THE YUPPIE STRATEGY

|KE EVERY OTHER SOCIAL GROUP to rise to fleeting

prominence, the yuppies were as much invented as dis-
covered. The term was first employed in the press for the mod-
est purpose of explaining Gary Hart's unexpected success in
the 1984 presidential primaries. Someone had voted for him,
someone young, urban, and professional, and there was brief
hope that this new grouping would provide the Democrats
with a much-needed new constituency. But what started as a
neutral demographic category evolved with alarming speed
into a social slur. Four years after their “discovery,” Hendrik
Hertzberg wrote in Esquire:

Yuppie is now understood almost universally as a term of
abuse. ... “You're a yuppie” is taken to mean not “you're
a young urban professional” but rather “you have lousy
values.”

Yuppie is a hybrid category-—a mixture of age, address, and
class. Other social classes are, in the middle-class imagination,
age groups too: the poor as children, blue-collar workers as
stern though somewhat pitiable fathers. But yuppies were by
definition young adults, and thus subject to the moral judg-
ments that older and more established people routinely pass
on the young. From one angle, yuppies were the good children
so sorely missed by neoconservatives like Midge Decter in the
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sixties and early seventies. They did not waste time “finding
themselves” or joining radical movements. They plunged di-
rectly into the economic mainstream, earning and spending
with equal zest. To Newsweek, the yuppie eagerness to “go for
it” was a healthy sign of the :%G@Ew virtues of imagination,
daring and entrepreneurship.”

But they were also the very worst owwaamm the apotheosis
of middle-class forebodings about the corrupting effects of af-
fluence. No one hurled the still-potent diagnosis of permissive-
ness at them, perhaps because by the eighties the word
referred to so much more than childraising practices. Yet here
thev were, displaying that dread trait customarily assigned to
the poor— “inability to defer gratification”—and even the des-
perate “orality” Oscar Lewis had once detected in the culture
of poverty. Yuppies did not devote their youth to “that patient
overcoming and hard-won new attainment” that Decter had
endorsed as the prerequisite to adult middle-class life. They
did not study; they “networked.” They did not save; they
spent. And they did not spend on houses or station wagons,
but on Rolex watches, Porsches, quick trips to Aruba, and, most
notoriously, high-status foods. In its “Year of the Yuppie”
cover story, Newsweek found them on “a new plane of con-
sciousness, a state of Transcendental Acquisition.”

Yuppies, of course, did not turn out to be a new constituency
for liberalism. Their “virtues™ of entrepreneurship and acqui-
sition made them for the most part conservatives, though not
in the fervid, ideclogical style of the neoconservatives or the
New Right. Yuppies thought of themselves as members of an
elite whose interests might naturally collide with those of the
lower classes: They lived in gentrified neighborhoods from
which the unsightly poor had been freshly cleared; they
worked for firms intent on minimizing the “labor costs” of
blue- and pink-collar workers; their lifestyle was supported by
the labor of poorly paid, often immigrant, service workers—
housekeepers, restaurant employees, messengers, and deliv-
ery “boys.” Although they parted company with the New Right
,mlmrﬁmummﬁ.
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on the social issues, such as abortion and women
interest kept them reliably Republican.
Yet, despite their political conservatism, everyone sensed
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FEAR OF FALLING

that the yuppies were somehow connected to that last period
of youthful assertiveness, the sixties. Some commentators pre-
sented them as grown-up radicals, covertly bearing the heri-
tage of the sixties into the corporate rat race of the eighties. It
was possible in fact to have been a radical in the first decade
and a self-centered hustler in the second, as Jerry Rubin’s
transformation from rebel to networking impresario illustrates.
The very word yuppie had originally been coined in 1983 to
describe Rubin’s transition from a “yippie”-—the acronym for
the anarcho-hippie Youth International Party organized by
Rubin and Abbie Hoffman-—to prototypical young urban
professional. Newsweek saw yuppies as the “vanguard of the
baby-boom generation,” which had “marched through the
"60s” and was now “speed[ing] toward the airport, advancing
on the 1980s in the back seat of a limousine.”

Actually, the stereotypical yuppie, who was about thirty in
1984, was more likely to have spent the sixties bicycling
around the neighborhood than marching on Washington. With
equal disregard for the normal length of generations, yuppies
were sometimes presented as the rebellious children of sixties
radicals, who, in a stunning reprisal, were now horrifying their
parents with their self-centeredness and political conserva-
tism. Actor Michael J. Fox, the only yuppie actually pictured
in Esquire’s “Days of Wine and Sushi” cover story, can ordi-
narily be found in a sitcom whose single sustaining joke is the
clash between Fox and his gentle, sensitive, sixties-generation
parents.

What yippies and yuppies did share was their class. Despite
the frequent confusion of yuppies and baby-boomers in gen-
eral, yuppies—defined by lifestyle and income-~made up only
about 5 percent of their generation. They were exemplars not
of their generation but of their class, the same professional
middle class that had produced the student rebels. Like the
sixties rebels, the yuppies were at the cutting edge of their
class, a kind of avant-garde, charting a new direction and
agenda. They were also, in their own way, rebels. Both radicals
and yuppies rejected the long, traditional path to middle-class
success, but the defining zeal of the yuppies was to join an-
other class—the rich.
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The actual number of demographically official yuppies—
people born between 1945 and 1959, earning over $40,000 a
year in a professional or managerial occupation, and living in
urban areas—was only about 1.5 million, hardly enough to
warrant excitement. If yuppies were further defined as greedy,
shallow people prone to burble about the joys of real estate
investment, like those depicted in Newsweek's cover story,
then, as a commentator in the New Republic observed, there
were probably no more than 113 of them nationwide. But there
was certainly a yuppie style of work and consumption, as well
as what could be called a yuppie strategy for success, and these
embraced, to a greater or lesser extent, many thousands of mid-
dle-class people beyond the demographic category. Here I will
use yuppie in a loose, rather than demographically precise,
sense, for someone who adopted the strategy and more or less
fit the style. Hardly anyone, of course, deserves to bear the full
burden of the stereotype.

But even the stereotype plays an important role in our
chronicle of emerging class awareness. With the image of the
yuppie, the normally invisible, normally “normal” middle
class finally emerged in the mass media as a distinct group
with its own ambitions, habitats, and tastes in food and running
gear. The class usually privileged to do the discovering and
naming of classes had itself been discovered by the media and,
with scant respect for its dignity, named with a diminutive that
rthymes ‘with puppy.

Of course, those who followed the yuppie strategy did not
represent all of their class. They were a select segment, just as
the right’s version of the New Class had been a selected subset
of the larger professional middle class. In fact, the two groups
—yuppie and New Class—are, technically speaking, comple-
mentary. The New Class, as defined by the neoconservatives,
was that part of the professional middle class that finds an
occupational home in the media, in the public sector, and in
the nonprofit world exemplified by the university, the founda-
tion, the social-welfare agency. And the New Class, by the
right’s definition, was solidly and unrepentently liberal.

The yuppies, on the other hand, represented the more than
60 percent of the middle class that earns its living in the direct
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service of corporate power, as executives, corporate lawyers,
and other sorts of business-employed professionals, consul-
tants, or brokers. They were the fulfillment of the neoconser-
vatives’ dream that “intellectuals,” or at least members of the
professional middle class, might abandon any remaining con-

cerns for the lower classes and become the trusted courtiers of

the corporate elite.

But the very frivolity of yuppies—and hence of the very
subject of yuppies—was a distraction from the deeper changes
their appearance signaled. In the eighties, the class contours
of American society were undergoing a seismic shift. The ex-
tremes of wealth and poverty moved further apart, and, as if
stretched beyond the limit of safety, the ground in the middle
began to tremble and crack. Whole occupational groups and
subpopulations—farmers, steelworkers, single mothers—
began to tumble toward the bottom. Other groups—lower-
level white-collar employees, schoolteachers, even higher-
status professionals and their families—found themselves
scrambling to remain in place. B

In-the coifusion, only one group, outside of the very rich,
seemed to have a clear strategy for success. And perhaps it was

! because that strategy involved such a betrayal of traditional
1 middle-c

s values—such a wholesale surrender to the prior-
ities of profit and the pleasures of _consumerism-—that the
media turned so quickly against those who followed it. Im-
plicit in the media’s half-mocking, half-indulgent “discovery”
of yuppies was the incipiently liberal understanding that their

strategy might not, after all, be the way to go.

i ——— bl T

[ TRE POLARIZATION OF AMERICA _

It was possible, until the eighties, for a comfortable
American to think of class as a form of cultural diversity, par-
allel to ethnicity or even “lifestyle.” The emphasis had been
on the culture of poverty, or of the supposedly parochial sub-
culture of the working class. In the mass media, class often
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appeared to be a way of life, even a set of omagm adding color
and texture to an otherwise increasingly homogeneous Amer-
ica. In 1985, for example, a sidebar in U.S. News and World
Report titled “Beatniks, Preppies, and Punkers: The Love Af-
fair with Labels” juxtaposed, as “categories” of Americans,
both faddists and economic groups:

VaLLEY GIris, 1981 ... fun-loving teens with materialistic
values and their own style of dress (leg warmers, cut-out
sweatshirts) . ..

