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“One woman’s pornographer is another woman’s spiritual leader.”


Carrie Bradshaw


For Rachel Teigen, Erin Pressentin, Sara Steen, Natalie Whaley, Megan King, Brennan Angus, Holly Winters, Emily Roberts and, of course, Sara Morrisson.

My very own City girls.

Introduction


Four single thirty-something women living in Manhattan.  Each one has a great career: sex columnist, gallery director, owner of a public relations firm, high powered attorney.
 Each one is beautiful and sexy in her own way – two blondes, a brunette, and a redhead.  They all have enormous amounts of money that allow multitudes of designer shoes, every night out to the trendiest restaurants and drinks with a variety of different men.  If good feminism equals great sex
, then clearly these women have mastered the art of babe feminism.



But the beauty of Sex and the City is there’s more to them than that.  Carrie, Samantha, Charlotte and Miranda aren’t catty, conniving women who are only interested in superficial financial and romantic successes.  They’re best friends.  They’re each others’ support system.  They’re family and they are sisters.  They are babe feminism, sisterhood and clearly the products of liberal feminism all rolled up into one heck of an entertaining half hour. 


Since its inception on the Home Box Office network in 1998, Sex and the City has enjoyed much critical and popular success.  As the first of HBO’s original series, Sex and the City has won numerous Emmy, Golden Globe and Screen Actor’s Guild awards.  The first three seasons of episodes have been released on video and DVD by popular demand and are, therefore, available to anyone with $4 and a Blockbuster card.  With so much success and visibility it is important to examine how Sex and the City presents feminist ideals.


Sex and the City is a very common favorite of groups of single, young women.  As different as a group of poor, young college students are from the typical upper class, sexy Manhattanite, from the moment I and my friends first laid eyes on it, my friends and I found that we were able to relate to Sex and the City in a way that we’d never really been able to with any other program.  We understand the characters and have experienced many of their struggles with romantic relationships.  Though Sex and the City is a comedy, none of the situations feel silly or belittle the experiences of women.  In fact, it seems that many of our life choices are displayed in a positive and self-affirming manner.  Furthermore, the voices that are heard on the show, both of bewilderment and of reason, come from strong, independent women.  These women seem to be at least one version of what well-off, white, heterosexual, feminist-minded women today strive to become – relatively emotionally solid, successful in career and finances.  


Carrie Bradshaw is the show’s every-woman.  She’s a pretty together lady who has a fun job, a great wardrobe and a continuous line of attractive suitors.  She’s the one that questions the who, what, when, where and whys of single life and modern relationships.  After all, as a sex columnist and a self described “sexual anthropologist,” that’s her job.  Carrie is a fashion plate with a pension for shoes, especially Manolo Blahnik strappy sandals.  She’s the narrator, the one who navigates the viewer through the endless confusions of how to be a woman when you’re a single and independent in the new millennium.  


Carrie’s three friends seem to represent conflicting ideals that many women today deal with.  Samantha Jones is sexual freedom personified.  She is a powerful public relations executive and by far the most sexually adventurous of the bunch – a fact of which she is immensely proud.  Charlotte York is traditional.  She wants desperately to get married, settle down and have kids.  She ascribes to The Rules and never sleeps with a man on the first date.  She is proper and conventional.  Miranda Hobbes is unconventional.  She is the answer to Charlotte’s conventionality.  She vocally rejects conventional wisdom about marriage, dating and the like.  She wants a partner, but isn’t willing to sacrifice herself for a man.


These four women, as main characters of Sex and the City, frequently dialogue with one another, and accordingly, the ideals they individually represent dialogue with each other as well.  How do single women deal with sexuality?  How do we balance traditional beliefs with modernity?  How do women today deal with being single and still remain strong and independent?  With all of this going on, I wonder – what kind of messages about feminism are being constructed in this immensely popular television show?   


Over the past hundred years, feminism has developed into a highly complicated theoretical and practical way of life.  As this has occurred, certain elements of certain feminisms have inevitably become a part of mainstream culture.  It has become acceptable and expected, for women to vote, join the workforce, become financially independent, control their own bodies, and the like.  So it follows that some kinds of feminist attitudes would be presented within the popular culture forum – namely in movies, magazines, advertisements, on television and the like.


It is important to realize that popular culture can be seen as an indicator of our shared values as a society.  If ‘popular’ can be defined as something that is of the people, frequently encountered or widely accepted, and ‘culture’ can be defined as the practices, artifacts, institutions, customs and values of a particular society, then ‘popular culture’ can be seen as the most immediate and contemporary element in our lives, the most visible and omnipresent level of culture in a society. (Petracca & Surapure, 2000)  Because these media images have become so intrinsically woven into our daily lives,
 we are inevitably confronted with images of universalized social values and beliefs.


As popular culture becomes a pervasive force in shaping these supposedly shared values, it is important to study how feminism is characterized in pop culture.  The key question is – what does feminism (whether explicitly or implicitly identified as such) look like in popular culture?  Specifically, what does feminism look like in Sex and the City?  Are we simply dealing with the notion of good feminism equals great sex, or is there more depth to Sex and the City’s definition of feminism?

Literature Review

In order to determine how feminism is presented in Sex and the City, it is necessary to place our modern day feminism, or the Third Wave, and its various counterparts within a sequential context.  It is important to note that, though certain time periods of feminism can be generally characterized as working toward a certain set of goals or having a sense of somewhat unified beliefs, as Chris Beasley writes in What Is Feminism, “feminism’s complexity and diversity provide obstacles to those wishing to gain a satisfactory grasp of its meaning,” (1999, p. ix) and, for these purposes, a grasp of its history.  Subsequently, these descriptions of both First and Second Wave feminism are generalities.  Their purpose is not to be an exhaustive review of feminism over the ages, but instead to provide a foundation for the comparison and characterization of Third Wave feminism and further, to attempt to characterize “pop feminism.”


As defined by Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards in their Third Wave feminist guide, Manifesta, the First Wave of feminism began in the mid-1800s:

The suffragists/suffragettes are considered to be the First Wave of the feminist movement, although they didn’t know that the organized push for women’s rights would ever fly and need to be identified by its subsequent surges of political and cultural action.  This wave originated in the mid-1800s and ended in 1920 with the Nineteenth Amendment, which guaranteed women the right to vote.  (2000, p. 400)

Presumably, there wasn’t total cohesion when the suffragettes went about creating an equal voice (at least politically) for some women.  Undoubtedly, there was difference of opinion on how to effect this change, and many factions probably disagreed.  However, overall the First Wave can be credited with getting women the right to vote, battling for the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and cementing women’s right to an education (thanks in part to Mary Wollstonecraft’s earlier contribution of The Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1792).


After the First Wave, feminism took a good long break.  But, she was back and ready for more in the late sixties.  Jumpstarted by Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, the formation of the National Organization of Women (NOW), the civil rights and the anti-war movements, the Second Wave feminist

activists, both radical and reformist, shepherded in abortion reform, equal pay, and credit legislation, and consciousness of sexism as a tool of cultural and political oppression.  Second Wavers, now in their forties through seventies, are still active and indeed, run most of the institutions of the women’s movement, from NOW to NARAL to women’s studies to Ms. (2000, p. 401)

Second Wave feminism is commonly thought of as equivalent to the theoretical approach of liberal feminism.  Beasley describes liberal feminism as “the ‘moderate’ or ‘mainstream’ face of feminism.”  She goes on to characterize liberal feminism as being motivated by several goals:  1) equality in the public sphere, 2) freedom and autonomy from “unwarranted restrictions by others,” 3) the presumption of natural sameness between men and women and the conclusion that therefore society should represent a “fundamentally sexually undifferentiated human nature,” and finally 4) these all should be changed via an agenda of reform rather than revolution.  (1999, p. 51-53)  Though liberal feminism is generally thought of as the embodiment of Second Wave feminism per se, radical feminism, Marxist feminism, socialist feminism and feminism that focuses on women of color all arose out of the Second Wave, among other, less visible groups who were working towards women’s equality from varying points of view.


So, if the First Wave women had “battles for the vote and later the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA)” (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000, p. 20) and Second Wave women had their “effort to establish reproductive freedom, job equality, plus the leftover goal of the ERA,” (2000, p. 20) then feminists of yesteryear all had, at the very least, a few common political goals to look toward.  However, the women of the Third Wave, “unlike the women who took part in the First and Second waves of feminism… feel as if they live their feminist lives without clear political struggles, which begs the question – What are the goals of the Third Wave?”  (2000, p. 21)  Before Third Wave feminism is defined and its goals examined it’s necessary to examine a couple of controversial texts preceding its inception.  
The Posting of Feminism


In 1990, Newsweek writer Kay Eberling opined that feminism is essentially harmful to women in “The Failure of Feminism.”  Eberling writes that feminism (and here she seems to be referring to liberal feminism), the Great Experiment That Failed, as she calls it, encouraged women to leave their husbands, forget about family and start acting like men.  She further asserts that the results of feminism include women being overworked and most devastatingly, living life without a man.  According to Eberling, the only possible positive effect that feminism has had on women’s lives is the ability to receive an education – the only use for which should be so that women can be “brainy in the way that they raise their children.”  While Eberling’s opinion is decidedly extremist, she isn’t alone in her critical viewpoint, even among women who consider themselves feminists.


Two years later, Susan Faludi addressed many of these concerns (and popular urban myths such as: college-educated women over 30 are more likely to be killed by a terrorist than to marry; working women enjoy their careers at the expense of their children's welfare; if you're female, you can't really have it all)  in Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women.  She outlines the fall of feminism in the 1980s, rebuffing the questions and hesitations that Eberling outlines – that feminism has not caused women to end up sad and lonely, it has not caused the destruction of the family and all and all women really can have it all, if that’s what they want.  She goes on to declare that this decline of feminism is directly related to a purposeful, cultural, conspiratorial undermining of the feminist movement.  Though controversial in many ways, Backlash’s main idea is clearly valuable: feminism isn’t dead; it’s just been beaten down a bit and perhaps needs to be reworked.  Though Backlash is just one of the texts that can be seen as pro-feminist, in this “post-feminist” time period, it is one of the most prevalently cited, especially in relation to the following works by Wolf, Roiphe and Denfeld.

