage is concerned.”14  

In The Conservation of the Family, Popenoe outlined the changes in law and 

social attitudes he considered necessary to strengthen the marriage institution. The New 

York Times praised the book for its “great kindness” and called it a “radical departure 

from the rigid deductions of many scientists who persist in sacrificing the individual to 

the state.” If the book seemed compassionate despite its elitism, this was no doubt 

because of Popenoe’s emphasis on marital happiness. He “understood that getting 

‘normal’ women to want more children meant confronting wives’ dissatisfaction with 

marriage.”15 In his advice to men, Popenoe’s emphasis on a “scientific” approach to 

marital union led him to dismiss the concept of love as “merely a word,” since “it did 

not mean the same thing to any two persons” and so, “from a scientific point of view, 

means nothing.” He instead proposed the term “Primary Sex Couplet,” a concept 

consisting of five elements, as the signifier for “the highest values that human 

experience can find.” Chief among the five elements was “the biological mating 

impulse,” though he adjudged there was “no greater error than to identify this . . . 

impulse with human love.” This great “error” was committed by “a large part of the so-

called ‘radical,’ and destructive, writing on marriage and the family during the past 

generation.”  

Popenoe echoed other marriage modernizers of his time in his emphasis on the 

value of sexual openness and communication between husbands and wives. Where 

 
14 Popenoe, Modern Marriage, 31. He did concede that “in those mature and cooperative marriages that 

had two heads . . . 87 per cent were happy.”  
15 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 309-310. 
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Freudian-inspired sexual liberals were mainly concerned with individual health and 

fulfillment, Popenoe focused on the maintenance of so-called natural sex and gender 

roles. Because “women bear children and men do not,” he explained, “woman will have 

to be economically dependent on someone outside herself,” yet he observed that it was 

“this fundamentally necessary division of labor which [had] created the intricate and 

reciprocal relationship between man and woman in marriage.” “From an evolutionary 

point of view,” he added, “woman is well adapted to what is still the principal work for 

most women, namely, home-making.”16 As these passages from Modern Marriage 

indicate – and as historian Molly Ladd-Taylor argues – “Popenoe’s therapeutic 

sensibility was always in the service of a eugenics-based pronatalism.”17 These attitudes 

would be revived in the 1970s by a newly-politicized religious Right, and persist in 

some form into the 1980s and beyond.18 

 Popenoe’s marriage counselling clinic, the American Institute of Family 

Relations (AIFR), was funded by the Human Betterment Foundation.19 The latter was a 

California-based organization dedicated to the study of racially based genetic patterns 

and to influencing legislation that would mandate the sterilization of the “mentally 

retarded.”20 The AIFR claimed to “bring the resources of modern science to the 

promotion of successful marriage and family life.” Founded in 1930, the AIFR followed 

the German trend in establishing marriage and family advice clinics as part of the 

 
16 Popenoe, Modern Marriage, 137-140. 
17 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 310. 
18 See, for example, George Gilder, Sexual Suicide (New York: Quadrangle Books, 1972); Phyllis 

Schlafly, “The Fraud of the Equal Rights Amendment,” The Phyllis Schlafly Report 5, (February 1972); 

Phyllis Schlafly, The Power of the Positive Woman (New Rochelle, N.Y: Arlington House, Inc., 1977).  
19 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 310. Davis, Unions, 33. Davis notes that Hannah and Abraham Stone “later 

asserted that their New York City clinic opened in 1929, preceding Popenoe’s by a few months.” 
20 Davis, Unions, 33. 
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implementation of a eugenics program.21 Though the AIFR drew substantial publicity 

for marriage counselling, the majority of its work was marriage education. It offered 

premarital and couples’ counselling, psychological counselling, medical examinations, 

and sex education.22 Beginning in the 1930s, the organization spearheaded a public 

information campaign designed to “make the entire society more ‘discriminatingly 

family minded.’” The Institute ran workshops for clergy, teachers, and others engaged in 

marriage counselling, and dispensed advice literature on sex and family budgeting. By 

the 1950s it employed thirty-seven counsellors, offered an advanced degree in marriage 

counselling (though these were not academically accredited), and published a monthly 

magazine called Family Life.  

Other marriage counselling centers expanded at a similar pace. In 1932 there 

were only three in the entire country; by 1968, there were more than 1800 licensed 

marriage counsellors practising in California alone.23 As therapeutic counselling of all 

sorts became increasingly popular and influential, marriage experts promoted 

counselling as a way not only to save individual marriages, but as a modern solution to a 

variety of social problems. Social welfare organizations in Southern California clearly 

saw potential in this approach. The Children’s Protective Association referred unmarried 

mothers to the AIFR; the Los Angeles Court of Domestic Relations enlisted AIFR 

counsellors as “friendly advisers” to couples on the verge of separation or divorce; and 

the Institute often consulted on cases involving child placements or adoption.24 In turn, 

 
21 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 310. 
22 Ransome Sutton, “What’s New in Science: Marriage Clinics,” Los Angeles Times, September 28, 1930, 

p. K11. Cited in Davis, Unions, 33. 
23 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 312, 318. 
24 Davis, Unions, 34. 
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the AIFR referred clients to doctors and psychiatrists for medical examinations.25 As 

historian Rebecca L. Davis has shown, the Institute’s influence eventually extended far 

beyond the couples it counselled and the organizations it interacted with in Southern 

California. Its objectives and modalities set the standard for marriage counselling 

nationwide.26  

 Popenoe later wrote that he became a marriage counsellor in order to promote 

successful parenthood not merely out of a desire to prevent “defectives,” but to educate 

“those who could produce and rear at least normal if not definitely superior offspring.” 

In the 1920s and 1930s, when educated, middle-class women were having 

proportionately fewer children, eugenicists like Popenoe focused on negative eugenics: 

limiting the reproduction of those deemed unfit. During the postwar baby boom when 

white collar couples were having more children than their lower-income counterparts, 

many eugenicists turned their efforts to increasing the fertility of the “more intelligent 

and successful” through education and counselling. For Popenoe the goal was to get 

“superior Americans” to “want large families.” This aligned nicely with American 

cultural values that stressed the primacy of marriage and the nuclear family. In 1929 

Popenoe proclaimed that “the family is older and firmer than civilization,” and that 

“society must conform to the family if our own civilization is to exist.” “Monogamy – a 

lifelong partnership with a bread-winning father and a stay-at-home mother,” he added, 

was “one of the biological foundations of society.’”27 Most Americans agreed. By 1929, 

 
25 Popenoe, “The Marriage Clinic,” Parent’s Magazine (April 1932): 15; Kate Brousseau, “Psychological 

Work at the Institute of Family Relations, Los Angeles,” Psychological Exchange 2, no. 6 (1934): 252. 

For a glowing account of the AIFR’s professional expertise, see Helen Weigel Brown, “A Marriage 

Clinic,” North American Review 232, no. 2 (1931): 127. 
26 Davis, Unions, 34. 
27 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 300-308; Kline, Building, 131. 
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thirty states had sterilization laws, which facilitated more than sixty-thousand 

sterilizations by the mid-1970s.28 Popenoe’s first career as a eugenicist, in particular his 

work on compulsory sterilization in California, “provided an ‘essential basis’ for the 

1933 Nazi sterilization law.” As Ladd-Taylor shows, his transition to marriage expert by 

the mid-1940s suggests “deep affinities between eugenics (as Popenoe understood it) 

and the pronatalist domestic culture of the postwar period.”29  

Prior to the Second World War, Popenoe combined his eugenics with marital 

evangelizing; in the postwar period, he adroitly changed his style to fit the therapeutic 

approaches now ascendant in popular and academic circles. This meant downplaying 

eugenics. Nevertheless, at a 1957 seminar conducted by Popenoe at the AIFR, entitled 

“Psychological Differences between Men and Women,” he explained that for men, 

marital success depended upon the proper “fulfillment” of innate aggressions, while for 

women it consisted in curbing “statistically greater [tendencies toward] neuroses, 

manipulations, vanity, possessiveness, lack of personal ambition, and narcissism.”30 In 

his 1963 book, Sex, Love and Marriage, Popenoe offered a lengthy discourse on the 

“biological mating impulse” and the sexual division of labour since the “days of the ice 

age,” adding that those societies or groups who failed to establish such a division of 

labour (men hunt, women “nest” with children) “did not leave survivors to carry on their 

mistakes.”31 Ladd-Taylor argues persuasively that while Popenoe’s postwar persona 

appeared less eugenically focused, “his views on reproduction, the family, and the social 

order remained fundamentally the same.” 

 
28 Davis, Unions, 26. 
29 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 298-299; Kline, Building, 124-126. 
30 Davis, Unions, 96. 
31 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 316. 
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 Popenoe’s pronouncements played to wide popular appeal over the course of his 

career as “Mr. Marriage.” His renown as author of the extremely popular   Home 

Journal column,  “Can This Marriage Be Saved?” and as a television personality, 

ensured that he stood out from the crowd of marriage advice-givers from the mid-forties 

to the late 1960s. Ladd-Taylor concludes that it was his “flamboyant success as a 

popularizer” that set him apart rather than any devotion to either professionalization or 

eugenics; AIFR courses were not academically accredited and Popenoe actively resisted 

the professionalization of marital counselling.32 Though he became an established 

authority on eugenics with the publication of Applied Eugenics (1918), Popenoe did not 

earn a bachelor’s degree – he had dropped out after three years of college – but he 

referred to himself as ‘Dr.’ after receiving an honorary degree from Occidental College 

in 1929. Popenoe’s lack of marriage counselling credentials was not unusual for the 

time. In the absence of training or licensing, credentials were patched together by those 

working in the nascent field. Yet as Rebecca Davis notes: “Popenoe intentionally 

obscured his record. When degrees were attributed to him that he had not earned, he left 

the errors uncorrected.”33 Questionable credentials notwithstanding, Popenoe and his 

entire family became “cultural ambassadors for family togetherness.” They were 

frequently featured in flattering newspaper and magazine articles where Popenoe was 

presented as a model husband and father, a reputation that enhanced his claim to moral 

and scientific authority. His unassuming style and “grandfatherly common-sense 

advice,” according to Ladd-Taylor, drew on an older association between patriarchal 

 
32 Ibid., 318-319; on Popenoe and the AIFR’s wide popular appeal, see also Rebecca L. Davis, Unions, 

121-132. 
33 Davis, Unions, 34-35. 
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wisdom and authority that comforted Americans who were anxious about the destructive 

potential of science, the numbing effects of mass culture, and shifting sex and gender 

roles.  

Popenoe’s career and celebrity, then, appeared to “prove the compatibility of 

modernity and tradition.” His “conservative family values augmented the appeal of his 

eugenics-based pronatalism.” Although his brand of marriage counselling was losing its 

appeal by the late 1960s, Popenoe’s was a prominent voice in the American 

conversation about marriage for well over forty years. Popenoe’s rigidly conservative 

approach, based as it was on a pretense to scientific expertise in tandem with a covert 

resistance to professionalism and professionalization, tended to overwhelm the quieter, 

more measured analyses of those whose motivations were less strident. Popenoe’s 

sustained popularity as an expert on marriage speaks to the persistence in the public 

imagination of Victorian attitudes toward sexuality. Though steeped in Freudianism, his 

emphasis on biologically-based sex and gender roles reveals the persistence of Social 

Darwinist ideology – at least as it pertained to reproduction of class – at its base.  

 The didactic and directive approach to counselling favored by Popenoe and the 

AIFR emphasized the preservation of existing marriages at almost any cost. As Ladd-

Taylor shows, the message of all the vignettes offered in Popenoe’s long-running 

column “Can This Marriage be Saved?,” ostensibly culled from actual case-files of the 

AIFR, was that a “marriage is always worth saving, no matter how awful it was.”34 Yet 

the field of marital counselling was undergoing a sea change as therapeutic focus shifted 

from preserving marriages to addressing the needs of the individuals within them. Emily 

 
34 Taylor, “Eugenics,” 320, 318. Popenoe claimed an eighty percent success rate at the AIFR. Kline, 

Building, 154.  
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Mudd, Popenoe’s colleague and fellow board member at the AES, was representative of 

this new breed of marriage counsellor. Mudd was a leading figure in the effort to move 

the field of marital counselling to a more client-centered and professionally-grounded 

approach. 

Emily Hartshorne Mudd, a contemporary and colleague of Popenoe, and a 

significant figure in the growth and development of the AIFR, also became a pioneer 

and expert in marriage counselling. Within the first generation of marriage and family 

counsellors, Mudd advocated for a therapeutic and educational program that contrasted 

strongly with Popenoe’s alarmist and prescriptive modality. Mudd sat on the Board of 

Directors of the American Eugenics Society (AES) and she, too, wanted to “save” 

marriage and improve society through a program of social engineering. Mudd was 

certainly attuned to class differences and was careful to frame her efforts in the terms of 

middle-class respectability. In the 1930s, she implicitly distinguished between the “new 

poor,” who still carried the potential for self-reliance but had been hobbled by the Great 

Depression, and the “chronically poor,” whose depressed financial condition preceded it. 

When she identified her clients as among the middle-class and newly poor, Davis 

argues, Mudd’s agency was made more appealing to prospective donors who “did not 

want to spend their money on seemingly hopeless causes.”35 An aura of respectability 

was necessary to ensure both the continuation of funding from local benefactors and the 

tolerance of local authorities for controversial initiatives. In her bid for respectability 

Mudd was careful to note in all her published writings that marriage was the most 

favourable venue for sexual expression; and she sometimes adopted eugenics language 

 
35 Davis, Unions, 46. 
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about preventing the transmission of hereditary birth defects. Yet Mudd never 

wholeheartedly embraced eugenics. While Popenoe fretted about how to encourage the 

“best people” to marry and produce large families, Mudd founded a marriage 

counselling clinic as a way to empower both married and unmarried women to “control 

their fertility, experience sexual pleasure, and understand their emotions.”36 Controlling 

fertility was a primary concern: many of the married women in their thirties who visited 

the Philadelphia maternal health clinic where Mudd volunteered, reported being “very 

worn out” by years of successive pregnancies. Although in the 1930s the birthrate had 

fallen below replacement levels for the first time – raising alarms about “depopulation” 

– Mudd advocated for birth control for women of all classes, so that they could space out 

their pregnancies.37  

Mudd was in the vanguard of the development of a more holistic style of 

marriage counselling that was preoccupied less with eugenic concerns, and more with 

women’s emotional and contraceptive needs and knowledge about sex. The birth control 

clinic (originally called a maternal health center) she founded with her husband Stuart 

Mudd in 1929, in the middle-class neighbourhood of West Philadelphia, soon found the 

range of sexual and marital problems presented by clients overwhelming. It was clear 

that a larger agency that could provide a wider range of services was urgently needed. In 

a three-part series on marriage and marriage counselling in the Saturday Evening Post in 

the late 1950s, she recounted how that agency came to be: in 1932 “a group of 

Philadelphia physicians and social scientists . . . and I met to discuss a serious 

 
36 Ibid., 44-46. 
37 Ian Dowbiggin, The Search for Domestic Bliss: Marriage and Family Counselling in 20th Century 
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community need: an agency to help prevent those husband-vs.-wife turmoils whose 

chief victims are children.”38 In 1932, Mudd became the director and first counsellor of 

the Marriage Counsel (later Council) of Philadelphia (MCP), an East Coast alternative to 

the AIFR. The MCP was organized around Mudd’s conviction that “contraceptives 

alone could not solve marital problems.” Mudd’s directorship of the MCP began as she 

pursued her master’s degree in social work at the University of Pennsylvania.  

Women seeking information about birth control and other sexual matters were 

the majority of the MCP’s clients in the early years. The agency took a comprehensive 

approach to women’s reproductive health. Mudd offered premarital counselling services 

and sexual information to women whatever their marital status. She founded the MCP, 

as she put it, in response to “case after case of marital unhappiness and maladjustment, 

based often on ignorance, fear and rejection of the whole sexual side of life.”39 Historian 

Ian Dowbiggin, in the tradition of critics of American therapeutic culture such as 

Christopher Lasch and Philip Rieff, argues that for Mudd marriage counselling was 

“chiefly a vehicle for overturning the nation’s laws against contraception” and for 

“liberalizing attitudes toward sexual behavior.”40 Dowbiggin positions Mudd within a 

cohort of crusaders for sexual permissiveness which included such luminaries as sex 

researchers Albert Ellis and Alfred Kinsey and the marriage counselling Methodist 

minister David Mace. Their combined influence in the early years of the American 

Association of Marriage Counselors (AAMC, established in 1942), Dowbiggin 

 
38 Emily H. Mudd, as told to Hannah Lees, “Marriage is Our Business: Husband Trouble,” Saturday 

Evening Post, Vol. 230, Issue 41, April 12, 1958, 21. 
39 Davis, Unions, 44-47. 
40 Dowbiggin, The Search, 14. 
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maintains, was motivated by the desire to put “Kinsey’s social engineering agenda into 

practice.”41  

Yet the focus of early marriage counsellors on sex was not simply a matter of 

undermining traditional understandings by promoting sexual permissiveness. It 

stemmed, rather, from the recognition, based on clinical experience, that sexual 

repression and ignorance lay at the root of the preponderance of marital conflicts. 

Dowbiggin contends that “it was therapism, not love, that conquered marriage in the 

twentieth century” and is critical of the MCP’s “unofficial motto” to “save persons, not 

marriages.” While it is true that the MCP did not subscribe to the dominant view that 

divorce signified failure and that unhappy couples should stay married and try harder, 

Dowbiggin’s argument that the MCP’s motto was evidence of its “willingness to not just 

tolerate divorce but positively approve of it” oversimplifies the case.42 As Rebecca 

Davis explains, Mudd sought both to improve marriage and, unlike most birth control 

clinicians in the 1930s, to make contraceptive information accessible to unmarried 

women. She thus “walked a public relations tightrope.” Davis argues that “feminism 

framed Mudd’s approach to marriage counselling” and that positioning her agency as 

“an engine of family security” allowed her to advance women’s rights to birth control 

and erotic satisfaction in marriage.43  

While this sort of activism was certainly controversial in the 1930s, it was far 

less so than more radical calls for sexual liberation outside the marriage institution. The 

practical need to project “respectability” may account for Mudd’s overarching emphasis 
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on traditional marriage to some degree. But as with her contemporaries at the AIFR and 

other fledgling marriage clinics, and indeed, American society as a whole, Mudd viewed 

the monogamous ideal as the foundation of Western civilization and American society. 

She believed that marriage “had progressed from polygamy to monogamy, and from 

patriarchal domination to egalitarianism.”44 Despite such progress, she was nonetheless 

deeply concerned with the state of American marriage. The United States, she held, was 

“the most marrying country in the world.” The fact that “ninety percent of Americans 

fall in love and get married at some age between sixteen and sixty” was cause to “swell 

with national pride.” But it “was also the most divorcing country in the world,” with 

more divorces per thousand marriages than Sweden, England, or Canada. By Mudd’s 

reckoning, “more than a thousand divorce decrees [were] granted every single day” in 

the United States.45  

 In “Women’s Conflicting Values” (1946), Mudd connected the “conflicting 

values” at work in the Second World War and “present efforts at peace” to the rise in 

marital discord and divorce. She linked this phenomenon, in turn, to the perennial and 

pervasive nature of conflict in human affairs generally, and to women’s relation to men 

and society in particular. She added that the resolution of these conflicting values “will 

be a major and necessary part of new foundations for marriage and the family.” Mudd 

here outlined some of the profound changes in women’s status in the first half of the 

century. Women had moved from “complete economic helplessness and inevitable 

dependence” – a result of the fact that “women were supported by and therefore 

 
44 Emily Mudd, “Youth and Marriage,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science 194 (1937): 112.  
45 Emily H. Mudd, “Marriage is Our Business: Young People in Love,” Saturday Evening Post, Vol. 230, 
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beholden first to their fathers, then to their husbands or brothers and last to their sons” – 

to suffrage, liberalized divorce, and access to higher education. Yet while “the outward 

and visible signs of women’s place [had] changed permanently, the inward and visible 

grace has not kept even pace.” These changes provoked “many doubts, fears, 

perplexities, [and] resentments” and thus contributed to the problem of “conflicting 

values.” Nevertheless, Mudd was convinced that the “complex and oriented organism” 

of the woman had “well focused needs and goals” that included “goals of physical and 

mental maturity, . . . the chance . . . to reproduce her kind, [and] to participate actively in 

the worthwhile work of the world; in other words to realize in the fullest sense, 

creativity.”  

Mudd’s “creativity” – “agency” in more contemporary discourse – and her 

characterization of women’s creativity as undervalued by society, anticipated later 

feminist critiques. For Mudd, the suppression of creativity generated conflict within 

individual women. “Tossed hither and yon by the pressures of her world, her parents, her 

job, her husband, her children,” such women “project their unresolved conflicts on 

others.” The marriage counselling office “sees discouraging evidence of the practical 

effects [of this] on family life, and so in the community.” Mudd believed that “present 

cultural patterns” left only three roles open to women. “Finding oneself” as a woman 

was a matter of arriving at an "emotionally satisfying orientation to one or a combination 

of the three . . . roles.” The first role satisfied those “who feel that their finest 

contributions can be made through marriage, motherhood and identification with the 

creative activities of their men.” The second satisfied those “who sacrificed marriage” 

and “who almost completely sublimated their instinctive biological drives in creative 

work” (she lists Florence Nightingale and Jane Addams). The third of these roles – and 
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the one Mudd clearly found most worthy of emulation – “satisfies women who have the 

drive to contribute through creative work and yet as earnestly desire wifehood and 

motherhood.” Here Mudd points to Elizabeth Fry and Madame Marie Curie. In contrast 

to these exemplars, however, most “less fortunate or, perhaps less mature [women] fail 

in using their energy and ability satisfactorily.” “This is not the fault but the misfortune 

of those women unable to overcome the obstacles of their environment.” Mudd lamented 

the “reacceptance of prewar attitudes,” and warned that this would increase women’s 

frustration and “aggression” to levels exceeding those of the 1920s and 1930s.  

 Mudd’s embrace of accepted gender stereotypes was counter-balanced by her 

commitment to gender equity and the revision of prevailing sex roles. She encouraged 

women to find satisfaction beyond that experienced through their relation to men, 

marriage, and family, and she referred to a distant, Jungian past as indicative of the 

status of a rediscovered (by modern science) “spirit-bearing quality of womanhood,” a 

“Natural Woman.” “In each and every woman I believe can be found some part of 

divine unrest,” Mudd opined, “some residue, as Jung would have us believe, of the 

collective consciousness of that past in which women were accepted by their world as 

contributors of equal value to the creativity of life.” Mudd’s positive gender essentialism 

sought to mobilize what she saw as the innate qualities of women in the cause of 

harmonious family life, national security, and world peace. In the post-atomic age, she 

argued, it was “obligatory” for human beings to get along with one another “or perish,” 

an enterprise in which women should play a key role. “Naturally associated with young 

life and with those warmer, softer influences that the home represents,” women, Mudd 

proclaimed, must seize the “unparalleled opportunity . . . to represent and emphasize 
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those characteristics which make for . . . cooperation, flexibility, kindliness, generosity, 

[and] a sympathetic understanding of human differences and an acceptance of them.” 46  

Mudd here built a (tenuous) bridge between Jungian psychoanalytic theory and 

the client-centered, humanistic psychology of Carl Rogers, with women as 

intermediaries to the world. She hoped thereby to elevate the status of women through 

the promotion of egalitarian relationships and of rewarding work outside the home. For 

Dowbiggin, Mudd’s activist orientation, as expressed by the AAMC, “illustrates a core 

tenet of therapism: liberation from customary forms of authority, notably in sexual 

matters, that clash with individuals’ search for self-fulfillment.”47 The individualism 

Dowbiggin detects reflected the influence of Rogers’ humanistic psychology, which 

posited the self as the highest authority, especially in such personal matters as sex and 

sexuality. Mudd’s deployment of humanistic psychology derived from her recognition 

that autonomy and self-realization were especially critical for married women, who 

customarily subordinated their own needs to the demands of husbands and families. As 

Dowbiggin observes, marriage counselors increasingly “referred to themselves as 

therapists” during the post-war years. “Rather than teaching people what to do,” 

Dowbiggin continues “they preferred to define themselves as professionals who taught 

people what to feel.”48 Indeed, by the late-1950s, Mudd and the first generation of 

marriage counselors were incorporating Roger’s client-centered approach in their 

practice. But they did not so much try to teach people “what to feel” – a fruitless 

exercise in any case – as attempt to teach people how to think and talk about their 
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emotions as a way of interrupting counterproductive patterns of behavior. In their 

clinical practice, Mudd and her colleagues found that many of their clients’ negative 

feelings arose from sexual maladjustment in marriage, a problem they believed was 

generated primarily by ignorance of sexual matters.  

In the 1930s, Mudd’s MCP was one of two East coast alternatives to Popenoe’s 

California-based AIFR. The other, founded in 1931, was the New York-based Marriage 

Consultation Center (MCC) headed by Drs. Hannah and Abraham Stone. The Stones 

achieved renown as champions of birth control. Working closely with famous birth 

control advocate Margaret Sanger, the Stones sought to liberate contraception from anti-

obscenity laws. By re-framing contraceptives “as conduits to marital and social 

harmony,” as Davis puts it, they hoped to legitimate “devices that historically had been 

associated with prurient motives.”49 The Stones built alliances with the eugenics 

movement – Abraham Stone sat on the AES Board of Directors – and adopted much of 

its rhetoric about population control.50 They saw sex as the ‘meat’ in the marital ‘stew,’ 

and ignorance about human sexuality as a chief source of marital conflict. At the MCC 

and affiliated counselling clinics they offered couples information about contraceptive 

methods, orgasm, “hereditary” potential, and other facets of sexual and reproductive 

health.51 The Stones regularly referred clients to physicians for premarital and post-

marital medical examinations in the hopes of identifying any disability or irregularity 

that might impair a couple’s “sexual capacity and potency.” Physicians, for their part, 

were pushed into the position of dispensing marital advice to couples from two 
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directions. On the one hand, a series of Progressive Era eugenic marriage laws requiring 

the new Wasserman blood test for the diagnosis of syphilis meant that doctors were 

legally mandated to meet with prospective brides and grooms (25 states had passed 

premarital examination laws by 1941).52 On the other, female patients seeking 

contraceptives increasingly pressed physicians for sexual and marital advice as well.53  

In emphasizing the importance of married women’s sexual enjoyment (and 

men’s capacity to fulfill it), the Stones and like-minded physicians and birth control 

advocates made sexual knowledge a prerequisite for marital success. They thus helped to 

consolidate the connection between women’s sexual enjoyment, contraceptive use, and 

marital happiness which would form the foundation of late-twentieth century marriage 

counselling. As Davis has made clear, however, despite conceiving of contraception as 

“an agent of women’s sexual pleasure,” the Stones and others nevertheless “placed 

women’s sexuality in the service of marital accord.” Women were admonished to walk a 

fine line: urged on the one hand to overcome stultifying sexual ignorance and 

unconscious Freudian repression so that they could experience sexual pleasure and 

orgasmic ‘liberation,’ and warned, on the other, against finding sexual pleasure in 

“psychosexually perverse ways.” They were to avoid dependence on the putatively 

juvenile clitoral orgasm and pursue erotic satisfaction strictly through vaginal orgasm, a 

mark of maturity in Freudian terms. The Stones advised physicians to instruct husbands 

in techniques such as digital manipulation only if their wives could not climax during 

so-called normal intercourse. The ideal of the primacy of vaginal orgasm held wide 
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appeal, at least in part because it “promised to anchor women’s erotic fulfillment to the 

marital bed.” The tendency to subordinate women’s sexual pleasure to marital harmony 

continued well past mid-century. One indicator of the reach of the Stones’ influence is 

found in the popularity of their sexual and marital advice guide, A Marriage Manual: A 

Practical Guide-Book to Sex and Marriage (1935), well into the 1950s.54 The expansive 

growth of marital and family counseling during the pre- and postwar period reflected the 

ascendancy of the therapeutic ethos. It became, as Dowbiggin writes, part of a “major 

revolution in the way Americans think about their inner selves and their relations” with 

others.55  

The belief in the centrality of sexual relations to the health and happiness of the 

marital institution was reflected not just in the scientific publications emerging from an 

expanding cohort of professional marriage counsellors; it was also expressed in a more 

popular and encompassing genre of prescriptive literature produced by a wide range of 

self-proclaimed experts - physicians, psychiatrists, social scientists, cultural 

commentators, etc. Historian Peter Laipson observes that in contrast to the emphasis of 

nineteenth-century advice literature on “the virtues of passionlessness,” popular sexual 

discourse following the turn of the century was “strikingly innovative in its affirmation 

of conjugal erotic desire.”56 Twentieth-century marriage and advice books promoted 

sexual expressiveness; they advanced the idea that physical contact increased love 

between spouses. Indeed, after 1900, such manuals increasingly proclaimed that women 

had both the potential and right to experience pleasure in sex, and that it was husbands’ 
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responsibility to provide it.57 By the 1910s marriage and sexuality experts had even 

begun to argue that foreplay was critically important to sexual satisfaction, and sexual 

satisfaction was of critical importance for ‘success’ (happiness) in marriage. The words 

of sex educator Walter Gallichan reveal that as a new modal narrative of marital 

sexuality was well established by the 1920s: “there is no hope for widespread marital 

happiness, till men learn that love is the art of understanding and pleasing women”; “the 

art of marriage,” he wrote in 1922, “is the art of perennial love-making.”58 Sexual 

maladjustment, conversely, was perceived to be the leading cause of divorce. 

 But to what degree were the prescriptions and practices described in popular 

marital and sexual education books representative of actual behaviour? The producers of 

this literature clearly believed they understood sexual identity and behaviour. They were 

confident that they defined and articulated the sex and gender norms and standards by 

which many Americans measured themselves and their behaviour. Historian Jessamyn 

Neuhaus situates this prescriptive literature within a larger discursive process through 

which sexual norms were constructed and maintained and sexual identities “ascribed, 

resisted, or embraced.”59 While it may not be clear how individuals interpreted – if they 

even read – marital sex manuals, Neuhaus argues nonetheless that the genre’s longevity, 

the sheer number of titles, and the sales figures for particular books indicates that this 

literature held a significant place in people’s lives.60 As Ronald Walters insists in his 
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1974 study of prescriptive literature, Primers for Prudery, manuals not only show how 

moralists thought people should behave, they also position sex in the network of cultural 

norms.61 As Laipson has maintained, the new emphasis on the importance of sexual 

intimacy served the interests of women and men both. The discourse on foreplay, in 

particular, authorized the desire of middle-class women for sexual pleasure while 

continuing to conform to prevailing notions of respectability, since such desire was 

latent, and required the skilled hand of husbands to be realized. Yet while it defined men 

as responsible for – and uniquely capable of – igniting wives’ passion, it also held them 

culpable when sexual dissatisfaction threatened marriage. For women, then, the 

possibility of pleasure ultimately came at the cost of sexual autonomy. Men, conjointly, 

gained in authority but at the expense of daunting expectations of sexual performance.62 

Changes to the ‘sexual script’ advanced in marital sex manuals reflected anxieties about 

unstable gender norms and expectations.63 In the 1920s, the new emphasis on conjugal 

bonding and the intimacy it was expected to foster began to be signified by a new term: 

companionate marriage.  

 The phrase was first coined by sociologists attempting to describe the 

transformed social and economic functions of marriage for the white, middle-class 

family. The concept was also a pragmatic response to eugenic concerns about “race 
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suicide.”64 Historians have described this as a shift from the patriarchal and primarily 

procreative institution of the past to one organized around spouses’ equal sexual desires 

and mutual emotional fulfillment. Many have used the phrase to signal marital ideals 

first promoted by radicals in the 1910s and adopted by the middle class in the 1920s. 

Such marriages characteristically emphasized democratic family organization in unions 

that produced fewer children and prioritized mutual emotional and sexual needs.65 As 

historian Rebecca Davis has shown, the conversation about marriage empowered “a new 

class of Progressive ‘experts,’ steeped in secular social science.” The influence of this 

group “eclipsed [that of] religious leaders in public debates about family life and 

community values.”66  

Most Americans likely did not learn about companionate marriage from social 

scientists, however, but from Judge Ben E. Lindsey of Colorado (1869-1943), who first 

used the term in the February, 1927 issue of Redbook Magazine. Lindsey attracted the 

national spotlight initially as an advocate for a new juvenile court system, but soon 

became a spokesman for a variety of youth-oriented reform efforts, disseminating his 

ideas in radio addresses, magazine articles, books, and lectures. Most controversial was 

Lindsey’s espousal of egalitarian marriage, marriage in which women control their 

sexuality and divorce is a relatively simple affair. British philosopher Bertrand Russell, 

then teaching in New York, carried Lindsey’s idea further, arguing that if a man and 

woman chose to live together unmarried without having children it was no one’s 

business but their own, and that it was undesirable for those planning to raise a family to 
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be sexually inexperienced.67 Lindsey and Russell were ostracized, and in the process the 

idea of companionate marriage was marginalized for close to four decades. Critics 

conflated it with the concept of ‘trial marriage’ advanced by British sexologist Havelock 

Ellis in the late nineteenth-century. And Lindsey was excoriated in dozens of newspaper 

and magazine articles in which ministers, social scientists, and other commentators 

charged him with using his stature as a civic leader to foment sexual immorality.68  

Proponents of companionate marriage stressed sexual and emotional 

comradeship as the basis of successful union, championed early marriage, and favoured 

simple, amicable divorce as an option, especially for childless couples. The 

companionate ideal, in the words of historian Christina Simmons, “epitomized 

twentieth-century liberal criticism of sexual repression.”69 Indeed, Lindsey’s 

companionate (or trial) marriage was revived and expanded upon by Margaret Mead in 

the late 1960s as “Two Step Marriage.”70 The focus on sexual intimacy required new 

behaviour from both partners, which may explain why the idea of companionate 

marriage was so profoundly controversial in its early formulations. In late 1927, for 

instance, the “secret” marriage of Aubrey Roselle and Josephine Haldeman-Julius, aged 

twenty and eighteen respectively, became an overnight national media sensation. Still 

too young to support themselves financially, the couple was partnered in a 

“companionate marriage,” which enabled them to engage in a socially-sanctioned sexual 

relationship and which, in principle, meant that they could divorce without alimony 
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within two years as long as no children were involved.71 In 1927 it thus appeared that 

Judge Lindsey’s program for the prevention of ‘bad’ marriages could be realized: “by 

permitting the youth a free, normal, and decent exercise of their sexual cravings, much 

secret and unloving intercourse would be done away with.”72 As Rebecca Davis 

explains, Lindsey believed that the removal of the stigma from sexual pleasure and the 

legalization of birth control “might yet rescue marriage from its declension.”73 While 

unrealized at the time, Lindsey’s vision would endure, in a variety of permutations, for 

the rest of the century. Core elements of the companionate ideal assumed enough 

prominence that “sociologists and practitioners in the new field of ‘marriage 

counselling,’” as Davis writes, “combined earlier social science descriptions of 

companionate marriage with new rationales for expert intervention.”74   

 By the 1940s the principles underlying the idea of companionate marriage were 

in the ascendancy. Americans were learning that the serious business of successful 

marrying and child rearing required a measured approach by thoughtful, well-matched 

individuals. The notion that marriages entered into hastily and driven by the flush of 

passion were unlikely to succeed was balanced with the belief that the fulfillment of the 

sexual and emotional needs of marriage partners was of critical importance, and that 

spouses themselves were the best judges of this. At the same time, the prestige and 

authority of social scientific expertise was also on the rise, reaching its peak in the two 

decades following the Second World War. As the discourse of marriage was revised by 

social scientists, reformers, counsellors, therapists, and even by liberal Christian clergy, 
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public morality was reoriented. “Wholesome sexual relations” were positioned as the 

cornerstone of successful marriage even as the fear mounted those sexual relations could 

not be confined to marriage alone.



 

 

Chapter Three: Margaret Mead And The Anthropology Of Sex 

Anthropology also contributed to the therapeutic revolution by introducing 

Americans to the dizzying variety of social relations, cultural practices, and spiritual 

traditions in the non-Western and non-modern world. Most notably, anthropologist 

Margaret Mead brought the concept of cultural relativism to the masses through a series 

of wildly successful publications detailing strange and wondrous ‘primitive’ cultures. 

Mead’s life and work illustrates something of the seismic shifts transforming twentieth-

century American culture and society. These shifts underwrote the sexual revolutions of 

both the1920s and the 1960s and helped to redraw the contours of American marriage. 

The move from nineteenth-century Spencerian evolutionism to cultural relativism, the 

transition from Victorian notions of character and civilization to the twentieth-century 

emphasis on personality and culture, the professionalization of the social sciences, the 

rise of feminism and ‘the New Woman,’ the emergence of modern media and 

advertising, all were shaped by and reflected in the work of Margaret Mead. Mead 

became a public intellectual at a time when few women achieved this status, and her 

influence spanned much of the ‘American century.’ Her role in the popularization of 

both anthropology and the concept of cultural relativism can hardly be overstated.  

Mead became an intellectual celebrity with the publication of her first book, 

Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), which addressed the question of whether the turbulent 

period of adolescence was an inevitable stage of human development. Thus commenced 

a career that might be read as a kind of barometer of American cultural preoccupations. 

When Americans were unsettled by ‘the New Woman,’ and flappers Mead, who was 

both, went to Samoa to study adolescent sexuality and pronounced the malleability of 

gender roles; when they were unsettled by what the apparently fluid nature of male and 
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female roles meant for marriage and the family, Mead lived in New Guinea and returned 

with data showing the ‘mix and match’ nature of so-called masculine and feminine 

traits; when America entered the Second World War, Mead travelled the country 

studying her own people and exhorted them to promote and preserve what she saw as the 

virtues of the democratic way of life. Chief among those virtues was the American 

commitment to individualism; but while Mead emphasized the importance of individual 

choice in marriage partners, the primacy of the monogamous ideal was implicit in her 

conception of American democratic society.1  

Yet Mead’s research also contributed to a re-conception and re-working of 

American marriage. Mead’s pronouncements about the malleability of gender roles, the 

wide variety of courtship rituals and marriage forms, and especially, about the function 

of sexuality within society, were widely disseminated by the media. Her studies 

suggested that the seemingly natural and universal roles of dominant male protector and 

provider and of subordinate female nurturer and homemaker were perhaps not so natural 

after all. Indeed, the shape and substance of such traits and roles appeared to be social 

constructions fashioned by particular societies in particular places and times rather than 

the natural disposition of a universal humanity. Such insights cemented Mead’s 

reputation as an expert on human sexuality. As a public intellectual helping Americans 

negotiate shifts in relationship patterns generated by modernity and postmodernity, 

Mead provided insight into the vicissitudes of the contentious conversation about 

marriage and the family.2 By the time the US entered the Second World War, Margaret 
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Mead the anthropologist was already a household name. In the postwar years Mead 

would become an inspiration to feminists, countercultural enthusiasts, sexual radicals, 

educators, an expert on marriage and the family, and a role model for successive 

generations of American women. While a 1971 grassroots campaign to draft her as a 

presidential candidate failed to get off the ground, Mead was so embraced by Americans 

– and others – that Time magazine dubbed her “fond grandmother to the global village” 

following her death in 1978.3  

 The 1920s transition in American sexual mores appeared to be driven largely by 

changes in the social and sexual conduct of young women. Contemporary observers 

pointed to the increase in adolescent sexual experimentation and extramarital sex in 

general, the more revealing display of the female body, the popular phenomenon of the 

‘New Woman,’ the advocacy for and availability of birth control, the rapidly increasing 

incidence of divorce, as well as the emergence of a youth and consumer culture that 

railed against prudery, secrecy and censorship.4 Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) – billed 

in the media as “a study of the flapper in the South Seas” and reflecting a new openness 

in talking about sex – struck a chord with Americans preoccupied by the question of 

what was natural and proper conduct for the young women who would become the next 

generation of wives and mothers. In her book and in interviews Mead emphasized the 

role of creativity and intelligence in shaping human behaviour, in contrast to the 

biologically- driven behaviour of other animals.5 She explained that natural and proper 
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behaviour was what society decreed it was, and therefore was open to revision. 

Promoted by the popular press as a “description of Samoan youth’s carefree lives of free 

love under the palm trees,” the book forever linked Mead, anthropology, and the study 

of sex in the public mind.6  

 The scientific study of adolescence – as with sex – was a relatively new area of 

investigation when Mead began her work in Samoa. In contrast to the biological 

determinism of psychologists and educators such as G. Stanley Hall, who described 

adolescence as a period of “storm and stress” generated by the physiological changes 

accompanying puberty, Mead argued that culture played a major role in shaping 

adolescent behaviour. Mead thus contributed to the understanding of adolescence as a 

social process.7 Historian George Stocking argues persuasively that Mead was part of a 

wider revolt against the nineteenth-century concept of ‘civilization.’ What he terms a 

“culture of character” – character being developed by exercising self-control, self-

mastery, and self-sacrifice – was giving way, under Freudian and other influences, to a 

“culture of personality” – or in the American context, individuality, realized through 

self-fulfillment, self-expression, and self-gratification.8 Civilization was long regarded 

as synonymous with human evolutionary progress - a stage linked to racially determined 

attributes of temperament and intelligence.9 With her mentors and contemporaries – 

such intellectuals as Franz Boas, Charles Peirce, John Dewey, and William James – 

Mead argued rather for the centrality of ideas, imagination, and social milieu in shaping 

the social life and individual behaviour that produced civilization.10 “Near the center of 
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the ‘revolt against civilization,’” Stocking observes, “was the ‘sexual revolution.’”11 The 

enormous popularity of Mead’s study of Samoan adolescent sexuality suggests 

something of the interest and anxiety attending this paradigmatic shift. Her last two 

chapters, which she characterized as “speculation about the education of the future,” 

were of particular significance as they applied anthropological insights gleaned in 

Samoa to American culture. As biographer Nancy Lutkehaus maintains, these chapters 

“provided a successful model of cultural commentary and comparative ethnography that 

Mead continue[d] to use in her subsequent books and public speaking engagements for 

the rest of her career.” While Coming of Age in general and its final two chapters in 

particular were enthusiastically received by the mass media, they were far more 

cautiously reviewed by Mead’s academic peers.12 

 Mead’s status as cultural icon, public intellectual, and expert on adolescence and 

sexuality was further established with her next books: Growing up in New Guinea: A 

Comparative Study of Primitive Education (1930), The Changing Culture of an 

American Tribe (1932), and Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1935). 

The first half of the former was devoted to describing the socialization of the children of 

the Manus Islanders of New Guinea, from birth to marriage, while the second half 

discussed the similarities between Manus and American society, especially with regard 

to education.13 Mead depicted the childhood of the Manus as a time of “undisciplined 

freedom.” But the adult Manus Islander, she held, was not a happy individual. 

Comparing these general findings to tendencies she observed in American society, as a 
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NY Times reviewer noted, focused “an illuminating and rather disconcerting light on the 

similarity of Manus civilization and our own.” Disconcerting similarities included the 

emphasis on material goods and commercialism in both societies as well as the parallel 

between the freedom of Manus childhood and putatively progressive educational 

experiments in American schools allowing for greater freedom and less discipline. The 

clear message was that neither permissive child-rearing practices nor consumption 

offered efficacious routes to personal fulfillment. As with Coming of Age, academic 

critics attacked the comparative aspects of Mead’s study, accusing her of “pedagogical 

sermonizing.”14 Nevertheless, the book consolidated Mead’s status as a pioneer in the 

cross-cultural study of education and socialization; she was called upon for insight on 

these topics for the rest of her career.  

In the summer of 1930 Mead turned her gaze inward to the great plains of her 

own country. She accompanied her husband and fellow anthropologist Reo Fortune to 

the Midwest, with a mandate to study the role of Omaha Indian women and cultural 
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change. The book produced from the research Mead conducted among the Omaha 

Indians of Nebraska and published as The Changing Culture of an American Tribe 

(1932), remains one of her least known. Her scientific peers praised the work as “a 

pioneering effort at a new kind of research that focused on the problem of acculturation 

and culture change.” Unlike Coming of Age and Growing up in New Guinea, this book 

did not offer the vision of an escape to an idyllic South Seas paradise, but rather 

recorded “the effects on hapless individuals of a resounding social and economic 

failure.” The story was familiar and depressing: after years of mistreatment by the US 

government “there was,” in Mead’s words, “the dismal sense that the people themselves 

were going backward.”15 Unmoored from their ancestral lands and traditions and herded 

onto reservations, the cultural degradation Mead surveyed resulted from the federal 

government’s long-term program of “civilization” of native Americans implemented 

through the Bureau of Indian Affairs. During the late nineteenth-century, under urging 

from humanitarian reformers who believed they were improving the position of native 

American women, the government played an increasingly active role in the project to 

“civilize” native Americans. The linchpin of that project was the imposition of enforced 

monogamy. Designed to eliminate polygamy and divorce, the policy aimed to establish 

faithful, monogamous households, make yeoman farmers of native men, and push native 

women toward societal norms of modesty and domesticity. It must have been clear to 

her that the Omaha had not benefited from the acculturation program, yet Mead made no 

suggestions for ways to change their condition – unlike the putative “sermonizing” in 

her previous books. She did little to promote The Changing Culture, and it remains 
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unclear why the book was virtually ignored by both Mead and the popular press. In 

Coming of Age and elsewhere Mead applauded the “half a dozen standards of morality” 

ostensibly available to American women, including open marriage and trial marriage, 

and urged “acceptance of a wider range as ‘normal’” for marital arrangements.16 While 

she was always open to “changes that could be made to modify, yet preserve the 

institution,” Mead, like most of her contemporaries, saw stable, happy marriage as the 

cornerstone of a prosperous and stable social order. 

 In Sex and Temperament Mead returned to a subject that fascinated Americans: 

what makes girls different from boys. Is gender difference a matter of nature or nurture? 

Mead here positioned herself among a dissenting minority of scientists who challenged 

the prevailing and persistent notion that gender was biologically determined.17 The book 

presented comparative data from the Arapesh, Mundugumor, and Tchambuli societies 

that demonstrated a remarkable fluidity in male and female behaviour and personality. 

Widely reviewed and well-received by the popular press, Sex and Temperament 

challenged Euro-American ideas of gender socialization. Among the Arapesh, for 

example, both women and men exhibited nurturing behaviour, while among the 

Mundugumor both exhibited aggressive, boastful, non-nurturing behaviour. 

Mundugumor women disliked babies and children. The Tchambuli appeared to behave 

in ways opposite to that of Western men and women: the men liked to preen and dress 

up, paint their faces and adorn themselves; women worked to economically support their 

families while men stayed home with the children.18 Mead later lamented that this was 

 
16 Mead, Coming of Age. Quoted in Louise M. Newman, “Coming of Age, but Not in Samoa: Reflections 

on Margaret Mead’s Legacy for Western Liberal Feminism,” in American Quarterly 48, no. 2 (Jun., 

1996): 241, 266. 
17 Lutkehaus, Margaret Mead, 62; 134. 
18 Ibid., 136-137, 140. 



 

64 

 

the most misunderstood of her books. Many readers thought she was suggesting there 

were no differences between men and women. Yet Mead’s argument against biological 

determinism was explicit: “we may say that many, if not all, of the personality traits 

which we have called masculine or feminine are as lightly linked to sex as are the 

clothing, the manners, and the form of headdress that a society at a given period assigns 

to either sex.”19 This insight had profound implications for the maintenance of rigid, 

even exaggerated, gender roles characteristic of American culture. Mead’s argument 

placed her among a group of prominent intellectuals and social scientists who were 

outspokenly opposed to lingering social Darwinism and to early twentieth-century racial 

science and the eugenics movement. Mead’s work also carried an implicit critique of 

American gender relations; she paved the way for the feminists, sexual radicals, and 

open marriage proponents who would use cross-cultural analysis in their interrogations 

of the sex and gender roles that defined American marriage.  

The application of the findings of cultural anthropologists to their own modern 

societies gained impetus during the war years, when such work was advanced to serve 

political and ideological agendas. At the time of the bombing of Pearl Harbor Margaret 

Mead was middle-aged and widely known for her frequent public appearances at 

conferences, on radio, and in the press. In the pre-war 1930s, as Mead saw it, 

anthropologists properly limited their political and ethical concerns to “the fate of 

primitive peoples, minorities, just or unjust wars, [and] racial or biological determinism 

versus economic determinism.” They offered advice on such issues but did not seek to 
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influence governmental policy.20 During the war years, however, Mead, along with Ruth 

Benedict, Gregory Bateson, and other leading anthropologists, went to Washington to 

mobilize anthropology in the fight against fascism. Mead’s mentor Franz Boas believed 

that “anthropological knowledge, widely shared, could liberate men and their minds 

from prejudice and intolerance.”21 The international crisis made this task urgent, and 

many anthropologists became active “interventionists and practitioners in the lives of 

human communities.”22  

As executive secretary of the National Research Council’s Committee on Food 

Habits, for example, Mead crisscrossed the country observing how communities were 

adapting to food rationing and changing eating habits. This research provided her with 

the material for a book on the United States: And Keep Your Powder Dry: An 

Anthropologist Looks at America (1942).23 Though Mead had been criticized for her 

putatively value free relativism, in this book she clearly promoted America as the 

exemplar of the ‘universal’ positive qualities that she felt fascism was bent on 

destroying. She lauded the democratic principles she saw as underlying the American 

way of life. But she also chastised her compatriots where she felt they had gone – and 

were going – wrong. She exhorted them to defend American principles while at the same 

time learning to see themselves in more thoughtful and critical ways. After the war and 

for the rest of her career, Mead continued her work as social critic and commentator on 

 
20 Virginia Yans-McLaughlin, “Science, Democracy, and Ethics: Mobilizing Culture and Personality for 

World War II,’ in George Stocking, ed., Malinowski, Rivers, Benedict, and Others: Essays on Culture and 

Personality, History of Anthropology Volume 4, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1986), 184. 
21 Yans-McLaughlin, Science, 185.  
22 Ibid., 184. 
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contemporary American society. By the time of her death she had spent more time 

analyzing and writing about American culture than doing fieldwork in remote locations. 

 Mead helped lay the groundwork for public anthropology, a new subfield that 

burgeoned after the Second World War. Broader in scope and more activist in 

orientation than applied anthropology, public anthropology deploys anthropological 

methods in the analysis of government social interventions as well as issues of social 

concern more generally. It aims to make anthropological theory accessible to a wide 

audience: government officials and administrators, experts and professionals, and, 

importantly, the public at large. Mead’s public influence increasingly centered on 

sexuality, marriage, and the family during the postwar years. Mead’s books, of course, 

were pivotal in bringing cultural relativism and anthropological perspectives to the 

masses. Yet as Lutkehaus observes, fewer people read the books than saw her on 

television, perused her articles in popular magazines, or heard her speak on the radio.24 

Americans welcomed new frames of reference as they navigated the challenges of the 

postwar twentieth-century, and Mead’s cultural analysis and comparative 

anthropological insights were widely available in a variety of media forms. 

 As we have seen, the years following the Second World War witnessed an 

explosion of discourse on the ‘woman problem.’ And Margaret Mead was in the thick of 

it. In 1947, a Life magazine feature presented the “American Woman’s Dilemma”; the 

editors observed that a growing number of women were confused and frustrated by the 

conflict between traditional (also known as prewar) ideas about women’s place and the 

increasing involvement of women in activities outside the home. As historian William 
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H. Chafe explains, cultural norms made little or no provision for women who were not 

homemakers: “one of the by-products of the war, it seemed, was a deepening sense of 

bewilderment among many American women over how to define their identity in a 

society that failed to offer adequate alternatives.”25 Chafe notes that overt dissatisfaction 

was largely limited to a narrow segment of the population – middle-class, well-educated 

women. Notwithstanding, any “housewife could skim any magazine on the newsstand 

and find herself ‘castigated, praised, worried over, and analyzed.’” As Mead put it: 

“Choose any set of criteria you like, and the answer is the same: women – and men – are 

confused, uncertain and discontented with the present definition of women’s place in 

America.”26 Public opinion surveys showed that many if not most Americans believed in 

perpetuating the division of labour between the sexes.27 While women had entered the 

labour force in unprecedented numbers during the war – thus enhancing their economic 

opportunities – most viewed this as temporary. The same was assumed about the actual 

change in women’s status: they were expected to return to their ‘domestic spheres’ when 

war was over. Chafe finds support for this conclusion in the fact that though the number 

of women employed outside the home rebounded after initial mass lay-offs from 

(mainly) industrial jobs immediately after the war, and many women were determined to 

remain working, in the postwar years “the most striking feature of women’s employment 

. . . was the number of women who rejoined the labour force, but in sex-segregated and 

sex-typed occupations” that were lower-paying and offered less opportunity for 

advancement. Further support for this conclusion is found in the age distribution and 
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marital status of postwar working women. The greatest percentage of them were in their 

early forties, “and women in their fifties entered the labor force in the same numbers as 

those in their twenties.”28 The greatest share of working women, then, had already 

completed their so-called primary responsibilities – homemaking and childrearing – and 

now sought to improve their family’s disposable income in order to fully participate in 

the joys of consumption.  

In contrast to the post-First World War era, commentators in the late 1940s could 

draw upon much broader and more nuanced conceptual and discursive resources to 

explain the tumults and perplexities of married and sexual life. Spencerian evolutionary 

racialism and the biological determinism it nourished – the human ‘science’ that inspired 

Popenoe and so many others - was now supplanted by the cultural determinism (and 

relativism) advanced by Malinowski and Boas and popularized by Mead. As Stocking 

explains, “‘culture and personality,’ as such, was an historically delimited phenomenon” 

that began to emerge in the decades following the Great War. It was advanced in part by 

young anthropologists such as Mead responding to “the more general ‘revolt against 

civilization’” which itself undermined an already weakened Victorian morality. 

Although “culture and personality” was not without its own stereotyping potential, and 

came under severe fire by the 1950s, Stocking nevertheless finds continuity in the 

adherence to this approach to the mid- twentieth century.29 
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Chapter Four: The Kinsey Reports: Sexology, Culture, And Controversy  

 By mid-century, hope for realization of the American dream, and for the self-

fulfillment of individual Americans, ran high in the nation. As House Beautiful told its 

readers in 1953, “you will have a greater chance to be yourself than any people in the 

history of civilization.”1 The conversation about ‘being yourself,’ furthermore, was more 

open and explicit about the role of sexuality in this process than ever before. In a sense, 

then, change was the order of the day. Yet as cultural historian Thomas Hine has argued, 

the era was simultaneously swept by a strong conservative countercurrent: “Rarely has 

an era strived so hard, in the midst of immense social change, to define the normal and 

the seemingly immutable.” Defining the normal was precisely the task embraced by sex 

researcher Alfred Kinsey, whose voluminous studies, Sexual Behavior in the Human 

Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953) – popularly known as 

The Kinsey Reports – fomented an unprecedented upheaval in American ideas about 

sex. Kinsey’s scientifically documented ‘normal,’ however, diverged markedly from 

conventional notions of normal – and morally defensible – sexual behaviour for a great 

many Americans. The result was a moral and cultural battle pitting one version of 

normal against another that raged for the better part of a decade.   

Kinsey held a mirror up to the private world of Americans, and by detailing the 

disjunction between established (public) morality and individual (private) behavior, 

exposed the hypocrisy of American sexual life. He touched a cultural ‘raw nerve’ in the 

process. Kinsey was a biologist – more precisely a taxonomist – yet the conclusions he 

drew from his data crossed disciplinary boundaries into social science at a time when the 
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American romance with such expertise was coming into full flower. Kinsey’s work 

became the focus of a conversation in which the full range of opinions about marriage 

were expressed. This cultural phenomenon, comprised of clergy, social scientists, 

lawmakers, social commentators, public intellectuals, and media personalities, was 

distinguished not only by heated debate, but by the frequency with which interlocutors 

‘talked past each other’ when it came to sex, marriage and the family.2 The clear 

majority of commentators were committed to a conventional vision of marriage as the 

cornerstone of a prosperous and stable social order, as was Kinsey himself; it was really 

their differing perspectives on the nature of human sexuality – and humanity – which 

made the discussion as fractious as it was. 

 In the 1930s, moralists worried that delayed marriage would result in an increase 

in premarital sex and thus sought to remove impediments to marriage, while elevating 

sexual adjustment and fulfillment as the key to the marriage bond. Restraint for the 

unmarried was still urged in the 1950s, but the perception that sexual activity was 

‘unleashed’ during the war years appeared to expose repression as futile. The emergence 

of “rock and roll” music seemed emblematic of unbridled sexuality; in slang, the phrase 

‘rock and roll’ often referred to sexual intercourse, thus emphasizing what was probably 

the most threatening aspect of youth culture: its association with sexual permissiveness.3 

Worse, repression was potentially crippling to individual prospects for success and self-

realization, a dilemma for a society committed to individual fulfillment. Kinsey’s 

correspondence and the personal sex histories of his subjects were filled with crushing 
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guilt, intense anxiety, fear, frustration, and anguished worry about sex, all of which 

appeared to contribute to, if not actually engender, sexual maladjustment.4 During the 

two years he taught the marriage course at Indiana University, Kinsey lectured that both 

abstinence and delayed marriage were unnatural. Echoing Judge Lindsey, Bertrand 

Russell and others who championed the companionate ideal, he implied that sexual 

experimentation before marriage would ease sexual adjustment within it.5 Although his 

untimely death in 1956 meant that the complete explanation of the importance of sex to 

marriage that he promised would never appear, Kinsey had already concluded (in the 

Male volume) that “sexual maladjustments contributed in perhaps three-quarters of the 

upper level marriages that end in separation or divorce.”6  

Kinsey’s extensive documentation of homosexual experiences, masturbation, 

extramarital sex, and widespread premarital intercourse shocked the nation. May argues 

that the response to Kinsey’s evidence is best understood as a shift from repression to 

containment: “efforts to achieve sexual repression gave way to new strategies for 

containment. Marriage was considered the appropriate container for the unwieldy 

American libido.”7 Yet the prospect of individual adjustment to that container was an 

ongoing struggle, and difficulty adjusting sexually – more widely viewed as a negative 

effect of repression of the sex instincts, particularly for women – was perceived as an 

increasingly worrisome phenomenon. The most basic tenet of Kinsey’s sexual ideology 
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was tolerance: he consistently emphasized the need for “sympathetic acceptance of 

people as they are.”8 His discovery of widespread deviation from accepted sexual 

standards, as with homosexuality (he showed that it was the source of at least one 

orgasm in the lives of thirty-seven percent of adult men), masturbation, and premarital 

intercourse, appeared to prove that attempts to legislate sexual behavior (or repress it) 

were ineffective at best, and damaging at worst.9 If sex was indeed the “heart of the 

matter” when it came to fulfillment, and the ‘glue’ of the successful marriage, then it 

followed that sexual adjustment was a crucial concern. Indeed, many in the field of 

marriage counseling deemed a lack of sexual harmony the most frequent cause of family 

disruption.10 The conversation about marriage in the early twentieth century was often 

implicitly a conversation about sex; Kinsey made this conversation dramatically explicit.  

In a 1954 address to the American Psychiatric Association, Kinsey argued that 

“when there are adequate sexual relationships, marriages become emotionally richer, 

when the sexual relationships do not involve sufficient emotional interchange, then 

marriages are threatened.”11 He devoted three chapters in the Male volume to the effect 

of marriage on sexual life, yet there was much in his findings that seemed inimical to the 

health of the marriage institution. While officially sanctioned morality now emphasized 
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the potential for sexual fulfillment through marriage, Kinsey showed that fewer than half 

of the orgasms achieved by American men were experienced from intercourse with their 

wives. This meant more than half were derived from socially unacceptable or outright 

illegal activities such as masturbation, premarital “petting” or prostitution.12 More 

serious for the future of marriages, perhaps, were the implications of Kinsey’s revision 

of the traditional model of sexual aging. Popular conceptions of male sexuality held that 

sexual decline among males typically began in the forties, when in fact, according to 

Kinsey, gradual male sexual decline began before the twenties. Further, Kinsey’s data 

revealed that the pattern of sexual development for women followed a reverse curve. 

Female sexual responsiveness increased gradually during adolescence, reached its 

maximum level during the early thirties, and remained close to that well into middle age. 

Men (for a variety of reasons) usually married after adolescence and therefore the only 

sexual “outlet” deemed legitimate was generally unavailable until then. Hence the 

trajectory toward women’s sexual “peak” corresponded with male sexual decline. It was 

clear that these differing patterns of sexual development produced an equation decidedly 

unfavourable to traditional marriage.13  

 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female appeared five years after the Male 

volume, and differed in significant ways. Kinsey had refined many of his ideas, and in 

the Female volume placed less stress on the raw fact of orgasm or “outlet” (though he 

was still counting orgasms) or on “factors” – such as social class and age – affecting the 

sexual behavior of women. He also broadened his empirical base. The main evidence 

still came from interviews, but this was supplemented by “recorded” data (sexual 
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calendars, art, correspondence, fiction, etc.) and “observed” data (studies conducted by 

gynecologists, obstetricians, and other clinicians, and direct observation of mammalian 

and human sexual activities and relationships). Also, though the text made no clear 

reference as such, Kinsey’s data included films of a variety of sexual activities.14 The 

central question Kinsey addressed in the Male volume was how sexual behavior – the 

choice and frequency of “outlet” (orgasm) – was influenced by factors such as age, 

social class, and religious persuasion. The main preoccupation of the Female volume, by 

contrast, was with the similarities and differences between men’s and women’s 

sexuality. Kinsey asserted that sexual arousal and climax were physically identical in 

men and women, and he suggested that what differences might exist were unrelated to 

observable anatomical distinctions. He maintained, nonetheless, that “the female is 

generally less responsive than the male,” not because women responded less intensely, 

but because they achieved a far lower frequency of outlet. Kinsey’s findings showed that 

the average male had over 1500 orgasms before marriage while the average female had 

fewer than 250.15 Kinsey thus posed the question: “how is sexual behavior affected by 

the unique factor of gender?”16  

 In Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, Kinsey focused on three topics: the 

role of the penis in sexual arousal for men and women, the relative diffusion of sexual 

response, and the supposed influence of the differing reproductive functions of the two 

sexes on sexual behavior. On the first topic, Kinsey earned the ire of a whole cohort of 

psychoanalysts by rejecting the Freudian distinction between (immature) clitoral 
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sexuality and (mature) vaginal sexuality, and argued instead that the injunction that 

women transfer their response from the clitoris to the vagina was a “biologic 

impossibility.”17 Since the walls of the vagina lacked end organs of touch there was 

nothing to indicate that penile insertion was especially important in female sexual 

satisfaction, and evidence from masturbatory and homosexual practices among women 

appeared to confirm this assertion.18 He also took exception to the arguments of 

Havelock Ellis (and others) that female sexuality was more diffuse, that a larger 

proportion of the female body was involved in sexual arousal. In Kinsey’s view, 

nongenital areas of the body – breasts, mouth, anus, etc. – had not been shown to be any 

more responsive in women than in men. Despite this, he found that male sexuality was 

more genitally focused than that of females; female subjects often criticized men for 

their genital preoccupation, and this characteristic difference was evident in the 

homosexual activities of both sexes. Further, both heterosexual and homosexual females 

preferred a more diffuse eroticism, while male homosexuals emphasized genital 

manipulation.19  

Kinsey implied, then, that sexual difference was ultimately psychological in 

origin.  Significantly, however, he concluded that female sexuality was less susceptible 

to conditioning. Women, that is, were less responsive to psychological influences and 

pressures (with the exception of those arising from religious conviction). This was a 

reversal of the popular wisdom which held that sex for women was a more emotional 

than physical reality. In effect, Kinsey concluded that male sexuality was predominantly 
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mental, while female sexuality was predominantly physical.20 His most important 

evidence came from data related to the role of observation and fantasy in the sexual lives 

of men and women. Men were consistently found to be more susceptible to imaginary 

and visual stimulation. Twice as many men reported being aroused by seeing members 

of the opposite sex, and males were four times more likely to respond to pornography 

and more inclined to fantasize when masturbating. He concluded that men, thus 

stimulated, were more frequently driven to higher rates of outlet. Women, on the other 

hand, were little influenced by social considerations flowing from class pressure, and 

relatively indifferent to visual and imaginary influences. They rarely experienced sexual 

desire before being stimulated physically, a finding Kinsey felt accounted for periods of 

relative abstinence.21 This also appeared to explain why it was usually the male who 

initiated sexual activities. He further concluded that the male’s susceptibility to psychic 

stimuli meant that men were more interested in variety. Finally, Kinsey speculated that 

the differences between male and female sexual psychology may derive from 

fundamental neurological differences, a conjecture based on findings that damage to the 

cortex could reduce an individual’s capacity to respond to psychosexual stimuli. He thus 

posited a distinctly female brain, though he acknowledged that evidence for this 

conclusion was as yet meager.22  

Historian Paul Robinson argues convincingly that Kinsey overlooked the 

possibility that women “had been conditioned to be unconditionable.” Robinson 

maintains that in his dismissal of the influence of psychological and other factors on the 
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sexual behavior of women (he also rejected the importance of hormonal influences), 

Kinsey “gave in too readily to the proposition that the differences he discovered . . . 

were biologically determined.” He gave insufficient weight, that is, to the effect of the 

social and cultural pressures that shaped female sexual psychology. Kinsey’s own data 

on the sexual behaviour of women born before and after 1900 demonstrated that female 

sexual proclivities actually did not remain constant. Women who came of age during 

and after the First World War were twice as likely to have engaged in intercourse while 

single than was the case for women reaching maturity before the war. This generation, in 

fact, registered higher incidence figures for all forms of outlet except homosexuality, 

and also, because it threatened to undermine the Female volume’s central theoretical 

position “that women were sexually less conditionable than men.”23 That theoretical 

position, however, implied that sexual difference stemmed from biologic origins. As 

Robinson points out, it is remarkable that Kinsey, the consistent critic of Western sexual 

values, articulated a theory of male-female sexual differences that “for all its 

sophistication, tended to confirm popular opinion” that such differences were ultimately 

rooted in biology.24 It is significant that not even Kinsey’s most vocal detractors 

challenged him on this matter. Finally, Kinsey’s conclusions on the third major topic 

addressed in the Female volume – differing reproductive functions – support Robinson’s 

argument. Kinsey rejected the notion that ejaculation on the part of males, and 

menstruation on the part of women, had any significant bearing on sexual behavior. 

Ejaculation, he held, was a result of simple anatomical differences rather than 

differences in basic physiology, and women’s sexual desire seemed most intense just 

 
23 Ibid., 114, 103. 
24 Ibid., 114-115. 



 

78 

 

before the onset of menstruation, when she was at her most sterile, a finding that 

appeared to nullify biologic effects of menstruation on sexual desire and thus behavior. 

Yet Kinsey’s determination to show that women were less conditionable than men 

undermined his assertion that sexual differences were little related to biology. He 

argued, therefore, that human sexuality had evolved to the point whereby a radical 

separation of sexual and reproductive functions in the human animal had been effected. 

