“I'WANT YOU:” UNCLE SAM AS MR. RIGHT?
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As important as the issue of race, as important as the phe-
nomenon of multiculturalism, the women’s movement has con-
tributed much to an incredible transformation of American so-
ciety. The changed and changing role of women will have pro-
found consequences for civilization, and as with all such grand
changes and transforming experiences, we do not know at this
moment exactly what the outcome will be. I predict it will be
phenomenal, and I use that word precisely.

Feminism during the 1960s was very clearly modeled on the
civil rights movement. The legislation that resulted was passed
for the purpose of guaranteeing equal opportunity and lifting
barriers that had been created by tradition and by law. All of the
early legislation was, in fact, “piggybacked” onto civil rights laws.
For example, the first of these, the 1963 Equal Pay Act' and the
1964 Title VII inclusion of gender as a basis upon which em-
ployers would not be allowed to discriminate,” very much fol-
lowed the pattern of the civil rights laws. The goal was to ensure
that women be treated as individuals and that gender be abso-
lutely disallowed as a characteristic upon which to discriminate
between men and women in the public sphere.

There was a concomitant change in law at that time to repeal
laws that had treated women as unique, as different, and as in
need of special protection. This category of law included laws
that limited the number of hours women could work, the
amount they could be required to lift on the job, and the kinds
of jobs available to them; each had been based on notions of
biological limitation.” All of those laws were pushed aside as the
movement pressed for equal treatment without regard to gen-
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der. Doors opened up to women in American society, and there
was an enormous transformation in terms of the role of women
in public life in United States and throughout the Western
world.

This transformed society did not simply give women the right
to go into the workplace, and did not simply give women equal
rights with men. It also imposed on women new obligations that
they had not in the past been required to meet. The freedom
and liberation that Betty Friedan yearned for in The Feminine
Mystique, in which she compared women to prisoners in concen-
tration camps and the workplace to freedom outside the walls,’
has, in an incredibly short period of time, turned into an obliga-
tion. Women are no longer simply allowed into the workplace;
they are forced to be there. This is most evident in the statistics
on women in the labor force who have young children. In 1960,
fewer than one out of five women with children not yet in school
were members of the labor force. Today, that ratio is three out
of five.”

As a result of these changes, there has emerged a “second-
stage” feminism that is attempting to undo some of the harm
caused by a legal and social denial of women’s biological differ-
ence. Second-stage feminist legislation has not had as its goal the
promotion of equal rights, but rather has sought to protect
women. It can be seen everywhere. Laws require pay equity be-
tween jobs attracting mostly women and jobs attracting mostly
men, effectively giving women artificial raises.” Sexual harass-
ment and date rape laws attempt to exert state control over rela-
tions between women and men for the protection of women.’
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The early feminist dreams of liberation and freedom through an
open, equal, individualized workplace have given way to a reality
in which women are, in many respects, more vulnerable today
than they were at any time in the past.

This movement toward protection of women is a reaction to
the success of the notion that women, as individuals, could be
freed from dependence on men. The whole theme, the whole
anthem of the early feminist movement, was summed up quite
well by Gloria Steinem’s famous aphorism that women need
men like a fish needs a bicycle. Women are, in large part, now
freed from their dependence on men. It can be seen very clearly
in specific cases such as divorce law, which no longer protects .
women left by their husbands and no longer protects the child-
ren of marriages that have broken up.” At a more general level,
the women’s movement is clamoring to build some sort of safety
net or shield for women. The movement wants to return women
to a position where their biological differences are taken into
account. But rather than do this through the informal structures
that traditionally performed this role, rather than allow men and
women to form contracts in marriage and work out an arrange-
ment that provides some security and protection for women, the
movement asks the state to take on the role of protector.

This approach has placed Uncle Sam in Mr. Right’s shoes.

‘The state places formal rules, laws, and regulations where in-
formal systems of social control formerly existed. Laws insist that
women be provided for through equal pay where social struc-
tures used to provide the means of survival. Laws command men
to behave in a certain way with respect to women, because the
informal controls that used to define the boundaries of behavior
have been destroyed. i

The consequences of this change from social to political con-
trol propel America toward a more intrusive state.” This phe-
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nomenon was nascent in the women’s movement from the very
beginning. The women’s movement in Europe during the early
part of this century was quite clear in its desire to see the state
replace men as the protector of women. For example, the Fa-
bian socialists and their feminist allies advocated legislation re-
quiring the state to give allowances to women for childbearing."
Recognizing the unique role of women in society as childbear-
ers, but rejecting men ds the proper providers for those children
once they were born, the Western European feminist movement
pushed for the child allowances that, along with national health
insurance, became the fruit of the state-as-protector line of
feminist thought.

This shift in the role of women in American society and the
concomitant shifts in the roles of men and government lead
away from central American principles. The principles of indi-
vidualism and the right to be free of government interference in
the most private spheres of life are undermined by the conflict-
ing feminist goals of radical equality and independence from
men. Denial of the differences between men and women on the
one hand, and use of the differences to invoke stdte protection
on the other hand, require an integration of the state into
nearly every area of private life. This approaches the definition
of totalitarianism. We should stop moving down that road, and
choose instead to allow social structures to regain their former
role.
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