Despite Faludi’s assertions, criticism of liberal feminism as a movement only grew.  Naomi Wolf, Katie Roiphe and Rene Denfeld all wrote scathing texts that accused feminism of protecting women and enabling them to hide, cowering, under the label of ‘victim’.   In Fire With Fire, Wolf outlines two types of feminisms – the “victim feminism” and the “power feminism.” (Wolf, 1993)  Wolf states that “victim feminism is when a woman seeks power through an identity of powerlessness” (p. 135).  Wolf goes on to say that this type of feminism is regressive, instead of looking towards equalities between men and women, victim feminists look to sexual purity and “feminine specialness instead of human worth.”  She instead advocates for a power feminism, one that denotes the individual voice, power and choices of women everywhere.


Katie Roiphe takes this victim/power distinction one step further, painting a picture of survivors of sexual harassment and date rape as hysterical, whining, weaklings in her book, The Morning After: Sex, Fear and Feminism on Campus.  She writes that she feels betrayed by feminism, that it didn’t turn out quite how she’d hoped – for a power feminism, like Wolf, where women are strong and equal with men, without any vulnerability.  But in the process of condemning this victim feminism, she crosses the dangerous line between advocating for a stronger feminist voice and the backlash that Faludi writes of.  She even describes herself as such, writing of the climate at her university:  “It was the feminists against the backlash, us against them, and increasingly I was ‘them.’” (Roiphe, 1993, p. 6)


Similarly, Rene Denfeld’s The New Victorians challenged aspects of feminism that she feels have taken on a Victorian mindset.  According to Denfeld, sexual purity (with the ever-popular victim feminism, anti-pornography points of view and male-bashing) and the placing of women on a pedestal (as in Goddess worship or the idea of a feminist utopia), both serve to relegate feminism to a merely neo-Victorian lifestyle choice.  She goes on to state that though young women today won’t identify themselves as feminist (presumably because of these faults), they will admit that they support certain feminist issues, such as pay-equity, child care, birth control and reproductive rights.  And so, she concludes with the idea that feminism needs to be taken back, writing “if there were a movement that addressed our concerns, we would join it… If this was a feminist movement, we’d gladly call ourselves feminist.” (p. 279)


This sample is certainly not exhaustive of the discourse that occurred in feminist circles during the early ‘90s.  It does however, encompass major, influential works that both defended and criticized liberal, Second Wave feminism.  Also, it is necessary to note that these women – Wolf, Roiphe and Denfeld – who were vocal about their distaste with the feminist movement either identified themselves as feminist or wanted to, if only they could find the right connection.  Therefore, this discourse is not your general, run of the mill, right wing versus left wing, conservatives verses liberals – it illustrates the dissension within the ranks of feminism.


Perhaps because of these criticisms and others, Time Magazine decided to (for the 119th time
) devote a cover article to the question “Is Feminism Dead?” a question that only seems to garner an affirmative response.  Ginia Bellafante wrote the article, entitled “Feminism:  It’s All About Me!”, and it asserts that feminism must be dead partially due to the fact that feminists of today and icons of popular culture are not "hard, strident feminist[s] out of the '60s and '70s.”  What Bellafante quite obviously wasn’t aware of (or didn’t care to discuss) is the idea that feminism could live on in a form that is more disjointed than the Second Wave movement.  When she says that “if feminism of the '60s and '70s was steeped in research and obsessed with social change, feminism today is wed to the culture of celebrity and self-obsession,” she sets up a dichotomy in which those two values can only be mutually exclusive – that, there can’t at the same time be feminists that are active in a political movement as well as feminists who are addressing feminism within themselves and everyone in between.  In contrast, Third Wave feminism welcomes a wide variety of different viewpoints – that diversity being the beauty and the key to the inclusion of the Wolfs, Roiphes and Denfelds, as well as the Ally McBeals, Bridget Jones and last, but not least, Carrie Bradshaws.

Finding the Third Wave


If the First Wave can be characterized by the struggle for the vote and the Second Wave can be characterized by liberal feminism’s strides in making the personal political, both in government and within families, then (at least at this point) the Third Wave could best be characterized by its evolution into a movement of disconnected movements.  From the black feminists to the Girlies to the postmodern feminist to the riotgrrrls, we are a generation of splintered focuses and difference.  The key is that each and every group of feminists today are in their own way a part of, as bell hooks states in Feminism Is For Everybody, “simply put, a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation and oppression.”  (hooks, 2000, p. 1)  This can be accomplished through political involvement, the way one dresses, the writing of feminist theory, consciousness raising sessions, placing importance on female friendships or any kind of action that, in some way, reverses sexism, sexist exploitation or oppression.  


While this variance of focuses may seem detrimental to feminism in as a unified movement, it seems fitting to look to Audre Lorde’s watershed 1979 article, ”The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.”  Though she was specifically addressing issues of race, class and sexuality within feminism, her statements regarding the inclusion of difference can also be translated to the state of the Third Wave.  She writes, “Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the grossest reformism.  It is a total denial of the creative function of difference in our lives.  Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic.”  With respect to today’s feminists, it can be said that the various factions that make up the Third Wave represent the difference in our lives and that if the Third Wave is to be successful, we must not only peacefully co-exist with out fellow feminists, but also recognize the power and creativity within each individual feminist philosophy, however different from our own.  “In our world, divide and conquer must become define and empower.”  (Lorde, 1979, p. 110-113)

These diverse ways of doing feminism, those that can serve to define and empower Third Wave feminism, can be seen in quite a bit of literature that was produced in the late ‘90s.  I find it interesting, and fitting that much of the literature on Third Wave feminism comes in the form of collected essays.  I believe that this is indicative of the character of the Third Wave, all working towards a same major goal, but having different ways of going about it.  This can be seen in Barbara Findlen’s Listen up: Voices from the Next Feminist Generation, Leslie Haywood and Jennifer Drake’s Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism, Marcelle Karp and Debbie Stroller’s The Bust Guide to the New Girl Order, and Rebecca Walker’s To Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism.  These collections all include essays from various women, with various different ways of “doing feminism.”


In Findlen’s Listen Up, she sums up the experience of the Third Wave in the introduction, writing that “one thing that becomes clear in reading these essays is that there’s no singular “young feminist” take on the world.  But more to the point, there’s no one “feminist” take on the world, and there never has been.”  The book goes on to host twenty-eight essays by Third Wave feminists who cover topics ranging from racism within feminism to body image to naturopathic abortion to androgyny.  It is clear that each one of these women (and their friends, colleagues, families, etc.) is interacting with feminism in very different ways – ways that are important to them and ways that deal with their own lives.  (Findlen, 1995)


Similarly, Haywood and Drake’s Third Wave Agenda deals with various facets of the Third Wave movement.  The contributors examine such diverse themes as classism, activism, Third Wave representations through pop culture icons such as Roseanne and Henry Rollins, lesbianism, masculinity, punk and hip-hop music.  “Writers in Third Wave Agenda, although their positions are by no means comprehensive of the diversity of the Third Wave, engage the possibility of rethinking and reshaping” the feminist movement.  (Haywood and Drake, 1997)


Walker’s To Be Real addresses the contradictions that result from a feminist living in the real world.  She speaks of having lived in a “feminist ghetto,” a world where “every decision I made, person I spent time with, word I uttered, had to measure up to an image I had in my mind of what was morally and politically right according to my vision of female empowerment.”  And so, the contributors of To Be Real, right about “loving hip-hop and the often misogynist artists who make it, refusing to understand the world in terms of the biological categories which fuel identity politics, or winding their way through the disillusionment that comes with the reality of corporate life… As they struggle to formulate a feminism they can call their own, they debunk the stereotype that there is one lifestyle or manifestation of feminist empowerment, and instead offer self-possession, self-determination, and an endless array of non-dichotomous possibilities.”  (Walker, 1995) 


In The Bust Guide to the New World Order, Karp and Stoller address this same diversity of thought from within a more specified area – Girl or Girlie Culture.  This area is particularly pertinent to Sex and the City, because it examines “that shared set of female experiences that includes Barbies and blowjobs, sexism and shoplifting, Vogue and vaginas,” much like Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte do in each and every episode.  Again, there is a diversity of thought projected within this collection, and while it is all connected to Girl Culture or “feminine accoutrements that were tossed out with sexism during the Second Wave,” (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000 p. 400) they still look at things from vibrators to Gloria Steinem to loving men to motherhood.  And so, even while concentrating on more specific issues and areas of thought, voices from the Third Wave continue to reflect a diverse way of thinking and doing feminism.


Another definitive characterization of the Third Wave is Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future, written as a team by Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards.  They examine the state of feminism today, from Riot Grrrls to the Spice Girls, from Katie Roiphe’s “post-feminist” backlash to Girl Culture.  Baumgardner and Richards have written a text that, not only gives new feminists a history and definition of the movement, from the First Wave on, but effectively characterizes the Third Wave as one of endless possibilities, thanks to the diversity of thought that has flourished.


What can be gathered from this knowledge is that the Third Wave is incredibly varied.  It shows that there are a multitude of different ways that feminism can manifest itself within popular culture and Sex and the City and still fit in with the Third Wave movement, thanks to its inherent inclusiveness and diversity.

What About TV?


In her book Prime-Time Feminism, Bonnie Dow explores television and the feminisms within it since the 1970s.  She specifically addresses three television shows that, I think, illustrate the development of areas of feminism from the Second Wave to the backlash of “post-feminism” – including The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Designing Women and Murphy Brown.  She places these programs within the context of the time that they were aired, paying attention to the feminist and political atmospheres of the time.


Originally airing in 1970, The Mary Tyler Moore Show is “generally acknowledged as the first popular and long-running television series clearly to feature the influence of feminism.”  (Dow, 1996, p. 24)  It featured a character named Mary Richards a “thirtyish, unmarried, working women” as the center of a workplace sitcom and more importantly included “the depiction of women’s lives without male romantic partners, the enactment of a ‘feminist lifestyle’ by young, attractive, white, heterosexual, female characters, and a reliance on the tenets of Second Wave liberal or equity feminism.”  (1996, p. 30)


The basic premise is that Mary “lands a job in the all-male enclave of the WJM-TV newsroom, a job that her boss, Lou Grant, tell her he presumed would be filled by a man.” (1996, p. 30)  She is a character entrenched in stereotypical Second Wave issues – struggling for equal career opportunity, financial independence and freedom from marriage.  While Mary Tyler Moore effectively deals with many basic issues of the Second Wave that fall within the public sphere, it fails to address major issues within the private sphere of “sex roles, the patriarchal family, and the false consciousness created by the mythology of romance and heterosexuality” that were more closely aligned with radical, rather than liberal, feminism. At the root of its success was how Mary Tyler Moore blended discourses of a new, feminist woman, working in the public sphere with a more traditional representation of “girl-next-door sweetness and ‘old fashioned’ attachment to honesty and integrity.” (1996, p. 25)  


Similarly, Dow discusses Designing Women, a 1986 comedy about four women who run an interior design company out of Julia Sugarbaker’s Atlanta home.  Characterized by Dow as having a “gendered consciousness” rather than having an explicitly feminist edge, it too depicts many mainstream Second Wave ideals.  Though the company is operated out of a typical middle-class home, Designing Women is also a workplace comedy (hence, essentially combining public and private spheres), though it lacks the “women in a man’s world” quality that Mary Tyler Moore depends on for it’s feminist flavor.