Critics interpreted this assertion as further evidence of an alleged “materialistic bias” in 

Kinsey’s work.25 

 More than the publication of a scientific study intended for a limited professional 

audience of “physicians, biologists, and social scientists and ‘teachers, social workers, 

personnel officers, law enforcement groups, and others concerned with the direction of 

human behavior,’” publication of the Reports signalled the eruption of a cultural 

phenomenon.26 Sex was an explosive issue. Reflecting both faith in and fear of the 

authority of scientific knowledge, it was not uncommon for commentators to view the 

Reports with the sort of awe provoked by the world-changing force unleashed by the 

atomic bomb explosion. Kinsey editor Donald Porter Geddes wrote that “like atomic 

energy, sex is a force which can be used to destroy society or to improve it.” “Until we 

know more about sex,” Geddes proposed, the world was unlikely to become a peaceful 

place.27 For Geddes, the dissemination of knowledge about sex was a prerequisite for 
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peace in American households and bedrooms. Harvard sociologist Carle Zimmerman, 

for his part, was far from optimistic about the Reports’ potential as a force for good. He 

labelled the Male volume “an attack on the Western family.”28 In a remarkable 

conflation of anxieties about gender relations and the relations of the Cold War 

superpowers, Zimmerman engaged in a kind of moral parallelism; he reasoned that “if 

you cannot control the values about the womb, you also cannot control the values about 

the atomic bomb.”29 Kinsey, he added, was irresponsible even to have published his 

research.30 While it may have been expected that Kinsey’s work would offend the 

sensibilities of conservative Catholics and Protestants, it provoked the ire of the liberal 

clergy as well. Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr accused Kinsey of “moral anarchism” and 

“absurd hedonism.”31 German-Canadian neurologist and psychiatrist Karl Stern, a 

convert to Catholicism, wrote in Commonweal that “if someone attempted to set the 

stage for a dehumanized, de-personalized society, for the great beehive – he would start 

out with something like the Kinsey Report.” Stern believed he detected “a subtle, hidden 

despising of nature” in Kinsey’s studies.32 Reverend Henry Van Dusen, President of 

Union Theological Seminary, lamented that Kinsey was emblematic of the “prevailing 

degradation of American morality approximating the worst decadence of the Roman 

era.”33  

 A detailed examination of the hundreds of magazine and newspaper articles, 

books, or other published reactions – or the plethora of radio and other media responses 
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– to the Reports is impossible here. While many offered praise for Kinsey’s work, 

significant numbers of clergymen, social scientists, psychologists, psychoanalysts, and 

other intellectuals rushed to condemn its methods, findings, conclusions, and social and 

cultural consequences. This negative response can at least partly be attributed to the fact 

that Kinsey read widely across disciplines and incorporated much of what he found 

relevant into his studies. This included earlier sex research, cross-cultural anthropology, 

primatology, and gynecology; he listed thirty-three scholarly disciplines related to his 

research.34 Such eclecticism transgressed the increasingly hard boundaries of modern 

academic research. Nevertheless, data such as Kinsey provided was badly needed in 

many fields, and most all the leading figures in those fields – lawmakers and enforcers, 

doctors, educators, clergymen and psychiatrists – saw the research as essential.35 And 

given the prevalence of sexual maladjustment among those seeking counseling, Kinsey’s 

work was particularly germane in the rapidly growing field of professional marriage 

counseling. The publisher’s hyperbolic billing of the Reports as “an astounding 

revelation” that “ended an era of hush and pretense” contrasted starkly with assessments 

such as the Chicago Tribune’s, which described Kinsey as “a menace to society.” The 

reaction to the Reports revealed a public still ignorant and uncomfortable with the 

subject of sexual matters; yet the sensation their publication elicited itself also revealed 

Americans’ increasing willingness to confront their own sexuality. In this sense it 
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testified to a revolution in sexual behaviour, if not values, among the generation that had 

come of age in the first decades of the twentieth-century.36  

 The books made Kinsey an instant celebrity. The Male volume, in particular, 

received largely favourable reviews in the popular press. The studies became the topic of 

radio discussions, were saluted in the lyrics of popular songs, and became fodder for 

comedy routines.37 Although the original printing was set at ten thousand 

(prepublication interest drove that up to twenty-five thousand), the publisher ordered a 

sixth printing of the Male volume within ten days of the book’s release, making a total 

of 185,000 copies in print.38 Within weeks of the release of the first volume, it seems, 

admirers and critics alike were hard at work publishing responses. One of the first of 

these, American Sexual Behaviour and the Kinsey Report (1948), proclaimed that 

Kinsey had “done for sex what Columbus did for geography.”39 Indiana University 

President Herman Wells, in his autobiography, described the furor that greeted the initial 

publication as “a steady national uproar that continued over a number of years.”40 If the 

enthusiasm – negative and positive – seems incongruent with the assumption that the 

post-war generation was already revolutionary in its attitudes and behaviors, Americans’ 

ambivalence about that revolution is underscored by the comment of Rutgers sociologist 

John W. Riley: “the very fact that the book was written and published,” he declared, “is 
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its basic significance.”41 Riley, speaking at a conference in New York sponsored by the 

American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA) was actually quite approbatory, although 

he did challenge the Report’s generalizability. His critique was mild, however, 

compared to those of two other well-known American intellectuals: psychiatrist and 

psychoanalyst Jule Eisenbud, and Margaret Mead. 

 The experts who gathered for the ASHA conference, which received extensive 

coverage by the New York press, were generally critical of Kinsey’s work.42 Eisenbud 

praised the first Report as “a magnificent job,” but nevertheless accused Kinsey of 

indulging in “unjustifiable, illegitimate manipulation of the data” and “concealed 

evangelical biases.”43 According  to Eisenbud, Kinsey neglected the “total personality” 

of human beings, and erroneously identified normality with the normal curve of 

distribution revealed by statistical analysis. This criticism was echoed by others, 

including Margaret Mead, who saw Kinsey’s statistically derived conclusions as a 

function of his “materialist bias.” Kinsey’s version of “normal” stripped the concept of 

its moral connotations. David Allyn writes that Kinsey’s studies “signalled the final 

triumph of scientific candor over the nineteenth century ‘conspiracy of silence.’”44 

Reactions to the Female volume revived and reinvigorated the allegation of materialist 

bias. Millicent McIntosh, President of Bernard College charged that Kinsey’s 

redefinition of “normal” was tantamount to advocating “a completely new moral code.” 

Since “all boys and girls are pathetically anxious to be ‘normal,’” she argued, the book 
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should not be made available to minors, because they would then attempt to conform to 

Kinsey’s statistically defined “normal.”45 Mead worried that Kinsey’s revelations 

rendered young people “singularly defenceless in just those areas where their desire to 

conform was protected by a lack of knowledge of the extent of non-conformity.”46 

Mead, in effect, was advocating for ignorance, a remarkable proposal from an individual 

who had authored a book “famous for making adolescent and youthful sex healthily 

attractive,” and whose private life and work presented an extraordinary example of non-

conformity.47 In addition to her status as a public intellectual when few women were, the 

iconoclastic Mead was a thrice married and divorced single mother when the Female 

volume was published. Described as a “sexual adventuress” by conservative scholar 

Allan Bloom, Mead was “an exemplar of a modern woman’s sexual experimentation.” 

She advocated free love, engaged in extramarital affairs, and experimented sexually with 

both men and women during her life. Although it was only known to the public 

posthumously, Mead and her mentor Ruth Benedict were lovers during the 1920s, and 

remained intimate until Benedict’s death in 1948.48    

 Nancy Lutkehaus notes that Mead might have been expected to wholeheartedly 

endorse Kinsey’s first book: “his findings would appear to have substantiated the 

flexible nature of sexual identity and the variability in human sexual practices that Mead 

had experienced personally and had scientifically propounded.” Mead, however, was 

highly critical of Kinsey’s research, a sentiment shared by her colleagues Ruth Benedict 

and Geoffrey Gorer. Kinsey was surprised and distraught by the criticisms of the 
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anthropologists. He was well-disposed toward the discipline, believing that its 

practitioners would respect the variety of sexual practices and beliefs he chronicled. 

Cultural relativism, he assumed, would incline anthropologists toward a sympathetic 

view of his evidence that the sexual behaviour of Americans deviated radically from 

what was conventionally held to be normative.49 Indeed, Mead spoke in favor of sexual 

latitude and tolerance in Coming of Age in Samoa: 

Acceptance of a wider range as ‘normal’ provides a cultural atmosphere in which 

frigidity and psychic impotence do not occur and in which a satisfactory sex 

adjustment in marriage can always be established. The acceptance of such an 

attitude . . . would go a long way toward solving many marital impasses.50 

 

Yet Mead joined a chorus of critics (such as Lionel Trilling) who were uncomfortable 

with what they saw as Kinsey’s materialism: his neglect of the psychological and 

emotional dimensions of sex or, in Mead’s words, his handling of sex “as an impersonal, 

meaningless act.”51 She criticized Kinsey for his “mechanistic language of ‘outlets’ and 

‘emissions.” As a sexual libertarian, Mead objected that such an emphasis would 

perpetuate the typically prudish and puritanical attitudes projected in the dominant 

culture: “nowhere have I been able to find a single suggestion that sex is any fun.”52 If 

“there is going to be an outlet anyway,” Mead famously quipped, “the book suggests no 

way of choosing between a woman and a sheep.”  

Kinsey attributed Mead’s reaction “to the fact that Margaret Mead objects 

strenuously to the materialism of masculine sexuality that this book deals with.”53 Here, 
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50 Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for Western 

Civilization (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1928; New York: William Morrow Paperbacks, 

2001), 223. Citations refers to the 2001 edition. 
51 Unattributed author, “SPEAKERS ASSAIL,” The New York Times Mar. 31, 1948, 27. 
52 Lutkehaus, Margaret Mead, 170 
53 Ibid., 170-171. 



 

85 

 

Mead and Kinsey appear to be ‘talking past’ each other. Mead clearly had interests in 

the demystification of sex and an attitude of sexual tolerance analogous to Kinsey’s. 

Both saw a more open sexuality as an antidote to the anguish and anxiety they identified 

with an outmoded puritanism. Both were interested in the preservation and improvement 

of marriage. Historian Regina Morantz observes that, like most of his contemporaries, 

Kinsey “had an attachment to happy, stable marriages.” He hoped his research would 

alleviate the guilt and shame that contributed to sexual maladjustment, and so make 

marriage more satisfying and “successful.”54 Mead, though unapologetically thrice-

divorced, was regarded by mid-century as an expert on male-female relations and 

marriage, a role cultivated in her monthly Redbook columns, in lectures and television 

talk shows, and through her books. A chapter in Male and Female (1949), for instance, 

was entitled “Can Marriage Be for Life?” Although it was obvious Mead doubted that it 

could – she argued that divorce did not signify failure but simply that one or both 

partners had outgrown their relationship – Nancy Lutkehaus observes that Mead was 

“always thinking innovatively about changes that could be made to modify, yet preserve, 

the institution.”55 Paradoxically, Mead’s life paralleled the gap between public morality 

and private behaviour that Kinsey’s data showed many Americans straddling. While 

outwardly conforming largely to convention, Mead’s sexual experimentation seemed to 

trouble her little personally, but remained hidden from the public.  

 Initial reactions to the Female volume differed little from those to the Male 

volume. Many people bought the book, though few read it thoroughly; every leading 

national magazine featured illustrated accounts and most of the nation’s newspapers 
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carried the story under banner headlines.56 Predictably, the book was compared to the 

hydrogen bomb, the first of which was detonated on November 1, 1952.57 “Never before 

in the history of publishing,” wrote Donald Geddes, “has a book received so good a 

press, or so bad a one.”58 The Female volume sold even faster than the Male volume. It 

was in its sixth printing – 185,000 copies – within ten days. Within two years it had sold 

as many books as the Male volume did in six: more than 250,000 copies.59A second 

wave of publicity followed initial news of the publication, roughly a month later, and 

these more thorough reviews in turn prompted further responses. Most of the magazines 

gave favourable reports, and a Gallup poll found the general public thought it “a good 

thing” that the information was available by a ratio of three to one (compared with five 

to one for the Male volume). Gallup reported that even a majority of women approved. 

As Kinsey biographer Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy has commented, however, this 

early serious treatment and generally favourable response was “gradually overwhelmed 

by violent eruptions of public and then press disapproval and disgust.” Hardy writes that 

the American public could (barely) tolerate Kinsey’s “terrible language about the 

appalling activities of men; about American womanhood they could take neither the 

language nor the activities.”60 Kinsey’s data refuted the prevailing double standard of 

sexual morality, showing that American (white) women were nearly as sexually active 

before and outside of marriage as men. The data was received as if Kinsey himself was 

attacking and degrading American womanhood. Representatives of the nation’s 
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churches were especially incensed.61 Niebuhr defended the double standard as beneficial 

to women.62 Protestant preacher Billy Graham wrote “it is impossible to estimate the 

damage this book will do to the already deteriorating morals of America,” Dr. John 

Wimbish, of the Calvary Baptist church in New York likened Kinsey to a “deranged 

Nebuchadnezzar” who was leading women “out into the fields to mingle with the cattle 

and become one with the beasts of the jungle.” The Indiana Provincial Council of 

Catholic Women (representing 150,000 Catholic women) wrote a horrified letter to 

Indiana University president Herman Wells expressing its repugnance (even as its 

authors admitted not having read the book). The Council’s revulsion centered on 

Kinsey’s conclusions about premarital sex: “that the chance for happiness in marriage 

may be in direct proportion to the amount of sexual experience they have as teenagers.” 

Many other individuals and groups wrote to Wells in a similar vein.63 

 The scientific and research community criticized the Female volume more 

harshly than it had the Male Report, and in tones echoing those of the popular press.64 At 

its 1954 conference the American Medical Association resolved that Kinsey was to 

blame for “a wave of sex hysteria.”65 Margaret Mead’s critique, and Kinsey’s 

disappointment in it, is noted above; more “wounding,” according to Gathorne-Hardy, 

was the attack mounted by well-known psychiatrist Karl Menninger. Menninger, who 

had defended the Male volume as “one of the great scientific documents of the century,” 
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now took up the psychoanalytic ‘case’ against Kinsey, accusing him of neglecting the 

psychodynamics of sex and of failing to place sex within a developmental framework.  

Here again Kinsey (and his supporters) and his critics appeared to misread and 

‘talk past’ each other. The overarching complaint – at least implicitly – held that Kinsey 

was guilty of what English philosopher G. E. Moore had defined in 1903 as the 

“naturalistic fallacy”: “science based or rationalized ethical systems . . . represented 

attempts to derive the foundations of ethics and personal feelings of obligation from 

ethically neutral claims.”66 Moore and his contemporaries struggled to establish an 

‘evolutionary ethics,’ an enterprise dating back to David Hume’s reflections on morality 

in the eighteenth century. Hume questioned whether “a moral claim – an ‘ought,’ might 

be derived from a factual one – an ‘is.’”67 Kinsey’s critics invoked the “naturalistic 

fallacy” when they “accused Kinsey of maintaining that what is ought to be.” For his 

part, Kinsey maintained that “our conceptions of right and wrong, normal and abnormal, 

are seriously challenged” by data that revealed what people actually do sexually. Moral 

and legal codes, in this view, should align with reality rather than deny it through legal 

interdiction or social sanction.68 Critical commentators, on the other hand, argued from 

the position that social and legal codes derived from and promoted what ought to be, and 

thus functioned as both a deterrent and an incentive that influenced people to engage in 

ethical sexual behaviour.  
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The apparent dichotomy of tradition-bound moralists railing against Kinsey’s 

amoral science is a false one. Traditionalists frequently drew on science, particularly 

social science, and thus mixed science and ethics in their arguments. And Kinsey was 

hardly a nihilist or revolutionary, though his conclusions often took the tone of a moral 

crusade against the Victorian repression that, in his view, undermined traditional, 

monogamous marriage. Though he wished his books would make the world a better 

place, Kinsey’s “vision required no fundamental social or economic changes.”69 Indeed, 

his data, as historian Regina Morantz observes, suggested that sexual liberation had not 

destroyed cherished social institutions, a conclusion that “should have reassured his 

detractors, had they been composed enough to pay careful attention.”70 They frequently 

were not. Liberal Episcopalian minister W. Norman Pittenger complained in 1954 that 

“Dr. Kinsey is not a philosopher nor a moralist; he claims to be a ‘objective’ scientist, 

whatever that means.”71 Pittenger surely underestimated Kinsey (and overestimated 

himself) when he accused him of being unable to distinguish “between the idea of a 

norm as a simple report of what people do, and the idea of norm as what people ought to 

do.”72  

Lionel Trilling believed Kinsey’s work represented a cultural watershed because 

the public’s response to what was in fact a scientific treatise suggested that scientific 

authority had supplanted “religion, social philosophy, and literature” to become “the 

only one of our institutions which has the authority to speak decisively on the matter [of 
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morality].”73 Though in part a critique of modernist culture more generally, Trilling also 

mounted a direct challenge that echoed the objections of many of those who decried 

Kinsey’s “moral and social agenda.” Trilling disputed Kinsey’s “insistent claims” for the 

“strictly scientific nature” of his work. “Its pledge of indifference to all questions of 

morality,” as Trilling saw it, was belied by the fact “that it patently intends a moral 

effect.”74 Henry Van Dusen, President of the Union Theological Seminary, was 

disturbed less by Kinsey’s research than by its reception. He deplored “the absence of a 

spontaneous ethical revulsion from the premises of the study, and inability on the part of 

its readers to put their fingers on the falsity of these premises.” Among the “readers,” 

Van Dusen specifically called out the Rockefeller Foundation (of which he was a 

member) for its sponsorship of Kinsey’s work.75 The Rockefeller Foundation began 

reassessing its support late in 1953. By this time the Female volume had provoked a 

strident political reaction; there were efforts to suppress its publication; and Kinsey was 

accused of communism.76 Congressional representative Louis Heller of Brooklyn, while 

admitting that he had not read the study, called on the Postmaster General to block all 

shipments of the book and lambasted Kinsey for “hurling the insult of the century 

against our wives, mothers, daughters, and sisters.” He called for a Congressional 

investigation of Kinsey’s Institute.77 As political pressure from Congressional 

conservatives mounted, the Foundation choked off virtually all funding for the 

Institute’s research in February, 1954. The fundamental reason the Rockefeller 
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Foundation withdrew Kinsey’s support, by all accounts, was “because it didn’t like to be 

associated with what he was researching – sex.” 78 

Kinsey’s conclusions do not seem especially shocking today. A healthy sex life 

meant a happier marriage. But few wanted to acknowledge there was more 

homosexuality and extramarital sex among both men and women than anyone was 

comfortable with, or that premarital sexual experience tended to produce better sexual 

adjustment once married. The attacks on Kinsey were often vicious and infused with 

outrage and indignation. One suspects that much of this reaction flowed less from shock 

at the sexual behavior he reported than from his unwillingness to condemn it. Most 

broadly, the Kinsey Reports provided a touchstone for reflecting on the nature and state 

of American society and culture in the postwar era; and the data the Reports presented 

allowed “critics, experts, and casual readers [to] address the sexual and social changes 

around them.”79 Critics debated Kinsey’s motives, criticized his data, and lamented the 

studies’ potential impact, but all of this had less to do with the Reports themselves, than 

with underlying concerns about the shifting meaning and place of sexuality in American 

society.  

 The American conversation about marriage had always been implicitly a 

conversation about sex; but in public and in print the topic was still taboo at mid-

century. Indeed, awareness of the sensitivity of Kinsey’s findings led Indiana University 

president Herman Wells to urge Kinsey to delay publication of the Male volume until 

the Indiana legislature completed its session. Kinsey complied. Even Kinsey’s choice of 

a publisher was influenced by Wells’ desire to avoid controversy. A medical publisher – 
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W. B. Saunders of Philadelphia – was thought to be the safest option.80 A 1953 study of 

magazine coverage of the Female volume concluded that it had already forced a 

reorientation of attitudes toward sexual matters among journalists, a conclusion with 

which Time magazine concurred. "No single event," Time opined in 1953, "did more for 

open discussion of sex than the Kinsey Report, which got such matters as 

homosexuality, masturbation, coitus and orgasm into most papers and family 

magazines.”81 Marriage counselling pioneer Abraham Stone corroborated the point: 

“already some people are talking more freely, with less fear and anxiety and with less 

feelings of guilt and shame about their sexual experiences. They feel freer to come for 

counsel, and feel less inhibited.”82A study of the Reader’s Guide to Periodical 

Literature establishes that articles on ‘sex behavior’ and ‘sex relations’ increased by 

ninety-nine percent between 1948 and 1975 in comparison to the period between 1922 

and 1947.83  

 Studies undertaken in the wake of the Male volume suggested that Kinsey’s 

work dispelled ignorance and contributed to the liberalization of attitudes, particularly 

among the young. Leo Crespi’s 1948 survey of 246 Princeton males who had read 

sections of the Male report found that Kinsey’s hope for reducing sexual guilt and shame 

and for improving sexual adjustment in marriage was not misplaced. Thirty-three 

percent of the Princeton men felt that the Report contributed to a reduction of guilt 

feelings and to better sexual adjustment; twenty-seven percent praised the Report for its 
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educational value; and fully sixty-five percent believed that “unlimited sex education” 

was essential to successful marriage.84 Crespi’s findings were echoed by those of Jessie 

Bernard, who surveyed 466 male and female sociology students in 1948. Bernard found 

that within ten months of its publication, seventy-five to eighty percent of her students 

were aware of the report, and that sixty percent had read reviews or discussions of it. But 

only twenty percent, in Bernard’s estimation, had “a correct grasp of the specific 

findings of the report.” In contrast to the Princeton men, a majority of Bernard’s subjects 

did not feel their attitudes or behaviour had been affected at all (approximately seventy-

five percent).85 Whatever else, it is clear that Americans saw Kinsey’s reports as an 

unprecedented compilation of information about sexual matters, one that departed from 

the moralism and advice-giving. However reliable or unreliable his conclusions, 

Kinsey’s tabular and taxonomic presentation of data was far more open to individual 

assessment and interpretation than the information heretofore available in marital sex 

and advice manuals.86 In the words of noted gynecologist and sex researcher Robert 

Latou Dickinson, who wrote to Kinsey in early 1948, “in sex education and marriage 

counsel [sic] and v.d. and prostitution attacks . . . we would, in America, hereafter, speak 

of the Pre-Kinsey and the Post-Kinsey eras.”87 
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 Historian Regina Morantz writes that Kinsey’s project “opened the door to a new 

and controversial era in sex research.” There is little debate that Kinsey’s research was 

profoundly controversial; it departed from previous studies of sex in aim and in 

approach. Kinsey focused narrowly on the sexual behavior of American women and 

men, concerning himself only tangentially with cultural and social context or influences. 

This was the ‘materialism’ for which he was criticized. He framed his work as an 

antidote to ‘ignorance’ about sex on the one hand, and to ‘moralizing’ about sex on the 

other. The latter, he believed, played a crucial part in producing and perpetuating the 

former. As Kinsey saw it, those concerned with “such matters as sexual adjustments in 

marriage, the sexual guidance of children, the premarital sexual activities which are in 

conflict with the mores . . . and [those] who are interested in the social control of 

behavior through religion, custom, and the forces of the law” were badly in need of 

reliable data “divorced from questions of moral value and social customs.”88  

Kinsey was well aware that sex research and sexual education had originated in 

the social-sexual hygiene movement – itself a child of the nineteenth-century social 

purity movement – and concerned itself primarily with mitigating the twin scourges of 

prostitution and venereal disease and solving the ‘problem’ of premarital sex. John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr.’s interest in such matters began with the uproar over the “white slave 

trade” early in the twentieth century. He founded the Bureau of Social Hygiene in 1911 

to study sex – particularly women’s sexuality – “scientifically.” In 1921, scientists and 

social reformers attending a two-day conference organized under the auspices of the 

National Research Council (NRC) lamented the “enshrouding of sex relations in a fog of 
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mystery, reticence, and shame.” The conference resulted in the formation of the 

Committee for Research on Problems of Sex, which produced a number of studies 

during the next two decades, most of which financed sex research into rats and other 

animals.89  

Kinsey was familiar with the seminal American and European studies on sex that 

preceded his work.90 These typically approached the topic either from the angle of 

pathology (as with Krafft-Ebbing’s 1886 Psychopathia Sexualis or Magnus Hirschfeld’s 

1922 study on homosexuality), or of marital health. Early research was dominated by 

physicians, who sometimes used data gained from their practices. But these studies 

“were usually interpreted in terms of traditional views, and supplemented by historical 

materials or reports of anthropologists to increase their authenticity.” Here as elsewhere, 

sex itself was secondary to other interests. It is no surprise, then, that the sex education 

programs informed by such research (often conducted under the auspices of the 

American Social Hygiene Association) emphasized the dangers of sex.91 The depiction 

of sexual danger became even more dramatic during wartime. In 1944, for instance, high 

school students learned that “sex is just as difficult to handle as any airplane . . . it is no 
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wonder then that there are so many crashes in the field of sex. When a plane crashes, a 

person . . . may carry injury that will last his lifetime.” Unsurprisingly, the lesson linked 

intimacy to venereal disease: “the answer is to avoid intimate contact with all persons 

except in marriage. This is the only sure way of avoiding these diseases.” Why marital 

sex was safe was never explained.92 Nevertheless, marital manuals, sex guides, and 

marriage counsellors were virtually unanimous in preaching the virtues of premarital 

chastity. May is undoubtedly correct in her observation that “one of the most persistent 

social values to remain intact from the nineteenth to the twentieth century was the taboo 

against premarital sex.”93 The taboo was firmly in place when Kinsey’s studies 

appeared. Even in the late 1950s, when marriage counselling seemed to have 

transcended its eugenic origins by embracing the nascent field of humanistic 

psychology, counselors were loath to challenge the conventions of sex and gender that 

underpinned traditional marriage.94  

 Notwithstanding such persistent conservatism, Kinsey’s work did indeed open 

the door to a new era of sex research. He was determined to make the study of sex more 

about science than pathology or morality. He largely succeeded, moving the field away 

from the medical focus on disease and abnormality as well as the moralistic emphasis on 

virtue, purity, and convention.95 In the process he forced the medical, psychiatric, and 
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psychoanalytic establishment to reassess its own views and approaches while 

challenging American legal, religious, and social institutions to do the same.96 His data 

became a source of information on human sexuality for researchers around the world, 

and his work set standards for sex research that shaped the way subsequent studies 

would be designed and conducted. 

 The most immediate impact of Kinsey’s research was on the fast-growing field 

of marriage counseling. Indeed, Kinsey himself was motivated to undertake his study by 

the students – especially couples contemplating marriage – who came to him with 

questions about sexual problems. When he began the research into human sexual 

behavior that would inform his marriage course at Indiana University, he was appalled at 

the lack of factual information “that was not biased by moral, philosophic, or social 

interpretations.” These “old works on sex obscured understanding.”97 Such literature 

ostensibly promoted marital congeniality and understanding, but advocated rigid male 

and female sexual roles that created “an ideal of sexual activity [that was] extremely 

difficult to attain.”98 Chiefly, this meant a reciprocity of attitude and technique in pursuit 

of mutual orgasm that relied on, and reinforced, differences viewed as essentially male 

or female. In A Sex Guide to Happy Marriage (1956), for instance, the author explains 

that “it is by reason of the preliminary adjustment by both partners (restraint in the man, 

complete willingness and desire in the woman) that this mutual climax is reached, in 
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which the secret of sexual happiness lies."99 Kinsey condemned the content of such ever-

popular marriage manuals: “it now appears, that the very techniques suggested in 

marriage manuals, both ancient and modern, have given rise to some of the differences 

that we have thought were inherent in females and males.”100   

Although marriage counselors expressed ambivalence about the practical 

applicability of some of Kinsey’s data and conclusions, in at least one important regard – 

the disturbingly common problem of sexual adjustment in marriage – they welcomed 

Kinsey’s research. As Morantz observes, “marriage counselors and sex therapists hailed 

the reports’ role in alleviating guilt and promoting understanding between the sexes.” 

Dr. Lena Levine, director of the Margaret Sanger Research Bureau, recalled that in the 

early period of marriage counseling “we had no authorities to turn to. No reference 

books to give the women.”101 Birth control pioneer Dr. Abraham Stone, a prolific author 

of marital and sex advice literature, wrote that the first Kinsey report was of 

“inestimable value to the field of marriage counseling.” The information it contained 

provided “a new perspective on sex behavior and sex practices” that was of “immediate 

interest to the counselor.” Stone was especially optimistic about its impact on 

counselors’ thinking and attitudes. The report would “make them more tolerant and 

understanding of the varieties of human sex behavior.” Kinsey’s discovery that three-

quarters of men reached “orgasm . . . within two minutes” of penetration was alone, in 

Stone’s estimation, of immense significance. It shed light on “one of the most frequent 

difficulties in sexual adjustment: the inability of the woman to achieve a satisfactory 
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orgasm during sexual intercourse.” He took issue, however, with Kinsey’s contention 

that marital manuals erred in attributing wives’ orgasmic failure to their husband’s 

“insufficient knowledge of technique.” Though he conceded that the problem was “still 

not clearly understood,” he nevertheless remained convinced of the value of “instruction 

in sex technique . . . [for] a more mutually satisfying sexual relation in marriage.” Stone 

was committed to traditional family values: “The family is the basic unit of society. The 

sounder the family, the stronger the social body.”102 Kinsey, too, was committed to 

harmonious, stable marriage, a commitment reflected particularly in his long-standing 

relationship with the American Association of Marriage Counselors (AAMC). Kinsey, 

an associate member for many years, worked closely with the AAMC, and was made an 

affiliate in 1952. Kinsey’s close relationship with the AAMC was such that he withheld 

his data on pregnancy, contraception, and abortion because the organization persuaded 

him to devote an entire volume to these topics.103 Abraham Stone found Kinsey’s data 

on “the high incidence of extra-marital relations” disturbing. Armed with such 

information, however, Stone believed that marriage counselors could improve sexual 

adjustment in marriage and so strengthen the American family.104  

 Influential psychotherapist and sexologist Albert Ellis was similarly enthused 

about the potential for the application of Kinsey’s data to “substantially reduce sexual 

incompatibility in marriage.” Ellis concurred with Kinsey’s criticism of the prescriptive 

literature on sexual health and practice. For fifty years, he proclaimed, “the vast majority 

of the sexual manuals have not only been wrong, but perniciously so.” Ellis pointed 
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particularly to the prevailing wisdom that the most satisfying (and therefore ‘successful’) 

marital sex was intravaginal intercourse resulting in mutual orgasm. The few books and 

articles, including his own, that dissented from the orthodoxy of the “so-called vaginal 

orgasm or mutual orgasm,” he complained, “have gone virtually unheeded.”105 Marriage 

counseling pioneer Emily Mudd offered a more measured response to the Kinsey 

Reports. A contributing editor to the Female volume, Mudd was one of the few people 

who Kinsey allowed, as Hardy put it, to “tone him down.”106 At one point, for example, 

Mudd asked Kinsey if he “needed to use ‘human animal’ so often?” “Could you use 

human or human being,” she continued? “Although technically you are of course 

correct, many negative emotional responses will be stirred up I think unnecessarily.” 

Kinsey did not acquiesce on this particular point, a demurral which seems portentous 

given Mudd’s later complaint that Kinsey had failed “to correlate his reports of sexual 

activity with other aspects of living in the subjects he studied.” “The two reports . . . add 

little,” she quipped, “to our knowledge of ‘this thing called love.’” Mudd took up the 

familiar refrain that the dissemination of the Reports produced a “traumatic aspect” that 

was the cultural equivalent of “the dropping of the atomic bomb.” “Time [was] needed,” 

she predicted, “for the assimilation of this material and the thoughts and feelings it 

invokes.” Significantly, however, Mudd found the Reports useful enough to use as a 

basis for discussion in her “Family Attitudes and Sexual Behaviour” course at the 

University of Pennsylvania.107 She welcomed, in particular, the data that corroborated 

her belief that women were “remarkably like men in their sexual drive.” Such 
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information, she insisted, would be best transmitted by trained professionals who would 

lead group discussions “without missionary implications in their relationship to the 

group.” Despite her misgivings, then, and in the spirit of the new humanistic psychology 

that had begun to permeate marriage counseling, Mudd was optimistic that the 

information provided by the Reports would help counselors “help people to explore 

what is sound and real and constructive for them.”108  

 Kinsey’s work not only helped to transform the field of marital counselling, it 

also offered a basis for reform of sexual penal codes. In the 1950s the American Law 

Institute (ALI), with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, began developing a 

model penal code (MPC) to assist (primarily) state legislatures in updating and 

standardizing US penal law. Kinsey’s work was a decisive influence in the formulation 

of the ALI’s 1955 Model Penal Code (issued in 1960). Kinsey biographer Hardy 

describes the MPC as “virtually a Kinsey document.”109 Historian David Allyn shows 

how the ALI shaped the MPC “in accordance with Kinsey’s scientific discoveries.” “By 

privatizing most moral questions,” Allyn explains, the Code recommended the 

decriminalization of “all ‘private’ sexual activity between consenting adults,” even 

among small groups or in ‘public’ spaces such as parked cars because the relationship 

between individuals was ‘private.’110 The ALI wrestled with the difference between 

public and private sexual expression, and was forced to draw elaborate distinctions 

between the two in its efforts to deregulate only the private sphere. The Institute drew 

extensively on Sexual Behavior in the Human Male for this effort.  
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In Allyn’s interpretive framework, the dominant moral economy of the first half 

of the twentieth-century was “mercantilist.” The state, that is, “actively encouraged 

certain forms of sexual exchange and discouraged others.”111 All forms of sex except 

heterosexual intercourse in the context of monogamous marriage were prohibited by the 

state until well past mid-century.112 Allyn argues that Kinsey’s work undermined this 

moral economy in two ways. First, exposing the gap between official morality and actual 

practice illuminated the opposition “between science and sexual morality, between 

realism and idealism.” Second, the Male volume neglected public sexual expression 

entirely, giving an impression that “sexual behavior only occurred in the privacy of the 

home.” In the nineteenth-century, the regulation of sexuality in the United States was 

governed by the concept of “public morals.” Monogamy represented the dividing line 

between moral and immoral sex. For Kinsey, the equation of monogamy with morality 

was ineffective and hypocritical. Indeed, many of the assumptions underpinning public 

morality with respect to sex were simply false in Kinsey’s view. Even Life magazine 

noted “the wide gap between moral standards based on America’s Puritan tradition and 

the actual behavior of Americans.” Accordingly, the postwar period saw the gradual 

abandonment of the public morality framework both by the state and by the mainstream 

of media, academic, medical, and even religious arbiters of American values.113  

While Allyn lists other important factors influencing the “privatization of 

morality” and the shift to a “deregulated” moral market – the failure of public regulatory 
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programs such as prohibition and the rise of “situational ethics” among them – it is clear 

that the Kinsey data had a significant impact. Kinsey’s voluminous chronicling of 

officially illicit sexual behavior persuaded even the psychiatric establishment that “some 

laws should be revised and perhaps some entirely abandoned.”114 States were slow to 

embrace the “deregulated economy” of privatized sexual morality emerging in the 

second half of the twentieth-century. As late as 1994, for example, “sodomy” was still 

illegal in twenty-two states.115 Kinsey’s data, if not his conclusions and 

recommendations, played a significant role in a “cultural and intellectual revolution” 

even if that revolution “was archetypically American: its purpose was to keep basic 

institutions the same, especially at a time when, in the aftermath of world war, they 

might have been fundamentally altered.”116 And this was undoubtedly true for the 

institution of marriage in America: it was much modified by mid-century, but its 

underlying value structure was relatively unchanged. Strictly delineated sex and gender 

roles and the monogamous ideal persisted despite Kinsey’s exposure of these traditions 

as far more unstable than most Americans imagined. 

 The ideal sexual order implied by Kinsey’s conclusions was predicated on a 

revised moral code that would de-politicize sexuality. Kinsey’s correlation of sexual 

permissiveness with happier marriages meant, de facto, a retreat into privatism. Yet 

Kinsey was no social revolutionary. While he challenged the sexual mores he saw as 

outmoded, and advocated a more open and tolerant attitude with regard to the wide 

spectrum of human sexuality, he did not question the sexual/social value structure as a 
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whole. He did challenge the assumption that extramarital intercourse always undermined 

marital stability, yet he remained committed to the concept of happy and stable 

marriages.117 Three chapters in the Male volume dealt with the effect of marriage on 

sexual life, and among the criteria Kinsey established for the interviewers he employed 

to conduct his research was that they be happily married.118 Morantz writes that Kinsey 

“expected his research to ease the majority of Americans into a permanent monogamy so 

satisfying that social stability would be guaranteed.”119  

 Given Kinsey’s relativist approach to all sexual behavior, his challenge to the 

received wisdom underlying the sexual status quo, and particularly his questioning of the 

assumption that extramarital sex always undermined marital stability, one might expect 

him to have gathered data on mate-swapping or “swinging,” group sex, or other 

alternative sexual behaviors of married couples.120 He did not, despite his assertion that 

for “some individuals . . . sexual adjustment in marriage has undoubtedly been helped by 

extra-marital experience.”121 Neither did he investigate orgasms resulting from 

unconventional sexual activities such as pornography, fetishism, adult exhibitionism and 

voyeurism, sado-masochism, nor public, gay male sex (despite his extensive knowledge 

of and interest in gay male culture).122 Scholars concur that these omissions did not stem 

from a lack of interest on Kinsey’s part – he planned to compile a volume on sex 
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offenders, for example – but resulted rather from his belief that such practices were 

“statistically insignificant.”123  

Kinsey’s statistics made a powerful argument for sexual liberation, and scholars 

have generally surmised that the statistical power of the Reports contributed to the more 

tolerant social climate that facilitated the reform of laws against homosexuality in the 

US, Canada, and Britain during the 1950s and 60s.124 Historian John D’Emilio 

complicates this assessment, however. D’Emilio acknowledges that Kinsey’s evidence 

“forced a repudiation of physical stereotyping,” and encouraged a revision of existing 

norms by providing, in the long run, information that became an important element in 

the rationale for legal reform. Yet Kinsey’s work had a more complicated effect on 

attitudes toward homosexuals. The Kinsey Reports suggested on the one hand that 

homosexual behavior was so common that it did not warrant punishing, but at the same 

time, increased public awareness of the high incidence of homosexuality served to 

“magnify suddenly the proportions of the danger.” That said, Kinsey’s revelations 

certainly brought the reality of homosexual behavior into the arena of open discussion in 

new ways and to an unprecedented degree.125 Much the same might be said about the 

relevance of the cultural phenomenon Kinsey helped to produce for ideas about open or 

alternative marriage. Tolerance in sexual matters was a necessary precondition for 

alternative arrangements of the marital institution. Kinsey’s scrupulously impartial 

reporting on the high incidence of extramarital sex among men and women, the fluid and 
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diverse nature of sexuality, and the similarity of male and female sexual response, 

assuredly contributed to the more sexually tolerant milieu of the 1960s.126 
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Chapter Five: Sexual Revolution 

The ‘sexual revolution’ is generally understood to have occurred in the 1960s, 

and is associated with a surge in sexual activity among the unmarried, the introduction 

of the birth control pill, the coming of age of the baby boomers, and such well-

publicized phenomena as coed dormitories, ‘free love,’ and ‘sex, drugs, and rock n roll.’ 

In this rendition, fifties rockabilly, Playboy magazine (1953), and provocative literary 

fare such as Lolita (1955) and Peyton Place (1957), prepared the way for an eruption of 

permissiveness and unbridled sexual expression. Some scholars have challenged this 

narrative, however, often citing Kinsey’s conclusion that a revolution in sexual behavior 

was actually well underway by mid-century. The expression “sexual revolution” is itself 

problematic. First coined by German psychoanalyst and sex researcher Wilhelm Reich, a 

leading figure in the sex reform movement that swept Germany in the 1920s, the term 

has come to mean different things to different people.1 “Revolution” is a slippery word. 

It may refer to a cycle, a return to a starting point, a deliberate attack on the status quo, 

or a sudden, perhaps unexpected, period of social transformation.  

It is in its final sense that the definition is generally taken to pertain to the sexual 

revolution in the sixties. Subterranean shifts in sexual behavior in the 1950s – a covert 

revolution of sorts – came dramatically to the surface in the sixties. Most historians point 

to a general loosening of sexual attitudes during the 1940s and 1950s. They do not, 

however, detect a meaningful increase in a key indicator – sexual intercourse among the 

unmarried – until the 1960s. Kinsey himself found no evidence that premarital sex was 

increasing in the postwar period, and maintained that the increase since 1930 was “only 
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minor.”2 Research on sexual behavior concurs that rates of premarital intercourse did not 

increase in the forties and fifties, but that ‘petting,’ stopping short of actual intercourse, 

was on the rise. Yet the majority of sex researchers and historians of sexuality agree that 

premarital sex remained relatively consistent during the mid-century decades, and rose 

sharply in the late 1960s and early 1970s.3 Some scholars situate the ‘real’ sexual 

revolution in the 1970s. It was only then, they argue, that changes in fashion, art, and 

media coupled with shifting sexual attitudes, behaviors, and politics to constitute 

something approaching a revolution. There is little debate, however, about the 

culmination of this social and cultural phenomenon. By the late-1970s, a sober and 

reactionary mood had descended. Few would disagree with historian Paul Robinson that 

by then the American discourse on sexuality tended to “dwell on its costs while passing 

briskly and embarrassedly over its promise of ecstasy.”4 

 Perhaps the most significant objections to the consensus view among scholars 

that a “sexual revolution” grew slowly following the Second World War, became potent 

in the sixties, and reached climax in the 1970s, issue from the work of historian Alan 

Petigny. Petigny points to the unreliability of interview and polling data – on which the 
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argument for static rates of pre-marital sexual intercourse is based – and further 

complicates the dominant narrative with an analysis of vital statistics and census data 

that demonstrates that “the frequency of single-motherhood among white women 

[actually] rose by more than two-and-one-half-fold” between 1940 and 1960. “It would 

be a mistake,” Petigny cautions, “to equate the sexual revolution with the increasing 

prevalence of premarital intercourse.”5 Other social and cultural factors were certainly 

involved. Nevertheless, neither the declining age of first marriage (as Stephanie Coontz 

observes, “young people were not taught to ‘say no’ – they were simply handed wedding 

rings”), nor the increasing use of contraceptives, were sufficient to offset the explosion 

in so-called illegitimate births during these years.6 Ultimately, Petigny’s findings 

demonstrate that the usual portrait of the pre-1960 postwar period as essentially 

conservative, and the 1960s and 1970s as an era of radical sexual liberation, is 

incomplete at best, if not outright misleading.  

 Indeed, from the standpoint of legal reform it is possible to question the idea that 

a sexual revolution occurred at all. Historian Marc Stein re-visits key US Supreme Court 

decisions widely taken as evidence of the Court’s liberalizing impulse: Griswold v. 

Connecticut (1965), Fanny Hill v. Massachusetts (1966), Loving v. Virginia (1967), and 

Roe v. Wade (1973), among others. Griswold struck down state laws banning the use of 

birth control by married couples; Fanny Hill established the principle that only sexual 
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materials utterly without redeeming social value could be considered obscene; Loving 

overturned state laws banning interracial marriage; and, most famously, Roe overruled 

various state restrictions on abortion. For Stein, however, a detailed examination of these 

and other cases reveals that the Court was actually socially conservative, mounting, in 

effect, a legal attempt at sexual “counterrevolution.” Although Supreme Court decisions 

from at least the early 1950s did serve to “privatize morality,” as David Allyn has 

argued, its loyalty was nevertheless to a particular version of morality. Stein writes that 

the majority of justices rejected libertarian and egalitarian positions on sexual freedom, 

endorsing instead “a doctrine of heteronormative supremacy, granting special rights, 

privileges and protections to heterosexual, marital, and reproductive forms of sexual 

expression.”7 To cite just one example, in Griswold, the majority decision repeatedly 

referred to the right of “marital privacy” but made no reference to “sexual privacy.” A 

concurring opinion issued by three justices was emphatic in arguing the illegitimacy of 

state laws violating the rights of married couples, but at the same time affirmed the 

constitutionality of laws against adultery, fornication, and homosexuality. Stein 

concludes that a close reading of the Supreme Court decisions which “liberals celebrate 

and conservatives condemn” makes “more transparent the legal doctrine of 

heteronormative supremacy that operates in the United States.”8 One wonders, given 

this, how revolutionary the revolution (if the term still applies) actually was. 

 It is undeniable, nevertheless, that a more freethinking approach to sexuality and 

relationships was a central feature of American culture in general, and youth culture in 
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particular, during the 1960s and seventies. Rates of premarital intercourse calculated 

from illegitimate birth statistics, such as those presented by Petigny, are a public 

accounting of private behavior from which attitudinal changes can be inferred. Whatever 

was happening behind closed doors, the 1960s witnessed rapid and dramatic changes in 

the public expression of sex and sexuality. The liberalization of the public discourse 

about sex, the increasing commercialization of sexuality, and the increasingly public 

nature of sexual expression, fostered the perception of a sexual revolution occurring 

across American society. Never a coherent movement, the sexual revolution that 

Americans were aware of at the time and which occupied an increasingly prominent 

place in popular culture and the media was a diffuse and polymorphous phenomenon. 

Ultimately, attempts to locate its beginning or end are imprecise. They hinge on changes 

in attitude and behavior that are intrinsically difficult to pin down. For the purposes of 

this study, then, the term “sexual revolution” will refer primarily to public expressions of 

sexual attitudes and behaviors during the 1960s and 1970s, but will necessarily infer 

attitudinal changes, and include reference to their antecedents in the 1950s, a period, as 

Braunstein and Doyle have termed it, of “ripening discontent.”9 Here, I will focus 

predominantly on the challenges the sexual revolution posed to the institution of 

American marriage generally, and to the traditional ideal of monogamy in particular. Of 

course, a full account of the sexual revolution is beyond the scope of this study. I will 

focus, rather, on its role as a cultural phenomenon that intensified American 

conversations about traditional marriage and its alternatives. Sometimes individual 

 
9 Peter Braunstein and Michael W. Doyle, “Introduction: Historicizing the American Counterculture of the 

1960s and 70s,” in Peter Braunstein and Michael W. Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation: The American 

Counterculture of the 1960s and 70s (New York: Routledge, 2002), 8. 
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sexual pioneers and dissident groups committed to destabilizing the status quo 

challenged the monogamous ideal directly; more often they did so tacitly, merely by 

existing as sexual adventurers whose lived experience offered alternatives to traditional 

morality and family structure. 

 Though an unlikely place to find metaphors, the field of geomorphology offers 

one way of conceptualizing the sexual change in twentieth-century America. Individual 

extrusions of magma flow from cracks or thin portions of the earth’s crust on the ocean 

floor, harden, and build up until they break through the surface of an otherwise relatively 

uniform seascape. Often, the oceanic islands thus formed grow into atolls, or exist as 

archipelagos connected by strips of land. In this way, new ground is consolidated where 

none previously existed. During the 1950s, localized and isolated ‘eruptions’ of ‘new 

sexual ground’ occurred across the relatively placid sea of American culture and society. 

By the early 1960s, increasingly explicit public displays of sexuality, and intimations of 

more radical changes in sexual behavior, were visible in New York’s Times Square, San 

Francisco’s North Beach, and in Chicago, home to the first Playboy Club. As the decade 

wore on, connections were established that often fused outcroppings of sexual 

insurgence, so that by the mid-1960s, islands of revolution dotted the American social 

and cultural seascape.  

 Hugh Hefner’s Playboy – introduced in 1953 – was the first mass-market 

magazine to present photographs of nude women, but it was otherwise not particularly 

revolutionary. The pictures of smooth-skinned, bosomy women that graced Playboy’s 

centerfolds were carefully framed and cropped, and artfully airbrushed to remove all 

signs of pubic hair, reinforcing stereotypical, if sanitized, (primarily) male fantasies of 

wholesome – yet available – American ‘girls next door.’ Anxious to avoid the stigma of 
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pornography, Hefner’s pictures were accompanied by homey descriptions of the model’s 

backgrounds and interests, and bracketed by short stories, investigative journalism, 

cultural criticism, and, of course, advertising. The magazine was viewed as risqué to be 

sure, but was nevertheless accepted by most of middle-class America.10 Playboy did, 

however, help to further legitimize sexual desire outside of marriage and in some 

measure, gave it a patina of sophistication. To the frequent charge that it objectified and 

dehumanized women while creating expectations that were as unreal as its airbrushed 

photos, Playboy responded that it “glorified” women, and was “always opposed to the 

idea that enjoyment of another person . . . can be properly based on ownership or 

domination.”11 Historian Carrie Pitzulo, among others, finds in Hugh Hefner “an 

unlikely ally of liberal feminism,” citing the magazine’s substantial and ongoing 

financial contributions to women’s causes (such as NOW and the ERA), and its vocal 

support for reproductive rights, racial equality, and free speech.12 Yet the image of the 

playboy lifestyle, despite its putative urbanity being out of reach for most middle-class 

men, nevertheless contrasted starkly with mainstream images of domestic monogamous 

bliss.  

 Barbara Ehrenreich identifies the “breadwinner ethic” as a foundational aspect of 

American male identity in the early twentieth-century. “Expert opinion, moral sentiment, 

and public bias” were unanimous in enjoining young men to “grow up, marry and 

support their wives.”13 For a man to do otherwise risked the judgment that he was 

 
10 Allyn, Make Love, 26-27. 
11 Carrie Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies: The Sexual Politics of Playboy (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2011), 36. 
12 Ibid., 179, 135.  
13 Barbara Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight From Commitment (New 

York: Anchor Press, 1983), 12-13. 
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somehow less than a man. Ehrenreich holds that in the 1950s, however, the breadwinner 

ethic was dramatically challenged. This development, moreover, was not an adjustment 

derived from shifting notions of proper adult womanhood. Rather, Ehrenreich argues, 

the rejection of the expectation that men would share the fruits of their labor with wives 

and children constituted a conscious “male revolt” against the breadwinner ethic. This 

revolt was characterized by “an acute awareness of the problem of conformity,” as 

articulated by dozens of popular academic treatises such as David Riesman’s The Lonely 

Crowd (1950), William Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), and Arthur Schlesinger 

Jr.’s “The Crisis of American Masculinity” (1958). These studies were complemented 

by a popular culture that increasingly lionized the defiant male outsider, as depicted 

most famously in The Wild One (1953) and Rebel Without a Cause (1955).14 The 

popular press, too, decried “The Vanishing American Male” (1957) and agonized over 

such problems as “The American Male: Why Do Women Dominate Him?” (1958).15  

Philip Wylie’s diatribe against female domination, or “momism,” in Generation 

of Vipers (1942) was echoed by a host of popular writers. Wylie, ever the blunt 

misogynistic ‘truth-teller,’ expressed this persuasion succinctly in the title of his 1958 

Playboy article: “The Abdicating Male . . . and How the Gray Flannel Mind Exploits 

Him Through His Women.” The title gestured toward a sentiment becoming widespread. 

Men worked too hard at routine and dehumanizing jobs that offered little by way of 

gratification; they did so out of loyalty to the domestic ideology and the (mainly 

suburban) wives who were its primary beneficiaries and who had become the architects 

 
14 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “The Crisis of American Masculinity,” Esquire 51 (November, 1958): 64-66.  
15 Ehrenreich, “Notes,” in Hearts, 186. 
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of the “feminization” of American commerce, culture and society.16 There was an 

alternative to the gray flannel man, however; “the new rebel,” Ehrenreich proclaims, 

“was the playboy.” “Playboy loved women,” she remarks, “large-breasted, long-legged 

young women, anyway – and hated wives.” The magazine emphasized the importance of 

work for men, but suggested a different dispensation of its rewards than lawn-mowing 

and home maintenance. It advocated instead for pleasurable consumption and just plain 

fun, particularly sexual fun. Although Playboy’s prescription of pleasure defied 

conformist ideals of masculine industriousness and stern self-denial, it meshed with the 

emerging therapeutic emphasis on the pursuit of personal fulfillment. And in contrast to 

the legions of pundits and experts for whom the locus of personal fulfilment was the 

monogamous marriage, Playboy suggested that it might also be achieved through non-

procreative heterosexuality. It located satisfaction not in the conjugal bed, but in the 

“freedom” of bachelorhood. Readers were repeatedly warned against the “trap” of 

monogamy and domesticity through articles with titles such as “Miss Gold-Digger of 

1953.” For Playboy, remaining “free” meant remaining single. As publicist Burt Zollo 

(under the pseudonym of Bob Norman) cautioned readers in a 1953 issue: “All woman 

wants is security. And she’s perfectly willing to crush man’s adventurous, freedom-

loving spirit to get it.”17 Wylie underscored the point in a later issue: the American home 

 
16 For a discussion of Hefner and Playboy as reflections of postwar male anxieties about work and family, 

and with an emphasis on consumption see Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life 

in Modern America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) and William Osgerby, Playboys in 

Paradise: Masculinity, Youth and Leisure in Modern America (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2001). 
17 Quoted in Ehrenreich, Hearts, 41-47. 
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was “becoming a boudoir-kitchen-nursery, dreamed up by women, for women, and as if 

males did not exist as males.”18  

 Historian Carrie Pitzulo complicates the traditional critique of Playboy’s version 

of masculinity and its hostility toward wives and domesticity to shed new light on its 

gender politics and, in particular, its celebration of feminine sexuality.19 In Pitzulo’s 

view, the magazine’s gender politics “defy easy categorization.” While it countenanced 

a “flight from commitment” to the gray-flannel life, Playboy nonetheless “advised 

readers to honor the commitments that they made to one another.”20 She argues that 

Playboy renegotiated heterosexuality in the postwar period and “was more pro-woman, 

even quasi-feminist” than has been acknowledged. While Pitzulo concedes Playboy’s 

commitment to heteronormative sexuality, she argues the magazine both confronted and 

contributed to changing notions of heterosexuality, expanding traditional definitions of 

sexual privilege to include women’s liberation, especially after its first decade. In 

evaluating the magazine’s contribution to the eroticization of postwar popular culture, 

for example, she argues that Playboy’s centerfold images “suggested that women – even 

the nice ones, even the single ones – enjoyed sex . . . a subversive claim in the post war 

years.” Such a claim, in this view, undermined the monogamous ideal without 

necessarily undermining monogamy per se. Pitzulo argues that Playboy’s anti-marriage 

stance did not so much reject monogamy as advocate for delaying it, for both men and 

women, as a means to personal growth. In this sense, she views the magazine as 

representing “a bridge between the traditionalism of the previous era and the modern 

 
18 Philip Wylie, “The Womanization of America,” Playboy 5 (September, 1958): 77. Quoted in Elizabeth 

Fraterrigo, “The Answer to Suburbia: Playboy’s Urban Lifestyle,” Journal of Urban History 34, no. 5 

(April, 2008): 754. 
19 Pitzulo, Bachelors, 8. 
20 Ibid., 178-179. 
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celebration of personal freedom and fulfillment.”21 Furthermore, while Hefner and 

Playboy clearly celebrated heterosexuality, Pitzulo maintains that they did not do so to 

the exclusion of its alternatives. Greatly influenced by Kinsey, Hefner embraced the idea 

of a sexual continuum in which sexuality operated as a fluid, often changing experience. 

Kinsey and his “sexual spectrum” were frequently cited in the magazine’s advice 

column, and the wider range of human sexual expression thus implicitly endorsed.  

 The recollections of two of Playboy’s playmates cited by Pitzulo may serve to 

encapsulate the magazine’s ambiguous relation to women’s empowerment. Victoria 

Valentino, who posed for Playboy in September, 1963, mused that the magazine “raised 

consciousness and gave women permission to experience themselves as sexual beings . . 

. a good thing. It gave men the opportunity to have sex with less responsibility . . . not a 

good thing . . . I think it was good for both genders,” she concluded, “but in different 

ways.” Martha Smith, who posed for the magazine ten years later, was less equivocal 

when asked if she felt exploited: “it was in general a heady and exciting time for me . . . 

I felt happy, modern, independent and free . . . I felt neither oppressed nor in need of 

being liberated from anything or anyone.”22 For women such as Smith, then, Playboy 

seems to have played a liberatory and empowering role. Overall, however, its 

contribution to a more sophisticated discourse on women’s sexuality, or toward more 

equitable gender relations, is far from unequivocal.  

 Whether one sees in Playboy the valorization of a misogynistic and essentially 

adolescent masculinity desperate to escape family responsibilities, or the endorsement of 

emancipatory sexuality for both men and women, the magazine clearly reflects a 

 
21 Ibid., 6-7.  
22 Ibid., 58-59.  
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postwar America in which the meaning of maleness was undergoing substantial 

renegotiation. This held significant implications for a marital institution already 

groaning under the strain of pursuing the American dream. The “playboy mystique” 

highlighted the tension between monogamous security and sexual variety, causing more 

than a few husbands to restlessly yearn for the ‘freedom’ they imagined missing out on. 

Such restlessness was no doubt intensified by the knowledge that some men seemed 

actually to have realized this sort of freedom. These were not only fashionably-dressed 

sports-car driving playboy bachelors; they were also those whose quest for freedom 

from work and family seemed to take them outside of the ‘system’ altogether. The latter 

variety of ‘liberated’ men were not, in Paul Goodman’s words, “responsible husbands 

and fathers of children.”23 They were no longer, as Jack Kerouac put it, “imprisoned in a 

system of work, produce, consume, work, produce, consume.”24 The Beats, as they 

became known, embraced a more thoroughgoing rebelliousness and mounted a more 

comprehensive critique of their society and culture than that encountered in the pages of 

Playboy.    

 If the mid-century undercurrent of countercultural and sexual revolution had a 

principal ‘extrusion’ or center of gravity, it may have been the neighborhood of North 

Beach in San Francisco, which had already become a bohemian domain by the mid-

1950s. There, disillusioned with mainstream culture and feeling disaffected from 

society, avant-garde writers, artists, gays, musicians, and a motley array of the eccentric 

and self-consciously outcast, gathered for literary readings, dramatic presentations, and 

 
23 Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd: Problems of Youth in the Organized System (New York: Random 

House, 1960), quoted in Ehrenreich, Hearts, 53. 
24 Jack Kerouac, The Dharma Bums (New York: Viking Press, Inc. 1958), 77. Quoted in Ehrenreich, 

Hearts, 54. 
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jazz jams. Such cultural dissidents as Jack Kerouac, Alan Ginsberg, Michael McClure, 

Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and others, were also sexual revolutionaries, experimenting with 

promiscuity, homosexuality, and group sex as part of their protest against the “shrill 

postwar triumphalism” and puritanical authoritarianism of American society.25 This Beat 

enclave soon became a movement, its minions dubbed “beatniks” by a sensationalistic 

media. A small army of young women and men, many aspiring writers, felt contained 

by, and rejected, the strictures of middle-class morality. While their numbers never 

assumed the proportions implied by the term “Beat Generation” (as early as 1958 

Kerouac proclaimed in Esquire that “there is no actual original Beat generation left”), 

the original Beats denounced militarism, anti-communist hysteria, social regimentation, 

racial segregation and rampant consumerism, themes later echoed and amplified by 

1960s countercultural and sexual radicals.26  

Echoing Kinsey, Hefner’s playboy “philosophy” explicitly criticized the 

confinement of sex to marriage, advocated resistance to the monogamous imperative, 

and generally mocked traditional notions of domesticity throughout the 1950s. “Moral 

prohibitions against sex outside of wedlock,” Hefner argued, “is one of  the powerful 

pressures leading to early marriages;” he suggested instead that men should marry later, 

if at all.27 In a 1955 article entitled “A Vote For Polygamy,” Playboy contributor Jay 

Smith asserted that monogamous marriage had been brought into Western civilization by 

barbarians, and quipped that it had since “been rejected by Mohammedans, Buddhists, 

and residents of Southern California.” A 1958 survey of the marital status of its 

 
25 Peter Braunstein and Michael William Doyle, “Introduction,” 8; Allyn, Make Love, 26. 
26 Jack Kerouac, “Aftermath: The Philosophy of the Beat Generation,” Esquire (March, 1958), 24-25; 

Braunstein and Doyle, “Introduction,” 8. 
27 Steven Watts, Mr. Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 

2009), 121. 
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readership reported that “approximately half of Playboy’s readers (46.8%) are free men 

and the other half are free in spirit only.”28 Clearly, even though Playboy did not oppose 

marriage in principle, it was hardly an advocate for monogamy. 

 Both the Beats and Playboy sought escape from monogamy in the context of 

what philosopher and social critic Dwight MacDonald described in 1957 as a “tepid, 

flaccid middlebrow culture that threatens to engulf everything in its spreading ooze.”29 

But while both advanced a critique of the monogamous ideal, these cultural phenomena 

were otherwise distinct. Kerouac earned a paycheque for authoring “The Origins of the 

Beat Generation” for the June, 1959 issue of Playboy. The magazine, however, had 

already taken aim at the Beats in a three-article series in 1958 called “The Beat 

Mystique.” Here, beatniks were portrayed as “cats” who “play everything cool,” so cool, 

in fact, as to be nearly frigid. Even the obvious availability of sexually precocious 

women (at a fictitious “beatnik party”) failed to provoke the “perfectly normal male 

reaction.”30 Hefner employed the Beat phenomenon as a foil in an effort to define his 

audience and bring the magazine further into the mainstream. In 1958, he announced 

that in its first five years Playboy had become “the voice of what might be aptly called 

the Upbeat Generation.”31 Later, in his long-running column, “The Playboy 

Philosophy,” (begun in 1962) Hefner acknowledged the Beats as rebellious comrades-in-

arms, but disdained their drug use, disillusionment, and despair. The Beats were, in 

Hefner’s words, “modern-day nihilists for whom it was enough, apparently, to flout and 

deny.”32 He contrasted this putative nihilism with the sophistication, social achievement, 

 
28 Ibid., 119-120. 
29 Ibid., 74. 
30 Quoted in Ehrenreich, Hearts, 62-63. 
31 Quoted in Watts, Mr. Playboy, 134. 
32 Quoted in Ehrenreich, Hearts, 60. 
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and pursuit of material prosperity of his “Upbeats,” and argued for a life-balance of 

work and leisure. “Either without the other,” he intoned, “would result in only half a 

man.”33 While the Beats clearly troubled Hefner – he tried to co-opt their highly 

publicized if elusive authenticity while at the same time distancing himself and his 

readership from the “new nihilism” – there is little evidence that the Beats were 

similarly concerned by Hefner. If Beats ruminated on the man and his materialistic 

‘Upbeats’ at all, one suspects that ‘Hef’ would be regarded as a misguided effete who 

had exchanged the iron cage of restraint for the gilded cage of a distinctively slick and 

worldly consumer culture.  

 Hefner’s promotion of hedonism and consumption was a challenge to traditional 

ideas about marriage and the family. The Playboy lifestyle was thus offered as an 

antidote to repression, conformity, and domesticity. But Playboy also reinforced 

traditional ideas. Its emphasis on the virtues of (primarily male) liberated sexuality drew 

on the same rhetoric of sexual self-fulfillment that conservatives relied on in their 

promotion of traditional marriage, and which rested at the heart of the ascendant 

therapeutic sensibility. Conjointly, the Beats’ self-conscious alienation as ‘outlaws’ 

presumed a less enlightened nation of ‘in-laws,’ and thus provided a kind of dark mirror 

within which a lighter America could measure itself against its rebels and judge itself to 

be good. Ironically, then, both of these currents of the sexual revolution served the status 

quo even as they undermined it.  

 
33  Hugh M. Hefner, “Editorial: The Playboy Philosophy,” (December, 1962), 22. 
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 Playboy’s brand of ‘work hard-play harder’ hedonism found a female 

counterpart in Helen Gurley-Brown’s notorious best-seller, Sex and The Single Girl 

(1962), which was even more widely disseminated as a major Hollywood film in 1964. 

Hefner claimed that Brown approached him after the book was published, offering “to 

start a magazine that would be the female version of Playboy.” But Hefner’s financial 

commitments at the time, apparently, prevented him from supporting the project. Brown 

was interviewed by Playboy in April, 1963 and appeared to echo the Playboy 

philosophy: “Part of a single girl’s arsenal of sex appeal is her apartment and her clothes 

and the fact that she can give an intimate little dinner.”34 Brown became the editor of 

Cosmopolitan magazine in 1965 and remade it in the image of Playboy by equating the 

good life with liberated heterosexuality and sophisticated consumption.35 The most basic 

contention of Sex and the Single Girl was that human beings are sexual creatures and 

that it is therefore not possible to keep sex entirely out of the office.36 Brown’s 

celebration of gender difference and of the power women might garner from it 

challenged the sexual double-standard and exposed the blurring line between public 

morality and private behavior. It also cast doubt upon the cohesive power of domesticity, 

particularly the notion that monogamous sexual bliss was the glue that kept men at home 

and marriages together.  

Sex and The Single Girl and its sequel, Sex and the Office (1965), advised 

readers about how to stay independent with sexual style. The proposition that the 

ultimate goal was to win and hold on to a man was implicit, but not front and center. 

 
34 Pitzulo, Bachelors, 135. 
35 Julie Berebitsky, “The Joy of Work: Helen Gurley-Brown, Gender, and Sexuality in the White-Collar 

Office,” Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol. 15, No. 1 (January, 2006): 89-127; Pitzulo, Bachelors, 
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123 

 

This aspiration, however, was made the explicit consummation of the female formula for 

success in Cosmopolitan. For Playboy, by contrast, matrimony hovered in the 

background like a dark cloud readers should try to stay ahead of, even as they resigned 

themselves to the fact that it would probably overtake them in the end. Brown’s 

promotion of a woman’s right to say “yes” made her single girl a natural companion for 

Hefner’s “upbeat” bachelors. It also, arguably, better prepared the single girl for the 

upbeats’ inevitable attempts to persuade her to do so. Like Playboy, Cosmopolitan 

focused more on lifestyle and seduction than on work. Despite their apparent departure 

from mainstream norms, however, both Brown and Hefner continued to reinforce old 

stereotypes. Neither of their rebellions squarely addressed the larger issues of inequality 

that plagued American gender relations. Brown challenged the sexual double standard 

but the potential fruits of this challenge ultimately ended in the conjugal bed. Her 

strategy for success hinged on women cleverly using their sexual allure to their own 

advantage. She offered advice on maximizing the opportunity hidden in the unavoidable. 

Her project, as such, counselled an accommodating stance that was, in the end, 

essentially reactionary. She urged women to be proactive in constructing their sexuality 

and managing pre-marital sex; such measures did not seek to overcome the limitations 

women faced, but merely to respond to them.  

 Neither did Hefner’s revolutionary impulses lead to anything approaching a 

wide-ranging critique of mainstream American culture. As Ehrenreich and others have 

pointed out, Playboy, throughout the 1950s and into the sixties, railed against women’s 

influence and warned of the dangers of growing female power in and out of the 
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workplace.37 Hefner argued that women should avoid competing with men. “No sane 

woman,” he exclaimed, “would really want equality.”38 While presenting itself as an 

opponent of domestic ideology, Playboy upheld the primacy of men in American society 

and reinforced many long-standing gender assumptions. In 1962, the same year Brown 

published Sex and the Single Girl and Hefner began writing his “Playboy Philosophy” 

essays, Playboy executive Victor Lownes told the Saturday Evening Post that “we 

firmly believe that women are not equal to men.” While Hefner publicly asserted that a 

robust, female sexuality was necessary for a healthy society and claimed to “reject the 

Victorian double standard, which applauds sexual experience in men and condemns it in 

women,” he nevertheless upheld an uncompromising sexual double standard in his oft-

made-public, private life.39 “I never met a woman who was my intellectual superior,” he 

remarked in 1968, “the most intellectually stimulating people are not women, they’re 

men.”40 Hefner and Brown jousted in the war between the sexes, but the match 

seemingly made in heaven – between independent single girls and upbeat bachelors – 

was based on a superficial affinity. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was a short-lived coupling. 

As criticism of Playboy’s objectification of women mounted, Cosmopolitan indicted the 

magazine for depicting women “as an accessory for the well-dressed bachelor . . . who is 

discarded when she reaches age twenty-five, or before that, if she exhibits any 

intelligence.”41  

 As with Brown, Hefner deployed a rhetoric of liberation, yet this impulse 

centered primarily on men’s freedom from the social and economic constraints that 

 
37 Watts, Mr. Playboy, 233-235; Pitzulo, Bachelors, 29-33. 
38 Watts, Mr. Playboy, 232. 
39 Ibid., 240, 252-258, 280-283. 
40 “Hugh Hefner Raps,” Eye, July 1968, 67. Quoted in Watts, Mr. Playboy, 240. 
41 Watts, Mr. Playboy, 240. 
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impinged on their capacity to pursue heterosexual encounters. In Hefner’s view, women 

were victimized primarily by a religious heritage that made sex shameful. What women 

needed was liberation from the “puritanism” that prevented them from experiencing 

erotic pleasure outside of marriage. Brown, as well, wanted to free women from “guilt 

about sex.” This was motivated as much by strategy, however, as by a commitment to 

the intrinsic value of sexual intimacy and gratification for women. By the second half of 

the decade, both would become targets of a more thoroughgoing and nuanced feminism 

– liberal and radical – that took direct aim at gender inequality and the culpability of 

Playboy and Cosmopolitan in perpetuating the culture that sustained it. Notwithstanding 

the obvious shortcomings of their respective cultural projects, however, both Hefner and 

Brown viewed sexuality as a powerful biological force that should not be confined to the 

institution of monogamous marriage. Sexuality warranted expression – in attitude, style, 

fashion – as well as celebration in the bedroom and elsewhere. If sexuality was 

inextricably tangled into subjectivity, such sentiments implied, why should it not be 

unleashed? Why should it not be fully expressed without inhibition by liberated selves 

seeking fulfillment? 

While the idea of the sexual as foundational to the self, the key to the organism’s 

full biological, social, and spiritual realization, has a long lineage, it was hardly au 

courant in the mid-twentieth century United States.42 Indeed, the very remoteness of the 

 
42 In the American context, the notion dates at least to the early nineteenth-century, when it animated 

utopian experiments and was a core belief of “free love” doctrine. Free love advocacy gained currency 

around mid-century. Some free lovers criticized marriage and property relations. Most deployed prevailing 

ideals about the spiritual value of romantic love to argue that love would be purified if released from the 

sexual exclusivity of marriage. Free love proponents founded intentional communities and adapted the 

ideas of European social visionaries such as Robert Dale Owen, Claude Saint-Simon, and Charles Fourier. 

