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'Biologically means in terms of life as God,
in Her time created it: wom and manwom in the natural
state. And all the animals. First She made the world,
and last she made wom. Actually She'd originally
intended that wom would be the final touch to crown
the rest of creation, so She wouldn't create anything
else., But She hadn't thought how she would reproduce
herself when there was only a single example of her.
The wom complained to God of her need, and then God
took a limb from the wom, and from it She made manwom,
That explains why wom doesn't have to bear the most
exposed and vulnerable of all limbs. That has been her
strength., And as things have developed, she has known
how to use it.'

From Egalia's Daughters
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INTRODUCTION

For years I have endeavored to calm an impetuous
tide--labouring to make my feelings take an orderly
course--it was striving against the stream.

Mary Wollstonecraft

"Feminist satire,' I have been told, is an oxymoron. Just
like '"sweet sorrow'" and "jumbo shrimp,'" the words '"feminist" and
"satire" seem paradoxically coupled to some. I have been told
this by men and babes, the misled and the ignorant, who mistake
stereotype for truth. The discrepancy is not in the expression
"feminist satire,'" but in the age-old clichés that propagate
'feminist equals bitch' and 'men write satire.' A male professor
once told me, '"We all know feminists lack a sense of humor.' To
reply "and we all know men think with their ..." would be tit
for tat and that is exactly what we are trying to break away
from.

"Feminist satire'" is not an oxymoron. Feminist satire is a
developing genre of literature that serves as an alternative
voice for women to express their social, political, and economic
concerns. The intent of this thesis is to parallel the
devliopment of satire written by women to the feminist movement
of twentieth century America. Satire, I propose, is an effective
tool of communication which uses comic devices to draw in an

audience, to illuminate the obstacles women face trying to



secure an equal place in society. In the process of this
exploration, I must analyze the terms "feminist'" and '"satire" in
order to create a working definition that incorporates both
feminist doctrine and traditional satiric conventions. To do
this it is important first to define satire, and then overview
the women's movement. From this stew of information the
objectives of feminist satire will emerge. Following this I will
review specific works of feminist satire. My primary sources
include Dorothy Parker's poems and short stories, selections

from Transformations by Anne Sexton, and numerous cartoons from

the collected works of Nicole Hollander. In this survey I will
expand the definition of '"literature'" to include cartoons, in
order to show the wide variety of mediums that satire crosses.
In the process of defining and exposing feminist satire, I will

consider and discuss secondary criticism as it applies.
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Satire and Comedy

Too much gaiety is the gist of comedy--poking fun to make fun,
ridiculous bahavior for the sake of pure entertainment. The typical
comedy is characterized by two young lovers separated by an
opposition (a traditional example includes Shakespeare's The

Winter's Tale). Through '"some twist in the plot'" the lovers are

reunited in the end to form a "new society" ("Spring' 84). What
distinguishes satire from comedy is not only the plot structure,
but also the outcome. In comedy the humorous society is laughed at
but does not change, and in the end, restores the same status quo
that it ridicules. Satire, in contrast, wants to change the status
quo. Frye states that "we usually associate satire with comedy, but
to the extent that a comedy is satiric it possesses a more than
comic seriousness. A comedy is, or purports to be, a study of human
behavior, and in its most concentrated forms ... we are
superficially conscious of only an amiable and civilized prattle"
("Nature" 26).

In satire, however, we are more conscious of what lies behind
the "prattle,'" and recognize that comedy is being used as a device
to draw in the audience and expose the larger issue(s) at hand. In
the satirist's willingness to substitute the happy ending of comedy
for a situation that leads to resolution, satire resembles tragedy.

Edgar Johnson separates satire from comedy by pointing out the
kind of responsibility an audience must assume: "Even laughing

satire is laughing-at, not mere irresponsible laughter" (7).
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Spontaneous, reckless laughter is what makes comedy both
appealing and entertaining. The function of comedy is to humor
and momentarily release the audience through a series of
complicated events. Happy endings are characteristic of comedy
not because they "impress us as true, but as desirable'" ("Spring"
88). While entertainment is a part of satire, it is a secondary
function., The primary objective of satire is to review,
criticize, and correct unacceptable principles and practices.
Applying the flexibility of comedy, satire is able to attack
vigorously anything that is rigid, for the purpose of
transformation and resurrection. Satire does not promise a happy
ending, but suggests that one is possible through corrected
behaviour.

The targets of satire are many; conservative behaviour,
hypocrisies, pretensions, and '"conventional respectabilities
which are hidden absurdities or vices blindly accepted by
thoughtlessness, habit or social custom,'" shape the most
apparent categories (Johnson 7). In synthesizing the definition
and objects of satire, Frye states that satire is "poetry
assuming a special function, that is [the] breaking up lumber of
stereotypes, fossilized beliefs, superstitious terrors, crank
theories, pedantic dogmatisms, oppressive fashions, and all

things that impede the free movement of society'" ('"Nature'" 20).

Satire and Irony

As satire and irony are often mistaken for one another and
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incorrectly interchanged, it is important to briefly discuss
their differences. Irony is similar to tragedy in its plot
structure--through a descending course of events the main
character is destroyed--but unlike tragedy in its outcome., While
good overcomes evil in the end of a traditional tragedy, irony
often ends with a pointless sacrifice. Through the plot
development of the story, irony manipulates the reader into
developing an expectation that will most likely not be
fullfilled, but results instead in the opposite or unexpected.
Irony infects the reader with dissatisfaction, confusion, and
misunderstanding. Although these reactions are often side
effects of satire, satire demands a more thoughtful response
from its audience. Satire puts the reader in a position to trace
his or her response to the source, to question what is being
satirized and why, and then to make the leap of faith for the
advocacy of change. In its implicit claim to 'know better'
satire assumes an air of righteousness. Irony lacks the gumption
of satire and, in contrast, is less obvious and direct. In "The
Mythos of Winter: Irony and Satire," Frye writes:

The chief distinction between irony and

satire is militant irony: its moral norms are

relatively clear, and it assumes standards

against which the grotesque and absurd are

measured. Sheer invective or namecalling

("flyting'") is satire in which there is

relatively little irony: on the other hand,

whenever a reader is not sure what the

author's attitude is or what his is supposed
to be, we have irony with relatively little

satire (155).
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Thus conclusively and simply, satire criticizes the
problems of society with the hope for correction and change.
Its targets include conservative and pretentious behaviour,
prevarications perpetuated by social rituals, oppressive
customs and stereotypes. Satire borrows techniques from comedy
and irony, employing ridicule, mockery, exaggeration,
understatement, wit, farce, surprise, and distortion. Satire's
own unique techniques include reduction, mimicry, and parody.
Satire differs from comedy in its intent and moral obligation
to educate and advocate change. Mattew Hodgart states that
satire is "literature as propaganda for right action, which

'heals with morals, what it hurts with wit'" (16).
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CHAPTER TWO
THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT

Feminist

Having slumbered

She rose and shook

Victorian shadows from her hair

Rita Mae Brown

The Relevance of Language

In The Creation of Patriarchy, Gerda Lerner stresses the

importance of redefining the English language, a current topic
among certain feminist thinkers. The premise of redefinition
lies in the failure of our language to represent both sexes.
This inadequacy in language has a direct link to patriarchial
dominance, as it is an extension of a hierarchial system that
marginalizes women and supports inequality. To understand the
goal of feminist satire it is necessary to acknowledge the
relationship between gender defined words and discrimination
against women. Feminist satire is a part of the movement to
redefine how women are depicted in language, to change how they
are treated in society.

The issue of language is a fundamental point of
controversy for feminists. Dale Spender, author of Man Made

Language, writes:

One of the basic principles of feminism is that
society has been constructed with a bias which









17

The History Behind the Movement: 1820-1920

While Mary Wollstonecraft laid the foundation for the

women's movement in her work The Vindication of the Rights of

Woman (published in 1792), the movement took another thirty
years to organize. In America the women's movement essentially
began in the 1820s as part of the undertaking to abolish
slavery. It picked up momentum in the 1830s and 1840s when
working women participated in unionism. The impetus which
brought women together specifically to discuss women's rights
occured in 1840 at the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London,
when women delegates were denied seats. It was the outrage from
this denial that compelled women to gather in Seneca Falls, New
York, eight years later. At the meeting in New York women
declared: "We hold these rights to be self-evident: that women
are created equal'" (Deckard 252). During this meeting, Barbara
Sinclair Deckard writes, '"the forms of social, economic and
legal discrimination against women were listed and women
pledged to use every means to end discrimination. The only
disagreement was on whether to demand to right to vote..."
(252).

A tradition of feminist satire can be traced back to this
time period in the women's movement. Fanny Fern, for example,
published newspaper articles in the 1850s and 1860s that
attacked, with anger and wit, the way women behaved and were

treated in society. In an article published in 1851, Fern

. "o 3 i . n
encourages women to be more gensible' in their pursuits: "It
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makes me sick; it is perfectly antimonial. Love is a farce;
matrimony is humbug; husbands are domestic Napoleans, Neros,
Alexanders..." (Fern 220). Though other well known women of the
movement, such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony,
wrote feminist articles and speeches, they were not overtly
satiric,

The first organized women's group, "The Female
Anti-Slavery Society,'" gathered in 1853 (Deckard 251). When the
""Equal Rights Association'"--an organization established to work
for the rights of blacks and white women--split in 1869, the
"National Women Suffrage Association" (NWSA) formed. The
founding of this group marked the beginning of a dedicated,
arduous battle for suffrage, a crusade that became the focal
point of the women's movement for the next forty years. In The

Grounding of Modern Feminism, Nancy F. Cott discusses the

decisive link between suffrage and the development of the

women's movement:

...voting appeared as a more pressing need for
women, and diverse kinds of women could see
the vote as a concrete goal around which to
form a coalition. Since both male and female
reformers had been pushing for more than a
decade for government investigation and
regulation of housing, factory conditions, and
community health and safety, suffragists could
argue that modern conditions bridged the chasm
between the realm of politics and women's
conventional role at home (29).

Suffrage, therefore, was the moving force that brought women

together to work collectively for the cause of women's rights,
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Suffragists created the environment for women to voice their
discontent for women's dissatisfactory place in society. From
this set of circumstances came a new kind of women: the

Feminists.

The Birth of Feminism

It was during the early 1900s that the word '"feminism"
came into use. Up to this point, people spoke of '"the
advancement of women,'" '"the cause of women,'" and '"women
suffrage'" (Cott 3). The word '"feminism'" took on a significant
meaning because it could be distinguished from the suffrage
movement while--at the same time--encompassing it. Cott writes
that this word was '"both broader and narrower,'" in that it
"proclaimed revolution in all relations of the sexes" while it
narrowed ''the range of its willing adherents'" (3).

Even though the focus ot the movement has shifted greatly
since the granting of suffrage in 1920, the word '"feminism" has
retained the same basic doctrine. States Cott:

Feminism asks for sexual equality that includes
sexual difference. It aims for individual
freedoms by mobilizing sex solidarity. It
posits that women recognize their unity while
it stands for diversity among women. It

requires gender consiousness for its basis yet
calls for the elimination of prescribed gender

roles (5).
Despite its changing methods and broadening objectives,

feminism still represents women's desire for and committment to

obtaining equal rights.



CHAPTER THREE
FEMINIST SATIRE DEFINED
The heat took many forms; it showed itself in
satire, in curiousity, in reprobation. But there
was another element which was present and could

not immediately be identified. Anger, I called it.

Virginia Woolf

Given the history of the feminist movement, and the
idiosyncracies that distinguish satire from other literary
genres, '"feminist satire' becomes a complex phrase to define.
Feminist satire is an adapted genre and language that women
have cultivated in their pursuit of equal rights. Because
satire targets '"all things that impede the free movement of
society," it is an appropriate vehicle of communication for
discussing societal conditions that have restricted the
progress of women.