This lack of principal men allows for an important feminist device, which Dow calls “women’s talk.”  She writes that “interaction among characters parallels the essential process of consciousness-raising, disguised as ‘women’s talk.’”  (1996, p. 108)  Dow quotes the definition of consciousness-raising from Jo Freeman’s “The Politics of Women’s Liberation”:

Women come together in small groups to share personal experiences, problems and feelings.  From this public sharing comes the realization that what was thought to be individual is in fact common; that what was thought to be a personals problem has a social cause and a political solution… Women learn to see how social structures and attitudes have molded them from birth and limited their opportunities.  They ascertain the extent to which women have been denigrated in this society and how they have developed prejudices against themselves and other women.  They learn to develop self-esteem and to appreciate the value of group solidarity.

She goes on to say that this isn’t perfectly replicated, though the women’s talk in Designing Women does accomplish a “woman-centered analysis of sexual politics, the ultimate goal of consciousness-raising.”


Furthermore, she goes on to cite that the ensemble cast offers the viewer multiple opportunities for character identification within Designing Women, as opposed to Mary Tyler Moore or Murphy Brown, where viewers are encouraged to see one singular woman as “the representation of ‘woman’ or ‘feminist.’” (1996, p. 118)  Designing Women therefore “offers a multiplicity of viewpoints.  Each character is a distinct personality, and the perspective offered by each is valued within the program.” (1996, p. 118)


If Designing Women reiterates the continuing need for feminism, Murphy Brown exemplifies media’s desire to deemphasize its positives and accentuate its negatives.  Murphy Brown premiered in the era of the “backlash,” 1988.  In her analysis of Murphy Brown, Dow presents us with a “post-feminist” television show.  While Murphy Brown is, what Dow calls a “reworking of a television staple associated with 1970s feminism, the single, working-woman sitcom,” (1996, p. 136) Dow also casts Murphy Brown as a character that “embodies what media construction of post-feminism posit as the negative consequences of female independence.” (1996, p. 144)


Murphy is the anchor of a news magazine who works in a “man’s world.”  She is highly independent, competitive and aggressive, traditionally masculine characters traits.  She has “adapted successfully to the masculine culture of television journalism and made her way to the top of her profession through rugged individualism.”  (1996, p. 140)  Generally, this is depicted as a flaw, a constant subject for comedic fodder.  Dow writes, “The earlier seasons of Murphy Brown are the most direct about exploiting aspects of Murphy’s stereotypical liberal feminist character.  A recurring theme, for example, is that Murphy’s competitiveness and ambition are excessive.”  (1996, p. 142)


Murphy Brown really has two sides:  “For profeminist viewers, Murphy is a rare and satisfying portrait of a powerful woman… [her comeuppances] can be viewed as evidence of the continuing discomfort of Americans with powerful women and of the need for continued feminist struggle.”  (1996, p. 160)  However, “Murphy’s function as a comedic character, whose extreme personality traits are often the source of humor… The fact that Murphy “suffers” for her success makes it easier to accept her rejection of traditional womanhood,” satisfying those who may reject feminism and its major tenets.


If Mary Tyler Moore and Designing Women can be seen as television shows that promote the Second Wave agenda, namely liberal feminism and a gendered consciousness, and Murphy Brown questions the need for continued feminism and can be seen as television’s version of “backlash” and 80s feminism, what would a Third Wave television show look like?  What aspects of feminism would be included?   More particularly, can Sex and the City be seen as an example of this?

Guiding Questions

My research into this matter will be guided by two questions.  Preliminarily, what does feminism look like in popular culture?  Sex and the City and other television programs are very different in many ways from academia, so it is important to determine how feminism can materialize outside of the academy, specifically, within pop culture.

 Pop culture – meaning television, movies, news media, newspapers, magazines, et cetera – is something that all Americans come into contact with on a daily basis.  Because of this daily interaction, pop culture can be viewed as an incredibly influential tool of the spread of societal values across much of the American public.  Values dealing with feminism could be seen as more socially widespread when they come from pop culture venues than they would be coming from other less broadly disseminated sources, such as academia.  For that reason, a preliminary series of questions that guide this paper are:  

· What does feminism look like in popular culture? 

· Which ideals are highlighted?

It is my assumption that feminism in pop culture (or “pop feminism”) will mainly deal with relatively mainstream feminist agendas, such as notions of independence and choice (both institutional and emotional), sisterhood, sexual freedom and behavioral assertiveness.  Furthermore, I believe that these values will be addressed in a highly simplified manner – alluded to, but perhaps not dealing with all the complexities that are found in other forms of feminism.  

Still, the most overarching guiding question I will examine is:

· Are these “pop feminist” values present in Sex and the City?

Because I – a self-proclaimed feminist and Women Studies student – am a fan of the show, I do believe that some form of feminism is presented.  It is obvious that this form is not academic in nature.  It is also fairly obvious to me that it is not simply “babe feminism.”  So it is my prediction that feminism in Sex and the City will, to some degree, mirror that of pop culture.

If the feminism of pop culture and that of Sex and the City do go hand in hand – I would further wonder:

· How is feminism presented in the show?  

· Do the writers, directors and producers implicitly or explicitly examine feminist issues? 

· Or are certain issues explicitly looked at while others are assumed?  

Perhaps feminist values will be presented in the narrative content, but will not be explicitly debated via actual dialogue.  Perhaps they will be shown through non-verbal cues that aren’t necessarily consciously visible to the average viewer.

Additionally, 

· What specific feminist values are present?  

· Is Sex and the City concerned with particular liberal issues such as equitable wages or reproductive rights?  

· Or does it mainly focus on issues having to do with the nuances of remaining strong, independent, sexy women, while carrying on both solid friendships and romantic relationships?  

Most likely it is the latter, but I shall examine any feminist values that are present, whether they are political, academic, emotional, psychological or any other manifestation of feminist consciousness.

Methods

In order to fully explore how Sex and the City correlates with mainstream, popular versions of feminism, I have conducted two increasingly extensive content analyses.  The first is an analysis of a simple sample of twelve popular, non-political magazine articles intended to gauge how representations of women, particularly feminist (self-identified or otherwise) women are constructed.  The second stage of content analysis consists of applying this popular vision of feminist women to the characters and narrative of the first three seasons of Sex and the City.


While constructions of feminism can be seen within all facets of popular culture – television, film, print media, advertisements.  I gathered my information on popular views of Third Wave feminist women from mainstream magazines.  While this decision was made partially due to the ease of information collection, the content of magazines interests me for additional reasons.  First, they are economically accessible – people who may not be able to afford cable television or movie tickets can buy a magazine or even flip through one while waiting in line at the grocery store, making the messages in magazines something that many Americans consume.  Second, they are intellectually accessible – the writing is not difficult to understand, the vocabulary is simple and looking at the pictures and captions alone can give a reader a feeling for the essence of the article, unlike many newspapers and books.  This would mean that mainstream magazines are one area where consumption of constructed images of feminist women is particularly available to all Americans.  Additionally, it is an area where many of very different sectors of the Third Wave can all be seen.


I searched for articles in three different magazines.  Forgoing Newsweek, Time, The New Yorker, and the like, I selected articles from People Weekly, Rolling Stone and Cosmopolitan – a celebrity gossip type publication, a music-centered publication and a beauty/fashion magazine.  I chose not to use articles from any national political or news centered magazine, assuming that their articles would be more politically self-aware (both liberally and conservatively) and less focused on the “trivialities” of pop culture.  Furthermore, I was hoping to gauge the role of feminism and women as it is embedded within popular culture – articles specifically addressing feminism would presumably be more issue conscious and therefore would not have the same subliminal qualities as articles that merely hinted at ideas of feminism.  


People Weekly, a weekly magazine, is a brand of the AOL/Time-Warner media conglomerate.  The magazine has an average readership of approximately 36,980,000 with a male to female ratio of 35/65 and “more people read People each week than watch the highest-rated television shows such as Survivor, or attend the biggest movie openings, such as Titanic.”  (People.com, 4/15/03).  Thus, not only do literally millions of people read People, but nearly two thirds of those people are women.


Rolling Stone is a subsidiary of Vivendi Universal “a consumer-focused, performance-driven, values-based global media and communications company that seeks to be the world’s preferred creator and provider of entertainment, education and personalized services.” (RollingStone.com, 4/15/03)  A biweekly publication, Rolling Stone is mainly geared towards twenty- and thirty-something music fans.  It reports on a broad range of popular musical genres and occasionally covers pseudo “hard news,” bringing its readers exposés on various political issues, but usually reserves its feature story for a biography of a newly popular or classically revered artist. 


Cosmopolitan seemed like an essential addition as it describes itself as “famous for its upbeat style, focus on the young career woman and candid discussion of contemporary male/female relationships,” an approach that would seem to be very similar to the apparent focus of Sex and the City.  At one time, Cosmo was under the leadership of Helen Gurley Brown, author of Sex and the Single Girl, a guidebook for young and single women in the early sixties.  Additionally, Cosmo (published by the Hearst Corporation) is available in 25 languages and sold in 41 counties, making it the “largest magazine franchise in the world.”  (Hearst.com, 4/15/03)


Using Proquest, I completed three separate searches, one for each of the periodicals, using the same parameters each time – the search term was ‘feminist’ or ‘feminism’, limiting the results to January 1, 1998 – December 31, 2001, the approximate time frame of the first three seasons of Sex and the City.  For all three publications, I planned to use the first five articles from each search, giving me fifteen articles in total. In People and Rolling Stone, I narrowed the search results by dismissing very short articles, book reviews and the like and then selecting the articles that were most women-focused.  Unfortunately, Cosmo only returned two articles that fit my search parameters (interestingly the magazine whose motto is -- “Fun, Fearless, Female” has only two articles containing the word ‘feminism’ over a four year period), leaving me with twelve articles in total.


