
been struck (no less than Max Weber) 
by the inevitable relationship between 
communal disintegration and an unre
stricted managerial state. Unlike tradi
tional states which focus on "the polit
ical," the managerial state seeks to 
reconstruct social relations and has 
become the agent of embattled reform
ers. 

None of these counterrevolutionary 
ideas may appeal to Bloom and his 
admirers, but they do explain more 
about our social problems than do his 
attacks on the critics of the Enlighten
ment. As a young professor in the late 
60's, I heard radical students appealing 
to Rousseauistic compassion in the 
name of the suffering Just. Many of 

Marilyn and Gloria by Janet Scott Barlo 

"Love-making is radical, while marriage is conservative. " 
—Eric Hoffer 

Marilyn: Norma Jean by Gloria 
Steinem, New York: Henry Holt and 
Company; $24.95. 

One day in the early 70's, I read a 
magazine article in which Gloria 

Steinem was reported to have said that 
she would have no problem continu
ing her work as a writer should she 
ever have a baby—she'd do her writ
ing when the baby napped. I can't 
recall the date I read this, or even the 
year, but I do remember vividly that it 
was a rainy afternoon and those words 
about writing mothers and sleeping 
babies were responsible for what you 
could call a significant moment. For I 
was on that afternoon the mother of 
two toddlers, one of whom had avoid
ed sleep since birth and continued to 
defy parental expectations, not to 
mention physiological law, by thriving 
nicely without once lying down, much 
less closing his eyes. And I was certain 
that if he ever did take a nap, I would 
not sit down to write. I would do 
instead something meaningful, some
thing important. I would take a nap, 
too. 

Parenthood may be the world's big
gest club, but it's not a club without 
rules. And the first and most inflexible 
rule is: If you aren't a member, you 
don't know what the hell you're talking 
about. (Which is not the same as 
saying that you automatically know 
what you're talking about if you are a 

]anet Scott Barlow covers popular 
culture from her home in Cincinnati, 
Ohio. 

member—but that's a different issue 
completely.) Gloria Steinem didn't 
know what the hell she was talking 
about. And I had the proof—pudgy, 
cheerful, diapered, and sleepless— 
right in my own house. The knowl
edge of this proof was, well, liberating. 
So liberating that it presented, yes, a 
Female Option: I could completely 
ignore Gloria Steinem. 

And now, over a decade later, it 
turns out Gloria Steinem is still at it. 
She has written a book called Marilyn: 
Norma ]ean, in which she demon
strates that feminist thinking has 
changed through the years only to the 
extent that it has become even less 
connected to reality. Ms. Steinem's 
subject this time is Marilyn Monroe, 
at first glance an unexpected choice for 
a feminist writer. But feminists have 
fallen on hard times since the glory 
days (people are sick of them—a defi
nite handicap for a social movement), 
and the subject of Marilyn Monroe 
seems to offer Gloria Steinem what it 
offered Norman Mailer—any port in 
a storm. 

Steinem begins her "factual and 
emotional holograph" of Marilyn 
Monroe with the assumption that 
Monroe is a cultural "icon of continu
ing power," a lasting "part of our lives 
and imaginations," a woman whose 
"enduring" force "hook[s] into our 
deepest emotions of hope or fear, 
dream or nightmare of what our own 
fates might be"—in short, a "legend." 

Can we stop right there? What is 
most interesting about this idea of 
Marilyn Monroe's deep and abiding 
Legend is that it is universally accepted 

the same radicals proposed their own 
"educational projects" to extend dem
ocratic equality throughout all levels 
of American society. What I honestiy 
never heard from a student radical was 
praise of tragic fatalism, or calls for a 
neo-medieval hierarchy. Perhaps 
things were different at Chicago! 

by those who write about her, and 
nearly nonexistent to everyone else. 
Steinem marvels at seeing Monroe's 
likeness displayed everywhere from 
dress shop windows to magazine cov
ers and cites these encounters as 
"everyday signs of a unique longevi
ty." What she actually is seeing are 
everyday signs of effective merchandis
ing, and what this pervasive merchan
dising proves is not the strength of 
Monroe's Legend but the shallowness 
of it. Marilyn Monroe does not "in
habit" our lives and emotions. To the 
degree that she exists in our "con
sciousness" at all, it is as a mind sketch, 
visual shorthand. A logo. 