Almost seventy such communities sprang up in the northeastern and midwestern U.S. during the 

nineteenth-century. The most long-lived was the Oneida community in upstate New York, founded in 

1848 by John Humphrey Noyes; it dissolved in 1881. The community placed high value on female sexual 
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notion may explain something of why the sexual revolution seemed so revolutionary. If 

one was to assign the idea a standard-bearer in the early sixties, however, it would 

probably be University of Chicago Research Fellow Arthur Hirsch. His 1963 work, The 

Love Elite: The Story of Woman’s Emancipation and Her Drive for Sexual Fulfillment 

(1963), bridged the worlds of social science and popular culture.43 Kinsey mingled with 

Hefner and Brown in its pages. If Playboy traded on the demure eroticism of the ‘girl 

next door,’ Hirsch had found her and read her love letters, some hundred thousand of 

them. His study was based on these intimate handwritten missives, coupled with 

interviews and conversations. Hirsch’s letters sometimes documented entire affairs with 

the correspondence of both lovers. He argued, contra Kinsey, that this material provided 

more reliable information on individual “sentiments, doctrines, and standards” than was 

attainable through conventional data-gathering. And Hirsch interviewed college students 

as well. Taken as a whole, he believed, the letters and interviews revealed a nascent 

revolution in sexual and gender relations. The titular “love elite” was defined by Hirsch 

as “a group only in the abstract sense,” which consisted “for the most part of women of 

 

satisfaction and disavowed exclusive pairings in favor of “complex marriage,” which permitted love and 

sex between any and every man and woman. New and more radical ideas crossed the Atlantic late in the 

century, emanating from socialist philosopher Edward Carpenter (1844-1929) and physician and reformer 
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century writers such as D. H. Lawrence, E. M. Forster, Aldous Huxley, and Jack London. Anarchist and 

feminist Emma Goldman popularized Carpenter’s ideas among the cultural and political avant-garde of 

New York’s Greenwich Village in the early decades of the twentieth-century. There, bohemian radicals 

following the new psychological and sexual theories of Carpenter, Freud, and Ellis experimented with 

novel social and sexual arrangements conceived to enhance personal freedom and interpersonal 

relationships. During the 1920s, the Village’s Heterodoxy Club became the seedbed of a nascent lesbian 

subculture. It’s heterosexual members also challenged the boundaries of traditional sexual and gender 

norms by asserting themselves as sexual beings and denying the sexual double standard. 
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the enlightened upper bracket of our society.” His research subjects, then, were drawn 

primarily, as he put it, “from the ranks of the social elite, the upper levels of wealth, 

prestige, and professional eminence.”44  

Hirsch argued that most of the preconditions required for women’s full 

emancipation from “an entrenched – and profitably oppressive – status quo” had already 

been met for this group. “The ancient doctrine of inferiority,” he proclaimed, was 

overturned through women’s economic independence, political strength, and educational 

accomplishments.45 The final obstacles were in the domain of “love and sexual 

expression.” These were all that remained to be surmounted before women could realize 

the “dream of total freedom and co-equality with man.” It was here that the “love elite” 

operated as the vanguard for “a new movement . . . [proclaiming a] dramatic new 

philosophy.” Before the “second wave” of American feminism had really even gotten 

off the ground, then, in the same year, in fact, as the publication of Betty Friedan’s, The 

Feminine Mystique, Hirsch saw women’s emancipation through sexual fulfillment as an 

imminently realizable prospect. The “new ethic” propounded by the “love elite” would 

make “acceptable new sources of happiness,” including “sexual intimacy in or out of 

wedlock.”46  

Hirsch quoted liberally from his sources. High school teacher Cecilia, for 

example, was a well-respected daughter of a leading citizen. Though professionally 

successful, Cecilia nonetheless struggled with feelings of emptiness and insufficiency 

which she attributed to sexual frustration. Prevented by social convention from acting on 
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46 Ibid., 20. 
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her desires, Cecilia wrote what many would regard, in Hirsch’s words, as “vulgar and 

lewd” accounts of her sexual fantasies. She mailed them to men she had not met but who 

she hoped to persuade to visit her in her apartment. Cecilia felt justified in her approach, 

and expressed an exasperation that was doubtless common to many single women. “The 

married are not the only ones who have a right to express themselves erotically,” she 

declared to Hirsch, “we are not children.”47 Hirsch waxed enthusiastic over the benefits 

that sexual liberation would afford women like Cecilia and countless others. Indeed, he 

fashioned his reflections on the data with the intention of guiding “workers in human 

relations” to help such women. There is little indication that Hirsch’s work had any 

influence on this audience, however, and his professional peers were not impressed. As 

one reviewer commented, “intimacy of material is not equivalent to theoretical 

significance.”48 Nevertheless, the “intimate” testimonials Hirsch gathered documented 

the power of libidinal impulses and the attraction of sexual exploration (or the search for 

approved sexual ‘outlets,’ in Kinsey’s terms) at least for some women, at a time when 

few spoke of such unruly passions. As one of Hirsch’s “co-ed” interviewees remarked: 

“I’m as weak as a kitten once you fondle me above the knees – but I hope you won’t 

stop there.”49 Hirsch wanted to help usher in a society in which there was no need to 

“stop there.”  

Hirsch viewed The Love Elite as “a kind of esoteric casebook of individual 

opinions and attitudes, and of personal behavior.” 50 And while clearly inspired by 
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Kinsey, the book was more salacious than scientific. Yet Hirsch was one of a very few 

in the early 1960s who made the explicit connection between women’s sexual agency 

and emancipation in the larger sense.51 He applauded improvements in the status of 

women, and recognized that more progress was necessary, but argued that a crucial 

challenge had been left unaddressed: “Sexual equality [the love elite woman] knows, is 

fundamental. Not until she has achieved it will her other gains be truly secure.”52 This 

was a more sex-positive feminism than that which took shape contemporaneously in the 

women’s movement proper. Hirsch’s work, in this sense, presaged the movement for 

open marriage of the early 1970s. It reflected one of its core tenets: true equality, within 

and without the marital institution, required the replacement of the sexual double 

standard with sexual egalitarianism. And this proposition implicitly presupposed the 

conviction that the self was in fundamental ways a sexual self, and that its realization 

and fulfillment meant that its expression must not be unduly circumscribed. Throughout 

the 1960s and into the seventies, this current in the dynamic conversation about 

traditional marriage – the relationship of sexuality to self-realization – became 

increasingly prominent, and commentators of all stripes assessed the compatibility of 

these conceptions with the demands of modern relationships.  

 Hirsch’s pseudo-scientific social commentary pushed the boundaries of this 

conversation in a particular direction in the early 1960s, anticipating some of the more 

thoroughgoing manifestations of the sexual revolution over the course of the next 

decade. A far more sustained and significant, but more ambiguous, contribution was that 

of William Masters and Virginia Johnson. Beginning in 1954, the year after the 
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publication of Kinsey’s Female volume, Masters, a gynecologist at Washington 

University in St. Louis, set out to scientifically explore an aspect of sexuality that 

Kinsey’s work had left relatively unmapped: the physiology of human sexual activity. 

Joined by Johnson in 1957, the research team produced two landmark scientific texts: 

Human Sexual Response (1966) and Human Sexual Inadequacy (1970), followed by a 

popular book on the implications of their research for relationships, The Pleasure Bond: 

A New Look at Sexuality and Commitment (1974). These major works were 

accompanied by scores of papers in scientific journals and, beginning around 1970, 

numerous contributions to popular periodicals.53 The pair even appeared on the cover of 

Time magazine.54 

Kinsey had observed and photographed people having sex, but made no mention 

of this in his writings. The analysis of sexual behaviour, for Kinsey, was a matter of 

interviews, surveys, and compiling and interpreting data.55 Masters and Johnson focused 

on the clinical observation of sexual acts in the laboratory, observation augmented by an 

array of machines and devices not available to Kinsey. The apparent scientific rigour of 

their methodology, however, stood in contrast to the rather partisan purposes to which 

they put their findings. Kinsey saw himself as a pure scientist seeking objective facts in 

the quest for truth about sexual behavior. While acknowledging, in the Female volume, 

that he hoped his research would shed light on certain sexual problems (particularly, 

sexual maladjustment in marriage), Kinsey was far less interested in ameliorating 

problems than in identifying and enumerating them. Masters and Johnson shared 
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Kinsey’s commitment to the modern scientific mission of demystifying the enigmatic 

realm of human sexuality, but sought, first and foremost, to improve sexual adjustment 

and performance. They operated, as Paul Robinson puts it, as “clinicians first and 

scientists after.” Rescuing marriages was the ultimate objective of Masters and 

Johnson’s therapeutic program.56 This was made explicit, especially, in Human Sexual 

Inadequacy, which was dedicated to presenting “reliable physiological information” to 

counsellors, therapists, and physicians because the lack of such information was “the 

greatest handicap to successful treatment of sexual inadequacy.”57 Sexual dysfunction 

destroyed marriages; and Masters and Johnson sought to save them. The title of the 

cover story in Time is an apt description of the overarching purpose of their research: 

“Repairing the Conjugal Bed.”58 

 Masters and Johnson contributed especially to the growing sophistication of the 

discourse on female sexuality. As Robinson observes, Kinsey “had less impact on 

popular attitudes [about female sexuality than] about male sexuality;” but the opposite 

was true of Masters and Johnson.59 They were feminist in their outlook, approach, and 

conclusions, insisting not only on the equality of men and women in the domain of 

sexuality, but on the superior sexual aptitude of the female partner in several respects. 

Masters and Johnson refused to view female sexuality as a “pale replica” of that of men 

as had so many of their predecessors. There were, of course, many similarities in the 

sexual functioning of men and women, but the analogization of the two had also 

produced numerous scientific errors and popular misconceptions.60 In Human Sexual 
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Response, Masters and Johnson took aim at the “phallic fallacies” which derived from 

the comparison of the clitoris to the penis. They debunked the “lore” – prominent in 

marital and sexual advice literature – that the clitoris, like the penis, required stimulation 

for the arousal and climax of women. The Freudian distinction between clitoral and 

vaginal orgasms, by now a major battleground between feminists and psychoanalysts, 

did not stand up to the scientific scrutiny of direct observation and measurement of the 

clitoris and the “orgasmic platform” (the surface tissue of the vagina) during sex. Such 

observation also sustained their assertion that penis size was irrelevant for female sexual 

gratification, a conclusion based on the comparative gauging of the orgasmic platform’s 

vasocongestion during masturbation and intercourse respectively.61 Moreover, in 

contrast to Kinsey, who viewed the premature ejaculator as evolutionarily superior, 

Masters and Johnson insisted that men must learn ejaculatory control if women were to 

achieve satisfaction. In their pioneering sexual therapy practice, women were positioned 

‘on the top,’ as the managers of the sexual experience. This was a reversal, in the words 

of Susan Stiritz and Susan Appleton, of the “gendered hierarchy of sexual power.” For 

Masters and Johnson, the inversion was justified on physiological as well as ethical 

grounds.62 The significantly more varied and abundant orgasmic capacity of women, 

they argued, could be most effectively reached through greater female control of the sex 

act.63 And since sexual satisfaction was nothing to be ashamed of; since, indeed, sexual 

pleasure was perfectly natural and healthy, then why should it not be optimized? 

 
61 Ibid., 132-156. 
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 This insistence on the ordinariness of sex, the rarely stated but nonetheless 

pervasive premise in their work that bodies coming together sexually was a normal, even 

wholesome, function of human physiology, evolution, health, and happiness, was at the 

foundation of Masters and Johnson’s reputation as sexual revolutionaries. But 

ordinariness and wholesomeness only went so far. It included masturbation, sex between 

elderly people, and the sexual desire and assertiveness of women; but it did not include 

homosexuality or extramarital sex.64 In this sense, Masters and Johnson were 

emblematic not only of what one could call the “progressivism” of the sexual revolution, 

but also, and perhaps more profoundly, of its limitations and ambiguities. 

Human Sexual Response and Human Sexual Inadequacy presumed the normativity of 

heterosexual monogamous life-long union, a presupposition so obviously correct and 

clear-cut that they don’t even bother to defend it. This bias became more pronounced in 

the 1970s, when, in The Pleasure Bond: A New Look at Sexuality and Commitment 

(1974) and Homosexuality in Perspective (1979), they adopted increasingly conservative 

stances.65  

The pair’s overriding commitment to the rescue and improvement of American 

marriage competed with and ultimately undermined their commitment to feminism. 

Kinsey had emphasized the disjunction between male and female sexuality and 

concluded that the different sexual proclivities of men and women represented a 

formidable challenge for marriages. Masters and Johnson, however, stressed “male-
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female sexual similarity,” and, in areas of difference, focused on the complementarities 

that couples could exploit for marital success.66 Neither homosexuality nor sex outside 

of marriage figured as transcendable differences as far as Masters and Johnson were 

concerned. Both were at once sources and symptoms of sexual inadequacy and hence 

inimical to successful marital relations. The verdict stood in tension with their 

commitment to sexual individualism and self-fulfillment, particularly for women. 

Masters and Johnson’s argument for abstinence outside of marriage was feminist, for 

example, insofar as sex outside of marriage was conceived as the exclusive prerogative 

of men. They were offended by, and sought to discourage, the sexual ‘double-standard.’ 

But this position obliged them to view infidelity as always and necessarily an indication 

of sexual inadequacy and marital failure, never as simply a diversion from monogamous 

routine. They could not entertain the possibility that extramarital sex might be 

consensual and salutary, as Kinsey had speculated – a potentially positive activity both 

for marital partners and the relationship.  

The primacy of the marital institution for Masters and Johnson was especially 

obvious in their clinical work. The object of therapy, as reflected in Human Sexual 

Inadequacy and elsewhere, was not the health or happiness of the individual spouse, but 

the vitality and resilience of the marriage. In the typically two-week couples program at 

their therapy clinic, participants were diagnosed and treated for sexual problems such as 

premature ejaculation and impotence. As part of treatment, individual males were 

frequently provided with a sex-surrogate partner whose “specific function . . . [was] to 

approximate insofar as possible the role of a supportive, interested, cooperative wife.”67 
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In a process reminiscent of the pairing criteria espoused in early twentieth-century 

marital advice literature, patient and surrogate were matched by age, personality, social 

background and education. Significantly, however, Masters and Johnson were not 

willing to provide female patients with a sexual surrogate. Women, they argued, 

required a more “meaningful” relationship to achieve sexual fulfilment than could be 

provided in short-term therapy.68 This was, of course, in part a concession to the still-

prevailing ‘double-standard,’ but it was also a reflection of their loyalty to the marriage 

ideal. The sexual needs of the individual were invariably subordinated to those of the 

marital relationship. Because male arousability and the ability to maintain erection were 

such critical requirements for sexual adjustment and marriage viability, these became the 

principal targets of clinical intervention. 

 Masters and Johnson wanted to save marriages that were unsalvageable by 

traditional means. Notwithstanding their desire to distinguish themselves from the 

authorities who preceded them, however, they enthusiastically embraced the dominant 

view that the American marriage “crisis” could only be solved through the societal 

regeneration of the core sexual component of the marital relationship. To this end, 

Masters and Johnson recommended the creation of “a major post-graduate training 

program to develop seminar leaders for therapy training centers throughout the 

country.”69 “Repairing the conjugal bed” would require a new legion of experts to man 

an expanding network of treatment clinics such as their own. Kinsey had perceived the 

task of successful sexual adjustment in marriage as a private matter. Masters and 

Johnson agreed, but where sound education and practice in the bedroom were 
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insufficient, clinical intervention became imperative. Despite their vigorous promotion 

of women’s rights, then – the right to sexual fulfillment included – the sexual revolution 

for Masters and Johnson remained a private affair. Social and cultural transformation 

were unnecessary; therapeutic adjustment would suffice. And sexual pleasure would 

make monogamy so satisfying that marital, and thus societal, stability would be 

guaranteed.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter Six: Feminisms 

In the April, 1955 issue of Better Homes and Gardens, Mrs. Dale Carnegie, wife 

of motivational speaker and self-help author Dale Carnegie, told readers “the two big 

steps that women must take are to help their husbands decide where they are going and 

use their pretty heads to help them get there.” She took care to specify the rewards 

women would enjoy for dedicating themselves to the future of the family: “Let’s face it 

girls. That wonderful guy in your house – and in mine – is building your house, your 

happiness and the opportunities that will come to your children.”1 Like many women in 

the postwar United States, Bettye Naomi Goldstein took Mrs. Carnegie’s advice to heart, 

and so turned down the prestigious fellowship that would have supported her through a 

doctorate in deference to her college boyfriend. “You know what [accepting the 

fellowship] will do to us,” he had warned. Goldstein realized her decision would 

“sublimate [her] wishes to a man,” but nevertheless renounced her dream of a PhD. The 

sacrifice, as it happens, was in vain, for the college romance soon fizzled. And Goldstein 

went to work as a left-wing journalist, married Carl Friedan in 1947, and was soon busy 

raising three children in the New York City suburbs.2 

 Kinsey had challenged the sex and gender roles of the patriarchal family 

implicitly; Betty Friedan did so directly and unequivocally, demonstrating that marriage, 

the family, and motherhood were fundamentally oppressive to women. Friedan 

positioned herself less as an instigator of a new feminist consciousness than as a herald 

 
1 Thomas Hine, Populuxe. (New York: Alfred K. Knopf, Inc., 1986), 31. 
2 Stephen Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions: A Social History of American Family Life 

(New York: The Free Press, 1988), 177; Daniel Horowitz, “Rethinking Betty Friedan and The Feminine 

Mystique: Labor Union Radicalism and Feminism in Cold War America,” American Quarterly 48, no. 1 

(March, 1996), 4. For biographical information on Friedan, see also, McCall’s (May, 1971), 84ff; Paul 

Wilkes, “Mother Superior to Women’s Lib,” NY Times, November 29, 1970, VI, 27ff. 



 

138 

 

of it. “On or about 1960,” she famously proclaimed in her ground-breaking book, The 

Feminine Mystique (1963), “the problem that has no name burst like a boil through the 

image of the happy American housewife.”3 Friedan named the “problem” the “feminine 

mystique.” This was her designation for the domestic ideology of the Cold War era, a 

complex of attitudes and expectations that on the one hand exalted the role of housewife 

and mother in the context of consumption, and on the other demanded that women be 

consummate hostesses and conjugal companions to create the sexual magic that was the 

key to marital bliss and stability. This “feminine mystique” was the alluring doctrine 

which “trap[ped] women in the home,” tangled in a web of expectations virtually 

impossible to meet. Millions of American housewives, Friedan suggested, languished in 

the suburbs, suffering from the somnolent malaise constituted by meaningless domestic 

drudgery and the artificial enthusiasm that cloaked its vacuity. Friedan urged women to 

cast off the chains of domesticity, to “go back to school, pursue careers, and revive the 

vision of female independence that had been alive before World War II.”4 She urged 

them, in short, to concentrate on their own self-realization. 

Friedan’s call to self-realization reflected the post-war rise of what scholars have 

termed the “therapeutic culture.”5 The therapeutic ethos emphasized personal fulfillment 

and the pursuit of happiness over the subordination of self-interest to duty and obligation 

that prevailed in more traditional moral, social, and religious frameworks. The 
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reorientation contributed to the interrogation of the power relations that obtained in a 

society from which many felt alienated. Developments in postwar psychology 

underwrote the broadening of the concept of power beyond traditional political 

definitions to include the dynamics of interpersonal relations and the family, thus 

blurring the line between the personal and the political, a development crucial to the rise 

of the new social movements in the sixties and seventies. 

 Prewar psychology had centered almost exclusively on deviance and pathology, 

on the abnormal. The Second World War, however, confronted clinicians with the 

damaging psychic effects produced when seemingly normal individuals were subjected 

to intense environmental stress. It also offered clinicians the opportunity to diverge from 

the profession’s preoccupation with the debilitating mental disturbances that had proved 

so resistant to their interventions. They could now “set their sights on the normal 

anxieties of ordinary people.” As historian Ellen Herman observes, “in the name of 

prevention and mental health, clinicians now committed themselves to social as well as 

personal change.”6 The 1946 National Mental Health Act called for “the improvement of 

the mental health of the people of the United States.” This saw the federal government 

itself taking “unprecedented responsibility for the mental and emotional well-being of 

the entire US population.”7 The legislation paved the way for the 1949 establishment of 

the National Institute of Mental Health, the key institutional patron of the expanding 

mental health industry. “Psychotherapy for the normal” proliferated exponentially, and 
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‘adjustment’ to ‘normal’ life became a cultural obsession. Psychotherapy was reframed 

as “a description of the process by which normality is created.”8  

 Such developments both shaped and reflected the ascendancy of therapeutic 

ideals, a trend already in evidence before the end of the Second World War. Clinical 

psychologist and former president of the American Psychological Association (APA), 

Robert Yerxes, expressed the optimism of his profession in a 1943 APA address: 

“Knowledge of human nature may now be made to serve human needs and to multiply 

and increase the satisfactions of living.”9 The emergence of humanistic perspectives 

within the psychological profession – presented as an alternative to psychoanalysis and 

behaviorism – helped to further expand this idea. “This innovative trend,” in Herman’s 

words, “took wartime normalization and the postwar popularization of psychotherapy to 

their logical extremes.”10 To a nation feeling itself in need not only of readjustment, but 

of revitalization and renewal, humanistic psychology offered an approach to mental 

health geared to optimize “the satisfactions of living.” In contrast to psychoanalysis and 

behaviorism – which stressed the determinations, in turn, of unconscious drives arising 

from the subject’s personal past, or of instinctual responses arising from the evolutionary 

past of the species – humanistic psychology emphasized the individual’s innate 

“capacity for self-direction and self-responsibility.”  

This upbeat affirmation of free will championed the individual’s capacity, given 

proper guidance and tools, to take responsibility for their own happiness, a proposition 
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perfectly in line with the nation’s democratic ideals. As one of its founders Carl Rogers 

put it, humanistic psychology established “the unquestionable conclusion that the 

democratic way of life is most in harmony with the nature of man.”11 Rogers insisted on 

the primacy of subjectivity in all human affairs, while his counterpart, Abraham 

Maslow, argued that subjective motivations were inherently good. The role of the 

clinician, for Rogers and Maslow, was to promote the positive self-awareness and self-

activity that would lead to mature fulfillment, or self-actualization. The unrivalled 

authority of subjective experience, coupled with the exhortation to self-realization, came 

to shape the endeavors and aspirations of many Americans as they rode the postwar 

wave of prosperity into the 1960s. The influence of these humanistic nostrums, indeed, 

became even more significant for those who, unlike Rogers, found that the reality of 

prosperity and democracy fell grievously short of the ideal.12 For such discontents, the 

promise of the democratic “way of life” was reneged in the cotton fields of Mississippi, 

the slums of Chicago, and the jungles of Vietnam, while the satisfactions of 

consumption and domesticity were belied in cookie-cutter suburbs, stuffy corporate 

boardrooms, and divorce courtrooms. Adjusting to the ‘normal’ became a cruel joke for 

many Americans in the sixties; for them, the normal was a sham easily exposed through 

subjective reflection and wholly incommensurate with authentic self-realization. 

Friedan was a trailblazer in this unmasking of the hollowness behind the normal. 

The Feminine Mystique (1963) drew extensively on humanistic psychology as it sought 

to articulate the subjective experience of women stagnating in socially prescribed 
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domestic roles.13 As with humanistic psychology in general, Friedan was particularly 

critical of Freudian psychoanalytic theory, which substantiated the notion that women 

could find true happiness only through their embrace of their ‘natural’ feminine role as 

wife and mother. Such ideas were both “an obstacle to truth for women . . . and a major 

cause of the pervasive problem with no name.” Friedan saw possibilities, however, in 

humanistic psychological theory, especially Maslovian motivational theory. She 

endorsed the idea that there was “some positive growth tendency within the organism” 

as advanced by Rogers, Gordon Allport, and others (in Maslovian terms, a drive toward 

self-actualization), and argued that the ideology of femininity prevented “growth” 

toward self-realization for women. The construct of femininity, imposed on human 

beings, limited their options and denied them both the challenges and the rewards of 

living fully.14 The National Organization for Women’s 1966 statement of purpose 

explicitly linked humanistic theory to feminist goals: “NOW is dedicated to the 

proposition that women first and foremost are human beings, who, like all other people 

in our society, must have the chance to develop their fullest human potential.”15 The 

goal of Second-Wave feminism became the reclamation of  the “forfeited self.”16 

Conceptions of the self, however, had been in flux throughout the twentieth 

century. Once rooted in social, religious, and familial networks and responsibilities, 

identity was now increasingly defined from within. Subjects continued to identify a 

persistent center or core to their personhood, but the self nonetheless seemed unstable, 
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malleable, and re-makeable. Furthermore, as sex was decoupled from reproduction, 

becoming a choice rather than a biological imperative, it too figured as a marker of 

identity. Sex, in other words, began to become an expression of who people are rather 

than merely something they do. Friedan, caught on the cusp of these shifting conceptions 

of the self, seemed unable to fully grasp the connections between these long-term trends 

and the “problem with no name.”  

The recovery of the “forfeited self,” for Friedan and other liberal feminists, 

entailed the rejection of the feminine mystique and the concomitant re-ignition of the 

“positive growth tendency” so that rather than living “through their husbands and 

children” women would “make a commitment of their own to society or to the future.”17 

The reclaimed self, then, would be socially and politically engaged and nurtured by 

rewarding work. The first step was “to unequivocally say ‘no’ to the housewife image,” 

and thus repudiate “adjustment to an image which does not permit [women] to become 

what they now can be.”18 Yet Friedan’s reclaimed self was confronted with something of 

a procrustean bed. For she made no provision for sexuality as a component of female 

self-realization. Indeed, in Friedan’s view, sexual needs appear as strictly biological, and 

as negatively rather than positively valued. They do not qualify as significant except 

when their frustration interfered with normal functioning.  

Friedan framed the solution to the “problem with no name” entirely in terms of 

the “new thinking” of human growth potential promoted in the work of Maslow, Rogers, 

Allport, Kurt Goldstein, Karen Horney, and Paul Tillich. These theorists had established, 

Friedan explained, that “the fundamental human drive is not the urge for pleasure or the 
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satisfaction of biological needs, but the need to grow and to realize one’s full potential.” 

If “comfortable, empty, purposeless days” characterized the problem, then the solution 

was the full development of women’s capacities and their full inclusion in the “social 

scheme:”19  

It is surely as true of women’s whole potential what earlier psychological 

theorists have only deemed true about her sexual potential – that if she is barred 

from realizing her true nature, she will be sick. The frustration not only of needs 

like sex, but of individual abilities could result in neurosis.20 

 

The undoubtedly Freudian “psychological theorists” Friedan refrains from naming here 

meant “sexual potential” to mean reproductive potential; it was the frustration of a 

woman’s procreative role, in this view, that made her vulnerable to neurosis. 

Significantly, Friedan makes no effort to revise the Freudian conception of women’s 

“true nature” with respect to sex. She vaguely acknowledges sex as a “need” that, if 

blocked, could lead to emotional disturbance, but never confronts the possibility that 

non-procreative sexuality, much less sexual freedom, could have any role in the 

realization of women’s “whole potential.” Women are exhorted to make a “lifelong 

commitment to an art or science, politics or profession.” They are enjoined to conquer 

their understandable, but nevertheless debilitating, fear of failure. They are encouraged 

to commit themselves to “assignments that would . . . test [their] ability.” “When a 

woman is still half-submerged in the false dilemmas and guilts of the feminine 

mystique,” Friedan laments, “she is unwilling to make the necessary effort.” 21 Sexual 

self-realization, however, is not on the agenda. Indeed, the place of sexuality for Friedan 

seems to lie more with the feminine mystique’s “false dilemmas and guilts” than with 

 
19 Ibid., 334, 365. 
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liberation from them. For Arthur Hirsch, whose relatively unknown The Love Elite was 

published in the same year as The Feminine Mystique, the remaining barriers to 

“achieving the dream of total freedom and co-equality with man” were to be found in the 

areas of “love and sexual expression.” Hirsh’s insight – garnered from women’s intimate 

correspondence, coupled with interviews and conversations – illuminates the blind spot 

in Friedan’s analysis. The “love elite,” he averred, represented the vanguard of “a new 

movement . . . [a] dramatic new philosophy,” that sought emancipation through sexual 

fulfillment.22 Hirsch believed that the self was in fundamental ways a sexual self, and 

that sexual fulfillment was the key to revitalizing the “positive growth tendency within 

the organism.” In this view, sexual self-expression could catalyze potentially 

transformative individual change.23 

Historian Daniel Horowitz demonstrates how Friedan patterned The Feminine 

Mystique after William Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), Vance Packard’s The 

Status Seekers (1959), and David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950). The book was 

an adaptation of these authors’ analysis of “suburban, middle-class men to their female 

counterparts.” Horowitz argues, furthermore, that in a pivotal chapter, “The Sexual 

Sell,” Friedan indicts the hegemonic culture of consumption but refrains from 

connecting it to the systemic dictates of capitalism. Rather, she psychologizes social 

problems. Ideology and cultural mythology are conceived as independent from social 

structure and construed as the principal obstacles to psychological and social health.24 

Few commentators observed at the time that Friedan’s prescription to treat the “problem 
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(New York: The Julian Press, Inc. 1963), 20. 
23 Friedan, Mystique, 331-332. 
24 Daniel Horowitz, “Rethinking Betty Friedan and The Feminine Mystique: Labor Union Radicalism and 

Feminism in Cold War America,” American Quarterly 48, no. 1 (March, 1996), 1, 24. 
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with no name” – full equality for women in business and politics – would propel them 

into a world that, according to contemporaneous social criticism, was a dystopian rat 

race of “organization men” in grey flannel suits. This was the dysfunctional culture that 

produced what Marcuse had termed the “performance principle,” an imperative arising 

from the “surplus repression” of mass society which caused widespread malaise and a 

profound sense of “unfreedom.” Furthermore, while marriage may have served, as May 

put it, as the “container for an unwieldy American libido” in the postwar years, it was 

nevertheless a container that that was increasingly strained and leaky. Anxiety about 

stifling sexual repression had given way to fears of sexual and social disorder, fears 

inspired largely by women’s own exploration of whatever sexual freedom was available 

to them.25 On the surface, it appeared that Eros was nowhere more subdued and 

contained than in the homes of suburban married couples. Yet a rising divorce rate, 

Kinsey’s statistics on women’s extramarital affairs, and Friedan’s own research 

suggested otherwise.26 Friedan, however, ultimately disregarded this sexual dimension 

as she advocated individual activism and social change in the cause of women’s 

psychological health.  

Scholars have challenged Friedan’s characterization of postwar American society 

and culture as monolithically hostile to women’s social and political advancement, and 

of American women themselves as seething with buried resentment. In her 

reexamination of Friedan’s research data, historian Joanne Meyerowitz finds plenty of 

evidence of the discontent of housewives, but argues that Friedan disregarded equally 

 
25 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, fully revised and 
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compelling evidence that “domestic ideals coexisted in ongoing tension with an ethos of 

individual achievement that celebrated nondomestic activity, individual striving, public 

service, and public success.”27 Meyerowitz examined the same postwar magazines as 

Friedan and discovered that expressions of domestic malaise were accompanied by the 

unequivocal endorsement of women’s participation in politics and public life in general. 

Meyerowitz also notes the pervasive pessimism with respect to prospects for marital 

harmony. Marriage was construed, more often than not, as an arena of “constant 

problems, including immaturity, incompatibility, and infidelity.” This theme suggests 

that the problem with no name may have derived, at least in some measure, not only 

from thwarted aspirations for self-realization in the workplace and public life, but also 

from thwarted aspirations for sexual self-realization. The possibility is nowhere 

acknowledged by Friedan.28  

Yet Friedan devoted an entire chapter, “The Sex Seekers,” to conjugal sexual 

adjustment and infidelity. 29 In it, she described asking the housewives she interviewed 

about their personal interests and ambitions: “what they did, or would like to do, not 

necessarily as wives or mothers, but when they were not occupied with their husbands or 

their children or their housework.” Friedan was bewildered by the frequency with which 

her subjects responded with “an explicitly sexual answer to a question that was not 

sexual at all.” These women, she observed, were “eager to be asked about sex.” Indeed, 

even when she did not ask, they “often took pride in recounting the explicit details of 

some sexual adventure.” One respondent, a thirty-year old mother of five, told Friedan 
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of wanting to run off to Mexico with her lover in the hope that she “might find the 

feeling that she knew now was ‘the only important thing in life.’” She had once 

experienced this feeling with her husband, and “for a while, she thought, with her 

children.” But it had disappeared from her domestic existence. It was her first affair, 

which occurred when her fifth child was three, that gave her “that wonderful feeling 

again, to give my whole self to someone else.” In Friedan’s view, this woman’s “whole 

self” would never withstand the competing claims upon it. The affair “could not last,” 

Friedan commented; there were just “too many children” involved. Her respondent was 

undeterred, however, and by her third affair had come to see infidelity as her only 

alternative in the search for “that wonderful feeling:” “now that I know how to get that 

feeling . . . I will simply keep trying until I find it again.”  

Another of Friedan’s respondents confided that, “I need sex to feel alive,” but 

lamented that her husband no longer satisfied this need. “I never really feel him,” she 

complained. Friedan describes one woman as engaging in “a sort of sexual status 

seeking.” Being sexually desired by an important man, in the words of this respondent, 

“makes you feel proud, like an achievement. You don’t want to hide it, you want 

everyone to know, when it’s a man of his stature.” But Friedan both dismissed this 

expression of sexual agency as bluster – “how much she really wanted to sleep with this 

man . . . was another question” – and endorsed the harsh judgement of the woman’s 

suburban counterparts: “I later learned from her neighbors that this woman was a 

community joke. Everyone did indeed ‘know,’ but her sexual offerings were so 

impersonal and predictable that only a newcomer husband would take them seriously 

enough to respond.” “Sex seeking” for married women, in short, was a dead end as far as 

Friedan was concerned. “That wonderful feeling” was real enough, but chasing it could 
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only end in disappointment, social ridicule, or the “real and disastrous consequences” of 

failed marriages and broken homes.30  

It did not occur to Friedan, apparently, that sexual agency might actually help to 

resolve the problem with no name. She certainly realized that it was a woman’s sexuality 

– as circumscribed by her roles as wife and mother – that made her a potential victim of 

the feminine mystique. Sex was at the core of both the legal and social definitions of 

marriage. And the marital institution was the principal site where the meanings of sex 

and sexuality were negotiated. As we have seen, by 1960, ‘good sex’ had long figured as 

the cornerstone of healthy marriage, and experts and commentators were unanimous in 

their endorsement of mutual orgasm as the apogee of conjugal union. Given the 

centrality of sex in the American conception of marriage, then, there is something ironic 

in its marginalization, as Friedan put it, as “only one dimension of the human 

potential.”31 This relegation of sex to a supporting role for marital health, and hence, for 

personal fulfillment, defied the dominant discourse of the day, as, of course, did 

Friedan’s critique of patriarchal marriage and female domesticity. 

There is something troubling about Friedan’s failure to even explore the 

possibility that liberated sexuality, sexual expression independent of conventional 

marital and familial expectations, might have a role to play in women’s self-realization 

and empowerment. For Friedan, evidence of independent female sexuality appeared as 

yet another symptom of the “problem with no name.” She acknowledged that men as 

well as women could be victims of the “cult of togetherness” that operated as the 

middle-class ideal for American family life. She noted “the growing aversion and 
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hostility that men have for the feminine millstones hanging around their necks.” Indeed, 

in a March, 1962 Redbook article, Friedan observed that “young fathers feel trapped,” 

and that this was the motivation for “male sex-seeking – the office romance, or the 

casual affair.” Such behavior could arise from “the need to escape from the devouring 

wife.” Nonetheless, she reassured her Redbook readers, most “often, [male] infidelity is 

less a search for pleasure than a means of self-assertion.”32 Friedan was not so 

magnanimous when it came to female extramarital behavior. Women seeking to assert 

themselves sexually were victims of a kind of false consciousness: “when these women 

spoke of sex, there was a false note, a strange unreal quality about their words . . . [that] 

made them sound unsexual.”33 Such women “were intelligent, but strangely 

incomplete.” It was certainly possible, within Friedan’s schema, that sexual agency 

could be construed as an aspect of women’s liberation. “The feminine mystique” itself, 

after all, was defined as the cultural imperative that women must accept “their own 

nature, which can find fulfillment only in sexual passivity, male domination, and 

nurturing maternal love.” Yet Friedan was dismissive of the potential for countering 

“sexual passivity” and “male domination” with sexual assertion and independence. 

Friedan was critical of the postwar trend toward early marriage because she 

identified it with the retreat from the steady advance of women’s liberation during the 

first half of the twentieth century. “After 1949, the image of the American woman as a 

changing, growing individual was shattered,” Friedan reflected, “her solo flight to find 

her own identity was forgotten in the rush for the security of togetherness.”34 The new 
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emphasis on companionate marriage laid the groundwork for “the feminine mystique,” 

which now enticed significantly younger women into matrimony than had been the case 

in the interwar years. Friedan gave no credence, however, to the possibility that sexual 

attraction or the excitement of sexual exploration may have contributed to the desire of 

young women to marry. What Kinsey had called the search for “sexual outlets” was in 

some measure legitimized by the cultural injunction to marry young. Young women 

were encouraged to marry, in part, precisely to attain sexual satisfaction (which would, 

in turn, secure their libidinal “containment” within the marriage). As Nancy Cott has 

argued, middle-class couples in the forties and fifties rarely cohabited before marriage. 

And the sexual double standard ensured that fear of social stigma would remain a 

powerful disincentive for female premarital sex.35 Friedan viewed the sexual exploration 

of young women, whether undertaken in defiance of the double standard or through 

early marriage, as a pernicious false start. The role of sexual freedom in self-realization 

was a decidedly secondary one in Friedan’s brief. And sex outside of marriage, whether 

youthful exploration or mature infidelity, was a symptom rather than a cause of the 

problem with no name. For Friedan and other liberal feminists, sexuality was largely 

extrinsic, and potentially adverse, to authentic self-realization. Many of Friedan’s 

suburban housewives, indeed, were, in her view, poorly served by their desire for sexual 

fulfillment: “one of the major reasons, ironically, why so many women are not achieving 

full-flowering sexuality today is because they are so over determined to achieve it.” If 
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“full flowering” were to be achieved, Friedan implied, it would be within the conjugal 

bed rather than through sexual exploration before or beyond it.36 

Whatever opportunities may have been lost in Friedan’s assessment of the 

emancipatory potential of women’s sexual freedom, it is impossible to underestimate her 

enormous influence on the resurgent women’s movement of the 1960s. She was not, of 

course, the first commentator to worry over the predicament of the trapped housewife. 

Political analyst Max Lerner, for example, wrote in 1957 that the “unhappy wife has 

become a characteristic American culture type.” This “type” emerged as something of a 

media obsession over the next six years.37 Many pundits concluded that women 

themselves were the root of the problem. More precisely, women’s unnatural discontent 

with their “destiny,” a product of “too much” education, made it difficult for them to 

appreciate the true beneficence of the postwar status quo. A 1960 article in Newsweek 

used the Freudian catchphrase, “anatomy is destiny,” to buttress its complaint that, 

“though no group of women has ever pushed these restrictions [of anatomy] as far as the 

American wife, it seems that she still cannot accept them with good grace.”38 In 1961, 

President Kennedy appointed a Presidential Commission on the Status of Women. Its 

final report, published in 1963, documented sex discrimination in education, the 

workplace, and government, but nevertheless endorsed traditional feminine roles in the 

home.39  
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Focusing on women’s private discontents, The Feminine Mystique was a 

powerful repudiation of these equivocating diagnoses and prescriptions. An instant 

bestseller, the book ultimately sold some three million copies. And its arguments were 

disseminated even more widely in excerpts appearing in the very magazines that Friedan 

identified as propagators of the “mystique,” such as Ladies Home Journal and Good 

Housekeeping.40 Friedan herself was catapulted into the leadership of a nascent “second-

wave” of feminist activism generated, in no small measure, by The Feminine Mystique 

itself. In 1966, Friedan and other women’s rights advocates formed the National 

Organization for Women (NOW). Friedan was co-author of the NOW “Statement of 

Purpose,” and became the organization’s first president. The Presidential Commission 

on the Status of Women’s 1963 report recognized that institutionalized discrimination 

blocked women from fully participating in American society. The inclusion of “sex” in 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act as an illegitimate basis for discrimination – along with race, 

color, religion, and national origin – provided the legal fulcrum of the women’s 

liberation movement. Friedan and the liberal feminists of NOW attributed “the problem 

with no name” to the exclusion of women from the public sphere and their confinement 

to domestic roles. The Civil Rights Act made such exclusion illegal and created a 

mechanism for enforcing the law: the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

(EEOC). NOW’s founding at the Third National Conference of the (State) Commissions 

on the Status of Women was a response to the EEOC’s failure to discharge its mandate 
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with respect to “sex.” At its inception then, the organization took a predominantly legal 

approach to solving the problem of discrimination.41  

 In this sense, NOW practiced a politics of inclusion that did not critique 

American institutions fundamentally. It sought, rather, to reform these institutions so 

that women could participate in them equally. Women would enter the mainstream of 

American life when their potential as workers, managers, citizens, and political leaders 

was finally recognized. This would produce, as historian Alice Echols has put it, a “sex 

role revolution in which both men and women would benefit.”42 “Men will have to give 

up ruling class privileges,” Gloria Steinem explained, “but in return they will no longer 

be the ones to support the family, get drafted, bear the strain of responsibility and 

freedom.” They would not, furthermore, “have to spend a lifetime living with inferiors, 

with housekeepers, or dependent creatures who are still children.”43 Scholar and activist 

Zillah Eisenstein observed that for Friedan, feminism was only “a stage in the whole 

human rights movement.”44 The ambitions of Friedan and others at this “stage” were 

rather modest. Their challenge to the status quo was reformist and incremental. The goal 

was inclusion, not transformation. This applied particularly to the institution of 

monogamous marriage. Its foundational utility for society went largely unquestioned by 

liberal feminists. They sought, instead, to update the traditional roles of husband and 

wife and reapportion the responsibilities and rewards accruing to them.  
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 This sort of change, of course, could not be legislated. And as with the African 

American freedom movement, the women’s movement quickly developed a two-front 

approach to liberation: legal and legislative action on the one hand, cultural politics on 

the other. Culture, after all, was the seedbed of ideology. And while the enforcement of 

anti-discrimination laws promised to improve women’s lives to a degree, changing the 

attitudes and assumptions that shaped discrimination would require far more than that. It 

was in this dimension of the struggle that feminists confronted the multifarious “sexual 

revolution” raging through American culture more generally. Playboy was an early, and 

easy, target. Its construction of gender, feminists argued, sustained oppressive 

patriarchal presumptions and attitudes that had no place in twentieth-century life.45 The 

magazine was a bastion of male chauvinism peddling in crass objectification. Its 

pernicious influence needed to be exposed and repudiated.  

The first salvo in a battle that became increasingly bitter as the decade wore on 

was launched by young freelance journalist Gloria Steinem. In 1963, her search for a 

story took her undercover as a ‘bunny’ in Hefner’s recently opened New York City 

Playboy Club.46 Her exposé was presented in two parts as “A Bunny’s Tale,” appearing 

in the May and June issues of Show magazine. Steinem’s article took the form of a daily 

diary, and characterized the work of bunnies as degrading, menial, and boring. Bunnies 

struggled to appear to fit the hourglass Playboy ideal, and stuffed their tight outfits 

accordingly. A demerit system ensured that such missteps as having messy hair or 

addressing the room director by his first name would be penalized. Among the detailed 
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guidelines in the “Playboy Club Bunny Manual” was the instruction that bunnies 

“should make it seem that the customer’s opinions are very important.”47 “The 

occupational hazard of being a Playboy Bunny,” feminist provocateur Germaine Greer 

later quipped, “is the aching facial muscles brought on by obligatory smiles.”48  

 Many bunnies were offended by Steinem’s characterization of their work and 

insulted by her assertion that they were complicit in their own exploitation. Yet Steinem 

raised two issues that that were difficult to dismiss, and which resonated with the early-

sixties feminist groundswell that would become the second-wave. First, she asserted that 

bunnies were overworked and took home much less than the advertised pay rate of two-

hundred dollars per week, a fact that reflected the financial inequity that women in the 

general labor force faced. Second, Steinem illuminated the sexual objectification on 

which Hefner’s expanding empire was built, and the sexual harassment that went with it. 

She carried the point further, implying that bunnies were little more – perhaps even less 

– than prostitutes. Steinem concluded her exposé with a description of an encounter with 

a prostitute outside the Club. “Of the two of us,” Steinem reflected, “she seemed the 

more honest.”49  

Steinem wrote for women’s magazines such as Vogue, Glamour, and Ladies’ 

Home Journal, publications that had already drawn the ire of Friedan. As the decade 

proceeded, however, Steinem evolved into something of a freelance feminist. She 

remained unaffiliated with any specific group or organization, and often clashed with 

older women’s rights leaders as well as young radicals, but her journalism became 

 
47 Ibid., 237. 
48 Ibid.  
49 Ibid., 237-239. 



 

157 

 

increasingly influential in disseminating the issues and arguments that preoccupied 

women’s rights activists.50 By 1968 Steinem had become an unapologetically feminist 

muckraking journalist. Her piece that year, “After Black Power, Women’s Liberation,” 

was an especially powerful exposition of the women’s movement agenda.51 Well-spoken 

and highly photogenic, Steinem campaigned actively for abortion rights and gave 

impassioned testimony at the Senate Judiciary Committee in favor of the Equal Rights 

Amendment. Her 1970 Time magazine article, “What Would It Be Like If Women 

Win,” culminated close to a decade of progressively more trenchant feminist 

journalism.52 By this time, Steinem was nationally recognized as a leader and 

spokesperson for the women’s movement. It was from this position that she again 

tackled the Playboy problem. 

 Despite Steinem’s captious 1963 account of her experience as a Playboy bunny, 

her opinion of Hefner himself seems to have been rather unsettled in the mid-sixties. 

One historian has even described a letter exchange between Steinem and Hefner during 

this period as “mildly” flirtatious.53 There is no hint of flirtation, however, in Steinem’s 

1970 interview with Hefner, published as “What Playboy Doesn’t Know About Women 

Could Fill a Book.” Steinem’s conversation with Hefner at the Playboy mansion in 

Chicago was confrontational from the outset. She accused Hefner of objectifying 

women, and promoting a shallow consumerism that turned women into just another 

commodity. “Don’t you understand,” she asked, “that you’ve made women objects, 
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more easily exchanged than sports cars?”54 She mocked Playboy’s progressivism as 

“fake,” describing Hefner’s diatribes about American Puritanism as “beating a dead 

horse,” and his battles over censorship as trivial in contrast to the battles in the street and 

in Vietnam.55  She characterized Hefner and the Playboy philosophy as “politically 

irrelevant.” As for Playboy itself, Steinem pulled few punches, judging the magazine to 

be “boyish, undeveloped, anti-sensual, vicarious, and sad.”56 Hefner defended his 

magazine and philosophy as supportive of women’s rights and described its politics as 

the promotion of “capitalism with a conscience.”57 Steinem conceded Playboy’s 

influence, and granted that Hefner was “partly responsible for women’s lib in a way . . . 

[by] supplant[ing] brute strength as a symbol of maleness with sports cars and 

appliances.”58 More radical feminists were not inclined to concede even this to Hefner, 

nor did they agree that his project was “politically irrelevant.” 

 In September, 1970 Hefner remarked to Steinem: “I don’t understand why 

feminists aren’t grateful to us, to the Playboy philosophy. I didn’t pick them out as 

special enemies, you know, they picked me first.” By 1970, the “battle of the sexes” was 

underway not only in bedrooms, kitchens, workplaces, and the streets, it had become a 

media and popular culture spectacle played out in print, film, and perhaps most 

dramatically, on national television.59 In the spring of that year, two segments of the 
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popular Dick Cavett Show became the venue for a ‘battle royale’ between the ‘liberated’ 

man as represented by Hefner and Playboy, and the ‘liberated’ woman represented by 

feminist activists. In the first segment Hefner was positioned alongside prominent 

feminists Sally Kempton and Susan Brownmiller to discuss women’s liberation. 

Kempton, daughter of iconic Newsday columnist and New York Review of Books writer, 

Murray Kempton, argued bluntly that men “oppress us as women . . . and Hugh Hefner 

is my enemy.” Hefner attempted to be conciliatory, and countered that Playboy had 

supported the right of women to have equal job opportunities and reproductive freedom. 

He added that his overarching goal was the expansion of “human rights” for both men 

and women. Brownmiller replied that she would believe that “on the day that you are 

willing to come out here with a cotton tail attached to your rear end.” The second 

segment, which pitted Hefner against Holy Tannen and Diane Crothers, was even more 

confrontational. Hefner referred to his opponents as “lib ladies” and condemned 

“militant women’s lib” as “anti-feminine and anti-sexual.” Tannen and Crothers charged 

that Playboy presented women as “mindless sex objects” expected to serve men while 

“looking incredibly nineteen forever.” Hefner retorted that it was radical feminists who 

reified the notion that “if a woman is beautiful then she is brainless.” The show 

descended into chaos as feminists in the audience began chanting “we’re oppressed 

people” and “this is a fascist country.” Two activists rushed the stage shouting epithets 

such as “fascist” and “off the pig.”60  

The uproar on the Cavett show was doubtless the most public skirmish in the 

battle between feminists and Playboy, which was increasingly viewed as the supreme 
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symbol of male oppression of women. Attacks against the magazine came with 

mounting frequency and intensity between 1968 and 1970. And Hefner became 

increasingly testy in the face of them. Campus protests flared up. A month before 

Hefner’s appearances on the Cavett Show, for instance, activists at the University of 

Southern California picketed a talk by a magazine spokesman with signs reading “We 

Won’t Take Playboy Lying Down.” Ti-Grace Atkinson described Playboy as “middle-

class pornography” and added: “We all know Hugh Hefner is a pig.”61 Militants targeted 

the Playboy Mansion in Chicago on more than one occasion, and picketed the Playboy 

Club in Boston. At one point, feminists infiltrated the Chicago Mansion and plastered 

the ballroom paintings with anti-Playboy stickers.62 In early1969, at Grinnell College in 

Iowa, a group of male and female students responded to a visit by a representative of the 

magazine by staging a “nude in” while carrying signs reading “Playmeat of the 

Month.”63 One female student declared: “We protest Playboy’s images of lapdog female 

playthings with idealized proportions . . . Playboy bunnies are an affront to human 

sexual dignity.”64 The demonstrators identified themselves as members of the Grinnell 

Women’s Liberation Group and the Guerrilla Theater.65 Three months later, at Antioch 

College in Ohio, about three hundred protestors disrupted a Playboy photoshoot of new 

men’s fashions, chanting slogans and stripping naked to oppose the magazine’s 

“mindless flaunting of the female body.”66 Hefner, for his part, redoubled his advocacy 
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of liberal causes, including reproductive rights, equality of pay and opportunity, and 

opposition to women’s “domestic drudgery.” He also proclaimed his disagreement with 

the “destructive radicalism and anti-sexuality of the extremist fringe of militant 

feminism.”67  

 The women’s liberation movement addressed a wide array of concerns of course, 

but in the late sixties, the issue of sexuality in general, and the sexual objectification of 

women in particular, had become a focal point that united women’s liberationists from 

various points along the feminist political spectrum. Beyond Hefner and Playboy, 

feminists took aim at advertisers, clothing and cosmetic manufacturers, beauty pageants, 

and popular women’s magazines. The grievance was the same: all were complicit in the 

exploitation of women’s bodies by construing them as erotic objects. Supreme Court 

decisions had paved the way for the commercialization of sex by entrepreneurs such as 

Hefner. Explicit sexual imagery proliferated in the 1960s, much of it featuring eroticized 

female bodies. While fifties era single women generally accepted the injunction to draw 

the line in sexual intimacy by saying “no” to intercourse, women who came of age in the 

sixties often felt pressure to engage in sex almost indiscriminately. This was the cultural 

context that prompted Dana Densmore, of the radical feminist group Cell-16, to declare 

her “independence” from the sexual revolution: “many of us now embrace sexuality and 

its expression completely uncritically . . . as if even total sexual fulfillment would 

change anything . . . sexual relations in the world today . . . are oppressive . . . sex is 

everywhere. It’s forced down our throats.” “Everywhere,” she continued, women were 
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seen as “sexual objects.”68 In 1968 Playboy defined the modern woman as “The New 

Girl”: a “postfeminist” who embraced “sexual freedom and psychedelics, skin-diving 

and the swim, Bobby Kennedy and Bobby Dylan, the New Left and Civil Rights.”69 

Densmore and others begged to differ. For them, the sexual revolution seemed less a 

vehicle for self-realization and fulfillment than for the perpetuation of women’s 

subjugation.  

 In August 1968, the “organized rage” of feminist women gained national 

attention at the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Over a hundred 

female demonstrators mobilized by New York Radical Women (NYRW) attacked what 

they termed “The Degrading Mindless-Boob Girlie Symbol” and the “Consumer Con 

Game.”70 Protest organizers charged the pageant with celebrating the female competition 

for male approval that pervaded American society. It perpetuated the “ludicrous ‘beauty’ 

standards” forced upon American women. The protest, then, was not only directed at the 

pageant’s overt exploitation of women, but at the sexist consumer culture that it shaped 

and reflected. Protestors, through a combination of picketing, chants, and guerrilla 

theatre, highlighted the process by which women were “forced daily to compete for male 

approval.” Corporate America, protestors maintained, produced and then profited from 

this competition by marketing beauty products that portrayed women exclusively as 
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objects of male desire.71 Demonstrators paraded a live sheep on the boardwalk, then 

crowned it “Miss America,” to “parody the way the contestants are appraised and judged 

like animals at a county fair.” Some protestors chained themselves to a life-sized Miss 

America puppet to emphasize women’s “enslavement” to beauty standards dictated by 

male-dominated corporations. “Miss America Sells It,” one leaflet proclaimed. Most 

notoriously, protestors set up a large “Freedom Trash Can” into which they tossed 

various “instruments of torture to women:" high-heeled shoes, brassieres, false 

eyelashes, girdles, curlers, wigs, and copies of Ladies Home Journal, Playboy, and 

Cosmopolitan.72 The media, NYRW argued, was as complicit in the objectification and 

subordination of women as the pageant. The production of “The Unbeatable Madonna-

Whore Combination,” indeed, was an ubiquitous American cultural project. Playboy 

centerfolds and Miss America contestants, the activists declared, “are sisters over the 

skin.”73  

 Women’s magazines were also implicated. In March, 1970, a group of feminist 

journalists calling themselves “Media Women” were joined by members of ten other 

organizations (including Redstockings, The Feminists, NYRW, and NOW) for a sit-in at 

the editorial offices of Ladies’ Home Journal.74 They demanded that the editor be 

replaced by a woman, that a monthly feminist column be initiated, and that “the editorial 

content of one issue” be “turned over” to Media Women, who would put the magazine 
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out under the title, “Women’s Liberated Journal.”75 Ultimately, the editor granted eight 

pages of the magazine’s August issue to the group, a move which dramatically increased 

circulation, and caused it and other women’s magazines, such as McCall’s, to enhance 

coverage of feminist issues.76 Helen Gurley Brown and Cosmopolitan came under attack 

as well.77 In Sex and the Office (1964), Brown had revealed her dedication to the very 

“instruments of women’s torture” that feminists had burned in Atlantic City: “padded 

bra, capped teeth, straightened nose, Pan-Cake, false eyelashes and wig.” Meanwhile, 

the “Cosmo girl” that now graced the cover of each issue of the magazine had become a 

cultural icon and role model for young women. She smiled seductively from every 

drugstore and newsstand magazine rack.  

For radical feminist artist and scholar Kate Millett, “the magazine’s reactionary 

politics were too much to take.” Her comrade, Andrea Dworkin, viewed women such as 

Brown as “collaborators, more base in their collaboration than other collaborators have 

ever been; experiencing pleasure in their own inferiority; calling [sexual] intercourse 

freedom.”78 But Brown’s sexual politics were perhaps more difficult to categorize than 

Dworkin understood. The editor held her own when confronted with the condemnation 

of feminists: “I was backed up against the radiator,” she quipped, “but it wasn’t very 

hot.” Millett demanded that Brown devote the magazine to advocacy for women’s 

liberation; Brown retorted that Cosmopolitan was “already a feminist book.” In the end, 

Brown agreed to Millett’s demand that space in the magazine be reserved for discussion 
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of feminism, but insisted that she would remain in charge. “I would be glad to have 

articles written about feminists by feminists,” Brown averred, “but they would have to 

do the writing, we the editing.” The occupation of Cosmo’s editorial offices ended with 

an invitation for Brown to attend a consciousness-raising session.79 In a May, 1970 

editorial Brown joked about the experience: “I was only into my eighth hangup when I 

had to relinquish the floor to the next hangup-ee.”  

Notwithstanding Brown’s satirical account, consciousness-raising (CR) was an 

extremely effective emotional, conceptual, and motivational tool for the women’s 

movement. Described by historian Debra Michals as “one of the last great revolutionary 

forms” with the “potential to change society by changing minds first,” CR seeded the 

growth of the movement and furnished much of the raw material for its critique of 

marriage, motherhood, and the family.80 It emerged as a more or less formal process in 

meetings of NYRW. The idea was that optimally effective political action would flow 

from activists who had engaged in the CR group process. Michals identifies the diverse 

influences drawn upon by CR pioneers. The most salient precursor was the civil rights 

movement strategy of “speaking truth to power.” But the Chinese revolutionary 

technique of “speaking pains to recall pains,” the growing popularity of psychotherapy 

encounter groups, and the countercultural advocacy of “consciousness expansion” also 

served as inspirations. As Michals explains, sixties-era notions of overhauling society 

frequently hinged on ideas about altering consciousness, “adopting a new perception, 

becoming aware of the ways in which the existing patriarchal, capitalistic order co-opted 
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the individual’s core human existence and identity.”81 In CR sessions, women learned 

that “what they assumed to be their personal problems had broader social 

implications.”82 “The personal,” as the saying went, was most definitely “political.” The 

women’s movement partook of the larger countercultural emphasis on “unravelling the 

lessons learned from birth – the very socialization process – so that the individual could 

see how the system operated to mold one’s social self.”83 Such exercises illuminated 

alternative social possibilities such as that described by Charles Reich in The Greening 

of America (1970): “a form of community in which love, respect, and a mutual search 

for wisdom replace[d] the competition and separation of the past, and a liberation of 

each individual in which he is enabled to grow toward the highest possibilities of the 

human spirit.”84 

 Consciousness-raising was the immediate impetus behind the Miss America 

protest, and the insights gleaned from it over several years in many parts of the country 

deepened the feminist experiential and theoretical understanding of women’s 

oppression. 85 “CR worked by enabling the individual within a group setting to uncover 

her authentic self,” observes Michals, “the person – or the essence of the person – 

beneath the programming that dictated what a woman ‘should’ be and the socially 

sanctioned roles available to her.”86 Much of what was excavated during CR sessions 
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exposed the process of socialization that occurred in the family of origin, a process 

perpetuated as women took up their roles as wives and mothers. Women realized, as 

Echols puts it, that their “inequality in the public domain was related to their 

subordination in the family.”87 Women’s groups disagreed over the proper balance 

between CR work and political action. Few would dispute the importance, even 

necessity, of CR for women’s politicization, but some feared that too much CR would 

divert energy and resources from direct action. Nevertheless, many of the radical 

political actions initiated by the women’s liberation movement, broadly conceived, were 

conceived in CR sessions; and a number of them took aim at the institution of marriage 

directly. 

 In late summer, 1969, a group of radical women calling themselves “The 

Feminists” plastered the New York City subway system with stickers reading “Fuck 

Marriage, Not Men.” In September, the group invaded the City’s Marriage License 

Bureau and accused its officials of fraud. “We wanted to raise women’s consciousness 

about marriage and a state contract,” explained the group’s founder, Ti-Grace 

Atkinson.88 Their position was elaborated through a set of rhetorical questions: “Do you 

know that rape is legal in marriage? Do you know that love and affection are not 

required in marriage? Do you know that you are your husband’s prisoner? Do you know 

that, according to the United Nations, marriage is a ‘slavery-like practice?’ So, why 

aren’t you getting paid? Do you resent this fraud?” The group then took their protest to 
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City Hall, confronting the mayor as “an official representative of male society which 

uses force to suppress women into monogamous relationships dangerous to their 

individual identities.”89 Bridal fairs became a choice target for the women’s movement. 

In mid-February, 1969, women’s liberation groups disrupted bridal fairs on both coasts 

simultaneously. On the West coast activists picketed and handed out leaflets denouncing 

“mass media images of the pretty, sexy, passive, childlike vacuous woman.” In New 

York, members of the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (WITCH) 

carried signs declaring “Here Comes the Bribe, chanted “Confront the Whoremakers,” 

and sang “Here Comes the Slave/Off to her Grave” at a bridal fair.90 

 Feminist groups did not always agree on the subject of marriage. Their 

interpretations of the institution varied according to ideological perspective. There were 

two major tendencies: materialist and psychological. The distinction between these 

approaches was embodied by The Feminists and Redstockings. Both organizations 

sought to dismantle the system of male domination, but disagreed on its central 

underpinnings, and therefore on the most efficacious approach to activism. Redstockings 

adopted a materialist position: men oppress women (and women submit), through 

marriage, for its material benefits. In this view, patriarchy appears as an epiphenomenon 

of capitalism, and “monogamy as an evil that originates with private property.”91 For 

The Feminists, the critique of marriage was primarily a critique of sex roles, and male 

supremacy was best understood through psychological analysis. In this view, men 

oppressed women “to extend the significance of their own existence as an alternative to 
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individual creativity.” Both groups regarded marriage as collaboration. But while 

Redstockings explained this as a consequence of material coercion, The Feminists 

believed women unconsciously participated in their own oppression.92   

 The role of marriage and the family within patriarchy was interrogated most 

incisively in the work of radical feminist intellectuals Anne Koedt, Shulamith Firestone, 

and Kate Millett. These analysts pressed the attack against the already-beleaguered 

institution at the core of the traditional American hearth and home. Drawing heavily on 

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1952), which appropriated Hegel’s analysis of 

the ‘master and slave’ to examine relations of dominance and submission between men 

and women, feminist intellectuals broadened the concept of power to include influence 

and control in interpersonal relations, especially familial ones. The argument was made 

most influentially in Notes from the Second Year (1970), edited by Firestone and Koedt, 

a compilation of more than thirty articles and manifestos on CR, abortion, women’s 

sexuality, and other topics. Notes included Koedt’s widely reprinted essay “The Myth of 

the Vaginal Orgasm,” which cited the latest research in sexual physiology to argue that 

the denial of the orgasmic role of the clitoris was a means of maintaining male power 

and privilege. The sex act itself, Koedt argued, was a ritual by which men produced the 

“psychological superiority . . . [they] exercise over women.”93  

Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex also appeared in 1970. This “materialist view of 

history based on sex itself” reworked Freudian and Marxist theory to argue that 

women’s subjection was rooted in biology, childbearing in particular.94 Firestone 
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synthesized a number of the decade’s intellectual trends, including technological 

optimism, positivism, the notion of “polymorphous perversity,” and the idea that 

libidinal energy could be “liberated” as maintained by Norman O. Brown and Herbert 

Marcuse. She advocated “a fundamental restructuring of our psycho-sexuality,” not only 

through “the elimination of male privilege but of the sex distinction itself.” 95 In such a 

society “genital differences between human beings would no longer matter culturally.”96 

Firestone’s argument ultimately turned psychological as she followed Brown in locating 

the origins of oppression in the psychic structures which inhibited sexuality through the 

“tyranny of the genital” – a predicament established in the family, beginning with the 

incest taboo. Firestone believed that “total physical and emotional relationships” could 

only be achieved through the de-centering of genital sex. This did not mean that genital 

sex would disappear. “All close relationships would include the physical, [but] our 

concept of exclusive physical partnerships (monogamy) [would disappear] from our 

physic structure, as well as the construct of a Lover ideal.”97 Freud “was merely a 

diagnostician for what feminism purports to cure,” Firestone declared, which was the 

Victorian Era’s “family-centeredness, and thus its exaggerated sexual oppression and 

repression.”98  

For feminist theorists, the engagement with and critique of Freud and 

psychoanalytic theory was a virtual prerequisite. In Koedt’s words, “it was Freud’s 

feelings about women’s secondary and inferior relationship to men that formed the basis 

for his theories on female sexuality,” theories popularized by a legion of commentators, 
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advice-givers, and analysts.99 In Sexual Politics (1970), Kate Millett indicted 

Freudianism for its negative portrayal of female “nature,” which had exerted a decidedly 

noxious influence in the twentieth-century discourse of female sexuality. For Millett, 

Freud was a “male-supremacist” who disguised his chauvinism by “dressing the thing up 

in jargon – ‘passivity,’ ‘low libido,’ ‘masochism,’ ‘narcissism,’ ‘undeveloped super-

ego.’” Freud had merely given “a new respectability” to “the old myth of feminine 

‘nature.’”100 Millett argued that Freud was incapable of distinguishing between “two 

radically different phenomena, female biology and feminine status.” The result was, as 

she put it, “a fairly blatant kind of Social Darwinism.” Millett cited Freud’s Civilization 

and its Discontents, in which “women represent the interests of the family and the sexual 

life” while men carry on the real “work of civilization.” She took particular issue with 

“anatomy is destiny,” the premise grounding Freud’s naturalization of the most basic 

institution of women’s oppression: the family. “Freud regarded the patriarchal family’s 

emergence out of the primal horde as one of civilization’s achievements,” Millett fumed. 

While conceding that a number of post-Freudians, Karen Horney and Clara Thompson 

most notably, had complicated Freud’s biologism by allowing for the influence of social 

factors, she nevertheless held that “the theoretical orientation [of psychoanalytic theory] 

had been set” by its founder. Freud posited “an irreducible human nature, an essential 

and universal human psychology,” so that “even gainsayers could not go beyond 

adjustive revision.”  
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Millett viewed Freud as the most influential agent of what she described as a 

male “sexual counterrevolution” between 1930 and 1960.101 In this historical narrative, 

women had mounted a sexual revolution during the century beginning in 1830. By 1930, 

several generations of women had made significant gains that reformed and mitigated 

aspects of the traditional patriarchy. The counterrevolution, with Freud at its center, was 

launched (primarily) by men in response to the perceived threat of female equality. For 

Millett, one of the most significant developments of the revolutionary period was a 

general contraction of the perceived gap between the sexes. Differences between men 

and women, that is, were not thought to be as extreme and immutable as was once the 

case. The trend was propelled, in part, by the diminution of the authority of religion as 

arbiter of gender relations, and the concomitant rise of the social sciences in this role. 

The move, most broadly, was from an essentialist and universalist understanding of 

gender and sexuality derived from scripture and religious tradition, to an emphasis on 

the social and historical aspects of gender and sexuality derived from empirical analysis. 

The Freudian counterrevolution reversed this trend, restoring an essentialist and 

universalist psychology that re-established immutable differences in sex role and 

temperament, thereby justifying patriarchy as normative.  

Alarmingly, the essentialism of psychoanalysis had now spread to the social 

sciences, according to Millett. Sociology, dominated by the structural functionalism of 

Talcott Parsons, was fixated on developing theoretical models that illuminated deeply 

rooted social structures. Millett rejected the pretensions of sociology to value-free 

science, holding that “the main service of functionalism appear[ed] to reside in its 
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justification of the system it perceive[d] and covertly identifie[d] with.” Myopically 

focused on stability, functionalism underscored the imperative of the adjustment of 

individuals to the needs of the system. The weight of public authority vested in the 

social sciences, Millett held, “was now exerted in favor of patriarchal ideology, 

attitudes, and institutions.” The social sciences had embraced the mission of re-

establishing sexual differences and roles by making them innate rather than cultural with 

a zeal that had taken on “something of the nature of a defense of holy ground.” By the 

1960s, they were dedicated, by and large, to “the preservation of conservative notions of 

marriage and the family, of sex role, of temperamental trait and identity through 

conformity to sexual norms.” For functionalists, Millett explained, the ostensibly 

descriptive inevitably becomes prescriptive. In the end, they were “out to save the 

family” just “like other reactionaries.” Through its pose of objectivity, structural 

functionalism “gains a special efficacy in reinforcing stereotypes,” Millett observed. 

Accordingly, the injunction to conform is paramount, and “girls are imprisoned in the 

familiar triad of passivity, masochism, and narcissism,” while boys are “confined by the 

stereotypical dominance prescribed for them.” 

In what was perhaps the strongest element of her critique, Millett turned from the 

social sciences to the more widely influential world of culture as reflected in the popular 

literature of the sexual counterrevolution. This literature, Millett contended, was 

distinguished by its glorification of male sexual liberty. She conducted a 

psychologically-based analysis of the expression of male assumptions and the assertion 

of male prerogatives in the highly-regarded works of prominent authors D.H. Lawrence, 

Henry Miller, and Norman Mailer. “After the usual manner of cultural agents,” Millett 

averred, the fiction of these literary icons “both reflected and actually shaped attitudes.” 