I then proceeded to examine each article, highlighting words that were used as descriptors of women, feminists, anti-feminists and feminism.  Next, I compiled all the descriptors I had identified, sorting them into seven categories – non-traditional female behaviors, modernity, strength & power, focus on the self, choice, the ability to control her own sexuality, bonding with other women (see Appendix A).  These categories are assumed to be partially representative of popular culture’s view of feminism and feminist women and further, are the basis for the focus of my coding of the actual text of Sex and the City.


In order to gather specific information on the content of Sex and the City, I created an episode analysis form (Appendix B).  This form allowed me to gather information on a variety of different levels.  The first half of the form looks at easily identifiable, concrete textual elements.  First, I looked at basic episode details:  episode title and date, Carrie’s guiding question for the episode, gender of those in creative control, number of characters and their genders.  Then I logged the demographic information for up to nine of the most prominent characters of the episode including whether they are a principal or supporting character, gender, age, race, occupation, education level, socio-economic status, sexual orientation, marital status.  


The second half of the episode analysis form looks to code more complex items (dialogue, non-verbal communications, attitudes, et cetera) that fall into those seven categories that I found to be representative of popular culture’s view of feminism and feminist women.  In order to simplify the categories, I assigned each a one or two-word title that I felt concisely described the essence of the category.  Thus, the categories became:  modernity, aggressiveness, power, self-awareness, choice, sisterhood and sexual empowerment.  The form allowed me to tally each time one of these categories is displayed and a space to write down the example and explain its importance.  For example, if Samantha propositions a man for sex, it could be tallied under both aggressiveness and sexual empowerment, depending on how the situation is portrayed.  Under each category an explanation or example would be provided so that repeat occurrences of certain types of situations might be later addressed.


I coded a controlled sample of episodes, beginning with the third episode.  I started with the third episode because the first and second are noticeably different in narrative style from the rest of the episodes (Carrie takes on more on a reporter role, asking the various characters their opinions on relationship issues).  From then on, I coded every fourth episode – episode numbers 3, 7, 11, 15, 19, 23, 27, 31, 35, 39, 43 and 47 – leaving me with twelve episodes in total and around six total hours of Sex and the City.  Three episodes came from the first season (1998), four from the second season (1999) and five from the third season (2000).

Limitations of Methods


There are three major limitations with the way this study was constructed.  First, is subjectivity.  As I am the only coder, the results are based purely on what I have chosen to write down.  The instances that I believe to be examples of modernity, self-awareness, choice, power, sisterhood and sexual empowerment will be entirely influenced by my opinions and life experiences.  There are no other coders watching the episodes and my results will not be replicated.



Secondly, I am limited by my own consistency.  Perhaps the episodes that I code last or first or in the middle will be watched from varying different times of day, moods or degrees of excitement – all of which could effect how I view the episodes.  Additionally, as I have chose to watch in “real time”, not often pausing the show to write my comments, there may be small moments missed when marking.


Thirdly, my coding sheet does not code for instances of anti-feminism.  While this would be an interesting and helpful addition to the coding, there simply wasn’t enough time or space within this study to go further in depth than simply looking for the presence of pop feminism.

Mainstream Magazines and Feminism

In order to determine whether or not Sex and the City is aligned with popular culture’s feminist ideals (or pop feminism), I first had to define these ideals.  From a small sample of magazine articles from People, Cosmopolitan and Rolling Stone I gathered various terms and phrases that were used to describe ostensibly feminist women in articles that contained the word “feminism” or “feminists.”  These women weren’t necessarily described as feminists, but were connected to the concept of feminism in some way.  I found 46 such descriptors and categorized them into seven different categories.  I use these categories – essentially, seven different aspects of pop feminism – as codes for the various messages put forth by Sex and the City, to assess whether this show can be characterized as feminist in at least some respects.


The first major category is modernity, or more precisely, attitudes, beliefs, lifestyles and the like that are questioning or in contrast with traditional beliefs.  Based on the three terms “modern,” “subversive,” and “edgy,” the modernity category illustrates that pop culture sees feminists as exceptionally untraditional as a group.  While this is a broad and somewhat tricky concept, some examples would be seen in a woman not wanting to get married or not wanting to have children, the acceptance of historically unacceptable behaviors such as homosexuality, open conversation about sex and other such taboo ways of thinking and living.


The next category deals with non-traditional female behavior, specifically aggressiveness.  The terms found were:  [not]demure, [un]ladylike, catty, raw, doesn’t care, doesn’t bite her tongue, bawdy, shock value, vocal, fierce, aggressive, boldness, “most of the time you have to hold her back,” “sugar and spite femme fatales” and agitator.  All of these descriptors deal with aggressiveness – speaking one’s mind, even in situations where possible objections may occur.  This category represents the polar opposite of the old adage that “ladies should be seen and not heard.”  In pop culture, feminists are portrayed as aggressive in behavior.


The terms – power, unshakable, “we liked our decisions, we just had to stand by them,” control, strong, strength, “we can take care of ourselves,” tough and savvy – all came together to form the category of strength and power.  These terms suggest that pop culture portrays feminist women as people who can deal with many situations from a position of control in both the public and the private spheres.


Yet another category can be seen in the combination of the following terms: pride, self-respect and “the crusade to wipe out the shame and embarrassment that many women still associate with their bodies or their sexuality.”  These all fall under the heading of positive self-awareness, the idea that a person can have a vision of themselves that is constructive and encouraging, sometimes referred to as positive self-esteem.


Choice, a hallmark of feminism in the United States, is another category that is illustrative of pop culture’s construction of feminism.  Through words and phrases such as independence, freedom, “limitless, not limited,” “the ability to choose,” individualist, and “marriage felt like a restriction, not an enlargement,” it is obvious that choice is an important aspect of this type of feminism.  While choice as a term is most often used in conjunction with reproductive freedom, this idea of choice is applicable to many facets of life – from relationships to career to children to the privileges associated with having basic civil rights.


Another category is sisterhood.  The terms that this is based on are “sisterhood” and “forging a direct link with females.”  This is a very popular idea in many forms of feminism and deals with women’s relationships with other women.  It is to be assumed that we, as American women, all share some common experiences, which can in turn, strengthen our feminist bonds with each other.
  Though we all come from different backgrounds and points of view, we can find a place to understand one another as fellow women and friends.  


Finally, feminist women were also described as: sexy, “a glorified 1950s high school cheerleader with an undertone of perverse 1990s sexuality… simultaneously wholesome and ripely sensual… Lolita on aerobics,” brazen (sexuality), vixen, beautiful, having badass clothes, and stylish.  These terms all can be interpreted as parts of a category that deals sex positivity and can further be extrapolated to encompass sexual empowerment on some level.  


And so, for the purposes of this small study, these seven categories are the main ingredients that comprise the definition of pop feminism.  If the feminism in Sex and the City is an image of pop feminism, then it will have to include aspects from most of these seven categories. 

Episode Frameworks

I began by measuring several different aspects of Sex and the City, specifically, four things that set the tone for any television show: the question (or thesis) of each particular episode, the genders of the people who have creative control, gender visibility among the cast on-screen and the demographics of the characters.  Though fairly basic in nature, these foundational elements theoretically constrain how any type of feminist ideals could be portrayed in a show.  Because of the scope and nature of this study, these results are highly simplified and no causal relationship can really be inferred.


In each episode of Sex and the City, Carrie is researching a different topic for her sex column.  These topics each come with a coordinating question – Is there a secret cold war between marrieds and singles?  When it comes to relationships, is it smarter to follow your heart or your head?  With few exceptions, Carrie is shown in her apartment, typing on her black laptop when the veritable question-at-hand comes to her mind.  Accordingly, the camera closes in on her computer screen, focusing on the question as she types and mirrors the words with a voice-over.  This question will then set the framework for the rest of the episode’s intertwining stories.


As these questions, the focus of each episode, are very much emphasized with both audio and visual attention, it seems that these questions should be further examined.  Are these questions feminist in nature?  Before any judgment can be made, it is important to define how one single interrogatory sentence can be categorized as having a gendered consciousness.  For the purposes of evaluating simple episode foundations, I will use this definition:  If Carrie’s question examines distinctions between the experiences of men and the experiences of women, then I consider it to have a gendered consciousness.  For example, the question “Do women just want to be rescued,” inherently assumes that there is a perceived difference between the traditional gender roles of men and women and Carrie is attempting to get to the bottom of it.  However, the question “Is there such a thing as relationship karma,” does not look to look at disparities in the experiences of men and women and/or gender roles in relationships. 


With this in mind, I found that only three of the twelve episodes I viewed had guiding questions that could be deemed as having a gendered perception.  The first occurring in episode #3, Bay of Married Pigs, is “Is there a secret cold war between marrieds and singles?” deals with the attitudes that women traditionally have been thought to have regarding the institution of marriage.  The second, occurring in episode #15, The Freak Show, “Are all men freaks?” looks again to ascertain whether or not men and women are inherently different, this time specifically with regard to strange social behavior.  The third, found in episode #31, Where There’s Smoke, asks “Do women just want to be rescued?” hone in on a traditional belief that men are heroes and women are helpless victims.  Because there are only three gender centered questions out of the twelve episodes in my sample, it can be assumed that these questions are not the entire basis of any perceived feminism within the show because of their low frequency.

The next element that forms the foundation of the Sex and the City is the people who are in charge of creative control, the people who determine the content of the show.  Because it is impossible in this project to speak with these people and discuss with them the complexities of their views on feminism, the simplest way to determine whether or not they have in mind issues important to women (and hopefully correlating to feminism) is to tally their genders.  For each episode, I have kept track of the producers, directors and writers and determined each episode to be in male control, female control or balanced control (equal number of men and women).  I have determined where the control falls based solely upon which gender holds the majority of creative control in the three areas of producer, writer and director.


I found that of the twelve episodes coded, only two episodes can be considered to be under female creative control (meaning a majority of women are either directing, writing or producing) –  #31, Where There’s Smoke and #35, No Ifs, Ands or Butts.  In these two episodes, women only accounted for producer and director roles, with no women writers.  Furthermore, only three episodes can be considered to be under balanced creative control (an even number of women and men who are directing, writing or producing):  #19, The Chicken Dance, #23, Evolution and #39, Easy Come, Easy Go.  In The Chicken Dance and Evolution, women both wrote and directed the episodes, while in Easy Come, Easy Go they produced.  The seven remaining episodes are under the creative control of a majority of men (more men than women are directing, writing or producing), making the majority of the twelve episodes I examined under the creative control of a team comprised of mostly men.