The notion of Marilyn Monroe's 
unique and enduring grip on our im
aginations has come directiy from the 
imaginations of those who have writ
ten about her, writers who invented 

SEPTEMBER 1987 133 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



her Legend in order to examine it. It is 
significant that few of these writers are 
film critics, and few of the "more than 
forty books" about Marilyn Monroe 
deal specifically with her acting. 
(Once her "luminescence" on screen 
is acknowledged and her "flair for 
comedy" discussed, what's left to say?) 
The best-known of the Monroe chron
iclers are from the "cultural critic" 
mold, and no cultural critic worthy of 
the name is about to shine his light on 
a mediocre American actress with a 
flair for comedy. The Legend of 
Marilyn Monroe was born because she 
was there, once luminescent, now 
dead by her own hand, and they were 
there, the culture analysts, just pop
ping with "perspective." (And if the 
Kennedys figured in there someplace, 
so much the better.) 

Once all the sordid details of 
Marilyn Monroe's life had been re
vealed fully and analyzed thoroughly, 
these writers began repeating them
selves and each other, shouting "Leg
end," whispering "Myth," murmuring 
"Tragedy" over and over again. And 
when they could repeat themselves no 
longer, when the mine was completely 
played out, they added to their books 
the Monroe photographs—many, of 
course, "never before published" 
—and started analyzing those. There 
are now available what appear to be 
thousands of "never before published" 
photographs of Marilyn Monroe, all of 
them blurring into one picture, just as 
the books dissolve into one book. 

Thus, unsurprisingly, Gloria Stein-
em's text in Marilyn: Norma Jean is 
the binder for yet another collection of 
seen-here-for-the-first-time photo
graphs, pictures that are simply one 
more encounter with the mental out
line, one more display of the logo. 
Still, this is one book that will never 
dissolve into the others. 

With Marilyn: Norma Jean, Gloria 
Steinem has written the perfect com
panion to a logo: a jingle—a familiar 
ditty we are meant to associate with a 
product. The product is, of course, 
feminism, and this jingle is sung to the 
tune of "I Am Woman, See My Pain." 
After ritually declaring Marilyn Mon
roe an "icon of continuing power" 
(after all, what feminist wants to hold 
forth on a logo?), Steinem gets down 
to business by asking whether, had 
Marilyn lived, she could "have 

stopped her disastrous marriages" and 
"kicked her life-washng habits." In 
other words, what would she have 
been if she hadn't been what she was, 
i.e., an extremely maladjusted person; 
and what would she have done if she 
hadn't done what she did, which was 
to kill herself "We will never know," 
sniffles Steinem. No matter. Gloria 
Steinem is not seeking an answer. 
What she's after here is the effect of 
the question. This type of self-serving 
nonquestion is the required ground
work, the setup, for the exemption of 
"cultural victims" from personal ac
countability for their achons and deci
sions. 

A neglected and traumatized child, 
Marilyn Monroe grew into an exces
sive and destructive woman. What 
Steinem wants us to know is that 
Monroe was not responsible for her 
misspent life because not only was her 
childhood environment beyond her 
control, her adult environment was, 
too. If Marilyn Monroe entered wom
anhood with two emotional strikes 
against her, it was a sexist society's 
refusal to offer "respect," "support," 
and acceptance of her "full humanity" 
that finished her off. When seen in 
this light, everything about the disaster 
that was Marilyn Monroe's life "makes 
sense." 