Unprrcrass, 1982 ... a part of the American population
seemingly mired in poverty.

Yuppies, 1984 ... “young urban professionals” ... {known
for their] consumerist lifestyle.

But there is another, much dryer and less judgmental way of
thinking about class: as an index defined solely by money—
who has it and who doesn’t. In the 1980s, this grimmer view of
class became harder than ever to avoid. Those who “had” had
more than ever, and those who “had not” were more numer-
ous, and more undeniably miserable, than at any time since
poverty was “discovered.”

Sometime in the late sixties American society had begun to
lurch off the track leading to the American dream of affluence
and equality: No one could have known it at the time, but those
were the last years in which economic ineguality among Amer-
icans declined. Since then, in a sharp reversal of the equalizing
trend that had been under way since shortly after World War
11, the extremes of wealth have grown farther apart and the
middle has lost ground. Some economists even began to pre-
dict that the middle class—defined simply as those with mid-
dling amounts of money—would disappear altogether, leaving
America torn, like many third-world societies, between an af-
fluent minority and an army of the desperately poor.

There is still 2 “middle class” in the statistical sense. At
least, a graph of income distribution still comes out as a bell-
shaped curve, with most people hovering near the mean in-
come rather than at either extreme. {If the middle range of
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income actually disappeared, the curve would have two
humps, rather than one smooth peak in the middle.} But in the
last decade the curve has slumped toward the lower end and
flattened a little on top, so that it begins to look less like a
weathered hill and more like a beached whale. To the un-
trained evye, the shift is not alarming, but income-distribution
curves do not change capriciously. Any change commands at-
tention.

The change is evident no matter how you slice up the pop-
ulation—whether you compare the top fifth to the bottom fifth,
or the top 40 percent to the poorest 40 percent—and whether
you look at individual earnings, household earnings, or employ
occult-sounding measures of inequality like the economists’
“Gini coefficient.” In 1985, for example, the top fifth of Amer-
ican families-—those earning more than $48,000 a year-~took
in 43 percent of all family income, a postwar high. The bottom
Gfth—families earning less than $13,200 a year—got only 4.7
percent, their lowest share in twenty-five years. Families in a
somewhat arbitrarily defined middle range ($15,000 to $35,000
a year) saw their share fall to 39 percent of total family income
! from 46 percent in 1970. According to the Census Bureau, the
income gap between the richest and the poorest families was
wider in the mid-eighties than at any time since the bureau
began keeping statistics in 1946.

The widening gap between the extremes was in no small
part the result of the conscious efforts of the Reagan admin-
istration. At the same time that the administration sliced
viciously away at social programs designed to help the down-
and-out, it rewarded Reagan’s constituency of wealth with a
series of generous tax reductions. The combination of spend-
ing cuts for the poor and tax cuts for the rich produced a mas-
sive, government-induced upward redistribution of wealth.

THE YUPPIE STRATEGY

eighties, at $3.35 an hour, or $6,900 a year—more than $4,000
less than what the federal government defined as the Huo<,mm

level for a family of four. In early Hmmm\, U.S. News a:m
%o.w& Report, which had once questionied the very existence
of “poverty” in the United States, acknowledged that there
were now 9 million working Ameérican adults whose wages

were not sufficient to lift them and their families above the
poverty level: /

They are people like Glen Whitbeck, a short-order cook
érom"m.@mmoo annual salary doesn’t stretch to cover his two
little girls” medical bills. Or like Charlie Scott, a construction
worker whose money woes forced him and his wife into a
shelter and then, most recently, provoked 2 separation. Or
mum.gomm Kelley, a onetime airline-passenger screener ,.awo
shifted to canned food at home because pot roast was too
expensive for her and her two-year-old daughter.

As if rubbing its eyes in disbelief, U.S. News noted that the
poor of the eighties did not fit the stereotype defined b
the culture of poverty and the ideologues of the New wwmww
The concept of the poor as “shiftless, black urban males sm.,
able to hold jobs, or as inner-city mothers on welfare whose
%H@ .s.\oﬂw mx@mioﬁom is the repeated bearing and raising of
Mu <mmwmmsswwwtowmmnmnu the magazine admitted, was “woefully
At the other extreme, where wages are known more ele-
mm.nm% as “compensation,” there is of course no parallel to the
minimum wage—no “maximum wage” to contain the greed of
the already rich. In the eighties, while the median income of
American families actually declined, the compensation of to
executives rose dizzily. In 1986, top executives earned an m,w

/ Between 1980 and 1984 alone, the richest one-fifth of Ameri-
can families gained $25 billion in income and the poorest one
fifth lost $6 billion.

Meanwhile, income at the extremes was also diverging.
The poor faced wages held down by that miserly standard,
the minimum wage, which remained, throughout most of the

erage o.m $679,000 a year, up 9 percent from the vear before
Executive incomes over $1 million (from salary and wOmawmmv.
became routine; only incomes over $10 million raised eye-
brows. Reporting on then-chairman of NCR Inc. William S.

Anderson’s annual compensation of $13,229,000,
i 228,000, ¢
Times noted dryly: he New York
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The kind of salary reported for Mr. Anderson brings out
strong feelings in those who believe that zam.B@s at the top
of the corporate pinnacle are wildly overpaid, members of
an elite that pretty much sets its own pay.

In this decade of political reaction, no conscience, no
shame, or, more likely, no fear of the have-nots seemed to
restrain the ultra-rich. Consider this society-page mmmo&ﬁﬁos
of a party thrown by Malcolm Forbes of Forbes magazine
(“The Capitalist Tool”) in May 1987:

Mr. Forbes” latest Highland fling (the Forbes clan hails .?oﬁ
Scotland) included a regiment of 140 tartan-clad .vmmmﬁma
and drummers marching through simulated mist. H_pm:w
were baronial Scottish stage sets whipped up by a designer
of opera sets. There were 11-foot-tall flower arrangements
dense with onopordon thistle, Grucci fireworks, laser w,.mm:smu
and, as party favors, copies of “The Sayings of OWEW.B@
Malcolm” for the lads and inscribed Revere bowls from Tit-
fany for the lasses . ... .

Once there, the guests, seated at 106 tables, supped on a
meal whose raw materials included 24 hams, 700 v&u%
pheasants, 100 pounds of foie gras, 400 pounds of haricots
verts, 1,500 pounds of Scotch salmon, 24 legs of FBF 60
country pétés, 3,000 artichokes, 720 pints of raspberries and
strawberries, 150 quarts of cream and 15 gallons H.u.m butter-
scotch sauce. . .. The Forbeses also let them eat celebra-
tion cake’ and “capitalist cookies.”

 No one could any longer imagine that America was the land
\ of one vast, undifferentiated middle class. In cities like Los
Angeles and New York, the contrasts in wealth and poverty
scandalized European visitors: high-rise buildings where two-
bedroom apartments cost more to rent than most Americans
earn in a month, while at street level, makeshift cardboard

structures sheltered the homeless. The streets carried fleets of

stretch limos, their windows discreetly shaded to frustrate the

curious, while on the sidewalk, beggars of all ages searched
trash cans for edible crusts; breakdancers performed for quar-
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ters; hawkers sold ballpoint pens, watches, used clothing, old
magazines, drugs.

While these lurid, distinctly un-American images came to
characterize the extremes of wealth and poverty, no less dra-
matic changes were taking place in the middle range of in-
come. For one thing, a middle-level income no longer
guaranteed such perquisites of middle-class status as home
ownership. According to the National Assogiation of Home-
builders, in 1984 a family needed an incom approximately
$37,000 to afford a median-priced home, but in the same year
the median family income was only $26,167-—almost $11,000
short. That gap marked a sharp deterioration in the prospects
of middle-income, mostly working-class people. According to
economists Frank S. Levy and Richard Michel, a typical wage-
earner in the 1950s faced housing costs equivalent to about 14
percent of his gross monthly pay. In 1984, however, a thirty-
year-old man who purchased a median-priced home had to set
aside a staggering 44 percent of his income for carrying
charges. For the first time in postwar America, a middle-level
income no longer guaranteed what we have come to think of
as a middle-class lifestyle.