Spender states that 'we need a language that constructs
the reality of women's autonomy, women's strength, women's
power" (190). While satire is not the solution, is is a
solution, a kind of language that allows women to speak out and
be heard. Through satire women are able to express the anger
they feel for being treated as second class citizens in
society. To be only invective in satire misses the point; to be
militant as an advocate of women's rights limits the size and

interest of the audience when the militancy is perceived as

20
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1. To change the negative "image of women
in print and broadcast media" (Deckard 389).

2. To establish employment and education rights:
equal pay, opportunity, and treatment without
discrimination or sexual harassment.

3. To improve the availability of child care for
persons of all income levels.

4. To upgrade the position and status of the
homemaker.

S. To assure and protect lesbian and gay rights.,

6. To secure a woman's rights regarding her
physical welfare: health care, birth control,
and abortion.

7. To eliminate violence against women: to try
cases of domestic violence and rape as
serious felonious crimes, to aid and educate
the victims.

8. To pass the Equal Rights Ammendment (ERA).

Because the subject matter of feminist satire is grave and
sometimes dark, the response is often bitter laughter. While
the reader may chuckle at the familiar stereotype, he or she
laughs more knowingly than joyfully. Furthermore, because the
aim of feminist satire is to acknowledge the discrimination
against women, and men have frequently been the perpetrators,
feminist satire tends to be more accessible to women than men.
In the case of Hollander's cartoons, some men 'don't get it'" or
fail to understand "what's so funny" about a cartoon that pokes
fun at masculine and feminine stereotypes. Without the
knowledge of being a woman, or at least a sympathetic
understanding, the humor of douche commercials and the
scepticism of men in relationships becomes more of a challenge.

Feminist satire is optimistic. At its best it teaches
women to laugh at themselves and, 1in this, becomes a cathartic

experience. Diana Raznovich, an Argentine cartoonist, alludes
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to the potential of feminist satire when she defines humor:
Humo; is always a form of intellegence, a form
of distance, because when one is able to laugh
at oneself, one is already able to change....
Humor 1is always a rupture, a transgression of
how life is supposed to be. It's the power to
turn over what's there and see the other side.
We can see hypocrisy, vested interests, and the
falsehood of such an apparently solid world
(78).

Whether or not the reader recognizes the target of
repudiation because of personal experience, understanding what
is being satirized is the first step in understanding the need
for change. Gloria Kaufman states that feminist satire "seeks
to improve by demonstrating...our human folly." Furthermore,
she claims that feminist satire '"exposes realitites not merely
out of love for truth but also out of desire for reform.
Whether or not reforms are achieved, they are implicit ideals,
In this sense feminist satire...is founded on hope and
predicated on a stance of non-acceptance'" (14).

It is the "stance of non-acceptance'" and the spirit of

laughter, combined and directed toward action, that shapes and

ultimately defines feminist satire.
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mean freedom to get an equal higher education,
or to choose a career or to be paid equal
wages, or to be equal in the family. Girls
stressed their individual '"freedom" (of sex)
but showed little interest in women's rights
or equal social position. The 'revolution"

in sexual mores was real, but superficial
(294-95).

Not only did the flapper represent a small percentage of
women, but also a woman interested in a different kind of
progress. In truth the reckless stereotype of the twenties has
disguised the fact that women's occupational and educational
choices were still limited. Although women became freer in
their speech and dress, they were still confined to the roles
of wife and mother, and discouraged from pursing independent
lifestyles.

In contrast to the feminist objectives of the women's
movement, the permissive experiments of the flapper and the
"New Woman" were shallow. In the context of fashion and social
trends, what this new style did reflect was a stirring attitude
among a number of women. Although their place in society was
governed by men and tradition, women were becoming more
liberated in their appearance, social behavior, sexual
practices, and dialogue. In other words, women were becoming
increasingly less tolerant of roles they had assumed, but not
chosen, and while they could not change their society, they

began to change their behavior within the society.

Dorothy Parker in the Twenties

It was during the era of the twenties that Dorothy Parker
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began to write. in 1915, at the age of twenty-three, Parker
published her first verse in Vogue, and shortly thereafter was
hired to write illustration captions. In 1917 she left Vogue to

work for Vanity Fair, then an important magazine for

introducing "avant-garde painters and writers, among them
Picasso, Matisse, Marie Laurencin, Raoul Duffy, Gertrude Stein,
e.e. cummings, D.H. Lawrence and T.S. Eliot'" (Keats 33-34)., In

1918 she was hired at Vanity Fair to fill in as drama critic,

and worked there until 1920 when she was fired for '"outspoken
criticism" (Kinney 21).
It was during this time period, before and after Parker's

stay at Vanity Fair, that the Algonquin Round Table was

established. The Table was a '"mutually supportive society for
high standards of language,'" consisting of hopeful
artist-types. Parker was the only woman of the original members
and a key contributor within the group (Kinney 33). The

biographer John Keats discusses the makeup of this influential

group:

... in the beginning, most of the people, so
many of whose names are now familiar, were by
no means established as musicians, artists,
players, producers, playwrights, and writers.
Instead, most of them were then hard-working
and not well-paid men and women in their middle
twenties who came from the provinces to seek
their fortunes on Broadway or on New York's
newspaper and magazine staffs. They were, most
of them, on their way up, anq whgt they had_1n
common was their talent, their wit, gnd thelr_
taste, their readiness to do at gnytlme.anyth1ng
that promised to be fun, and a kind of inner
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resources. Though women have done it, their status and the
subsequent imbalance of wages has made it particularly
difficult. Throughout the twenties and into the thirties Parker
published verse, prose, short stories, articles and reviews in

several well known magazines, among them The Saturday Evening

Post, Life, Ladies' Home Journal, and The New Yorker. She also

co-authored her first book, Women I'm Not Married To; Men I'm

Not Married To, with Robert Benchley, collaborated on a variety

of play and film scripts, and published two collections of

poems, Enough Rope and Sunset Gun.