The differences in the gender of the creative control seem to make little difference in the numbers of instances of the seven characteristics of pop feminism.  Of the two episodes under female creative control – #31, Where There’s Smoke and #35, No Ifs, Ands or Butts – Where There’s Smoke had a higher than average number of total pop feminist instances, whereas No Ifs, Ands or Butts had a lower than average number of total pop feminist instances.  Similar is true for the episodes with both male creative control and balanced creative control where, again, the gender of the creative control team does not seem to make a difference in the total number of instances of pop feminist characteristics.  Likewise, when the roles of writer and director (who presumably have more creative control than producers) are isolated and compared with the total number of instances of pop feminism, neither makes much of a difference in comparison with the average number of pop feminist characteristics per episode.


The next foundational element I coded for is the on screen visibility of women.  For every episode with the exception of one, women by far outnumber men in principal cast roles.  For my purposes, principal cast roles are roles for which the story could not go on without.  Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte are the only principal characters that surface in each and every episode, with any serious, long-term boyfriends being tallied as principals for the episodes that they appear in.


Conversely, in every episode with the exception of one, men by far outnumber women in supporting cast roles.  A supporting role could be anything from a man one of the women dates for only one episode to Carrie’s mugger on the street.  Those that were tallied as supporting would not have a reoccurring role, yet would have to interact with another character in even a small way (a short amount of dialogue, a presence that affects the story in some way).


Therefore, though the total number of men and women in each episode ends up being fairly balanced, women make up the majority of the principal characters.  What are the implications of this?  Women’s voices, their thoughts, feelings, opinions and such are constructed to be the main message of Sex and the City.  And while men’s voices are included, they are generally viewed as outsiders, a revolving door of experiences that the women of the show are confronted with.


The final foundational factor that affects the message of Sex and the City is the demographics of the characters.  I coded for several different characteristics besides gender that have been extensively dealt with and examined in feminism:  age, race, occupation, apparent education level, apparent socio-economic status, sexual orientation and marital status.  While there are, of course, notable exceptions, most characters (at least more than half) from all twelve episodes fall into the same categories:  Mid-thirties, white, professional, with at least a college education (if not a graduate degree), of upper class status, heterosexual and single.


There are exceptions for every episode, but they are the minority.  Steve, Miranda’s on-again, off-again boyfriend is a bartender and falls way below the upper class socio-economic level that most other characters enjoy.  Stanford, one of Carrie’s best friends, is a gay man.  Even Samantha is obviously in her forties, unlike the rest of the thirty-something’s.  They all have married friends and do have relationships and friendships with black people.  However, by and large, the characters of Sex and the City are thirtyish, white, wealthy, educated, straight and unmarried.


This demographical information suggests that the audiences of Sex and the City are mainly those who feel connected with these types of women – probably middle to upper class, white, single, young, heterosexual women.  Since race, class and sexual orientation are not a highlighted aspect of the show it most likely will fail to address issues of feminism that are of interest to women of color or working women or lesbians, to name a few.  Sex and the City will probably address issues that mainly deal with their same demographic – the middle to upper class, white, single, young, heterosexual women – and it is important to position it as such. 


So what does this all tell us?  This alone is not enough information to determine what feminism in Sex and the City looks like.  It does, however, give a framework for looking at how the show is put together.  We know that the guiding questions are not (and don’t claim to be) outwardly feminist in content.  We know that most of the show’s creative control is held by men.  We know that women of Sex and the City are highly visible and the voice of the show can be thought of as the voice of the female characters.  We know that any values that can be seen in Sex and the City come from a particular segment of the population – those that are in their thirties, white, with much disposable income, educated, heterosexual and single.

Modernity


The first category I coded for is perhaps the most complex in definition.  In thinking about the spectrum of possible beliefs, attitudes and lifestyles one could have, modernity with regard to social issues would fall at the opposite end from tradition and conventionality.  Modernity can be defined as living on the cutting edge, without reverence for certain long-established beliefs, attitudes and lifestyles.  I will look at examples from Sex and the City that express modernity through the embracing of singleness, the acceptance of homosexuality, the portrayal of unconventional views on sex/relationships, the rejecting of motherhood, thinking about gender roles and differences and racial issues in relationships.   All in all, there was an average of four instances of modernity per episode, making modernity one of the categories that is the strongest indicator of pop feminism.



In Sex and the City, there is a definite sentiment expressed that remaining single is oftentimes preferable to marriage and a married lifestyle.  It can be said that traditionally, women are expected to want to get married and that women should see this step as one of the most important of their lives.  Since modernity is about the rejecting of tradition, then it makes sense that the embracing of single life as seen in Sex and the City would qualify as a particularly modern value.


This idea is expressed many ways throughout the show.  Firstly, Carrie oftentimes uses the terms “single New Yorkers,” “single women in New York,” or “single, independent women in their 30s.”  By using these phrases, Carrie groups single people – specifically single women in New York – in a discreet category of humanity, presumably with common beliefs, values and experiences.  Furthermore, by coupling the description of “single” with fixed descriptions such as gender (“single women”) or location (“single women in New York”), it makes the descriptor “single” seem also like a fixed characteristic.  This has the effect of allowing singlehood as an idea to function on its own, without the presumption that being single is only a precursor to marriage, that singleness is a state that can endure.


These ideas are backed up by specific dialogue presented by a couple of Sex and the City’s characters.  When Carrie says “I’m beginning to think I’m not the marrying kind,” (Sex and the City; “Bay of Married Pigs”) not only does she express her possible distaste for a married lifestyle, but she also sets up a dichotomy – that there are people who are the “marrying kind,” and that there are people who aren’t.  If conventional wisdom says that all women want to and most will marry – then the idea that there is a whole group of people who “aren’t the marrying kind” is quite a modern idea.  This dichotomy is solidified with Miranda’s comment (Sex and the City; “Bay of Married Pigs”) that “married people are the enemy.”  Clearly, an exaggeration, but this still furthers the idea that there is a dichotomy between those who choose to marry and those who choose to remain single.


Traditionally, homosexuality is something that many in our American society have historically and contemporarily deemed wrong and unnatural.  So it would follow that modernity of thinking could include the increased acceptance of homosexuality and homosexual lifestyles, both of men and women.  In the first three seasons of Sex and the City
, this is generally portrayed through the women’s friendships with gay men.  


To begin with, the very presence of a gay man as a member of the regular cast demonstrates acceptance.  The most present gay man in Sex and the City is Carrie’s good friend Stanford.  Stanford’s sexuality is called on in many instances to inform issues that Carrie is researching for her column.  For instance, as Carrie deals with the marriage issue, one of the many opinions that she takes into account is Stanford’s.  He mentions that even in the gay world, marriage has become more and more expected – “It isn’t just straight people, everyone I know is running off to Hawaii.”  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs”)  It is vital to recognize the importance of Stanford’s comments – he is essentially equating the lifestyle (particularly in regard to the marriage expectation) of the gay male community in New York to that of single women.  This comparison (and additionally all the storylines that Stanford is involved in) demonstrates an acceptance for a homosexual lifestyle by way of creating a sense of unity between gay men and single women.


Additionally, acceptance of homosexuality can be seen in other areas.  In one episode, Miranda believes that being in a couple will allow her more ease in making partner at her law firm.  When a colleague accidentally sets her up with a woman, Syd, at a firm softball game (her male colleague believes that she’s a lesbian because he’s never seen her with a boyfriend), Miranda allows her boss to believe that she and Syd are a couple.  Though Miranda does not actually engage in a lesbian relationship, the fact that she believes that posing as a lesbian would help her career, not hinder it, is quite a telling thing.  In a world where laws have yet to be passed barring employers from discriminating against their employees based on sexual orientation, Miranda’s behavior in this situation reveals quite a bit about how accepting of homosexuality Sex and the City is.  


 The domination of untraditional views of sex and relationships is another way that Sex and the City portrays modernity.  Whether Carrie is exploring the current state of monogamy, how much sex is “normal” in a relationship or whether New Yorkers are evolving past relationships, untraditional views dealing with sex and relationships are represented through comments and situational storylines.  


Modernity can be seen when Miranda sleeps with Skipper, but does not want to go back to having a monogamous relationship (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”).  Modernity can be seen when Carrie says, “there’s a moment in every relationship when romance gives way to reality.”  (Sex and the City, “The Drought”) or when Carrie narrates that “Samantha didn’t believe in the first date.  But she did believe in sex after it.” (Sex and the City, “The Freak Show”)  It can be seen when Miranda scoffs at the idea that true love conquers all or when Miranda and Steve remain friends after a messy break-up or when Samantha practices tantric celibacy with her yoga instructor.  (Sex and the City, “The Chicken Dance,” “Easy Come, Easy Go,” and “The Drought”)


When women are shown to believe in things or act in ways that are not traditional, particularly for women – such as the desire to have sex with multiple partners, that fairy tale romance isn’t the most important thing in a relationship or that it is possible for men and women to remain friends after having a relationship – new and modern thoughts are being presented.


Perhaps one of the most pervasive of all female traditions is motherhood.  The desire to nurture a child is thought to be so intrinsic that it is a matter of instincts.  But not all women actually want to raise children.  From a modern point of view, it is easily argued that it is possible for women to be happy and content with other aspects of life:  career, relationships, friends, family, et cetera.  


This too, is presented in Sex and the City.  Looking at non-verbal cues, it is easy to see that having children is not something that is at the forefront for Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte.  In addition to all of the main characters being without children in their mid 30s, they don’t appear to long for children to complete their lives or relationships.  Instead, Miranda, a character who professes to dislike children, begins dating a divorced man who has a child.  In the interest of getting along with the father, Miranda plays nice with the child, but clearly is uncomfortable and dislikes a child’s presence in her life.  (Sex and the City, “Shortcomings”)


Possibly one of the most exciting ways that Sex and the City portrays modernity is through feminist-like comparisons of sex and gender roles.  Many of Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte’s conversations revolve around issues that ask – what are the differences between men and women and why have we set up our society to work this way?  For instance, Carrie is looking into the questions “Are all men freaks?”, and finally comes to the conclusion that both men and women can be freaky, that one characteristic cannot describe an entire gender.  (Sex and the City, “The Freak Show”)  Or in response to Charlotte asking where is her “white knight,” Carrie replies by asking her “did you ever think that we're the white knights and we're the one that have to save ourselves?"  Furthermore, at the end of the same episode, Carrie goes on to say that “sometimes a women absolutely has to rescue a man.”  (Sex and the City, “Where There’s Smoke”)  In a different episode, Miranda points out the discrepancy between the existences of single men and women: “A 34 year old guy with no money and no place to live, because he's single, he's a catch.  But a 34 year old woman with a job and a great home, because she's single, is considered tragic."  (Sex and the City, “Easy Come, Easy Go)  In yet another episode, Charlotte proposes marriage to Trey.  Though she has quite a few qualms about reversing the gender roles dealing with marriage proposals, these traditional roles are nonetheless reversed.  (Sex and the City, “Easy Come, Easy Go”)


These types of comparisons and reversals show that the characters of Sex and the City are not content to follow the historically prescribed, traditional sex/gender roles and that additionally, they question these roles and create a new understanding of how they believe that sex/gender roles should work based on their own experiences and beliefs.