But the big news was that the “middle class,” or more pre-
cisely, the middle range of income, was becoming ever more
sparsely inhabited. If the middle range was defined as lying
between family incomes of $20,000 and $50,000, the fraction
of families with middle-range incomes declined from 53 per-
cent in 1973 to Jess than 48 percent in 1984, Some people were

climbing out and up, but others were sinking down toward the
bottom.*

* At this point, there does not seem to be a consensus as to whether more
people moved downward from the middle range of income, or upward. Different
studies offer different answers. Economist Stephen J. Rose reported in 1983 that
three-fourths of those leaving the middle-income range in the late seventies and
early eighties suffered decline. Likewise, economist Katherine L. Bradbury, study-
ing middle-income shrinkage from 1579 to 1984, found most of those leaving the
middle class heading downward. However, a recent Bureau of Labor Statistics
study covering middle-class shrinkage betwesn 1969 and 1986 found that, in that
seventeen-year period, “most of the decline in the proportion of families in the
middle has gone to the upper class, not the lower.”
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Many arbitrary factors determined whether a given family
moved up or down: Had they purchased a house before the
real estate boom of the seventies? Had they refrained from
having too many children? Were they able to get help from
their parents? By and large, though, the new cleavage in the
middle range of income followed familiar class lines. The
blue-collar working class was skidding downward, while the
professional middle class was holding its own or gaining
ground: In 1987 the median income for men with five or more
years of higher education was $34,731, and that for women
with the same education was $26,399—or $61,130 for a couple.
A high-school-educated working-class couple earned a total of
$36,888, more than a third less.

The phrase the disappearing middle class, which I, among
others, used to describe the enormous changes of the eighties,
in some ways missed the point. It was the blue-collar working
class that was “disappearing,” at least from the middle range
of comfort. In the New Right's imagination the working class
was a precious avatar of “traditional values,” a human bulwark
against permissiveness. But to the business interests that
commanded the New Right's deepest loyalties, the American
blue-collar working class-——with its once-strong unions and real
tradition of workplace defiance—had become a burden.

Beginning in the seventies, the corporate elite did every-
thing possible to shake this burden loose. They “out-sourced”
their manufacturing jobs to the lower-paid and more intimi-
dated work force of the third world. They shifted their capital
from manufacturing to the quick-profit realm of financial spec-
" ulation—corporate mergers, leveraged huyouts—leaving
- American plants and technology to decay. And they led a bru-

tal assault on the wages and living standards of those who still/

had jobs to cling to. For it is well to remember that what we
call the working class, and picture as people striving to make a
living, exists in the business literature only as labor costs.

The corporate abandonment of manufacturing—or what
economists Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison have called
“the &@mwacmwﬂ.&ﬁmﬁcn of America” —violently disrupted the

life of the blue-collar working class. Between 1979 and 1984,

206

THE YUPPIE STRATEGY

11.5 million American workers lost their jobs because of plant
shutdowns or relocations. Only 60 percent were able to find
new jobs, and nearly half of the new jobs were at lower pay
than the lost jobs. One study found that laid-off steelworkers
in Chicago saw their incomes fall, on the average, by one-half,
from $22,000 a year to $12,500 a year, just slightly above the
official poverty level.

Throughout America’s industrial “rust belt,” whole towns
and neighborhoods fell into decline as factories shut their
doors. There were plenty of alternative jobs in the service sec-
tor—as bank tellers, hotel clerks, fast-food workers—but these
tended to be low-paid, nonunion, and otherwise foreign to
men whose skills lay in working with things, not people. A
laid-off copper miner in Butte, Eowﬁ&m a huge man wearing
cowboy boots, overalls, and a scruffy beard, told me indig-
nantly that he had been offered retraining—as a nurses’ aide.
Usually it was women or young, often black or Hispanic, men
who took the proliferating service jobs; and one of the paradig-
matic images of the eighties was that of the laid-off steelworker
whose homemaker-wife has gone out to support the family on
her wages at Burger King.

According to Harrison and Bluestone, though, the biggest
reason for the declining fortunes of the working class was not
.6@ loss but’ wage loss. In every industry, employers-launched
a Hercé initiative against labor costs: demanding wage conces-
sions as the price of continued employment; instituting two-
tier wage structures whereby the recently hired are paid on a
vastly lower scale than those with seniority; replacing full-time
workers with part-time employees who do not have to be of-
fered benefits such as health insurance; and, of course, old-
fashioned union-busting. In the eighties, law firms did a brisk
business in union-busting services to employers, including
public-relations drives to discredit the union and psychologi-
cal methods of dividing and demoralizing the work force. More
brutal, " brass-knuckle approaches also Hourished. Between
1986 and 1988, three New York—area union organizers of my
acguaintance were beaten by company thugs, and two Queens
factory workers who had participated in an organizing drive
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were pistol-whipped, in front of their coworkers, by the factory
owners.

The Reagan administration set the tone of labor relations in
the 1980s by busting PATCO, the air traffic controllers’ union,
in 1981. The administration then proceeded to all but eviscer-
ate the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and the
National Labor Relations Board, which guarantee minimal
legal protections to labor. While the ideologues of the New
Right extolled the virtues of the working class, the government
of the New Right abetted the worst capitalist assault on Amer-
ica’s working people since the 1920s.

Middle-class people, professionals and managers, also suf-
fered in the economic dislocations of the eighties. They too
lost jobs when plants closed or when government-financed
social-welfare agencies shut down their services. They too ex-
perienced the stresses of a polarizing society, in which the
poor were becoming ever more desperate and the rich were
becoming more numerous and brash. While the poor were in-
creasingly to be avoided for safety’s sake, the rich presented a
different kind of threat to people in the middle: bidding up the
cost of real estate to astronomical values and uncomplainingly
accepting college tuitions in the range of $20,000 a year. If
staying in the economic and social middle ground had become
‘. impossible for much of the working class, it had also become a
' challenge for those whose education and occupation entitled
them to believe they were the middle class.

But the professional middle class is more resilient than
those below it. A laid-off manager is more likely to find a
decent-paying job than a laid-off assembly-line worker.
Public-sector professionals, like doctors, social workers, and
administrators, can switch over to the private sector when the
funds for public services are cut. And compared to blue- or
pink-collar workers, white-collar professionals are in a better
position to negotiate higher pay to meet the rising costs of
housing and education. Above all, the young of the profes-
sional middle class are flexible. Starting in the seventies, they
began to abandon the long, penuricus path leading to profes-
sional status, and to go for the money.
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They didn’t have to read Irving Kristol to know which way
the wind was blowing. By the early seventies it was clear that
the sixties boom in higher education had produced “too many”
educated young Americans. In 1968 only 6 percent of new
Ph.D.’s had been unable to find jobs; by 1974 that figure had
jumped to 26 percent. One study found that among college
graduates less than five years out of school only 62 percent had
professional or managerial jobs in 1980, compared with 76 per-
cent in 1870. As the Boston Globe reported in 1985:

Gary Rodgers, 44, is a PhD who has taught at Harvard and
Yale and written books on Diderot. Unable to get tenure, he
settled for a job teaching rudimentary English to Citibank
emplovees. Marie Wellington, 32, is a Harvard PhD in ro-
mance languages who had hoped to teach{ip/a tenured posi-
tion. Today, she is a Berlitz Language Co. manager in
Chicago. . . . At Cambridge’s Ambassador Cabs alone, there
are six PhID’s [as cab drivers].

While Ph.D.’s in literature went hungry or learned stenog-
raphy, jobs for professionals were proliferating in that vast area
of endeavor known as “business services.” The expansion of
government regulation in the sixties and seventies meant more
jobs for corporate lawyers. The out-sourcing of manufacturing
to the third world meant more, rather than fewer, jobs for
American managers, as the United States became one of the
great administrative headquarters of the “global assembly
line.” The shift in business emphasis from manufacturing and
distribution to financial speculation created openings for
whole armies of brokers, financial analysts, and bankers. Coz-
porate recruiters brought the good news to campuses, where
they found, according to one college president, “a new mood
on campus : “In the 1960s, there were a lot of social concerns.
Now . .. the students want to come to get a skill and have the
resources to support a middle-class existence.”

The first element of what might be called the “yuppie strat-
egy” was to choose a college major that corporate recruiters
would look favorably upon. In one short decade, American
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campuses went from being hotbeds of dissent to hothouses for
the production of corporate cadres. Between the early seven-
ties and the early eighties, the number of students receiving
bachelor’s degrees in English fell by almost 50 percent, while
the number graduating with degrees in business nearly dou-
bled. The social sciences also took an almost 50 percent cut,
and mathematics and the natural sciences—which presumably
are essential for the future technological competitiveness of
the United States—could together claim fewer than 4 percent
of the college seniors graduating in 1983.

Students were also choosing to avoid the prolonged depri-
vations associated with graduate study. In the sciences, for
example, the share of doctorates awarded to American students
by U.S. institations fell from 76.3 percent in 1978 to 63 percent
in 1986. In that year, for the first time, U.S. universities
awarded more Ph.D.s in engineering to foreigners than to
Americans. The Americans had, so to speak, a better offer.
They were skipping graduate school in favor of corporate jobs
offering high starting salaries. As an engineering graduate stu-
dent explained to the New York Times:

One of the big things is being poor for a long period of time.
If you can get a bachelor’s and go out and make $30,000 or
$40,000 a year, why get $10,000 a year as a graduate student?