"Dorothy Parker," writes Arthur F. Kinney, '"'was quick to
sympathize with those who suffered or were indentured--those
she could pity because of misfortune in politics, money, race
or sex" (Kinney preface). Parker targets in her satire the
pretensions and hypocrisies that result from class and sex
divisions, the relationships and roles of men and women: double
standards, miscommunications, delusions of love and marriage,
romantic myths, and social expectations. In her satire, Parker
treats her subjects with sadness and derision, combining '"the
child's ambition and hope with an adult's sense of outrage and
cynacism at shallowness and self-deception, at uneven and
unrequited distribution of favors in this world" (Kinney
preface). While Parker tends to be direct in her poems, her
stories are less obvious in their campaign for correction. In

her stories Parker created a scenario, often funny on the edge









32

mentions the name '"Florence Leaming." Taking his cue, the man
becomes defensive when she reminds him of the time he was
"making such a fuss over Florence Leaming, I thought you never
wanted see anybody else.'" "My God," he exclaims, '"'this
what's-her-name girl came up and began talking to me..., what
could T do? I couldn't sock her in the nose, could I?'" She
flippantly replies that her should have at least tried. Around
and around they go until she comments on the unattractive
quality of Florence Leaming's nose and he readily takes the
bait:

""She's got a terrible nose,'" he said. '"You've got a
beautiful nose. Gee, you've got a pretty nose."

"0h, I have not," she said. '"You're crazy."

"And beautiful eyes," he said, '"and beautiful hair

and a beautiful mouth. And beautiful hands. Let me

have one of the little hands. Ah, look atta little

hand! Who's got the prettiest hands in the world?

Who's the sweetest girl in the world?"

By creating petty and repititious dialogue, Parker
belittles the approach each sex assumes in courtship. Through
exaggerating the dialogue she reduces the characters down to a
childish level, exposing the mundane quality of their
relationship. What makes the above scene feminist is the
insight the reader gains on the sexist maneuvers of

reconciliation. The underlying message is that women can be

persuaded and manipulated through flattery. While this

techinique, reduction, 1is frequently used by authors, it does

not always come off as satire.
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Parker destroys the symbol of perfect marriage by revealing the
inperfections of everyday married life. The ultimate problem of
the Weldon's relationship is their misconception of marriage,
their deluded belief of courtship and a happily-ever-after
future.

Edgar Johnson writes that '"the essential trick of satire
is dexterous stripping of false fronts" (8). Employing sarcasm
and ridicule, Parker strips away the facade of perfect love.
Explaining that a "wife's job," is to carry out '"those tiny
little miracles," giving a room '"those little feminine
touches," Parker reduces the ideal wife down to a performer of
absurd and trivial marital conventions. In describing Mrs.
Weldon's attempt to be a good 'touch-giver,'" Parker exaggerates
her ineptitude and makes a sharp jab at the supposed '"feminine
nature" of women:

With an almost pitiable air of uncertainty she
strayed over to the mantel, lifted a sma}l
vase, and stood with it in her hand, gazing
helplessly around the room (171).

By showing what goes on behind closed doors, Parker
successfully cuts away the false fronts of marriage, and
inserts her own feminist message: women do not have to remain
trapped in unhappy marriages. Through creating a character that
recognizes her marital discontent and ends the relationship,
Parker supports a new role model for women to emulate.

Parker reinforces the theme of false perceptions and

romantic delusions by closing the story with two neighbors
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discussing the Weldon's separation:

"I don't suppose,' began Mrs, Ames, and
hesitated. "I don't suppose,'" she went on,
intently pressing a bit of sodden lemon in

her cup with her teaspoon, 'that Grace--that
there was ever anyone--or anything like that?"
'""Oh, heavens, no,'" cried Mrs. Marshall. "Grace
Weldon gave her whole life to that man, It was
Ernest this and Ernest that every minute. I
simply can't understand it. If there was one
earthly reason--if they ever fought, or if Ernest
drank, or anything like that. But they got along
so beautifully together--why, it just seems as

if they must have been crazy to go and do a thing
like this. Well, I can't tell you how blue it's
made me, It seems so awful!"

"Yes,'" said Mrs. Ames, "it certainly is too bad"
(181).

The message that Parker leaves us with it that it is not
too bad; the Weldon's were bored stiff together. Having Grace
realize, finally, that there was more to life that pleasing a
man, is a powerful step forward for women in fiction and life,
as they break away from the restrictive confines of a
conventional marriage and pursue independent lifestyles.
Furthermore, in terms of the feminist movement, a woman's
understanding of her freedom plays a crucial part in changing
her situation. There is more to life than marriage, Parker
tells us, and marriage is not what it seems.

In her poetry Parker wraps her opinions about the promise
of love into neat little packages of sarcasm. In the poem
"Comment" she whimsically exaggerates love's potential:

Oh, Life is a glorious cycle of song,

A medley of extemporanea; .
And lovz is a thing that can never go Wrong,

And I am Marie of Romania.
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Using hyperbole to characterize love as "a thing that can never
go wrong,'" Parker exposes the ideal of love as an absurd

riddle. the message of the poem is as simple as the logic:
obviously I am not Marie of Romania, therefore love can and
does go wrong. Furthermore, the clip of the rhyme scheme, as
well as the short line length, accentuates the abrupt tone of
the piece.

The majority of Parker's poems, when they are satiric,
target relationships. The most common theme is the underlying
question '"are men really worth it?" In providing other choices,
Parker implies that they are not. In "The Satin Dress' Parker
describes the luxurious and sensuous qualities of satin,
suggesting one viable alternative to a man:

Needle, needle, dip and dart,
Thrusting up and down,

Where's the man could ease a heart
Like a satin gown?