Finally, modernity is displayed through untraditional attitudes toward interracial relationships.  Samantha meets a black man named Shivonne.  Though Samantha doesn’t usually participate in monogamous relationships, she really likes Shivonne and decides that she wants to date him.  The mere portrayal of an interracial relationship is still quite exceptional, even today.  Additionally, when Samantha is told by Shivonne’s sister, Adena, that she doesn’t want Samantha dating him, Samantha stands up to Adena and tells her that she will date who she pleases.  (Sex and the City, “No Ifs, Ands or Butts”)  Though this is only one storyline of many, attention to interracial relationships, even today, shows a level of modernity and unconventional thought.


All these instances of modernity show that Sex and the City does in fact include at least one aspect of pop feminism.  This sense of modernity could easily be overlooked, for the very beliefs, attitudes and lifestyle choices that are considered modern in relation to much of America are inherent in the show.  That, however, is much of the strength of the portrayal of modernity in Sex and the City – modernity is shown as the rule, not the exception – perhaps bringing additional credibility to diversity of values in general.

Aggressiveness


The second category that I found to be indicative of pop feminism is aggressiveness.  Perhaps aggressiveness is common in pop feminism because it is a trait that is traditionally “unladylike;” and being aggressive is sometimes seen as the epitome of standing up for yourself and getting what you want.  Accordingly, aggressiveness was definitely something that seemed to be a part of the represented feminist ideals in Sex and the City.  The different ways I found aggressiveness to manifest itself was through anger, profanity and aggressiveness within the confines of sex and relationships.  All in all there was an average of four instances of aggressiveness in each episode, tied with modernity for the pop feminist value that was the most present in Sex and the City.


There is not much about the women of Sex and the City that is passive.  When they’re angry, you’ll know it, because they’ll show it.  I found twelve examples of plain old anger – and that’s not including anger displayed within the context of sex and relationships.  The display of anger, whether it be between friends, acquaintances or strangers on the street is an important aspect of aggressiveness to be shown, because women are generally (nowadays mostly subconsciously I hope) taught to hide their anger
, to cover it up, whereas it is common for men to display their anger loud and proud.


Here are a few of the anger highlights:  Charlotte gets angry with her doorman because she found him in her apartment after having slept with Samantha.  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs”)  Miranda gets angry with her colleague because he assumed that, since he had never seen her with a boyfriend, she must be a lesbian.  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs”)  Samantha yells at her real estate agent for not showing her an apartment.  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)  Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte let Carrie know that they’re upset that she’s been ignoring them in favor of Mr. Big.  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)  Miranda yells back at a street harasser.  (Sex and the City, “The Drought”)  Miranda yells at her doorman for not remembering that she lives in her building.  (Sex and the City, “The Chicken Dance”)  Miranda yells at Joseph, who had just derided her for thinking about freezing her eggs.  (Sex and the City, “Evolution”)  Charlotte gets angry when Samantha sleeps with her brother.  (Sex and the City, “Shortcomings”)  When Samantha dates a black man, his sister doesn’t approve.  Samantha stands up for herself, resulting in a physical fight.  (Sex and the City, “No Ifs, Ands or Butts”)  Miranda wants to punch Mr. Big and furthermore tells Carrie that she should punch Mr. Big as well, after he makes an inappropriate phone call.  Miranda goes on to tell Carrie that she's acting insane.  (Sex and the City, “Easy Come, Easy Go”)  Carrie tells Samantha & Miranda that she’s irritated with them because they kept her from sleeping the night before while vacationing in Los Angeles.  (Sex and the City, “Escape From New York”)  


It is important to note that these instances of anger are generally not calm, wimpy declarations.  They are passionate, forthright, loud assertions of feelings and opinions.  Additionally, it is not catty anger that serves to divide women, for the anger in these instances is directed at approximately half women and half men.  On the whole, the anger that is portrayed seems quite positive, especially for the women who are doling it out.


Another manifestation of aggressiveness in Sex and the City is linguistic shock value – the use of profanity
.  While profanity is sometimes used to illustrate increased anger, it is also used in everyday conversation to enhance the aggressiveness of whatever opinion or feeling is being.  Furthermore, vulgarity of language is something that, again, is a traditionally male behavior.  Since this is the case, women using profanity can be seen as a “political utility for raising consciousness, denouncing sexism and empowering women.” (Cameron, 1985)


Sex and the City’s poster girl for vulgar language is Samantha.  During many of their endless brunches, lunches and other get-togethers, Samantha curses like a sailor, spouting off things like “What’s the point of being in the suburbs if you're not going to fuck a gardener?"  (Sex and the City, “What Goes Around, Comes Around”) or refers to her boyfriend’s “big, black cock,” (Sex and the City, “No Ifs, Ands or Butts”) and calls Mr. Big a prick.  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)  She expresses many of her most heartfelt opinions with the help of profanity – “If you turn into one of those married assholes, I’ll kill you.”  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs”)  Perhaps her constant swearing gives Sex and the City an uncouth quality, but Samantha’s claiming of a typically male behavior is an important way that aggressiveness is displayed.


One additional aspect of aggressiveness seen in Sex and the City is the display of authority within sex and relationships.  This aggressiveness is most often seen in Carrie’s ongoing relationship with Mr. Big, who for the entirety of the show has no real name.  He represents the alpha-male and in some sense, men in general.  He is the stereotypical “big” man.  Big has a generic (his actual profession is never divulged), professional job where he holds a lot of power, money and prestige.  He is physically tall (6’2” compared to Carrie’s 5’4”), dark and handsome.  His alpha-male status, his professional power and physical appearance all suggest that he would be dominant in life and particularly in relationships.


However, through all their ups and downs, Carrie holds her own and asserts her opinions and feelings throughout the course of their relationship.  Some examples of this are:  Carrie tells Mr. Big that another man wants to take her home in an effort to get him to commit to her (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”),  she becomes visibly irritated with the other women Mr. Big is seeing and confronts him while he’s on a date (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”), she tells Mr. Big to shut up (Sex and the City, “The Drought”), she asks him why he took a phone call during her poetry reading (Sex and the City, “The Chicken Dance”), she tries to seduce Mr. Big while he’s watching a boxing match (Sex and the City, “The Drought”), she leaves personal items at Mr. Bag’s apartment without asking and when he brings them back to her she tells him she meant to leave them (Sex and the City, “Evolution”).  These instances continue after they later break up when Carrie gets angry at Mr. Big and asserts her new relationship after he calls and visits inappropriately. (Sex and the City, “Easy Come, Easy Go”)


Carrie’s assertiveness in her relationship is noteworthy in and of itself and it is further important when contrasted with the role of Mr. Big – as kind of the ultimate man’s man.  She refuses to follow his lead, making sure that her voice is heard and an equal presence in their relationship.  This, again, goes against traditional male/female sex roles within relationships, where women are expected to just follow along and men have an ultimate authority over the course of the romance.

Sisterhood  


Since I was drawn to this project because of the strong connections my friends and I felt with the characters and situations in Sex and the City, I was not surprised to find that sisterhood – the importance of women’s friendship bonds and unification – is one of the significant ways that the show portrays pop feminism.  As far back as 1970, Robin Morgan characterized this idea in Sisterhood Is Global by stating, “women’s liberation is the first radical movement to base its politics – in fact create its politics – out of concrete personal experiences.”4  Sisterhood is represented an average of three times per episode.  For the most part, this value is shown in a non-verbal way.  Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte do not constantly revel in their love for each other.  In fact, their conversations most commonly revolve around their relationships with other people, usually men.  Still, it is clear that they are a cohesive, loving group of women – and that their friendships with each other are far and away more important and constant than any romantic relationship.  



One way that this can be seen is through their frequent togetherness.  At least once during each episode the four women gather together for lunch, brunch, a party or a night on the town.  Over the twelve episodes I viewed, Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte all gathered together in this type of way twenty times.  The mere portrayal of them just being together – alone, without any men and without wanting to be with men – is a significant thing.  Though their normal topic of conversation is their relationships with men, they support each other and despite the many differences among them, they learn from each other’s experiences.  Through the use of it, “girl talk,” they are creating an important women’s only space, somewhere and something that they can only get from their female friends.  This way they relate to one another and their tendency to relate these experiences to society and American culture at large is decidedly reminiscent of a typical consciousness raising meeting.  (Dow, 1996)

This consciousness raising type of conversation can further be seen in one-on-one sessions of girl talk.  This format occurs almost as often as the group consciousness raising type situations, at fifteen times over the twelve episodes I viewed.  Generally, when the women are discussing things one-on-one, they are asking or giving advice.  This asking and giving of advice further strengthens the idea that these women really count on one another, more so than anyone or anything else, for they are willing to go to their friends with their most intimate problems.  Moreover, it gives further authority to the opinions and thoughts of women, particularly the opinions and thoughts of single women in their 30s, because the advice given is thoughtfully listened to and incorporated into all of their lives – at least on some level.


Though these consciousness raising forms of sisterhood are the most commonly portrayed forms of sisterhood in Sex and the City, there are a number of moments when specific dialogue or narrative aspects are used to solidify the idea that these women have strong, unified friendship bonds with one another.  For example, when Samantha becomes too drunk to get herself home from a party, Charlotte insists that she spend the night at her apartment  or when Carrie reassures Samantha (who is quite definitely in her early forties – though looks great) that she “doesn’t look a day older than 35.”  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs” and “The Freak Show”)  

The display of their friendship bonds is most potent when they are compared to their bonds with men.    For instance, when they all head over to Staten Island to judge a fireman strip show benefit and Carrie is approached by a handsome politician, and Carrie says “I’m here with my friends,” (Sex and the City, “Where There’s Smoke”) she emphasizes the importance of being alone with her friends and de-emphasizes the importance of romance.  My personal favorite example of this occurs when Carrie realizes that, in focusing too intently on her new relationship with Mr. Big, she “had committed the cardinal sin – I’d forsaken my girlfriends for my new boyfriend,” signifying that although romantic relationships are fun and can sometimes be all-encompassing, they should not take precedent over friendships.  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)

Sexual Empowerment 


One only has to know the title of Sex and the City to realize that sexuality will be a topic that is dealt with; it is inherent in the name of the show.  Accordingly, sexuality is one aspect that I’ve examined in order to determine the correlation between Sex and the City and pop feminism.  Certainly there are ways in which sexuality can be portrayed that are detrimental to feminist values.  How would good, feminist representations of sexuality differ from the bad, anti-feminist kind?  One word makes all the difference – empowerment.  Defined as “to equip or supply with an ability,” in terms of sexuality, I see empowerment as the presence of a sense of agency for one’s own body and its uses.  From this point of view, sexual empowerment wouldn’t necessarily mean promiscuity (as mainstream culture might assume) – it could even mean the retention of virginity – just as long as one’s sexual activity is defined by her own wants, not those of someone else.  