 

174 

 

Millett called them “counterrevolutionary sexual politicians,” and found the 

misogynistic core of male supremacy revealed in the blunt descriptions of male 

domination of and violence against women that characterized the putative “eroticism” of 

their novels.102 Such was not the case in the work of French author Jean Genet, who 

exemplified Millett’s hope that “there is evidence in the last few years that the 

reactionary sexual ethic . . . has nearly spent itself.”103 For Genet, the ‘masculine’ and 

the ‘feminine’ were the categories through which the “ordinary tyranny of gendered 

sexual life” was enacted.104 His writings highlighted the “utterly arbitrary and invidious 

nature of the sex role.”105 Genet’s depictions rebelled against this “tyranny” by 

embracing the woman’s point of view, and in the process offered hope that a new sexual 

revolution might finally dismantle the patriarchy. Genet’s writings pointed toward the 

freedom from prescriptive roles that feminist revolutionaries sought to create. Doing so 

would require a “re-examination of the traits categorized as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’” 

which would call into question their very “desirability.” Should human beings actually 

accept the notion of male “violence encouraged as virile” or the belief that femininity 

demanded “excessive passivity,” asked Millett, was it possible that these attributions and 

expectations of gender were actually “useless in either sex[?]”106  

Millett and other radical feminists sought to dismantle prescriptive social and 

sexual roles and counter the power relations through which these roles were imposed by 

interrogating those institutions that perpetuated the gender/sexual status quo: marriage 

and the family in particular. At the same time, radical feminists attempted to fashion a 
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new sexual ideology more consonant with women’s emancipation and equality. The 

project provoked strong resistance. Many misinterpreted the impulse behind the 

women’s liberation movement as a desire to emulate or compete with men (widely 

believed to be an effect of “penis envy”). The assumption was shared by men of all 

political stripes – from left-wing radicals to reactionary conservatives. Their response to 

radical feminism revealed an inability or unwillingness to see the implications of 

women’s social and sexual emancipation in any but the most threatening terms. New 

York activist Ti-Grace Atkinson, one of the founders of NOW, observed the tendency of 

men to assume that because she was a feminist she must also be a dominatrix.107 

Firestone wrote that a woman who refused to have sex with a man was labelled a 

“ballbreaker,” “cockteaser,” or a “bad trip,” and that the “emancipated woman” who 

sought to relate to men with “greater directness, honesty, and generosity” would 

discover that “no one appreciated [her] intelligent conversation [or] high aspirations.”108  

Lesbian feminism was double-damned. For the mental health establishment, as 

for the majority of Americans, lesbianism was viewed as pathological. The American 

Psychiatric Association included homosexuality in its list of mental disorders until 

1973.109 And there was no lack of hostility in male-dominated radical circles. “If a 

lesbian is anything,” wrote Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver in his deeply misogynistic 

collection of essays, Soul on Ice, “she is a frigid woman, a frozen cunt, with a warp and 

a crack in the wall of her ice.” Even liberal feminists cringed at lesbianism. Betty 

Friedan was convinced that lesbians would undermine the credibility of the movement. 
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In 1969, she began a campaign to purge NOW of what she referred to as the “lavender 

menace,” asserting, even, that the lesbians in the organization were undercover CIA 

agents. Those women known to be lesbian were ostracized by NOW. Homophobic 

persecution, however, was not universal in the women’s movement. When a 1970 Time 

magazine article revealed that Kate Millett was bisexual, and predicted that the 

disclosure would cripple the cause of women’s liberation, a coalition of leading radical 

feminists held a press conference in solidarity, and made it clear that feminism and 

sexual freedom were closely intertwined.110  

Inevitably, it seemed, individual feminists and the activist communities they 

belonged to were forced to negotiate the meaning of sexual liberation. The process, in 

turn, fostered the re-examination of social and sexual roles and of the nature of love, 

marriage, and the family. Such explorations were of a piece with the quest for 

authenticity that permeated the counter cultures of the day. One could remake one’s self, 

discover the core of one’s being beneath layers of social conditioning, and both find 

fulfillment and foment change in a corrupt society.111 Appeals to the “authentic” were 

common across the social movements. The term was employed to denote both one’s 

truest inner feelings, and to describe a mode of existence demanding self-awareness, 

critical reflection, and personal responsibility.112 The discovery of authentic selfhood 
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presupposed the rejection of received/imposed “artificial” identities, including such 

normative gendered subject positions as housewife/mother and provider/father. Perhaps 

the most iconoclastic manifestation of the tendency was the destabilization of the very 

idea of what was “male” and what was “female.” 
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Chapter Seven: Countercultures 

 

 Since the 1960s, the term “counterculture” has become something of a catch-all 

phrase encompassing an array of disparate phenomena: protest demonstrations and 

social nudity, communes and anarchist cells, the free speech movement and psychedelic 

drugs, fighting the “pigs” and hugging trees. In a conceptually useful but amorphous 

formulation, Peter Braunstein and Michael Doyle describe the sixties and seventies 

counterculture as “an inherently unstable collection of attitudes, tendencies, postures, 

gestures, ‘lifestyles,’ ideals, visions, hedonistic pleasures, moralisms, negations, and 

affirmations.”1 The term “counterculture” migrated into mainstream discourse from the 

realm of  sociology by way of Milton Yinger’s 1960 article, “Contraculture and 

Subculture.”2 Yinger’s paper was a product of his research of the psychological 

dimensions of social deviance; he introduced the term to distinguish it as a sociological 

phenomenon from the more commonly used “subculture.” A “contraculture,” he stated, 

“represents a full-fledged oppositional movement with a distinctively separate set of 

norms and values that are produced dialectically out of a sharply delineated conflict with 

the dominant society.” A contraculture “aspires,” he added, “to transform values and 

mores of its host culture.”3 Yinger acknowledged his debt to colleague Talcott Parsons, 

who coined the term “counterculture” (in passing) in a discussion of the ideology of 

subcultures in The Social System (1951). Theodore Roszak revived and popularized the 

term in his landmark 1969 book, The Making of a Counter Culture. In 2001, Roszak 

 
1 Peter Braunstein and Michael W. Doyle, “Introduction: Historicizing the American Counterculture of the 

1960s and 70s,” in Peter Braunstein and Michael W. Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation: The American 

Counterculture of the 1960s and 70s (New York: Routledge, 2002), 10. 
2 J. Milton Yinger, “Contraculture and Subculture,” American Sociological Review 25, no. 4 (October, 

1960): 625-635. 
3 Braunstein and Doyle, “Introduction,” 6-7. 
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embraced the broadened definition of Braunstein and Doyle, but in 1969 he referred to 

contemporary youth as “Technocracy’s Children” and described the counterculture as 

comprising “only a strict minority of the young and a handful of their adult mentors.”4 

Roszak later reflected that the original definition was “precise, but far too narrow.” He 

had meant to describe “the rebellion against certain essential elements of industrial 

society: the priesthood of technical expertise, the world view of mainstream science and 

the social dominance of the corporate community – the military-industrial complex.”5  

As Roszak himself eventually acknowledged, then, countercultural activity 

attracted far more than a “strict minority of youth” and dissented from aspects of 

American society and culture well beyond the technocracy and the military-industrial 

complex. The counterculture, or perhaps more accurately, “countercultures,” of these 

years, called into question the entire economic, social, political, and cultural fabric of 

American life. Counterculturalists rejected the mainstream “square” ideology that 

sustained and legitimized a system they had come to view as irredeemably corrupt and 

malign, and they sought to dismantle the institutional and psychological mainstays of 

this ideology. Traditional marriage and the nuclear family, not surprisingly, came under 

sustained attack from a variety of vantage points. From some perspectives these 

institutions seemed salvageable with remediation, from others – such as those held by 

critics of monogamy – wholesale restructuring was required. The multifaceted 

countercultural critique of marriage and the family was both material and psychological 

 
4 Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and its 

Youthful Opposition (New York: Doubleday & Company, Ltd, 1969), xii. 
5 Theodore Roszak, “When the Counterculture Counted,” http://www.sfgate.com/books/article/When-the-

counterculture-counted-2835958.php, accessed 21 February 2015, 3:28 pm 
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in character. My analysis here will chart some of the strongest countercultural currents 

and crosscurrents challenging the marital, familial, and sexual status quo.  

 To a casual observer, sixties countercultures may have appeared to cater 

primarily to hedonistic youth rebellion, to a predisposition, that is, associated with a life 

stage or phase. This assumption, however, would negate the impressive intellectual 

foundations of countercultural formations. The critique of American institutions, and of 

the “alienated work, economic logic, consumerism, and environmental degradation,” 

they presupposed and reproduced, emerged from the culture of abundance generated by 

postwar economic prosperity. Economist John Kenneth Galbraith’s declaration in The 

Affluent Society (1958) that “the problem of production has been conquered” (by which 

he meant made reliably responsive to demand) engaged American intellectuals in a 

discourse that questioned the uses to which abundance was put.6 Historian Howard Brick 

describes something of the contradictions of the abundant society: “the prospects of 

abundance opened vistas of social change but also reinforced a sense of personal 

alienation.” Freedom from scarcity made it possible to address other than basic needs. It 

“aroused hopes for a greater degree of democratic participation in public life,” Brick 

observes, “but also suggested a growing concentration of effective power in American 

life.” 7 Galbraith pointed to the stark contrast between “private opulence and public 

squalor,” and argued for a re-thinking of the economic and social policies heretofore 

premised on the presumption of scarcity and the development of the productive capacity 

to banish it. He advocated a more finely tuned balance between the production and 

 
6 John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1958), 319. 
7 Howard Brick, Age of Contradiction: American Thought and Culture in the 1960s (New York: Twayne 

Publishers, 1998), 1-2. 
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distribution of ‘private’ and ‘public’ services, or of “social goods,” such as roads and 

sidewalks, clean air, and scientific knowledge.8  Galbraith’s analysis alluded to the 

ascent of automation and the mid-century preoccupation with systems theory as well as 

to the closely related advent of cybernetics, which made widespread automation 

possible.  

In this context, the concept of “system” obtained wide currency. The term 

appeared frequently in the natural and applied sciences, denoting order and control as 

related to living organisms as well as computing machines and economic and social 

structures. Yet while social scientists, bureaucrats, capitalists, and politicians embraced 

the notion of system for its promise of control and order, it elicited a manifest distrust 

among countercultural radicals. Indeed, one might argue that suspicion of “the system” 

was the conviction that united the counterculture in all of its permutations.9 Taken to 

signify the interlocking institutions that comprised the existing social and political order, 

the concept of “the system” enabled opponents to draw connections between diverse 

social phenomena and argue that the flaws in Western society began at its foundations; 

they were endemic, not contingent or incidental. Railing against “the system” or “the 

machine” became a countercultural commonplace, as in Berkeley activist Mario Savio’s 

famous diatribe during the 1964 Free Speech Movement:  

There comes a time when the operation of the machine becomes 

so odious, makes you so sick at heart, that you can’t take part . . . 

you’ve got to make it stop . . . [and] indicate to the people who run 

it, to the people who own it, that unless you’re free, the machine 

will be prevented from working at all.10 

 
8 Galbraith, The Affluent Society, 257, 135. 
9 Brick, Contradiction, 124-125. 
10 Mario Savio, “An End to History,” in Alexander Bloom and Wini Breines, eds., Takin’ It To The 

Streets: A Sixties Reader, Third Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 94. 
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The idea of a post-scarcity society animated not only those intellectuals 

concerned with government policy and economic stability, it also underwrote much of 

the most ambitiously progressive, even utopian, intellectual work of the era. The 

writings of Herbert Marcuse are a case in point. When leading counterculture radicals 

undertook the task of grounding their grievances and alternatives in theory and 

philosophy, historian Allen Matusow has observed, “they took ideas from wherever they 

could find them, but most of all from Herbert Marcuse.”11 German émigré Marcuse, a 

member of the Frankfurt school of critical theory (a major center of neo-Marxist studies) 

who fled the Nazis in 1934, offered a unique synthesis of Marx and Freud. Marcuse’s 

novel explication of Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents (1930), for example, 

questioned its central thesis that sexual repression – the sublimation of psychic (and 

somatic) energy from the erotic impulses (the pleasure principle) – had created 

civilization, and that continued repression (the reality principle) was necessary for its 

perpetuation. “According to Freud,” Marcuse writes in Eros and Civilization (1955), 

“the history of man is the history of his repression.”12 Conceding that some level of 

repression of basic instincts was necessary for human beings to live socially, Marcuse 

nevertheless charged that Freud had erroneously transformed “historical contingencies 

into biological necessities.” As Marcuse put it, “a repressive organization of the instincts 

underlies all historical forms of the reality principle in civilization.” According to Freud: 

“Civilization has progressed as organized domination.”13  

 
11 Allen J. Matusow, The Unravelling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960s (New York: 

Harper and Row, Publishers, Inc., 1984), 321. 
12 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston: The Beacon Press, 

1966), 11.   
13 Ibid., 34. 
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Yet the repressive modifications of the instincts under the reality principle, 

Marcuse observed, depended for its justification upon a presumption of scarcity. It 

depended, as Freud saw it, on the “eternal struggle for life that has persisted from 

prehistoric times to the present.”14 This struggle, Marcuse emphasized, took place “in a 

world too poor for the satisfaction of human needs without constant restraint, 

renunciation, delay.” Marcuse judged Freud’s argument that the pleasure principle is 

incompatible with reality as “fallacious in so far as it applies to the brute fact of scarcity 

what actually is the consequence of a specific organization of scarcity.” “Scarcity,” that 

is, was always unevenly distributed and its gradual conquest “inextricably bound up with 

and shaped by the interests of domination.” Marcuse defined domination as power 

exercised by an individual or group in order to maintain and enhance a privileged 

position. He introduced the term “surplus repression” to signify the introduction of 

“additional controls over and above those indispensable for civilized human 

association” by historically-specific agents of domination. And for the prevailing form 

of the “reality principle” operating in contemporary society, Marcuse introduced the 

term “performance principle:” “under its rule society is stratified according to the 

competitive economic performance of its members.” Because of their energetic relation 

to pleasure (and aggression), the sex instincts, in Marcuse’s schema, “bear the brunt of 

the reality principle.” Marcuse identified the monogamic-patriarchal family as the 

institutional repressive force which subjected the partial sex instincts (the body’s 

erogenous zones) to “the primacy of genitality.” Thus, non-procreative sexuality is 

sublimated, and libidinal energy is “channeled [into] monogamic institutions,” resulting 

 
14 Freud, A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, G. Stanley Hall translation (New York: Boni and 

Liveright, Publishers, 1920), 269. Quoted in Marcuse, EC, 16. 
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in “a quantitative and qualitative restriction of sexuality.” Sexuality was therefore 

contained in marriage and organized within the family. The somatic energy freed from 

the pursuit of disorganized pleasure thus left the (largely) desexualized body more 

readily exploitable as an instrument of labor.15  

Marcuse offered a more sociological analysis in One Dimensional Man (1964). 

Here, he demonstrated the tendency of “technology, culture, politics, and the economy 

[to] merge into an omnipresent system which swallows up or repulses all alternatives.”16 

Marcuse asserted that the system of domination this created was total and that the 

manipulated satisfactions produced by the technological society lulled the masses into 

complete submission. Rebellion against this totalitarian order was an historical long shot 

at best, but he nevertheless advocated confrontation. “The Great Refusal,” delineated by 

Marcuse as “the protest against that which is,” was required for the realization of “that 

which can and ought to be.” 17 But social transformation required a different “starting 

point” than those of previous revolutionary movements. Marcuse offered 

“polymorphous sexuality” (a term alluding to Freud’s ‘pre-genital phase’ of sexual 

development) as the initial step in “the new direction of progress.”18 The prerequisite to 

moving in this new direction was the activation of “repressed or arrested organic, 

biological needs.” “The human body,” Marcuse decreed, must be made “an instrument 

of pleasure rather than labor.”19 

 
15 Marcuse, EC, 35-41. 
16 Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advance Industrial Society (First 

Edition, 1964), 12.  
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17 Ibid., ODM, 55. 
18 Marcuse, EC, xxii-xv. 
19 Marcuse, EC, xv. 
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Marcuse’s ideas circulated widely in the countercultures. Roszak noted in 1968 

that “the emergence of Herbert Marcuse . . . as [one of the] major social theorists among 

the disaffiliated young of Western Europe and America must be taken as one of the 

[counterculture’s] defining features.”20 David Allyn notes that wherever Marcuse spoke 

students turned out by the hundreds and even thousands to hear his ideas on “social 

reform and erotic liberation,” and that worn copies of Eros and Civilization “were 

passed from hand to hand on college campuses.”21 In the “Political Preface” to the 1966 

edition of this book, Marcuse specifically addressed the “the new boheme, the beatniks 

and hipsters, the peace creeps.” He discussed antiwar and draft resistance, anti-

colonialism, environmentalism, and compared the display of Vietnamese corpses to 

pictures of Auschwitz and Buchenwald. He placed youth in the vanguard of political 

revolt: “the young are in the forefront of those who live and fight for Eros against death . 

. . today, the fight for life, the fight for Eros, is the political fight.”22 It is unsurprising 

that Marcuse’s ideas would prove to be attractive to those who came of age in a society 

awash in abundance, to those, as Tom Hayden wrote in The Port Huron Statement, “bred 

in at least modest comfort” who were “looking uncomfortably to the world [they were 

to] inherit.” Marcuse purported to explain why so many of these beneficiaries of post-

scarcity civilization felt so unfree.23  

This, in any case, is the impression one would derive from the journalistic 

commentary of the day as well as from the many historical accounts based on it. More 
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recent historical research, however, has questioned the extent to which Marcuse served 

as the “guru” of the New Left and countercultures. Historian Thomas Wheatland 

demonstrates that while there were “strong pockets of reception” for Marcuse’s writings, 

and that cohorts of graduate students in, especially, Philosophy, Sociology, and History 

considered themselves his followers, his reception and influence was “neither as large 

nor as substantive” as is generally assumed. Wheatland’s examination of popular New 

Left publications reveals that Marcuse’s name rarely appeared before 1968. In that year, 

he was portrayed on a poster, alongside Marx and Mao, carried by student protestors in 

Paris. The image sparked a voracious media inquiry into Marcuse’s influence in the 

United States. 24 Wheatland contends that the discovery of Marcuse by the media and by 

young American dissidents was more or less coterminous and reciprocal. Furthermore, 

Wheatland’s interviews with former members of Students for a Democratic Society and 

other New Left groups suggest a more complex relationship between the philosopher 

and his readers than that of guru and acolytes.25 He concludes that while Marcuse may 

have been “an unintentional prophet of the student movement . . . he was never its guru.” 

Perhaps the most useful assessment of Marcuse’s overall influence is provided by SDS 

co-founder Richard Flack, who responded to the mainstream media elevation of 

Marcuse as “a New Left father figure” with bemusement. This representation, Flack 

opined, “certainly didn’t fit the reality.” While conceding that Marcuse’s writings 

definitely “resonated with the moods of the Movement” as the decade drew to a close, 

Flack insisted that they were less “the source of the ideas about resistance so much as 

 
24 Thomas Wheatland, The Frankfurt School in Exile (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 
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[an attempt] to codify or legitimate ideas that were already very much being expressed 

within the movements.”26  

 Notwithstanding such complications, there were clearly elements of the New 

Left for which Marcuse’s analysis of the dysfunction of post-scarcity American society 

was deeply influential, and there were counterculturalists who did strive to live out some 

version of the radical social therapy he prescribed. The most infamous Marcusian 

collective was undoubtedly Weatherman, or the Weather Underground, as the group 

became known by the mid-1970s. This faction split off from SDS in 1968 under the 

leadership of Mark Rudd, Bernadine Dohrn, and John Jacobs. These militants were 

impatient with the non-violent activism of SDS and other Left organizations. 

Weatherman, by contrast, sought to “bring the war home” by building a mass 

revolutionary movement.27 It rejected private property and advocated the violent 

overthrow of the US government. The group issued its founding statement – “You Don’t 

Need a Weatherman to Know Which Way the Wind Blows” – at the 1969 SDS National 

Convention, and subsequently seized control of the SDS National Office.28 Weatherman 

 
26 Ibid., 316-326. 
27 Much has been written on the Weatherman phenomenon. For a colorful if polemic portrait of the New 

Left, including Weatherman, see Peter Collier and David Horowitz, Destructive Generation: Second 
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Carrie Lozano, producer; directed by Sam Green and Bill Siegel.  
28 Matusow, The Unravelling, 338. For an archived copy of the Weatherman founding statement see 

https://web.archive.org/web/20060328145901/http://martinrealm.org/documents/radical/sixties1.html, 
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went underground at the end of 1969, and gained notoriety for its lurid revolutionary 

communiqués to the national press, its bombing campaign against symbols of 

government and corporate power, and for orchestrating the sensational jail-break of 

countercultural icon Timothy Leary.  

For Weatherman, sexual liberation was considered a key element of political 

revolution. Because the system of capitalist/imperialist/technocratic domination operated 

on both an individual and a social level, revolution needed to be both personal and 

political, psychological and material.29 This approach drew upon Marcuse’s Eros and 

Civilization (the pernicious effects of surplus repression), One Dimensional Man (the 

Great Refusal), and such writings as “Repressive Tolerance”(1965) and An Essay on 

Liberation (1969).30 Weatherman followed Marcuse in regarding monogamy and the 

nuclear family as impediments to true liberation. In September 1969, Dohrn and other 

female Weatherman leaders began a campaign to “smash monogamy.” Members were 

directed to abandon monogamous relationships and have sex with as many partners as 

possible. For Weatherman women, who made up almost half of the organization, 

smashing monogamy was conceived as a blow against the patriarchy, and therefore a 

step towards women’s, and ultimately human, liberation. 31 “We began not to have to 

identify ourselves through men and could become total human beings. Women began 

 
29 While it is unclear how much influence she wielded in the group, Weatherman-woman and feminist 

Naomi Jaffe studied Marxism under Herbert Marcuse at Brandeis University. Allyn, Make Love, 198.  
30 The last of these was dedicated by Marcuse to “the young militants [who] know or sense that what is at 

stake is simply their life, the life of human beings which has become a plaything in the hands of politicians 

and managers and generals.” “They have taken the idea of revolution out of the continuum of repression,” 

he added, “and placed it into its authentic dimension: that of liberation.” See Herbert Marcuse, An Essay 

on Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), x. 
31 Jeramy Varon, Bringing the War Home: The Weather Underground, The Red Army Faction, and 

Revolutionary Violence in the Sixties and Seventies (Oakland, CA: The University of California Press, 

2004), 59. 
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digging each other; jealousy and competition were not necessary anymore.”32 “Smash 

monogamy” was an offshoot of the project of “criticism/self-criticism” developed to 

revolutionize group members at the level of the self. This was a collective process aimed 

at identifying and banishing the counter-revolutionary ‘hang-ups’ and character flaws of 

group members.33 The objective was the eradication of the individual’s bourgeois 

indoctrination – “to confront and root out their racist, individualist, and chauvinist 

tendencies.” A new, liberated social self would then be born and nurtured within the 

collective. By smashing monogamy, militants sought to destroy a key pillar of bourgeois 

identity.34 Hence, Weatherman orgies, such as the 1969 “national orgy” in Cleveland 

Ohio, were attempts to deploy libidinal release in the cause of revolutionary politics.35 

For Weatherman, orgies were an opportunity to create a liberated social self while 

simultaneously generating the new society in which it would flourish, one based literally 

on the pleasure principle.  

While we cannot know precisely the extent to which Weatherman consciously 

deployed Marcusian ideas as its template for revolution, its emphasis on sexuality as an 

integrative social force with revolutionary implications evinced Marcuse’s reworking of 

an essential Freudian concept. For Freud, sexual energy was a potentially destructive 

 
32 “Inside the Weather Machine,” Rat, 6 February 1970. Quoted in Allyn, Make Love, 220. See also Susan 
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force that must be sublimated to achieve social order. This was the necessary outcome of 

the “inevitable ‘biological’ conflict between pleasure principle and reality principle, 

between sexuality and civilization.”36 Of course, total negation of the pleasure principle 

would remove one of the organism’s most fundamental drives and mean its death. The 

“inevitable conflict,” then, was no less than a struggle between life and death. Marcuse 

mined the contradictions in Freud’s notion of the tension between Eros and Thanatos, 

the instincts of life and death. While acknowledging that their “ultimate relation . . . 

remains obscure,” Marcuse pointed to Freud’s suggestion of an “original common nature 

of the [life and death] instincts” in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1950). Here, Freud 

invoked the Platonic proposition that “living substance at the time of its coming to life 

was torn apart into small particles, which have ever since endeavored to reunite through 

the sexual instincts.” For Freud, this illustrated the regressive character of sexuality; it 

pointed up, that is, its potentially disintegrative effects. Marcuse reinterpreted this idea. 

“Eros,” as Marcuse had it, “is defined as the great unifying force that preserves all 

life.”37 Against Freudian biologic necessity, Marcuse posed Freud’s concept of the 

“unifying and gratifying power of Eros, chained and worn out in a sick civilization.” He 

found in Eros an integrative rather than destructive force: “the free Eros . . . repels only 

the supra-repressive organization of societal relationships under a principle which is the 

negation of the pleasure principle.”38 Weatherman’s orgy politics sought to make this 

abstraction a concrete, lived, reality.  

 
36 Marcuse, EC, 43. 
37 Marcuse, EC, 26-27.   
38 Ibid., 43. 
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Other countercultural activists and groups viewed non-monogamous sexuality in 

radical political terms as well. Beat poet Alan Ginsberg saw the orgy as a mechanism for 

breaking the isolating stranglehold of monogamy on social life and as an opportunity to 

explore the holistic potential of sexual revolution. He believed that group sex could be 

“an acceptable community sacrament – one that brings all people closer together.”39 

John Sinclair, of the White Panther Party and the rock group MC5, viewed revolutionary 

sexuality as integral to the project of dismantling “the machine.”40 Among the first 

initiatives of the collective which spawned the White Panther Party (WPP) was a “Love-

In” in Detroit in 1967. From these “primarily cultural, avant-gardist beginnings” the 

WPP became a dissident force to be reckoned with, at least in the eyes of the FBI, which 

made it a primary target of its counter-intelligence (COINTELPRO) surveillance 

program.41 Sinclair, dubbed “the High Priest of the Detroit Hippies,” saw rock music, 

psychedelic drugs, and sex as the lubricants of youth rebellion, and attempted to 

combine them all in revolutionary practice. MC5, as one commentator put it, seemed to 

“crystallize the counterculture . . . at its most volatile and threatening.”42 For Sinclair, 

the band was a “weapon” to wield in a “total assault on the culture.” The WPP, for its 

part, was conceived as the “political arm” of Sinclair’s “Trans-Love Energies,” the 

artists’ collective that organized the 1967 Love-In.43 Inspired by the Black Panthers, the 

 
39 Alan Ginsberg, quoted in Frank, Plays Well, 47. 
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WPP constituted itself as an arm of the Youth International Party, or “Yippies,” and 

adopted a “Yippie-esque mixture of countercultural themes and ‘fantasy politics.’”44  

Despite the tongue-in-cheek nature of its Yippie-style theatrics, however, the 

White Panther’s “ten-point program” took direct aim at the establishment, advocating 

revolution “by any means necessary, including rock and roll, dope, and fucking in the 

streets.” The WPP endorsed the Black Panther Party’s ten-point manifesto and called, in 

addition, for “free food, clothing, houses, dope, music, bodies, medical care, . . . free 

exchange of energy and materials, . . . [and] the end of money!”45 Much of what the 

WPP put out was deliberately sensational. “If you make it outrageous enough the 

networks will pick it up” explained party co-founder Lawrence Robert ‘Pun’ 

Plamondon. “The white honky culture that has been handed to us on a silver plastic 

platter is meaningless to us,” proclaimed the “White Panther Statement,” “we don’t want 

it! Fuck God in the ass! Fuck everybody you can get your hands on . . . We are LSD-

driven total maniacs in the universe. We will do anything we can to drive people crazy 

out of their heads and into their bodies.”46 

Revolutionary/experimental sexuality was one way to drive people “out of their 

heads and into their bodies.” But the WPP, and the counterculture more generally, 

advocated other methods as well. The use and promotion of recreational drugs such as 

marijuana and LSD became common among counterculturalists and acquired a political 

dimension insofar as they were construed as an antidote to the repression and 

brainwashing by which Americans were socialized into sick, straight society. More than 
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merely an “escape [from] the hangups that are drilled into us in this weirdo country,” 

drugs were understood to foster love and solidarity within countercultural groups, and 

thus to represent a powerful rejection of the mainstream. Marijuana broke down barriers 

between people; it heightened harmony. Dope and intimacy went hand in hand. And the 

experience of getting high offered an object lesson in the hypocrisy of the dominant 

culture. As historian David Farber remarks, “anyone who tried marijuana learned that 

they had been lied to – dope might make you lazy and cloud your judgment but it didn’t 

make you an addict or turn you into a rapist or a killer.”47 The ‘authorities’ – medical, 

legal, political, educational, parental –were thus exposed as sanctimonious frauds.  

LSD or ‘acid’ provided a far more powerfully transformative experience. For 

many, the first psychedelic ‘trip’ was life-changing, a journey that called all that was 

once taken for granted into question. LSD propelled Sinclair from the comparatively 

quiescent non-conformism of Trans-Love Energies toward the action-oriented 

insurrectionism of the WPP. In Sinclair’s words: “We used to sit around and smoke dope 

. . . You didn’t want to go out too much, because, you know, people were a drag.”48 But 

“when beatniks started taking acid, it brought us out of the basement . . . the fringes of 

society – and just blew us apart.” And even though acid trips tended to be more 

introspective than communal, they seemed nonetheless to facilitate unity and spur social 

action. “One was suddenly filled with a messianic feeling of love and brotherhood,” 

Sinclair recalled, “LSD made you realize that you had ties with the rest of humanity.”49 

Before LSD, “we had a simplistic picture of what the ‘revolution’ was all about . . . that 
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all you had to do was ‘tune in, turn on, and drop out,’ as if that would solve all the 

problems of humankind.” Getting high and dropping out of straight society while 

waiting for it to wither away, however, proved inadequate to the revolutionary 

transformation that LSD abruptly made seem both necessary and imminent. For acid 

radicals, the transformation had already happened at the level of individual 

consciousness. Society would be next. It was true, as Sinclair conceded, “that the 

machine was determined to keep things the way they were.”50 But LSD was a “mind 

detergent capable of washing away years of social programming, a re-imprinting device, 

a consciousness-expander, a tool that would push us up the evolutionary ladder."51 For 

Sinclair and others, the drug became an essential “agent in the production of cultural 

reorientation.”52 

The story of Sinclair, the WPP, and the MC5 epitomizes the merging of rock 

music, drugs, and sex into a political program. Enthusiasm for and experimentation with 

these was characteristic of the counterculture at large. Also characteristic was the 

repudiation of war, racism, consumerism, materialism, and conventional middle-class 

propriety and decorum. The open promotion of unconventional sexuality, then, was not 

only a challenge to the monogamous ideal, but a valorization of intimacy over 

alienation, honest expression over hypocrisy, cooperation over competition, creativity 

over conformity, passion over reason, ebullience over inhibition, pleasure over work, 

and love over violence. By virtue of its openness, moreover, countercultural sexuality 

defied the distinction between the private and the public, which only magnified the 
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perception that it represented an urgent moral and social threat. Many Americans first 

became aware of this threat in 1967, when lurid mass media coverage of the San 

Francisco “Human Be-In” and the “Summer of Love” brought the “hippie” phenomenon 

to the nation’s living rooms. The lifestyle of the hippie was presumed to center on “free 

love” (a phrase evocative of nineteenth-century communitarian experiments and early-

twentieth-century bohemianism) and sexual promiscuity, fueled by rock music and 

rampant drug use.  

As in Detroit, LSD was an agent of cohesion in the alternative community that 

took shape in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood of San Francisco in 1966 and 1967.53 

“According to the hippies,” historian Jay Stevens writes, “LSD was the glue that held 

the Haight together.”54 Inheritors of the language and countercultural values of the Beat 

generation, the “hippies” were first ‘discovered’ by New York magazine, which reported 

on “The New Bohemia” of Manhattan’s East Village in 1964.55 Media coverage in 1967, 

however, was of an entirely different magnitude. Beginning with the “Human Be-In” in 

January of that year, and culminating with the “Summer of Love” – which attracted 

perhaps 75,000 ‘flower children’ – a steady stream of sensationalistic news, opinion, and 

images were transmitted from San Francisco to the straight masses of the United 

States.56 San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen’s January 1967 “Take a Hippie 
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to Lunch Today” initiated the print media’s love affair with the hippy.57 By July, the 

hippies had found their way to the cover of Time magazine.58 Its feature story introduced 

the tribe in anthropological terms, as “a wholly new subculture, a bizarre permutation of 

the middle-class ethos.”59  

Everything about the hippies shocked, offended, and fascinated middle America: 

their long hair, penchant for nudism, drug use, flamboyant mode of dress, lackluster 

commitment to personal hygiene, and perhaps most of all, what appeared to be their 

flagrant flaunting of sexual convention. Many citizens found the counterculture at large, 

and hippies in particular, simply confusing. Warren Hinckle, editor of the radical 

magazine Ramparts, attempted to clear up the confusion. The hippie “vision,” he wrote 

in 1967, was “a radical political philosophy” based on “communal life, drastic reduction 

of private property, rejection of violence, creativity before consumption, freedom before 

authority, de-emphasis of government and traditional forms of leadership.”60 The vision 

was attractive to a sizeable minority of young Americans, and the attraction intensified 

as the phenomenon was publicized. “With the help of the Establishment’s media 

coverage,” observes historian Terry Anderson, “the anti-Establishment spread.”61 The 

“anti-Establishment” also did its own recruiting; underground newspapers, comics, and 

zines extolling countercultural values and politics proliferated.62 As their ranks swelled, 

however, the radical vision that Hinckle attributed to the hippies tended to become hazy. 
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Middle America saw the rise of more and more troubling new bohemias, but their 

denizens, as Joan Didion put it in 1968, seemed “less in rebellion against the society 

than ignorant of it, able only to feed back certain of its most publicized self-doubts, 

Vietnam, Saran-Wrap, diet pills, the Bomb.”63 

Didion’s point was often overlooked at the time. Most of the youthful dropouts 

the media fixated on were not countercultural radicals like Sinclair or extremists like 

Weatherman. There were many more ‘summertime’ student hippies who returned to 

their suburban, middle-class lives when classes started, or ‘weekend’ hippies who held 

down straight jobs or went to college, than there were committed revolutionaries. Even 

‘full-time’ hippies often seemed less concerned with changing society than with 

changing themselves. They created alternative communities dedicated to countering the 

repressions of the dominant culture and hence undermining the psychic foundations of 

individualism, materialism, and competition. But these initiatives were generally rather 

insular. Peace and love could be a daily practice in such enclaves, and it was thus 

possible to imagine them as the germs of a better society, but few were willing to do 

more than provide an example as a means of realizing such a future. The media, of 

course, sought out the outrageous and the sensational, and especially the sexual. It was 

the latter that most attracted, and alarmed, the mainstream public. 

 Among the contradictions abounding in the counterculture, however, was the fact 

that its denizens were not necessarily promiscuous. The rallying cry, “make love not 

war,” did not necessarily lead to casual sex. Counterculturalists prided themselves on 

liberated sexual attitudes that they viewed as superior to mainstream values and 
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behavior. Sexual liberation in this respect could even mean not being preoccupied with 

sex. Hippie sexual radicalism was a rebellion primarily against the dominant culture’s 

endorsement of a particular variety of ‘proper,’ ‘civilized’ sexuality – exclusively 

genital, exclusively heterosexual, exclusively private, exclusively serious, and 

exclusively monogamous. The hip counterculture tended to affirm instead a kind of pan-

sexuality. Bob Dylan advised Playboy readers in 1966 that “sex is a temporary thing; sex 

isn’t love,” and it was love that was the central tenet of the hippie phenomenon – love of 

nature, of life, of oneself, of one’s fellow human beings.64 As one hippie proclaimed: 

“It’s a turned-on generation . . . I mean turned onto ourselves, our minds, our bodies, 

colors, beauty, living. Our parents are hung up.”65 The hung-up straights of mainstream 

society may have been surprised to learn most hippies were not full-blown sexual 

revolutionaries. The unwritten rules of the counterculture still maintained that “you were 

supposed to be in a monogamous relationship – serial monogamy maybe – but 

monogamy nonetheless.”66 The non-monogamous sex promoted by Sinclair and others 

was the war cry of a highly vocal minority. To hippies more generally, free love meant 

the freedom to express physical love as a natural extension of an intimacy grounded in 

profound connection to another person, rather than a lifestyle of promiscuity.67 

While Marcuse’s influence was most significant for social revolutionaries in ‘far’ 

New Left countercultures, ‘lifestyle’ or ‘cultural’ radicals gravitated toward the more 

accessible popular philosophy of Norman O. Brown. As Farber notes, Brown’s works 

“joined David Riesman's Lonely Crowd and J.R.R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings on the 
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reading lists of undergraduates aspiring to the counterculture.”68 “In the realm of social 

criticism,” Roszak observed rather enigmatically, “the counter culture begins where 

Marcuse pulls up short, and where Brown, with no apologies, goes off the deep end.”69 

Brown’s books, Life Against Death (1959) and Love’s Body (1966), engagingly 

anticipated and propounded countercultural ideals.70 As with Marcuse, Brown sought to 

correct Freudian theory – especially as articulated in The Ego and The Id (1927) and 

Civilization and Its Discontents (1930) – in an effort to make it less harshly pessimistic 

about human possibilities. He shared Marcuse’s rejection of Freud’s thesis that 

civilization required sexual repression, and endorsed his conviction that a 

polymorphously perverse self could be liberated from “the tyranny of the genital.”71 

Like Marcuse, Brown thought the entire body could become sexual: “The abolition of 

repression would abolish the unnatural concentrations of libido in certain particular 

bodily organs.”72 While Marcuse located the source of human discontent in the 

repressive structures of society, however, and saw the solution to this predicament in 

social reorganization, Brown, like Freud, saw repression as a function of the human 

animal itself. It was the ego which transformed, desexualized, and sublimated the erotic 

impulse (Eros), thus providing the energy for work, art, culture, and civilization.73 The 
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solution to “un-freedom,” in Brown’s view, was not the reorganization of society, but 

the reorganization of the self. He thus sought to make the unconscious conscious, 

thereby incorporating into the ego something of the unruly id and creating a “body” or 

“Dionysian” ego which would transcend psychological and social contradictions. 

Liberated Eros, Brown proclaimed, “reunifies male and female, Self and Other, life and 

death.”74 Brown, as such, charted a path to return to the “polymorphous perversity” of a 

pre-Oedipal Eden, and affirmed “instinctual freedom against the rational, disciplined, 

puritanical life that had been the life of man in Western civilization.”75 The hippie 

sensibility shared much with Brown’s ideas. Both, though resolutely apolitical, 

repudiated the traditional values of bourgeois culture and society: reason, order, 

progress, achievement, responsibility, and competition. And countercultural 

‘happenings’ such as the Human Be-In, seemed, as historian Allen Matusow has argued, 

to be efforts to produce Brown’s “Dionysian ecstasies, bodily and mystic” on a mass 

scale “through drugs, sex and rock and roll.”76   

The gap between mainstream values and those espoused by the counterculture 

with respect to sexual propriety is illustrated by the 1968 LeClair affair. Linda LeClair, a 

sophomore at Barnard College (Columbia’s all-female ‘sister school’), defied the 

college’s parietal rules which banned first- and second-year students from living off-

campus unless working part-time as a housekeeper or babysitter. LeClair lived off-

campus with her boyfriend, and lied about it to the housing office, claiming to be a 
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domestic worker. A Spring 1968 New York Times report about male-female student 

cohabitation used LeClair as an anonymous subject. Upon discovering her identity, 

Barnard’s president called for LeClair’s immediate expulsion. Angry student protest 

ensued, which generated national media attention. Time, Newsweek, and the Saturday 

Review all ran articles on the controversy, and LeClair’s battle with the university was 

followed by the New York Times for weeks. LeClair’s hearing drew more than 250 

student and faculty supporters. An SDS contingent picketed outside (both LeClair and 

her boyfriend were members).77  

Much of the outrage stirred up by the LeClair affair derived from the double 

standard; Columbia men were not constrained in the manner of Barnard women. But for 

LeClair, there was more at stake than gender discrimination. University administrations 

refused to respect the differing values of the young adults enrolled in their institutions, 

and in this measure violated their freedom. In an address to the joint student-faculty 

Judicial Council, LeClair wondered if “the purpose of Barnard College [is] to teach 

students or to control their private lives?” “The concept of housing regulations,” she 

added, “infringes on the rights of some students to live according to their beliefs and of 

all students to choose their way of living.”78 Barnard president Martha Peterson expelled 

LeClair nevertheless.79 She and her boyfriend dropped out and joined a commune. But 

Barnard soon announced that it would allow students to live off-campus with their 

parents’ permission. This was not sufficient for many Barnard students. Some protested 

by allowing men to stay in their rooms past curfew. Continued resistance led quickly to 
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the end of parietal rules at Barnard. Institutions of higher learning around the country, 

seeking to avoid similar public scandals, quietly abolished such regulations. 

Reaction to the LeClair affair was mixed. Many students and faculty, even some 

parents, supported LeClair. A fifty-year-old father of three wrote that he was reassured 

that Barnard was “protecting the innocent against such predatory females as Linda. Viva 

the double standard! Down with liberty – that curious concept of a university.”80 The 

Times article that originally sparked the uproar had explained that many students 

cohabitated off-campus for “convenience, security, and sex.”81 Subsequent media 

coverage, however, tended to make the story “about sex” exclusively.82 LeClair’s 

parents were repulsed by their daughter’s behavior and cut her off financially. A 

Columbia Spectator editorial offered sarcasm: “We sympathize with Miss LeClair, who 

will now have to meet men at places other than mixers in the Barnard dorms.”83 One 

woman opined that it was better to deal with such delinquency now than “reap later a 

holocaust of moral misfits.” “We had a name for girls like her when I was in school,” 

wrote a Presbyterian minister, and it “began with W.” In South Carolina, a radio 

announcer warned that women like LeClair undermined the “bedrock of the United 

States.” “You take sanctity of marriage and the home and the Ten Commandments out 

of the U.S.A.,” he cautioned, “and you don’t have much left on which to hold together a 

nation dedicated to freedom.”84  
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The LeClair affair reflected the cultural negotiations spurred by shifting values 

and meanings with respect to sex, gender, relationships, and marriage. By the late-

sixties, such negotiations had become commonplace, in the news, popular culture, and 

around the dinner table. At a time when two-thirds of the American public believed that 

sex outside of marriage was morally wrong, and convention dictated that it was the job 

of women to maintain the boundaries of sexual propriety, LeClair became a symbol of 

all that was bad or good about the sexual revolution.85 The affair signaled as well the 

growing influence of the mass media in shaping the narratives of the sexual revolution 

and counterculture, and the increasing polarization that this sort of ‘news’ produced. The 

media transformed the LeClair affair from a story about challenging archaic and 

paternalistic rules into a moral panic about sexual licentiousness. Its salacious coverage 

stoked a national outrage which anticipated the backlash against countercultural 

permissiveness that would produce a renewed determination to police sexual behavior, 

especially that of young women. At the same time, the Bernard controversy witnessed 

countercultural radicals making common cause with increasingly sympathetic liberals. 

This alliance would form the basis for a more sustained search for alternatives to 

traditional gender roles and sexual relationships. More Americans than ever, it seemed, 

were open to new ideas about gender and sexuality, willing to confront outmoded 

strictures and structures, and enthusiastic about exploring new ways of being through 

experience rather than prescriptive knowledge.  

It is no surprise, of course, that the gay counterculture was the most forceful 

expositor of the linkages between identity, sexuality, and freedom. The legitimization of 
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nonreproductive sexuality was a defining feature of the sexual revolution broadly 

conceived, but gay liberationists pushed the ideal to new heights. They championed an 

eroticism that could never lead to procreation, and an identity that was sexual by 

definition. As with other of the era’s social movements, gays were radicalized as a result 

of state repression. The proverbial spark was the June, 1969 police raid on the Stonewall 

Inn, a gay bar that was frequently targeted in New York City’s perennial vice clean-ups. 

While the police saw the raid as routine, the response of Stonewall customers was 

anything but. Their resistance triggered two nights of rioting. Cries of “gay power!” rang 

through the streets as over four-hundred cops battled a crowd estimated at more than 

two-thousand.86 Within a month the New Left-styled Gay Liberation Front was formed, 

and within a year gay liberation groups had emerged from coast to coast. In June, 1970, 

parades around the nation commemorated the Stonewall riots in the name of “gay 

pride.” One flier asked: “Do You Think Homosexuals Are Revolting?” and answered, 

“You Bet Your Sweet Ass We Are!”87 Gay Liberationists mounted ‘zap’ actions and 

other media-attracting protests, appropriating the tactics of confrontational and 

sensational street politics pioneered by New Left militants like the Yippies.88 The mass 

media was riveted. News about sex, even homosexual sex, sold papers. And reporters 

often covered gay activism with surprising sympathy. Gays and lesbians, moreover, 

developed their own media. Newspapers and magazines catering to queer communities 

popped up in cities across the country.89  
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By 1970, then, feminist, homosexual, and countercultural radicals were forcing a 

re-evaluation of conventional sexual morality and traditional gender roles at a pitch and 

frequency that mainstream America found impossible to ignore. The radical feminist 

critique of American institutions had a significant and lasting influence on culture and 

society. Radical feminists built on the economic, political, and psychological analyses of 

the New Left to constitute gender, not as an immutable category of nature, but as a 

social category open to analysis and revision. This was the conceptual door through 

which the conventional discourse of sexuality, marriage, and the family now had to pass; 

it was profoundly challenged, and ultimately reshaped, in the process. Radical feminists, 

gay liberationists, and counterculturists owed a great deal to the creative mergings of 

Marxist and Freudian theory advanced by thinkers such as Marcuse and Brown. These 

ideas paved the way for social analysis which would illuminate the gendered and sexual 

levers of power operating in society at large and, especially, within its most sacred 

institutions: marriage and the family. In a nation awash in material abundance, these 

notions not only stimulated a critical and revolutionary impetus; they also propelled 

reconstructive, even utopian, hopes about the possibility of a more authentic, less 

alienated life in a society which embraced an ethic of pleasure and self-fulfillment.  

As we have seen, the sexual revolution percolated through all of the social 

tumults of sixties, from the interracial couplings of SNCC’s 1964 Freedom Summer to 

the feminist debates about the place of lesbians in the movement in 1969. Not 

surprisingly, young people keenly interested in changing their society in fundamental 

ways – in revolution – were not necessarily averse to applying such ideals to the most 

intimate aspects of their personal lives. Whether it was the youthful hedonism of the 

hippies, the fervent radicalism of the civil rights and antiwar politicos, the earnest social 



 

206 

 

experimentation of the counterculture, or the personal politics of radical feminists and 

gay liberationists, sex was a paramount arena of contestation and reappraisal. The 

children of the 1950s, many of them, had become alienated rebels against the world of 

their parents – some grudgingly, some enthusiastically, some ambivalently. They 

adopted an outsider stance toward this world and its values, toward their country, their 

society, toward the culture which had formed them. And they tried to imagine a better 

world. Some even tried to create this world, however haphazard, even irrational, their 

attempts appeared to their elders. Indeed, organized rationality, in the minds of many 

young rebels, was precisely the problem with the system they rejected. It was here that 

the sexual revolution meshed with the crosscurrents of social change buffeting American 

society. Changing conceptions of the possibilities of selfhood invited the rethinking of 

identity and individuality. The sovereign, rational, deliberative self was confronted with 

its social, emotional, impulsive – and sexual – other; and the other was an enticing 

alternative indeed.  

A complete recognition of female sexuality – different from male sexuality 

perhaps, but every bit as insistent and vigorous – was a prerequisite for the movement 

toward open marriage. The potential for full and equitable self-realization in marriage 

required a fully egalitarian sexual regime. Feminists experimented with a variety of 

notions of sexual freedom, but all were premised on the conviction that the self was 

malleable, and could be recreated in ways more favourable to women. This, plus the 

affirmation of the importance and legitimacy of non-procreative sexuality, cleared space 

for concrete change in women’s sex lives. The development represented a radical 

departure from the Freudian (and neo-Freudian) position that had been intellectually 

dominant and culturally ubiquitous for much of the twentieth century: the belief that the 
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repression and sublimation of sexual energy figured as the very engine of the progress of 

civilization. Enthusiasts for a new, liberated, sexual self, by contrast, viewed sexual 

expression, rather than repression, as the dynamic which would power freer, more 

honest, more equitable, more joyous, and more satisfying social arrangements. The 

belief in the possibility of liberating the sexual self was the core conviction of the open 

marriage movement. Its proponents differed as widely as did radical feminists on the 

definition of sexual freedom. But they were just as dedicated as the feminists to 

subjecting traditional and prescriptive roles within relationships and communities to 

rigorous analysis and critique. Some viewed the sexual self as merely a single important 

aspect of the modern self, the one that formed the basis of the marital bond; for others, 

the sexual was at the very heart of the self, and thus a distorted sexuality would breed 

distortions that emanated throughout the personality and beyond. For many sexual 

revolutionaries, the polymorphously sexual self was the self in its purest form; it was in 

its exploration and expression that they vested their hopes for a less repressive and more 

authentically free society.  

  

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter Eight: Interrogating Monogamy 

In 1963, members of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in Britain 

produced a short book dedicated to helping the “bewildered” navigate “the agonizing 

complexity of relationships in the modern world.”1 Towards a Quaker View of Sex 

(1963), was written collaboratively by “a concerned group of [eleven] Friends under the 

discipline of Quaker worship.” Though written “primarily for Friends” and published in 

the U.K. under the auspices of the Society, its authors nevertheless “hoped it would be 

of help to others.” This modest aspiration was far surpassed by the book’s immediate 

and considerable influence. Towards a Quaker View was widely read and cited on both 

sides of the Atlantic in religious and secular circles. The storm of controversy it 

provoked, both within the Society and more generally, led to the swift publication of a 

revised second edition. In it, the authors sought to blunt such criticism as the charge that 

they “condoned sexual freedom irrespective of circumstance.” Among other revisions, 

they re-wrote “the paragraphs that refer to the so-called ‘triangular situation’” – the 

situation, that is, in which one partner in a married couple engages in an extramarital 

affair.2 Towards a Quaker View did not conform to the conservative convention of 

lamenting a perceived weakening of traditional moral codes. The Friends rejected moral 

rigidity. Rather, they adapted St. Augustine’s admonition to “love God and do as you 

like” in an attempt to formulate a realistic sexual ethic for twentieth-century Christians. 

There was no “ultimate contradiction,” the book proclaimed, between the Christian life 

and “what in practice works toward complete human fulfillment.”3 Chapters such as 

 
1 Friends Home Service Committee, Alistair Heron, ed., “Preface to the Second Edition,” Towards a 

Quaker View of Sex, 2nd edition (London: Friends Home Service Committee, 1963), 4. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., 11-13. 



 

209 

 

“Normal Sexual Development,” “A New Morality Needed,” “Homosexuality,” and 

“Marriage and Later Life,” attempted to affirm sexuality as a core component of mature 

selfhood and healthy relationships.  

 Towards a Quaker View of Sex drew upon the Friend’s three-hundred-year 

tradition of support for the personal and spiritual equality of men and women. The book 

took a forthright position on sexuality: it was a “glorious gift of God.”4 “Sexual actions,” 

it asserted, “stir us far below the level of consciousness.” Hence “the trivializing of 

sexual actions and the separating of them from the rest of life” depreciated a 

fundamental aspect of our humanity.5 The authors rejected the idea that there was 

“anything necessarily sinful about sexual activity” for men or women, and condemned 

the “still repressive and inhibited outlook towards sex” that prevailed in Anglo-

American society: “The sexual instinct is common to all, and it is our duty to be 

informed and sympathetic.” Such compassionate understanding was extended even to 

putatively ‘deviant’ forms of human sexual relations. Indeed, the discussions among 

Friends which led to the writing of the book were triggered initially by the distress of 

homosexual Quakers trying to reconcile their sexuality with Christian tenets of 

compassion and acceptance. The disjunction between their private, sexual selves and the 

public persona they were forced to present produced the same confusion, anxiety, and 

shame as was evident in the anguished responses of Kinsey’s homosexual subjects. The 

predicament made authentic existence, self-realization, impossible. The dilemma, 

however, was not confined to homosexuals. On the contrary, the authors concluded that 

“the study of homosexuality and its moral problems could not be divorced from a survey 

 
4 Ibid., 7, 12. 
5 Ibid., 50. 
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of the whole field of sexual activity.”6 “Our sexuality more than anything else in us can 

lift us to the heights of self-realization or plunge us into degradation,” the authors 

proclaimed, “it is the focus of our self-awareness.”7 However innate and elemental the 

sexual instinct, however, “human sexual behavior is to a great extent learned behavior,” 

the authors argued. This made the adolescent experience of sexual awakening a juncture 

of crucial educational importance. Rather than discouraging “love play” in adolescence, 

Towards a Quaker View acclaimed it for its efficacy in preparing individuals for mature 

sexual fulfillment: “Varied and extended fore-play, often learned in adolescence, has the 

function of synchronizing orgasm for the more slowly aroused female.”8  

 While these appear to be bold statements in the context of the early 1960s, 

especially given their religious provenance, the Friends were not alone in reaching such 

conclusions. Mead, Kinsey and other commentators had made similar arguments. On the 

topic of marriage, however, Towards a Quaker View was more genuinely avant-garde. 

Indeed, the book’s arguments about marriage, and sex within marriage, anticipated the 

central thrust of the open marriage movement that would emerge in the 1970s. “Love 

cannot be confined to a rigid pattern,” the authors held; to do so, to restrict love, 

threatened to undermine or destroy “the tremendous creative power we know it to be and 

want it to be.”9 The book advanced the premise that “at a deep unconscious level both 

men and women are polygamous and promiscuous as a result of drives usually kept in 

check.” The failure to appreciate this was one source of the unrealistic expectations that 

plagued marriages. The authors aimed to ameliorate the “ignorance and guilt that false 

 
6 Ibid., 9, 7. 
7 Ibid., 43. 
8 Ibid., 23, 61. 
9 Ibid., 11, 45. 
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attitudes” toward sex produced. A decade later, proponents of open marriage would 

similarly question the sexual and gender stereotypes that created unreasonable 

expectations and inhibited communication. Both the authors of Quaker View and open 

marriage advocates saw radical openness as the key to reconciling sexual desire with 

marital love and respect. A “lack of honesty in the sharing of feelings” would inevitably 

create disharmony.10 Both believed, furthermore, that monogamy itself could be the 

focus of honest examination and deliberation by married couples. Towards a Quaker 

View acknowledged that monogamy was sufficient for many, but declared that “others 

‘fall in love’ time and time again, and must learn to make riches of their affection 

without destroying their marriage or their friends.” “Let us thank God,” it continued, 

“for the infinite variety in which each marriage stands alone.”11 Such variety included 

distinct combinations of mutuality and independence: “The possibilities of the mental 

and spiritual growth of husband and wife separately and together are infinite.” With true 

openness and acceptance, it was even possible for partners to have sexual relationships 

outside the marriage without damaging its integrity. In some situations, in fact, a third 

person might enter “into a rich and equal friendship with both husband and wife.” “More 

often than is recognized,” the authors averred, “the three people concerned behave 

responsibly, are deeply conscious of difficulties, and are equally anxious to avoid injury 

to others.”12  

The authors of Towards a Quaker View were not the only Christians wrestling 

with the topic at mid-century. The Rev. Dr. Seward Hiltner, Princeton faculty member 

 
10 Ibid., 23-24. 
11 Ibid., 11. 
12 Ibid., 24-25. 
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and leader in the field of pastoral counselling, argued in Sex and the Christian Life 

(1957) that “marriage exists for persons rather than persons for marriage.” Hiltner held, 

furthermore, that under certain circumstances, sexual relationships beyond marital 

boundaries were not necessarily damaging to the marriage.13 American Anglican 

theologian and pioneer of Christian situation ethics, Joseph Fletcher, likewise observed 

in the Catholic periodical Commonweal that there was no incompatibility between 

Christianity and “extramarital sex as such.” Indeed, extramarital sex “in some cases . . . 

is good.” To condemn an adulterer on the grounds that only monogamy offered “true 

happiness,” Fletcher maintained, “is more unjust [and] unmoral than a sexual 

escapade.”14 German theologian Helmut Thielicke’s Ethics of Sex (1963) similarly 

refused to unconditionally condemn extramarital sex.15  

Perhaps the most influential American reflection on the interrelation between the 

self, sexuality, and marriage from a Christian perspective was Honest Sex: A 

Revolutionary New Sex Guide for the Now Generation of Christians (1968). Here, 

Rustum and Della Roy present a reappraisal and reworking of the Christian sexual ethic. 

They argue that the Church’s approach to sexuality was alarmingly out of step with the 

“radical change, now and to come, in the world in which we live.”16 The Roys 

acknowledged their debt to Fletcher’s argument that the only absolute law pertaining in 

the Christian life was that of “agape,” the full and abiding love of one’s neighbor. All 

 
13 Seward Hiltner, Sex and the Christian Life (New York: Association Press, 1957). Quoted in Rustum and 

Della Roy, Honest Sex: A Revolutionary new Sex Guide for the Now Generation of Christians (Bangor, 

Penn.: The New American Library, Inc., 1968), 208. 
14 Joseph Fletcher, cited by Jesse Bernard in Gerhard Neubeck, “Two Clinicians and a Sociologist,” in 

Gerhard Neubeck, ed., Extramarital Relations (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), 29. See also: 

Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality (Philadelphia: Westminster press, 1966). 
15 Rustum and Della Roy, Honest Sex: A Revolutionary new Sex Guide for the Now Generation of 

Christians (Bangor, Penn.: The New American Library, Inc., 1968), 208. 
16 Ibid., 27. 
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other moral principles were mere guidelines to be embraced or discarded pragmatically 

in the effort to achieve agape.17 They also praised Towards a Quaker View, which they 

admired for its “indignation, clarity and freedom.” Honest Sex, the Roys believed, would 

be “an American version of Quaker View.”18  

Both members of this husband-and-wife team were physicists in materials 

research at Pennsylvania State University. Rustum Roy founded that institution’s 

Materials Research Laboratory and worked as its first director from 1962 to 1985. The 

couple’s interests, however, were eclectic and wide-ranging.19 Rustum Roy was an 

active member of the National Council of Churches, where he served on a number of 

committees. He advocated interdisciplinarity in the academy, and also argued vigorously 

for the reconciliation of science and religion in intellectual culture more generally.20 

Honest Sex, like Quaker View, was the product of a collective effort. While the Roys are 

acknowledged as its authors, they “co-wrote” the book in collaboration with “a circle of 

about a dozen men and women” of the Sycamore Community, a “handful of families 

which during the 1960s banded together for experiment in finding new forms of 

Christian life.”21 The Sycamore Community coalesced at the Kirkridge Retreat and 

Study Center in eastern Pennsylvania. This ecumenical Christian institute was founded 

in 1942 by John Oliver Nelson, a professor and director of fieldwork at Yale Divinity 

 
17 Paul Saunders, “Editorial: Situation Ethics: Divorcing Love from Morality,” Triple Helix (Winter, 

2013). http://www.cmf.org.uk/resources/publications/content/?context=article&id=26099, accessed 22 

April, 2017. 
18 Roy, Honest Sex, 13. 
19 Sridhar Komarneni, “Memorial of Rustum Roy, 1924-2010,” American Mineralogist 96, 2011: 1662-

1663; Dilip Mehta, “Dr. Rustum Roy (1924-2010),” Journal of Ayurveda and Integrative Medicine, 1 

no.3, 2010 Jul-Sep: 233, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3087358/, accessed 06 April, 

2017, 11:51 pm. 
20 This was the topic of his 1980 book, Experimenting With Truth: The Fusion of Religion With 

Technology Needed For Humanity’s Survival (Oxford, U.K.: Pergamon Press, 1980). 
21 Roy, Honest Sex, 1, 12. 
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School, as a resource for the “community of people of good faith, no faith, and 

interfaith” who found their way to its doors. It was home to a variety of projects and 

initiatives during the 1960s, including providing the base for the Sycamore Community 

and hosting regular Marriage Enrichment (ME) retreats designed to help couples enjoy 

more fulfilling relationships.22 Rustum Roy was on the Kirkridge Board of Directors. 

Honest Sex is dedicated to, “the sexually disadvantaged, perplexed, or arrogant in 

our time, for whom Christendom, and the society begotten by it, has shown little 

concern, and small light.” The Roys believed that Christianity had failed to keep up with 

rapidly changing ideas and practices of sexuality. The advent of “completely controlled 

conception” alone was a development of profound importance.23 So too was the deluge 

of sexual stimulation in advertising and popular culture. Americans were awash in 

sexual imagery. But the Church remained mired in a traditional sexual morality more 

suited to the Victorian era than modern times. It cared more, the Roys charged, “about 

convention and rule, than about persons themselves.” This ‘moral lag’ had dire 

consequences. Legions of Christians had now abandoned the Church when it came to 

matters of sexuality and relationships. They sought guidance, rather, from “other 

humanisms,” or from such dubious authorities as Hugh Hefner. In fact, as far as the 

Roys were concerned, Hefner’s “Playboy Philosophy” articulated “elaborately and 

realistically, [if] sometimes sensationally, a whole code of sex behavior which . . . [was] 

more practical and convincing than anything the Church has murmured on the 

 
22 “About Us,” Kirkridge Retreat and Study Center website, 

http://www.kirkridge.org/index.cfm?e=inner2&itemcategory=61931, accessed 15 March, 2017, 11:40 pm;  
23 Roy, Honest Sex, 5, 27. 
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subject.”24 The Roys noted the high percentage of Playboy’s “Letters to the Editor” that 

came from ministers and theologians.  

While the Roys questioned traditional monogamy, they insisted that their “New 

Sex Guide” was not an apology for what they termed “impersonal sex.” They reassured 

readers that their own Sycamore Community, while unconventional to be sure, was “at 

least . . . not living by [such] radical sex mores.” Furthermore, while not precluding or 

condemning homosexuality, Honest Sex implicitly imagined the normative context for 

its new sexual ethic as the long-term heterosexual relationship. 25 The main point, for the 

Roys, was that while “a pure sexual appetite does exist independent of relationships,” its 

satiation was best avoided because “the freer use of sex as [merely] pleasure [would] 

detract from its effectiveness in conveying love.” Despite such disclaimers, Honest Sex 

aligned with the “Playboy Philosophy” in some key ways. Hefner himself claimed not to 

promote “impersonal sex,” for example, but conceded that he could see “no logical 

justification for opposing [it] unless it is irresponsible, exploitive, coercive, or in some 

way hurts one of the individuals involved.”26 The Roys were ultimately unable to refute 

this logic. Sex for its own sake did have value; it was, after all, “an important and 

integral part of human nature.” It was simply wrongheaded “to regard [it] as primarily a 

problem, or furtive necessity, or naturalistic urge.”27  

The Roys linked the sexual abundance available to the “now generation of 

Christians” to the material abundance and abundance of leisure characteristic of post-

war middle and upper-middle class American society. More free time meant more 

 
24 Ibid., 16-17. 
25 Ibid., 65, 14. 
26 Ibid., 62-66. 
27 Ibid., 83, 25. 



 

216 

 

opportunities for social, and sexual, interaction. But what would be the quality of such 

interactions in a society distinguished increasingly by mobility, sprawl, and 

superficiality? As with Friedan and other mid-century social thinkers, the Roys 

confronted the problem of how to meaningfully fill one’s day in the suburban social 

landscape. The postwar economic boom had given rise to rapid social and cultural 

change. And the Roys were as preoccupied as anyone with “emerging ‘mass society’ 

and ‘mass culture’ and with the decline of community.”28 Martin Luther King, Jr. called 

for the “creation of a beloved community;” LBJ’s Great Society addressed “the hunger 

for community;” and the reform-minded Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) defined 

the Church as “a new brotherly community” dedicated to “mutual service.” The Roys 

were likewise troubled by the vacuum of connection and meaning they attributed to the 

eclipse of communities “as settled, enduring, and coherent localities.”29 

At the foundation of the Roys’ new sexual ethic was the same conviction that 

had animated Towards a Quaker View: sexuality was a wondrous “part of the beauty of 

God’s creation.”30 The separation of sex from reproduction, far from a cause for anxiety, 

should be understood as reason for celebration. It allowed for the freer and richer 

enjoyment of God’s gift. Sex was “at once an appetite, a source of pleasure, and a means 

of communication,” the Roys declared. It was in this latter aspect, however – as a mode 

of “full-bodied” communication – that the Roys saw its highest potential. Sexual 

intimacy, that is, was integrative and regenerative, both in the context of relationships 

between two people, and in the context of the communities in which these relationships 

 
28 Howard Brick, The Age of Contradiction: American Thought and Culture in the 1960s (New York: 

Twayne Publishers, 1998), 97. 
29 Ibid., 97-98. 
30 Roy, Honest Sex, 60. 
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were embedded. “More and deeper relationships might be one of the best by-products of 

leisure,” the Roys optimistically intoned. As long as “the primary concern of each party 

is for the good, the happiness and well-being of the other,” then the exploration of sexual 

intimacy could only be positive, both individually and socially.31 The viability of 

extramarital or co-marital sex followed naturally from such propositions. Quaker View 

had cautiously acknowledged that extramarital sexual affairs need not be destructive of 

married relationships, and suggested that they could even be beneficial in some cases. 

The Roys were far less equivocal. Indeed, they condemned “the stupid focusing on 

[traditional] marriage as life’s goal.”32 Monogamy, in their view, was not only outdated; 

it was pernicious. It tended to isolate individuals and families, and thus foreclose 

opportunities for enhancing individual growth and social cohesion through sexual 

exploration.  

Accordingly, Honest Sex called for the expansion of “the erotic community” 

beyond the exclusivity of the two-person partnership to include “close friends with 

whom varying degrees of sexual intimacy [could] be experienced.” The rationale was 

threefold. First, it was clear that, with or without the full knowledge of all involved, 

many such “triangular” relationships were already in existence. Second, more open 

marital boundaries could provide opportunities for connection and nurture to the great 

many people (the Roys estimated “5-10 million involuntarily single [American] 

women”) with few options for sexual and emotional intimacy.33 Finally, expanding the 

erotic community would intensify and deepen relationships for all concerned. While the 

 
31 Ibid., 30, 85. 
32 Ibid., 139. 
33 Ibid., 127, 133. 
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pursuit of sheer physical pleasure might be the sole motivation for some, the Roys 

argued that sexual intimacy, for most people, was about far more than that. They 

dismissed the charge, furthermore, that such relationships inevitably produced a high 

emotional cost for one or more participants. The source of such trouble, where it 

occurred, was not the relationship itself, but rather the “absence of a community of 

acceptance” for those who transgressed traditional marital boundaries.34 The Roys 

rejected the terms “adultery” and “extramarital” because of their “pejorative 

connotations.”35 They proposed “co-marital” as an alternative delineation for sexual 

relationships “alongside of and in addition to a marriage relationship,” and advocated the 

development of “creative and workable patterns of co-marital activity (including but not 

limited to coitus).” The nineteenth-century Oneida Community, where life “included 

communal sexual relations with all members . . . on a strictly equal basis,” was advanced 

as a precedent. 36  

By the time of the publication of Honest Sex in 1968, condemnations of the 

hypocrisy of American institutions were ubiquitous. In that year moviegoers were still 

thronging box offices across the nation to view the upper-class sexual antics of Mrs. 

Robinson, her daughter Elaine, and graduate student Benjamin Braddock in the 

blockbuster hit The Graduate (1967). At the film’s end, as Benjamin and Elaine boarded 

a bus headed toward an indeterminate future that left the establishment – and traditional 

marriage – dangling in the past, moviegoers, too, left the theatres with mixed emotions.37 

 
34 Ibid., 126, 143. 
35 Ibid., 110-111. 
36 Ibid., 111. 
37 Sherri Cash, “It’s Not Too Late . . . Not for Me”: The Graduate (1967) and the History of Women,” 

Film and History, Volume 49, Issue 1 (Summer 2019): 21-38; Bethlehem Shoals, “Rethinking ‘The 

Graduate’s’ Place as the Defining Film of the 60’s, and Ben Braddock’s Accidental Rebellion,” Politico 

New York, April 11, 2012, https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/city-hall/story/2012/04/rethinking-
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The ideal of lifelong monogamous union remained powerful and far-reaching in the late 

1960s. The Roys acknowledged that for most people, “the emotional attachment to 

monogamy is so strong that clarity of thinking about it is difficult in the extreme.”38 Yet 

even those earnestly invested in monogamy, they lamented, were not immune to the 

“human suffering in anxiety and guilt” that resulted from trying to “squeeze persons” 

into a “particular ethical straightjacket.” The predicament signified that something had 

gone terribly wrong with American moral culture. It was, they pronounced, “a living lie 

in its attitude to sex . . proclaim[ing] one set of values [and] liv[ing] by another.”39 

Kinsey was marshalled to support this contention. The Roys also cited Cuber and 

Harrhoff’s The Significant Americans (1965), a sociological study that similarly found 

that when it came to sexuality, there was scant correlation between avowed principles 

and actual behavior, irrespective of religious affiliation or lack thereof.40 Cuber and 

Harrhoff examined the sexual behaviour of 437 “significant Americans,” defined as 

“apparently self-directed . . . socially conspicuous” members of the “Upper Middle 

Class” or “leadership echelon.”41 “A large group, probably a majority,” of their research 

subjects simply “ignored . . . monogamous prescriptions about sex.” While many of 

these people held the marriage bond to be inviolable, they nevertheless “condon[ed] 

extramarital sexual relationships.”42 This was no paradox for Cuber and Harrhoff; such 

hypocrisy was an inevitable product of the “monolithic code” of traditional marriage, a 

 

the-graduates-place-as-the-defining-film-of-60s-and-ben-braddocks-accidental-rebellion-067223, accessed 

21 April, 2020.. 
38 Roy, Honest Sex, 68. 
39 Ibid., 71, 43. 
40 Ibid., 145; Larry and Joan Constantine, Group Marriage: A Study of Contemporary Multilateral 

Marriage (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1973), 5-6. 
41 John F. Cuber with Peggy B. Harroff, The Significant Americans: A Study of Sexual Behavior Among 

the Affluent (New York: Van Nees Press, 1965), 3-5. 
42 Cuber, Significant Americans, 193. 
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superannuated set of strictures “based on precepts from Judaic and Christian tradition . . 