There had been a time when ambitious students saw corporate
employment as an option for the intellectually handicapped.
Now it was the professions that seemed like a dull, low-paid
backwater compared to the brisk world of business.

The choice of a pragmatic, business-oriented major was not
always made happily. Many of the college students ! talked to
in the mid-eighties were suffering from what might be called
“premature pragmatism.” They were putting aside, at far too
early an age, their idealism and intellectual curiosity in favor
of economic security, which was increasingly defined as
wealth. A voung woman interviewed by Newsweek had
switched from social work to sales because “I realized that 1
would have to make a commitment to being poor to be a social
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worker.” Similarly, a Smith student, who happened to be one
of few activists on that campus at the time, told me she had
given up her ambition to be a psychiatric social worker be-
cause she “couldn’t live on that.” Instead, she said wryly, she
would be going into banking.

To an adult who might have defined social work as an emi-
nently respectable middle-class career, decisions such as these
seemed either ill-informed or childishly greedy. But in the
shifting economic landscape of the eighties, what had once
been a secure middle-class occupation might no longer pro-
vide the necessities, such as home ownership, of middle-class
life. All over the country, students who had started out wanting
to be environmental chemists, special-education teachers,
public administrators, or novelists redirected their aspirations
to business or law. They did so, in most cases, @ of a sullen
sense of necessity, trading off personal autonomiy, idealism,
and creativity for what they hoped would be safety and possi-
bly comfort. :

With nineteen-year-olds redirecting their energies from so-
ciology to spreadsheets, a negative, self<centered mood settled
over the campuses. UCLA’s anniial survéy of undergraduate
attitides found a steady rise in avarice and a decline in “altru-
ism and social concern.” In 1987, for example, a record 73
percent of students reported “being very well off financially”
as their top goal, compared to 39 percent in 1970. Only 16
percent were interested in doing something to preserve the
environment, compared to 45 percent in 1972. In other areas,
students were now at least as conservative as the general pub-
lic: Only 21 percent favored legalizing marijuana in 1987, com-
pared to 53 percent in 1977. In 1984, only 49 percent believed
abortion should be available to married women, down from 68
percent in the seventies. Peter Carlson, a former sixties radical,

returned to his old dorm room at Boston University in 1986 to
mﬂ& &

posters of Miss Piggy, Sesame Street’s Bert and Ernie, Ker-
mit the Frog . ..a mural-sized photo of a bottle of Cordon
Rouge champagne popping its cork, a poster of elegant sushi
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arrangements . .. and a cartoon captioned, “Shop till you
drop.” Almost lost amid this collage of cuteness, 1 spied a
posteard of Ron and Nancy atop a desk. 1 wondered: Is that
a genuine hommage or some sort of ironic protest?

It was a genuine hommage,

A lucky, highly publicized minority of the new generation of
pragmatists leaped directly from the academy to instant
wealth. Beginning in the late seventies, graduates of Harvard
Law School and a few other elite, business-oriented institu-
tions could expect to be courted with starting salaries above
$40,000 a year. In Wall Street’s bustling money factories, the
goal of amassing a million by age thirty was neither uncommon
nor entirely unrealistic. Baby high-rollers were proliferating,
and New York’s $50-a-lunch restaurants were jammed, by the
late eighties, with fresh-faced young people barely above
drinking age. These financial prodigies were, in at least one
sense, the true descendants of the sixties radicals: They had
scorned the arduous m@vw@wﬁawwr% traditionally required for
middle-class membership--scorned, in fact, the middle class
itself. :

Most young graduates, however, could expect to attain even-
tual incomes only in the modest 330,000 to $40,000 range. For
the majority who did not enter adult life with a legacy of Man-
hattan real estate, or who lacked the sangfroid for investment
banking, the second rule of the yuppie strategy applied: Marry
a financial equal. A 1976 ad for Psychology Today laid out the
‘possibility of m@émnn._ mobility through 2 new, more androgy-
nous, approach to marriage. The ad, which ran full-page in the
New York Times, shows a smiling young couple wearing iden-
tical pin-stripe jackets. The text begins in large bold letters,
... our bank car’t tell us apart,” and continues:

Which one of us makes $20,000?

We both do. And we like to spend it on the same kinds of
things, too .

Now that we're married, we have twice as much money and
twice as much savings,

We'll be traveling farther. And a lot more often.
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We'll also get to play more tennis. Spend more weekends
skiing. Or camping.

And, now, we can have our once-a-month wine and cheese
party, once-a-week.

I guess we know what we want from life.

And with twice as much money we not only can put more
into it, we can get more out of it,

! FEMINISM AND CEASS CONSOLIDATION |

In the late fifties, when our story began, marrying
an economic equal was neither necessary nor possible. Most
middle-class—or for that matter, blue-collar working-class—
men could expect to earn enough to support a wife and chil-
dren. Moreover, most women who intended to marry and have
children did not invest their prime childbearing years in post-
graduate education and professional advancement. In 1960,
just over 30 percent of American women worked outside the
home, and most of those did so because their husband’s in-
come was plainly inadequate or because their children had
grown up, leaving the house quiet and eternally tidy.

A decade or so later, enough had changed so that the mar-
riage of equals was vo% possible and, in most cases, nmommme
Most American men no longer earned ‘enough to support a
family unassisted, and most American women—including
wives and mothers—had gone out and gotten jobs. Many mar-
ried women went to work simply to help compensate for their
husbands” declining earning power. At the same time, later
marriages and the 50 percent divorce rate guaranteed that the
great majority of women would have to support themselves
and possibly their children on their own earnings at some
point in their lives. By the seventies, only the wives of the rich
could imagine that employment was simply an option.

But in the professional middle class, women were working
not only because they had to, not only because they feared not
finding a suitable husband—or any husband at all—but be-
cause they %msﬁm@ to. They were in fact not just “working” —a

et
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part-time job while the children

are at school, a stab at catering

or some other expansion of a domestic skill—they were pur-
suing demanding, fast-track professional careers with at least

as much energy and intensity

as their male colleagues. And

this was the result not merely of crude economic pressure but

of femninism.
.~ The feminist movement has

of course affected the lives of

women in all social classes, and it has changed women’s lives
in ways that have little to do with economics or the dynamics
of any particular class. By abolishing the cruder forms of sex
discrimination, the movement opened doors for women of all

classes, races, and conditions.
tion, the right to equal pay for

Women won the right to abor-
equal work, the right to equal

.  educational opportunity. And feminists are still working to ex-

! pand these rights and win new

ones—such as subsidized child

care, pay equity, and paid maternity Jeave. Perhaps above all,
the feminist movement bas won enormous gains for all women
in the intangible areas of dignity and self-esteem. But for our

story, what js important about

feminism is that it helped save

. the professional middle class from economic decline and at the
", same time healed it of that subtler form of decline described
' two decades earlier by Betty Friedan as “progressive demor-

alization.”
Among women’s economic

gains, perhaps the greatest sin-

- gle achievement of the feminist movement has been the open-
ing up of formerly male professions, such as law, medicine,
and management, For most of this century the professions have

been the occupational fortres

s of the middle class, but until

recently they were reserved for men. The very traits that early-
twentieth-century reformers sought to attach to the professions
—obijectivity, scientific rationality, and a dispassionate con-

cern for society—were conce

ived of as quintessentially mas-

culine traits. In 1871, for example, the president of the
American Medical Association had this to say on the subject of

women in medicine:

Certain women seek to rival
strong-minded ape them ina

men in manly sports . .. and the
11 things, even in dress. In doing
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0, they may command a sort of admiration such as all mon-

strous productions inspire, e i
. , especially when they t -
wards a higher type than their own. v tend to

H_Eo.;mwoﬁ the twentieth century, women who aspired t
@Smmmmp.oz were directed toward those Eww:m.mﬂzmmu\ :mowow
mooﬂﬂmﬁommllmﬁmwmmv social work, teaching—that are mmmHMMQ

m.ﬁﬁmmwmmmmwoa: by the sociologists and rewarded commen-
surately by emplovers. Those who persisted in trying to i
entrance to the top professions often faced harrassment mm om
@w.omm.,mmoﬁ and fellow students, followed by marginali M.og
E&E.w ﬂvooww profession. Ellen Richards, for example ONM EMM,
America’s first female chemists, was segregated from mrm H.M mu
mgmmwwm when she attended MIT in the 1860s, and eventu Mm
consigned to what was felt to be a more mcm&uwm “sei :mm ¢
a woman—home economics. e

