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Et tu, Ms. magazine? 

I can deal with the existence of a hit movie starring Susan Sarandon as a grown woman who 

supposedly wears stockings and a garter belt around the house even when she doesn't know that 

Kevin Costner is about to drop by and have sex with her. I manage, by turning the page fast, to 

get past the new Continental Airlines ad campaign featuring the waxen George Burns surrounded 

by Young Things in bathing suits and high-heeled pumps, over the caption "With all these 

attractive low MaxSavers, I just can't make up my mind." I know that, if I keep working at it, I'll 

be able to ignore Esquire's emetic new "Women We Love" issue, with its praise for 

"pulchritudinous limbs and sculpturesque lips, and talent, yes, and brains, and flesh." 

 

I do know what decade I'm living in -- really, I do: It's 1988, and there's a woman on the 

Supreme Court, and last year a woman almost ran for president, and women are working as 

rocket scientists and jockeys and television producers. 

 

I was doing fine until I got the press release. 

 

 

"MS. LAUNCHES FIRST BEAUTY ADVERTORIAL," it is headlined. " 'Time Out for Beauty' 

will contain cosmetic and beauty advice for women on the go," it advises advertisers interested 

in participating. 

 



For those who have not yet noticed the recent explosion in this cynical craft, advertorials are 

those multipage sections in which advertising is surrounded by -- and incorporated into -- 

"articles" and other text that resembles editorial matter. Editors are touchy on the subject, for 

advertising executives admit freely that the point is to blur the distinction between ads and 

magazine articles. 

 

Ms. Editor in Chief Anne Summers notes that the beauty advertorial will not be produced by Ms. 

staff, and swears that "it's going to be clearly demarcated from the rest of the magazine." But it is 

intended, she acknowledges, to provide "a quasi-editorial environment" for beauty advertisers. 

 

Was it a feminist who pointed out that it's impossible to be a little bit pregnant? 

 

The new Ms. offering was conceived, according to the release, after an industry survey showed 

that a greater proportion of Ms. readers than of any other women's magazine's audience buy 

certain cosmetics and toiletries. "We are not surprised," said national advertising sales director 

Linda Lucht in the release. "There has been a general misconception about the Ms. Reader. Now 

the facts speak for themselves." 

 

You know which misconception she means: that Ms. readers are h-u-m-o-r-l-e-s-s f-e-m-i-n-i-s-t-

s in Earth Shoes, leg hairs growing wild beneath baggy fatigues. In fact, says Lucht reassuringly, 

Ms. readers are rated first among "heavy users" of lipstick and lip gloss, second among "heavy 

users" of eye shadow. 

 

When it is suggested to Summers that a cosmetics advertorial might tend to blur the magazine's 

traditional message, she points to the "heavy user" data. "Our readers have already made that 

choice," she says. "They're already buying the stuff." 

 

Which is exactly what the drug dealers with the bags over their heads tell Geraldo Rivera. 

 

Summers is commendably frank about what Ms. is up to: "Obviously, we want the ad pages and 

we need the revenue." She and Ms. publisher Sandra Yates just finished buying the magazine 

from their erstwhile employer, John Fairfax Ltd., the Australian conglomerate that had bought it 



last fall from the nonprofit Ms. Foundation. The two-step change in ownership, Summers 

acknowledges, made advertisers skittish; despite positive early reactions to a handsome redesign, 

advertisers were staying away in droves by the time the August issue closed. 

 

To give the new team its due, the women have brought a renewed flair and seriousness to the 

magazine's coverage of issues. Freed from the tax-exempt status that hampered Ms. under its 

previous ownership, Summers has hired a Washington editor and expanded political coverage. 

 

But they have also shown a markedly greater penchant for the frivolous: two standing features on 

clothes; a guest column in which a woman writes each month about the cultivation (literally) of 

her garden; most notably, a surrender to the truism that celebrity sells. The cover of the July 

issue presented "The Case for Cher," and August features Cyndi Lauper in fishnet stockings, 

lingerie and lace-up black leather boots, with this hard-hitting query perched above her exposed 

right thigh: "Is she still having fun?" 

 

It's not that the lessons of the women's movement were so wrong, Ms. seems to be saying; gosh 

no, it's just that they're obsolete. Times have changed, and these days, it seems, we're all having 

fun. 

 

"People today work within the systems that exist to bring about change," Linda Lucht explains 

patiently. "Years ago, in the work force especially, women were not treated with respect for their 

decision-making ability." 

 

Good to know we cleared that up. 

 

"To ask for equal opportunities to maximize women's potential was radical," Lucht continues. 

Back in those olden days, "some of the people quit wearing makeup ... To make a statement, 

women did things that were outside the normal realm." 