. codified into law and buttressed by something vaguely referred to as public opinion.” 43 

This was the barrier, they believed, that made it impossible for people “ever to live their 

real selves.” While many marriages, in Cuber and Harrhoff’s estimation, appeared to 

find a kind of functional equilibrium, this came at the cost of self-realization and real 

intimacy. Among the married couples they observed, a significant number lived as 

“intellectual and emotional strangers to one another.”44 These couples were generally 

sexual strangers as well.  

Among the concerned faithful in the social and intellectual orbit of the Roys 

were Dr. David Mace and his wife, Vera Mace. The former was a Professor of Family 

Sociology at Bowman Gray School of Medicine (1967-1977). Lifelong members of the 

Society of Friends (Quakers), the couple founded the Association of Couples for 

Marriage Enrichment (ACME) after conducting a marital retreat at Kirkridge in 1962, 

and served together as joint Executive Directors of the American Association of 

Marriage Counselors between 1960 and 1967.45 “Marriage Enrichment,” unlike 

conventional couples therapy, brought together couples whose marriages were stable 

rather than ‘in crisis.’ It emphasized the prevention of marital difficulties through the 

mutual commitment of partners to personal growth and the fostering of communication 

and conflict resolution skills. The Maces also sought to address the alienating effects of 

isolation that they believed plagued the nuclear family in mass society, an alienation 

abetted by the rigidity of marital roles and expectations. In their retrospective, Marriage 

 
43 Ibid., 19. 
44 Ibid., 203, 194. 
45 “History of Better Marriages,” Better Marriages: Educating Couples – Building Relationships, accessed 

10 April, 2017, 1:27 pm., http://www.bettermarriages.org/about/history-of-better-marriages/. 



 

221 

 

Enrichment Retreats: Story of a Quaker Project (1973), the Maces explained such 

experimental arrangements as “mate-swapping, multilateral marriages, and group 

marriage . . . [as] attempts to enable the individual marriage to break out of its isolation 

and to gain better communication, interaction, and needed support from other marital 

units.”46 The marriage enrichment process the Maces pioneered was designed to 

encourage “communication-in-depth about relationship-in-depth.” But such “depth” was 

difficult to achieve in isolation. Hence, the Maces called for the ‘opening’ of marriage to 

community. They urged couples “to find meaning in life through open sharing with 

others rather than through narrow self-seeking.” For the Maces, self-actualization 

required a turning outward rather than a turning inward. Open sharing between couples 

in open marriages brought together in the common pursuit of community could have 

widespread and transformative effects. The nurturing of relationship in marriage 

enrichment retreats was the first step toward this more ambitious endeavor. How “can 

love be spread abroad on the earth,” the Maces asked, “if it cannot be nurtured in the 

close and intimate relationship between man and woman, the nuclear relationship where 

love begins and where life begins?”47  

The new Christian sexual ethic of the 1960s, proposed first by a group of British 

Friends, developed further by the Sycamore Community, and then refined by the Roys, 

shared a great deal with both the marriage enrichment program and the nascent Open 

Marriage movement. All expressed and fostered the hope for a new kind of modern life, 

one in which it would be “feasible, even amid flux and diversity, to create places for 

 
46 David Mace and Vera Mace, Marriage Enrichment Retreats: Story of a Quaker Project (Philadelphia: 

Friends General Conference, n.d.; Project Gutenberg, September 3, 2009); the pamphlet began circulating 

among Quakers between 1971 and 1973, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/29899/29899-h/29899-h.htm, 
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face-to-face interaction, emotional contact, and collaboration in public endeavors.”48 

The emphasis was on the importance of care and concern for other people – in 

relationship, in community, and beyond – and the organic yield of such caring, or love, 

in the form of self-realization. This was the overriding moral imperative of the new ethic 

of sexual intimacy. It rejected the limitations of marital role stereotypes that seemed to 

subordinate personal growth to the obligations of married and family life in favour of an 

honest and open pursuit of authentic interpersonal connection, sexual and otherwise. The 

ethic combined various of the preoccupations of 1960s countercultures: the hunger for 

community, the desire for authenticity, the hazards of alienation, the regenerative 

efficacy of pleasure, and the drive to develop human potential in the cause of self-

realization and self-actualization. These themes appear again and again in the popular 

and academic literature of the day concerning sex and marriage.  

The Roys observed in 1968 that reports of “mate-sharing” were appearing with 

“increasing frequency in all sections of the press.” But beyond “a few books of dubious 

authority,” they complained, there was little reliable data on the nature and extent of 

such practices.49  Historians such as Nancy Cott, Christina Simmons, and Kathy Peiss 

have documented the longstanding American fascination with sexuality and marriage.50 

Kinsey legitimized and encouraged this fascination by establishing human sexuality as a 

fertile field for scientific study in the post-war years. The sexual revolution of the 1960s 

coincided both with the height of the American romance with scientific (and pseudo-
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scientific) expertise and with the coming of age of psychotherapeutic, and especially 

marital, counseling.51 These developments prepared the ground for the deluge of 

commentary and analysis about “mate-sharing,” and all things sexual, that emanated 

from an incongruous array of clinicians, marriage counsellors, psychologists, and 

journalists as the decade drew to a close. Americans were fascinated by what social 

critic Vance Packard termed “the sexual wilderness” that seemed to have sprung up 

overnight in the midst of their modern civilization.52 

Much of this work echoed themes already developed in Quaker View and Honest 

Sex, but the earnestness and idealism of the Christians was replaced by a tone of 

vicarious and sometimes rather salacious curiosity. Nevertheless, commentators agreed 

that the boundaries of marital sexual exclusivity had become increasingly permeable and 

that the inclusion of other sexual partners was not necessarily evidence of marital 

dysfunction or impending dissolution. They accepted the proposition that extramarital 

sex could be beneficial. It could keep sexually dysfunctional unions together or enrich 

those that were already secure and satisfactory. They validated the idea that sexuality 

was a core component of identity, and that sexual expression was fundamental to self-

realization. The pervasiveness of infidelity in the United States, in thought and deed, 

underscored something of the enormous costs of prohibition and repression. All 

conceded that traditional sexual morality was in the process of being eclipsed by a more 

situational sexual ethics. And all, finally, appreciated that the new sexuality was, in 

some measure, a reaction against competitive individualism and subjective alienation 
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insofar as it aspired to enhance intimacy and empathy within relationships and, perhaps, 

communities. Co-marital sex could serve an integrative function for people alienated 

from themselves and others. 

Perhaps the two most representative of the popular books in this vein were 

Morton Hunt’s The Affair: A Portrait of Extra-Marital Love in Contemporary America 

(1969) and Joyce Peterson and Marilyn Mercer’s, Adultery for Adults: An Unique Guide 

to Self-Development (1969). Hunt’s volume followed the methodological fashion of the 

day’s popular sociology. Data was compiled anecdotally, as well as from interviews, 

diaries, surveys, and consultations with experts in psychology and marriage counselling. 

Hunt confirmed that extramarital sexual relations were ubiquitous, that their effects 

varied, and that traditional morality often failed to inhibit the practice. The book was 

described by one reviewer as “a kind of soap opera sociology . . . buttressed by notes 

and a bibliography.” Hunt was an engaging writer nonetheless, and The Affair was 

widely read and received considerable media attention. In one interview, Hunt explained 

that The Affair was conceived to answer a question that had arisen in the writing of his 

two earlier books, The Natural History of Love (1959) and The World of the Formerly 

Married (1966): Just “how natural and comfortable is monogamy?”53 Hunt concluded 

that it was neither: “We are by nature polygamous, by upbringing monogamous and 

therefore perennially at war with ourselves.”54 All was not lost, however, because 

transgressing the sexual boundaries of a marriage did not necessarily signal its death 

knell. An affair, on the contrary, frequently preserved or enriched a marriage. Hunt had 
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arrived at a situational sexual ethic: “each extra-marital act ought to be judged as 

morally evil, morally neutral, or morally good, according to the totality of the 

circumstances and the effects on all concerned.”55 Evaluating the morality of an affair 

was a matter of assessing the “degree of involvement – the extent of intimacy, ego 

identification, sharing of goals, and so on – between the lovers, and also between each 

one and his or her mate.” While Hunt insisted that The Affair “was not primarily a work 

of advocacy or doctrine,” he nevertheless endorsed precisely the genre of situational 

ethics best suited to validate extramarital sex and, by extension, open marriage as well.56  

Peterson and Mercer took a more lighthearted approach in Adultery for Adults. 

The book began with the contention that “adultery is America’s most popular sport, but 

it is the only sport for which official rules do not exist.”57 Accordingly, the book 

included lists of “Do’s and Don’ts” and sections with titles such as “How to Begin” and 

“Sixteen Reasons Why Adultery is Good for You” (the latter including such claims as 

“it makes you a better person” and “it strengthens your marriage).”58 Presented as a 

‘how-to’ guide, Adultery for Adults picked up where Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the 

Single Girl (1962) had left off. As with Brown, Peterson and Mercer argued that women 

should enjoy the benefits of independence outside the context of marriage and that such 

independence should include playful sexual relationships. And Peterson and Mercer, like 

Brown, warned that one or the other partner becoming “serious” inevitably undermined 

and ultimately ended such relationships. For Brown, the best way to forestall excessive 
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seriousness was for the single girl to date a happily married man. Single girls, however, 

were not the focus for Peterson and Mercer; the primary targets of their advice were 

married men and women.  

For Peterson and Mercer, “the best possible adulterous relationship” – as well, 

they implied, as the best possible sex – “is between two happily married people” who 

are not married to each other. The authors advocated “creative adultery” as a way to 

achieve “horizontal enrichment” and as a “constructive alternative to multiple divorce 

and remarriage with the consequent multiple alimony payments and confused children.” 

Instead of signaling the end of marriage, adultery tended, “in fact, to preserve the 

institution.”59 As for the by-then infamous “problem with no name,” Peterson and 

Mercer held that the sort of solutions to “the housewife’s complaint” advanced by 

Friedan and others – going back to school or “marketing your peach chutney” – fell 

grievously short of the satisfactions of “creative living” that affairs could provide. 

Friedan proposed the world of work as the path to self-fulfillment for dissatisfied 

married women; Peterson and Mercer recommended work as well, but only for “the 

absolutely unparalleled opportunities it afford[ed] for new and exciting alliances.”60 The 

most profound benefits of such alliances, they maintained, were integrative. Creative 

adultery was the bringing of “the totality of another consciousness into [one’s] orbit for 

a mutually enriching experience.” The experience broadened horizons. Adulterers 

learned to be “better able to relate to others;” they increased their understanding of 

humanity and the world. It was, as such, a vehicle for “self-improvement” through 

intimacy, an avenue for personal growth, increased vitality, and enlightenment. All of 
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this, finally, was positively “beneficial to the family unit.” Adultery made parents happy; 

and, as Peterson and Mercer pithily declared, “happy parents make happy children.” 

Both The Affair and Adultery for Adults, in the final analysis, fell short of 

endorsing the kind of radical openness advocated by Quaker View and Honest Sex. The 

benefits of Hunt’s affairs and of Peterson and Mercer’s creative adultery could be 

realized, that is, even if sustained deception was required. Adultery for Adults extolled 

the potential of infidelity for “self-development and self-realization and the achievement 

of inner harmony,” but at the same time sanctioned, even delighted in, the excitement of 

living the ‘double life.’61 Behind Peterson and Mercer’s cheeky libertinism, there were 

allusions to the potentially serious consequences of infidelity. They cautioned, for 

instance, against an outside lover socializing with the spouse of the adulterer. “Don’t 

become a friend of the family,” they warned, “avoid the temptation to get everybody 

together; this is not adultery, this is sick.” The admonition also applied to what they 

called “organized adultery . . . key clubs, wife-swapping groups, and the like.” While 

these arrangements might start out with “the best of intentions,” Peterson and Mercer 

counselled, they “often degenerate into mere gang bangs.”62 The fruits of infidelity, in 

short, were for the enjoyment of the creative adulterers. And while it was possible that 

their own enrichment would flow to spouses, and children, and society at large, this was 

clearly a secondary benefit. Sexual intimacy was predominantly a private matter; its 

communal possibilities – possibilities that fascinated the Christian champions of a new 

sexual ethic – remained largely unexplored in The Affair and Adultery for Adults.  
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In 1966, marriage counsellor and human sexuality researcher Gerhard Neubeck 

chaired a two-day seminar and panel discussion titled “Adulterous Sexual Behavior” at 

the Groves Conference on Marriage and the Family.63 The panel included well-known 

sociologist, Jessie Bernard, and former member of the Kinsey team, Wardell Pomeroy 

(who had become a psychotherapist and marriage counsellor following his work with 

Kinsey). 64 A transcription of the seminar, titled “Two Clinicians and a Sociologist,” was 

included in Neubeck’s seminal edited collection, Extramarital Relations (1969). This 

volume brought together the most progressive scholarship on the topic of extramarital 

sex. The panel discussion, together with a series of essays from a variety of contributors, 

represent a microcosm of the larger conversation about sex and marriage taking place in 

the academy, among therapeutic experts, and in American culture at large, at the end of 

the 1960s.  

“Two Clinicians and a Sociologist” wrestled with the contested meanings of 

“sex” and “love” and with the relationship between the two within marriage and outside 

of it. How should one define “fidelity” and “infidelity?” What was the role of guilt in the 

interpretation of extramarital affairs? Bernard pointed to the influence of Fletcher’s 

situational ethics as evidence of the rapidly shifting moral culture of sex and marriage, 

while Pomeroy argued that it was “possible to be unfaithful without extramarital 

intercourse in a variety of ways . . . [just as it was] also possible to have extramarital 

intercourse without being unfaithful.”65 Pomeroy’s contention, of course, depended 
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precisely on the invocation of situational ethics. Judging infidelity, he argued, required 

thorough knowledge of its circumstances, including the intentions and self-awareness of 

those engaged in it and their spouses. Pomeroy recalled the intensive interviews he had 

conducted with participants in a “wife swapping” group. The atmosphere was convivial; 

anxiety and guilt appeared to be absent; and all participants reported happiness both with 

their marriages and with their co-marital activities. At least one couple announced that 

their relationship was significantly improved by the swapping; arguing and 

recriminations “over the activity of the spouse” had ceased “when they were able to do 

this openly with each other.”66 

The conversation turned to the weighty question of whether sex could exist as 

mere casual play or was necessarily freighted with more serious implications. What 

changed when sex was introduced to interpersonal interactions between colleagues, 

friends, or even strangers? What did the introduction of sex mean for individuals and for 

relationships? Was sex, for some, analogous to playing bridge or tennis – casual and fun, 

beneficial to the players for the ‘spice’ it added to life, but essentially morally neutral – 

or would experiencing sex this way, as the Roys worried, somehow detract from its 

function as a vehicle for the expression of love and intimacy? Pomeroy’s responses to 

such questions were the most permissive and provocative.67 The meaning of sex, for 

Pomeroy, was for the individual to determine; and the morality of sexual interactions in 

and out of marriage could only be adjudicated by the individuals involved. The anecdote 

about “wife swapping” was an illustration of “how different people handle sex in 
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marriage, and in this case, outside of marriage.”68 Pomeroy saw the group as a harbinger 

of what might be possible if the prohibitions of traditional sexual morality were lifted. 

Anxiety and guilt would evaporate. And people would explore their sexuality – 

individually, in partnerships, and in communities – to the degree that it enhanced their 

lives. Because there were “very few wife swappers in the room,” Pomeroy quipped, it 

was undoubtedly difficult for seminar attenders “to understand that there is a possible 

different kind of way of looking at sex.” We cannot know whether Pomeroy convinced 

anyone in the audience to look at sex differently on that day. Bernard, for one, was not 

persuaded. Indeed, she wondered if sex actually merited all the energy and attention 

devoted to it. For “very good marriages,” she opined, “the sexual part is not all that 

important.” Interest in extramarital sex, therefore, was probably a clear indication of a 

bad marriage. “Are you sure [the ‘wife swappers’ marriages] are all that good, she asked 

Pomeroy, if they are, why do “they have to go and have [sex with other people]? 

Spurred by Pomeroy’s query about the currency of the term “wife swapping” 

when it would be just as accurate to call it “husband swapping,” the second day of the 

seminar was dominated by discussion of the gendered nature of sexual agency in 

American society.69 Bernard explained how ideas about and experiences of sexuality 

were different for women than for men, differences shaped in part by the historical fact 

that “the bodies of women are much more susceptible to cultural control.” In the 

fifteenth-century, she noted, European women were assumed “to be much more sexually 

aggressive than men.” By the nineteenth-century, however, it was widely believed that 

“only loose women even responded sexually.” And in the mid-twentieth century, the 
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“cult of the mutual orgasm” produced enormous pressure for women to be orgasmic.70 

While acknowledging that the contemporary sexual landscape was changing, Bernard 

worried about the extent to which men dominated the process by serving as its arbiters. 

“Men picture this adulterous relationship,” Bernard remarked, “[in which] you have all 

delighted the women. [But] you [actually] don’t know how many of them were terribly 

disappointed.”  

Bernard believed, nevertheless, that the double standard was breaking down. Sex 

without love was now more socially acceptable for women than had ever been the case 

in the United States. In the past, she explained, women “could not be casual about it.” 

But now “a new kind of woman is emerging, or an old kind is re-emerging . . . [who can 

be] just as casual about sexual relations in or out of marriage as men.” Indeed, Bernard 

speculated that the burden of guilt about casual sex was now heavier for the (typically) 

more sexually aggressive male than for his female partner. “The double standard,” she 

declared, “[had] boomeranged against men.”71 Pomeroy, for his part, applauded the 

disintegration of the prohibitive moralism that impeded women’s sexual freedom. He 

told the story of an older married woman recorded in his collection of “sexual histories.” 

A missionary in Africa with her husband, she was returning to him after a year’s 

sabbatical when the captain of the boat ferrying her up the Nile grabbed her abruptly and 

kissed her passionately. Shocked and dismayed, she was nonetheless sexually aroused, 

and when reunited with her husband became orgasmic for the first time. She revealed the 

depth of her guilt about this incident – which she had kept hidden from her husband – in 

her interview with Pomeroy. An otherwise “very good sexual adjustment,” he explained, 
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was so affected by her guilt feelings that her newfound satisfaction and fulfillment were 

“sullied [and] muddied.”72  

The panelists pondered the impact of newly assertive female sexuality on men 

and on society in general. Pomeroy observed that men whose wives engaged in 

extramarital sex of the “compartmentalized” sort (without their husband’s knowledge) 

were pejoratively labelled “cuckolds.” There was no corresponding term for the wives of 

adulterous men. It was time, Neubeck suggested, that men “develop a tolerance toward 

the extramarital behavior of their wives . . . because this is the other side of the coin, and 

perhaps much more painful.” Bernard added that women had long experienced “the 

anguish . . . of knowing that they were less attractive sexually than the other woman.” 

But such anguish “has been almost impossible for men to swallow.” Cuckolded men, 

Bernard reminded the seminar, often “resorted to violence, even assault and murder,” 

and the law was traditionally “lenient” in such cases. “What would it take,” Neubeck 

asked, “for me as my wife’s husband to compartmentalize myself so that I could tolerate 

her experiences outside of our marriage?”73 The problem of men refusing to accept 

women’s demands for recognition as whole persons – in this case as autonomous sexual 

beings – was, of course, a recurring theme in the discourse on sexuality and marriage by 

the late-sixties. It had catalyzed the dramatic exit of women from the New Left, spurred 

the development of ‘Second Wave’ feminism, and galvanized the women’s liberation 

movement. 

Elsewhere in Neubeck’s volume authors elaborated many of the issues which had 

emerged from the Groves Conference seminar three years prior. Neubeck himself, in 
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“Other Societies: An Anthropological Review of Extramarital Relations,” expressed a 

position held by virtually all of the contributors: long-term, intimate relationships were 

characterized by an ever-present tension between a deep need for security, and an 

equally pressing need for variety. He observed that across cultures and societies, 

attraction to non-spouses – for “personal, erotic motives” – was a “given.”74 

Proscriptions against extramarital sex, moreover, were widespread across cultures, as 

was the transgression of these proscriptions. In the United States, Neubeck held, the 

situation was made more complicated by the complexity of a society characterized by a 

“modern family system, flexible sex roles, [and] frequent exposure to other people.” 

This compounded what Neubeck termed “the ‘attraction’ problem.”75 A possible 

solution was suggested in the contribution of veteran sexologist Albert Ellis, who 

offered an analysis of “unusual adulterers” – those who openly and consensually 

engaged in extramarital sex.76 “It would appear,” he wrote, “that healthy adultery, even 

in our supposedly monogamous society, is possible.” The attraction of married people to 

non-spouses was simply a condition of modern mass society. Most people lead 

“routinized, fairly dull, unadventurous lives,” Ellis wrote, “and one of the few remaining 

areas in which they can frequently find real excitement and novelty . . . is in the area of 

sex-love affairs.” Marriage was supposed to close this doorway to excitement, but the 

“still adventure-seeking” found ways around it.77  
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William Cole, President of Lake Forest College and Founding Director of the 

Sex Information and Education Council, surveyed the “great religious traditions” and 

found that extramarital relations were almost universally frowned upon “with 

considerable severity.”78 “Most striking,” however, was “the [sexual] double standard 

that is consistently encountered” in the Abrahamic religions. “The restrictions placed 

upon women,” Cole observed, “do not apply to men, and the punishments for violations 

. . . differ dramatically.” Judaism and Islam began as polygamous traditions, but 

“polygamy gradually withered away” for economic rather than moral reasons. In 

Christianity, Cole continued, monogamy was upheld as the ideal, although Jesus 

emphasized the importance of judging inner motivations over outward acts, and in this 

respect “made no distinctions between males and females.” Cole reminded readers that 

Jesus had proclaimed that “a man’s lusting in his heart after another woman already 

[constituted] adultery.” For the majority in the religious West, “extramarital coitus 

remain[ed], as always, a sin.” Cole noted, however, no doubt with Quaker View and 

Honest Sex in mind, that a small but articulate and growing group of Christians now 

viewed extramarital sex as potentially “an act of genuine, unselfish Christian love.”79 

Indiana University Sociologist Robert N. Whitehurst’s, “Extramarital Sex: 

Alienation or Extension of Normal Behavior,” was a study of 112 married, upper-middle 

class Midwestern business and professional men. As with Ellis and other contributors, 

Whitehurst found that boredom, arising from the “routinization of marriage experience,” 

was the primary motivator for extramarital affairs among men.80 Experts were mistaken, 

 
78 William Graham Cole, “Religious Attitudes Toward Extramarital Intercourse,” in Neubeck, ed., 

Extramarital Relations, 54. 
79 Cole, 55-64.  
80 Robert N. Whitehurst, “Extramarital Sex: Alienation or Extension of Normal Behavior,” in Neubeck, 

ed., Extramarital Relations, 136. 



 

235 

 

however, in their categorization of this behavior as “deviant.” The “deviant” label, 

Whitehurst explained, functioned to maintain sexual boundaries that allowed “those who 

remain true to the ideal” to enjoy “social solidarity and a sense of rightness of identity 

for all.” Whitehurst argued for “a more sociological approach” to adultery, an approach 

which fully appreciated the “family dynamics” involved. Such an approach, he averred, 

would inevitably conceive infidelity as “an extension of normal behavior” attributable to 

the adulterer’s “response to alienation and opportunity in some combination.” Because 

modern American society provided “a relatively great amount of alienation-potential,” 

while at the same time affording abundant opportunity for mixed-sex interactions, “a 

high rate of extramarital sexual activity [could] be predicted.”81  

Whitehurst viewed this phenomenon as a symptom of a “psychopathic 

civilization” characterized by “powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, and 

social isolation.” One response to such alienation was the propensity to engage in 

extramarital sex.82 American “socialization patterns,” Whitehurst argued, were 

ineffective in “preparing people for viable interpersonal or marital relationships.” This 

was particularly the case for men. Boys were told to avoid “feminine things” – the 

expression of affect, especially that associated with weakness – and given relatively 

early autonomy. This sort of socialization appeared useful in the business world, 

Whitehurst observed, but failed to prepare people adequately for intimate “human 

interaction and non-psychopathic marital relationships.” Men, furthermore, never 

learned to conceive of gender and sexuality in egalitarian terms. Male peer groups did 
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not “ordinarily support a humanistic view of the male-female relationship.” All of this, 

however, was in flux as Whitehurst saw it: “A new morality [was] emerging that 

[would] not always preclude extramarital sex but [that would prescribe] the rules for 

it.”83 

Most of the contributors to Extramarital Relations agreed that marriages tended 

to become dull and routinized, that the attraction of married people to non-spouses was 

universal, that traditional morality needed updating, and that extramarital sex was not 

necessarily tragic for a marriage, but could even benefit married and family life. As 

marriages matured, moreover, spouses did not get closer and more compatible. 

“Contrary to the togetherness notions extant in our culture,” Whitehurst decreed, 

“[marriages] do not, through time, become characterized by increasing depth and 

intensiveness of marital communication.”84 Behavioral psychologist Stephen Beltz, 

Director of the Center for Behavior Modification in Philadelphia, was notable in his 

rejection of those assumptions. Beltz conducted a longitudinal five-year study of five 

couples who entered counseling and who “explicitly altered their marriage contracts” to 

include the possibility of extramarital relations.85 The five couples interacted on a 

regular basis and were directly or indirectly observed in social contexts, including such 

events as “wild” or “fast” parties with plenty of drinking. All of “these upper-income 
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couples,” Beltz affirmed, “complained of their extremely high liquor bills.”86 Beltz 

betrayed his personal attitude toward his research subjects at a variety of points in his 

article. For him, they represented a small “subgroup” of society which suffered from 

what he called a “wife-swapping complex.”87 Their activities, described by Beltz as 

“frenzied sexual interaction,” expressed the “sterility and superficiality” of their 

relationships. This was a sharp, and sad, contrast to what he termed “idealized marriage 

pattern goals.” 

Despite the small size of his research sample, Beltz did not hesitate to conclude 

that extramarital sex could not bolster a shaky marriage or enrich a stable one. “It is 

virtually impossible,” he insisted, “for extramarital sexual behavior occurring over a 

long period of time to strengthen a marriage.” Beltz conceived marriage as a long-arc 

learning process evolving within a complex “contingency environment.” Committed to 

lifelong monogamy, marital partners acquired a “repertoire” of behavioral cues that 

provided for positive (or negative) reinforcement in ways that supported individual 

needs while serving to strengthen the relationship. In effect, the vitality of a couple’s 

marriage was contingent upon the learning and performance of behavioral cues and 

responses. Flirtatious behavior on the part of one spouse, for example, would prompt a 

positive response from the other and generate a kind of positive feedback loop. But 

when such behavior was directed toward alternative sources of “social, sexual, or 

affectional peer reinforcement” its effect was the opposite. And the integrity of the 

marital relationship would be compromised accordingly.  
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The distribution of emotional resources, in Beltz’s view, was a zero-sum game; a 

third party’s gain was a marital partner’s loss. For Beltz, therefore, it was crucial that 

such behavioral cues be confined to the marriage; this was a necessary part of “the 

shaping process designed to deepen” it; it was the means by which partners “look[ed] 

more and more deeply into what is available in [each other].” 88 Beltz’s couples were 

research subjects, not marriage counseling clients. Nevertheless, four of the five wives 

confided their dissatisfaction with their husbands to Beltz over the course of the study. 

Even the most apparently stable, long-term marriages, his research suggested, were 

easily disrupted when the rules of sexual exclusivity are relaxed. Hidden longings and 

desires, unarticulated to spouses, suddenly came to the fore, and extramarital sex began 

to seem, in this context, like a form of self-therapy (a tragically destructive form, as far 

as Beltz was concerned). Follow-up research after five years showed one of the five 

marriages improving markedly, another continuing dysfunctionally, with divorce on the 

horizon, and the remaining three having ended in divorce.  

Beltz’s lone forthrightly negative appraisal of “extramarital relations” in an 

edited scholarly collection by the same name, was emblematic of the field of moral and 

intellectual play on this issue at the turn of the decade.  Challenging monogamy, in 

discourse and in practice, had gained formidable currency by that time. The momentum 

was with changing ideas and assumptions about sexuality and marriage. And while this 

momentum would continue into the seventies, Beltz’s demurral portended a reaction. By 

the mid-seventies, the momentum would shift decisively in his direction. 
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Chapter Nine: Sexual Utopianism In Theory And Practice  

 

As social commentators and academic researchers struggled to chart the shifting 

sexual terrain of the late-1960s, other Americans sought to transform it fundamentally. 

These sexual liberationists were distinguished from their more cautious counterparts – 

promiscuous hippies, Christian freethinkers, variously “creative” adulterers and spouse-

swappers – not only by the audacity of their transgressions but by the idealism that 

motivated them. As with the revolutionaries of the counterculture, these sexual radicals 

advocated wholesale change, but their focus was less on social revolution per se, than on 

personal and communal transformation through the uninhibited exploration and 

expression of the sexual self.  

In 1968, New York artist, writer, and activist Betty Dodson mounted a one-

woman art show at New York’s Wickersham Gallery on Madison Avenue, next to the 

Whitney museum. The show exhibited her “magnificent drawings and paintings of 

humans celebrating physical love . . . life-size, heroic figures fucking behind huge, 

bright-colored sheets of plexiglass.”1 The images were hung in the gallery windows, 

visible not only to visitors but also to pedestrians and motorists. A New Jersey 

newspaper described the scene with sanctimonious consternation: “even the ‘Inner 

Sanctum’ at Pompeii, into which only males are permitted, couldn’t reveal anything 

more intimate or shocking in the realm of bedroom sexuality than the subject matter 

flagrantly exposed to the general public promenading on Madison Avenue.” Journalistic 

prudery notwithstanding, some eight thousand people viewed Dodson’s show during its 
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two-week run.2 In a second show, Dodson wanted to include images of masturbation as 

well as copulation, a move deemed too provocative by the gallery director. A 

compromise was reached, however, and the second show featured two female 

masturbation images, including a six-foot drawing of a friend of Dodson with “legs 

apart, clitoris erect, approaching orgasm with her vibrator.”3 For Dodson, the sickness of 

American society was fundamentally sexual, and the repression of women’s sexuality 

was at the core of it. Dodson herself reclaimed her sexuality through autoeroticism and 

sought to transfer “my discoveries in bed,” as she put it, “to canvas.” Dodson was 

convinced that her own autoerotic liberation could be replicated by millions of American 

women. This was the key to reversing repression and effecting the “reclamation of the 

female body as a source of strength, pride, and pleasure.”4 

Dodson’s transformation from housewife to sex activist began in her Wichita, 

Kansas family of origin in the mid-1930s. She recalled enjoying masturbation as a very 

young girl, but was eventually overcome by guilt for doing so, and, by extension, with 

shame about her genitalia. Dodson came to believe that frequent self-gratification had 

“deformed” her inner labia. Carrying this shame into adulthood was facilitated by the 

ubiquitous stigmatization of masturbation. Even her “liberal friends” regarded it as 

repulsive at worst, or a “second-rate sexual activity” at best. Dodson wrote that she “was 

made to feel that I should get my sexual pleasure from the man’s penis only, not from 

 
2 Allyn, Make Love, 141; Gay Talese, Thy Neighbor’s Wife (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 

1980), 509. 
3 Allyn, Make Love, 141. 
4 Dodson, “Liberating Masturbation: excerpted from her forthcoming book about feminism and sexuality,” 

(Distributed by Sensory Research Corp., Union. N. J., 1972), 5. 

http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/HRC/exhibition/stage/REX023_158.pdf, accessed 17 May, 2017, 1:28 am; 

Talese, Neighbor’s, 511. 
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my clitoris by myself.”5 Dodson married an advertising executive in 1960, neglecting 

her career as an artist to fill the role of fulltime homemaker.6 She characterized her five-

year marriage as an exercise in sexual frustration and emotional distress, a result, in part, 

of her “negative sex conditioning.” Her husband ejaculated prematurely, and her primary 

source of sexual pleasure remained masturbation, practiced in secret after he had fallen 

asleep. Though clearly a sufferer of Friedan’s problem with no name, Dodson identified 

the source of the problem, and its solution, as sexual rather than vocational: “My ability 

to ‘settle down’ in marriage and substitute bridge, golf, or work for diminished sexuality 

had been ruined by my moderately healthy sexual beginnings.”7 Dodson found salvation 

in exactly the place that Friedan and other liberal feminists either overlooked or 

disparaged: the development of her sexual agency.  

Following her divorce in 1965, Dodson set out to “find out everything [she] 

could about sexuality.”8 Her first post-marriage “affair” was “a turning point.” “Both of 

us sexually starved,” she remembered, “we plunged headlong into an intense, 

experimental physical exchange.”9 Dodson later marveled at her good fortune to have 

met a lover who was “a devoted appreciator of female genitals.” He assured her that her 

body was not only normal but “beautiful.”10 And for the first time, Dodson had a candid 

conversation about her sexuality: “I told him openly and honestly about my guilt-ridden 

marital masturbation. And he told me about his!”11 They later masturbated in front of 

 
5 Allyn, Make Love, 140. 
6 Enid Nemy, “Group Sex: Is It ‘Life Art,’ or a Sign That Something is Wrong?” New York Times, May 

10, 1971, p. 38; Talese, Neighbor’s, 508.  
7 Dodson, “Liberating,” 3.   
8 Nemy, “Group Sex,” 38. 
9 Dodson, “Liberating,” 3. 
10 Talese, Neighbor’s, 508-509.  
11 Dodson, “Liberating,” 3. 
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each other, which enriched their sex and dramatically deepened their intimacy. 

“Masturbating together breaks through most of the layers of reservations,” Dodson 

opined: “It is a basic statement about independence. It establishes us as people with 

something worth sharing. Only then are we in a position to be equals.”12 Dodson found 

support for her ideas in Masters and Johnson’s Human Sexual Response (1966). The 

book “demolished most of the established myths I had been fighting against,” she 

reflected. It demonstrated that most women were potentially multi-orgasmic, that “all 

orgasms . . . centered in the clitoris, and [that] separation of orgasms into [mature] 

vaginal and [immature] clitoral was completely wrong.”13  

Mixed reactions to Dodson’s second show cemented her belief that the source of 

women’s disempowerment was the paralysis of sexual agency brought on by attitudes 

toward masturbation. Correspondingly, she began to explore the liberatory power of 

autoeroticism. In order for women to free themselves, Dodson believed, they needed to 

practice masturbation on a regular basis. Dodson listened carefully to the remarks of 

those viewing her images, and answered hundreds of questions provoked by her work. 

Some women admitted to never having had an orgasm with their husband, yet being too 

embarrassed to masturbate. Others confessed to not using a vibrator because they were 

afraid they “would ‘get hooked’ on it.” There were men who were unaware that women 

were even capable of masturbating. Some made hostile remarks. Dodson overheard one 

man’s reaction to the life-sized depiction of a woman using a vibrator: “If that was my 

woman, she wouldn’t have to use that thing.” Dodson realized that the sexual revolution 

had not gone far enough. “It was painfully clear,” she reflected, “that everyone was 

 
12 Ibid., 14-15. 
13 Ibid., 4. Emphasis in original. 
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hideously crippled from socially-imposed sex-negative attitudes.”14 “Sexual liberation” 

was thus imperative for everyone; but it was particularly “crucial to women’s 

liberation.”15  

Dodson embraced the feminist linkage of sexuality to economics. The two were 

“not separable,” she argued, “as long as the female genitals have economic value instead 

of sexual value for women.”16 Women’s bodies were commodified, “saved” to exchange 

with husbands in return for economic security. This transaction, Dodson argued, was 

“called ‘meaningful relationship’ or ‘marriage.’” “I was forced to bargain with my 

cunt,” she wrote, “for any hope of financial security. Marriage under those 

circumstances is a form of prostitution.”17 Men, furthermore, had long been the arbiters 

of female sexuality, which explained the exaltation of vaginal orgasm and the 

concomitant erasure of the clitoris and female autoeroticism. Patriarchal ideology 

disempowered women by instructing them in dependency. And at the heart of 

dependency was the lie that women needed men for sexual pleasure. Dodson believed 

that this lie could no longer be sustained. Conforming to prescribed sexual roles 

produced dysfunction more often than not. Indoctrinated in self-deception and 

unreasonable expectations, spouses were unable to understand their own sexuality, much 

less their partner’s. Many couples remained sexual strangers. Dodson described the 

relentless operation of patriarchal repression:  

Start early. Instill the notion that female genitals are ugly and inferior and that 

their only social value lies in having babies. Avoid any information about the 

clitoris and life-affirming orgasm. Prohibit touching through physical coercion 

and the suggestion of supernatural punishment, and socially ostracize non-

 
14 Ibid., 7, 5. 
15 Allyn, Make Love, 141. 
16 Dodson, “Liberating,” 1. 
17 Talese, Neighbor’s, 505. 
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conforming women. Maintain the two sexual views of women: (1) the virginal, 

sexless mother, and (2) the fallen woman – the whore or prostitute.18 

 

For Dodson, masturbation was a form of political, as well as sexual, agency. It literally 

embodied the refusal of this indoctrination. When Dodson masturbated in front of her 

lover, she regained her sexual independence. She “demystified female response and 

heterosexuality,” as she put it, “and stepped down from [her] pedestal and became an 

equal.”19  

Motivated, in part, by an unexpected flood of requests for advice and assistance 

following her second show, Dodson mounted “a one-woman crusade” to bring “the 

benefits and joys of masturbation” to the repressed masses. The show had been “an 

invaluable sexual consciousness-raising experience” that had convinced her that “going 

public about sex” was an urgent moral and political necessity.20 Dodson resolved to 

become a “sister teacher,” believing that sharing sexual information with other women 

was the way “to combat repression and to begin to free ourselves.” She began holding 

consciousness-raising (CR) sessions in her New York apartment, gatherings that were, 

essentially, seminars in autoeroticism.21 Dodson stressed the importance of being what 

she called “cunt positive;” participants were encouraged to examine their own genitals 

(with mirrors) and those of others to overcome inhibitions and begin sexual self-

acceptance.22 Seeking sexual satisfaction was a fundamental human drive, Dodson 

maintained, and masturbation was the “first natural sexual activity.” This was “the way 

we discover our eroticism, . . . learn to respond sexually, . . . learn to love ourselves and 

 
18 Dodson, “Liberating,” 8. 
19 Ibid., 14. 
20 Ibid., 6-9. 
21 Allyn, Make Love, 142; Talese, Neighbor’s, 506-507. 
22 Dodson, “Liberating,” 10; Talese, Neighbor’s, 506. 
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build self-esteem, . . . to enjoy sex and orgasm, and furthermore, to become proficient 

and independent about it.” The fact that “society is made [so] uncomfortable by sexually 

proficient and independent women” only confirmed the power of patriarchal ideology. 

Conforming to male-defined sexual standards crippled women. It was physically 

debilitating. Pelvises became “severely locked;” and “genitals [became] repulsive and a 

source of constant discomfort.” Ultimately, women were turned into “sexless mothers 

and house-slaves.”23 Trapped “in non-sexuality, subservience, and supportive roles,” 

women were forced to settle for security rather than “independence, new experiences, 

and sexual gratification.” Dodson advocated radical openness and honesty in intimate 

relationships as the crucial first step toward sexual self-acceptance and liberation. It was 

especially important that women not fake orgasm. Faking it, Dodson argued, was “the 

biggest collective lie of all.” It was, in her view, a kind of collaboration with the 

patriarchy by which women gave up their “own pleasure to protect the male ego or to 

avoid taking sexual responsibility.” 

Dodson’s activities as an activist and self-styled sex therapist expanded 

dramatically, leaving little time for her career as an artist.24 In 1974 she debuted a 

slideshow featuring images of female genitalia at a conference on sexuality sponsored 

by the National Organization for Women. Later that year Dodson’s self-published, 

Liberating Masturbation: A Meditation on Self-Love, appeared.25 The book would 

become a feminist counter-cultural classic, comparable to the Boston Women’s Health 

Book Collective’s Our Bodies Ourselves (1973), and Ina May Gaskin’s Spiritual 

 
23 Dodson, “Liberating,” 12. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Allyn, Make Love, 142. 
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Midwifery (1977). Dodson’s work was both promotional and educational. It expounded 

upon the importance of masturbation while providing detailed instructions on technique, 

ranging from pelvic muscle exercises to using sex toys. Full-page photographs of female 

genitalia were included, both to illustrate anatomy and as a way to celebrate the diversity 

of female bodies. Dodson’s drawings and writings were used by women’s groups across 

the country for therapeutic and educational as well as political purposes.26 The many 

letters of gratitude Dodson received bear testimony to the impact of her work. In the 

words of one young woman, “since I have begun masturbating I have found it easier to 

accept myself and other people as well.”27  

As Dodson’s pro-sex, feminist activism increased, so did her experimental sexual 

activity. In the erotically charged atmosphere of 1970s Manhattan, Dodson seemed the 

personification of polymorphous sexuality (she has referred to herself as a “bisexual, 

heterosexual, lesbian, SM leather dyke, masturbating sexologist”).28 Men – friends and 

husbands – were often invited to sexual gatherings in Dodson’s apartment, where the 

activities could range from yoga to sensual massage to group sex. She described the 

female participants as uninhibited and fully capable of “running the fuck.” 29 They had, 

that is, overcome their “culturally induced frigidity” and learned to assert their sexual 

needs and preferences in detail.30 The men, reportedly, were happy to assume a more 

passive role.31 Dodson promoted open-ended, egalitarian marriage and relationships, and 

 
26 See, for example, the Atthis Collective in Atlanta, Georgia, which specialized in sex therapy for 

lesbians. Allyn, Make Love, 142. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Carlin Ross, “Let’s All Come Out,” Betty Dodson with Carlin Ross: Better Orgasms. Better World, 

http://dodsonandross.com/topic/sexual-identity; 17 June, 2016, accessed 18 May 2017, 11:10 p.m.  
29 Betty Dodson, quoted in Talese, Neighbors, 512. 
30 Dodson, “Liberating,” 8; Talese, Neighbors, 512. 
31 Talese, Neighbors, 512. 
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argued that “to love only one person is anti-social.” She integrated the knowledge gained 

through her personal journey of discovery with her feminist hopes for a real revolution 

in gender and sexual relations. “It’s a beautiful concept,” Dodson mused, “social sex for 

life-affirmative pleasure instead of sex based on economics and power, buying and 

selling, and manipulating with your genitals.”32  

In the Spring of 1971 reporter Enid Nemy interviewed Dodson for a New York 

Times article about the psychological health of couples involved in consensual sexual 

activity outside the bounds of their relationship. “Group Sex: Is it ‘Life Art’ or a Sign 

That Something Is Wrong?” described Dodson as “another group sex participant who 

has no hesitation about admitting it.”33 Nemy began with the observation that “changing 

sexual patterns” created “new problems” for marriage counselors, and then attempted to 

gauge the scope of sexual experimentation beyond marriage (estimates ranged from half 

a million to ten million Americans involved in mate-swapping or group sex). Among the 

experts consulted was Kinsey report co-author Wardell Pomeroy, who noted that while 

the number of group sex participants coming to him for therapy was still relatively 

small, such practices were nevertheless widespread (“all over the country,” as Pomeroy 

put it). Sociology graduate student Carolyn Symonds, who was researching group sex 

for her Master’s thesis, confirmed that “group sex is becoming more open.  It’s coming 

above ground.” Indeed, the first National Swingers Convention had hosted 187 couples 

in Chicago in August, 1970.34  

 
32 Betty Dodson, quoted in Talese, Neighbors, 513.  
33 Nemy, “Group Sex,” 38. 
34 Ibid. 
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Pomeroy and Symonds agreed that group sex carried the potential for generating 

many of the same conflicts as those experienced by people “interested or involved” in 

more conventional extramarital sex. Yet, in an apparent nod to openness and honesty, 

Pomeroy allowed that “if they are both interested and even enthusiastic about it, it’s 

probably more beneficial in their marriage than detrimental.” Dr. Laura Singer, president 

of the New York division of the American Association of Marital and Family 

Therapists, conceded that openness was preferable to secrecy, but declared, “I don’t 

think it adds to the functioning of a marriage.” Other experts were more critical, 

believing the phenomenon stemmed from ominous deficiencies both in the relationships 

of participants and in American society at large. Anthropologist Gilbert Bartell charged 

that “swingers lacked and feared emotional involvement.” Anthropologists George and 

Nena O’Neill observed that group sex was “an emerging pattern of life in New York,” 

but concluded that for most people “nothing positive comes out of it because there is no 

deep bond between those involved.” Modern birth control methods enabled the practice, 

noted Nena O’Neill, and people sought it out because of “general sexual permissiveness 

and the need . . . to look outside for something because they were so deficient in their 

own relationship.” The religious authorities interviewed by Nemy were more dismissive. 

Depersonalized sex denigrated love and threatened the family. The Rabbi Irving 

Greenberg viewed “the search for Utopian fulfillment” through unrestrained sexuality as 

a dangerous illusion. “The ultimate fulfillment [was] to know one person totally.” Father 

Charles Curran described group sex as “a new form of prostitution, . . . one doesn’t give 

oneself as a person, one gives just the body.” “What this whole thing brings to mind,” he 

added, was the very “future of the family and parenthood.” 
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As the experts oscillated between cautious ambivalence and strident 

condemnation, those actually involved in consensual extra-marital sexual activity 

proclaimed its benefits. Dodson reported that “letting go of jealousy and possessive 

feelings, and understanding I could love more than one person . . . was the most 

important thing I ever did” John and Mimi Lobell, who had “gone public” with their 

sexually open marriage, described their activities as “life-art.” The Lobells engaged both 

in “one-to-one” affairs and group sex, but usually only had sex with people they knew. 

“Group sex,” Dodson concurred, “is something you do with friends.” “Though we are 

married,” John Lobell observed, “we are growing as people, and marriage should have 

to do with spiritual growth, not sexual exclusivity.”35 Nemy identified three distinct 

categories of group sex participants. “Recreational swingers [were] men and women 

who believe that it is more fun for people to have sex together than to play bridge and 

golf together, and who practice what they believe.” “Organized swingers” were those 

who more actively pursued the lifestyle, “advertis[ing] in . . . publications available for 

the purpose, frequent[ing] certain cocktail lounges, . . . [and] undoubtedly well 

represented [at] the First National Swingers Convention.” “Utopian swingers” wanted to 

build “a better world” founded on “love and the physical expression of love.”36 

Dodson and the Lobells, the former dedicated to the politics of sexual agency 

and the latter to its potential for “spiritual growth,” fall largely into the latter category. 

Free love, of course, has a long history as a central component of utopian social 

experiments. Most famously in the United States, the Oneida Community practiced what 

founder John Humphrey Noyes termed “complex marriage” from its founding in 1848 

 
35 Ibid. 
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until its dissolution in 1879. The idea, in principle, was that every man in the community 

was married to every woman in the community. Inspired by Christianity, socialism, and 

feminism in diverse combinations, the practice of free love flourished on the fringes of 

American society throughout the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Radicals 

such as Noyes, Victoria Woodhull, Benjamin Tucker, Emma Goldman, Max and Crystal 

Eastman, Mabel Dodge Luhan, Hutchins Hapgood and Neith Boyce, all put sexual 

freedom at the center of their variously revolutionary social and political projects.37  

Perhaps a more immediate inspiration for the sexual utopianism of the sixties and 

seventies, however, were the novels of futurist writer, Robert Rimmer, especially his 

1966 bestseller, The Harrad Experiment.38 Heralded as “the most read book on (or off) 

campus” in promotional material for the 1973 Hollywood film adaptation of the same 

name, The Harrad Experiment portrayed an experimental college which adopted aspects 

of the “new sexual revolution” into its educational program. The titillating eroticism of 

The Harrad Experiment underwrote a plea for a more rational attitude toward sex. The 

novel offered a vision of a sexual utopia in which individuals learned to free themselves 

from repressive embarrassment, shame, envy, possessive jealousy, and monogamy – all 

symptoms of a sex- and body-negative Judeo-Christian culture and society. Students at 

Harrad discovered that monogamy had arisen, historically, from the concept of women 

 
37 Nancy Cott, Public Vows: A History of Marriage and the Nation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2000), 125-127; John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in 

America (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1988), 164. 
38 An initial mail-order printing of 10,000 copies was followed by a Bantam paperback edition in 1967 

which sold 300,000 copies in one month. The book ultimately sold 3,000,000 copies and is still in print. 
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as property. They learned that the elimination of individual sexual fear, shame, and self-

loathing was necessary for the elimination of destructive competition and aggression. 

The love of self would naturally extend to others and dedication to erotic living would 

promote social integration and harmony. The proliferation of this enlightened, 

humanistic, sexual rationalism would solve most of society’s remaining problems. At 

Harrad, students participated in a sociological experiment. Three male and three female 

students were selected by computer to live together in a “marital-style” arrangement. 

The novel depicted their sexual and emotional growth over four years. Students were 

schooled in the “arts of love.” They read the Kama Sutra and other Eastern texts, and 

were encouraged to explore sexual relations with each other. The polyamorous 

relationships which developed were characterized by full equality. The most important 

lesson at Harrad was that society, not biology, determined most of the differences 

between men and women, especially their attitudes toward sex. Nevertheless, the men in 

the novel were portrayed as ‘naturally’ gentle and considerate, while the women 

‘naturally’ craved sexual variety.  

Rimmer wanted his book to contribute to a revolution in the institution of 

marriage. The sexual morality it advocated echoed that promoted by Christian humanists 

such as the Roys and marriage encounter proponent David Mace. The world it 

envisioned, as one character put it, was one “where men and women can and must relate 

their sexual drives and need for one another into a unified whole so that the act of sex is 

a perfectly wonderful consummation of a much larger ecstasy and pride and joy and 

respect for the amazing fact that each of us, man and woman, are human beings.”39 In 

 
39 Robert Rimmer, The Harrad Experiment (New York: Bantam, 1967), 7. 
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the utopia Rimmer imagined, Harrad students would serve as a vanguard, “free of sexual 

inhibitions, repressions, and hate, [and] educated in the meaning and art of love as 

distinguished from the purely sexual relationship.”40 David Allyn describes Rimmer’s 

vision as that “of a prelapsarian sexual world, an Eden without guilt or exploitation, 

where all sex is healthy, friendly, hetero sex.”41 The Harrad Experiment can also be read 

as a creative rendering of Marcuse’s “Great Refusal” – the moral disruption that would 

trigger a social transformation activating the “repressed or arrested organic, biological 

needs” required “to make the human body an instrument of pleasure rather than labor.”42 

Labor, however, seemed a rather distant concern in Rimmer’s fictional milieu, where all 

the characters are white, heterosexual, of sunny disposition, and free from financial 

worries or material constraints. 

The Harrad Experiment reflected Rimmer’s commitment to reforming American 

morality. He published more than a dozen other books on the same theme. And he had a 

personal stake in the project. In 1955, Rimmer and his wife of fourteen years became 

involved in an intimate sexual relationship with another couple that lasted for over two 

decades.43 The ‘group marriage’ only dissolved with the death of Rimmer’s ‘illegal’ 

wife.44 His idealism was unabated even in 1997, when, at eighty, he predicted in an 

interview with Psychology Today that “there will be socially approved group marriages, 

there will be bigamous marriages, [and] there will be open-end marriages in which each 
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partner has a relationship outside the marriage.”45 The Harrad Experiment struck all the 

notes of authenticity, community, openness, and fulfillment that resonated through the 

therapeutic (and counter) cultures. Sex, sexuality, and sexual self-knowledge were the 

keys to intimacy, self-actualization, and social integration. Rimmer followed the Harrad 

Experiment with another widely read novel, Proposition 31 (1968), in which two white, 

middle class, heterosexual, and otherwise “respectable” couples fight to legalize group 

marriage in California. Both novels visualize a revolution in sexual relations and values 

and the transformation of marriage. The Harrad Experiment was especially popular on 

college campuses. Its interrogation of monogamy was a welcome and influential 

addition to the critique of traditional ideas and institutions in general. Monogamy – like 

white-collar careers, suburbs, consumption, capitalism, and war – was outdated, 

unfulfilling, even irrational. Rimmer received tens of thousands of enthusiastic letters 

from readers (later published as The Harrad Letters to Robert H. Rimmer) which gushed 

with gratitude for the revelation the book precipitated.46 A female college student wrote, 

“I never really understood sex . . . Then I read “Harrad.’ Now I am compelled to write 

and thank you a hundred times over for your understanding and knowledge.” A mother 

wrote that the book had persuaded her that her two daughters should have the “option of 

leading a full premarital life.” Abraham Maslow was a personal fan; and Betty Friedan 

invited Rimmer to join NOW (which he did); students in graduate psychology courses 

began using his book as a supplemental text.47  

 
45 Martin, “Robert H. Rimmer, 84, Author of ‘The Harrad Experiment.”  
46 The Harrad Letters to Robert H. Rimmer (New York: Penguin Books, 1971). More of the letters 
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Small intentional communities organized on the Harrad model sprang up around 

the country. These groups were dedicated to expanding the sexual horizons of their 

members through “jealousy-free, multilateral relationships.” The most long-lived 

became known as “Harrad West.” Conceived in Berkeley, California in 1969, the 

community was initially comprised of six adults (and three children); members came 

and went thereafter.48 Their founding conviction mirrored that found in The Harrad 

Experiment: a group of six or more adults could form “marriage relationships with each 

other as a means of attaining far more than monogamous marriage can offer.” The adult 

members of Harrad West considered themselves to be “married to all other adult 

members of the opposite sex.”49 Members of Harrad West struggled to define the 

interrelation of sex, love, and marriage within their group to the outside world. In a 

summer, 1970 interview with the San Francisco Chronicle, Barry, an “unofficial 

spokesman for the family,” insisted that the term “group marriage” did not describe what 

was happening at Harrad West. “Marriage implies a kind of ownership,” he explained, 

“instead, we agreed to have common interests and desires.”50 The media, unsurprisingly, 

was fixated on the sexual component of these “common interests and desires.” 

“Whenever I speak to a group about Harrad West,” Barry complained, “the first question 

they ask is ‘who sleeps with whom?’ They ask us questions they would never dream of 

asking other married couples.”51 While the group downplayed the erotic dimension of 

their community to outsiders, they nevertheless acknowledged and embraced its 

importance. As with the characters in Rimmer’s novel, they saw sex as fundamental to 
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intimacy, self-realization, and a more integrated society. By the winter of 1970 the group 

had added members and produced a mission statement that articulated what the 

community understood as marriage as well as the important role of sex within it: “We 

believe that sex is vital in a successful marriage . . . [and] that our more ample number of 

loving relationships helps us to become more affectionate persons. . . .We feel our 

friendships deepened, our capacity for warmth and understanding increased, and our 

lives enriched as a result of this community.”52 Members described their experiment in 

terms drawn directly from Rimmer: “a rational and agreeable means of helping fulfill 

our social and sexual natures [that] had enabled us to become more honest with 

ourselves and with others.”53 Harrad West survived into the early 1970s and continued 

to attract media attention along the way, including articles in the San Francisco 

Chronicle, Modern Utopian, and Sexual Freedom.54 

Rimmer’s work stimulated the growth of the group marriage phenomenon, 

which, in turn, generated enormous publicity from a media ever eager to supply 

salacious copy to the American public. But group marriage also inspired more serious 

commentary, as well as research initiatives aimed at exploring its challenges and 

possibilities. The most ambitious of these was that of Larry and Joan Constantine, who 

in 1969 launched the Multilateral Relations Study Project (MRSP), a self-funded effort 

to examine the group marriage phenomenon in depth (they preferred the term 

“multilateral marriage” to “group marriage,” but used the two interchangeably). As with 
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Rimmer, the Constantines were motivated by more than just the idea of group marriage. 

They had been enthusiastic practitioners. Behind their research, they explained, was “an 

adventure, a radical perhaps even courageous entry into a new form of marriage . . . with 

two people whom we grew to love and care about very much, we left the mainstream of 

American family life and entered deep water.” The Constantines were changed by the 

adventure. And though the arrangement eventually dissolved, they found it enormously 

rewarding just the same: “We built a new and even better marriage for ourselves out of 

the material we had gotten from our experience.”55 The experience, accompanied by the 

realization that it was far from unique, moved them to launch an investigation into a 

phenomenon about which, they soon found, there was an abundance of “rhetoric” but 

very little “real information.”56 

The Constantines were unlikely investigators of sociological phenomena. Larry 

Constantine was a computing pioneer on the ground floor of the emerging field of 

software engineering, with specializations in information systems and psychology.57 His 

wife and co-author Joan had no background or training in social science research. 

Neither were “credentialed family professionals,” a deficit which detracted from their 

credibility from the outset. “Hardly a presentation [ended],” they later reflected about 

attempts to disseminate their findings, “without someone questioning our 

qualifications.”58 This caused considerable hesitation and self-doubt, a “sense of 

inadequacy” the Constantines attempted to compensate for by employing an impressive 

 
55 Constantine, Group Marriage, vii. 
56 Ibid., viii. 
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array of data-gathering and analytical methodologies, including prolonged observation, 

taped interviews, questionnaires, follow-up correspondence, personal diaries, and a 

variety of statistical measures and psychometric procedures to tabulate and crosscheck 

their data.59 

The Constantines found their first research subjects through a forum called the 

Harrad Letter, which originated as a way of connecting people who corresponded with 

Robert Rimmer. The forum made the scattered participants in group marriages aware of 

each other. Some of its members had even gathered face-to-face in “a series of formless 

meetings in the New England area.”60 As had been discovered by investigators of 

swinging and group sex, the Constantine’s informants were eager to share their 

experiences; an enthusiasm which the Constantines reciprocated. “Relationship had to 

precede research,” they felt, and they worked hard to cultivate connections with their 

subjects through “open and honest” self-disclosure.61 The project eventually included 

some sixteen multilateral groups comprised of sixty-four adults and thirty-one children. 

In the end, this was winnowed down to nine group marriages subjected to intensive 

study. After three years of research, the Constantines published their findings in Group 

Marriage (1973).62 

The book was less scientific investigation than autoethnography. Despite their 

rigorous methodology, the Constantines are best described as participant-observers. 

They were transparent about their biases from the beginning. They had a personal stake 

in the viability of multilateral relationships because of their own positive experience as 
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part of one. They supported the reformation of American sexual values and family 

forms. They respected and sympathized with those who practiced alternative lifestyles. 

Nevertheless, their conclusions mirrored those of the academic researchers who had 

conducted ‘objective’ studies of consensual extramarital sex (swinging). Men did not 

coerce their wives into group marriages. Rather, “the initiation of involvement and 

enthusiasm [was] equally distributed.” At least eight of their female subjects reported 

experiencing their first orgasms through “a multilateral experience.”63 Group sex among 

the multilaterally married, when it occurred, was more readily and comfortably adapted 

to by women. Men tended to be the “talkers,” while women, once they “made up their 

minds, tended to put the talk into action.” Some described group sex as a “peak 

experience.”64 Approximately half of those participating in the Constantine’s study 

reported prior experience with swinging or “social mate swapping.”65 Again echoing the 

sociological literature, Group Marriage reported that the occurrence and importance of 

jealousy decreased over time. In their “early responses” (up to one year into the study), 

fifty-percent of subjects considered jealousy as a problem; in “later responses” (after one 

year) none considered it so. The Constantines, finally, drew distinctions between couples 

(and individuals) participating in group sex similar to those advanced by Enid Nemy in 

her New York Times piece. Their own subjects were “utopian” or “ideological” swingers 

in the sense that they sought “stable close relationships” as part of an encompassing 

lifestyle. They contrasted these people with “recreational” swingers for whom “the 

sexual element [was] highly compartmentalized.”66 

 
63 Constantines, “Sexual Aspects,” 222-223. 
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The Constantines were intensely interested in why individuals chose group 

marriage. This was, they reported, “far and away the most common question we are 

asked.” The motivations they identified reflected the rebellious idealism of the era: “the 

problems and limitations of conventional monogamous marriage,” the increasing 

isolation of the nuclear family, “the growing interest in self-realization,” and a 

permissive environment favorable to the development of alternative lifestyles.67 More 

controversially, they challenged the assumption that there was anything ‘natural’ about 

the sexual exclusivity of Western marriage traditions: “both men and women, given the 

opportunity, prefer sexual intercourse with a number of different persons.” More 

radically still, they held that human beings were “intrinsically ambisexual, [and] that in 

the absence of cultural counterpressures, most healthy individuals would manifest sexual 

activities with both sexes.” The choice for multilateral relations, given these premises, 

was simply a choice to live a more natural and authentic life. But what was the actual 

significance and meaning of sex for people married into groups in practice? This was 

another matter of keen public interest and criticism the Constantines sought to clarify. 

They argued that the data established that sex was not the primary motivator for most of 

those engaged in multilateral marriages. While conceding that their subjects tended to 

have higher sex drives than the general population, and further, that “women who 

choose multilateral marriage have a higher sexual need than men who do,” the 

Constantines nevertheless found that the desire for intimacy, in the broadest sense, was 

what brought individuals to multilateral relationships.68 “An active seeking for intimate 
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contact and involvement with other human beings,” they wrote, was what attracted 

people to a group, and what held the group together.69 Groups formed predominantly for 

sexual activity were unlikely to survive. 

This proposition was perhaps nowhere more comprehensively explored than at 

Sandstone Retreat, the era’s most ambitious attempt to revolutionize American sexual 

values. Sandstone was launched by John and Barbara Williamson in 1969. The 

Williamsons believed that “the sexual self [was] at the core of organized social behavior. 

When sexuality [was] distorted, it [led] to a distortion of the basic self.”70 A society 

comprised of millions of distorted selves was inevitably distorted through and through. 

The couple viewed sex as fundamental to social integration, and sought to create the 

conditions that would put “honest feelings and open sexuality in the service of social 

stability.” The Williamsons, like so many of their contemporaries, were committed to 

fundamental social change. As was characteristic of the counterculture, moreover, their 

emphasis was on building the new society within the shell of the old, rather than 

attempting to upend the status quo through social revolution.71 In the 1950s, John 

Williamson had worked at Lockheed designing and directing missile support systems. 

He went on, in the sixties, to build a successful electronics company, which he sold in 

1968 in order to purchase a fifteen-acre property in Topanga County, Southern 

California (he outbid the pop-band, The Monkees). After extensive renovation, the 

property became home to the Sandstone Foundation for Community Systems Research, 

 
69 Ibid., 120, 223. 
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more commonly known as Sandstone Retreat.72 Barbara Cramer was a highly successful 

insurance company executive when she met John Williamson in 1966. They were 

married five weeks later and remained partners until John’s death in 2013.73 The 

Williamsons abandoned their lucrative, corporate careers to pursue their dream of 

creating a utopian community with sexual freedom at its core. At Sandstone, the 

counterculture, feminism, and the therapeutic culture converged. The personal and the 

political came together through the dynamic medium of sexuality. 

Sandstone fostered an environment of radical acceptance. Voyeurism and 

exhibitionism were encouraged as fundamental to open sexual expression, and indeed, 

virtually all expressions of the erotic impulse were accommodated. It was not 

uncommon to find people copulating with strangers, couples embracing in various 

configurations in the heated pool, visitors or residents moving from sexual partner to 

partner in the large downstairs living room (nicknamed the ‘Ballroom’), orgies of 

varying sizes and degrees of intensity, people engaged in intellectual debate on the 

couches of the upper level, or to find a husband talking through his feelings of jealousy 

to a supportive audience upstairs while his wife engaged in her first extramarital sexual 

experience downstairs. As Barbara Williamson put it, “we looked at sex as being so 

positive, and we gave everyone permission.”74  

An estimated six- to eight-thousand visitors passed through Sandstone Retreat’s 

sexually liberated utopia during its seven-year existence (it closed in 1976).75 Among 

them were luminaries from the worlds of literature, journalism, entertainment, academia, 
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and even politics, ranging from Sammy Davis, Jr., to adult film star Marilyn Chambers, 

Joy of Sex author Alex Comfort (who became an “unofficial advisor” to the community), 

sexologist Edward Brecher, journalist Max Lerner, artist-activist Betty Dodson, and war 

planner-cum-whistleblower Daniel Ellsberg (leaker of the Pentagon Papers).76 Thy 

Neighbor’s Wife (1980) author Gay Talese lived at Sandstone for at least six weeks in 

1972, and put it at the center of his book on the sexual revolution. Betty Dodson 

described the habitués of Sandstone as a “democratic” mix which included “a few senior 

citizens and a sprinkling of Asian and African Americans.” The one “conventional hold 

over” evident in Sandstone’s visitor policy, Dodson noted, was that men had to bring a 

date but a woman could be there as single.77 Sandstone resident Tom Hatfield wrote that 

“much of what we were doing could only be understood in the context of a relationship.” 

Visiting members (as opposed to residents) were invited to attend the Retreat’s parties, 

but encouraged to do so “only as couples.” Hatfield explained that the Sandstone 

experience would be “diluted” for someone “without a commitment to anyone else” 

because it was geared precisely toward liberation from the “hang-ups” adopted by 

people in committed relationships.78 

The Williamsons, like the Constantines, were inspired by the novels of Robert 

Rimmer. In 1970, they even flew to Pennsylvania to meet him at the Kirkridge Retreat’s 

annual conference.79 Yet there was an urgency to the Williamson’s sexual utopianism 

that was more pronounced than that of Rimmer, Dodson, or the Constantines. The 
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couple subscribed to an almost apocalyptic conviction that society was in the throes of 

profound existential crisis. It was “not only in trouble,” John Williamson wrote, “but 

desperately so, . . . immersed in a chaotic, self-made environment characterized by 

senseless warfare, dehumanizing economics, [and] uncaring authoritarian politics and 

cultural institutions.”80 In this context, Rimmer’s description of John Williamson as the 

“messiah of sex,” and the media’s dubbing of Barbara Williamson as “the most liberated 

woman in America,” suggests something of their zealotry as well as their notoriety. As 

the Williamsons saw it, Sandstone was about much more than casual sex or overcoming 

inhibitions.81 If the self was the foundational unit of society, then the transformation of 

the latter could only proceed from the transformation of the former. And the only 

authentic and thoroughgoing self-transformation was predicated on the overcoming of 

sexual repression. In this sense, the Williamsons were engaged in a kind of secular 

messianic fundamentalism. The conversion of the self through sexual expression would 

prepare the way for the new society.  

Influenced by Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged (1957), John Williamson came to 

believe that if the life he sought could not be found, he could create it.82 He also drew 

upon developments in systems and communications theory, as well as on the ideas of 

Maslow, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Wilhelm Reich, and anthropologist Ruth 

Benedict.83 Benedict used the term “synergy” to connote the complementarities of self 

and social development. A high synergy society was one in which “any act that 
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advantages the individual at the same time advantages the group.”84 Maslow, in turn, 

adapted the concept to interpersonal relations, and the Williamsons interpreted it in the 

context of sexual fulfillment. The Sandstone philosophy, as John Williamson described 

it in his 1969 “Statement of Purpose,” “centered upon non-structured experiential 

processes which contribute significantly to the release and actualization of positive 

human potential . . . to achieve a supportive society relatively free of alienating, life 

destructive elements.”85 The brochure provided to Sandstone applicants stated 

expectations clearly: interactions at the Retreat were conducted at “the basic level of 

literal, physical nakedness and open sexuality. In these terms, the experience goes 

beyond any attempt to intellectualize it. This reality of action with its effect of accepting 

and being accepted in basic terms, without reservation, without cover, is the essence of 

the Sandstone experience.”86 The Williamsons thus aimed to share their own open 

sexuality with others, believing that the group relationship would evolve experientially 

to satisfy everyone’s needs for affection, sexual variety, emotional support, a sense of 

community, and familial warmth, even as it charted the path forward for the regeneration 

of society as a whole. 

The community, in particular, was intended to be empowering for women. The 

social environment at Sandstone was designed to unshackle individuals and relationships 

from jealousy, possessiveness, and the guilt, lies, and double standards these 

engendered. And women, the Williamsons well knew, suffered disproportionately in this 

bondage. Talese remarked on the extraordinary degree to which Sandstone enabled 
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women to be sexually assertive. It attempted to eliminate all traces of the sexual double 

standard. In an interview given after his death in 2013, Barbara Williamson reflected on 

her husband’s feminism: “It was second nature for him to empower women. He always 

said to me, women should run the world.”87 While there were many visiting members of 

Sandstone engaged in the project to varying degrees, it was the resident “Inner 

Community” which formed the vanguard that would realize and represent the Sandstone 

ideal. This was comprised of an intimate group of between twenty to and twenty-five 

couples who lived in the ranch house and surrounding cottages while having the option 

of continuing to work in the outside community.88 They had unlimited access not only to 

the idyllic space of Sandstone, but also to the opportunity for the open sexual sharing of 

each other. This could certainly mean private sexual encounters, but it also featured 

group sex, at least some of the time, on the mattresses and soft foam of the well-

appointed ‘Ballroom.’  