Feminism, when it reemerged in the 1970s, launched a two-
pronged attack on the traditionally H&M.Waommmﬂomm. On .ﬁ%o
nmvdm Mmﬁ&v women demanded to be let in on an equal footing.

n the other hand, they questioned the core assumptions of
ﬁa@ ww.owmmm_.osmilmﬁﬂ exclusivity, their claims to mowmw%, M
uo.oﬁﬁmaw and public service. In medicine, for example M ot
nists simultafieously demanded that EOMB@V& be W&EMMmm t mMMT
Eoﬁm.ﬁos and attacked it for its sexism, racism, and mo& °
@ﬁmﬁ.ﬂmm that seemed to betray any claims to om&.moﬂ?w : Inm
public service. Feminists wanted women to be mooﬁo%\ Mwﬁ
they also wanted to abolish medicine as an elite Uwowmmﬁom a c&
encourage the skills and participation of more humble he WW
workers, lay practitioners (such as the self-trained Eaé.m
who vmummm practicing illegally. in the seventies), and the :M.Mmm
sumers’ of health care. With all the @aommmmMomm femi .Mw,
wanted, paradoxically at times, to dpen them ~ lose
them down. T wnd close

This ambivalence reflected a larger quandary. Did feminist
want to overthrow what they recognized to be a :B&m-msa X
nated, capitalist society”? Or did they simply want wom cEM,
wmwm..wvmww place within it? Did they want revolution, or csim.
ilation? The radical answer had drawn oowm%mmmm wwo”mwwm
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student left and the black insurgency, but as those movements
waned in the early seventies, assimilation began to look like
the only practical strategy. I remember how betrayed many

radical and left-leaning feminists felt ata 1975 conference held

by the New York City chapter of the National Organization for
Women, which featured, among the usual workshops on femi-
nist political themes, sessions on how to “make it” in the cor-
porate world. Surely the aim of the struggle was not to propel
a few women to the top of a fundamentally unjust hierarchy, in
which most women counted for little more than cheap labor.
Yet as many quite radical feminists later came to realize, there
is no way that an economically marginalized group can be ex-
pected to “wait for the revolution,” letting moral purity com-
pensate for certain poverty. Mainstream feminism came to
stand unambiguously for assimilation, with the proviso or at
least vague hope that women would somehow “humanize” the
positions into which they were assimilated.

So, empowered by feminism—even if they did not always
regard themselves as feminists—women poured into what had
been almost exclusively male domains. In medicine, only 9
percent of first-year students were female in 1969; in 1987, 37
percent were female. In law, women had taken only 8 percent
of the degrees awarded in 1973; ten years later women took 36
percent. In business, only 4.9 percent of %m MBAs graduating
in 1973 were women; ten vears later *98.9 percent were
women.

Not that women have achieved anything like full equality
within these professions. A representation of 30 to 40 percent
is far short of 50 percent. And within these areas of endeavor,
women still find subtle barriers blocking the way to the top.
Women doctors are likely to choose, or be channeled into, the
relatively low-status field of pediatrics rather than, say, sur-
gery. Women academics are well represented among the junior
faculty, sparse among the tenured senior faculty. Business-
women complain about the “glass ceiling” that stands between
them and the boardroom, and feel blocked at all levels by the
almost impenetrably masculine culture of the corporate world.
But the fact remains that in little more than a decade women
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increased their representation among the most prestigious and
lucrative professions by 300 to 400 percent. As a change in the
fortunes of women, that has to be counted somewhere up near
the achievement of suffrage.

It was an magwfwgmmﬂ however, that.was sharply-limited
by owmmw The chief beneficiaries of the opening of the profes-
sions were women who already had the advantages of good
schools, an encouraging home life, and the money and leisure
for higher education. A 1976 study showed, for example, that
the women clambering into medical school were likely to
come from the same class background as the men who were
already there. Nor were there gains of comparable magnitude
within the traditionally male blue-collar skilled occupations,
in part because so many of these occupations were themselves
in decline. While the percentage of women in professional
training was rising from less than 10 percent up to 40 percent,
the proportion of women construction workers and skilled
craftspersons did not reach 10 percent.

So while some women moved into positions of visibility and

even power, the average working woman, who is not a profes- ;

sional and not likely to be college-educated, is still @.@5\,
much where she always was: waiting on tables, emptying

wastebaskets, or pounding a keyboard for $5 or $6 an hour. If |

the recent opening up of the professions has been feminism’s
greatest victory, it is a victory érOmmﬂdzmmgwmm the majority of
American women will never taste.

But it is the change within the professional middle class that
concerns us here. The chasm that existed within that class—
separating its achievers from its menial laborers, its husbands
from its wives—was potentially bridged. A young woman no
Ionger had to secure her membership in the middle class
through the tenuous pact of marriage. She didn’t have to marry
a doctor; she could be one. It remained for the young men of
this class to overcome their resentment of the new female com-
petition and understand that they in turn could be married to
doctors or lawyers instead of mere wives.

By the seventies this change was well under way. The old
notion that a working wife was a sure Emn of male inadequacy
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was hard to find in any class. As I argued in an earlier book,
The Hearts of Men, the traditional masculine ideal—husband,
father, and sole breadwinner—had been going out of style for
decades. The reasons for this had less to do with feminism,
which did not become a mass movement until the early sev-
enties, than with a consumer culture that was increasingly
reaching out to men as consumers in their own right. In the
words of the early Playboy magazine, which should be seen as
a promoter of the new masculine ideology as well as of soft
pornography, wives were “parasites,” trapping men into lives
of perpetual toil to support their consumerism. Men eamed
the money, why shouldn’t they spend it on themselves?

Feminism, when it came along, offered a socially conscious
rationale for this somewhat churlish attitude. It allowed men,
especially young, middle-class men, to insist that they were
not fleeing from their traditional responsibilities but joining in
the general effort to overcome obsolete and restrictive sex
roles. As psychologist and men’s liberation advocate Herb
Goldberg argued in the 1970s, if women were tired of being
sex objects for men, men were equally weary of being “success
objects” for women. Besides, quite apart from the men’s liber-
ationists, the old pressures on men to “‘prove their masculin-
ity” by marrying young and singlehandedly supporting a
family were relaxing. By the eighties, no one thought it odd if
a man of thirty or so remained single, apportioning his earnings
among the products advertised in such places as Gentleman’s
Quarterly, Metropolitan Home, and Connoisseur.

The women’s magazines complained that men—meaning
eligible men with attractive incomes——were suffering from
“fear of commitment. ” Many men, however, were displaying a

fustifiable fear of making the wrong commitment. The young
men—stereotypical yuppies, although the word had not yet
come into widespread use—who were interviewed for a 1984
article T wrote on the “new man” did not rule out marriage, but
they were concerned with finding a mate who could “pull her
own weight,” who “would not be a burden”—as if they were
selecting a companion for an upstream rafting trip. And while
this is hardly scientific evidence, I have often polled college
lecture audiences, first asking the women how many of them
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would like to be full-time homemakers. One or two brave
hands go up for this unstylish option. But when the young men
are asked how many of them would be willing to support a full-
time homemaker wife, the response is a few snickers, and no
hands.

Women had once married men who looked as though they
would be reliable breadwinners, and men had once married
women who simply looked good. But now both sexes were
determined to find proven wage-earners. As Harvard eco-
nomics professor David Bloom told Time in 1986: “A pairing-

off based on economics is occurring. Higher-income men and

higher-income women are tending to firid each other.” Mimi

Lieber, a New York—based marketing consultant, told me in a
1986 interview:

We're seeing a changing pattern of marriage. It used to be
that looks determined how well a woman married. But today
the little dime-store girl is not being picked up by the col-
lege student. The doctor isn’t marrying a nurse, he’s marry-
ing another doctor.

The frequency with which college men once married pretty
dime-store clerks should probably not be exaggerated. College
itself, as a social experience, helped ensure that young middle-
or upper-class men would end up with young women of similar
backgrounds. But marriage had provided at least a limited av-
enue of upward mobility for young women of humble origins,
and that avenue was now all but closed. In the fifties, for ex-
ample, an office romance meant the occasional dalliance he-
tween a boss and his secretary. Thirty years later, according to
the Wall Street Journal, office romance was “flourishing” be-
cause “women routinely work beside men as professional and
managerial peers.”

Besides, a certain social opprobrium now attaches to the
man who socializes with women far below him in the occupa-
tional hierarchy. Just as a professional woman who fell in love
with a blue-collar male would be a subject of wonder and
scorn, the executive who dallies with a pink-collar worker
would be revealed today as insecure and lacking in judgment.

21e
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In the 1988 movie Working Girl, an ambitious secretary pre-
tends to be an upper-level executive in order to carry out a
major deal. In the process she becomes romantically involved
with an aftractive male executive from another firm. When he
finds out about her deception, she challenges him: Would you
have fallen in love with me if I were just a secretary? He is
abashed, because the answer, of course, is no.