That being said, and taking into account the high level of modern, untraditional values displayed in Sex and the City, it’s only fitting that this sexual empowerment is displayed most visibly through varied and frequent sexuality.  As with profanity, the character that most personifies this varied and frequent sexuality
 is Samantha Jones.  Samantha, the woman who, as Carrie described, puts more stock into sex after the first date, rather than the first date itself, is unapologetically sexually charged.  Out of the four women, she is the least interested in having a committed relationship and the most interested in satisfying her sexual needs.  If she were a man, she’d be described as a stud – she has a lot of sex and she likes it.  


Samantha routinely is shown with a new man each episode.  Frequently, she’ll initiate the meeting and even more frequently, she’ll sleep with him on the first date.  Over the twelve episodes I watched for this study, Samantha has slept with:  Charlotte’s doorman, her real estate agent, a fellow student in her yoga class, a random party guest, an ex-boyfriend, Charlotte’s brother Wesley, a fireman, a record producer, a film editor, a dildo model, and an 18 year old college student.  


Though Carrie, Miranda and Charlotte are all very open sexually, Samantha is by far the most sexual.  While the other women seem to all be searching (at least at some point in the show) for a relationship, Samantha is not ashamed to profess that the only use she has for a man is sex – something women are generally not encouraged to do.  Additionally, Samantha is shown masturbating several times – also something that women are not generally thought to be interested in.  By portraying Samantha as a highly sexual being, not only does the show buck the traditional gender roles where men are expected to be the highly sexually charged beings and women are expected to want only committed, monogamous relationships, but it creates a venue for dialogue between varying types of sexual empowerment.


This is accomplished through Samantha’s sexual opposite, Charlotte.  Charlotte is sexually empowered, but in an entirely different way.  She’s a “Rules Girl”
 through and through.  She has a rigid, structured regimen having to do with when to sleep with a man (not before the fifth date), when not to (certainly not on the first) and what it should all feel like.  Because her goals are entirely different than Samantha’s – Charlotte is the only Sex and the City girl that’s itching to get married – her sexuality manifests itself in a different way.  However, this representation of female sexuality can also be seen as empowered because Charlotte is doing what Charlotte wants to do.  She’s steadfast in her beliefs and sticks to them no matter what.  Furthermore, when she does choose to sleep with a man, she is shown to enjoy the experience.  While polar opposites, the presence of both Samantha’s hyper-sexuality and Charlotte’s overly traditional sexuality serve to show that sex can be enjoyed by women in a variety of different ways, all of which are acceptable and all of which are empowering.


In addition to this spectrum of portrayed sexual beliefs, female sexual empowerment can be seen in Carrie, Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte’s frank discussions of topics of an overtly sexual nature.  They are so comfortable with their personal views on sexuality that they frequently discuss (very explicitly) topics of a sexual nature in very public settings.  They delve deep into subjects such as fellatio, cunnilingus, “funky spunk,” dildos, preferred penis size, and the like during lunches, dinners, drinks and parties – without much regard to who hears what they’re saying or what they think.  Not only does this show a level of comfort with sexuality that women aren’t generally thought to have, but through their many discussions it further engrains the idea that there are a number of different ways the women can feel about sexual issues, all of which are acceptable and can be empowering.

Power, Self-Awareness & Choice


The areas of power, self-awareness and choice were all the lowest ranking subjects, with Sex and the City only presenting specific instances of these subjects an average of one or two times per episode.  While it is surprising that these areas – major tenets of many feminist movements – wouldn’t be more visible, it is important to realize that these are more broad reaching ideas, perhaps not easily seen through my simple coding of dialogue, narrative and such.  They are things that are inherent in many women’s lives and can be seen through career, relationship status and how a woman lives her life, but things that aren’t always specifically, explicitly addressed.  Additionally, these categories sometimes overlap with the previously discussed categories of modernity, aggressiveness, sisterhood and sexual empowerment.  That being said, power, choice and self-awareness were all present at a lower rate than modernity, aggressiveness, sisterhood and sexual empowerment, but it is unknown whether this is a true sign that less attention is being paid to these subjects or that it is lies within methodological problems.  
Power


Power was seen in a variety of different areas, usually through representations of the women’s careers and the power dynamics within their relationships with men.  All four women are incredibly successful, career-wise, and in each of their jobs, they possess a certain level of power.  Carrie is a writer of a sex column for a New York City newspaper, which is obviously quite successful and popular (she is often recognized in public and is shown receiving special privileges that only well-known people would receive), which shows that she has a high level of influence with the city’s women.  Samantha is a public relations executive who owns her own firm, “Samantha Jones Public Relations.”  She represents many of the New York elite, throwing parties, talking to newspapers and magazines and arranging other forms of publicity.  Miranda is a partner at a large, successful law firm, a position which she has worked extremely hard to get, as it is portrayed as a job not many women hold – all her colleagues are men.  And finally, Charlotte is the director of a fancy art gallery, hobnobbing with artists and dealers and dealing with quite a bit of money.  Though the women are not shown at their workplaces very often, reference is made quite a bit to their careers, so it remains at the forefront of their characters’ identities. 


Additionally, often when they are shown to be working at their job, they are noticeably in charge.  Carrie only writes alone and she writes from her home, quite obviously under the supervision or authority of no one.  Furthermore, her column is so well-received and respected that a major movie studio wants to make it into a film, starring Matthew McConaughey.  (Sex and the City, “Escape From New York”) Also, Miranda is shown working on a “big, successful merger.”  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)


However, the most pervasive way that the women of Sex and the City are shown to possess power is through sex and relationships.  In nearly every relationship that is shown, each woman has at least an equal amount of control, if not more control than her partner.  This was seen when Carrie tells Mr. Big that she wants him to stay at the wedding until the end, and he does.  (Sex and the City, “The Chicken Dance”)  It was seen when Samantha attempts to plan revenge on her ex-boyfriend, announcing “Ancient history!  I’m the one with the power now.  I’ve evolved past him.”  (Sex and the City, “Evolution”)  It can be seen when Carrie attempts to help Vaughn with his premature ejaculation problem, when Miranda won’t let Steve help her home from the doctor, when Charlotte attempts to teach the “bad kisser” how to kiss or when Charlotte proposes to Trey.  (Sex and the City, “Shortcomings,” “Where There’s Smoke,” No Ifs, Ands or Butts,” and “Easy Come, Easy Go”)  These situations are varied, but they all illustrate a sense of power within a relationship – that the woman is equally in control as the man, in many different types of situations.


Similarly, the women of Sex and the City are also sexually powerful, and they know it.  From their many discussions, it is easy to see that they are well aware of the power that their sexuality can yield.  Generally, this power is held over men.  Samantha illustrates this during a conversation about oral sex, but it speaks volumes about their sexual prowess in general:  “The sense of power is such a turn on.  Maybe you’re on your knees, but you’ve got him by the balls.”  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)  Metaphorically, these women do make certain sacrifices, but in the end, their sexuality is very much in control.  This sexual power is also sometimes seen as being held over other women.  Samantha says that “married women are threatened [by us] because we can have sex anytime, anywhere, with anyone.”  (Sex and the City, “Bay of Married Pigs”)
Self-Awareness


Self-awareness was something that, for the purposes of coding Sex and the City episodes, I defined as the presence of self-confidence and self-respect.  Again, though the instances of these values were on the low side compared with other categories, they were nevertheless still present.


First, the women of Sex and the City are certainly not insecure.  Whether it’s Samantha proclaiming that “[She does] have a prior record of driving men a little crazy,” (Sex and the City, “The Freak Show”) or Charlotte drunkenly yelling off a ferry boat that “I’m nice, I’m pretty, and I’m smart!  I’m a catch!” (Sex and the City, “Where There’s Smoke”) or Miranda describing herself as a “smart, funny woman,” (Sex and the City, “Escape From New York”) they clearly possess a high level of self-confidence.  

Moreover, this sense of confidence is displayed not only through their words, but also through their actions.  Carrie gives Mr. Big a kind of monogamy ultimatum, obviously confident that he’ll agree.  (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”)  Samantha decides that she doesn’t need plastic surgery to look fabulous.  (Sex and the City, “The Freak Show”)  Miranda realizes that she’s just as sexy as the Los Angeles women and her confidence allows her to ride the mechanical bull at the cowgirl bar.  (Sex and the City, “Escape From New York”)  All of these things just solidify the idea that these women are exceedingly confident and quite sure of themselves.


Also, self-respect is shown as an important characteristic.  Many of these overlap with self-confidence (Carrie asserting her feelings in her relationship with Mr. Big, Samantha not getting plastic surgery, for example), but they have more to do with personal welfare, be it physical or emotional, than self-esteem.  When Carrie decides to quit smoking (Sex and the City, “No Ifs, Ands or Butts”) or when she decides that the movie project doesn’t follow with her vision of her column and says no (Sex and the City, “Escape From New York”) or when Miranda confronts Carrie about being an absent friend, (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists”) it shows that not only are they confident in themselves, but they have a level of respect for themselves that allows them to be protected from harm.

Choice


Finally, choice is on a broad level shown through life choices and on a more specific level shown mainly through the many romantic relationships these women are involved in.  Many of the freedoms associated with (and previously discussed in) modernity can be attributed to choice, an important aspect of women’s lives today.  Some of these are whether or not to marry, have children, what kind of career, whether or not to have a career, what kinds of relationships one has, the list could go on and on.  Many of these have previously been discussed in the modernity section, and so choice here was coded mainly through freedom within relationships.