The open-ended sexuality or “sexual pluralism” enjoyed at Sandstone, later 

described by Rimmer as “pure sensual enjoyment which may even transcend genital 

sexuality,” profoundly affected the individuals and couples that participated.89 Some of 

these people first learned of the Retreat from advertising in the underground L.A. Free 

Press, where it was described as a “growth center” dedicated to eliminating “jealousy 

and possessiveness between couples.”90 The Sandstone Foundation’s stated purpose was 

to research such factors as individual motivation and participation, physical 

environment, community interaction, emotional response, and changing moral 

 
87 Strauss, “In Memory.” 
88 Rimmer, “Introduction,” 2. 
89 Ibid., 4. 
90 Heidenry, What Wild Ecstasy, 259. 



 

266 

 

convictions with respect to developing “new more viable sexual values and emphases”91 

The Williamsons viewed somatic experience as far more significant, and potentially 

transformational, than discursive interaction, which was more likely to be contaminated 

by ego and intellectualization. “The fullest, most encompassing and least distorted mode 

of communication is the kinesthetic,” John Williamson declared, “this mode involves 

touch, body contact, and most importantly, sex . . . Full communication will occur 

between people only during a lively act of sex in broad daylight with all our senses 

tuned to in to the act.”92  

Communication within a sympathetic community of the like-minded was a key 

element of life at Sandstone. And a great deal of communication was required to help 

individuals negotiate the emotional labyrinth society had implanted in the domain of 

sexuality and relationships. In the swinging milieu, those seized by eruptions of jealousy 

or possessiveness were asked to leave, or simply not invited back. At Sandstone, 

wrestling with powerful emotions was practically expected, and those dealing with 

negative issues were more likely to be invited to impromptu, group-style encounter 

sessions to work through the root causes of feelings or behaviors regarded as antisocial, 

but understandable, by the inner community. These support sessions were not unlike 

those found at the nearby Esalen Institute, or the many similar, increasingly popular 

growth centers emerging out of the human potential movement. In Williamson’s words, 

“Sandstone takes places like Esalen to their logical conclusion.”93 
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The difference was chiefly a matter of emphasis. As with growth centers such as Esalen, 

Sandstone Retreat facilitated “depth” relationships intended to release human potential 

by identifying and overcoming socially constructed repression. All utilized experiential, 

encounter group sessions, sensory awareness enhancement (the physical environment at 

Sandstone was designed to facilitate this), and all focused on the mind-body-society 

nexus. The Williamsons conceived of Sandstone, and sought legal recognition of it, as a 

“growth center.”94 Their philosophical approach shared much with that of classically-

trained psychoanalyst Frederick ‘Fritz’ Perls, founder of Gestalt therapy and leader in 

the human potential movement, whose five-year residency at Esalen had left a profound 

influence. Perls believed all therapy should ultimately lead to sexual self-expression. 

The Williamsons believed that sexual self-expression was in itself personal therapy and 

the key to social harmony. In other growth centers, erotic liberation tended to be a 

secondary, incidental, or deferred priority, whereas the Sandstone philosophy took the 

Reichian view that the repression of sexual and emotional expression blocked people 

from interpersonal connection, happiness, and ultimately, life, and that release could 

only come through the body. The expression of the sexual self, in short, was the starting 

point for the personal and community growth the Williamsons hoped would lead to 

social transformation. In contrast to lesbian and gay liberationists, moreover, Sandstone 

radicals did not stop with the politics of sexual identity. Acceptance and inclusion in the 

existing society was not an objective. The need for sexual liberation was universal, 

irrespective of sexual orientation.95  
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While sexual utopianism was at the heart of Sandstone, the Retreat also 

accommodated recreational swinging, both in order to expose people to the practice and 

doctrine of sexual liberation, and as a way of securing the Retreat’s economic viability. 

John Williamson, indeed, actively sought to recruit people, especially influential people, 

to visit Sandstone. Letters of introduction and invitation were sent to university-

affiliated anthropologists, psychologists, and a host of other prominent individuals.96 

The core Inner Community was supplemented by an “Outer Community” of hundreds of 

members who paid annual dues, initially of $240, and used the facility primarily on 

weekends.97 Drug-use was prohibited and hard liquor discouraged, but Saturday night 

parties at Sandstone became legendary. The opening of the community to visiting 

members, while an ideological and financial necessity, required that Sandstone define 

itself as a “growth center,” which subjected it to a higher level of public scrutiny. In 

1970, the Retreat was denied its growth center operating license in response to a 

complaint to the Los Angeles County Public Welfare Commission by the Topanga 

Chamber of Commerce and a local citizen’s group. There had been no complaint from 

the Sherriff’s Office or from Sandstone’s neighbors, but the prosecution argued 

nevertheless that the Retreat was in violation of a 1930s anti-nudity ordinance and that 

the sexual activities it hosted constituted “a detriment to the public welfare.”98 The 

Sandstone Foundation appealed, challenging the ordinance on First Amendment 

grounds. A two-year legal battle culminated with the State Court of Appeals finding in 

Sandstone’s favor. The ordinance, the Court concluded, was “vague and overbroad” and 
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it infringed on First Amendment rights to freedom of assembly. Sandstone remained 

open, but the cost of its legal defense had been crippling, and it continued to be plagued 

by financial problems. 

By 1973, meanwhile, the Williamsons had begun to lose enthusiasm for the 

project. After years of intense group marriage, the management of a sexually 

revolutionary retreat center perpetually mired in controversy, and the exhausting work of 

guiding newcomers through an introduction to open sexuality that could often be 

emotionally arduous, they were ready for a change.99 The couple packed up with a few 

former residents and struck out to found the short-lived “Project Synergy” in White Fish, 

Montana, an enterprise abandoned when the local government refused to allow them a 

building permit.100 The stewardship of Sandstone fell, in 1974, to marriage counselor, 

Gestalt therapist, and former marine, Paul Paige. Paige had experience at both Sandstone 

and Esalen, and sought immediately to put the Retreat on a more secure financial 

footing. He promptly doubled membership fees and instituted growth center-style, fee-

based programs and seminars. Paige also invited international best-selling author, Alex 

Comfort – whose sequel to The Joy of Sex (1972), More Joy of Sex (1973), devoted an 

entire chapter to Sandstone’s pioneering sexual techniques – to become the Retreat’s 

unofficial advisor.101 As Talese memorably put it, “often the nude biologist Dr. Alex 

Comfort, brandishing a cigar, traipsed through the room between the prone bodies with 

the professional air of a lepidopterist strolling through the fields waving a butterfly 
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net.”102 In the end, however, neither Comfort’s celebrity prestige nor the revenue-

generating initiatives of Paige were sufficient to save Sandstone Retreat. It closed for 

good due to financial difficulties in 1976.103  

By the standards of the intentional communities of the day, Sandstone was 

remarkably successful. In contrast to more anarchistic social experiments, the Retreat 

was carefully structured and highly organized. Its two-tiered membership – residents and 

dues-paying visitors – provided a modicum of financial stability that, while ultimately 

insufficient, was nevertheless impressive in comparison to the majority of communes. 

Self-destructive behavior, such as hard drug use, was forbidden, and support 

mechanisms were in place to deal with conflicts and emotional problems. Young people 

did spend time at Sandstone, chiefly the children of residents, but no one under the age 

of eighteen was admitted, and the average age of the membership was considerably 

older than that.104 Sandstone catered to a more mature and well-heeled population of 

dissidents than those who gathered at more stereotypically ‘hippy’ communes. It was, by 

and large, an enclave of the alienated, educated upper-middle class. The Retreat 

prevented transient ‘drop outs’ from ‘dropping in’ (a problem for many intentional 

communities) by carefully screening prospective visitors and members at an off-

premises office.105 And the Williamsons did not disclose the location of Sandstone 

except to those who had successfully completed an application process. Geographic 
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isolation helped as well; the Retreat sat high atop the winding, narrow roads of Topanga 

Canyon, its nearest neighbors some two miles away.  

As with all of the countercultural intentional communities of the late-sixties and 

seventies, Sandstone fell far short of the utopian visions of its founders. The 

Williamsons, like many others at the time, had embraced a wildly optimistic conception 

of what change was actually possible. Yet its influence was nevertheless profound and 

wide-ranging. Its “disciples,” Comfort notes, “are widely scattered in sex counseling – 

including that sponsored by the churches.” And while their precise influence is 

impossible to gauge, it is clear that the ideas which animated and sustained the 

Sandstone experiment have continued to resonate through American society and beyond. 

It was Sandstone, Comfort observed, that provided a great “many ‘straight’ people 

[their] only encounter with genuine open sexuality.” Its “potential influence through 

contacts,” he continued, “will only become evident with time.”106  
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Chapter Ten: Social Science Discovers Swinging 

 

Pornography and public displays of sexuality such as Betty Dodson’s erotic art 

drew the ire of conservatives not only because they were personally offended by what 

they regarded as obscenity, but because such images seemed to signify the moral 

degeneration of their society. Many other Americans were attracted by these 

manifestations of the sexual revolution – if not necessarily aroused, then at least 

intrigued. Yet nothing captured the public’s attention, positive and negative, more than 

the lifestyle experiments in “creative adultery” conducted by married couples. “Wife-

swapping” and group sex fascinated people. And while media coverage of such activities 

was profuse – sex sold, after all – the academic interest of social scientists was likewise 

intense. As historian David Allyn observes, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, academic 

investigators “made a minor industry of studies of swinging. At least one was funded by 

the National Science Foundation.”1 A reviewer of the most significant of these studies, 

anthropologist Gilbert Bartell’s Group Sex (1971), explained that social scientists were 

absorbed by the historical question of whether “the development of swinging in the 

United States [was] a logical extension of increased sexual freedom.” Even more 

compelling, however, was the moral question of whether this development signaled the 

advent of a new value system in which sex was viewed as a positive end in itself. 2  
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Researchers gradually developed new terminology in their efforts to interpret the 

new sexual landscape. To distinguish between clandestine affairs and sexually open 

arrangements, for example, the term “adultery” was replaced by “extramarital,” and 

“comarital” adopted to describe the consensual sharing or exchange of spouses. “Non-

married” supplanted “pre-married,” a reflection of changing expectations about the 

inevitability and desirability of matrimony.3 And “wife” or “mate-swapping” was 

supplanted by “swinging,” the term most commonly used by its practitioners. 4 Bartell 

argued that “group sex” more accurately captured the situation in which “more than two 

people . . . enter into an agreement to have sexual experiences together,” but he 

continued to use “swinging” as well.5  

Bartell’s interest in swinging was inspired by a series of articles in the Chicago 

Daily News. These lurid exposés of “spouse swappers” were both titillating and 

moralistic (descriptors such as “sick” and “pathetic” were scattered throughout). Finding 

a paucity of scientific data on the subject, and encouraged by the support of sexologist 

Paul Gebhard, Kinsey’s successor at the Institute for Sex Research in Indiana, Bartell 

and his wife Ann Bartell launched their research in the suburbs of Chicago in 1967.6 The 

Bartells were also influenced by Edward Brecher, a science writer and close friend of 

Masters and Johnson.7 Brecher had edited a popular collection of essays intended to 

 
3 George and Nena O’Neill, “Open Marriage: A Synergic Model,” Family Coordinator 21, no. 4 (October, 

1972): 404. 
4 Gilbert Bartell, Group Sex: An Eyewitness Report on the American Way of Swinging (New York: The 

New American Library, Inc., 1971), 9. Bartell referred to Lois Wille, “The Spouse Swappers,” Chicago 

Daily News (June, 1967), 27-30. Although the first chapter credits Ann Bartell as a co-researcher, Gilbert 

Bartell appears as the sole author of Group Sex. 
5 Gilbert Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” Journal of Sex Research 6, no. 2 (May, 1970): 

113. 
6 Bartell, Group Sex, 8-10. 
7 Ibid., 21; Gay Talese, Thy Neighbor’s Wife (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1980), 347. 
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enhance the accessibility of Masters and Johnson’s work entitled, An Analysis of 

“Human Sexual Response” (1966). When he met the Bartells in 1969 he was completing 

what would become the first history of sexology, The Sex Researchers (1969).8 From 

Brecher, the Bartells learned of others investigating comarital sex. These researchers 

came together, at Brecher’s bidding, for the annual conference of the Society for the 

Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS) held in late 1969. The SSSS was founded in 1957 

by Albert Ellis “to encourage the rigorous systematic study of sexuality.” It began 

publication of the Journal of Sex Research in 1965.9 The May, 1970 issue was devoted 

entirely to group sex (the topic had excited considerable interest at the conference). It 

included a summary of the research of the Bartells in the Chicago area, the work by 

sociologist Carolyn Symonds on the swinging scene in greater Los Angeles, and an 

article by anthropologists George and Nena O’Neill focused on the swingers of New 

York City.10  

Bartell’s research, culminating with the 1971 publication of Group Sex, was the 

most ambitious and influential. It provided a wealth of data about the recruitment, 

motivations, rules, and behavior prevailing in what seemed to be a rapidly growing 

subculture. Of particular note was the fact that Bartell’s sample of 280 “Midwestern and 

Southwestern white, suburban and exurban couples and single individuals” fell primarily 

into the socioeconomic category of the “lower middle-class.”11 Only one quarter of the 

men had at least two years of college; and forty-two percent described themselves as 

 
8 Allyn, Make Love, 168. 
9 Webpage for the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality, http://www.sexscience.org/about, 

accessed 15 May, 2017, 4:17 pm. 
10 Bartell, Group Sex, 21-22. 
11 Robert R. Bell, “Review,” 193. 
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“salesmen.” Ninety percent of the women identified as homemakers or housewives.12 

Further, Bartell’s subjects tended to be predominately in their thirties or early forties, 

and were, “by most any criteria . . . physically unattractive.” This was a departure not 

only from media and popular culture portrayals (such as the press coverage of Sandstone 

Retreat, or the 1969 smash Hollywood comedy, Bob & Carol &Ted & Alice), it was also 

unprecedented in the academic research. Previous studies had focused on well-educated, 

physically attractive people in their twenties and thirties. One of the reviewers of Group 

Sex mused, “I often wondered if there were any swinging groups for the unattractive or 

proletariat.”13 Bartell himself seems to have shared something of the smugness reflected 

in this remark. The book was subtly condescending toward swinging culture. Bartell 

repeatedly reminded readers, for example, that although he and his wife had attended 

countless swinging parties, they never actually participated. “It would have been 

repugnant to us,” he explained, “to have sexual intercourse with people with whom we 

were not emotionally involved.”14  

Scruples aside, Bartell identified a number of patterns that corresponded with 

those found in other studies of swinging. Husbands usually initiated interest and made 

first contacts, but no one was forced into activities against their wishes. Homosexual 

contact was frequent between women, but rare among men. There was no evidence that 

swingers had more personal problems than others of similar background. Many couples 

met each other through advertising in specialized magazines; others went to swinger’s 

bars or functions at private swinger’s clubs. Some found each other serendipitously or 

 
12 Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” 121. 
13 Bell, “Review,” 193. 
14 Bartell, Group Sex, 14. 
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through word-of-mouth.15 Swingers tended to be proud of their openness and honesty 

about sex; they saw this as a rare and desirable quality.16 Despite the book’s back-cover 

promise that “the truth” about swinging was “beyond anyone’s most lurid fantasies,” 

Bartell’s most significant conclusion was probably that swingers were, by and large, 

pretty much average and conventional. “The majority of swingers,” he wrote, were “very 

‘straight’ indeed.” Swingers, that is, generally conformed to middle-class values and 

aspirations with the exception of swinging, which was usually “the single area of 

deviance from the norms of contemporary society.” Rather than being innovators on the 

forefront of revolution, Bartell suggested, swingers were acting out “an ideal image” of 

the existing society, which stressed “the cult of youth” and being part of “the ‘in 

scene.’”17  

Bartell found that group sex could be positive for people’s relationships. For one 

thing, swinging could serve as an antidote for the frequent complaint that, “married sex, 

left alone, rapidly becomes stale.”18 Most of the swingers in his study reported 

“unsatisfactory sexual relationships prior to swinging,” but increased sexual interest in 

their mates after engaging in it.19 For a majority of respondents, “swinging created . . . a 

better relationship, both socially and sexually.” One of the “important attractions” of 

swinging, Bartell contended, was its utility as an “outlet” for satisfying emotional needs 

in “sexual as well as non-sexual ways.” “Continually replaying the mating game” 

functioned to revitalize the relationships of swinging couples. By dressing up, going out, 

and attempting seduction, couples enjoyed “a form of togetherness that they never had 

 
15 Ibid., 114.  
16 Bell, “Review,” 193-194. 
17 Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” 124. 
18 Philadelphia Magazine (1969), 158. Quoted in Bartell, Group Sex, 209.  
19 Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” 127. 
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before.” “It certainly goes beyond the togetherness promoted by McCall’s magazine,” 

Bartell added. Group sex, finally, required couples to communicate at an unusual level 

of openness and honesty, often discovering “an increase in perception, awareness, and 

appreciation, sexual and otherwise, of each other.” The simple act of revealing sexual 

desires and fantasies meant overcoming often powerful inhibitions. Doing so helped 

people feel less alienated from themselves and more authentic with each other.  

Among the “most important negative aspects” of swinging, Bartell highlighted 

the potentially “disastrous” effects of performance anxiety for men. Faced with the 

possibility of realizing the fantasy of having intercourse with many women, the male 

risked being unable to live up to his own “psycho-sexual myths and self-illusions.”20 

Women, by contrast, appeared to experience few such self-doubts. Following an initial 

phase of comparison to other women, most became comfortable and confident, 

according to Bartell. Women received a great deal of “positive reinforcement” from 

male sexual attention, he observed, and uniformly reported having “been able to shed 

sexual inhibitions that they were raised with.”21 The opposite was most often the case for 

men. In fact, Bartell found that fewer than twenty-five percent of men were able to “turn 

on” at large parties (though percentages were higher in smaller groups and threesomes). 

In Bartell’s opinion, male anxiety and sexual dysfunction was “the major deterrent to the 

swinging situation.” Men complained that “women have the best time” and that the 

scene was “unfair to men.” Of course, the frequency and duration of male sexual 

response was comparatively limited. And, in contrast to men, some sixty-five percent of 

women reported enjoying same-sex erotic activity. The ubiquity of female homosexual 

 
20 Bartell, Group Sex, 209-213. 
21 Ibid., 126. 
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activity in swinging contexts appeared to confirm the findings of Kinsey and Masters 

and Johnson that for women, orgasm often came more easily without male involvement. 

Many women, Bartell disclosed, would “rather turn on to the female than to males.”22  

As with much social commentary of the day, Bartell’s book invoked the theme of 

social alienation and the hunger for community as a partial explanation for the swinging 

phenomenon. The activity could “help to relieve the alienation and loneliness of 

suburbanites.” “In a society of alienated individuals, sex, after all, serves a socially 

integrating function,” Bartell observed. It was no surprise that more people would 

“practice open sexuality” given these conditions.23 Despite the familiarity of Bartell’s 

description of the circumstances, however, the remedy – more, and more open and 

honest, sex with more people – was a bold one, especially for an academic study. The 

implicit proposition was that sexual interaction, arising from basic physical attraction 

and emotional intimacy, had the potential to counteract the banality and insincerity of 

conventional social intercourse as well as the felt lack of community endemic in mass 

society.24 Yet Bartell held back from unambiguously stating as much. In the end, despite 

the data, he resorted to a commonplace and unsubstantiated judgement to express his 

ambivalence: “Among swingers, sex too often replaces authentic intimacy.”25 There 

were no utopian swingers in Bartell’s study. His research group was comprised by what 

sociologist Carolyn Symonds termed “organizational” and “recreational” swingers – the 

former advertised, belonged to organizations, and were in some measure “public” about 

 
22 Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” 128. 
23 Bartell, Group Sex, 41, 218-219. 
24 See Eric Berne’s influential treatise introducing the theory and techniques of transactional analysis: 

Games People Play: The Psychology of Human Relationships (New York: Groves Press, 1964). 
25 Bartell, Group Sex, 219. 
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their swinging, the latter approached the activity more casually and more privately.26 

Symonds’ informants, both for her influential MA thesis and for the academic articles it 

spawned, were Southern Californians who did not advertise or join clubs. They were 

“private” swingers, who met like-minded folks mostly by accident, and then attended 

and sometimes held social gatherings where sex was on the menu. Symonds 

distinguished between two varieties of “private” swingers: “recreational” and “utopian.” 

The first tended to be apolitical or conservative, and to conform to many of the 

stereotypes that attracted media attention. These were the people who swapped their 

mates for “recreation, variety, and sociability” and for whom swinging “had little 

meaning beyond that.” Sex with more people was simply more fun. As Bartell found, 

swinging was generally the “widest deviation” from convention for Symonds’ 

recreational types. And while these couples were ostensibly sexually egalitarian, they 

nevertheless tended to adhere to a variety of rules and agreements. Couples sometimes 

made certain individuals or sexual practices off-limits, or required the permission of the 

other before engaging in a specific sexual behavior, or began swinging activities with a 

strict set of understandings in place.  

For Symonds, the “recreational”/“utopian” distinction was a blurry one. Even the 

most carefree recreationalists frequently found significant “new friendships” in the 

swinging scene. And it was friendship, Symonds observed, that opened the door to the 

possibility of finding more in swinging than just fun. Recreational swinging, that is, 

could become the basis for community building, a “first step,” in Symonds’ words, in a 

 
26 Carolyn Symonds, “Sexual Mate-Swapping and the Swingers,” Marriage Counseling Quarterly 6, no. 

3, Spring, 1971 (Orange, California: California State Marriage Counseling Association): 2. See also, 

Symonds, “A Pilot Study of Peripheral Behavior of Sexual Mate-Swappers,” MA Thesis (University of 

California, Riverside, 1968). 
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process of exploring “concepts of extended family, communes, or some form of utopia.” 

For utopians, swinging was integrated into a holistically experimental lifestyle. Sexual 

agreements with mates were loose and flexible, demanding only that outside 

relationships not interfere with or disrupt the primary one. While recreational swingers 

emphasized rules and roles which, in swinging clubs, often developed into “business-

like bureaucratic procedures” antithetical to organic community, utopian swingers 

believed “in man conceived in his wholeness.” Symonds saw these swingers as imbued 

with a sense of community social responsibility. They referred to each other as brothers 

and sisters, and thought of the group as a family that shared responsibility for each other 

and for the children.27  

The utopian swingers in Symonds’ study did not ‘drop-out’ from society. They 

maintained careers and sought to integrate their roles in the ‘straight’ world with their 

commitment to community based on open sexuality. The lifestyle was self-consciously 

political insofar as these people imagined a culture transformed by a revolution in sexual 

relations. Dominant values and practices in the domain of sexuality and relationships, in 

this view, lagged far behind the new thinking on such matters that had emerged from the 

cultural and intellectual ferment of the 1960s. Symonds believed this radical sensibility 

helped to explain why her informants were so frequently eager to participate with her 

research. There was a missionary element to their utopianism. Yet the revolutionary 

commitment of utopian swingers was complicated by their relatively uniform socio-

economic status. Symonds’ subjects were “entirely middle-class” and between the ages 

of twenty and forty; their social networks – and sexual activities – were confined to 

 
27 Symonds, “Sexual Mate-Swapping,” 2-4; Paulson, “Swinging in Wedlock,” 29. 
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people of similar background.28 The tendency to uphold rigid class boundaries was 

probably even more prevalent among upper class swingers.29 Ironically, the less utopian 

the swingers, the more democratic their communities tended to be.  

The gatherings of Bartell’s Midwestern recreational and organizational swingers 

appear to have been more socio-economically diverse than those of Symonds’ utopians. 

Nevertheless, Bartell made much of the cultural provincialism of his informants. Most of 

those who advertised, he noted, exaggerated their “hobbies and interests.” “Sports,” of 

course, was almost universally listed; but it was not uncommon to see “dancing,” 

“sailing,” and “theater,” as well. “In reality,” Bartell quipped, “they do none of these 

things,” and in fact “did nothing [at all] other than swing and watch television.”30 

Symonds’ utopian swingers, by contrast, held smaller, more intimate, weekend-long 

gatherings that included “close friends” and a range of activities other than sexual: 

elaborate meals, hiking, and importantly, “a lot of discussion.” Nudity was normally 

expected at private parties, Symonds observed, but genital sex was not the singular 

focus. Rubbing, body massage, and ‘necking’ were all common occurrences. The 

emphasis was on “the pleasure and sensuality associated with the complete human 

body.” Such gatherings were polymorphously sexual and infused with a sense of erotic 

liberation. 

The implicit sexual egalitarianism of group sex did not necessarily eliminate 

gender norms of male dominance and female passivity, but there can be no question that 

 
28 Ibid., 2, 5-9. 
29 See, for example, John F. Cuber with Peggy B. Harroff, The Significant Americans: A Study of Sexual 

Behavior Among the Affluent (New York: Van Nees Press, 1965); Arthur Hirsch, The Love Elite: The 

Story of Woman’s Emancipation and Her Drive for Self Fulfillment (New York: The Julian Press, Inc. 

1963). 
30 Bartell, “Group Sex Among the Mid-Americans,” 123, 122. 
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such norms were unsettled in swinging situations.31 As with Bartell, Symonds found that 

it was usually the male partner who took the lead in creating swinging opportunities and 

who initiated sexual contact when such opportunities arose. It was also common, 

however, for male “newcomers” to experience erectile dysfunction. Some men, at least 

initially, became “competitive and tense . . . becoming temporarily impotent . . . [each] 

trying to outperform the other.”32 Symonds attributed this to deep rooted anxiety caused 

by the “many myths about manliness and erections,” coupled with the pressure to 

‘perform’ in an unfamiliar setting and in competition with another man (or men). 

Participation in group sex could, nonetheless, enable men to shed the one-dimensional 

and inhibiting roles generated by American masculine ideology. Joy of Sex (1972) 

author Alex Comfort recommended voyeurism for its educative potential: “watching the 

sexual behavior of other human beings,” he argued, “is not just stimulating, but 

educating.”33 Men could gain perspective on masculine competitiveness, on "the 

neurotic expectation that the male should be able to make love to anything that will 

stand still in ten seconds flat. By observation, they learn that they're not 

underperforming."34 Symonds’ research revealed that male sexuality was more complex 

than American sexual mythology allowed. She discovered that it was the male partner 

who was “more apt to become romantically involved” through swinging, thus 

problematizing the presumption that the priority for men was sexual variety without 

emotional entanglement. Women were more likely to be “level headed about accepting 

 
31 Symonds, “Sexual Mate-Swapping,” 8-9; see also Charles Cole and Graham Spaniard, “Comarital 

Mate-Sharing and Family Stability,” The Journal of Sex Research 10, no. 1 (Feb., 1974): 23. 
32 Larry L. and Joan M. Constantine, “Sexual Aspects of Multilateral Relations,” The Journal of Sex 

Research 7, no. 3 (Aug., 1971): 215. 
33 Alex Comfort, “The Sexes: Swinging Future,” Time magazine 101, issue 2 (08 January, 1973) 34-5; see 

also, Paulson, “Swinging in Wedlock.” 
34 Comfort, “The Sexes,” 34-35. 
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swinging for the enjoyable sensual experiences and variety of sexual experiences that it 

offer[ed].” And while wives often hesitated to swing initially, they were the more 

reluctant to cease the practice once it was underway. It was not unusual for husbands to 

want to quit after several months, and for wives to want to continue “finding enjoyment 

in the new sensuality and variety.” Contraception, however, was considered the sole 

responsibility of the female, with the birth control pill or IUD the preferred method.35 

Men enjoyed the privilege of not having to think about the possibility of pregnancy (or 

about wearing a condom).  

In contrast to Bartell, there was no ambiguity in Symonds’ conclusions. She did 

not pass judgement, either on the hedonism of recreational swinging or on the idealism 

of the utopian variety. And she commended this sort of magnanimity to others, 

especially mental health professionals and marriage counselors. If such authorities were 

going to be “moralistic” about their clients’ questions about or experiences with 

swinging, Symonds insisted, it was important that they admit their bias to themselves 

and to their clients. She dismissed the notion that swingers were “deviants” or 

psychologically unbalanced. And her determinations about the implications of swinging 

for marriage were open-minded and practical. Swinging could function as a “safe 

method” for couples to experiment with outside sexual experiences. And if couples 

found themselves at odds about such sexual experimentation, well, perhaps there were 

“more important things than saving a marriage.”36 

Sociologists Duane Denfield and Michael Gordon, in their widely cited article 

“The Sociology of Mate Swapping: Or The Family That Swings Together Clings 

 
35 Symonds, “Sexual Mate-Swapping,” 8-12. 
36 Ibid., 11. 
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Together” (1970), also addressed the question of deviance. They argued that swinging, 

far from being destructive, in fact functioned to sustain monogamous marriage. Denfield 

and Gordon applied the theoretical framework of criminologist Albert K. Cohen and 

sociologist Kai Erikson, which approached deviance as a “societal process rather than a . 

. . social disease.”37 Arguing that it was only possible to understand mate swapping and 

the role it played in American society from this perspective, they then adapted Kingsley 

Davis’ “safety valve” model to the study of swinging. Davis had argued in 1937 that 

prostitution arose from society’s attempt to “control sexual expression” by yoking it to 

marriage and procreation.38 While the exchange of money for sex was stigmatized, it 

was nonetheless tolerated, in this view, because it provided an outlet for behavior that 

would be more destructive in another context (such as adultery). Prostitution, that is, 

served the socially constructive function of providing an outlet for anti-social impulses. 

It was a “safety valve.” For Denfield and Gordon, mate-swapping was in this respect 

analogous to prostitution: an outlet for potentially destructive extramarital sex. It was 

‘safe’ insofar as it discouraged the emotional involvement of non-married participants 

even as it encouraged the fulfillment of powerful sexual desires. As the foregoing would 

suggest, Denfield and Gordon’s swingers were of the recreational variety. Aside from 

 
37 Duane Denfield and Michael Gordon, “The Sociology of Mate Swapping: Or the Family That Swings 
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making use of the swinging safety valve, they were distinguished by their “overall 

normality, conventionality, and respectability.”39  

Most of the social scientific literature on non-marital sex had focused almost 

exclusively on men. Denfield and Gordon saw their study of mate swapping as an 

opportunity to begin to remedy this shortcoming. The phenomenon did, after all, arise in 

the wake of substantive changes in the position of women in American society, changes 

that were propelled by, and that in turn helped to shape, the reconceptualization of 

female sexuality and “female sexual rights.”40 Gordon himself was a pioneering scholar 

of the history of marital education manuals. In this literature, he was able to document 

the ideological shift through which marital sex became a vehicle primarily for recreation 

rather than procreation, and the concomitant legitimization of female sexual desire and 

gratification.41 As values and attitudes shifted, so also did the social landscape inhabited 

by women. Increasingly freed from the constraints of home-making and child-rearing, 

from financial dependence on a husband or father, and from family and community 

surveillance, women found new opportunities for non-marital sex. This, combined with 

the revolution in contraceptive techniques, “greatly increased the incentive for women to 

seek – as men have always done – sexual variety outside marriage.” While there were 

various ways women might follow their sexual desires, Denfield and Gordon reasoned 

that “mate swapping was the least threatening and the one most compatible with 

monogamy.”42 In substantiating this conclusion, they advanced findings consistent with 

 
39 Denfield and Gordon, “Clings Together,” 94-95. 
40 Ibid., 89. 
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other research on the topic. Committed couples could benefit from mate swapping to the 

degree that it alleviated sexual monotony without undermining marriage. Planning and 

preparing for sexual recreation involving others could bring couples together in a 

common endeavor, and actually enhance honesty and intimacy. Such relationship 

qualities were developed through the negotiation of the rules and roles that would 

provide the optimal balance between the need for variety provided by recreational sex 

and the need for security provided by a happy, trusting primary relationship.43  

Negotiation was also necessary within broader swinging communities. Denfield and 

Gordon illuminated the code of etiquette, or what Symonds called the “intuitive 

bureaucracy,” that developed within these groups. A kind of status hierarchy formed 

around the perceived expertise of swingers. Those most experienced in the lifestyle, in 

turn, devised strategies for dealing with “newcomers, misfits, and inadequate party 

facilities.”44 Groups implemented measures such as screening interviews for new 

couples. Newcomers generally accepted the guidance of “old timers” and consented to 

follow the rules. Perhaps the most important taboo was that against serious romantic 

involvement outside the primary relationship. Denfield and Gordon observed that the 

transient nature of the swinging scene helped minimize this possibility, as did the direct 

and indirect “surveillance” of each partner by the other during sexual activity.  

Symonds’ acknowledgement of the imprecision of her recreational/utopian 

distinction, and concomitant insistence that the majority of swingers fell somewhere 

along a continuum between these ideal types, did not prevent commentators from seizing 
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upon, and distorting, the dichotomy.45 Recreational swinging was thus characterized as 

the shallow pursuit of impersonal sex without depth or meaning, and, as such, little more 

than a passing fad. Utopian swingers, meanwhile, were dismissed as isolated eccentrics 

who had cut themselves off from the mainstream and would have no influence beyond 

the fringes of American society. These perceptions turned, in large part, on the 

understanding of the relationship between sexual and emotional intimacy within 

swinging subcultures. The research showed that individual conceptions of sex and love 

held different meanings in different contexts. While it was true that a certain percentage 

of swingers unapologetically sought out as many sexual encounters as possible with as 

little emotional involvement as possible, there were many others who viewed this 

emphasis on the (merely) physical to be rather sad and hollow, even “deviant.”46  

Anthropologists Charles and Rebecca Paulson criticized the notion that the 

sexual encounters of recreational swingers were impersonal or mechanical. While 

beginners often approximated this stereotype, it was a phase left behind in nearly all 

cases. The Paulsons surmised that beginners were motivated by curiosity above all. 

Because they had been unable to express their interest in the sexual natures of others in 

‘straight’ life, satisfying this curiosity was the priority at the outset. It was likely, 

according to the Paulsons, “to take precedence over any other for quite some time.”47 

But most couples eventually became curious about more than the physical act of sex; 

emotional involvements and long-term friendships developed. For many swingers there 

was simply “no such thing” as impersonal sex. Sex always involved a personal and 
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emotional dimension. The challenge was to honestly and openly manage this potentially 

destructive aspect of swinging relationships. The Paulsons, in the final analysis, were 

unwilling to offer any general conclusions about the emotional aspect of swinging. 

Emotional/romantic involvement was ephemeral and intangible, and especially difficult 

to pin down across a broad and shifting social continuum. These anthropologists studied 

some 136 swingers over an eighteen-month period as participant-observers. “Every time 

we thought we had discovered a pattern,” they declared, “another encounter quickly 

invalidated it.”48 

The consensus among social scientists that swinging was the single area of 

deviance in the lives of most of those who practiced it served, in some measure, to 

mitigate the stigma associated with it. But this consensus also tended to support the 

assumption that the phenomenon was socially insignificant. It failed to appreciate the 

complexities of motivation for those involved in the practice and the larger cultural and 

social import of the willing and open sexual sharing of mates. While the lives of 

swinging couples may have been conventional in other respects, their sex lives certainly 

were not. The consequences of this were more profound than many academic 

researchers cared to recognize. The absence of an overt political agenda on the part of 

most swingers did not mean that the shedding of sexual inhibitions did not have socio-

political ramifications. Throwing off the yoke of socially-imposed sexual repression 

was, on the contrary, a quintessential example of a personal choice with significant 

political dimensions. When swingers talked about the benefits that sexual variety and 

openness brought to their lives, and about the personal growth it engendered, they were 
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advocating a lifestyle that challenged the hegemony of monogamic moralism in 

American society. Swingers saw themselves as having, in the words of sociologist 

Charles Varni, transcended “the perceived pettiness, hypocrisy, immaturity, and 

dishonesty” that characterized the relationships of “the majority of married couples.”49  

Swingers went out of their way to participate in social scientific research. Such 

eagerness was partly about persuading researchers of the legitimacy of their personal 

rationales for swinging, but it was also about converting people to a cause they believed 

would make life better for everyone. Even informants that researchers put in the 

recreational category evangelized as if they had discovered a profound truth, the secret 

to a good and happy life, and many sought to spread the word with an almost religious 

fervor. Sociologists may have regarded swinging as a fringe behavior that marked the 

boundary of what was socially and sexually acceptable for married Americans. Yet the 

existence, and apparent rapid growth, of the phenomenon challenged one of the twin 

pillars of married life as it was conventionally and legally conceived: sexual exclusivity 

among mates. With respect to women in particular, swinging raised the discomfiting 

specter of female sexual agency uncontained by marital boundaries. Indeed, swinging 

offered wives the opportunity to realize an independent sexual self within a context of 

love and acceptance, while at the same time stepping outside of the prescribed roles of 

wife and mother. Confining personal growth to those roles, as Betty Dodson lamented, 

made women dependent upon men for sexual gratification, and on finding that “one 

right partner” to ensure “sexual pleasure into the future.”50 Swinging women learned that 

 
49 Varni, “Exploratory,” 510. 
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they could find sexual gratification independent of lifelong, emotionally demanding, 

monogamous relationships. It was men, more than women, who required romantic or 

emotional involvement for sexual fulfillment. Women learned they did not have to 

sacrifice economic or emotional security in order to find sexual independence, physical 

gratification, and erotic variety. All of this was enhanced by the fact that female orgasms 

were the priority within swinging contexts. Researchers often saw this as a function of 

male insecurity. Men, that is, tended to get an ego boost from ‘causing’ their swinging 

partners to orgasm, and thus providing the positive experience which would ensure 

continuing female participation.51 This interpretation neglected the fact that women were 

sexual agents as well, equally responsible for their own orgasms; that they were fully 

capable, in Betty Dodson’s unvarnished phrase, of “running the fuck.”52 Ironically, in 

the widely-promoted ‘cult of mutual orgasm,’ it was assumed that the payback in 

empowerment and pleasure for women was as much a motivating factor as was male ego 

gratification. Investigators more readily acknowledged another way that women 

exercised sexual agency: the prerogative of refusal. Men who reacted aggressively to 

being rebuffed, or who became overly persistent, faced immediate sanction and future 

ostracism. Others learned that refusal was not a rejection of them as people. In contexts 

involving only one or two other couples, it was common that incompatibilities between 

them or refusal by one partner meant sexual activity did not take place.53 While this was 

often a frustrating development, marital partners learned much about themselves and 

each other in the process. 

 
51 Varni, “Exploratory,” 513. 
52 Betty Dodson, quoted in Talese, Neighbor’s, 512. 
53 Bell, “Swinging,” 76. 
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Historian Nancy Cott, drawing on Michel Foucault’s analysis of self-governing 

power relations, reflects upon the ability of nineteenth-century American pioneer 

communities to enforce conformity to the monogamous ideal: “The ‘informal public’ 

made up of family, kin, and neighbors, exercised practical control of marriage 

formation, preservation, and termination.” On the frontier, with a thinly spread (white) 

population and little capacity for the state to exert its authority, “the community’s ability 

to approve or chastise its members” was the only way to maintain order in the face of 

potential social and sexual chaos.54 The United States in 1970 seemed to many to be 

similarly verging on the chaotic. Increasing sexual permissiveness, the public display of 

sexuality, and the liberalization of laws pertaining to divorce and to private sexual 

practice, contributed to an environment that many Americans found unsettling. While 

commentators from Kinsey onward insisted that swinging and group sex was 

“statistically insignificant” and unlikely to substantially alter the American marital and 

sexual landscape, few aspects of the sexual revolution posed a more profound 

conceptual and moral challenge to traditional, monogamous marriage.55 There is 

historical irony in the fact that within the close quarters of Kinsey’s research team, “a 

group of interacting open marriages” evolved in the 1940s and 1950s.56 These couples 

experimented widely with homosexuality, partner exchange, and group sex. The venture, 
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as one of Kinsey’s biographers put it, was “on the whole, a success.”57 While feminists 

indicted marriage for its role in the oppression of women, and gay liberationists 

challenged conventional assumptions about gender and sex, swingers confronted the 

foundational rationale for marriage head on: the emotional and social utility of sexual 

exclusivity. As David Mace wrote in 1971: “Mate-swapping represents the ultimate 

defiance of the most sacrosanct of our traditional sexual values. At one uproarious party 

it is possible to shatter the taboos on promiscuity, on adultery, on nudity, on the public 

performance of sexual intercourse, and on at least female homosexuality.” Mace 

welcomed such efforts as “a needed corrective to the furtive, fugitive, evasive attitudes 

of the past.” Transparent honesty and sexual egalitarianism had “been conspicuous,” 

Mace proclaimed, “by their absence in our culture.”58  

For many other Americans, however, the shattering of taboos and the 

overcoming of inhibitions were ominous signs of moral decay. What Mace deemed 

“dishonesty” about sex was, for them, entirely appropriate modesty and propriety. When 

Mace praised “sexual egalitarianism,” they decried the subversion of a moral order 

sanctified by God and nature alike. Licentiousness, moreover, was contagious. The 

spectacle of unrestrained sexuality could pose a dire threat to the established marriages 

and families that anchored decent, stable communities. Husbands were thought to be 

especially vulnerable to the “everybody else is doing it” message conveyed by a 

sensationalistic media and popular culture. Married sexual life could only seem dull in 

comparison to the bacchanalian delights allegedly held forth by sexual revolutionaries. 

Self-fulfillment suddenly seemed to require more than duty to family, hard work, and the 
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community. Group marriage, communal living, organized and casual mate-swapping 

and swinging, all appeared to repudiate the traditional obligations believed to produce 

satisfaction and self-respect. The therapeutic ethos of self-fulfillment pushed individuals 

to further, and bolder, explorations of the self, especially in its relations to others. 

Sexuality was ubiquitous in such journeys. Marriage, it seemed, was no longer the 

exclusive or “appropriate container for the American libido.”59 By 1970, growing 

numbers of Americans, though perhaps unable to articulate it as such, had begun to 

apprehend, with excitement or foreboding as the case may be, the libido unleashed. 
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Chapter Eleven: Open Marriage  

Among the reasons Sandstone’s utopian experiment did not spread far beyond 

Topanga Canyon was the reticence of co-founder John Williamson. Articles about the 

Retreat appeared in Playboy, Oui, The Los Angeles Times, Esquire, and Penthouse, 

among others, and Barbara Williamson was a guest on The Dick Cavett Show, with 

Robert Rimmer, in June, 1972.1 Yet the “camera-shy” John Williamson turned down the 

many more requests for interviews and appearances that came his way.2 This was not the 

case for anthropologists George and Nena O’Neill, another couple seeking to reinterpret 

modern marriage at the height of the sexual revolution. Their book, Open Marriage: A 

New Life Style for Couples, was published in early 1972 and soon hit the New York 

Times bestseller list, where it spent forty weeks. The mainstream media excitedly 

engaged the O’Neills, producing a flurry of magazine and newspaper articles. And the 

couple embarked on a breathless round of television and radio appearances and 

interviews.3 They were featured on the nation’s leading TV and radio talk shows and at a 

host of professional and popular conferences. In all of these venues they promoted what 

they saw as the “revolutionary” revisions to traditional marriage advocated by their 

book.  

Described by one reviewer as “a pleasant, optimistic, and comforting fairy tale,” 

Open Marriage was part anthropological study and part marriage manual, fully infused 
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with pop psychology.4 While the book was only one of many books and articles about 

marriage published in the early seventies, it achieved an unparalleled level of popularity 

and notoriety. This had much to do with the pithiness of its oft-quoted contention that 

“sexual fidelity is the false god of closed marriage.”5 The statement, frequently taken out 

of context, put the O’Neills at the center of a conversation about marriage that became 

increasingly heated as the decade proceeded. And while the couple denied sexual 

radicalism, the O’Neills nevertheless became household names associated with the 

advocacy of open sexuality for married couples. On the whole, however, the book’s call 

for “openness” in marriage referred to communication and acceptance. In typical 

marriage-manual style, it offered “guidelines” about “living for now,” “flexibility in 

roles,” and “realistic expectations” as the keys to an open and “constantly expanding 

relationship.”6 By 1973, Open Marriage had been adopted as a text in numerous college 

and university courses. It was ultimately translated into fourteen languages, and 

remained in print well into the twenty-first century. As of 2006, it had sold over thirty-

five million copies.7 

Agonizing over marriage, and especially over the sexual obligations it entailed, 

had become commonplace by the early seventies. Exposés and analyses, dialogues and 

debates, crowded the pages of newspapers, popular magazines, social science journals, 
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and were now increasingly common on bookstore shelves and in the visual media and 

entertainment industry. The realization that profound change in the domain of marriage 

and sexuality was underway was even reflected in the discourse of such conservative 

bastions as the Catholic Church. In 1972, the Church’s journal Commonweal published 

the musings of philosopher of religion Eugene Fontinell, who, echoing the Roys and 

other liberal-minded Christians, enjoined his co-religionists to “not exclude at least 

thinking about the possibility that marriage as we have traditionally understood it is 

finished, even for Catholics.”8 The O’Neills called “marriage as we have traditionally 

understood it” “closed marriage,” and tirelessly championed their own “open” 

alternative. As we will see, however, the O’Neills were more interested in fine tuning 

the institution than in “finishing” it, and often found themselves clarifying points made 

in the book that were interpreted to be far more radical than the couple intended. The 

book itself, nevertheless, was as controversial as it was influential. It made an already 

lively cultural conversation even more impassioned, and moved it more squarely into the 

mainstream of American discourse. The process was abetted by the O’Neills themselves, 

who took to celebrity with enthusiasm and missed no opportunity to weigh into the 

highly publicized debates the book generated. The episode marks a significant and 

illuminating juncture in the twentieth century history of American marriage and 

sexuality.  

The O’Neills’ New York City lifestyle differed markedly from that of the 

Williamsons and their Sandstone family. Yet the sexual utopianism promoted at 

Sandstone was well known to the O’Neills. In the end, however, the sexual ideology 
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expressed in the published version of Open Marriage was a significantly abridged 

variation on the Sandstone philosophy. The O’Neills suggested that outside, opposite-

sex relationships could be important to the growth and fulfillment of a married 

individual, and therefore beneficial to the marriage as a whole. In some cases, moreover, 

such outside relationships might include a sexual component. For the O’Neills, however, 

acknowledging this possibility was not a promotion of extramarital sexual activity. They 

maintained that all friendships, including ones with members of the opposite sex, should 

be freely available to all human beings. But they recognized that sexual attraction 

frequently developed in opposite-sex friendships. The closed marriage solution was to 

prohibit such relationships across the board and thus stifle personal growth, restrict 

natural behavior, and foster unhealthy emotional dependency between husbands and 

wives, all to avoid the risk of adultery. This prohibition was especially problematic for 

wives, whose need for outside relationships tended to be heightened by economic and 

social dependency on their husbands. The O’Neills’ advocacy for a more open attitude 

toward the possibility of sexual desire and intimacy outside the marriage, then, was 

conceived to enable outside relationships in general. The preclusion of such 

relationships by closed marriage was an arbitrary and intolerable barrier to individual 

growth and freedom.  

As with the Williamsons, the O’Neills were confident that they were on the 

cutting edge of radical change in the organization of human relationships. “We’re going 

to be able to prove,” George O’Neill exclaimed in one of the many ‘brain-storming’ 

sessions tape-recorded by the couple as they prepared the book, that conventional 

marriage was “a destructive trap.” “If you cannot see getting marriage [sic] with the 

attitude that at least eventually you’ll have an open marriage relationship,” he declared, 
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“then we feel strongly committed that you shouldn’t get married at all, because you’re 

just going into the old, fucked-up trap.”9 The O’Neills viewed closed marriage as a 

flagrant example of cultural lag. In late-twentieth century modern America, the 

institution had outlived its usefulness.10 It was, in Nena O’Neill’s words, a “social 

artifact” which had once served as a “device for ensuring group cooperation” but was 

now “no longer necessary.” George went further, describing it as “a destructive thing” 

which, if abandoned entirely, would leave “the whole society . . . a lot better off.”11  

The O’Neills’ taped discussions demonstrate that they were well aware of the 

political implications of the various approaches to marriage and sexuality they 

considered. There was a tension, most importantly, between their interest in sexual 

freedom and the challenge to monogamous union this entailed, and their commitment to 

liberal feminism, which sought to reform marriage without necessarily imperiling 

monogamy. In April, 1971, a year before the publication of Open Marriage, the couple 

recorded a discussion with a female friend, Norma, about the postwar status of American 

women. Nena recited the familiar argument that women had realized their value and 

power as producers during the war, but were “pushed back into the home again” as the 

troops came back and the labor market contracted. They subsequently returned to 

providing household and maternal labor. American patriarchal pronatalist culture 

valorized this role, “glorif[ying] motherhood as the only occupation that a woman 

[should] have, as a full-time occupation.”12 Norma identified Nena’s argument with “the 

platform of the more radical aspects of the women’s liberation.” This prompted a 
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clarification from George, who explained that “we have a middle of the road, uh, 

approach here, in other words, the radicals are out, extremists too.” Norma responded 

approvingly, comparing mainstream feminism to the mainstream Civil Rights 

movement, both engaged in a politics of inclusion. “When I said radical, I meant as 

opposed to the NOW organizations which have become kind of the microcosm of the 

larger structure . . . there’s no desire to change it . . . but to participate in the very 

structure that’s exploiting them.” Norma had captured the politics of the O’Neills in a 

nutshell. Liberals at heart, and despite their revolutionary rhetoric, they were content to 

push for incremental progress working within an exploitive structure.  

The O’Neills’ analysis of marriage drew explicitly from liberal feminism. “[Our] 

convictions,” George intones in one recording, “fit into a lot of Fem Lib philosophy.” 

Their conception of open marriage was a union between two equal and independent 

identities, a “peer bond . . . between two people in an intimate relationship.” They 

contrasted this with the sort of relationship they characterized as closed, in which wives 

became emotionally, socially, and economically dependent on their husbands.13 Nena 

O’Neill states the case in words that could have come from Betty Friedan: “Until you 

have the ability to go out and involve yourself in something that is recognized by society 

as a productive activity, meaningful activity, you will not have the basis upon which to 

build an identity or to be a peer.”14 Open marriage, then, was conceived as a partnership 

of peers, and such partnerships only became possible after “breaking the bondage of the 

couple . . . the couple front.”15 Exposing and destroying “the couple front” was the 
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purpose of the book. It was crucial, in this regard, to understand “the couple front” as a 

tool of the patriarchy. “Monolithic marriage” served “male supremacy” by requiring the 

subsumption of the wife’s identity within that of her husband; it was about “possession, 

exclusivity, and control.”16 Open marriage, by contrast, made room for “the experiences 

of an expanded existence” for both partners. The relationship would no longer stunt 

personal development, but would nourish “full growth, and expansion and exploration of 

each mate’s personality, and creativity, with or without sex, outside, and with others, 

without this whole back-biting, jealousy shit, and so on.”17  

The couples’ critique of conventional marriage reframed familiar liberal feminist 

nostrums. The “couple front” and the “marriage trap” prevented wives especially, but 

husbands as well, from realizing their full human potential. The solution was full 

equality within the relationship, and the prerequisite for this was civic engagement, 

rewarding work, and economic independence for the female partner.18 But in the taped 

discussions that preceded the book’s publication, the O’Neills veered frequently into 

territory occupied by sexual radicals such as the Williamsons. What was the role of 

sexuality in the work of self-actualization? Was a distorted self a symptom of a 

fundamental distortion in the way individuals were socialized for sexuality? Did this 

common predicament signal a fundamentally distorted society? Pushing the logic of self-

actualization into the sphere of sexuality led the O’Neills to identify “the fidelity trap.” 

The sexual double standard, reinforced by stereotypical sex roles, demanded that a 

married woman’s sexual interests and attractions ended with her husband. “The question 
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of sexual fulfillment for [her] was beside the point,” the O’Neills observed.19 This line 

of thought was a departure from the Friedan-style critique of patriarchal marriage.  

The psychological bait of the “marriage trap” was the unrealistic expectation that 

the arrangement would produce fulfilment and security. Adding to the couples’ list of 

snappy designations for the negative characteristics of closed marriage, George O’Neill 

coined the term “marriage mystique” to signify “the over-expectation on the part of each 

mate entering marriage in terms of what the society specifies the role behaviors . . . and 

interactions can be.”20 The O’Neills elaborated on this point in their book: “Most of the 

unrealistic expectations surrounding marriage are cast in the form of promises of 

security.” Individuals were socialized to believe that through marriage they would find 

meaning and purpose in life, as well as love and affection, social acceptance, and status. 

In reality, these were “’all things which the partners must create for themselves.” Those 

who did so independently approached each other as equals, and for them marriage could 

serve as the springboard for self-actualization. All of this presupposed the full 

acceptance, by both spouses, of their own and of their partner’s radical freedom. This 

allowed for the ongoing negotiation and renegotiation of marital roles, activities, and 

boundaries to facilitate the exercise of freedom. In particular, open marriage required an 

appreciation for spontaneity cultivated through a deliberate focus on the present 

moment. Couples able to practice “living for now” would learn to “rewrite [the] 

contract” as they went along. The goal was a kind of “vital awareness” by each partner 

of their own and of the other’s emotions and desires.21 As marital partners gained 
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understanding of themselves, of each other, and of their relationship dynamic, they 

would be better able to communicate their needs, and to respond to those of their 

partner.  

The O’Neills attempt to elucidate their new ideal of open marriage entailed a 

reworking of concepts central to marriage of the traditional variety, beginning with 

“fidelity.” “If personal identity is based on love, equality on sex, and trust on fidelity,” 

Nena O’Neill explained, “then identity can be smashed by a lessening of initial romantic 

fervor, equality diminished by a temporary failure in sex, and trust destroyed by even the 

appearance of infidelity.”22 The proposition expressed the O’Neills’ view of the 

inadequacy of marriage as a basis for self-worth. The container, as they saw it, was a 

fragile one indeed. Jealousy, particularly sexual jealousy, was a notable consequence of 

this deficiency.23 The O’Neills rejected the popular notion of jealousy as natural or 

instinctive. Rather than demonstrating “proof of love,” jealousy reflected the insecurity 

at the heart of closed marriage. It was “a learned response, determined by cultural 

attitudes” such as “the idea of sexually exclusive monogamy and possession of another.” 

Such notions bred “deep-rooted dependencies, infantile and childish emotions, and 

insecurities.”24 Sexual fidelity, in fact, was a “false god . . . to whom partners submit (or 

whom they defy) for all the wrong reasons.” Fidelity foreclosed the possibility of sexual 

self-realization for a great many married people; for them, it amounted to a kind of 

“sexual and psychological bondage” which distorted love, growth, and trust. In closed 
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marriages, then, fidelity functioned as “the measure of limited love, diminished growth, 

and conditional trust.” Its restriction of the sexual self stunted personal development; 

and trust became a condition of one’s submission to a life of sexual self-denial.  

This was a consequence, ironically, of the exaggeration of the significance of sex 

in conventional marriage. Tying sex to fidelity, the O’Neills explained, and making it 

“the be-all and end-all of love,” prevented couples from putting it in its “proper 

perspective as only one facet of the larger reality of love.” Hence, infidelity became the 

ultimate betrayal, a repudiation of the marital bond and a rejection of the (conditional) 

love of the marital partner. The root meaning of “fidelity,” they observed, was 

“allegiance and fealty to duty or obligation.” This was anathema to open marriage, in 

which couples recognized love and sex as inherently dynamic experiences to be shared 

and enjoyed together rather than as a sacred obligation. The real meaning of “fidelity” 

the O’Neills proposed, ought to be a “commitment to your own growth, equal 

commitment to your partner’s growth, and a sharing of the self-discovery accomplished 

through that growth.”25 This fidelity, to exploration and growth, did not preclude sexual 

intimacy outside marriage. While the O’Neills conceded that “some people can be 

sexually monogamous for life,” they insisted that “man (and we mean both sexes) is not 

sexually monogamous by nature, evolution, or force of habit.” Sexual infidelity, they 

noted, was common in all cultures. “Is it the ‘unfaithful’ human being who is the 

failure,” they asked, or is it “the standard [of sexual exclusivity] itself?” Their answer 

was unequivocal: monogamy did not offer “a realistic or viable standard in a . . . diverse 

and pluralistic” society.26 As generally understood, in fact, monogamy was the very 
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definition of closed marriage: “It implies ownership, demands sexual exclusivity, and 

denies both equality and identity.” As with “fidelity,” “monogamy” required 

rethinking.27  

The critique of fidelity and monogamy found in Open Marriage mirrored that 

articulated by participants in swinging and group sex subcultures as well as by sexual 

utopians such as Rimmer, Dobson, and the Williamsons. Reframing fidelity to mean a 

commitment to authenticity and honesty with oneself and one’s mate, particularly in all 

sexual matters, was rather common in these circles. The O’Neills, of course, had 

conducted extensive research into the swinging scene in New York City. And as we will 

see, the experience seems to have been more influential than their initial elaborations on 

the topic would suggest. The conversation with Norma recorded in 1971 is especially 

revealing here. Norma asked if jealousy was a feature in their relationship. Nena 

responded that jealousy was “always an expression of a deficiency.” “It’s an ego thing,” 

George added, “a possession thing.”28 “This is one of the things,” he continued, “that the 

swingers have learned, the thinking swingers.”29 Nena was quick to pick up on the 

theme, recounting the story of how “group sex [had] helped jealousy” for “Alice and 

Chev,” a couple the O’Neills had encountered in their research. While both partners had 

consented to an open relationship, Alice “suffered the tortures of all kinds of jealousy.” 

In Nena’s telling, however, she gradually achieved “an unjealous state,” a process that 

reached its “final culmination . . . when she saw [Chev] having sex with another 

woman.” Alice explained to Nena that jealousy became impossible “when I saw him in 
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this completely beautiful, physical act, and so fulfilling his need, and the woman 

fulfilling her need, but I saw them objectively in front of me, instead of a figment of 

fantasy.’” George further described Alice’s jealous “figments”: “She mentioned [that] in 

her fantasies she used to think if he went out with someone that she would come fifty 

times and he would come a hundred times and she was phenomenal and this and that; 

it’s all a negative projection of your own inadequacies.” Once Alice had realized the 

foolishness of her fears by “objectively” witnessing her husband having sex with another 

woman, she not only fully accepted Chev’s extramarital sex, but began to enjoy it 

herself. Alice started to look forward to welcoming new sexual partners into the couples’ 

intimate life. “They would be interesting people,” George commented, “and now she 

was getting something out of it; she’s really involved in a ménage a trois.”  

The O’Neills’ endorsement of consensual extramarital sex as a vehicle for 

achieving trust, emotional maturity, and growth in a relationship surprised Norma, who 

reminded George that, “we talked about swingers before, [and] you seemed somewhat 

disaffected by them.”30 The comment points to the O’Neills’ complex and fluctuating 

ambivalence about the practice they would come to be most associated with. In the 1970 

article the O’Neills contributed to the special “Group Sex” edition of the Journal of Sex 

Research, “Patterns in Group Sexual Activity,” the couple adopted a determinedly 

neutral and objective stance. They presented their research of swinging in Manhattan as 

a purely empirical study, offering no indication of their opinion of its ethics or efficacy. 

The conversation with Norma, however, occurred only sixteen days before the 

appearance of Enid Nemy’s May 10, 1971 New York Times article about group sex. The 
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O’Neills had already been interviewed for the piece, and their now critical perspective 

would be featured prominently. Nemy would quote George O’Neill’s opinion that 

swinging is “probably going to be a fad—a phenomenon. For most people, nothing 

positive comes out of it because there is no deep bond between those involved.” Nena’s 

contribution would echo her husband’s disparagement. The “fad” was caused by 

“general sexual permissiveness and the need for people to look outside for something 

because they were so deficient in their own relationship.”31  

The disconnect between the happy parable of Alice and Chev and the depiction 

of shallow and “deficient” swinging couples caught up in an evanescent “phenomenon” 

from which “nothing positive” could result, can be explained by the O’Neills’ 

overarching concern to position themselves advantageously with respect to their 

forthcoming book. Both the article in The Journal of Sex Research and Nemy’s Times 

piece refer to this project. The former describes it as a “broader study . . . tentatively 

entitled ‘New Trends in Marriage.’” The swinging article, it explains, derived from 

“peripheral data” the couple “came upon” while “investigating current attitudes towards 

the future of marriage and man-woman relationships, contracts and arrangements.” The 

Times article, for its part, explains that “the O’Neills did not set out to study group sex, 

but rather the problems of contemporary marriage. Their book, “‘Open Marriage’ . . . 

deals with ways of building a sound personal relationship.” “Their suggestions,” Nemy 

reassures Times readers, “do not include group sex.”32 The O’Neills were clearly 

worried that they would be too closely identified with a sexual trend still considered 

 
31 Enid Nemy, “Group Sex: Is It ‘Life Art,’ or a Sign That Something is Wrong?” New York Times, May 

10, 1971, 38.  
32 Ibid. 
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deviant by most Americans. Their book was aimed at a mass audience, and the last thing 

they wanted was a tawdry association tarnishing its appeal.  

In their conversation with Norma, the O’Neills further clarified their perception 

of the situation as they described the details of their participation in Nemy’s research for 

the Times article. It is clear, to begin, that they were anxious about being consulted for a 

high-profile exposé about group sex. Nena described the couple’s consternation upon 

learning that Nemy “had got wind” of their work on swinging: “She called up and we 

thought, oh Christ, that’s all we need to do is come out as group sex researchers before 

this book on open marriage comes out; so we put her off.” Nemy’s response was to 

remind the couple that their group sex article was “in the public domain” anyway, and 

that she would refer to it with or without their cooperation.33 This prompted a hurried 

call to the O’Neills’ publisher: “So we quickly called Herb, [who said,] ‘you can’t put 

her off, she’s a slick character, and a tough cookie . . . so let’s make it pay. You have the 

interview with her, and you keep plugging the book’ and so on.” Making it pay for the 

O’Neills required that they thwart any possibility that they could be construed as having 

a favorable opinion of extramarital sex, while at the same time touting their soon to be 

published book. “We told her,” Nena exclaimed to Norma, that “for married couples 

[swinging] was a dead end . . . people were more or less going into it because they were 

alienated and they hoped to find through sex something that they lacked in their own 

lives. We said our answer to this is open marriage. You learn to make a good 

relationship, and then you won’t need to have group sex. We come out as the ‘Quit 

 
33 George C. and Nena O’Neill, “Patterns in Group Sexual Activity,” The Journal of Sex Research 6, no. 
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Banners’ of group sex!”34 The posture was clearly a calculated one, contrived for 

promotional purposes. For even as they described positioning themselves as the “Quit 

Banners of group sex” for the Times article, they made it clear to Norma that their actual 

opinion was far more complex. In comments that enlarged upon those offered in the 

context of the Alice and Chev story, the O’Neills discussed the potential benefits of 

extramarital relationships in some detail. Nena explained that relationships outside 

marriage were desirable because “if you restrict yourself in companionship . . . to one 

other person . . . who cannot possibly match you in every possible way . . . whole total 

areas of yourself . . . are unvalidated.” Self-realization required the freedom to develop 

deep and enriching relationships beyond the marriage. Such relationships need not be 

sexual, of course, but the crucial role of sexuality in the fulfillment of human potential 

meant that sexual exploration should not be off-limits. “Sexual contact,” as Nena put it, 

“is an avenue for expansion, psychic expansion and development.” Nena spoke of her 

experience of lovers from other cultures: “For me, a sexual engagement is like a preface 

for the most extraordinary flight into not only another human being, but into a whole 

culture.”35 One is reminded of Nena’s work as an anthropologist as she extolls sexual 

intimacy as a means of attuning oneself to the socially conditioned nuances of thought, 

feeling, and perception held by a cultural ‘other.’  

The O’Neills’ ambition for Open Marriage with respect to sex is succinctly 

articulated in the conversation with Norma. “What we hope to do,” Nena proclaimed, “is 

make [sex] a total experience for people, whether they’re going to keep it within their 

 
34 “Norma, Nena, George, Bk + concepts,” audio recording (April 24, ’71, 2 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 

3.  
35 “Norma, Nena, George, Bk + concepts,” audio recording (April 24, ’71, 1 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 
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marriage or go outside the marriage.” George added that “it really should be 

complementary, shouldn’t it?” Outside relationships, sexual and otherwise, that is, 

should never detract from the marital relationship, but should nourish and enhance it. At 

the same time, however, they stressed to Norma that they had no intention of openly 

advocating going “outside the marriage” for sex in the actual book. “We can’t plug for 

outside sex very heavily,” Nena commented. “It’s implicit you see,” George continued: 

“We’re playing down the sexual [aspect of extramarital relationships] although that 

could be very important, as it should be.”36 Their ambivalence, as such, appears here to 

be a product of strategy rather than conviction. The overriding concern was to position 

the book within the mainstream literature on sex and marriage. The O’Neills believed 

their ideas to be so “revolutionary” that the book could “turn the whole thing 

[monogamous marriage] inside out.” Yet this could only happen if it reached a mass 

audience; so, caution and moderation were called for. The book could not be pigeon-

holed as an expression of sexual radicalism. “We’re not looking at it from that viewpoint 

in Open Marriage,” George declared to Norma, “although that’s implicit.”37  

This kind of equivocation was embedded in the book project from its beginning. 

The O’Neills collaborated closely with their publisher, M. Evans and Company, to 

ensure that the final draft was authoritative as well as accessible. The editor, for 

example, insisted that the argument that open marriage was an evolutionary advance 

whose time had come be supported by cross cultural data. “It’s really our belief that our 

society has changed so much that this is the first time it’s possible to have a really open 

 
36 Ibid. 
37 “Norma, Nena, George, Bk + concepts,” audio recording (April 24, ’71, 2 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 
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marriage,” Nena maintained, “I don’t think it’s really existed in any other societies.” The 

editor wanted the contention backed up: “He wants the academic background in here . . . 

in terms of making this sound authentic.”38 The publisher also seems to have pushed the 

O’Neills to be bolder in their critique of the sexual dimensions of closed marriage. Nena, 

for example, was initially reluctant to include the discussion of “the fidelity trap” in the 

published version of the book: “I think that’s misleading that term, because it’s going to 

give people the impression, when you say fidelity right away they’re going to think, 

‘aha’ are you promoting infidelity?”39 This became a matter of negotiation between the 

O’Neills and their editor as they carefully crafted a book that would appeal to a 

mainstream, middle-class readership. In the end, material that associated “togetherness” 

– as promoted by the post-war generation of marriage ‘experts’ – with the “fidelity trap” 

was omitted from the final draft. But analysis of the concept of fidelity and the need to 

reimagine it was included. This turned out to be the most controversial part of Open 

Marriage.  

The section, “Fidelity Redefined,” comprised three pages of the chapter, “Love 

and Sex Without Jealousy.”40 It focused specifically on the topic of extramarital sex, and 

drew upon the O’Neills’ research of consensual sexual exploration among Manhattan 

couples. The O’Neills attempted to strike a delicate balance. On the one hand, they 

articulated their genuine belief that true openness in marriage required the freedom for 

both spouses to develop outside relationships with members of the opposite sex, and that 

this freedom, furthermore, entailed the possibility that such relationships could become 

 
38 “Norma, Nena, George, Bk + concepts,” audio recording (April 24, ’71, 1 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 

3. 
39 “Concepts Begin Bk,” audio recording (Feb. ’71, 1 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 4. 
40 O’Neill and O’Neill, Open Marriage, 253-255. 
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sexual. Expanding one’s horizons through friendships with others, whether platonic or 

sexual, could be enormously beneficial to a marriage, as long as it was actually open – 

as long, that is, as both partners were sufficiently honest and equanimous. On the other 

hand, the O’Neills went to great lengths to avoid the perception that they advocated 

extramarital sex as a way of reshaping an outmoded institution. They thus tempered 

every potentially radical suggestion with words of caution. For example, while they 

explained that open marriage offered “new possibilities for additional relationships, [and 

that] these relationships may, of course, include sex,” in the next paragraph they 

equivocated: “We are not recommending outside sex, but we are not saying that it 

should be avoided either.” “Outside sexual experiences,” they continued, “may be 

rewarding and beneficial to an open marriage. But [they] are not necessarily an integral 

part of open marriage.”41 The O’Neills were refreshingly frank in their admission that it 

was okay for sex to just be fun. One could “enjoy sex,” they declared, “with one only 

recently met.” “The idea that sex without love is destructive, alienating and 

unpleasurable,” they argued, “is a purely cultural evaluation much akin to the idea that 

sex is dirty.”42 Yet this did not imply that the O’Neills endorsed casual sex. On the 

contrary, the freedom of open marriage did not mean “freedom to do your own thing 

without responsibility.” Freedom in open marriage was constrained by the overarching 

obligation, or “fidelity,” to the “mutual growth” of the couple.”43 The admonition recalls 

the approach of various of the utopian swingers (or “thinking swingers” as George 

O’Neill had it), who sought to restrain mere hedonism by making sexual exploration 

 
41 Ibid., 254. 
42 Ibid., 249. 
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serve the mutual self-realization of couples, and ultimately, of the community as a 

whole. 