It is as if, in climbing into the middle class on the strength
of their own achievements, the new executive and professional
women had pulled up the ladder behind them. Of course, they
had not done so themselves, Men were choosing to marry for
money, as well as for love or for looks. But upwardly mobile
young professional women had much to gain from the tight-
ened “pattern of marriage” within the class. Seen as economic
partners as well as helpmates, women are more likely to be
equals within their marriages. They are also less likely than in
the past to be displaced by any of the far more numerous
women—secretaries, flight attendants, cocktail waitresses—
who lack professional credentials and impressive resumés.

Viewed from outside and “below,” then, the professional
middle class has simply become a more impregnable fortress.
Once only men had had to scale its walls, devoting their youth
and young adulthood to preparation and apprenticeship.
Women could drift in on the strength of their charm or of so
slight a credential as a bachelor’s degree in French literature
or art history. Today, however, almost no one getsyin—male or
female—without submitting to the same discipline and pass-
ing the same tests that were originally designed to exclude
intruders from below.

Almost as soon as the class consolidated itself through its
new androgyny, an unaccountable weariness seemed to over-
come middle-class feminism. In 1963 Betty Friedan had
blamed the “feminine mystique” for the “progressive demor-
alization™ of the professional middle class—men, women, and
children. The full-time housewife, she argued, had become a
menace. Bored, tranquilized, suffering from “housewife’s syn-
drome,” she was not even up to the one job assigned to her—
raising children to be ambitious, disciplined members of the
middle class. Excluded from the “bhattle with the world,” she
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had no way of transmitting the skills required for that battle.
The “wasted energy” of housewives, Friedan predicted,
would continue “to be destructive to their husbands, their chil-
dren, and to themselves until it is used in their own battle with
the world.” : ,

Two decades later, no one could complain that women were
insufficiently engaged in the “battle,” dazed noncombatants in
the world of men. A new problem had arisen in the middle
class: whether anyone would have children at all. To the indi-
vidual professional woman, the problem was experienced as
the inexorable ticking of the “biological clock”™: How would
she find a husband before her fertile years ended, and find
timne from her career for childbearing? To conservative intel-
lectuals, it was the problem of the “birth dearth.” There was
no shortage of population globally, nor even a shortfall among
Americans in general. But the birthrate among the educated,
affluent, white population had fallen drastically. ¥ there had
been a question in the early sixties of whether the middle class
could reproduce itself as a class, there was now a question of
whether its members would reproduce at all.

At the same time, raising the children began to loom as a
bigger challenge than ever. In the early seventies, ambitious
middle-class mothers counted themselves lucky to find a day-
care center or a reliable baby-sitter to mind the children while
they rushed off to work. But a decade later, with mounting
competition for admission to the “good” private colleges—and
even to the first-rate urban nursery schools—women were
thinking twice about paid child care.

The concern was expressed in various ways: “I don’t want
to miss the early years”; or “T don’t want to leave my child
with just gnyone.” But the real issue was the old middle-class
dilemma of whether “anyone”—such as a Jamaican house-
keeper or a Hispanic day-care worker—was equipped to instill
such middle-class virtues as concentration and intellectual C
discipline. For many young middle-class couples the choice
was stark: Have the mother work and risk retarding the child’s
intellectual development, or have the mother stay home, build
up the child’s IQ, and risk being unable to pay for a pricy
nursery school or, later, private college. Unfortunately, femi-
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nism had not advanced to the point where these were a fo-
ther’s agonizing choices.

Attuned to the new doubts among middle-class women,
Betty Friedan announced in 1981 a “second stage” for Ameri-
can feminism. In the first stage, she wrote, “Our aim was full
participation, power and voice in the mainstream, inside the
party, the political process, the professions, the business
world’—in short, assimilation. But where once women had
been stymied by the feminine mystique, she wrote, they were
now afflicted by a “feminist mystique”” which required them
to be brittle, masculinized strivers. Just as she had once quoted
dozens of frustrated housewives, Friedan now cited battle-
weary career women, anguished over their desire to have chil-
dren before their childbearing vears ran out. Thus the second
stage would suspend hostilities between men and women. It
would “involve coming to new terrs with the family” and
must be launched “so we can live a new ‘yes’ to life and love,
and can choose to have children.”

Many feminists found Friedan’s proposed truce premature.
She did not claim that the struggle for equality was over, but

she now saw many familiar forms of sexism as “first stage prob-

lems”—as if they required little more than a mop-up opera-

_tion. For many middle-class women there was some truth to
this. Problems of sheer economic injustice, of stinging discrim-
ination, were not looming as large as the problem of when and
how to start a family. But a far larger number of women re-
mained, as always, in stereotypically female jobs, paid far less
than men in jobs requiring similar levels of skill and responsi-
bility. For these women, Friedan’s announcement that femi-
nism had moved on to a less militant second stage was, at the
very least, insensitive, .

Friedan was only one sign of the new quietism of middle-
class feminism. In academia, women’s studies—long the most
reliable reproductive organ of middle-class feminism—began
in some quarters to take on a detached and esoteric air. Re-
viewing an important new anthology of highbrow feminist
scholarship in 1987, Catherine Stimpson—herself a leading
pioneer of women’s mE&wm|+..oc:m the contributions
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strangely “eccentric in focus, uneasy in spirit.”” On the cam-
puses, the mood among young career-oriented women was re-
portedly “post-feminist” and dominated by the conviction that,
whatever indignities women had suffered in the remote past
{say, 1970), the way was now open for any young woman of
spirit to rise straight to the top of whatever lucrative and re-
warding field she might choose.

Middle-class feminism is not, of course, all there is to Amer-
ican feminism. A 1986 Gallup poll found that a startling 56
percent of American women considered themselves to be
“feminists,” and the degree of feminist identification was, if
anything, slightly higher as one descended the sociceconomic
scale. Black women, for example, who are economically dis-
advantaged relative to white women, professed to be feminists
vide the public face of feminism; they direct and staff its major
institutions. And by the late eighties, middle-class feminism
seemed, even to many of its own stalwarts, to be tired: tired of
defeat at the hands of the New Right over issues like the Equal
Rights Amendment, but also exhausted from its own successes.

Even in the face of the new problems confronting working
women, however, few are likely to trade in the “ferinist mys-
tique” for the old feminine one. For above all, the assimilation
of women has almost doubled the economic resources of the
middle class, helping save it from the decline experienced by
the working class and lifting it, in fact, well out of the middle
range of income. The $60,000-plus a year that a professional
couple can expect to earn by pooling their incomes puts them
financially well ahead of over 80 percent of American families.
By assimilating women, what we have called the middle class
became, in strictly economic terms, the upper middle class.

THE CONSUMER BINGE |

. The hallmark of the yuppie—nfale or female, married
or single—was consumption. The yuppie of stereotype drove
a $40,000 foreign car, vacationed vigorously in all seasons, and
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aspired to a condominium with an intimidating address. Even
those who could not afford the big-ticket items—condos and
Porsches—infused their daily lives with extravagant details:
salad dressings made of raspberry vinegar and walnut oil, im-
ported mineral water, $100 sneakers, $50 meals at the restau-
rant of the moment. Yuppie spending patterns represented a
new, undreamed-of level of capitulation to the consumer cul-
ture: a compulsive acquisitiveness bordering on addiction, a
mental state resembling the supposed “present-orientation”
and “radical improvidence” of the despised underclass.

Yuppie consumerism was not simply a distortion built into
the stereotype. America was on a consumer binge, or as some
economists put it, in a new stage of “hyperconsumption.”
Someone was spending, and it was not the laid-off industrial
worker or unemployed woman on a dwindling welfare allow-
ance. In fact, even during the recession of 198283, even after
the stock-market crash of 1987, sales of luxury goods boomed.
The truly rich—roughly the 5 percent of Americans who hold
over 50 percent of the nation’s wealth—accounted for a dispro-
portionate share of the boom, particularly in the markets for
yachts, gems, jets, real estate, and such collectibles as classic
cars. But at the low end of luxury—which includes vacation
trips, restaurant meals, and sports cars—America’s newly rich,

_double-income business professionals were holding up their
share of the binge.