The women are constantly shown making choices:  who to date, who not to date, who to sleep with, when to sleep with them, who to stay with, who to break up with.  Though these things may seem inconsequential to women of today, the simple fact that they are allowed to independently run the details of their lives – from relationships to career to how they dress – is feminist in nature, no matter how taken for granted.  Accordingly, it is significant when Carrie leaves Mr. Big’s party because she’s angry with him, when Charlotte decides that it’s the right time to sleep with Kevin, when Miranda chooses not to continue to talk to “Manhattan Guy,” when Carrie goes home alone after the benefit and when Charlotte and Trey separate, (Sex and the City, “The Monogamists,” “The Drought,” “The Freak Show,” and “What Goes Around Comes Around”) along with a number of other examples, because these personal choices are and were made possible by feminist ideas and attitudes. 

Conclusion

Because Third Wave feminism can be characterized as diverse and varied in its focus and methods, pop feminism can definitely be seen as a valid voice within the spectrum of feminisms.  While some feminists would perhaps pooh-pooh pop feminism as “feminism light,” it is certain that pop feminism does satisfy and exceed bell hooks’ definition of feminism as “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression.”  (hooks, 2000, p. 1)  The beauty of Third Wave feminism is its ability to accommodate many ranges of thought – from “Girlie” feminists to anarchist feminists to liberal to radical to Marxist, and the list goes on.


What does feminism look like in pop culture?  In characterizing the “pop feminist” ray of this feminist spectrum, the mainstream magazine sample provided seven categories that define pop feminism’s vision of feminist women:  modern, aggressive, sisters, sexually empowered, self-aware and possessing power and choice.  These seven characteristics are the ingredients that alone or together, make up how feminism is thought of and portrayed in television, movies, magazines, et cetera. 

Are these pop feminist values present in Sex and the City and how is it presented?  Sex and the City fulfills each and every one of these pop feminist categories and therefore, proves to be an excellent example of pop feminism.  From the controlled sample of twelve episodes, all seven categories were present and visible.  Modernity was seen through their attitudes towards singlehood, homosexuality and how they conducted their sexual and romantic relationships.  Aggressiveness was seen through anger, female use of profanity or vulgarity and control within relationships with men.  Sisterhood was seen through plenty of “women’s talk,” a present day consciousness raising and the placing of importance on female friendships over relationships with men.  Sexual empowerment was seen through varied and frequent sexual encounters, along with each woman being totally in control of her sexuality – sex positive or not.  Power is shown through their great careers and again, in their relations with sexual or romantic partners.  Self-awareness is seen through their very obvious confidence and the presence of self-respect.  Finally, choice is seen through their various life experiences and is inherent in the lives they lead.

Sex and the City should be seen by the feminist movement as a legitimate voice, because though it does not address political issues or academic discourse as feminism stereotypically has in the past, it is positively influencing the lives of women today.  It serves to connect with and empower women to overcome the boundaries that “sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” have set for us in the areas of sex and relationships.  The show and the women in it defy expectation at every turn, instead challenging their own roles as women and, in turn, challenging its viewers to do the same.

In the world of pop culture, where the role of women, men, feminism and anti-feminism is so prominently displayed, where our shared values as a nation are presented, it is important that feminists seek out and acknowledge those that further the movement.  Sex and the City is a powerful statement to America – that feminist women are here to stay.  Feminism is not dead.  But you may see her wearing Manolo Blahnik strappy sandals and chatting with her girlfriends over coffee.
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� Friend, Tad.  (1994, February).  Yes.  Esquire Magazine for Men, 48-56. and/or Quindlen, Anna.  (1994, January, 19) And Now, Babe Feminism.  New York Times.  Both Friend and Quindlen write about a group of feminists that Friend dubs “Do Me Feminists” and Quindlen dubs “Babe Feminists,” (also known as Lipstick Feminists or Feminism Light) generally, women who are sex positive and have a sexualized, feminine appearance.  While Friend promotes this idea and Quindlen criticizes it, the consensus is that there is a trend in thinking that good feminism equals great sex, at least in part.


� For example, the average American watches about four hours of television per day, according to Nielson Media Research – http://www.nielsenmedia.com 


� As quoted in Manifesta, Erica Jong noted in the New York Observer that “Time has claimed feminism was dead at least 119 times since 1969.”  Thankfully, feminists wrote angry letters and Time’s declaration earned the “Is Feminism Dead?” article the title of third most responded to article ever in Time history.  First place went to “Is God Dead?”


� Robin Morgan’s Sisterhood Is Global perhaps took this idea a bit too far, universalizing the experiences of women from vastly different backgrounds and ways of life.  Furthermore, this is an idea that is usually only emphasized by liberal and radical feminists, whereas women of color and socialist feminists emphasize the commonalities of class, rather than gender.


� It is interesting to note that two of the most present creative executives Darren Star (creator, writer, director, and producer) and Michael Patrick King (executive producer, producer, writer, and director) are both gay men and perhaps more attune to feminist sensibilities.


� Damsky, Lee.  2000.  Sex and the Single Girls: Straight and Queer Women on Sexuality.  Seattle: Seal Press.  Damsky writes in her introduction:  “The traditional concept of “singlehood,” identifying people by their unmarried status, suggests a before-and-after scenario, in which the point of being single – even if that singlehood is prolonged – is finding someone to marry.”


� It is important to mention that in the fourth season of Sex and the City, Samantha has a serious relationship with a woman.  Because the parameters of my study only included the first three seasons, I was not able to include this in the results.


� In Prime-Time Feminism, Dow references Alexander Doty’s Making Things Perfectly Queer: Interpreting Mass Culture to position the Sugarbaker’s “subtextual” gay handyman as a kind of eunuch because “his gender is a non-issue and as a member of another oppressed group [he] is well-suited to participate in the ‘women’s talk’ that takes place at Sugar bakers.”  The same can be said for Stanford.


� In 1981, Audre Lorde gave a speech at a Women Studies Conference at the University of Connecticut entitled “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding To Racism.  She stated that “guilt and defensiveness are bricks in a wall against which we all flounder; they serve none of our futures.”  She goes on to outline the positive uses of anger in a social movement.  While she was specifically addressing racism within Women Studies academia, her argument can be used in this case as well.


� Fricke, Erika.  (1999, Number 10)  In Pursuit of a Feminist Vulgarity.  Bitch: Feminist Response to Pop Culture. 28-31, 59.   


� I have decided purposefully not to utilize the term “promiscuous” because of its negative connotations.  Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, there seems to be no alternative word to describe a positive, female sexuality that involves multiple sexual partners.


� The Rules by Sherri Schneider and Ellen Fein is a self-help book that is quite traditional and conservative in its advice to women about how to land a husband.  One of its paramount assertions is that it’s important not to sleep with a man on the first date.







































































References


Baumgardner, Jennifer, and Amy Richards.  2000.  Manifesta:  Young Women, Feminism, and the Future.  New York, NY:  Farrar, Straus and Giroux.


Beasley, Chris.  1999.  What Is Feminism?  Thousand Oaks, CA:  SAGE Publications.


Bellafante, Ginia.  (1998, June 29)  Feminism:  it’s all about me!  Time, 54-62.


Cameron, Deborah.  1985.  Feminism and Linguistic Theory.  New York, NY:  St. Martin’s Press.


Damsky, Lee.  2000.  Sex and Single Girls:  Straight and Queer Women on Sexuality.  Seattle, WA:  Seal Press.


Denfeld, Rene.  1995.  The New Victorians:  A Young Woman’s Challenge to the Old Feminist Order.  New York, NY:  Warner Books.


Dow, Bonnie J.  1996.  Prime-Time Feminism:  Television, Media Culture, and the Women’s Movement since 1970.  Philadelphia, PA:  University of Pennsylvania Press.


Findlen, Barbara.  1995.  Listen Up:  Voices from the Next Feminist Generation.  Seattle, WA:  Seal Press.


Fricke, Erika.  (1999)  In Pursuit of a Feminist Vulgarity.  Bitch Magazine: Number 10, 28-31, 59.


Friedan, Betty.  2001.  The Feminine Mystique.  New York, NY:  Norton, W.W. & Company, Inc.


Friend, Tad.  (1994, Frebruary)  Yes.  Esquire Magazine For Men, 48-56.


Henry, Astrid.  2003.  Orgasms and Empowerment:  Sex and the City and Third-Wave Feminism.  In McCabe, Janet and Akass, Kim.  2003.  Reading Sex and the City.  London:  I.B. Tauris.


Heywood, Leslie, and Jennifer Drake.  1997.  Third Wave Agenda:  Being Feminist, Doing Feminism.  Minneapolis, MN:  University of Minnesota Press.


Hochman, David.  (2002, June 29)  Everything you always wanted to know about Sex and the City (but were afraid to ask).  TV Guide: Vol 40. No 26, 18-37.


hooks, bell.  (2000)  Feminism Is For Everybody.  Cambridge, MA:  South End Press.


Kamen, Paula.  2002.  Her Way:  Young Women Remake the Sexual Revolution.  New York, NY:  Broadway Books.


Karp, Marcelle, and Stoller, Debbie.  1999.  The Bust Guide to the New Girl Order.  New York, NY:  Penguin Books.


Lorde, Audre.  1981.  The Uses of Anger.  Keynote presentation, Women Studies Conference at the University of Connecticut.


Modleski, Tania.  1991.  Feminism Without Women:  Culture and Criticism in a ‘Postfeminist’ Age.  New York, NY:  Routledge.


Morgan, Robin.  1996.  Sisterhood Is Global.  New York, NY:  The Feminist Press at The City University of New York.


Petracca, Michael and Surapure, Madeleine.  2000.  Common Culture: Reading and Writing About American Popular Culture.  Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Pearson Education.


Quindlen, Anna.  (1994, January 19)  And Now, Babe Feminism.  New York Times.


Roiphe, Katie.  1993.  The Morning After:  Sex, Fear, and Feminism on Campus.  Boston, MA:  Little, Brown and Company.


Sex and the City.  (1998-2000). Seasons 1-3.  Executive Producers Darren Star and Michael Patrick King.  HBO.


Sohn, Amy.  2002.  Sex and the City:  Kiss and Tell.  New York, NY:  Pocket Books.


Walker, Rebecca.  (1992, January/February)  Becoming the Third Wave.  Ms., 39-41.


Walker, Rebecca.  1995.  To Be Real:  Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism.  New York, NY:  Anchor Books.


Wolf, Naomi.  1993.  Fire with Fire:  The New Female Power and How It Will Change the 21st Century.  New York, NY:  Random House.











PAGE  
145