The O’Neills were well aware of the exploding interest in and visibility of 

sexuality in the early seventies. They knew that traditional religious, educational, and 

familial discourses about sex and marriage were under assault, not only by secular and 

academic thinking, but also by an increasingly licentious popular culture and the 

apparently insatiable public which consumed it. Despite its ubiquity, however, sex 

retained an element of “mystery,” as George O’Neill put it, which made the topic 

irresistibly attractive. “It’s perfectly apparent,” he observed, “in the tremendous sales of 

books with the word sex in the title.” The O’Neills also appreciated the authority of 

social science in the context of the ongoing American romance with expertise: “Masters 

and Johnson become skyrocketed to fame because everybody wants to know about sex . 

. . and people will listen to all this because it’s also cloaked in science; it has removed 

itself from the area of emotion.”44 It was not only scientific interest or social idealism 

that drew the O’Neills to sexual research, then, it was opportunism. Open Sexuality was 

a purposefully popular book, yet the O’Neills missed no chance to present themselves as 

objective researchers and invoke their authority as anthropologists. They wanted to show 

Americans a safe path through the wilderness of a society becoming increasingly more 

open sexually while continuing to cling to an antiquated ideal of marriage. They 

believed in the product they were selling: enlightened guidance to a bewildered public. 

But they were willing to subordinate this belief to the imperative of getting their product 

to the masses.  

 
44 “Concepts Begin Bk,” audio recording (Feb. ’71, 2 of 2), O’Neill Collection, Box 4. 
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 The tendency is exemplified in the O’Neills’ engagement in the highly-public 

controversy their book generated. In 1972 and 1973 they were featured on scores of 

television talk shows, radio interviews and call-in shows, and reviews and articles in the 

popular print media. The sexual implications of open marriage dominated the discussion. 

Neither the media nor the public at large, it seems, was fooled by the couple’s efforts to, 

as George had put it, “play down” the sexual aspects of their new approach to marriage. 

Keeping their views on extramarital sex largely “implicit,” seems only to have generated 

curiosity about them. The fact is that Open Marriage did indeed have potentially 

revolutionary connotations. Its challenge to monogamy, however hedged and cautious, 

was unmistakable. Its critique of the “fidelity trap” was a radical imputation of the 

expectations at the very core of traditional marriage. While not explicitly endorsing 

extramarital sex, the book most definitely provided a rationale that made it acceptable, 

even desirable, for couples in the name of mutual growth. The overriding response of the 

O’Neills to the post-publication controversy, however, was to qualify and retreat from 

these bold propositions. At times, indeed, their efforts to appease (often imagined) critics 

by compromising positions taken in the book seem almost gratuitous.  

 The O’Neills set the conciliatory tone in their first television appearance, a 

January, 1972 installment of the popular and topical CBS talk show Woman! that aired 

shortly after the publication of Open Marriage. The line-up for the show could not have 

been more propitious for debate. George and Nena O’Neill would discuss marriage with 

famous conservative minister, patriarch of therapeutic Christianity, and prominent friend 

and supporter of President Richard Nixon, the Reverend Dr. Norman Vincent Peale 

(author of the 1952 international bestseller, The Power of Positive Thinking) and his 

wife, Ruth Peale, who had recently published The Adventure of Being a Wife (1971). 
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Mrs. Peale’s book was profoundly out of step with contemporary feminism; its founding 

premise, indeed, was that being a wife was “the greatest career a woman [could] have.” 

And the Peales’ public image as a couple was well known; they had made a roaring 

success of their traditional, ‘closed’ marriage. The O’Neills, of course, presented 

themselves as thriving in their marriage of the ‘open’ variety. Host Sherry Henry 

introduced her guests as “two couples with two very different views of marriage.” The 

discussion that followed, however, was an exercise in evading, reconciling, and 

minimizing these differences.  

Ruth Peale responded to the O’Neills’ opening, studiously judicious, explanation 

of the difference between closed and open marriage with the surprising remark: “Well, 

the way they described it, I don’t feel we’d have any quarrel with one another.”45 The 

principal differences between the two couples that emerged in the discussion concerned 

the definitions of gender and of marriage as a lifelong commitment. The Peales were 

gender essentialists. “A woman has a great deal more sensitivity in her nature than a 

man does” noted Ruth Peale. Nena O’Neill disagreed. Women were “trained for 

sensitivity” while men were trained “out of sensitivity.” The Peales argued that people 

needed to embark upon marriage “with the idea of permanency.” The O’Neills 

challenged “the presumption that it’s forever.” These were fundamental disagreements, 

which might have sparked a fascinating debate. But the two couples were more 

interested in finding common ground than in exploring differences. Nena, for example, 

insisted that the “the basic values” of open and closed marriage “are still the same.” The 

O’Neills’ emphasis on “fulfillment” resonated with Dr. Peale. “That’s what we’re on 

 
45 “Woman!, with Dr. Norman and Mrs. Norman V. Peale,” audio recording (Jan. ’72), O’Neill Collection, 
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earth to do,” he argued, “fulfill ourselves . . . it’s the job of the partners to help each 

other fulfill themselves to the highest possible degree.” Strong agreement prevailed as 

well on the topic of self-knowledge and the importance of communication. As George 

explained, “open marriage starts with the self; that’s the hardest person to know, 

usually.” Dr. Peale complained that individuals frequently got married who “didn’t 

really know each other as people” and that it was important for wives to “tell the 

husband what she really feels, and what she really thinks way down deep, and he does 

the same.” The O’Neills concurred enthusiastically, at which point Dr. Peale added 

wryly: “Of course I tell ‘em to pray, naturally.” Host Sherry Henry reminded the 

O’Neills that in Open Marriage they had argued that many marriages “kicked off on the 

wrong track, with a submissive role for women that [had] to be overcome before two 

people can really live together creatively and fulfilled.” She asked how couples could 

“rewrite the contract” once those roles had become established.46 Rather than 

elaborating on the enormous damage caused by traditional gender roles in marriage, 

however – a topic discussed in depth in the book – the O’Neills scurried for safe ground. 

George responded, unobjectionably, that open and honest communication of feelings 

was the key to any attempt to craft a more authentic relationship. 

Extraordinarily, sex did not come up until the final sixty seconds of the program. 

Henry asked the O’Neills to clarify their point, in Open Marriage, that “sex in the old 

type of marriage was filled with illusion and fantasy.” She wondered what couples could 

do to change this. George began in general terms. Traditional marriage, he explained, 

was infused with romanticism and idealization. This, combined with unrealistic 
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expectations and a lack of “deep communication” led partners to overemphasize 

conventional gendered behaviors. This overinvestment in the performance of expected 

roles short-circuited the process of authentic self-realization. Mates who play roles, 

George argued, “stop[ped] being persons.” Nena interjected with an attempt at a less 

circuitous answer to the question: “When we get to sex, the idea is that today with the 

increase in our sexual liberation and so on . . .” She was interrupted by the host before 

she could continue. Time had expired.47 The show’s producers and host, in effect, 

downplayed the sexual dimension of the open marriage concept much as had the book 

itself. It was abundantly clear, moreover, that the O’Neills were happy to oblige here. 

Indeed, they made no real effort to challenge the Peales’ deeply conservative ideal of 

closed marriage at all. This early appearance by the O’Neills was atypical in one sense. 

Never again would the topic of sex in marriage, and extramarital sex in particular, 

remain off the table. The O’Neills’ performance did initiate a pattern, however. They 

would continue to sell their book by blunting its most pointed arguments. 

The couple may have come closest to communicating the transformative 

potential of outside sexual exploration in the context of open marriage in an appearance 

on the Panorama call-in show in Washington, D.C., which aired in the same month as 

their nationally broadcast dialogue with the Peales. A caller asked the O’Neills “about 

open sex and open marriage, as in if you invited your neighbors over, and they, you 

know, offered each other the trading of sex, how you would feel about it, how you 

would you handle it?” George O’Neill invoked his authority as a social scientist: “Group 

sex and mate exchange, [as] we call it anthropologically . . . goes on up to a point [in all 
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cultures].” “In some cases,” he continued, “a few people who are close friends could 

find something in it very beneficial and good.” George cited statistics that demonstrated 

the prevalence of infidelity in closed marriages: “We know 72% of men have 

extramarital sex and . . . 52% for women.” In an open marriage, he argued, the freedom 

to engage in outside sex could mitigate much of the damage caused by extramarital 

affairs, whether or not that freedom was exercised: “We feel in open marriage an honest 

and open exchange about these topics will minimize them and certainly eliminate the 

deceptive, double standard, undermining effect that infidelity can [have] in . . .  a closed 

marriage.” Nena urged caution in such matters: “I don’t know, this is a point that ought 

to be examined very carefully, before becoming involved in it. Partner exchange is not 

necessarily part of open marriage at all.” “We are making a place for alternatives such as 

this if people need it,” she went on, “but I don’t think most of us are prepared 

emotionally to handle this.”48  

George’s reflection that, among friends, extramarital sexual intimacy could be 

“very beneficial and good” was as far as the O’Neills were ever willing to go publicly. 

This “alternative,” moreover, was left frustratingly abstract and hedged by caveats. The 

sexual openness of open marriage, the O’Neills repeatedly insisted, was mostly about 

communication. Marital partners needed to express the true nature of their sexual desires 

to one another. Nena O’Neill disassociated open marriage from open sexuality even 

more forcefully on the nationally syndicated Mike Douglas Show in October, 1972. One 

of the show’s guests asked about the danger of a spouse abusing the trust so essential to 

open marriage: 

 
48 “Panorama, Wash DC,” audio recording (Jan. 26, ’72), O’Neill Collection, Box 2. 
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In terms of the open marriage, and permissiveness, that is wonderful, if you 

could trust the person that you’re giving this to. But I’m speaking for all the 

women in America who have husbands or wives that would, in quotes ‘lie with 

the truth,’ and take advantage of such an arrangement. So, I think where would 

this lady, or man, find the balance of when to be permissive or when they’re 

being abused? 

 

Nena O’Neill hastened to correct the guest’s implication that open marriage involved 

sexual permissiveness: “We’re not talking about permissiveness in open marriage . . . 

there’s a frequent misinterpretation about open marriage meaning open sex, or you do 

your thing, while I do my thing . . .  a wide-open marriage is an anti-marriage. We’re 

talking about the things that revitalize the marriage.”49 

Many of those who read the O’Neills’ book and tuned-in to their interviews or 

attended their speaking engagements wanted concrete guidance about how to cope with 

what they regarded as the unrealistic expectations of monogamous relationships, 

especially the expectation of sexual fidelity. Many were intrigued by the possibility that 

open marriage could help resolve the tension between the competing needs for 

emotional security and sexual variety in the context of long-term committed 

relationships. The anonymous question cards filled out by audience members for a 

presentation by the O’Neills in early 1973 speak to this desire for practical advice about 

marriage and sexuality. They reveal, in addition, the frustration that spurred at least 

some of the O’Neills’ audience to look to them for answers. Did being honest with one’s 

mate about cheating “not always have an adverse effect on same,” asked one individual? 

And how, this person continued, is it possible to remain faithful to one person “if there is 

to be no extra-marital sex?” Another invited the O’Neills to comment on “the 

 
49 The Mike Douglas Show, Season 12, Episode 2 (September 5, 1972); “Mike Douglas (9.13.72),” audio 

recording, O’Neill Collection, Box 3.  



 

319 

 

exploration syndrome” with respect to “the sexual and intellectual relationships between 

married partners as to each other . . . and as to third, fourth, fifth parties, etc.” One 

audience member commented insightfully that “you seem to be very defensive about the 

whole sex bit,” and followed the observation with a pointed, “Why?”50 No recording or 

transcript exists of the O’Neills’ responses to these questions, but the record of other 

such interactions suggests that they were just as “defensive about the whole sex bit” on 

this occasion as they were on others.  

In March, 1973 the O’Neills were guests on the typically light-hearted radio 

program AM New York, hosted on this occasion by well-known comedian ‘Soupy’ Sales. 

After a brief introduction touting the phenomenal success of Open Marriage, the host 

opened the show to calls from listeners. The first caller wasted no time in asking about 

the most controversial few pages of the book: “In the last chapter, it seems to me that 

you advocate extra-marital relationships, and it also seems to me that the rest of the 

book, then turns into an excuse for swinging! Any comments on this?”51 “Oh boy you’ve 

got a lot of things mixed up,” Nena O’Neill replied testily, “we’re not talking about 

swinging; the usual extramarital sex, affairs, are the by-product of closed marriage. And 

we don’t talk about sexual liberalism in the last chapter . . . but in the next-to-last 

chapter.” George added the lament that “everybody focuses on page 257, paragraphs two 

and three,” and continued with the by now well-rehearsed clarification that: “Open 

marriage is not open sex, and it’s not wide-open marriage. It’s legal marriage, and – you 

sound like a very intelligent woman, and you’ve read the book – you focused on one 

 
50 O’Neill Collection, Box 3. 
51 “N. and Geo O’Neill-AM NY,” audio recording (Mar. ’73), O’Neill Collection, Box 3. 
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little point, which many people do, without doing justice to the rest.”52 The caller 

identified herself as a disciple of Marriage Encounter, the Catholic affiliated retreat 

program dedicated to revitalizing marriages through the cultivation of honesty, 

acceptance, and Christian faith. She proceeded to articulate what she regarded as a 

fundamental difference between the open marriage approach and the one she had learned 

in Marriage Encounter. With open marriage, she argued, spouses “take from outside the 

marriage to enrich the two people within it.” This was clearly an allusion to the 

O’Neills’ insistence that marriages benefit from relationships outside of it (which could, 

in some circumstances, become sexual). “What about the other view,” the caller queried, 

“of taking from within each other and giving to without, you know, the world?” The 

caller had expressed the missionary ideal of Marriage Encounter: vibrant, healthy 

Christian couples would share their gifts with the Church, the community, and beyond. 

The O’Neills struggled with the dichotomy posed by this listener. Nena held that by 

helping each other “become fulfilled, more secure persons,” spouses could indeed “open 

to the world.” Once they “open to each other,” she opined, “they can have an overflow 

that can go out to others.”53 The difference the caller identified, Nena suggested, was 

more a matter of emphasis than of substance. Yet there were critical differences between 

marriage as conceived by the O’Neills and as advocated by Marriage Encounter, just as 

there were between the O’Neills’ view of marriage and that of the Peales. The 

identification and exploration of these differences, in both cases, required the 

acknowledgement of the elephant in the room: sex. Here as elsewhere, the O’Neills 

avoided the challenge. 
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 They fell back, in the event, on feminism. Feminism was, of course, an essential 

distinction between open marriage and the ‘closed’ varieties championed by the Peales 

and Marriage Encounter. When the O’Neills needed to differentiate their approach from 

that of the traditionalists, they pressed the arguments for equity in marriage inspired by 

liberal feminism. They explained between callers that open marriage presupposed 

egalitarianism. Women had to have the opportunity for validation as autonomous 

individuals through full engagement in work and society. With their status as equal 

partners thus affirmed, women could better assert their right to self-realization within 

their marriages in whatever forms that might take. This was the path, the O’Neills 

maintained, by which both spouses could escape the gendered role expectations that 

prevented the full development of personhood within relationships. Asked by the host if 

this meant that men would have to change as women became increasingly free and 

independent, George responded emphatically in the affirmative: “You liberate the 

women, you liberate the men.” Nena O’Neill enlarged on this theme in response to the 

question: “May I ask, a woman who works a full eight-hour job outside the home, and 

also raises a family, now does she automatically have an open marriage?” “Oh, heh, by 

no means,” Nena answered with a low chuckle, “she can have a very closed marriage, 

and uh, be subject to all of the clauses and proscriptions of closed marriage.” “As a 

matter of fact,” she continued, “this is usually the case . . . [she’s] expected to carry on 

her old role, of the wife in the closed marriage, to take care of the house, to take care of 

her husband . . . there is no real true sharing . . . tasks should be shared in the home . . . 

[and] parenthood should be shared.”54  
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The O’Neills’ appearance a year later on a call-in show at KGO Radio in San 

Jose, California further illustrates their unwillingness to engage with audiences about the 

radical implications of their ideas. It also reveals the hunger for guidance of those 

seriously considering crafting an open relationship. The appearance was supposed to 

promote their new book, Shifting Gears (1974), but much of the program was devoted to 

Open Marriage.55 “Sasha,” for example, had read Open Marriage, as had her partner, 

and both approved of many of its concepts. Describing herself as an “open and friendly 

person,” she had “conceded to being monogamous” because the idea of her having sex 

with another man was one of the “main things” that “really bothered him.”56 Sasha 

herself, however, felt that she “didn’t have to be monogamous.” She was perfectly 

capable of having “a relationship with more than one person.” Yet her partner responded 

with “irrational” jealousy even to her business and platonic contacts with men. 

Recognizing this as insecurity, Sasha supposed that they “should get counselling” but 

wanted advice about “how to deal with it” in the meantime. The scenario Sasha 

presented could not have been more germane to Open Marriage. It involved a woman’s 

economic independence and life outside the home, the challenge of opposite-sex 

friendships, trust and communication between partners, and the possibility of 

extramarital sexual activity. The O’Neills might have asked Sasha if sex was a likely or 

desired outcome of her outside relationships, and thus directly addressed what was 

obviously the most pertinent issue that most intrigued their audiences. But they avoided 

the subject altogether in favor of offering conventional marriage-manual advice: 

 
55 Nena O’Neill and George O’Neill, Shifting Gears: Finding Security in a Changing World (New York: 

M. Evans and Sons, 1974). The book offered guidelines and practical advice for finding peace and 

satisfaction while adapting to the rapid pace of change in modern life, whether a result of pursuing a new 

career or a realignment of underlying values. 
56 “KGO Radio – San Jose,” audio recording (April ’74), Nena and George O’Neill Collection, Box 4. 
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introspection for the jealous partner, open communication between them, and 

counselling as “the best prospect.” George suggested that the problem for Sasha’s 

partner was the “closed marriage” illusion that one could “possess your mate.” His 

observation that resolving it would mean that “instead of having conflict there’ll be 

pleasure,” however, was not intended to suggest extramarital sex was in the offing. As 

Nena made clear, Sasha was also part of the problem insofar as her “concession” to 

monogamy was incompatible with her “open and friendly” interactions with members of 

the opposite sex. These interactions put her in “a position of compromise” which could 

best be rectified by accommodating her partner’s insecurities. This meant devoting 

herself “to truly being involved and working out your problems of growth together.”57 

Sasha’s worry that her relationship was caught in the “fidelity trap” warned against in 

Open Marriage was brushed aside by the O’Neills. Their lame response to her 

predicament was a measure of the couples’ retreat from their boldest propositions. 

 Privately and in Open Marriage itself, the O’Neills regarded “the fidelity trap” as 

among the most confining of the “clauses and proscriptions of closed marriage.”58 

Sexual exclusivity was not only an unrealistic expectation for many spouses, but also an 

arbitrary and repressive one. No body, they believed, “belonged” to any other. This was 

the logic of slavery. But they failed to clearly express these convictions in the 

conversations sparked by the book. On the contrary, they minimized the radical 

implications of open marriage. They never clearly made the argument that couples could 

regard extramarital emotional and/or sexual relationships as opportunities for honest 

engagement and multifaceted enrichment. When confronted with the common fear, and 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 O’Neill and O’Neill, Open Marriage, 31-32. 
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for many the reality, of a partner’s sexual interest or involvement beyond the marital 

dyad, they reverted to platitudes about more honest communication.59 Such counsel was 

not necessarily wrong-headed. For most Americans then, as now, entering into marriage 

meant “forsaking all others,” and the role of “wife” or “husband” was defined by the 

preclusion of outside sexual interests (except, alas, for husbands, where the unspoken 

double-standard still prevailed). Given this, it could be argued that the O’Neills 

dispensed sound advice. Perhaps the best they could hope for was for American couples 

to begin to accept feminist ideals of equity and fairness and to integrate some of them 

into their marriages, or for them to recognize self-realization as a mutual goal, or for 

them to commit to more honest and loving communication. Such nostrums, however, 

differed little from those emanating from marriage clinics across the nation, or from 

those purveyed in the ever more voluminous literature of marriage and sexuality. Even 

stalwart defenders of closed marriage – Marriage Encounter or the Peales, for instance – 

accepted some of the precepts of women’s liberation and humanistic psychology. 

The KGO Radio show also suggested something of the wide reach of open 

marriage principles, as well as possible limits to their application in cultural contexts 

outside of the white middle class. Although no demographic information about those 

who purchased Open Marriage is available, the book sold some 35 million copies and 

was translated into fourteen languages. There were surely many among its millions of 

readers who were not affluent white Americans. For these people, the modification of 

traditional gender roles within marriage could be more challenging than it was for 

upwardly mobile Caucasians. And the exploration of non-exclusive sexuality, especially 

 
59 See also, for example, “Panorama, Wash DC,” audio recording (Jan. 26, ’72), O’Neill Collection, Box 

2. 
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for poor and working-class non-white women, could be entirely unrealistic. “Corinne,” 

the final caller on the KGO program, was a case in point. She was intrigued by the 

O’Neill’s ideas, but questioned their viability for racial and ethnic minorities:  

I’d like to say this, a lot of us around here are sort of pressing our noses against 

the window there, it’s something that we’re not going to accomplish. I put it to 

you that your idea is a WASP concept because those of us who are Black, and 

live in the Black community and our Chicano friends, never is this going to work 

with our men . . .Our duties in the home are outlined; there’s no flexible; there’s 

no change; there’s a machismo, and it’s there; they’re not gonna change. A lot of 

our husbands who are the professional Blacks, that’s fine they sorta got into that 

whole trip and they’re changing a little bit; most of us haven’t got a chance. And 

on top of being Black my husband’s Catholic and our rules are set out for us.60 

 

Corinne’s comments reveal her frustration with the pace of social and cultural change 

within minority communities. For Corinne, even the idea of moving toward a more 

equitable and companionate marriage was a non-starter: “There’s no sharing of those 

roles because as the man he won’t do it.” “My problem is the same as all of my sisters’ 

problems,” she continued, “there are things I’d like to do, sure I can go out and get a job, 

he’s not gonna stop that . . . but I come home and I have to do that job and I have to do 

the whole woman job at home.” The possibility of acquiring consent for sexual 

exploration outside of the marriage was altogether out of reach: “Also, I don’t go out 

[and] do a job where I might come into contact with a lot of other men because that’s not 

it either; it’s just not there for us.” She asked if the O’Neills could find time to help with 

“the problems of those of us women who are with Latinos or Blacks, and those of us 

who are in an area where the inflexibility is.” “Could you maybe write something for 

us,” she asked, “so that we could have something to work with? I’d just as soon my 

children don’t have to do this. I don’t want my boys to be that way, as you said, 

 
60 “KGO Radio – San Jose,” audio recording (April ’74), Nena and George O’Neill Collection, Box 4.  
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inflexible; and I don’t want my girls to be chained down to a concept.” Nena fumbled 

for a response: “I don’t know whether to address the personal problem or the social 

problem.” In the end, she had little to offer on either score. Acknowledging that the 

“opportunities for change are certainly not the same for the women in this situation,” 

Nena conceded that more “flexibility in the male” could only arise from “changes . . . in 

society and in education.” Until that happened, the onus was on Corinne and others like 

her to adapt to the “machismo” of her mate by responding to it with compassion. “I 

believe you can do a lot with belief and attitude,” Nena declared, suggesting that women 

attempt to relate positively to “the men who are caught in that situation.” Unfortunately, 

discussion of this “heaviest question” was cut off by the show’s conclusion.61   

Corinne’s account is consistent with the preponderance of research which 

suggests that participants in consensually non-monogamous relationships were, and are, 

overwhelmingly white, well-educated, and of relatively high socio-economic status. 

Scholars have struggled to explain this apparent homogeneity.62 Historian Christina 

Simmons has explored the responses of African American women to the rejection of 

traditional conceptions of marriage and sexuality advocated by radicals and reformers 

early in the twentieth century. Although the educated urban women she considers tended 

to embrace birth control and the social, sexual, and economic independence it offered, 

 
61 Ibid. 
62 Elisabeth Scheff and Corrie Hammers, “The Privelege of Perversities: Race, Class, and Education 

Among Polyamorists and Kinksters,” Psychology and Sexuality 2, no. 3 (September, 2011). The authors 

reviewed thirty-six studies of “kinksters” and polyamorists. Other studies on this theme include but are not 

limited to: Jennifer D. Rubin, et al, “On the Margins: Considering Diversity Among Consensually Non-

Monogamous Relationships,” Special Issue on Polyamory, Journal fur Psychologie 22, no. 1 (2014); 

Melita J. Noel, “Progressive Polyamory: Considering Issues of Diversity,” Sexualities 9, no. 5 (Dec., 

2006); Also see Oliva M. Espin, “Cultural and Historical Influences on Sexuality in Hispanic/Latin 

Women: Implications for Psychotherapy,” in Carole Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female 

Sexuality (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984). 
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they nevertheless “understood women’s autonomy to be based on economic and physical 

security.” As such, in Simmons’ words, “they always stressed health and race 

advancement over women’s sexual freedom.” The racist stigmatization of Black 

sexuality, moreover, “made it very risky for African American women to claim sexual 

freedom or pleasure.”63 For African Americans of this era, at least, social and cultural 

factors discouraged the defiance of normative sexual and marital expectations. Members 

of oppressed and disadvantaged groups, as sociologist Elisabeth Scheff suggests, may be 

“reluctant to invest scarce resources in relational forms that can threaten conventional 

family structures.”64  

The same reluctance doubtless prevailed in resource-deprived African American 

communities later in the century. Economic insecurity can make even traditional 

“closed” marriage inordinately challenging; the time and energy required to negotiate 

and maintain the “open” variety would be prohibitive. The work of the small number of 

social scientists who investigated alternative lifestyles among racial and ethnic 

minorities in the 1970s and early 1980s tended to support this proposition. These 

researchers decried the neglect of race and class in alternative lifestyle studies 

preoccupied with the “socially advantaged, educationally elite, and culturally 

autonomous.”65 The alternative family forms found within Black communities, they 

charged, were often dismissed as pathological or deviant even as analogous 

arrangements in the dominant culture were treated as merely variant. Nevertheless, there 

were significant differences between non-normative relationship alternatives in poor 

 
63 Christina Simmons, “Women’s Power in Sex Radical Challenges to Marriage in the Early-Twentieth-

Century United States,” Feminist Studies 29, no. 1 (Spring, 2003): 170. 
64 Scheff and Hammers, “The Privelege,” 199.   
65 Noel Cazenave, “Alternate Intimacy, Marriage, and Family Lifestyles Among Low-Income Black 

Americans,” Alternative Lifestyles 3, no. 4 (November, 1980), 425. 
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racialized communities and those of the affluent, predominantly white, mainstream. 

Sociologist Noel Cazenave’s 1980 study found that “a large percentage of Blacks do not 

live in traditional marital and familial arrangements.”66 “Informal” conjugal 

arrangements, as Joseph Scott’s work demonstrated, often consisted of men “legally 

married to one mate and consensually married to another mate with each . . . living in 

separate and distinct households.”67 Both researchers discovered that such “polygamous 

patterns” involved “much more than extramarital sex.” Strong family ties and the 

“centrality of children” in African American alternative relationships distinguished them 

from the more “existential and ‘personal growth’ oriented” alternatives typical of the 

white middle-class.68 These family forms were, in part, an adaptive response to 

oppressive conditions such as wage discrimination, Black male underemployment, and a 

persistently declining ratio of men to women attributed to the early mortality and 

incarceration of the former.69 “Polygamous patterns” also included the extended family 

structures fostered by “various Black cultural nationalist groups.”70 In these contexts, 

informal conjugal arrangements tended to find significant acceptance within African 

American communities.71 Sociologist Jacquelyne Jackson mused in 1971 that given 

 
66 Ibid, 427; Julia A. Eriksen, “Race, Sex, and Alternate Lifestyle Choices,” Alternative Lifestyles 3, no. 4 
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“recent trends,” African Americans “had a ‘headstart’ on whites in developing 

alternative forms of marital and family life.” “Whites are patterning themselves after 

Blacks,” she proclaimed, “not the other way around.”72  

Such considerations are nowhere in evidence in the work of the O’Neills, 

however. The encounter with Corinne, indeed, appears to have occasioned their only 

public comments on matters of race and class. They were clearly more at home in their 

own milieu of the “socially advantaged, educationally elite, and culturally autonomous.” 

Yet even here they had trouble getting their message across, despite the extent to which 

they soft-pedalled their reservations about monogamy. Inherent shortcomings of the 

media formats in which they advanced their ideas notwithstanding, one is struck by how 

difficult the O’Neills found it to effectively communicate with the public. This was a 

token, in part, of the fact that conventional presumptions about gender, marriage, 

sexuality, and the family remained deeply rooted even after a decade of unprecedented 

interrogation of and dissent from such institutions. Yet perhaps the fact such 

conversations as those sparked by Open Marriage were happening at all, and happening 

at the level of cultural volume and visibility that they were, is a more reasonable gauge 

of how far Americans had come since the 1950s. It is possible to argue that the early-

seventies represented, in a term coined by John Dewey to describe a completely 

 
72 Jackson, “But Where Are The Men?,” 34. For a work interrogating the concept of marriage – as both 

institutional and informal – and its intersection with citizenship, gender, natural rights, and labor, see Tera 

Hunter’s 2017 Bound in Wedlock. Gender is central to the book, most prominently in her discussion of 

marriage in the postwar era. Through marriage, she points out, “women’s freedom . . . was transferred 

from masters to their husbands.” Hunter’s work centers on the concept of free and slave marriage in its 

cultural, religious, and legal forms during the antebellum, Civil War, and reconstruction decades. Yet she 

also examines the “growth of permanent unemployment” of African Americans since the 1940s, and their 

creativity, resourcefulness, and resilience in “building marital forms and kinship ties that functioned for 

their survival.” Tera Hunter, Bound in Wedlock: Slave and Free Black Marriage in the Nineteenth-

Century (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017), 222, 307, 301. 
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different historical moment, an unusually “plastic juncture” in American thought and 

culture.73 Things were in flux. Old ideas and assumptions had been widely discredited; 

and new ways of relating – of organizing families and communities, of exchanging 

goods and services, of negotiating sexual relationships, of enjoying leisure time, of 

educating children, of providing for health and social welfare, of associating across the 

lines of race and gender, even of conducting the affairs of the nation on the world stage 

– were in the air. Other researchers, such as Bartel, Symonds, and the Constantines, had 

produced work with more radical implications about sex, love, fidelity, and marriage 

than the O’Neills, but none of these social scientists reached anything close to a mass 

audience. Sandstone founders John and Barbara Williamson sought to transform what 

they regarded as a corrupt and hypocritical society by creating a new one within its 

decrepit shell, one that thoroughly reframed marital sexual boundaries and redefined the 

concept of fidelity. They deliberately chose the members of their “family” from the 

ranks of “achievers . . . firmly entrenched in America’s traditional values, . . . people that 

Middle Americans could identify with and relate to” so that their social experiment 

would be optimally credible and attractive to Americans at large.74 Yet their enterprise 

remained unknown, or, at best, a titillating curiosity, for the great majority of 

Americans.  

From the beginning, the O’Neills charted a more cautious path to change. They 

sought, in collaboration with their publisher, to position themselves closer to the 

mainstream with Open Marriage. Theirs was a more moderate, and in the end, an 

 
73 John Dewey, “The Future of Pacifism,” The New Republic 2 (July, 1917): 358-360.  
74 Barbara Williamson with Nancy Bacon, Free Love and the Sexual Revolution: Finding Yourself by 

Removing Sexual Boundaries (United States: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 03 March, 
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enormously more remunerative, course than that of their more radical contemporaries. 

Underwritten by their authority as social scientists in possession of anthropological 

insight, the O’Neills offered an update on the roles and expectations of conventional 

marriage. They preached egalitarianism, honest communication, mutual self-fulfillment, 

and freedom for unrestricted friendship beyond the marriage. They deliberately 

downplayed the sexually radical possibilities implicit in the latter recommendation, both 

in the book, and even more vigorously, in the conversation that followed its publication. 

This equivocation was at least partly motivated by the desire to ensure that their ideas 

remained palatable to a mass, middle-American readership which, while willing to 

entertain the vaguely stimulating idea of rethinking sexual fidelity, was not prepared to 

absorb a forceful and systematic argument to this effect or to seriously contemplate 

practical measures for implementing such a vision.  

Yet the record of the couple’s post-publication interactions with the public 

suggests that at least some Americans were far more prepared to talk explicitly about sex 

and marriage, and extramarital sex, than the O’Neills were. Audiences relentlessly 

returned to the three sexiest pages in the book, eager to know whether it was actually 

possible to have a marriage in which sex with outsiders was okay. Could security and 

variety coexist? Could jealousy and possessiveness be overcome? Did couples really 

have to resign themselves to the monotony of sexual intimacy with only one person for 

the rest of their lives? Would the best way to destroy the sexual double standard be to 

allow married women the same freedom to explore that married men had long claimed 

as a prerogative? What practical advice could the O’Neills offer to ‘make love stay’ in 

marriages increasingly beset by sexual temptation? The O’Neills, as we have seen, 

struggled to respond satisfactorily to such questions at every turn. They steadfastly 
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refused to articulate the convictions that they themselves embraced in private 

conversations and even, ever so delicately, in Open Marriage itself. Their enduringly 

provocative contention that “sexual fidelity is the false god of closed marriage” has thus 

largely remained an enigmatic footnote in the cultural history of the era. 

In interviews and appearances, on speaking tours and in the two books they later 

wrote, the O’Neills spent the rest of the decade distancing themselves from the very 

association that occasioned their notoriety.75 In a 1977 interview with the New York 

Times, Nena O’Neill explained: “I don’t think we ever saw [open marriage] as a concept 

for the majority, and certainly it has not proved to be. First of all, the whole area of 

extramarital sex is touchy. People cannot be honest and open with each other about 

simple things.”76 The opinion she had expressed on Panorama five years before – that 

“most of us are not ready emotionally . . . in terms of open sex or partner exchange” – 

was now an article of faith.77 The O’Neills ultimately abandoned the idea that 

consensual extramarital sex, even under ideal conditions, could improve marital 

relationships. While George O’Neill continued to complain about unrealistic 

expectations for marriage – “how romantic and idealistic we [Americans] still are” – 

Nena’s 1977 book, The Marriage Premise, was described by the New York Times as 

“beating the drums for sexual fidelity.”78 Written in the wake of the painful divorce of 

her eldest son, the book maintained that “the assurance of sexual fidelity is still an 

 
75 The two books were: Shifting Gears: Finding Security in a Changing World (New York: M. Evans and 

Company, Inc., 1974), about adapting to change and The Marriage Premise (New York: M. Evans and 

Company, Inc., 1977), which promoted monogamous marriage. 
76 Georgia Dullea, “Open Marriage’ Isn’t a Closed Book,” The New York Times, October 5, 1977, p. 58.  

http://www.nytimes.com/1977/10/05/archives/open-marriage-isnt-a-closed-book-a-meaningful-

relationship.html 
77 D04-02- Panorama, Wash DC (1.26.72), 37 min. Box 2; 23:58-25:51. 
78 Dullea, “Open Marriage’ Isn’t a Closed Book,” 58. 
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important and necessary attribute of most marriages” and argued that this assurance, if 

necessary, should even be sustained through dishonesty.79 By the end of the decade, it 

seemed that many Americans who had once been interested in consensual non-

monogamy had followed the trajectory of the O’Neills. The public conversation on the 

topic, in any case, had diminished significantly, displaced in part by the vigorous 

resurgence of the discourse of traditional family values. 
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Chapter Twelve: The Family Values Rebellion  

When Open Marriage was published in January, 1972 the wave of popular and 

academic fascination with consensually non-monogamous relationships was already 

cresting. Discussion on the topic tapered off over the next few years and dropped off 

dramatically by the latter half of the decade. The conversation was framed around 

shifting family forms, alternative intimate arrangements, and the challenge of gender 

equity. And it incorporated ideas from an ascendant therapeutic culture: self-realization, 

authenticity, self-fulfillment, the potential for transformation, and the hope for 

community. As the O’Neills discovered, furthermore, the American conversation about 

marriage was almost always also a conversation about sex. The discussion of open 

marriage in the early seventies was definitely no exception in this respect. Criticism of 

traditional marriage had come from many quarters: from feminists, gay liberationists, 

social scientists, and even freethinking Christians. The inadequacy of “marriage as [it 

was] traditionally understood” to adapt to rapid changes in sexual practices and gender 

norms was a recurring theme.1 Citing statistics that indicated increasing divorce rates, 

increasing rates of cohabitation, and decreasing rates of matrimony, many commentators 

in the early seventies envisioned the institution’s gradual demise as the central 

organizing principle of society. The ideal and practice of lifelong, monogamous union, 

however, proved to be far more resilient than these prognosticators imagined.  

The changes to American institutions demanded by the social movements of the 

1960s had produced some rather dramatic social, political, and legal reforms. Even 

mainstream American churches adopted more liberal attitudes toward sex and marriage. 

 
1 Eugene Fontinell, “Until Death do Us Part?” Commonweal 97, no. 6 (10 November 1972): 129.  
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Liberal-minded Americans on the whole seemed to have good reason to be optimistic in 

1972. Less restrictive and more equitable laws regarding divorce, sex, and reproduction 

appeared to enlarge possibilities for American men and women in their pursuit of self-

realization. The law had accepted a woman’s right to control her own reproduction by 

allowing widespread access to contraceptives and, after the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision, 

access to legal abortion. As protest movements gradually subsided, many progressive 

Americans turned inward, seeking to realize progressive ideals in their private lives and 

local communities. Others remained politically active, most notably in the effort to 

consolidate the gains of the women’s liberation movement through passage of the Equal 

Rights Amendment (ERA) to the Constitution, a revision first proposed to Congress in 

1923. The amendment was reintroduced to Congress in 1971, passed both houses by 

1972, and was submitted to the state legislatures, with broad bipartisan support, with a 

ratification deadline of March 22, 1979. The three clauses of the ERA read: “1) Equality 

of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any state 

on account of sex; 2) The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate 

legislation, the provisions of this article; 3) This amendment shall take effect two years 

after the date of ratification.” Twenty-four states ratified the ERA within the first year. 2 

For religious and social conservatives, however, the Roe v. Wade decision and 

the apparently formidable momentum of the ERA, coming on the heels of 1960s social 

movements that seemed to have upended the status quo in numerous areas of American 

life, represented a dire portent of moral and social decay. These citizens were Nixon’s 

“silent majority,” the “forgotten Americans, the non-shouters, the non-demonstrators” 

 
2 Eric C. Miller, “Phyllis Schlafly’s ‘Positive’ Freedom: Liberty, Liberation, and the Equal Rights 

Amendment,” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 18, no. 2 (2015): 283-285. 
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who had never joined a protest march or a political group. As left-wing voices grew 

quieter in the 1970s, this segment of the population found its voice, and used it to defend 

what was increasingly regarded as America’s most beleaguered, and sacrosanct, 

institution.3 Much has been written about what Tom Wolfe influentially called “the Me 

Decade”’ and Christopher Lasch, arguing that “we demand too much of life, too little of 

ourselves,” termed “the culture of narcissism” in his 1979 book of the same name.4 

Lasch’s subtitle – “American life in an age of diminishing expectations” – could serve as 

a post-mortem on the seventies.5 For Wolfe, Lasch, and other critics, the cultural and 

psychological trajectory of 1970s America was a turning inward, away from public 

engagement in society and toward private preoccupation with the self. The Watergate 

scandal seemed to culminate a decade of traumatic unrest – from civil rights struggles, to 

Vietnam, to urban insurrection, to radical feminism and the Stonewall riots. Americans 

who had participated in these social movements seemed to share a kind of fatigue, a 

combination of resignation and exhaustion, when it came to political activity. In the 

words of historian Bradford Martin, the mid-seventies witnessed a shift “from the search 

for the beloved community to the search for self, from concern with social justice and 

global peace to the quest for inner peace, from fighting to liberate the oppressed to the 

 
3 Dominic Sandbrook, Mad as Hell: The Crisis of the 1970s and the Rise of the Populist Right (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 2011), xiv. 
4 M. R. Green, “The Culture of Narcissism, by Christopher Lasch (Book review)” The Journal of the 

American Academy of Psychoanalysis 9, no.2 (April, 1981): 331. 
5 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in An Age of Diminishing Expectations 

(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1979). For a widely-cited work countering the view of 

American culture as narcissistic and selfish but continuing the critique of American individualism see 

Robert Bellah, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (New York: Harper 

and Row, 1986). 
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triumph of personal liberation.”6 This shift was well underway even as the O’Neills 

reached the peak of their media popularity.  

The turn toward the self of the ‘protest generation’ opened space for the irruption 

of a more forceful and confident conservativism than had been seen in the public sphere 

for many years. News of the ceasefire in Vietnam brokered by Henry Kissinger in 

January of 1973 ended the mass protests of the peace movement. For patriotic 

conservatives, however, the US withdrawal from Vietnam looked more like abject defeat 

than the “peace with honor” Nixon had promised. These Americans tended to blame the 

liberal consensus that had dominated Washington throughout the sixties. It was the 

politicians and bureaucrats who upheld this consensus that had coddled protesters and 

placated a seditious media by forcing the military to fight “with one hand tied behind its 

back.” Opinions such as these fed the strong reactionary currents of the seventies. And 

as the civil rights, peace, and feminist movements fragmented and faded, political and 

cultural momentum began to shift to the right.  

The changing economic fortunes of the United States also played a significant 

role in destabilizing the liberal consensus. Following the 1973 oil crisis, it became more 

difficult to imagine the nation in a position of economic “post-scarcity,” as 

commentators had so widely proclaimed in the fifties and sixties. The presumption that 

economic abundance would not only continue to increase the standard of living of all 

Americans, but would also allow the state to spend lavishly on social programs, gave 

way in the face of dire warnings of an impending “age of scarcity.” The robust economic 

 
6 Bradford Martin, “Cultural Politics and the Singer/Songwriters of the 1970s,” in Bruce J. Schulman and 

Julian E. Zelizer, eds., Rightward Bound: Making America Conservative in the 1970s (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 2008), 128-129. 
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growth of the postwar decades no longer seemed boundless; suddenly, inflation and 

unemployment appeared to imperil prosperity. American biologist Paul Ehrlich’s 

popular 1968 book, The Population Bomb, had made the case that citizens and policy 

makers needed to effect the changes necessary to transform a capitalist consumer society 

into a more socially and environmentally responsible “conserver” society. Such changes 

would be challenging, but Ehrlich assured his readers that they were well within reach. 

Optimism had also characterized the first Earth Day in March, 1970. And the creation of 

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency later that year seemed to signal a strong 

commitment on the part of the federal government to balancing economic growth and 

environmental sustainability. Yet by 1974, when Ehrlich’s next book, The End of 

Affluence, appeared, optimism about the nation’s economic future was hard to come by. 

The book argued that economic growth was rapidly approaching its limits, an 

observation validated by the deep recession of 1973-74. Sluggish growth combined with 

high unemployment and high rates of inflation to produce the vexing phenomenon of 

“stagflation.” 7 The End of Affluence predicted a “dark age to come” characterized by 

“resignation, escape, self-reliance, and the repudiation of interdependence.”8 In the 

Hobbesian universe the book anticipated, the smartest and strongest individuals would 

act alone to “improve [their] own chances for survival.”9 President Jimmy Carter’s 1979 

diagnosis that the country was suffering a “crisis of confidence” characterized by 

“growing doubt about the meaning of our own lives and in the loss of a unity of purpose 

for our nation” captured the pessimistic mood of many Americans.10 But buoyancy and 

 
7 Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich, The End of Affluence (Rivercity, Mass.: Rivercity Press, 1974), 7-8. 
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Publishers, 1998), 188. 
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hope had not disappeared entirely. It seemed, rather, to now infuse a resurgent “new 

Right” insistent that, as its standard-bearer Ronald Reagan declared, the best years of the 

nation remained before it. Until the mid-1990s, historians tended to marginalize the 

American Right.11 As historian Alan Brinkley put it at that time, “twentieth-century 

American conservatism has been something of an orphan in historical scholarship.” 

“Liberal, secular Americans,” including the postwar consensus school of historians, 

tended to view “the fundamentalist Right [as] an irrational, rootles, ‘lunatic fringe’ 

plagued by cultural and psychological maladjustments.”12 Indeed, to most historians the 

new Right seemed a kind of aberration, emanating from what John F. Kennedy had 

privately called “nut country” in a 1963 reference to Texas.13 In 1994, Brinkley 

challenged historians to examine “some of their most basic assumptions” about the 

“naturalness” and unassailability of “progressive modernism,” and to enlarge their 

historical imagination to encompass “alternative political traditions, including those of 

the Right.”14  

Brinkley’s call was answered by a flurry of “case studies of Steelbelt, Sunbelt, 

and Pacific Coast city dwellers and suburbanites revolting against taxation, afraid of 

communist subversion, or fleeing integrated neighborhoods and schools.”15 Historian 

Lisa McGirr, for example, argued that California’s conservative Orange County “was 

the nucleus of a broader conservative matrix in the Sunbelt and the West that eventually 

 
11 Elizabeth Tandy Shermer, “Whither the New Right?: Old and New Directions in the History of 
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propelled assertive and unapologetic conservatives to national prominence.”16 McGirr 

was among a cohort of historians who elaborated Brinkley’s argument that American 

conservatism is not an ideology, but rather “a cluster of related (and sometimes 

unrelated) ideas from which those who consider themselves conservatives draw different 

elements at different times.” In this respect, Brinkley continued, conservatism was “no 

more inchoate than . . . any other broad political stance that describes a large and diverse 

group of people.”17 Scholars of the new Right sought to identify the various intellectual 

and moral strands of conservatism, and by the mid-2000s were focusing on the 

managers, executives, journalists, pundits, financiers, and thinkers who had contributed 

to its coalescence in the final quarter of the twentieth century.18  

Although scarcely evident to casual observers at the time, the mid-1970s 

conservative resurgence and the rise of a new, religiously-infused political Right had 

profound consequences for countercultural trends generally, and for the open marriage 

movement in particular. Capitalizing Commentators of all political stripes had observed 

that traditional marriage and the nuclear family were embattled institutions in the 

context of the sexual revolution and the women’s liberation and gay rights movements. 

Social and Christian conservatives dubbed this a “crisis of the family,” and attributed it 

to the “moral permissiveness” of parents and society. Among other perpetrators, 

conservatives indicted an amorphous and expansive “liberal establishment” that 

extended from the halls of Congress, to Hollywood, much of the mainstream media, and 
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such philanthropic organizations as the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations.19 The most 

depraved purveyors of “moral permissiveness,” however, were feminists and advocates 

for gay rights. These individuals were actively engaged in “a conspiracy to subvert 

traditional family values.”20 Conservative activists pointed to proliferating alternative 

forms of family and intimate relationships – such as open marriage, homosexual 

partnerships, and communal living – as further proof of the moral degeneration of 

American society. In 1973, for example, conservative economist and antifeminist 

George Gilder described Open Marriage as “remarkably silly.” Indeed, the decoupling 

of sex from procreation, Gilder argued, had been an unmitigated disaster for the United 

States. Yet by the late 1960s this pernicious phenomenon had “gained the moral 

momentum of a crusade and the financial support of the major foundations.”21 Gilder 

included the O’Neills on his list of liberals who were “grotesquely wrong about love and 

sex,” along with “the feminists . . . the playboy philosophers, the Joy of Sex technicians, 

[and] the gay liberationists.”22  

For feminists, the obvious response to the so-called “crisis of the family” was 

women’s liberation. If the family was in crisis, then meaningful changes to the status 

and role of women within it was surely a key element of crisis resolution. Of course, 

feminist activists worked to create alternatives to and refuges from the nuclear family. 

As Rosalind Pollack Petchesky states, “battered women’s shelters, lesbian communities, 
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‘returning women’s’ programs in colleges, [and] women’s health networks” all created 

“the possibility for women to imagine existing outside of traditional married life.” Such 

possibilities altered how even married women thought “about married relations and 

motherhood.”23 Yet feminists also advocated for public policies such as federally-funded 

daycare, family-friendly employment policies, and equal rights protection, not only to 

expand economic opportunities for women, but also to facilitate the possibility of more 

equitable arrangements which would allow women to have a career without sacrificing 

family. Conservative leaders, particularly of the religious Right, “strenuously denounced 

[this sort of] government interference in the domestic sphere.” Such measures, whatever 

the claims of their advocates about preserving the family, were actually part of “a liberal 

scheme to empower alternative family arrangements.”24 In this way, the political Right’s 

traditional anti-statist discourse intertwined with the arguments of social and religious 

conservatives who regarded the nation as morally adrift and in need of salvation.  

As the 1970s proceeded, various strands of an incipient New Right began to 

organize politically under the banner of the “pro-family” movement. The Nixon White 

House reinforced the perception of the family as endangered. A 1970 report by the 

White House Conference on Children warned that America’s families were in such 

“deep and pervasive” trouble that the very future of the nation was threatened. Popular 

media, despite its depiction on the Right as a bastion of liberal values, was instrumental 

in disseminating the idea of a crisis of the family propelled by moral permissiveness. A 

1970 Time magazine cover, “The US Family: ‘Help!’,” for example, sounded the alarm; 
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the accompanying article, “The American Family: Future Uncertain,” attributed family 

disintegration to suburban isolation and the mass entry of married women into the labor 

force, both of which contributed to soaring divorce rates. Mother blaming, reminiscent 

of Wylie’s The Generation of Vipers (1942), permeated family crisis rhetoric. Mothers 

“neglected” their child-rearing duties by pursuing careers, and contributed to youth 

rebellion by adopting a parenting style described by Time as “benevolent 

permissiveness.”25 Setting the tone for the dominant discourse of family breakdown that 

would prevail throughout the decade, the Time article neglected to mention that an 

increasing percentage of American families did not enjoy the economic stability that 

would allow wives to stay out of the work force, nor did it address the challenges of 

balancing work and family life. Even Congress recognized the latter, passing legislation 

in late 1970 to establish a national daycare system. Vigorously supported by feminist 

organizations, the law was vetoed by Nixon on the grounds that it would undermine 

parental authority by favoring “communal approaches to childrearing over against the 

family-centered approach.” The epidemic of misguided parenting and “free-form” 

family arrangements raised the fearful specter of teen-aged sexual promiscuity as well. 

In another cover story, this time in 1972, Time again expressed, and pandered to, the 

anxieties of Americans with its cover story “Sex and the Teenager.” The accompanying 

article began with the testimony of a female high school senior who boasted of “going to 

bed with nine boys in the past two years.”26 Its vignette of a single sixteen-year-old 
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‘good girl’ as the lonely virgin on campus further sharpened the article’s depiction of 

rampant teen debauchery.  

The vision of the family conservatives hoped to restore was always more 

nostalgic fantasy than historical reality.27 Nonetheless, the 1970s New Right sought to 

turn back the tide of change flowing from the sexual revolution, feminism, and the 

counterculture by reifying traditionalist notions of marriage, sexuality, and the family. 

At the center of the project was the re-establishment of conventional gender roles and 

sexual proscriptions. Conservative activists did not disguise their antipathy for all forms 

of sexuality outside of the marital, procreative framework.28 They believed that the 

heteronormative nuclear family was the only effective, and the only morally defensible, 

container for the troublesome American libido. “Family values” conservativism, 

drawing from both the political and religious Right, coalesced around opposition to 

abortion, gay rights, and the ERA (viewed as an attempt to “erase” the natural, God-

given differences between the sexes).29  

The apparently sudden emergence of a vibrant, politically robust, and 

religiously-inflected Right caught many observers off guard. After all, American culture 

and society seemed to have grown steadily more secular over the course of the twentieth 

century, and mainstream Protestantism had grown more liberal. The roots of the political 

Right lay in the anti-statist libertarianism of 1930s opponents to the New Deal, in 
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postwar anti-communism, in journals of political opinion such as William F. Buckley’s 

National Review, and in the advent of conservative movement politics in opposition to 

sixties radicalism such as the campus-based Young Americans for Freedom (YAF). This 

organization described its doctrine as “majoritarian’ conservativism,” and appealed to 

the “popular desire for public order in the face of aggravating protest and disruption.”30 

Political conservatism found its favorite son in Senator Barry Goldwater, who advocated 

for state and property rights over civil rights.31 While Goldwater’s 1964 presidential run 

was unsuccessful, his campaign nevertheless laid the groundwork for the conservative 

insurgency of the following decade. Goldwater conservatives conflated communism 

with “big government.” It was only a matter of time, right-wing activists predicted, 

before intrusive government policies in the United States destroyed the family and the 

church, just as in the Soviet Union.32 As the social and cultural radicalism of the sixties 

intensified, “conservative concerns shifted from a discursive preoccupation with public, 

political and international enemies (namely, communism) to enemies within . . . namely, 

secular humanists, women’s liberationists, and, eventually, homosexuals.”33 The 

religious Right was also the product of a variety of twentieth-century developments. The 

fundamentalist Christian resistance to secular modernity – epitomized most famously by 

the 1925 Scopes trial – was one of its sources. Fundamentalists viewed state protection 

for the teaching of evolutionary science in public schools both as government support 
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for an indefensible heresy and as an egregious assault on religious freedom.34 The rise of 

evangelical Christianity, under the leadership of Billy Graham and others, was also a 

significant influence. In the 1940s, Graham revived the term “evangelical” to describe 

his brand of emotional, bible-based, conversion-oriented Christianity.35 By the late 

1960s, evangelical congregations had grown large enough to finance the construction of 

“mega-churches.”36 Conversion, revival, and enthusiastic worship was no longer a 

predominantly rural, or Southern, phenomenon, but was now an increasingly prominent 

feature of suburban middle-class life.  

Historian Grace Elizabeth Hale has perceptively identified a consistent theme in 

the evolution of late-twentieth-century conservatism: the adoption of the position of the 

outsider in opposition to the dominant culture. The conservative political and cultural 

convergence, that is, was the mirror image of such ‘left’ countercultures as the beat, or 

hippy, or back to the land movements. During the 1970s, Hale argues, “conservatives 

used the vision of a coalition of outsiders to put aside their differences and take over the 

Republican Party.” Conservative Christians, “rooted in their own self-conscious 

enclaves or Christian countercultures, played an essential role in this process.” These 

Americans distanced themselves from the mainstream, liberal churches by reviving what 

Hale terms the “supernatural Jesus.” Reclaimed from the “primitive church” of 
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Christianity’s first few centuries, this Jesus was the “ultimate outsider, a martyr for 

peace and love and human understanding rejected by the world because he told people to 

change their lives.”37 The Christian counterculture repudiated the idea that good works 

or church attendance, rituals, or creeds added up to righteousness; only a personal 

relationship with Christ could lead to true salvation. Discerning the authenticity of this 

relationship was the only way to “separate the phony from the true.”38 This brand of 

Christianity fused Pentecostal practice and fundamentalist theology. Its emphasis on 

intense experience and personal transformation was analogous to that of the secular 

counterculture. And, as with the latter, it appealed disproportionately to middle-class 

suburban youth, many of whom were raised in agnostic or religiously liberal homes. 

These people would ultimately form the congregations that fueled the mega-church 

explosion, and become a crucial constituency for the New Right.39  

Hale explains that the fascination of evangelicals and conservative Christians 

with the imagined “early church” involved an embrace of a kind of primitivism. Some 

young believers, collectively dubbed “Jesus People” at the time, formed rural 

communes; others – such as the “Children of God” – tried to live like Jesus’ (imagined) 

first followers by “travelling the roads . . . looking for something to eat and souls to 

save.” Both the secular-left and the Christian-right counterculture found it difficult to 

reconcile primitivism with feminism. Hale calls attention to the persistent strain of 

antifeminism in countercultural movements. Women in communes, for example, were 

generally expected to conform to conventional gender roles: cooking, cleaning, and child 
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rearing. Moreover, many countercultural mothers received little or no child support from 

men to whom they were either not legally married or who lacked standard employment. 

While leadership in countercultural collectives might be informal, leaders were “almost 

always white men,” and they often wielded “large and unchecked personal power.” 

Jesus People sought to replicate the sort of gender inequality they thought prevailed 

among early Christians. Women chose forms of dress and fashion “imagined as 

traditional and authentically feminine and pure,” such as long, flowing skirts and braided 

hair.40 This self-consciously simple conservative Christianity was a rebellion not only 

against mainstream culture, but against the mainstream churches as well. The tendency 

was particularly evident in religious practice, in which countercultural Christians 

adopted “an intense, emotional, embodied form of worship . . . [that manifested] most 

commonly [as] glossolalia, or speaking in tongues.”41 Primitivism of varying degrees, 

Hale demonstrates, connected disparate elements of the incipient religious Right just as 

it did the secular counterculture. White, middle-class youth gravitated toward the 

explicitly primitivist Jesus People; but other conservative Christians – a evangelicals, 

fundamentalists, and Pentecostals – also aspired to emulate the simplicity and devotion 

of the early church. Antifeminism was a prominent characteristic of all of these 

approaches.  

In 1973, as the O’Neills promoted their vision of open marriage in appearances 

around the country, “America’s number one antifeminist,” George Gilder, alerted 

citizens to the clear and present danger that feminism and the drift away from marital 
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tradition posed to the American way of life.42 Gilder’s Sexual Suicide (1973) made him 

an intellectual star of the New Right and earned him the dubious distinction of being 

named the “Male Chauvinist Pig of the Year” by the National Organization for Women. 

The book indicted feminism as the paramount threat to social order in the United States. 

In Gilder’s view, feminism made the always-tenuous commitment of men to marriage, 

family, and society even more fragile. The exclusive function of sex, he argued, was 

“the creation and maintenance of families” in which the male would serve as “principal 

provider.” “The woman’s place,” Gilder continued, “is in the home, and she does her 

best when she can get the man there too.”43 The argument for the ‘civilizing’ role of the 

domestic sphere for men inclined by nature to rowdiness of all sorts – especially of the 

sexual variety – had been around, of course, for generations. But it received a new lease 

on life among late-twentieth century family values crusaders, where, as Barbara 

Ehrenreich has written, it was “almost impossible to separate the distrust of men from 

the hatred of feminists.”44 In Gilder’s view, men were brutes “disposed to criminality, 

drugs, and violence,” a result of their aggressive, impulsive, and “nearly unremitting” 

sexual drives. Without women and families to keep these drives in check, civilization 

itself would be in jeopardy. 

Gilder worried that feminism would create “a society of relatively wealthy and 

independent women,” and that this would lead inevitably to “a society of sexually and 
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economically predatory males.” “If they cannot be providers,” he warned, “they have to 

resort to muscle and phallus.”45 As women were empowered to become providers 

through equal rights legislation and the availability of daycare, a “matriarchal social 

pattern” would develop from which “the men [would] inevitably bolt.”46 Gilder 

described a post-feminist dystopia: the “emergence of a police state to supervise the 

undisciplined men and a child care state to manage the children.”47 Such hyperbolic 

predictions stemmed from his perception of contemporary developments in masculine 

culture. Gilder believed that the postwar era had seen a widespread rejection among 

American men of established principles of economic and sexual responsibility. As 

Barbara Ehrenreich would later contend, this rejection – exemplified by the Beats and 

the counterculture – was rooted in the shift from a commitment to “maturity” to a 

commitment to “growth.” Arising from the Maslovian ideal of self-actualization and the 

Human Potential movement, among other sources, the tendency was deplored by 

conservatives. In her 1983 study, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight 

from Commitment, however, Ehrenreich offers a more nuanced assessment. The 

abdication of responsibility by men was also an abdication of power that created 

opportunities for both genders. “It moved toward an androgynous goal that most 

feminists – or humanists – could only applaud,” Ehrenreich writes: “The possibility of 

honest communication between the sexes . . . increased.” For Ehrenreich, the male 

abdication of responsibility/authority should be seen as part of “the long tradition of 

human efforts toward personal and collective liberation, in step with feminism [and a] 
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broad, populist impulse toward democracy.” 48 This “androgynous goal” is analogous to 

the insistence, among open marriage enthusiasts, on open and honest communication 

between women and men on an equal footing. Though frequently overlooked by 

observers, gender and sexual egalitarianism was the foundational principle of open 

marriage. 

Such egalitarianism was anathema to Gilder, who complained of the “virtual 

industry [that had] arisen to solemnly celebrate the decline of the [marital] institution.” 

He devoted an entire chapter to a critique of alternative intimate arrangements generally, 

and of Open Marriage in particular. The O’Neills’ emphasis on autonomous growth, 

facilitated by the negotiation and renegotiation of a marital contract already geared 

toward individual self-realization and fulfillment, was described by Gilder as “excessive 

attention to the superficial needs of the partners.”49 Such needs paled in comparison to 

the civilizational imperative to maintain procreative, monogamous union as the 

foundation of human society. As Freud had suggested in Totem and Taboo (1913) and 

elsewhere, “the subordination of male sexual impulses and psychology” both originated 

and propelled civilization.50 The “natural” capacity of women for lifelong nurture was 

the only agency capable of effecting this subordination. While the O’Neills understood 

the advance of women’s educational, sexual, and economic freedom as an 

unambiguously positive and progressive development, Gilder saw it as a harbinger of 

decay and collapse.51 He belittled the O’Neill’s belief that the abiding human need for 

intimacy and companionship motivated marriage. A desire for intimacy, on the contrary, 
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was often “subversive of marriage.” Gilder pointed to “the many cultures where 

marriages are arranged” to argue that intimacy and companionship were more or less 

superfluous to it. His perspective was socio-historical and structural functionalist. The 

institution was “far bigger than any couple – or generation – that finds itself taking 

part.”52 The position epitomized a central premise of the conservative reaction. The 

elevation of the goal of personal fulfillment over other duties – to spouse and family, 

community and church, God and country – was ultimately destructive of the moral and 

social fabric of American life. These duties had evolved through countless years of 

struggle, innovation, and progress and they served vital psychological and social 

functions. Their abdication could only lead to individual and societal degeneration.  

The coalescence of the various strands of conservatism in the 1970s was 

effected, most significantly, in the campaign to defeat the Equal Rights Amendment 

(ERA). The conservative backlash of 1968 that had vaulted Nixon into office had 

focused on race, economics, and civil unrest, but not explicitly on gender. A decade 

later, however, when the ERA – against all expectations – had effectively been rendered 

dead in the water, gender and sexuality was at the center of the conservative movement. 

For many observers at the time, the defeat of the ERA was simply bewildering. 

Professor of Communications Studies Eric C. Miller’s description reflects this 

incredulity: “a coalition of conservative women, standing in defense of patriarchy, had 

overcome the concerted efforts of countless ‘bureaucrats and politicians’ to impose 

equal rights upon them.”53 What happened? Accounting for this surprising development 
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must begin with a consideration of the ERA’s most significant opponent, the “sweetheart 

of the silent majority” Phyllis Schlafly.54 

Born in St. Louis, Missouri in 1924, Schlafly earned a graduate degree from 

Radcliffe in 1945, and began work the next year as a researcher for the American 

Enterprise Institute, a conservative think tank based in Washington, D.C. Schlafly’s 

affinity for activism, politics, and the media spotlight blossomed during the 1950s Cold 

War crusade against communism.55 Her self-published, A Choice Not an Echo (1964) – 

a takedown of liberal Republican Nelson Rockefeller on behalf of the Goldwater 

campaign – launched her career as a movement conservative. The ERA, however, was 

barely on her radar in 1971. She told one biographer that in the beginning she “figured 

ERA was something between innocuous and mildly helpful.” Schlafly preferred to 

debate national defense and foreign policy issues.56 After researching the amendment in 

response to queries from friends and allies, however, Schlafly apparently saw an 

opportunity, and in October, 1972 founded STOP ERA, and nominated herself as the 

national chairman of the new organization (“STOP” is an acronym for “stop taking our 

privileges”).57  

Resistance to the ERA was not new. First introduced by the National Women’s 

Party in 1923, the amendment was opposed for decades by the labor movement, which 

viewed it as a threat to protective legislation that shielded working-class women from 

adverse work conditions. Passage of the ERA, it was feared, would supersede those 
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protections and leave women more vulnerable. The Republican party put support for the 

ERA on its official platform in 1940, but the amendment languished year after year, 

unable to overcome the opposition of organized labor. The situation began to change in 

1964 with the passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act making job discrimination 

based on sex illegal. Labor opposition to the ERA subsequently diminished as the courts 

began interpreting Title VII as supplanting existing, sex-specific legislation. The courts, 

in effect, used Title VII not to strip protections from working women, but to extend the 

same protections to men. Labor resistance evaporated, in short, because its rationale for 

opposing the ERA was no longer tenable. Ironically, however, Schlafly – no friend of 

organized labor – appropriated the labor position against the amendment even as that 

position became factually indefensible.58 She argued that the ERA would take away 

rights and privileges that women currently enjoyed.  

In Schlafly’s hands, however, the argument shifted from the workplace to the 

home, and took on a distinctly cultural and moral hue. In February, 1972, the Phyllis 

Schlafly Report published “The Fraud of the Equal Rights Amendment.” Schlafly used 

the issue to lambast the women’s movement in general. “Suddenly,” she cried, 

“everywhere we are afflicted with aggressive females yapping about how mistreated 

American women are, suggesting that marriage has put us in some kind of slavery.”59 In 

reality, Schlafly argued, “of all the classes of people who ever lived, the American 

woman is the most privileged. We have the most rights and rewards, and the least 

duties.”60 Schlafly warned against the “deadly poison” of women’s liberation: “women’s 

 
58 Miller, “Phyllis Schlafly,” 283-285. The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 

Organizations (AFL-CIO) formally endorsed the ERA in 1973. 
59 Phyllis Schlafly, “What’s Wrong With ‘Equal Rights’ for Women?” Phyllis Schlafly Report, February, 

1972, 2-3. 
60 Quoted in Eric Miller, “Phyllis Schlafly,” 286. 
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libbers [were] radicals . . . waging a total assault on the family, on marriage, and on 

children.”61 The single-issue fight against the ERA had suddenly become a war against 

“radical” feminists in defense of the family. Ehrenreich explains the Right’s embrace of 

antifeminism in the early seventies as a response to the sense that “the old issues – the 

twin menace of the Soviet Union and its domestic dupes – were not selling as well as 

they once had.” Schlafly’s credentials as a red-baiter were impeccable, but, as her 

chronicler Lisa Wohl suggests, the STOP ERA campaign offered her an opportunity to 

“enter the mainstream” and seize the limelight on behalf of the conservative movement 

in a new and more productive way.62 In 1972, her influential newsletter, the Phyllis 

Schlafly Report, became the leading expositor of antifeminist family values 

conservatism. Schlafly also founded the Eagle Trust Fund to finance the campaign 

against the ERA, and in 1975 created the Eagle Forum, a nucleus organization for a 

loose coalition of conservatives who opposed ERA and abortion.63  

Marriage, not surprisingly, figured prominently in the rhetoric of the New Right 

pro-family movement. Gilder’s warning in Sexual Suicide that women’s liberation 

would cause men to renege on their commitment to family, gave conservatives such as 

Schlafly an economic argument to support their moral and cultural defense of traditional 

matrimony. She accepted Gilder’s improbable prediction that “the costs of sexual job 

equality [will] be passed on to the public in vastly increased taxes” for the funding of 

daycare centers and for the policing of unruly men.64 But Schlafly focused 

predominantly on the allegedly pernicious effects of feminism on individual women and 

 
61 Schlafly, “What’s Wrong,” 2-3. 
62 Lisa Cronin Wohl, “Phyllis Schlafly: Sweetheart of the Silent Majority,” Ms. 2, no. 9, March, 1974, 54; 
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63 Spruill, “Gender,” 78. 
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families. Women were simply destined to be wives and mothers, according to Schlafly. 

This was dictated by biology, and hence by divine intent. Wedlock, domesticity, and 

child-rearing was the natural and God-given purpose of life for women. Embracing these 

gifts, in this view, was her only path to fulfillment. Home, husband, and family formed 

her locus of meaning and her font of satisfaction. Schlafly was quick, in addition, to 

point out that women’s prescribed lot was advantageous in ways beyond its intrinsic 

benefits. Domesticity, the argument went, actually freed women from the drudgeries and 

dangers of the office, the factory, the military, and other male dominated spheres. Since 

“women must bear the physical consequences of the sex act,” Schlafly argued, “men 

must be required to bear the other consequences and pay in other ways.”65 This was an 

excellent deal as far as Schlafly was concerned. The misguided movement that rejected 

it, and which sought to enshrine its ill-founded propaganda as public policy with the 

passage of the ERA, needed to be stopped. 