In defense of yuppie spending habits—and it is a tribute to
the enduring anxiety of the middle class that they still needed
any defense at the height of Reagan-era profligacy—New Re-
public editor Michael Kinsley described the yuppies as en-
gaged in 2 kind of compensatory mw@ﬁ%sm The $40,000 or’so

thata young bisiness person might earn did not, after all, mea-
sure up s0 well when compared to the purchasing power en-
joyed by his or her parents a few decades ago. It would hardly
be enough to cover the house, station wagon, stay-at-home
spouse, and three children that the white-collar man of the
fifties expected as a matter of right. So, in Kinsley's argument,
the raspberry vinegar, créme fraiche, and so forth had to be
seen as “affordable luxuries™
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They serve as consolation for the lack of unaffordable luxu-
ries like a large house. You may not have a dining room, but
you have a dining room table, and everything on it can have
a complicated explanation involving many foreign words,

But the compensatory-spending argument misses the pro-
found change in middle-class attitudes toward consumption.
JirE previous generation, a young couple who lacked the
money for a house and other family-oriented purchases would
simply have skipped the raspberry vinegar (or its fifties equiv-
alent) and saved their pennies. Spending was the reward for
saving; and “leisure products,” which include all the yuppie
favorites, took second place to the moral solidity represented
by a house and heavy appliances. The profligacy of the yup-
pies, which set a standard for all the middle class as a whole,
was the surrender to hedonism that middle-class intellectuals
had been warning against for over thirty vears.

The consumer binge of the eighties is all the more startling
when contrasted to the trend that immediately preceded it—
the fashionable austerity of the seventies, symbolized by
Jimmy Carter’s low-budget 1976 inauguration and the popular-
ity of E. F. movcamormmm Small Is m«a:ﬁwa& “Voluntary mww-
beeén termed, gave concrete expression to the middle-class
fears of affluence that had been voiced since the fifties. The
counterculture and student movement of the sixties were its
immediate inspiration; the oil shortage of the early seventies
and the new environmentalism imbued it with a high sense of
moral purpose. A 1977 Hairis poll found Americans increas-
ingly concerned with “learning to get our pleasure out of non-
Em,ﬁmim\w:m..MUmmmﬁnmm,: rather than “satisfving our needs for
mo¥é goods and services.” According to a study by the Stanford
Research Institute, this attitude was particularly strong among
yvoung, educated, middle-class people, who were no longer
likely to be political activists but at least tended “to prefer
products that are functional, healthy, nonpolluting, durable, M
repairable, recyclable or made from renewable raw materials

4
: e )
energy-cheap, authentic, aesthetically pleasing, and made |
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through simple technology.” These preferences easily accorm-
modated the new marketing emphasis on “leisure > products,”
such as sports equipment, cameras, and stereos. The require-
ments of being functional and healthy did not, however, ex-
tend to such eighties favorites as creme fraiche and Beluga
caviar.

Voluntary simplicity echoed the “simplicity movement” of
the emerging middle class in the Progressive Era. Both move-

ments sought a way to express middle-class political aspira-

tions in the form of personal behavior, or, in seventies

terminology, “lifestyle.” In the early twentieth century, _z
middle-class simplicity had meant Tewer and plainer items of
furniture, looser clothes, and lighter meals. In the 1970s, the w
trend was to minimalist (or high-tech) decor, blue cotton work |
shirts, “health foods,” and a horror of strong drink and cigarette
smoke. Both movements embodied a principled rejection of
the endlessly wasteful, endlessly seductive, capitalist con-!
sumer culture. And both movements ended by trivializing that

rejection as a new set of consumer options: in the 1970s, natu-

ral fibei over polyester, whole-grain bread over white, plain
oak furniture over high-gloss department-store maple.

No one in the 1970s expected voluntary simplicity to fade

_with the mere turn of a decade. It was a “quiet revolution,”
according to the Harris poll summary, a “major transformation
of Western values,” according to the Stanford Research Insti-
tute. Moreover, voluntary simplicity seemed to have become
the very hallmark of middle-class existence—not only an ethic
but a set of behavioral cues that distinguished the middle class
from those both above and below it. The poor and the working
class smoked and ate cheeseburgers; the middle class carved
out nonsmoking environments for itself and eschewed red
meat, American cheese, and grease in all forms.

So entrenched were the new middle-class tastes that it
began to appear as if the classes could no longer coexist in the
same physical space. I recall the dilemma faced by a group of
young doctors in Chicago who wanted to invite other hospital
workers—aides, orderlies, technicians, nurses—to a party. The
doctors, friends of mine and dedicated reformers of the medi-
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cal system, hoped to celebrate in the most generous and egali-
tarian fashion possible. But, they agonized, would their
working-class co-workers submit to the obvious (middle-class}
rules: no smoking, no hard liquor, and no junk food? The doc-
tors finally realized that they would have to make a sacrifice, at
least for one evening, of their values and possibly their health.

But it was more common for middle-class practitioners of
the new simplicity to simply retreat from the challenge of
mixed environments. Health was usually the irnmediate ratio-
nale, but health had become a nebulous metaphor for other
distinctions, and disguised a growing disdain for the white
working class. In the early sixties, middle-class commentators
had, perversely enough, seen the poor as the victims of a con-
sumerist mentality, the slaves of sensation and impulse. As the
seventies wore on, the blue-collar working class began to take
the place of the poor in the moral hierarchy of the middle class.
The poor themselves once again dropped from view, leaving
the working class—with its tasteless home furnishings, high-
fat diet, and unwholesome addictions—to serve as an object
lesson in the perils of succumbing to the consumer culture.

So how was the middle class able, within a few short years,
to throw itself into the consumerist binge without losing its
sense of identity—its fragile autonomy from the leveling force
of the consumer culture? The short answer is that it was not
able to. The binge was experienced as a capitulation every bit
as profound as the switch from relatively autonomous careers
in the professions to get-rich-quick trajectories in the business
world. But the short-term answer was that the middle class was
able to construct a new identity mﬁo...ﬁﬁnwnoswwwo:osm.nmuwngm-
tion, wmmmmﬁbm it not as surrender but as a pious form of work.

W THE EMBRAGCE DF AFFLUENCE i

One of the unappealing features of 1950s-style mass-
marketed affluence, from a middle-class point of view, was that
it allowed for only “minute distinctions” between the middle
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class and those immediately below, the working class. One
might have more and better, but “hetter” was not distinctively
different: thicker carpets, a car with more options, museum
prints rather than dime-store reproductions on the walls. In
the eighties this problem was decisively resolved..The mass
market disappeared and .was replaced by two wawm.aw which
we know as “upscale” and “downscale.” The¢hange reflected
the growing fiiddle-class zeal to distinguish itself from the less
fortunate, and at the same time it made such distinctions al-
most mandatory for anyone hoping to inhabit the social and
occupational world of the successful and “upscale.”
Everywhere in the retail industry there were signs of the
new market polarization. Department stores, for example,
faced the choice of specializing in one end of the class spec-
trum or the other—or else going out of business. Undifferen-
tiated chains, like Korvette’s and Gimbel’s, which had aimed
at both blue- and white-collar middle-income consumers, were
forced to close, while Sears and J. C. Penney anxiously tried to
“reposition” themselves to survive in the ever more deeply
segmented market. The stores and chains that prospered were
the ones that learned to specialize in one extreme of wealth or
the other: Bloomingdale’s and Neiman-Marcus for the upscale;
K-Mart and Woolco for those constrained by poverty or thrift.
'Inside the stores there was hardly any product that could
not be found in up- and downscale versions, as if even lifeless
commodities were being asked to take sides in an undeclared
class war. Beer divided between the familiar American brands
and dozens of expensive imports—Beck’s, Corona, Heineken,
Kirin. Food, of course, divided and subdivided frenetically,
but the broad contours of change were reflected in Pillsbury’s
restaurant strategy: Burger King for the proletariat; Bennigan’s
well-appointed, trendily stocked restaurants for the yuppies.
The auto industry had always had its Cadillacs and Chevys,
but now there was a fresh segmentation among the imports,
with Mercedes and Audis for the affluent, Toyotas for the
masses. Fven the most phlegmatic commodities, home appli-
ances, began to sort themselves out as manufacturers added
high-tech features to create an upscale line. According to a
market analyst for the Bear Stearns brokerage firm:
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There is a consumer out there who doesn’t want chain-store
labels on things they buy. Kenmore [the Sears brand of ap-
pliances] is a good name but not a yuppie name. When they
have friends over, these people do not want those friends to
see names like Sears or Kenmore. They want people to see
names like Sony or Kitchen Aid.

The split in the mass market followed the deepening fault
lines within American society and was a response to those
underlying shifts. Downwardly mobile people have little
choice but to go for the discount goods, while the upwardly
mobile are eager to transform their money into the visible
! marks of status. No doubt, too, the pressure to consolidate

one’s financial position through marriage heightened the im-
portance of small and subtle class cues. A “nice guy” or a
“good-looking gal” would no longer do, and since bank ac-
counts and resumés are not visible attributes, a myriad of other
cues were required to sort the good prospects from the losers.
Upscale spending patterns created the cultural space in which
the financially well matched could find each other-—far from
the burger-eaters and Bud-drinkers and those unfortunate
enough to wear unnatural fibers. In fact, upscale department
stores found a new use as cruising grounds for affluent singles.
At the height of the consumer binge, a popular dating activity
was a joint mission to a high-priced store like Bloomingdale’s.
Whatever the reasons, the vyuppie spending pattern,
(whether indulged in by demographically official yuppies or
not) represented a frantic positioning—an almost desperate
_ commitment to the latest upscale fad. In the fashionable intel-
s Aectual discourse of the time, possessions were important only
as “signifiers,” elements of an ever-shifting language that
spoke of wealth and promise. The trick was to understand the
language as it changed from month to month, leaving behind
the ignorant and the less than affluent. As soon as an affordable
fad—the example is often given of pita-bread sandwiches—
sedimented down to the general public, it would be rendered
useless as a mark of status and abandoned by the cognoscenti.