When, for instance, she misrepre
sented facts, inventing what Steinem 
calls "parables," she wasn't lying, be
cause these parables were "always con
sistent in emotion." When she "ig
nored her own [financial] security," 
she wasn't being foolish; she was dem
onstrating "her emotional connection 
to ordinary people" and her abhor
rence of becoming "one of the rich." If 
she "exchanged sex for small sums of 
money from men she didn't have to 
see again," what counted was that she 
first "resisted pridefully" and "then 
[gave] in only when she thought there 
was no other way out." Her inability to 
alter her distorted expectations of 
male-female relationships was largely 
the fault of her "various psychiatrists," 
who "did not challenge Freudian as
sumptions of female passivity, penis 
envy, and the like." And when she was 
jealous, paranoid, chronically late, 
and professionally nonfunctional, it 
was because "she felt used . . . and 
perhaps she was." She was, above all, 
"vulnerable." And it is her vulnerabili

ty, above all, with which other women 
identify. 

Here, then, is Steinem's two-
pronged thesis: Because Marilyn Mon
roe (1) couldn't find and wasn't given 
the strength to change the course of 
her doomed life, she is therefore (2) 
some kind of metaphor for American 
women. This thesis captures perfecfly 
the contradictory message of organized 
feminism (Your power is within 
you—no, it must he ceded to you by 
others) and the reason women by the 
millions avoid it. Any woman who 
possesses what Marilyn Monroe lacked 
and Gloria Steinem would give—the 
personal authority and dignity to live a 
constructive life—knows (1) that her 
personal authority and dignity aren't 
granted or withheld by "society" and 
never have been, and therefore (2) the 
story of a movie star who lived badly 
and then killed herself may suggest a 
lot of things, but a recognizable female 
metaphor isn't one of them. If a 
woman responds to the unhappiness of 
Marilyn Monroe, her response is 
human, not female; it is sympathy, not 
"empathy"; and it's for the fact of 
Monroe's unhappiness, not the price 
of it. But Steinem makes sympathy all 
but impossible by trading the real les
sons of Marilyn Monroe's life for a 
chance to sing the jingle, pitch the 
product. 

If the idea of Marilyn Monroe as an 
identity figure for American women is 
bizarre, it is as nothing compared to 
Steinem's account of Monroe's "dozen 
or so" abortions. Even as a means of 
description the words are shocking. A 
"dozen or so": enough to denote an 
accumulation; too many to be fixed 
precisely; an estimate. In a statement 
both pious and obscene, Gloria Stein
em labels this pattern of ghastly, habit
ual destruction "an exaggerated ver
sion of most women's struggles to 
control their reproductive lives." The 
reason for this "exaggerated" struggle is 
that Monroe's pregnancies did not 
occur conveniently "within a marriage 
and within Marilyn's own life as an 
actress." And the explanation for the 
bad timing is: "[0]ne can imagine her 
sacrificing contraception and her own 
safety to spontaneity, magic, and the 
sexual satisfaction of the man she was 
with." There you have it. Marilyn 
Monroe had a "dozen or so" abortions 
because she was too unselfish for her 
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own good. And there but for the grace 
of feminism go we. 

As a shameless but fitting finale to 
this chorus of ideological excuses for 
personal dissipation, Gloria Steinem 
has donated her writer's fee from 

Marilyn: Norma Jean to a "project" of 
her own creation, something called 
the Marilyn Monroe Children's Fund. 
The name of this fund honors Marilyn 
Monroe's "special kinship with chil
dren." Its work will "conhnue some

thing that Marilyn herself eared 
about." 

And logos count as legends, and 
babies sleep at their mothers' conve

nience. 

Lillian Hellman, True and False 
"Female murderers get sheaves of offers of marriage." 

—Shaw 

by Arthur Eckstein 

Lillian Hellman: The Woman Who 
Made the Legend by William 
Wright, New York: Simon & 
Schuster; $18.95. 

In a recent issue o(The Nation, John 
L. Hess complains about the current 

flow of books demythologizing the 
venerated martyrs of the American 
left. So what if new historical research 
suggests that the Rosenbergs (or at least 
one of them) were actually guilty? So 
what if the same is true of Alger 
Hiss—and even Sacco, of Saceo and 
Vanzetti? It was all so long ago. It's 
time to move on now; new issues 
call—like Irangate and the delicts of 
the contras. Hess's concern over obses
sion with the past was provoked by 
William Wright's new biography of 
Lillian Hellman. In a way, he has a 
point. Since Hellman was at best "a 
good second-rate playwright," it's not 
immediately clear why a biography of 
her should rate (as this one did) the 
lead article in the New York Times 
Book Review as well as the front page 
of the Washington Post Book Review. 