Schlafly’s view of the rewards of marriage – premised on the conviction of a 

reciprocity of functions rooted in biology and economics – was antithetical to that of the 

O’Neills and other advocates of open marriage. Open marriage presumed that gender 

roles were interchangeable and that neither anatomy nor God determined destiny. This 

fundamental difference was dramatized in two 1972 installments of the Phil Donahue 

Show, the first featuring the O’Neills, the second Phyllis Schlafly. Friedan’s “problem 

with no name” hovered just beneath the surface of both conversations. The O’Neills 

offered their standard, ‘safe,’ promotion of open marriage, emphasizing equity and 

honesty. George called for spouses to move beyond the “master-slave syndrome,” in 
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which the husband/father serves as wage-earner, decision-maker, and arbiter of the 

family division of labor.66 One audience member took exception to the implication that 

housework was akin to slavery, or somehow tedious and confining. “I’m a housewife,” 

she declared, “I don’t work, and I love it, I don’t feel bored . . . I take part in outside 

activities which are very interesting to me.” Nena’s response was characteristically 

diplomatic. There was nothing wrong with being a housewife, and open marriage 

offered a great deal even to those couples who conformed to established gender roles. 

“We don’t mean the home has to be boring,” she explained, “there are many women 

who really love their home, and that’s fine for them . . . open marriage . . . is flexible 

enough for everybody to draw something from it.”67 Schlafly’s on-air interaction with 

Donahue—in April, 1972, some three months following the O’Neills’ appearance—was 

less convivial. She responded sharply and defensively, for example, to Donahue’s 

comment that some women felt “trapped” in the home. “The house isn’t trapping,” 

Schlafly retorted: “Are you trying to tell me that it’s liberation for a woman to go out 

and sit at a typewriter all day, or stand in front of a factory machine all day, instead of 

being in her own home where she can plan her own hours?” Schlafly insisted that 

women’s quest for liberation in the workplace was a fool’s errand. The only place in 

which a woman might truly find liberation was precisely where she was meant to be: “in 

the home.”68 

As their Donahue performance attests, The O’Neills favoured a broad range of 

choices for married couples; even the traditional (“closed”) marriage was an option if 

 
66 “The Phil Donahue Show,” audio recording (January 25, ’72), Nena and George O’Neill Collection, 
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that was what both partners wanted. Open marriage advocates merely challenged the 

hegemonic status of traditional marriage. For Schlafly and STOP ERA activists, 

however, the range of choices about marriage and family was constrained by God and 

nature. Growing numbers of American women agreed, finding Schlafly’s spirited 

defense of traditional marriage attractive, even exhilarating. The Schlafly Report that 

followed her Donahue appearance included excerpts from letters by supportive 

homemakers who described themselves as “already liberated.” One asked what “the 

many of us happily married (already liberated) women [could] do to keep our rights 

from being taken away from us?” Another expressed her deep resentment for the “small 

bunch of women trying to free me when I have never been enslaved.” The comment was 

revealing, for the idea that a cabal of radical feminists was imposing its twisted idea of 

“liberation” on women in general – despite the well-publicized polling data 

demonstrating support for ERA by a sizable majority of Americans – was rapidly 

becoming an article of faith among family values conservatives. Later in 1972, a special 

issue of the Schlafly Report, entitled “The Right to be a Woman,” featured an alarming 

list of what the ERA would “take away” from American women:  

It will take away from young girls their exemption from the draft and their legal 

protection against predatory males. It will take away from wives and mothers 

their right to be provided with a home and financial support by their husbands. It 

will take away from senior women their extra social security benefits. It will take 

away a woman’s present freedom of choice to take a job – or to be a full-time 

wife and mother. In short, it will take away the right to be a woman.69 

The proclamation epitomizes Hale’s observation about the Right’s adoption of the 

mantle of victimhood. Here, the very “right to be a woman” is at stake. The political 
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valence, of course, is deeply conservative, but the appeal to identity is analogous to that 

of the race-based, gender-based, and sexuality-based liberation movements of the day. 

The rhetorical move galvanized conservatives of all stripes, and brought many new 

converts into the fold. 

Historian Marjorie Spruill writes that “there were two women’s movements in 

the 1970s: a women’s rights movement that enjoyed tremendous success . . . and a 

conservative women’s movement that formed in opposition and grew stronger as the 

decade continued.”70 The most prominent and consequential confrontation between 

these movements occurred in Houston in 1977, occasioned by the long awaited and 

much heralded National Women’s Conference. Gloria Steinem would later describe this 

as “the most important event nobody knows about.”71 The idea for a National Women’s 

Conference sprang from the United Nation’s 1972 decision to declare 1975 International 

Women’s Year (IWY). The declaration was an effort to draw attention to women’s 

inequality globally and to encourage governments to adopt anti-discrimination policies. 

The highlight of the year was the first UN World Conference on Women, held in 

Mexico City. IWY inspired a multitude of initiatives across the world. In the United 

States, the most significant of these was the National Women’s Conference, organized 

by a special commission created by President Gerald Ford in 1975 to coordinate the 

American response to IWY and “to promote equality between men and women.”72 

Congress voted to appropriate $5 million to this effort. For feminists, such bipartisan 

support seemed to signal that women’s voices were finally being heard. For anti-
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feminists, the President’s executive order and Congress’s funding package served as a 

call to action.  

The Houston Conference was the culmination of a long and arduous national 

process. Every state and territory held IWY conventions to elect delegates to the 

conference, solicit recommendations for federal action, and vote on resolutions to be 

presented in Houston. These were “federally sponsored assemblies to which women 

were invited to tell Congress and the President what women wanted.” They attracted 

over 130,000 participants.73 “What women wanted,” however, was not an easy thing for 

them to agree upon. The task would have been difficult enough had it only required 

compromise between liberal and radical feminists. But the state conventions were 

attended by large numbers of anti-feminist women, many of them STOP ERA activists. 

The ultimate goal of the National Women’s Conference was the formulation of a Plan of 

Action to serve as a policy guide for gender equity and anti-discrimination going 

forward. The provisions of the document, ideally, would sprout from the grassroots at 

the state conventions, and be carried by the elected delegates of these assemblies to 

Houston, where they would be articulated in a Plan of Action on behalf of all American 

women. The ultimate goal of Schlafly’s family values conservatives, however, was to 

prevent the formulation of any action plan that reflected feminist principles. It was vital, 

above all, to prevent affirmation of the ERA or of reproductive rights from appearing in 

the final document. To this end, anti-feminist women sought to either capture or derail 

the convention process at every level. When gaining control was not possible, disruption 

– through endless debate, walk-outs, obstructionist parliamentary procedures, and ballot-
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destruction protests – was the preferred tactic.74 In the event, roughly twenty-percent of 

the delegates elected by the states and sent to the National Conference – including the 

majority from Oklahoma, Alabama, Mississippi, Utah, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois – 

identified as social conservatives and opposed most of the planks favored by feminists.75 

These anti-feminists were almost exclusively white, and in some cases actively 

segregationist.76 The most dramatic example of the conservative insurgency was the 

Utah convention. Roughly 12,000 Mormon women attended in response to “their 

church’s call to ensure the support of ‘correct principles,’” overwhelming the 

coordinating committee, which expected no more than 2,000 attendees. They “proceeded 

to reject by overwhelming majorities resolutions favoring the equal rights amendment, 

abortion on demand, and more than a score of other women’s rights proposals put 

forward by the IWY organizers.” Utah wound up electing fourteen delegates, twelve of 

them Mormon, and sent them to Houston with a pro-life anti-ERA mandate.77  

Despite conservative opposition, however, the IWY conventions and the Houston 

conference fulfilled one of the most important of the overarching goals of feminist 

leaders. The convention process succeeded in engaging a far more diverse cross-section 

of American women than the overwhelmingly white, middle-class base of the feminist 

movement (in both its liberal and radical variants). Minority groups and low-income 

women participated in impressive numbers. This was facilitated by the provision of 

funds for transportation and child care. Congressional support, moreover, had come with 
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the stipulation that the delegates elected to represent each state reflect the full diversity 

of its population. The requirement was either met or surpassed. In all, over thirty-five 

percent of the delegates identified as racial or ethnic minorities. And organizers made 

special efforts to include disabled women, displaced homemakers, senior women, and 

women on welfare.78  

The challenge of finding common ground upon which liberal and radical 

feminists could agree to move forward was met, ironically, by virtue of the anti-feminist 

mobilization. The need to stand against this backlash created a unity among 

ideologically diverse feminists that had been elusive.79 The best example of this was 

Betty Friedan’s famous reversal on what she had once termed the “lavender menace.” 

Even as conference organizers encouraged the discussion of issues raised by racial and 

ethnic minorities, the sixty delegates who openly identified as lesbian had to fight to 

voice their concerns. They mounted a grassroots campaign to add a sexual preference 

plank to the Plan of Action.80 Liberal feminists had historically refused to support a 

feminism that celebrated lesbian same-sex solidarity. Doing so, they worried, would 

strengthen gender separatism, which mainstream feminists regarded as antithetical to 

their goals of full and equal inclusion, and allow anti-feminists to deploy negative sexual 

stereotypes against the movement as a whole. This opposition, however, evaporated 

before the imperative to present a unified front. As Friedan put it at the time, “I am 

known to be violently opposed to the lesbian issue . . . now my priority is in passing the 

ERA.”81 In the end, feminists came together to successfully formulate a National Plan of 
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Action. Planks covering a wide range of issues seemed to bridge the gaps between the 

liberal feminists who initiated the swell of women’s liberation in the mid-sixties and the 

more radical and ideological feminists whose ideas shaped the cresting of the wave in 

the seventies. 

The debate over sexual preference, however, hinted at the deep rifts within a 

feminist movement also divided along lines of race and class. The solidarity forged in 

the face of the anti-feminist backlash papered over these divisions in the name of 

political expediency. This essentially defensive tactic, moreover, shifted the 

conversation about marriage and the family in the direction of liberal feminist priorities, 

a trend that would intensify over the course of the decade and beyond.82 The focus of 

debate, that is, moved away from the inner (intimate and psychological) dimensions of 

women’s oppression that preoccupied radical feminists back toward the outer (social and 

material) conditions of gender relations emphasized by the liberals. The shift insured 

that the battle between feminists and anti-feminists at the IWY Conference and beyond 

would take place on ground chosen by the anti-feminists: that of traditional marriage and 

the family.  

Critics complained that such unity came “at the expense of feminism” because it 

muted what had been an intellectually rich and politically dynamic – though contentious 
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– dialogue engaging feminists of all persuasions.83 As feminist author Leora 

Tannenbaum observes, the increasingly reactionary climate of the late-seventies and 

eighties prompted feminists to attempt to “transcend differences of race, class, and 

sexuality by focusing on women’s commonalities and building an alternative, woman-

centered culture.” Consciousness-raising sessions had demonstrated how much women 

shared in their lived experience as mothers, wives, sisters, daughters, friends, workers, 

and citizens. Cultural feminists stressed such congruities to maintain that the experience 

of women under patriarchy warranted solidarity on the basis of gender alone, a category 

that transcended divisions of race, class, and sexual orientation. Even those liberals most 

alarmed by the menace of “lavender” tinged separatism found cultural feminism, with its 

patina of inclusivity, hospitable. But for many of those feminists committed to anti-

capitalism, anti-racism, racial and ethnic nationalism, and sexual liberation (hetero as 

well as homo) cultural feminism seemed like a kind of accommodation, a 

deradicalization and demobilization of the most advanced and vibrant tendencies within 

the movement.84  
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Historian Alice Echols views cultural feminism as regressive insofar as it re-

legitimized essentialist conceptions of the differences between men and women. It was 

“a fundamental departure” from radical feminism, she explains, because it implicitly 

repudiated the foundational insight that women’s oppression “derived from the very 

construction of gender” and that combatting it meant fighting for “its elimination as a 

meaningful social category.” Cultural feminists, by contrast, valorized “female 

bonding,” saw oppression as rooted in “the repression of female values,” and assumed 

female “nature” to be “nurturant, tender, and egalitarian.”85 This essentialist position 

committed cultural feminists to reifying gender differences rather than rejecting them, 

which only served to “reflect and reproduce dominant cultural assumptions about 

women.” Cultural feminists, of course, sought to deploy essentialism in a manner that 

would affirm and advance women’s struggles. The approach, nevertheless, ironically 

reproduced the separate spheres ideology of the Victorian era and bore a strong 

resemblance to the anti-feminist essentialism of the family values movement and the 

New Right. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that cultural feminists of Women Against 

Pornography (WAP) found themselves protesting alongside anti-feminists of 

Conservative Women for America during anti-pornography campaigns in the late-
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seventies. By this time, Echols notes, cultural feminism had “achieved hegemony” 

within the women’s movement.86 

The ideological truce struck between liberal and radical feminists at the 

Conference, however tentative and temporary it may have been, provided a necessary 

foundation for countering anti-feminist efforts to derail passage of the ERA. Passing the 

Plan of Action also required some astute procedural maneuvering. The feminist majority 

at the Conference feared that the conservative faction would generate endless debate to 

sabotage the Plan. In response, a Pro Plan Caucus was formed by Chairs of eleven of the 

state commissions with the aim of limiting debate in the cause of ensuring that the Plan 

would actually come forward for a vote. Their experience at the state conventions had 

shown delegates that one way to counter delaying tactics was to vote on measures as 

written – without revisions, omissions, or additions. Limiting deliberation in this 

fashion, of course, made for less debate among the feminist majority, but it also avoided 

the derailment of the process by anti-feminist delegates. The Pro Plan Caucus thus 

protected the most controversial planks of the Plan – those involving reproductive rights, 
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sexual preference, and support for the ERA – and shepherded the document to a 

successful vote.87  

The three-day National Conference was attended by over two-thousand delegates 

and 18,000 observers. Across town at the Astrodome, however, a “Pro-Family” rally 

drew a crowd of between fifteen and twenty thousand.88 Speakers there denounced what 

Schlafly called the “Federal Financing of a Foolish Festival for Frustrated Feminists.”89 

Because the Plan of Action supported the ERA, abortion rights, and gay rights, “it 

attacked homemakers and undermined traditional ‘family values.’”90 Both events 

attracted extensive media coverage. The reporting, not surprisingly, seized upon 

division, that among feminists at the National Conference, and – more luridly – that 

between feminists and anti-feminists.91 All commentators remarked upon the bitter 

enmity between National Conference feminists and attendees of the Pro-Family rally. 

“The press,” as Spruill states, “seemed to relish the idea of American women engaged in 

a massive ‘cat fight.’”92 And while the fight over the ERA was not over yet – the 

National Conference, after all, strongly supported it in its Plan of Action – the powerful 

resistance mounted in Houston and elsewhere by STOP ERA had definitely slowed its 

momentum. The deadline for its ratification by the states (a two thirds majority was 

required for passage) was extended by Congress from 1979 to 1982, but the amendment 

remained stalled at the state level. In 1977, it had been ratified by thirty-five of the 

necessary thirty-eight states. Ratification by three additional states, however, proved 
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impossible. Supported by three presidents (Nixon, Ford, and Carter), both houses of 

Congress, both major political parties, and the majority of Americans in opinion poll 

after opinion poll, the ERA was effectively defeated by a vocal and highly organized 

anti-feminist interest group.93 In 1979, Schlafly credited the family values conservative 

coalition she had done so much to bring together for blocking the ERA: “We are the 

most powerful, positive force in America today because we have been able to give the 

bureaucrats and the politicians a stunning defeat.”94 

Schlafly described the struggle during the Houston Conference as “the Midway 

battle that determined which is the winning side.”95 It was also the coming of age of 

what Schlafly called the “Pro Family movement,” which increasingly formed the 

vanguard, not only of American social conservatism, but of a more encompassing 

conservative movement comprised of economic, social, and Christian conservatives 

alike.96 For Schlafly and her followers, “family” was founded, as Ehrenreich puts it, on 

“the union of a strong and reliable male with a fecund and patriotic female.” 97 The 

purpose of marriage was procreation, and the primary role of the nuclear family was to 

reproduce the values that would create more nuclear families. The variety and flexibility 

of gender roles and family forms extolled by enthusiasts for open marriage was 

antithetical to this. Pro-family conservatives considered the valorization of self-

fulfillment that authorized this kind of flexibility to be camouflage for just plain 

“selfishness.” Open marriage, in this view, exalted impulses that should be relentlessly 
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subordinated through “self-mastery.” Such impulses were “subversive to marriage.” 98 

The proposition that they could be accommodated within it was pure casuistry. But 

family values conservatives did not stop with the ‘lower’ (sexual) impulses. Spouses 

needed to exercise self-mastery over a wide variety of desires, including, for women, the 

desire for meaningful work outside the home.99  

Such arguments found enthusiastic support among conservative Christians. 

Spruill argues that Schlafly’s IWY activism politicized Christians at the same time that 

“Republican strategists began their efforts to broaden the political power of 

conservatives by reaching out to the religious Right.”100 For conservative Christians, the 

feminist critique of gender difference and of a separate, subordinate female role in 

marriage and society was “not only erroneous but sacrilegious.”101 The clash of values 

and cultures in Houston would increasingly seem the opening salvo in a war over gender 

and the family that would shape American public life for years to come. Two clearly 

developed sets of ideas about what was best for American women had emerged. The 

signs carried by family values conservatives and IWY feminists illustrate this 

graphically. “Sin is Still Sin Even if it’s Legal,” “God is a family man,” and “IWY 

Stands for Immoral Women’s Year,” vied with “Wages for Housework,” “Keep Your 

Laws Off My Body,” and “Lesbian Mothers Are Pro-Family Too.”102 Spruill explains 

the enthusiasm of the Pro-Family activists in Houston as, at least in part, a function of 

their religious convictions.103 Schlafly herself was a conservative Catholic. The IWY 

 
98 Miller, “Phyllis Schlafly,” 288; Gilder, Sexual Suicide, 51. 
99 Gilder, Sexual Suicide, 51. 
100 Spruill, “Gender,” 79. 
101 Ibid, 79. 
102 Ibid, 85-86. 
103 Ibid, 79. 



 

365 

 

opposition also saw the emergence of Mormons as fervent anti-feminists. And 

evangelical and fundamentalist Protestants joined the Pro-Family movement in droves.  

In October, 1976, presidential candidate Jimmy Carter promised the National 

Conference of Catholic Charites that, if elected, he would sponsor a “White House 

Conference on the American Family.” The initiative was an attempt to reassure 

Christians of his commitment to the family as “the cornerstone of American life.” 104 

Despite his own evangelicalism as a Southern Baptist, Carter had recently sent 

shockwaves through Christian America with a surprisingly frank interview with Playboy 

magazine. Excerpts from the interview, due to be published in full on November 1, were 

made public in September. In these excerpts, Carter emphasized both his rationality and 

his religiosity, characterizing himself as “an ideologue” whose “positions [were] not 

predictable.” Asked if he would make “a rigid, unbending president,” Carter offered a 

rambling response which dwelled on the topic of adultery: 

Committing adultery, according to the Bible – which I believe in – is a sin . . . 

Christ said [that] anyone who looks on a woman with lust has in his heart already 

committed adultery. I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed 

adultery in my heart many times . . . God forgives me for it. But that doesn’t 

mean I condemn someone who not only looks on a woman with lust but who 

leaves his wife and shacks up with somebody out of wedlock.105  

 

Carter had not only admitted to being a serial sinner, he had also pronounced his refusal 

to judge people who committed even more grievous sins than his own. Well-known 

evangelical preachers expressed their shock over the airwaves. Republican strategists 

direct-mailed two-million copies of a newsletter that compiled the negative responses of 
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religious leaders to the interview to rural households. They placed full-page ads in 350 

small town newspapers advising people to read the Playboy cover story.106 Carter’s 

campaign reverted immediately to crisis management as his polling numbers 

plummeted. 

Carter went on to win the 1976 election. Yet while his pledge to hold a “White 

House Conference on the American Family” may have mitigated some of the damage of 

the Playboy interview, his margin of victory was nevertheless significantly diminished. 

Planning for the conference, to be held in 1980, began in 1978. The event was now 

called the “White House Conference on Families” (WHCF). The name change was 

significant. Between 1976 and 1978 “the family” had become increasingly central in 

American political discourse, and Carter sought to highlight a “neutral model” of family 

life.107 And like the IWY, the WHCF became a political lightning rod for conservatives 

who saw it as a liberal attempt to undermine traditional family values. The WHCF, 

proclaimed Concerned Women of America, “was geared up toward changing the 

definition of the family to legitimate divorce, out-of-wedlock births, and 

homosexuality.”108 Houston provided the template for conservative resistance to Carter’s 

WHCF.109 As with the IWY, the WHCF was preceded by a series of smaller assemblies 

in which recommendations were formulated and delegates elected. Family values 

activists attempted to dominate and disrupt these assemblies just as they had the state 

conventions in 1977. The same was the case with respect to the WHCF itself, which was 

comprised of three national conferences held at different times in three different cities. 
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And conservatives organized a counter-conference: the “American Family Forum.” 

Liberals at the WHCF conferences “urged dialogue,” while conservatives “registered 

protests” by destroying ballots and staging dramatic walk-outs. In his keynote address, 

Carter condemned racial and gender discrimination, expressed his admiration for 

struggling single parents, and argued that there was “no such thing as a perfect family 

that should be standard for all families.” These sentiments were echoed in the most 

controversial of the resolutions eventually passed by the WHCF, which called for 

“elimination of discrimination and respect for differences based on sex, race, ethnic 

origin, creed, socio-economic status, age, disability, diversity of family type and size, 

sexual preference, or biological ties.”110 For conservative activists, such broadening of 

the definition of the family was an outrage. They argued categorically that there was 

only one “standard for all families,” and that it was based upon heterosexual marriage 

and biological reproduction (although conservatives did allow for the exception of legal 

adoption). At the American Family Forum, Paul Weyrich called the idea of “a couple of 

fornicators” or a “couple of lesbians” bringing up a child and calling themselves a 

family “garbage.”111 

Weyrich was the co-founder, with Baptist minister Jerry Falwell Sr., of the Moral 

Majority. Established in 1979, it rapidly became the most influential organization on the 

Christian Right and an exceptionally powerful conservative political action group. 

Ironically, despite the Moral Majority’s conspicuous opposition to divorce, abortion, 

feminism, gay rights, pornography, and the ERA, all in the name of traditional family 

values, the issue that propelled its initial founding was the federal government’s 
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withdrawal of tax exemptions from racially segregated private Christian schools. 

Thousands of these white-only academies had sprung up across the South as 

desegregation was implemented in the 1960s. Historian Dominic Sandbrook writes that 

by “the 1970s a new Christian school was founded somewhere every day.”112 One 

Christian organization boasted that the rate was actually one every seven seconds.113 

Such schools were established by Christian communities anxious to insulate their 

children from secular trends such as sex education and the teaching of evolution. In 

many cases, however, the trend most feared by white parents and preachers was only 

covertly acknowledged: racial integration (and, ultimately, miscegenation). In 1978, the 

Internal Revenue Service finally announced, after years of warnings and disputes with 

individual schools, that it would revoke the tax-exempt status of private schools with “an 

insignificant number of minority students.” This decision was key to the mobilization of 

the religious Right. In Weyrich’s words, the issue that spurred the political engagement 

of evangelicals “was not abortion, school prayer, or the ERA. I am living witness to that 

because I was trying to get those people interested in those issues but I utterly failed.” It 

was, rather, the IRS revocation of tax exemptions. “Suddenly it dawned on them,” 

Weyrich later recalled, “that they were not going to be able to be left alone to teach their 

children as they pleased.”114 Conservative Christian organizer Richard Viguerie agreed: 

the IRS controversy “kicked the sleeping dog . . . it was the spark that ignited the 

religious right’s involvement in real politics.”115  
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While racism explains a great deal about the mobilization of evangelical leaders 

behind the Moral Majority, Falwell and Weyrich, as historian Randall Balmer maintains, 

“were savvy enough to recognize that organizing grassroots evangelicals to defend racial 

discrimination would be a challenge.”116 “Government intrusion” was the rhetoric 

deployed against the reforms to IRS policy designed to combat segregation. The 

discourse of government intrusion has a long pedigree in American politics, of course, 

inseparable from the state’s rights arguments that legitimated slavery and Jim Crow. The 

term is marshalled as a racist dog whistle to this day. At the WHCF, however, 

“government intrusion” became the rallying cry of conservatives sworn to protect family 

values. Carter’s conference, the argument went, was a liberal Trojan horse that would 

unleash the forces of social destruction. Republican Senator Gordon Humphrey called it 

a taxpayer-funded “platform for the social service bureaucrats and assorted 

counterculture zealots.”117 The progressive policy agenda commended by the WHCF 

would make for massive government intrusion in the private affairs of Americans by 

forcing the implementation of liberal family programs on a “moral majority” which had 

no use for them.  

The message was further honed later that summer in Dallas at the Religious 

Roundtable’s National Affairs Briefing Conference, a gathering of some sixteen 

thousand conservative evangelical pastors and parishioners from across the nation held 

on August 21, 1980.118 While ostensibly apolitical, the event is widely regarded as the 
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consecration of the alliance between the Christian Right and the Republican Party. 

Moral majority founders Weyrich and Falwell were in attendance, as were such 

Christian Right luminaries as Phyllis Schlafly, Pat Robertson, Bill Bright, James 

Robison, and Tim LaHaye. The family values position was articulated with 

unprecedented stridency. Conservative Christians were literally engaged in a “war for 

the soul of America” against “radicals . . . perverts . . . liberals . . . leftists . . . and the 

communists.”119 On the side of the Moral Majority were “all those opposed to abortion, 

pornography, the drug epidemic, the breakdown of the traditional family, the 

establishment of homosexuality as an accepted alternative lifestyle, and other moral 

cancers that are causing our nation to rot from within.” The social and moral 

degeneration of the sixties and seventies was the consequence of the nation turning away 

from God. It was now “time for God’s people to come out of the closet, out of the 

churches, and change America.”120  

This call to arms was crucial in persuading evangelicals, who had traditionally 

refrained from mixing faith and politics, to become politically engaged.121 The kind of 

moral equanimity that sprang from Carter’s evangelicalism and which, expressed in the 

Playboy interview, had caused such consternation among his co-religionists, was 

nowhere in evidence at Dallas. The Christianity of many of these people, it seems, did 
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not lead toward humility, as it had Carter, but toward unequivocal confidence in their 

own righteousness. Carter, sensing the rightward tilt of the Dallas Briefing Conference, 

had declined an invitation to speak. But his opponent, Republican presidential nominee 

Ronald Reagan, eagerly accepted the opportunity to deliver the keynote address. “I and 

many others,” Reagan intoned, “have felt a new vitality in American politics . . . I 

endorse you and what you are doing.”122 Reagan went on to declare his absolute faith in 

the Bible and to urge Christians to “vote to protect the American family and respect its 

interests in the formulations of public policy.” The candidate even decried plans to 

“force all tax-exempt schools—including church schools – to abide by affirmative action 

orders drawn up by – who else? – IRS bureaucrats.”123 Reagan’s remarks were rewarded 

with thunderous applause. And Falwell committed the Moral Majority to getting out the 

conservative Christian vote for Reagan, “even if he has the devil running with him.”124  

Reagan cemented the alliance by later adding Robert Billings, executive director 

of the Moral Majority, to his campaign as liaison to the evangelical community. If not 

exactly an evangelical Christian himself, Reagan had cultivated good relationships with 

leading evangelicals while governor of California, often alluded to Biblical prophecy in 

connection to world events, and “endorsed the evangelical worldview on most domestic 

and foreign policy issues.” Jumping on the Pro-Family bandwagon during his 

presidential run was not only politically smart, it reflected Reagan’s bedrock conviction 

that the traditional family actually was the “foundation of our social order.” His 
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campaign platform promised legislation to protect and defend it “against the ongoing 

erosion of its base in our society.” Reagan’s alignment with pro-family forces and his 

courting of evangelicals and other conservative Christians paid substantial political 

dividends. The more than seventy-percent of white evangelicals who voted in the 

election overwhelmingly backed Reagan; analysts estimate the Moral Majority alone 

delivered four-million votes to the Republican candidate. By 1980 it was estimated that 

white, evangelical Protestant voters constituted almost twenty-five percent of the 

electorate. They would henceforth play a pivotal role in American politics.125  

The election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 was, of course, a watershed moment in 

American politics and culture. Despite the upbeat rhetoric of his campaign, however, 

Reagan’s inauguration signaled a severe curtailment in the social and cultural 

possibilities that had nourished the vibrant radicalism of the 1960s and seventies. At the 

center of this radicalism had been the attempt by a variety of social, political, and 

cultural movements – civil rights, Black power, antiwar, feminist, gay rights, and sexual 

liberation, among others – to rewrite the ideological and cultural script that dominated 

postwar American society’s most prominent institutions. Even American legal and 

religious institutions had succumbed in significant ways to the pressure for 

liberalization. Yet while the change produced by these movements was substantial, it 

was far from revolutionary. And the push for change inspired a powerful reaction that 

sought to reverse its momentum and annul its accomplishments. In a sense then, as 

Boyer writes, “the 1960s seem less a radical decade than a polarizing one.”126 By the 

1970s, moreover, inhabitants of both poles of this political and cultural divide had begun 
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to imagine themselves as rebels, outsiders standing in opposition to one status quo or 

another.127 For proponents of radical change, the 1970s had begun with an optimism that 

at times seemed almost boundless. The exuberance was quickly blunted by economic 

contraction and the gathering forces of reaction.  

Open marriage was one of a variety of radical ideas emerging from the 

movements of the sixties. It was not an entirely new conception of course, but, like other 

old revolutionary ideals, it gained a new lease on life in the heady atmosphere of the 

day. Energized, in particular, by feminist convictions and the principles of humanistic 

psychology, advocates for open marriage imagined that even this ‘foundational’ 

institution, mired as it was in social, legal, cultural, and religious tradition, might be re-

considered and re-invented. Freed from the strictures and prohibitions of convention, 

these radicals believed, heterosexual partnership could become a far more efficacious 

vehicle for personal fulfillment and self-realization – a project embarked upon mutually 

and pursued cooperatively by spouses through the intentional pursuit of complete 

equality, rigorous honesty, uninhibited communication, and selfless acceptance. As the 

cultural tide began to turn against such experimentation in the early seventies, however, 

attention shifted from the inner – material, emotional, and sexual – dynamics of 

marriage to the social function of the institution. The debate over family values in the 

seventies thus became a debate less about marriage and family per se, than about what 

marriage and family meant to society, and who had the authority to define what this was 

and hence what family values were and ought to be. The self-realization of spouses, in 

this context, began to seem an unrealistic, even narcissistic, ideal. 
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Yet neither the reaction against open marriage specifically, nor the more general 

turn toward family values conservatism, have succeeded in reversing the secularization 

and sexualization of American culture condemned by conservative activists during the 

1980 presidential contest and in every subsequent election cycle. 128 Reagan emphasized 

tax cuts and an assertive foreign policy, but “gave little more than lip service to cultural 

issues stressed by religious conservatives.” Women continued to procure legal abortions. 

The pornography industry, long a target of conservative political/cultural crusaders, 

thrived during Reagan’s presidency. Soft-core sexual intimacy, indeed, was projected on 

television and the big screen as never before. Even evangelical Christians wanted 

companionate marriages that included sexual fulfillment.129 In American society as a 

whole, the proportion of households fitting the conservative definition of “family” – 

persons related by blood, marriage, or adoption – steadily declined (from 81% to 71% 

between 1970 and 1990).130 Divorce and premarital sex, in addition, continued to lose its 

stigma during this interval. Although Gilder’s dystopian “police state to supervise the 

undisciplined men” created by feminism never materialized, courts began to enforce the 

child-support obligations of fathers regardless of marital status.131 Large and 

increasingly visible gay communities flourished in many American cities despite 

sustained homophobic opposition. Sexual radicalism did not disappear, but as the 

conversation about marriage became a debate over the family, advocacy of open 

sexuality moved back to the fringes of public discourse about marriage, gender, and 

sexuality. The AIDS epidemic further blunted enthusiasm for sexual experimentation. 
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American marriage, nevertheless, was transformed, if far less radically than proponents 

of open marriage advocated and practiced. Traditional roles were substantially revised, 

both as a result of changing cultural standards and changing economic exigencies. The 

ideal of sexual exclusivity, meanwhile, continued to be the defining feature of American 

marriage, while rates of marital sexual infidelity – and rates of divorce – remained 

relatively constant.  

 



 

 

Conclusion 

 American marriage was substantially altered by the end of the 1970s. Other 

marital arrangements – single-parent, common-law, blended families, etc. – increased in 

proportion to the heteronormative nuclear family. The defense of lifelong, heterosexual, 

procreative, monogamous union mounted by traditionalists throughout the postwar 

period had failed to halt the proliferation and increasing acceptance of alternatives. The 

advent of “no-fault” divorce laws, in California in 1970 and in all states by 1985, both 

reflected and fostered the de-stigmatization of divorce.1 Critics of no-fault divorce 

argued that removing fault-grounds such as infidelity or desertion would disadvantage 

women by making it easier for men to abandon their family responsibilities. Others 

challenged these claims, maintaining that streamlined “exit rules” for divorcing partners 

would tend to offset any negative consequences for women and that the liberalization of 

divorce laws would mean fewer Americans trapped in dysfunctional or unsatisfying 

marriages.2 Conjointly, the growing economic, social, and sexual independence of 

women helped make it possible for them to imagine existence without marriage. 

Increased access to reproductive technologies gave women unprecedented control over 

their reproductive lives, while the increasing acceptance of premarital sex helped foster 
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cohabitation either before or instead of marriage. “Shacking up” offered couples the 

opportunity to gain valuable experience with intimate, marital-style relationships.3 In 

1976, the California high court issued its first “palimony” case decision, which awarded 

post-breakup financial support to actor Lee Marvin’s unmarried live-in partner. The 

court cited “the prevalence of non-marital relationships in modern society and the social 

acceptance of them” as the basis for its decision.4  

These developments destabilized the assumption that the normal path from 

childhood to maturity led inexorably to marriage, and unsettled the conventional sex and 

gender roles prescribed by matrimonial tradition. The O’Neills argued that the 

expectation that marital partners conform to socially constructed role behavior limited 

personal development, undermined intimacy, and sabotaged sexual fulfillment and self-

realization. As with Friedan and many others, they decried a domestic ideology which 

made men the breadwinners and women the homemakers. While this remained a 

powerful cultural paradigm, many Americans came to marriage with quite different 

expectations by the 1970s. As the traditional premise of the marital contract – duty to 

family and community – gave way to the expectation of spousal satisfaction, the 

therapeutic ethic of self-fulfillment became the paramount goal of marriage. The 

frustration of self-fulfillment was increasingly viewed as a legitimate cause for marital 

dissolution. The ideal of lifelong partnership also faded. Before mid-century, monogamy 

meant one person until death; by the late-1970s, it had come to mean one person at a 

time.  
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This study has shown that the American conversation about marriage for much 

of the twentieth century was implicitly, and often explicitly, a conversation about sex. 

Understood in the early part of the century as primarily procreative, by the 1950s sex 

was also conceived as the “glue” binding married couples together. By the mid-1960s, 

unmoored from procreation and driven both by physical desire and the pursuit of self-

fulfillment, sex had become acceptable as a recreational activity and an end in itself. 

Though still regarded as essential for married life, it was no longer necessary for sex to 

have any connection to marriage. Strongly influenced by the advent of the concept of 

gender in feminist discourse, the meaning of sex for married couples was also in flux. 

For women, sex in marriage now seemed to hold more promise as a pathway for 

pleasure and connection. Shifts in the conception of what sex meant for marriage 

influenced expectations of the sex and gender roles partners would fill, as well as ideas 

about what marriage was for. The sexual bonding of married couples now seemed to be 

about more than simply maintaining marital cohesion; sex was also increasingly 

conceived as an antidote to the atomization and alienation of modern life. The sexual 

activity of spouses beyond the boundaries of marriage remained the final taboo. It may 

be, indeed, that the rapid eclipse of other, once taken for granted, assumptions about 

marriage actually shored up the understanding of sexual exclusivity as the most crucial 

signifier of commitment.  

Changes in ideas about the meaning of sex and marriage proceeded in tandem 

with shifting conceptions of the self and identity. Sociologist Anthony Giddens explains 

that sex in the twentieth-century became a marker of identity, a “property of the self,” 
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even a human right linked to individuality, personal freedom, and self-realization.5 As 

Foucault and others have argued, state power has traditionally functioned in concert with 

medical, social-scientific, and psychological discourses to channel sexuality in ways that 

serve the existing social order. Yet the therapeutic elevation of the self as the ultimate 

authority undermined this enterprise, creating the space for individuals and groups both 

to overtly challenge the established order and to quietly subvert it. Explorations of 

alternative sexualities undertaken by advocates of open marriage, for example, asserted 

the legitimacy of sexual identities that departed from the norm of heterosexual 

monogamy. Essentialist categories of sexuality were problematized by feminists 

questioning the naturalness and inevitability of existing social and sexual arrangements, 

and by gays, lesbians, and open marriage proponents who sought to realize their vision 

of a freer, more open-ended sexuality. In the words of historians Kathy Peiss and 

Christina Simmons, sexuality became “a core element of modern social identity, 

constitutive of being, consciousness, and action.”6  

Never a coherent movement in the style of organized political or social mass 

activism, open marriage’s challenge to the institutional mandate of sexual exclusivity 

nevertheless carried profound implications that reverberated throughout American 

culture and society. The proposition that marital monogamy could be propitiously 

altered or abandoned, and the often near-hysterical opposition this proposition provoked, 

revealed the limits of possibility for the adaptation and reform of marriage acceptable in 

the mainstream. Open marriage advocates held that sexual activity and satisfaction were 
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positive goods in themselves, but nurtured goals well beyond sensual gratification. 

Sexual utopians such as the Williamsons and Robert Rimmer saw the freer development 

of the sexual self as the solution to the sexual repression produced by gendered 

socialization and cultural conditioning that distorted the self and society. They believed 

that the expression of the sexual self was the starting point for the personal and 

communal growth they hoped would lead to the transformation of a society that had 

become a sexual dystopia, plagued by aggression, excessive competition, alienation, and 

dissatisfaction. Their conviction that erotic liberation was crucial for self-realization was 

accompanied by the belief that a committed relationship was the optimal vehicle for 

accomplishing this goal. Less utopian radicals, such as the Constantines and the Roys, 

likewise argued that extramarital sexuality could exert a positive influence on marital 

relationships, and thus endorsed the efficacy of a dramatic revision in marital sexual 

values. Their advocacy for such a revision helped to legitimize the notion that marital 

sexual boundaries could be negotiated rather than accepted as prescribed. The O’Neills, 

for their part, championed the dismantling of the gendered roles traditionally associated 

with the marriage compact. Despite subsequent equivocation, they viewed outside sex 

for marital partners as a potentially enriching possibility for couples in open marriages. 

Collectively, these activists offered a nuanced, thoughtful, and sophisticated set of 

arguments for consensual non-monogamy to the American public.  

Proponents of open marriage prioritized the expression of women’s sexual 

freedom. They promoted sexual autonomy for women as a fundamental human right, a 

prerequisite for positive social interaction, sexual satisfaction, and self-realization. In 

practice, this meant the acceptance of active and assertive female sexuality, a 

proposition radically out of step with prevailing gender ideology. The latter ordained 
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that power over and control of sexual interactions was a male prerogative; men were the 

sex ‘experts’ who catalyzed women’s sexual feelings and exerted their dominance 

during sexual activity. The rejection of this orthodoxy was at the center of the open 

marriage movement. “The violence encouraged as virile, the excessive passivity as 

‘feminine,’” as Kate Millett put it, had proven “useless in either sex” because it imposed 

an egregiously inequitable power dynamic on heterosexual relations.7 In open marriage 

contexts, the sexual harassment of women by men was not tolerated; such behavior drew 

sanction or ostracism. Masculine ideology dictated that men compete sexually, and 

manifest an ever-present appetite and capacity for sex. As the studies of mate-sharing 

lifestyles examined here reveal, however, when faced with the possibility of realizing 

their fantasies of having sex with many women, men were often “unable to live up to 

[their] own psycho-sexual myths and self-illusions.”8 The reconceptualization of 

masculinity was not only an imperative for the theorists of open marriage, it was dictated 

by the direct experience of practitioners.  

In this regard, open marriage theory and practice even transcended the tenets of 

Maslovian humanistic psychology from which it drew so much of its inspiration. 

Maslow was convinced that men and women must pursue different routes to self-

actualization, although he deliberately played down the sex-specific character of self-

actualization in his writings.9 As historian Ian Nicolson explains, Maslow became 

fascinated with the notion of dominance in relation to sexual behavior from his primate 

research, and was “unwilling to abandon his simian-inspired vision of a world where 

 
7 Millett, Sexual Politics, quoted in Brick, Contradictions, 184. 
8 Gilbert Bartell, Group Sex: A Scientist’s Eyewitness Report on the American Way of Swinging (New 

York: Peter H. Wyman, Inc., 1971), 213. 
9 Ian Nicholson, "’Giving up Maleness’: Abraham Maslow, Masculinity, and the Boundaries of 

Psychology,” History of Psychology 4, no. 1 (2001): 79-91.  
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male sexuality underwrote male control of society.” “True self-actualization for the 

female,” Maslow wrote, “accepts the primacy of the family.” He struggled to reconcile 

“biological constraint with psychological possibility.”10 For open marriage enthusiasts, 

however, the former presented no barrier to the latter. The procreative role of women in 

marriage was a matter of choice, not “biological constraint.” Such was also the case for 

sexual exclusivity. Maslow’s gendered qualifications for self-realization were thus 

transcended in the open marriage community by moving Maslovian humanism toward 

its logical culmination: the self that human beings strived to realize was, in all essential 

respects, an androgynous one.  

Despite operating on the margins, the open marriage phenomenon riveted the 

attention of Americans. In the process, it confronted mainstream culture and society with 

its pervasive pattern of evasion concerning women’s sexual agency. The most prominent 

response was fear and denial, which, in turn, fueled fresh efforts to regulate female 

sexuality. As women’s participation in public life increased, so too did social mixing 

between the sexes. In this context, shifts in female sexual identity provoked considerable 

anxiety, especially among men.11 Widespread suppression of female sexuality 

 
10 Nicolson, “Maleness,” 87, 88. 
11 The “crisis” of masculinity seems by now, after a generation of scholarship on the topic, to be a 

pervasive feature of modernity. My purpose here is simply to point out that the sexual revolution, coupled 

with second-wave feminism, contributed to the destabilization of masculinist presumptions and 

confidence. For more on the seemingly perpetual crisis of masculinity, see Mary Louise Roberts, “Beyond 

‘Crisis’ in Understanding Gender Transformation,” Gender and History 28, no. 2 (August, 2016); Michael 

Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural History (New York: Oxford University Press (2012); Bryce 

Traister, “Academic Viagra: The Rise of American Masculinity Studies,” American Quarterly 52, no. 2 

(June, 2000); Robert Corber, Homosexuality in Cold War America: Resistance and the Crisis of 

Masculinity (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997); Calvin Thomas, Male Matters: Masculinity, 

Anxiety, and the Male Body on the Line (Chicago: Illinois University Press, 1996); Gail Bederman, 

Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880-1917 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in 

Masculinity from the Revolution to the Modern Era (New York: Basic Books, 1993); David Leverenz, 

Manhood and the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989); Barbara Ehrenreich, 

The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight From Commitment (New York: Anchor Press, 

1983); Joe L. Dubbert, A Man’s Place: Masculinity in Transition (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 
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intensified (and continues, some fifty years on). Schools expelled pregnant girls but not 

their boyfriends. Access to contraceptives was unevenly distributed.12 Even the symbolic 

recognition by women of their own sexual agency (through dress, for example), could 

result in sanction or aggression. Such was the case even in presumptively radical 

political and cultural circles.13 The pressures which delimited the sexuality of American 

women continued to be external ones. While the sexual revolution transformed 

American sexual relations in some ways, it failed to fully dismantle a construction of 

female sexuality designed to contain its free and uninhibited expression. In this sense the 

sexual revolution, perceived by social conservatives as having “gone too far,” was not 

revolutionary enough. The open marriage movement, whatever its shortcomings, at least 

sought to pry open the container, freeing women to explore their sexual inclinations as 

they saw fit, while at the same time respecting the need for the security of a primary 

relationship.  

The vitality of the primary relationship, indeed, was a crucial objective of open 

marriage proponents. The idea and practice of consensual non-monogamy, of course, 

entailed the possibility, if not the active pursuit, of sex with someone other than the 

marital partner. This was conceived as an innovative and realistic solution to the 

persistent problem of sexual boredom and infidelity in marriage, one that incorporated 

 

1979). For an influential work offering a theoretical critique of ontological gender identity see Judith 

Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 2004).  
12 Terry Anderson, The Sixties, 4th ed. (New York: Prentice Hall, 2012; 1998), 151. 
13 See, for example Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York: Avon Books, 1970); Sara Evans, Personal 

Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1979); Alice Echols, Daring To Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989); Marge Piercy, “The Grand Coolie Damn,” in Robin 

Morgan, ed., Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings From the Women’s Liberation Movement; 

Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How The Modern Women’s Movement Changed America; Robin 

Morgan, “Goodbye To All That,” in Bloom and Breines, Takin’ it To the Streets; Shulamith Firestone, The 

Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution.   
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changes in women’s status, changes in the meanings of sex, and altered expectations for 

personal and mutual fulfillment. Open marriage advocates rejected the more covert 

forms of sexuality associated with clandestine affairs by emphasizing open and honest 

communication about sexual matters. And they redefined fidelity to mean a steadfast 

commitment to a partner’s personal growth and self-realization. The assertion of sexual 

agency by women could be a source of tension in open marriage contexts of course, but 

proponents of consensual non-monogamy aimed to make this a productive tension. The 

genuinely open and honest disclosure of private thoughts, desires and sexual fantasies 

could generate intense emotional reactions and counter-reactions between marital 

partners. Such responses could be made productive, however, through a willingness to 

explore and ease ego defenses, take responsibility for such emotions as fear and 

jealousy, and respect and embrace the unique needs and desires of the other. This 

process forced spouses to see behind gender facades and acknowledge each other as 

autonomous individuals rather than occupants of the assigned roles of ‘wife’ or 

‘husband.’ Ideally, such therapeutic sharing would satisfy the need for security, remove 

barriers to intimacy by deepening emotional exchange, and facilitate personal 

exploration and growth by minimizing sex and gender role expectations.  

The embrace of consensual non-monogamy, as with any number of other 

nonconforming lifestyles and cultural practices in the sixties and seventies, was 

conceived as an aspect of the pursuit of authenticity. Debates about what marriage meant 

and what obligations it entailed often came down to what it meant to live an authentic 

existence. What role should marriage play in the realization of the authentic self? The 

problem, foundational for the open marriage movement, was closely related to the 

animating conundrums of second-wave feminism. The question of what constituted a 
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‘real’ woman, for instance, hovered beneath the discursive surface in debates between 

feminists and anti-feminists. While the feminist appropriation of the Marxist concept of 

false consciousness to describe women who followed a traditional path was problematic, 

the anti-feminist evocation of “true womanhood” was equally so. The idea of 

authenticity also inspired the Black Power and other racial and ethnocultural movements 

in their contestation of oppressive stereotypes, celebration of depreciated cultural 

practices, and efforts to mobilize group members around affirmative conceptions of 

particular identity categories. Political scientist Nina Hagel writes that appeals to 

authenticity “cast various forms of ‘hiding’ oneself, such as phoniness, civility, and 

assimilation, as instances of constraint or even oppression.”14 Practitioners and 

proponents of open marriage saw conformity to socially prescribed sex and gender roles 

– what the O’Neills called the “couple front” – as a form of “hiding oneself.” This 

process of concealment and denial began with the repression of one’s erotic nature, and 

was reinforced by further social and cultural conditioning. The self that individuals 

brought to marriage, then, was a socially constructed mask which disguised the authentic 

self within. Assuming the roles prescribed by conventional marriage only perpetuated 

the (self-) deception, and hence precluded true authenticity, intimacy, and self-

realization.  

For those who did not belong to the white, heterosexual, middle-classes from 

which the open marriage movement drew the preponderance of its adherents, however, 

questions of authenticity and identity, self-actualization and fulfillment, could carry 

markedly different meanings. Racialized Americans struggling against social and 

 
14 Nina Hagel, “Truth, the Self, and Political Critique: Authenticity and Radical Politics in 1960s 

America,” Polity 49, no. 2 (April 2017): 243. 



 

386 

 

economic inequality in this era increasingly viewed assimilation as antithetical to the 

reclamation and celebration of racial and ethnic identities devalued in the dominant 

culture. The objective here was to gain unfettered access to the rights and benefits 

promised by mainstream society while preserving the community and familial 

obligations of particular cultural traditions. Such obligations generally entailed the 

acceptance of sexual and marital roles and values challenged by the open marriage, 

feminist, and gay and lesbian subcultures. The “sprinkling of Asian and African 

Americans” reported by Betty Dodson at the Sandstone Retreat were most likely from 

among the tiny minority of these minorities which had entered the upper-middle class 

through the mutually reinforcing combination of assimilation and upward mobility. For 

racialized Americans unable or unwilling to make this trip, erotic adventures with rich 

white people at California sex spas were probably as unappealing as they were out of 

reach.  

Recent social scientific research of polyamory and other nonconforming sexual 

lifestyles suggests that the protections afforded by race and/or class privilege create 

greater latitude for experimentation without censure. Sexual and relational practices 

labelled as “deviant” find more acceptance in privileged contexts than those in which 

people are “burdened by racism, poverty, inadequate education, limited job prospects, 

and other forms of discrimination.”15 Other explanations for the apparent lack of racial 

diversity in alternative sexual communities include emotional and social disincentives 

experienced by racialized people themselves: feelings of vulnerability, fear of 

discrimination, and worries about the judgement of family and friends. Confidence in 

 
15 Scheff and Hammers, “The Privelege,” 199.  
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such explanations must be tempered, however, by the difficulties inherent in sexuality 

research. Not all who practice consensual non-monogamy identify as polyamorous or 

are part of a group of like-minded couples; and even those who are engaged at this level 

may refuse to acknowledge as much to researchers. Such difficulties are compounded at 

the intersection of race and sexuality.16 Here, the attitudes and biases of researchers 

come into play. The majority of sexuality researchers are white and their frame of 

reference derives from Western, hetero-patriarchal notions of sex and gender 

normativity, a fact that surely carries implications for research design and analysis. In 

the twenty-first century, the question of how far open marriage ideology and practice 

extends beyond the abled, white, heterosexual middle-classes remains an open one. 

Answering it will require enhanced appreciation for the complexities of a variety of 

intersecting activities, attributes, inclinations, and identities: sexual practice, sexual 

preference, gender, race, ethnicity, class, culture, education, ability, etc.17 

The reproductive potential and childrearing role of women has shaped dominant 

constructions of female identity throughout recorded history. As is the case today, 

 
16 Ibid., 216. Queer theorist Ian Bernard observes that “race does not exist independent of sexuality.” 

Therefore, Elisabeth Scheff suggests, “it is only possible to study sexuality qua sexuality when race is 

omitted or glossed over.” Ian Bernard, “Queer Race,” Social Semiotics 9, no. 2 (1999), 200. Scheff and 

Hammers, “The Privilege,” 216. See also Marlin Ross’ critique of Foucault’s notion of ‘the homosexual’ 

body as resting on an Anglo-Saxon racial identification. Marlon B. Ross, “Beyond the Closet as Raceless 

Paradigm,” in E.P. Johnson and M.G. Henderson, eds., Black Queer Studies (London: Duke University 

Press, 2007). Sexuality scholar Jennifer Rubin suggests that the racial and ethnic homogeneity indicated in 

the research may also be “an artifact of community-based recruitment strategies that have created an 

inaccurate reflection.” Recruitment strategies rely heavily on “snowball” or “chain-referral” sampling, 

whereby existing participants recruit prospects from among their acquaintances. See Rubin, et al, “On the 

Margins,” 1; and Scheff and Hammer, “The Privilege,” 216. 
17 The practice of consensual non-monogamy by sexual minorities is one promising avenue of research 

along these lines. Investigations of consensual non-monogamy by Gay couples, for example, have 

identified a level of interest and engagement significantly higher than that of heterosexual couples. This 

may pertain to sexual minorities more generally. A 2014 study concluded that “sexual minority men and 

women hold similar attitudes toward [consensual non-monogamy] and similar levels of desire to engage in 

these types of relationships.” See Amy C. Moors, et al, “It’s Not Just a Gay Male Thing: Sexual Minority 

Men and Women are Equally Attracted to Consensual Non-Monogamy,” Journal fur Psychologie 22, no. 

1 (2014), 1-3. 
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motherhood in the sixties and seventies functioned as a primary determinant of society’s 

notion of the ‘nature’ and ‘place’ of women (as family values conservatives, then as 

now, continue to proclaim and attempt to enshrine in public policy). For feminist critics, 

the natalist stranglehold on female identity was fundamental to women’s oppression. 

Women empowering themselves to take control of their reproductive lives was thus an 

emancipatory expression of personal politics. The exploration of sexuality and the 

exercise of sexual agency that reproductive freedom allowed (and that men had always 

enjoyed) was an extension of this politics. As this study has shown, however, the 

prospect of sexual egalitarianism made many Americans profoundly uneasy. 

The reaction was manifest in the mid-century response to Kinsey’s work, which 

established that female sexuality often did not conform to societal mandates. Kinsey 

demonstrated that, in fact, women were far more sexually active outside of marriage 

than was realized. Masters and Johnson later portrayed female sexuality as no “pale 

replica” of the male version, showing that women’s sexual capacity was not only equal 

to that of males, but superior insofar as their multi-orgasmic potential was limited only 

by physical exhaustion.18 The wide dissemination of such scientific findings upended 

settled assumptions about gender in general and masculinity in particular. Was it 

possible that American men and women, even those joined together by marriage, 

scarcely knew each other? By the 1970s, the anxiety produced by these revelations and 

numerous other social, cultural, and political developments – from free love communes 

to ‘liberated’ gay ghettoes, from Gloria Steinem to Patty Hearst – was running high. 

Such anxiety was manifest in audience responses to the O’Neills in their public 

 
18 Paul Robinson, The Modernization of Sex: Havelock Ellis, Alfred Kinsey, William Masters and Virginia 

Johnson (New York: Harper and Row, 1976), 153. 



 

389 

 

appearances as well as in the couples’ disingenuous minimization of the radical 

implications of their ideas.19  

The 1972 publication of Open Marriage represented a kind of apex for the theory 

and practice of consensual non-monogamy. The role of the O’Neills in the cresting and 

subsequent decline of the cultural and intellectual currency of this phenomenon was an 

ironic one. Their refusal to fully develop the radical sexual potential of open marriage 

made their message more palatable to middle America and doubtless increased sales of 

their book, but in the process surrendered a golden opportunity to confront Americans 

with the costs and consequences of serial sexual exclusivity. In the end, the O’Neills lost 

control of even the moderate message they contrived for mainstream consumption: that 

rigid, gender-based scripts were destructive to the long-term flourishing of intimate 

relationships. In a final ironic twist, the mainstream media that served as the vehicle for 

the couple’s tergiversation ended up making the term “open marriage” refer precisely to 

married couples consensually conducting extramarital sexual relationships. The 

O’Neill’s attempts to distance themselves from the association notwithstanding, the term 

they coined entered the lexicon with a meaning they did not intend. 

The establishment of the locution, “open marriage,” and the consolidation of its 

exclusively sexual definition by the mid-seventies, coincided with the eclipse of the 

movement it denominated. As an area of intellectual reflection and conjecture, an 

avenue of cultural contestation and experimentation, a fashionable topic of social 

 
19 The phenomenon evokes Foucault’s analysis of self-governing power relations and the role of the 

informal public in enforcing public morality and conformity to the monogamous ideal. See Michel 

Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Random 

House, 1978; 1976); Roger Deacon, “Strategies of Governance: Michel Foucault on Power,” Theoria: A 

Journal of social and Political Theory 92, (December, 1998): 113-148; see also Foucault’s 1977-1978 

lecture series Security, Territory, Population. 
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scientific research, and as an obsession of popular mass media and culture, open 

marriage receded rapidly during these years. In 2001, Family Science professor and 

former president of the Groves Conference on Marriage and Family, Roger H. Rubin, 

provided a comprehensive review of the scholarly work on alternative lifestyles 

published since 1970. 20 While such alternatives as singlehood, cohabitation, single 

parent families, blended families, and same-sex relationships had attracted extensive 

research by the turn of the millennium, alternatives “on the fringes,” as Rubin put it – 

swinging, extra and co-marital sex, and sexually oriented intentional communities – 

were relatively neglected following the 1970s. Rubin offers several explanations. 

Researchers may have assumed that the AIDS epidemic caused these lifestyles to 

disappear. A lack of interest by funding organizations may have dis-incentivized the 

study of social practices deemed irrelevant to perceived societal needs. Attention may 

have shifted away from the fringes to focus on the vicissitudes of those formerly fringe 

categories (single-parent, blended, dual career, and same-sex couples and families) as 

they achieved varying degrees of mainstream legitimacy in the eighties and nineties. 

Ultimately, however, swinging, group marriage, and sexually oriented intentional 

communities were relegated to the periphery of “study and tolerance,” as Rubin put it, 

because they “threaten the cultural image of what marriage is supposed to be.” “Other 

forms of alternative lifestyles,” he continued, “do not attribute the basis for their 

existence to the concept of multiple sexual partners.”21  

 
20 Roger H. Rubin, “Alternative Lifestyles Revisited, or Whatever Happened to Swingers, Group 

Marriages, and Communes?” Journal of Family Issues 22, no. 6 (September, 2001), 711-712. 
21 Ibid., 724. 
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Rubin’s analysis is illuminating in a way he did not intend, for it confirms the 

fact that “the cultural image of what marriage is supposed to be,” at least with respect to 

sexual exclusivity, emerged from the 1970s largely unscathed. What accounts for the 

failure of the open marriage movement – amorphous and ambiguous though it may have 

been – to make more of a mark on this image? The rise of the new Right and the 

resurgence of family values conservatism certainly played a significant role. As the tide 

began to turn against countercultural experimentation in the early seventies, the very 

idea of multiple sexual partners became a ripe target for conservative critique. The 

conversation on the family shifted with remarkable speed from the ‘inner’ emotional and 

sexual dimensions of marriage to the ‘outer’ social function of the institution. The 

debate over family values in the seventies became a debate less about marriage and 

family per se, than about what marriage and family meant to society, and who had the 

authority to define what this was.  

Developments within the feminist movement likewise contributed to constricting 

the “study and tolerance” of open marriage. Critiques of “the nuclear family, sexual 

repression, the State, and religion” receded into the background. The momentum of the 

movement shifted toward efforts to integrate women and feminist convictions into the 

mainstream of family, work, and political life as well as toward the reclamation and 

affirmation of female values in the cause of a vibrant and assertive feminist culture.22 

Radical feminists struggling to overcome internecine conflicts based on race, class, and 

sexuality and demoralized by the anti-feminist backlash of the early and mid-1970s, 

contributed to the evolution of what historian Alice Echols and other scholars have 

 
22 Alice Echols, “The Taming of the Id: Feminist Sexual Politics, 1968-1983,” in Carole S. Vance, ed., 

Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality (Boston, Mass.: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), 64. 
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termed “cultural feminism.”23 The new formulation’s emphasis on what all women held 

in common helped to forge solidarity and broaden the appeal of a movement that had 

become highly schismatic by 1973.24 While not exactly monolithic, cultural feminism 

was an increasingly influential tendency that gradually developed in a way that put it at 

odds with some of the foundational principles of the radical feminism that spawned it. 

Reclaiming fundamental “female values,” for example, seemed a reassertion of gender 

essentialism in a movement that had been galvanized by the realization that gender was 

a social construct. 25 The stress was on preserving and affirming gender differences 

rather than challenging and overcoming them.26 Cultural feminists, moreover, tended to 

view female sexuality as more spiritual than sexual. The sexual revolution thus became 

an aggressive assertion of exclusively male sexual desires that victimized women. While 

radical feminists had once viewed sexual liberation and women’s liberation as of a 

piece, cultural feminists now deemed the two to be mutually exclusive.  

If family values anti-feminists launched a frontal assault against the open 

marriage movement, framing it as a mortal threat to the integrity of the marital and 

 
23 Alice Echols attributes the first use of the term to Brooke Williams’ 1975 “The Retreat to Cultural 

Feminism,” in Redstockings, eds., Feminist Revolution (New York: Redstockings, 1975). I adopt it here to 

describe the predominant theoretical and political orientation of radical feminism after 1975.   
24 Some of the more forceful expositors of cultural feminist theory and viewpoints include: Mary Daly, 

Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978); Susan Griffin, Woman 

and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Kathleen Berry, Female Sexual 

Slavery (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1979); Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as 

Experience and Institution (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1976); Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory 

Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” in Catherine Simpson and Ethel Person, eds., Women: Sex and 

Sexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 62-91. 
25 Echols, “The Taming,” 50. Shulamith Firestone’s rejection of gender constructs underpinned her 

argument for a return to a “natural polymorphous sexuality [in which] all forms of sexuality would be 

allowed and indulged.” Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex (New York: William Morrow, 1970), 

209. 
26 Echols suggests that cultural feminism appealed for several reasons: it held promise to unify and fortify 

a movement fragmented along lines of class, race, and sexual preference, it offered a refuge from male 

supremacy to a movement badly demoralized by the anti-feminist backlash, and it accommodated lesbian 

calls for visibility and recognition by de-emphasizing sex. Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical 

Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 244, 269. 
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familial institutions at the heart of American life, cultural feminists adopted a more 

indirect line of attack, undermining the very (feminist) principles upon which the open 

marriage alternative was predicated: gender constructivism and the imperative of sexual 

freedom for women. Highly critical of the experimental sexualities of the sexual 

revolution, lesbian cultural feminists decried “the growing assertiveness of the sexual 

fringe” (bisexuals, transsexuals, lesbian feminists experimenting with bondage, 

domination, and sadomasochism, and other sexual minorities) and inveighed against 

“the evils of sexual permissiveness.” Sexual freedom thus figured as “a reactionary 

rather than a subversive force” that provided cover for the perpetuation of misogynistic 

exploitation and control. According to this view it “allowed men to choose ‘swinging’ 

over commitment, pornographic images over real people, and violence over love.” 27 

Critic Alice Echols adroitly sums up the regressive impact of the cultural feminist view 

of sexuality: It “feeds our society’s treasured illusion that male sexuality is like a 

bludgeon or a speeding train” and its “equally cherished corollary that women seek 

affection rather than orgasm in their sexual encounters.”28  

Open marriage discourse and practice, as we have seen, demolished such 

illusions. Its enthusiasts, above all, sought to level the sexual field of play for men and 

 
27 Echols, “The Taming,” 62-64. Echols explains that cultural feminists saw the newly-assertive sexual 

fringe, along with pornography, and an apparent increase of sexual assault, as evidence of the evils of the 

“sexual permissiveness” promoted by the sexual revolution.   
28 Ann Snitow, The Front Line: Notes on Sex in Novels by Women, 1969-1979,” in Catharine Stimpson 

and Ethel Person, eds., Women: Sex and Sexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 73. 

Echols, “The Taming,” 63, 60; Ann Snitow, “The Front-Line: Notes on Sex in Novels by Women, 1969-

1979,” in Catherine Stimpson and Ethel Person, eds., Women: Sex and Sexuality (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1980), quoted in Echols, “The Taming,” 60. See also: Ellen Willis, “Towards a Feminist 

Sexual Revolution, Social Text, no. 6 (Autumn, 1982): 3-21; Amber Hollibaugh, “Desire for the Future: 

Radical Hope in Passion and Pleasure,” in Carole Vance, ed. Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female 

Sexuality (Boston, Mass.: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984): 401-410; Paula Webster, “The Forbidden: 

Eroticism and Taboo,”  in Vance, ed. Pleasure and Danger, 385-398; Paula Webster, “Pornography and 

Pleasure,” Heresies Sex Issue #12 3, no. 4 (1981): 48-51; Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a 

Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger, 267-219. 
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women, and thus to foster more equitable and enriching sexual relations within and 

beyond marriage. By the late-1970s, however, both the sexual exploration this ideal 

authorizes, as well as the ideal itself, had become taboo in many precincts of American 

life. In the early 1970s, the movement for consensual non-monogamy seemed on the 

verge of achieving a modicum of mainstream acceptance. By the end of the decade – in 

contrast, most notably, to movements for gay and lesbian liberation – the open marriage 

alternative had returned to the shadows. Marriage, to be sure, was a site of significant 

cultural and ideological change late in the twentieth century, but the modifications it 

underwent had little impact on the expectation of sexual exclusivity.  

American culture and society continue to idealize traditional sexual roles and 

values, but in the first decades of the twenty-first century academic and popular 

discourse has shown signs of a renewed interest in the internal dynamics of marital life. 

The sexual transgressions of husbands have long been a staple of media attention and 

social censure, but recent evidence reveals that the gender gap is closing.29 Sociologist 

Yanyi Djamba, interpreting long-wave data from the National Opinion Research 

Center’s General Social Survey (GSS), has found that the number of women admitting 

to extramarital affairs rose almost forty percent between 1990 and 2016, while the 

figures for men have held relatively steady.30 Divorced or separated individuals, Djamba 

 
29 Frank Bass, “In US, cheating is not just for husbands anymore,” The Sydney Morning Herald, 02 July, 

2013. http://www.smh.com.au/world/in-us-cheating-is-not-just-for-husbands-anymore-20130702-

2p971.html, accessed 16 November, 2017, 4:35 p.m.  
30 The GSS showed a 14.5 percent increase for women, and a static rate for men of twenty-one percent. 

Yanyi Djamba and Sitawa Kimuna, “Behavioral Convergence in Extramarital Sex in the United States,’ 

presented at the annual meeting of the Population Association of America, Austin, Texas (2019), 5. 

http://paa2019.populationassociation.org/uploads/190304, accessed 30 August, 2020, 1:33 a.m. The GSS, 

based at the University of Chicago, ranges across the precincts of social attitudes and behavior; it began in 

1972 and first introduced the question on extramarital sex in 1990. “About the GSS,” 

https://gss.norc.org/About-The-GSS. See also Yanyi Djamba and Sitawa Kimuna, “Racial and Gender 

Differences in Extramarital Sex in the Last Three Decades,” Current Research Journal of Social Sciences 
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further reports, were two to five times more likely to admit to extramarital sexual 

activity. Even as couples increasingly seek the help of therapeutic professionals to 

salvage the wreckage produced by infidelity, the GSS data indicates that adultery still 

leads to divorce more often than not. In a 2017 interview, psychotherapist Esther Perel 

explained that despite “the freedoms women now have,” such as economic 

independence, access to divorce, the freedom to choose when and whom to marry, they 

are “transgressing” more than ever. When asked why they stray, Perel reports that her 

clients invariably offer the same reply: “Because I feel alive.”31  

Perel’s research probes the same vague dissatisfaction that confounded Betty 

Friedan, who was mystified by the “sex seeking” of the suburban housewives she 

interviewed for The Feminine Mystique. Friedan’s subjects complained that sex with 

their husbands was no longer satisfying, but that they “need[ed] sex to feel alive.” 32 

Perel’s work and the GSS data suggests that while opportunities for women in the 

workplace and the public sphere have expanded dramatically since the 1960s, as liberal 

feminists had hoped, “the problem with no name” has resisted resolution. Perel observes 

that in their marriages, “women are doing what they’ve been told to do, following the 

institutional mandate and struggling to hold on to their sense of selves.” To truly 

understand women’s sexuality, however, one must not only “look at what they do in 

 

and Humanities 3, no. 1 (2020): 6-18. While year-to-year figures fluctuate, the overall trend is of 

convergence. It should be noted that the GSS survey question on extramarital sex asks “ 
31 Celia Walden, “Why putting sex on your ‘to do’ list can actually save your marriage,” The Telegraph, 

10 October, 2017. http://nationalpost.com/news/world/why-putting-sex-on-your-to-do-list-can-actually-

save-your-marriage, accessed 05 November, 2017, 1:14 pm. See also: Ester Perel, The State of Affairs: 

Rethinking Infidelity (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2017) and, Ester Perel, Mating in Captivity: 

Unlocking Erotic Intelligence (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2006). 
32 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1963), 278. Djamba’s analysis also 

found that those with a high school level of education and above, those who worked full-time, and those 

aged sixty-five and over were more likely than their counterparts to engage in extramarital sex (Djamba, 

“Racial and Gender Differences,” 9, 13-14). 
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their marriages, [but] look at how they conduct their affairs.” It is here, she continues, 

that “they are following their own desires and often feeling a greater sense of 

authenticity in themselves.”33 For Perel’s female clients, at least, sexual self-expression 

beyond marital boundaries operates as an emancipatory practice. This possibility, of 

course, was a central tenet of the open marriage movement and a key element in the 

therapeutic pursuit of self-realization as conceived in the 1960s. In the past two decades, 

the idea and practice of consensual non-monogamy has experienced a revival under the 

broad designation of “polyamory,” a blanket term for a variety of non-monogamous 

alternative lifestyles and practices. As with the open marriage movement a half-century 

ago, the trend holds the potential to untangle the knotty problem of marital infidelity and 

to help partners manage the inherent conflict between a deeply-felt need for security and 

an equally-felt need for variety in a fruitful and enriching way.  

 

 
33 Walden, “Why putting sex.” 
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