In this first verse of the poem Parker presents satin as a
more permanent fixture in a woman's life that a man, and more
enjoyable because of its inherent lack of conflict, Furthermore,
she claims, satin is a provocative statement worn by independent
women. To accentuate this point, she goes on to contrast the
Stereotypes of women as personified by various fabrics:

Wantons go in bright brocade;
Brides in organdie; )
Gingham's for the plighted maid
Satin's for the free!

Wool's to line a miser's chest;

Crepe's to claim the old;
Velvet hides an empty breast;
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Satin's for the bold!

This poem makes its point quite plainly in comparing the
value of a man to the pleasure of a dress. Not only is it a
great piece because of its lighthearted satiric approach, but
also as a representaion of the times. The lines "Satin's for
the free," '"the bold," and '"the proud," emphasize the
importance of a woman appearing independent and progressive.
Furthermore, the suggestive quality of the poem--dipping,
darting, thrusting--is a bold deviation from the work of the
typically sentimental women poets of the time, such as Edna St.
Vincent Millay.

One other poem that questions the worth of a man,

reminding the reader of his adverse affects, is '"Men'":

They hail you as their morning star
Because you are the way you are.

If you return the sentiment,

They'll try to make you different;

And once they have you safe and sound,
They want to change you all around.
Your moods and ways they put a curse on;
They'd make of you another person.
They cannot let you go your galt;

They influence and educate. _

They'd alter all that they admired. .
They make me sick, they make me tired.

This poem, like the stories reviewed, targets the
mismatched relationships of men and women. Once again, Parker

implies that women would be better off on their own, without

. )
men. Men, she asserts, want to control women's behavior,

he
regardless of what women want for themselves. Women, s

i i i i let
insinuates, are victims of relationships, destined to be
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down. In using the lanquage of absolutes, Parker generalizes
the condition, and through this exaggeration makes the

situation between men and women humorous. The humor, accented
by the rhyme scheme, allows Parker to criticize the attitude
men assume in pursuing women. In explaining the techiniques of
satire, Johnson alludes to the disguise of gaiety: "A great aid
to abusing people and getting away with it is high spirits"
(15). Parker frequently employs this techinque in her poetry.
Leading the reader on with her humorous sarcasm, Parker gets
away with criticizing not one man, but all "men."

In her criticism of men, Parker pokes fun at their
egotistical, exploiting attitudes: '"They cannot let you fo your
gait;/They influence and educate.'" In her criticism of women,
which is more subtle, she chides them for being so easily
persuaded and passive, able to be changed and altered. A
liberated woman, after all, would not be so flimsy. After
making fun of the manner in which men and women get involved,
Parker sadly comments '"They make me sick, they make me tired."
This blunt personal statement is a trademark of Parker's. She
cuts away the exaggeration with a simple, honest comment,
reasserting her position, one-upping the men in her final say

on the matter.

While there are many poems of Parkers's that portray women
as 'poor things' subject to great manipulation and distress,
there are a handful of others that are full of indignation and

the refusal to conform. Asserting her right to sexual freedom
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she declares in "Light of Love'; "I'll never be a bride/Nor yet
celibate' (80). Confessing that she, too, is just as capable of
infidelity Parker brags, "What goes on, my love, while you're
away/You'll never know'" ("A Certain Lady" 111). In "Indian
Summer" she admits that while she used to '"change with every
passing lad," she has since mended her ways: "And if you do not
like me so/To hell, my love, with you!" (107).

It is this candid quality that captures the essence of
Dorothy Parker's poetry. Although her poems are quippy and
lighthearted, they are also edged with a biting, rebellious
tone. Parker rejects the position society has created for
her--that of the docile, agreeable woman--and through her verse
expresses criticism. Her poems, in contrast to her stories, are
boldly personal. In her stories she distances herself enough to
allow the reader to discover for him or herself the implicit
moral message. Through the allure of humor, cleverness, and
sarcasm, Parker catches the reader to teach him or her a
lesson. Whether the lesson pertains to the pretenses of
romance and marriage, the harm of gender roles, or the outrage
of relationships with men, Parker implores the reader to

realize that love is not what it seems and it is time for women

to change their ways.
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at every congressional session since 1923, it has yet to pass.
One of the biggest problems has been in organization; for years
there has not been a collective group working for the ERA. In
the 1930s there was greater disparity between the different
women's groups: '"The Women's Party argued that the ERA was
necessary because of discrimination against women in wages,
employment, education and numerous laws....The ERA was opposed
by women connected with AFL, the Women's Bureau, and the League
of Women Voters. They believed that the ERA might destroy the
protective labor laws for women...'" (Deckard 287).

During the Depression many women went to work to help feed
their families. During World War II, women went to work to fill
the jobs left behind. In 1945 the men returned and women were
told to go back home and take care of their families. '"Veterans
were given priority and, in layoffs accompanying reconversion,
women were fired at a rate of 75 percent higher that men. Fron
1945 to 1947, the number of women at work declined by four
million! (Deckard 301).

During the 1950s the women's movement was lost in the
shuffle, "buried under the avalanche of the cold war, the red
scare, and the anticommunist crusade" (Deckard 302-3). The
conservative bias of the times prohibited the advancement of
women's rights, as well as 'black's rights, civil liberties,

and better labor laws" (303). "For women,' Deckard writes, "the

" ..
conservative reaction took the form of the '"feminine
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suicide, mental illness, and death. Because many of these
topics were considered taboo in the literary arena of poetry,
her work was often regarded as repulsive, flamboyant, and even
pathetic.

Transformations, a deviation from her usual style, exposes

the flexible and humorous side of Sexton. This book contains a
collection of prose poems which satirize the Grimms' fairy

tales. In the preface to The Complete Poems, Kumin explains the

progression from Sexton's other works to Transformations:

Thematically, Anne's concern in Transformations
was a logical extension of the material within
the confessional genre, but this time with a
society-mocking overlay. Her attention focuses
on women cast in a variety of fictive roles: the
dutiful princess daughter, the wicked witch, the
stepmother (xxviii).