The answer has to do not with the 
intrinsic importance of any of these 
people, but rather with the cultural 
importance they have gradually 
achieved as they have been crafted, 
over hme, into symbols of American 
political life. The Rosenbergs have 
become at worst merely minor-league 
atom-spies, but for the past 35 years 
their unkind fate has been used by the 
left as an indictment of the corruption, 
repression, and even racism of the 
American judicial system—most re-

Arthur Eckstein is professor of history 
at the University of Maryland. 

cently in the 1983 movie Daniel. As a 
result, it's too late now, when uncom
fortable evidence surfaces, for the Ro
senbergs suddenly to be dismissed as 
forgettable. Similarly with Sacco and 
Vanzetti. It is of no historical impor
tance per se if one (or both) of these 
ancient Italians were guilty or inno
cent of a robbery and murder in Mas
sachusetts 70 years ago. What keeps 
the controversy going is that the execu
tion of Sacco and Vanzetti has been 
used for decades by the left as a cultur
al weapon to lambaste American jus
tice and society as repressive and hypo
critical. 

But if it turns out that the martyrs 
(the Rosenbergs, Sacco and Vanzetti, 
Hiss) might not have been so inno
cent, then the credibility, the good 
sense, and even the good faith of the 
left are called into question. No won
der that John Hess worries about on
going historical research here, calling 
it "the new necrophilia"; no wonder 
he prefers that investigation of these 
topics—or at least discussion of them 
—be ended. But when historical inci
dents affect society and culture as 
much as this history has, then it is 
important to get things right. 

And so to the new biography of 
Lillian Hellman, the original cause of 
Hess's unhappiness. The facts of Hell-
man's life, as they emerge from 
Wright's book, appear to be these. 
Hellman was the spoiled, brilliant 
child of an upper-middle-class Jewish 
family; she had a good education and 
found easy access to New York literary 
society in the 20's because of her 
vivacity and wit; she was the author of 
potboiling melodramas for the stage, 
which, despite their controversial 
worth, nevertheless have remained 

very popular with the public; she was 
subject, throughout her life, to violent 
tantrums if she did not get her way; she 
never, throughout her life, suffered 
from serious financial need; indeed, 
she seems to have lived her life in one 
long, continuous consumer-fren
zy: Cadillacs and limousines, spiffy 
clothes, gourmet dining, tons of alco
hol, and men, men, men. 

An enviable life, all in all, and lived 
intensely (Hellman's most endearing 
characteristic), but not necessarily a 
heroic one. The problem is that to
wards the end of it, in the 1970's, 
Hellman did begin to portray her life 
as heroic, and this version of events 
was accepted as true by a very wide 
audience. 

Two episodes were decisive in creat
ing the Hellman legend of the 70's. In 
Pentimento (1973), the second of her 
autobiographical memoirs, Hellman 
revealed that in 1937 she had under
taken the very dangerous job of run
ning money to the anti-Nazi under
ground in Berlin and that she had 
provided crucial help to one of the 
anti-Nazi leaders, her old friend 
"Julia." Then came Scoundrel Time 
(1976), a riveting account of the cir
cumstances surrounding her appear
ance in 1952 before the House Un-
American Activities Committee. 
Hellman depicted herself as a fierce 
defender of civil liberties and the First 
Amendment, defiantly standing up to 
the venal and moronic inquisitors of 
HUAC as they quizzed her about her 
left-wing past. She stakes out her 
moral position in a statement that later 
becomes famous: "I cannot and will 
not cut my conscience to fit this year's 
fashions," i.e., testify against her 
friends of the left. So impressive is her 
defiance of the Committee that a spec
tator is moved to exclaim: "Thank God 
somebody's finally had the guts to do 
it!" But her bravery proves costly; she is 
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