 

Okay, so it's 1988: 16 years after the founding of Ms., 20 years after feminists demonstrated 

against the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City, 25 years after Betty Friedan published "The 

Feminine Mystique." But when, exactly, did the women's movement become a quaint collection 



of "things that were outside the normal realm?" Time was when feminists questioned whether 

there could or should be such a thing as the normal realm, and spent a lot of time wondering who 

defined it. 

 

The question of definitions was crucial. (Do we really need to go over this ground again?) The 

most tired axiom, once the most radical one, redefined the personal as political. Before women 

could hold equal power, it said, they had to learn that their personal lives, habits, perceptions and 

language were at once products and enforcers of their powerlessness. They had to fight sexism 

not only in their offices, and in their kitchens and their classrooms and their beds, but above all 

in their own minds. 

 

In the area of appearance, said this critique, there was too great a chasm between the woman 

designed by biology and the woman admired by society; "femininity," it said, was the web of 

artifice designed to conceal that gap, and if women were not its inventors, they nonetheless spun 

it tirelessly. Cosmetics were only one strand of the web, but they had a special symbolic power 

for the women's movement. 

 

Susan Brownmiller wrote in "Femininity" of the "appalling" contradiction inherent in makeup. 

"If women's faces are supposed to benefit from cosmetics, the underside of the equation is that 

the wearer of makeup dislikes her face without it." 

 

Or, as novelist Lois Gould wrote, "Make up. Meaning invent. Make up something more 

acceptable, because that face you have on right there will not do." 

 

At its most ponderous, this kind of feminist critique pitted women against each other, and turned 

them away. "More women supported the Equal Rights Amendment and legal abortion than could 

walk out of the house without their eye shadow," Brownmiller wrote. "Did they bitterly resent 

the righteous pressure put on them to look, in their terms, less attractive? Yes they did. ... Of all 

the movement rifts I have witnessed, this one remains for me the most poignant and the most 

difficult to resolve." Substitute curlers, or pricey lingerie, or electrolysis -- any other furbelow 

that consumes time or effort or money: They all divided women among and against themselves 

in those years. 

 



But at its best and most profound, the feminist critique persuaded women to believe that their 

unadorned selves did not merit contempt. 

 

Even among those who took it to heart, most sooner or later shrugged inwardly and concluded 

that it was too exacting to observe fully in a world of men and women. "It was probably 

inevitable that the anti-makeup forces should lose," wrote Brownmiller. "We were bucking too 

much of history." We went back to our makeup (or similar vice: my own difficulties, for the 

record, arise over politically incorrect shoes), a decision made with no little difficulty, and no 

little relief. 

 

But surely, even in 1988, the part of that decision with which we must live most gladly is our 

ambivalence. Instead, we seem in danger of forgetting that the critique ever existed. 

 

Already, Ms. denies one of the movement's clearest early perceptions: that advertising holds a 

terrible power to determine self-image, to question self-worth, to induce self-loathing. When 

Summers says, "I think that feminists and the women's movement ought to be mature enough 

after 20 years to know that [using makeup] ought to be a woman's individual choice," she is 

correct, but she also ignores the truth that advertising executives are paid hundreds of thousands 

of dollars a year to discourage the practice of rugged individualism. 

 

To be a magazine editor is always, perforce, to enter a world of pragmatism: Magazines are 

funded largely by advertising. And Ms. has always solicited advertising from the makers of 

beauty products. But until now it has sold only space in its pages. An advertorial is different 

because it sells a piece of the charter -- sells it, in the case of Ms., because nothing else will work 

on Madison Avenue. For advertisers, in their wisdom, are reluctant to buy space in a magazine 

that has traditionally stood for a habit of mind inimical to their message. 

 

It makes me nervous when the advertisers are the ones telling the truth. 

 

The ultimate risk, of course, lies in boosting the creation of a new "normal realm," in which 

women must measure up to old standards and new. As Lucht tells advertisers, "the Ms. reader, 

she's beautiful and she's smart." 



 

If anyone should be alert to that risk, Ms. magazine should be. If anyone should be holding on to 

tenable pieces of the feminist critique -- measuring them against a changed world, letting them 

out or trimming them to fit -- Ms. magazine should be. It is tough to see how a purportedly 

feminist magazine can skirt this job; it is tough to see how a magazine that skirts it can advance a 

feminist agenda. 

 

Acts, said the women's movement, have meaning. Symbols, it said, have power. And women, it 

said, had for too long practiced denial of how much they changed themselves to win 

accommodations in a world run by men. For Ms. to deny the meanings of its acts makes 

nonsense of these ideas. 

 

Lucht says that the reaction among advertisers so far has been encouraging. "We've been able to 

get into doors that we haven't been able to get in for a while ... The beauty advertisers have loved 

the last two covers. They think Cher and Cyndi Lauper are upbeat, they wear makeup, they have 

an attractive image." 

 

In the words of one of the first people on Madison Avenue to perceive that the women's 

movement could be induced to eat its young: You've come a long way, baby. 

 

 