1 have chosen Transformations to represent the transition

from the less to more active years of the women's movement.

Despite the fact that Transformations was published in 1971,

near the tail end of the radical years, its issues concern the
myths that have influenced women's role and image throughout
the twentieth century. These works capture the fairy tale image
of the modern woman, in essence the '"feminine mystique,'" that

has restrained women over the years. Alicia Ostriker writes

this about Sexton's Grimm interpretations:

The poet's effort to understand her stories

in her own terms precipitates a transfogmed
view of traditional social values, particularly
those associated with feminlne.llfe patterns:
love and marriage, beauty, family, and most
radically, the idea of goodness and moral
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fairy tale is righteous in its campaign for good over evil,
satire is righteous in correcting the definition of good.

Sexton satirizes these fairy tales through parody, altering the
details and message, to show the deceptions of gender. '""Pa
rody," explains Hodgart, '"involves the taking over and

mastering of another writer's style and reproducing it with
ludicrous distortions" (122). This is exactly what Sexton does:
where the Grimm brothers were grim, Sexton is grimmer.

In the transformation of Cinderella, Sexton introduces the
story with four vignettes of modern fairy tales, stories of
common people who miraculously become rich in a day. '"Prefaces
(and afterwords) are a major means of 'transforming' the fairy
tales into a modern psychological idiom, for here Sexton can,
in her familiar voice, reflect upon the universial importance
of the terror, stupidity, fear, and wonder encapsulated in
these stories" (Gallagher 259).

The first preface goes like this:

You always read about it:
the plumber with twelve children
who wins the Irish Sweepstakes.

From toilets to riches.
That story.

Each vignette, following this one (excluding the third) ends in
the phrase "that story,'" which becomes a metaphor for marriage.
By reducing the expectation for a "happily ever after" ending
to "toilets to riches,'" "from diapers to Dior," and "mops to
Bonwitt Teller,' Sexton cuts away all romanticism. By creating

a common and familiar ground for the reader, the reader is able
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to identify the degree of trust necessary for recognizing the
make-believe aspects of the fairy tale, whether literary or
social.

Sexton keeps Cinderella's beginnings brief and to the
point., The wife of a rich man told her daughter, Cinderella,
"Be devout. Be good," and died. The man remarried a woman with
two stepdaughters, '"pretty enough with hearts like blackjacks,"
who made Cinderella their maid: '"'She slept on the sooty hearth
each night/and walked around looking like Al Jolson.'" The
father one day brings gifts for everyone, except Cinderella,
who he brings a twig. She plants the twig on her mother's grave
and it grows into a tree with a white dove: "The bird is
important my dears, so heed him."

As the story evolves, Sexton spices up the details,
becoming increasingly sarcastic and snide, mocking marriage in
her attack. She calls the ball a "marriage market'" and accuses
Cinderella of vanity. In telling the tale of how Cinderella
prepares herself for the ball, Sexton questions the chimeric
interventions of the dove:

Cinderella went to the tree at the grave
and cried forth like a gospel singer:
Mama! Mama! My turtledove,

send me to the prince's ball!

the bird dropped down a golden dress

and delicate little gold slippers. ‘
Rather a large package for a simple bird.
So she went. Which is no surprise.

In her sarcastic treatment of Cinderella's only ambition,

Sexton belittles the protagonist's dilemma. Using colloquial



53

language she brings the story down to earth, cutting away its
glamour and mystique,

Cinderella, of course, is a hit of the ball, as the prince
only has eyes for her. They dance, she flees, three nights in a
row., On the last night she loses her 'gold shoe" and the Prince
sets out to find her. Having to go through the stepsisters
first, while each cuts off a different part of her foot, the
prince "began to feel like a shoe salesman." In a last-ditch
effort, "Cinderella fit into the shoe/Like a love letter fits
into its envelope.'" The story ends here, almost happily ever
after:

Cinderella and the prince

lived, they say, happily ever after,

like two dolls in a museum case

never bothered by diapers or dust,

never arguing over the timing of an egg,
never telling the same story twice,

never getting middle-aged spread, ‘
their darling smiles pasted on for eternity,
Regular Bobbsey Twins.

That story.

Sexton's use of simile, "like Al Jolson," '"like a gospel
singer," '"like a shoe salesman,'" not only creates a humorous
picture, but also aids in stripping away the exaggerated
pretenses of a fairy tale romance. Her similes and metaphors
also "modernize'" the story, drawing parallels between the fairy
tale and contemporary society (Gallagher 259). The familiar
image of the shoe salesman works in two ways: not only is it a

comic reduction of a noble man, but also an insight into the

position of women. As an extended metaphor, women are shoes,
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objects, to be bought and sold. Cinderella slipping her foot
into the shoe, '"like a love letter into its envelope," is
another suggestive image. The love letter symbolizes exalted
sentiment that does not always match the love of which it
boasts; it is a false representation.

Sexton's rewrite of the happily-ever-after ending cuts
away all pretenses of romance. Happily-ever-after is only
attainable in stories, for dolls, and is not a realistic
conclusion., Diapers, dust, arguments, and middle-aged spread
constitute a truer picture of marriage. '"The fairy-tale ending
of marriage, supposed to represent romantic and finacial
security ever after, becomes, ironically, 'that story'--
incredible in the first place, and, were it credible,
pathetically dull" (Orstriker 269). Sexton does not say that
Cinderella is unhappy, she says that she is not an authentic
role model for women to emulate. Cinderella is a myth.

Through parody Sexton turns the fairy tale prince and
princess into '"Regular Bobbsey Twins," depriving them of their
"stature and dignity" (Hodgart 115). Sexton questions the
appearance of fairy-tale love and undercuts the 'pretense of
innocence' through reduction (Johnson 24). Rewriting the story,
relying on more common depictions, Sexton leaves the reader
with an altered message. Where the original ending of
"Cinderella" inspires hope in its promise of perfect love, the

transformed version encourages recognition and inspiration to

correct this misconception.
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rescuing (hero) male. The hunter, she describes, is more than
just a hunter, he is a surgeon and a savior.

The story ends after they load the wolf with large stones
and he, the wolf, '"fell over dead. Killed by his own weight.
Many a deception ends on such a note.' The huntsman,
grandmother, and Red Riding Hood then sit down to eat the cake
and drink the wine:

Those two remembering
nothing naked and brutal
from that little death,
that little birth,

from their going down
and their lifting up.

While the wolf is indeed 'a deceptive fellow,'" Sexton does
not make him the center of attention in her rendition of '"Red
Riding Hood." She is more concerned with the subtle deceptions
of the story, those details that are overlooked because of
their seemingly insignificant appearance. There is the
deception of the cape that provided a false sense of security
for Red Riding Hood, further contributing to her inability to
discern deception from truth. There is also the deception of
innocence. In Sexton's thorough depiction of an ignorant Red
Riding Hood and a clueless grandmother, she convinces the
reader to examine the consequence of not questioning the
misleading stereotypes of women. The exaggeration of innocence,
Johnson explains, is a technique the satirist uses to stir the

reader: '"but complete innocence is rare: against a secret sense

of of guilt the violence of the satirist is like a furious
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CHAPTER SIX

CONTEMPORARY FEMINISM:
NICOLE HOLLANDER

In passing, also, I would just like to say that
the first time Adam had a chance he laid the blame on
woman.

Mary Astor

The Revolution of the Sixties

The 1960s marked a time of great revolt. Blacks tired of
their position in society, organized their protest into the
civil rights movement; once again, as in the 1800s, women were
drawn to their cause. Many women joined this movement and '"as
they became more sensitive to the black's second class status,
they became aware of their own" (Deckard 320).

In addition to the civil rights movement, people were also
demonstrating for the freedom of speech and against the Vietnam
War. These bold political protests of the 1960s, the emergence
of the New Left, encourage dissatisfied citizens to speak out
and fight for their rights. The time was right for the Women's
Liberation Movement. Full of discontent, disillusioned by the
traditional female image and status, women were eager for
change. Deckard writes that the "widening gap between ideology
and reality" was '"conducive to the formation of social

movements" (319). The '"happy housewife heroine,'" though

denounced by women, continued to limit their occupational
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choices. '"When from choice or need, women went to work, they
found themselves discriminated against because of their sex"
(Deckard 319-20).

Applying techniques they learned from other movements,
women began to channel their discontent into reorganizing the
women's movement. While the movement had not died, its progress
had slowed, and its focus was ambiguous. Even though the
consciousness-raising groups of the late fifties and early
sixties were important in teaching women to admit their
boredom, dissatisfaction, and anger, it was now time for active
protest,

In 1966 the National Organization for Women (NOW) formed,
with Betty Friedan as its first president. This was the first
collective women's group founded, since the suffrage movement,
for the purpose of gaining equal rights. NOW's statement of
purpose was focused and urgent:

To take action to bring women into full
participation in the mainstream American
society now, exercising all the privileges
and responsibilities thereof in truly equal
partnership with men (Deckard 324).

The strategy of NOW was moderate and their tactics
involved "setting up task forces, bringing suit, lobbying
government officials' (Deckard 325). In its course of
development, '"more radically inclined feminists" were compelled
to branch out and organize their own movement (Ruth 453).

. " .
Differences between moderates and radicals were 'based in

general philosophical orientation, in ethical priorities, in
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interpretation of causes, in cultural vision, and even in
temperment' (Carter 453-4). Differences within the radical
feminist circles had to do with defining the source of
discrimination against women. While some radicals believed that
women's oppressed position was the result of class
relationships, others believed that men were the oppressors and
women were the victims of a sex-role system that has encouraged
male dominance. Despite the variant opinions and the different
degrees of radical protest, women of the sixties were united in
agreement on one thing: their desire for and commitment to
equal rights.

Since 1960 there have been a number of changes in favor of
women's rights. More women work in better paid, higher status
jobs. Higher percentages of women are pursuing college
educations and advanced degrees. There are more laws now that
discourage sex discrimination and harassment. There are more
women now than there have ever been who hold political offices.
Very slowly women's image in the media is changing. And yet,
despite all of these improvements for women, the progress women
have made in the last thirty years is minimal given how much is

left to change before they are welcomed into the American

society as truely equal citizens.

Given all that women have fought for in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, where they stand paints a pretty dim
picture. Violence against women is worse now than ever before.

Women's right to abortion is continually being challanged. The
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image of women in the the media still supports sexist,
unrealistic representations of women. The ERA has yet to pass.,
Homosexualty has yet to be accepted and integrated in society.
Where child care is concerned there is great room for
improvement; the goal to have twenty-four hour child care,
staffed equally by men and women, accessible to persons of all
income brackets, is still very much a dreanm.

Women of the eighties and nineties have moved into more
professional jobs, and with that advancement are learning how
to balance their careers and families. Even though it is common
for both women to work, the responsibilities of child rearing
and domestic maintenance are still expected to be fulfilled by
women, and are fulfilled by them in higher percentages than
not, Indeed women are moving forward, but society is changing

slowly. In 1989 equal rights are still a thing of the future,

not the present.

To be Qutspoken in the Eighties: Nicole Hollander

Nicole Hollander started her career as a cartoonist in

1976 when she went to work for the Spokeswoman feminist

newspaper. In 1979 she published her first book of cartoons,

I'm Training to be Tall and Blonde. In her review of

Hollander's book, a writer of Spokeswoman describes the style

of her cartoons:

Occasionally the cartoons would be funnier if
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they weren't so true; there is a bittersweet

quality to some of them and acerbic wit to

others, especially those on doctor, judges,

and employers (13).
This bittersweet quality is the essence of feminist satire. It
is the same quality which has impeded Hollander in her efforts
to become a syndicated cartoonist. Over the years Hollander has
been turned away by both publishers and newspapers because her
work has been considered '"too feminist" (Cantarow 24). In 1981
Field Enterprises agreed to syndicate Hollander and did so
until 1982. Over the year she was reprimanded frequently for
the controversial topics she brought into the strip. In 1982
Hollander quit Field and began self-syndicating her work.

"Even today, for a woman to go into serious cartooning,

it's 1like going into the Marines" (Cantarow 24). Apart fronm

Hollander, the only other two syndicated women cartoonists are

Cathy Guisewite (Cathy) and Lynn Johnston (For Better or for

Worse). Among all the syndicated cartoon strips, Hollander's is
the most dedicated to making a stand for women's rights and
portraying women authentically. Unlike other strips which tend

to perpetuate the stereotypes of women (for example, the

nebulous, buxom secretary of Beetle Baily; the happy, gossiping

housewives of Blondie; and the haphazardly professional,

diet-obsessed, boy-crazy Cathy of Cathy), Hollander's Sylvia

portrays women, and men, complete with their imperfections, as

true to life as the average person 1S.

The subject matter brought into Sylvia is broad and
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diversified. Hollander pokes fun at many aspects of society,
including relationships, television role models, disparity in
employment, masculine and feminine gender roles, body image,
the Total Woman, government policy, sexism, infidelity, and
romance,

Hollander's style is decisively forthright. She does not
hesitate to criticize social customs that she considers harmful
or regressive. In her rewrite of Eden, Hollander boldly attacks
a religious belief developed over thousands of years. Eve, she
tells us, was not the evil temptress of her reputation, but
merely an innocent bystander. Hollander is successful in her
intention to have fun and represent 'the part of woman that is
strong and self-confident and has a humorous vision of the
world" (Witowsky 222).

In her cartoon strip Sylvia, Hollander addresses
contemporary feminist concerns head on. Gone is the careful,
subtle approach of the early feminist satire writers. Hollander
does not shy away from the word "feminist," and--despite
criticism--mantains an overtly feminist tone in her cartoons.
Ellen Cantarow writes this about her interview with Hollander:

penench Nicole 8 Saeo S iyie, Tocos feninist
values. She assumes we're all equals in daily
American life, and that we have wit, intell-

i lves
igence. and grace enough to laugh at ourse
wﬁen wé fallgfor its false promises (43).

Hollander commented in this interview that she her hope is to
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rewriting traditional female characters to update how women are
perceived and treated in comtemporary society. Hollander
blatantly lobbies in her cartoons for women's rights,
addressing topics such as sexist stereotypes, abortion, and
homosexuality. The level of outspoken criticism each writer
engages in illustrates the time period in which she was
writing. As the women's movement has progressed since the
granting of suffrage in 1920, through the radical sixties, on
to present day society, the shift in women's social, political,
and economic status has influenced the stance each woman has
taken in her writing.

Feminist satire is an alternative voice women have
developed over the years in their pursuit of equal rights.
Feminist satire combines the stance of non-acceptance with
hopeful laughter for the purpose of correction and change. This
has been the ambition and triumph of Parker, Sexton, and
Hollander. Through fiction, poetry, fairy tale, and cartoons,
each woman has developed her individual strategy and style in
an effort to bring awareness to the importance of women's

rights. As traditional satire challenges "all things that

inpede the free movement of society," feminist satire

i i il women move
recognizes that society will not be free until

freely within society.



82

Works Cited

Banks, Olive. Faces of Feminism. New York: St. Martin's Press,

1981.

Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Trans. Jonathan Cape. New York:

Hill and Wong, 1972.

Brantenberg, Gerd. Egalia's Daughters: A Satire of the Sexes.

Trans. Louis Mackay. Seattle: The Seal Press, 1977.

Carter, April. The Politics of Women's Rights. London: Longham,

1988.

Cantarow, Ellen. "Don't Throw Away That Old Diaphragm!'" Mother

Jones June/July 1987: 22+.

Coff, Nancy F. The Grounding of Modern Feminism. New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1987.

Daniel, Robert L. American Women in the 20th Century: The

Festival of Life. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,

1987.

Deckard, Barbara Sinclair. The Women's Movement: Political,

Socioeconomic, and Psychological Issues, Third Edition.

New York: Harper and Row, 1983.

Fern, Fanny. Ruth Hall and Other Writings. New Jersey: Rutgers

University Press, 1986.
omen, Men, and Morals. New

French, Marilyn. Beyond Power: On W

York: Ballantine Books, 1985.









85

Kumin, Maxine., Preface. The Complete Poems, by Anne Sexton.

Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981.

Lerner, Gerda. The Creation of Patriarchy. New York: Oxford

University Press, 1986.

Millet, Kate. Sexual Politics. New York: Avon, 1970,

Ostriker, Alicia. "That Story: The Changes of Anne Sexton.'" Anne

Sexton: Telling the Tale. Ed. Steven E. Colburn. Ann Arbor:

University of Michigan Press, 1988.

Parker, Dorothy. The Portable Dorothy Parker. New York: Penguin,

1973.

Raznovich, Diana. "Cartoons'" interview. Women of Power, Issue

Six. Spring 1987: 78-9.

Ruth, Sheila. Issues in Feminism: A First Course in Women's

Studies. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1980.

Sexton, Anne. Transformations. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971.

Sexton, Linda Gray and Lois Ames, eds. Anne Sexton, A

Self-portrait in Letters. Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1977,

Spender, Dale. Man Made Language, Second Edition. Boston:

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985.

"Tall and Blonde,' The Spokeswoman. March 1979: 13.

Webster's New World Dictionary. Ed. David B. Guralnik. New York:

William Collins World Publishing Co., Inc., 1974.

Witowsky, Kathy. "Cartoon Verite. She Strips to Conquer--Nicole

Hollander's 'Sylvia.'' Vogue, Feb. 1986, 222 and 229.

Wollstonecraft, Mary. The Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
1975,

New York: W.W. Norton and Company, Inc.,