Hence that favorite magazine and newspaper filler in the
mid-eighties, the list of what's in and what’s out, calculated to
both mock and alarm the status-conscious reader. For example,
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in 1985 the Miami Herald published a largely predictable list
of what's “hot” and “not hot”: Conservatives, dinner parties,
and gilt were hot; liberals, cookouts, and minimalism were not.
The joke was at the end of the long lists, where, under hot, one
found what’s not hot, and under not hot, of course, what’s hot.

But there was a certain consistency to the dominant upscale
tastes. Conservatism had triumphed over liberalism, gilt over
minimalism, expensive over modestly priced. The obvious im-
petus was the sudden visibility of the truly rich, who reentered
public consciousness with the triumphal display of the 1981
Reagan inauguration. The rich, of course, are always with us.
But throughout most of the postwar period they had not been
too eager to announce their presence, as a class, to the poten-
tially resentful public. All this changed with the ascent to
power of the New Right, whose populist language conflicted
openly with its aristocratic allegiances. According to historian
Deborah Silverman, the Reagan era introduced a “new cul-
tural style” consistent with right-wing politics:

A style aggressively dedicated to the cult of visible wealth
and distinction, and to the illusion that they were well
earned; a style that adopted the artifacts of Chinese em-
perors, French aristocrats, and English noblemen as signs of
exclusivity and renunciation; a style of unabashed opulence,
whose mixture of hedonism, spitefulness, and social repu-
diation was captured in the slogan “Living well is the best
revenge.”

Not to mention the even nastier and more popular slogan “He
who dies with the most toys wins.”

What was pathetic and ultimately embarrassing about the
stereotypical yuppie was that he or she was such a poor copy
of the truly rich. People who have yachts and private jets do
not have to agonize over “what’s hot” and “what’s not.” People
who employ their own chefs do not have to engage in yuppie-
style “competitive eating” to establish their place in the world.
In moving from minimalism to gilt, from voluntary simplicity
to a parodic profligacy, the upwardly mobile middle class
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began to lose its own fragile sense of dignity. The rich can
surrender to hedonism because they have no reason to remain
tense and alert. But the middle class cannot afford to let down
its guard; it maintains its position only through continual ex-
ertion—through allegiance to the “traditional values™ of hard
work and self-denial. In the eighties, the middle class came
dangerously close to adopting the presumed wantonness of the
poor—that is, the actual wantonness of the very rich.

M THE WAR AGAINST woﬂz..mwm ]

The big difference is that young business and profes-
sional people work. The truly rich, like the courtiers who sur-
rounded Nancy Reagan, do not work but drift easily from
fashion show to award dinner, from winter townhouse to sum-
mer home, from one vaguely “cultural” entertainment to an-
other. But those who wish to succeed in such richly
remunerative fields as corporate law and finance banking must
work, at least in their early vears, seventy or so hours a week,
Most of those who merely wish to participate in the consumer
binge must also work beyond the required eight hours a day.
And those who only want to look as if they hold important
positions in lucrative fields must at least look as if they are
overworked. Work was essential to the yuppie style, not only
as the means to wealth and hence indulgence but as the moral
antidote to indulgence.

If one side of the yuppie style was conspicuous, status-
oriented consumption, the other side was conspicuous and no
less status-conscious work—or if not work, the appearance of
work, even in leisure. Social commentator Benita Eisler has
described what she calls the “New Upper Classes” in America
as the “deserving rich” because they work—steadily and com-
pulsively~and have in the process been “morally regener-
ated.” Certainly the more affluent participants in the yuppie
style fit this category. Work gave them back the dignity they
lost, if only subconsciously and spiritually, in the conformity
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of yuppie consumption. In fact, any extravagance could be
justified as a form of psychological renewal required by the
excessively hardworking. Newsweek described a twenty-eight-
year-old Denver lawyer who had once studied to be a regional
planner (and whose life would surely have been simpler if he
had pursued his original goal):

He would like to marry someday, but he is in the Yuppie
bind of having to work hard to afford the kind of luxuries
that make hard work possible: a Saab, vacations in the Ori-
ent, carte blanche at all the top health clubs in town. He has
a feeling that if he had to spend his leisure hours cleaning
out the basement instead, his 12-hour days at the office
would seem a lot less bearable.

In daily life, the hallmark of the yuppie style was a frenetic
busyness. Traditional aristocracies are conspicuously idle; the
upwardly mobile middle class was conspicuously busy. Those
who wished to appear successful ordered their lives by their
appointment books, budgeting even social interactions down
to the minute. One of the young, urban, professional men in-
terviewed in 1984 by my research assistant, Harriet Bernstein,
boasted of having reduced the time it took for him to arrange
his evening date to five minutes a day, and for most practition-
ers of the yuppie style, even courtship had to double with
some equally worthy pastime--shopping, jogging, or eating
dinner. The long three-martini business lunch of a previous
generation gave way o briefer encounters—the business
breakfast or the phone call by appointment.

Naturally, anyone who in the course of a day shops, jogs,

holds down a demanding job, and engages in eating as a form
of display will feel pressed for time. Anyone who does all these
things while trying to sustain a courtship—or worse, raise a
child—will be frantic. But busyness was not only an objective
condition, it became an essential insignia of status—and a not
entirely ineffective one. To have time and attention for others
is to concede their importance. The upwardly mobile profes-
sional, rushing from one appointment or deadline to another,
concedes nothing to those who are less harried and hence,
obviously, less important.
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If work was central to the yuppie search for expiation, so too
was the simulation of work—exercise. In the eighties, exercise
itself became a hopelessly generic term, covering proliferating
possibilities of exertion: “toning,” aerobics, Nautilus work-
outs, weight training, running, jogging, power walking. The
“fitness craze,” as trend-watchers termed it, began in the late
seventies and soon generated new products and booming new
industries: health spas and gyms, exercise classes and video-
tapes, home exercise equipment, fancy leotards and shoes spe-
cialized for running, aerobic dancing, and even walking.
Although the craze drew recruits from all classes, it was cen-
tered in the upwardly mobile middle class, which guickly
turned fitness—or the effort to achieve it—into another insig-
nia of social rank.

Almost by definition, the true work or paid employment of
this class does not involve physical exertion. In fact, exemption
from manual labor is the most ancient privilege of the “mental
worker,” from village scribe to Madison Avenue copywriter.
He or she does not bend, lift, scrub, shovel, haul, or engage in
other potentially damaging exertions for a living. Freed from
external command, the body becomes a seemingly autono-
mous realm, the one zone in which the mental worker feels
entirely free to exert his or her own will. Within the scope of
the body, particularly the musculature and digestive system,
one is safe from the encroachments of meaningless work and
jovless acquisition. Inner standards can be met, high goals
achieved, all within this one small realm where discipline and
purity still have their clear rewards.

In earlier decades, the middle class had also sought redemp-
tion through the body. Dieting became a middle-class preoc-
cupation in the fifties, when it was linked to the rejection of
suffocating, mass-marketed affluence. In the seventies, dieting
was eclipsed by the new health conscicusness, which operated
as a kind of internal environmentalism: toxins like cigarette
smoke and liquor were to be avoided. “Good” foods—natural,
unprocessed, usually vegetarian and appallingly bland—could
be indulged in quantity. In many ways, both medical and cul-
tural, “high fiber” became the designated antagonist of satu-
rated fat: Fat was greasy and supine; fiber dry and stiff. It could
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be counted on to scrub the body’s interior clean of lipogenous
and toxic residues from the outer world. If you could not de-
fend yourself against addictive consumerism or wanton indus-
trialism, you could at least keep your body slim, detached, and
clean.

In contrast to dieting and health-foodism, fitness was exu-
berantly pro-capitalist. It accepted pollution, metaphorical and
real {(except in the case of cigarette smoke, which remained a
major middle-class concern, even a cause). It accepted con-
sumerism. In fact, the pursuit of fitness could hardly be disen-
tangled from the business of consumption. There had of course
been diet foods and health foods, but it was not really neces-
sary to spend more in order to get less (fat, calories, additives).
Diets and healthy eating could be pursued cheaply enough as
alternatives to conventional consumption. But fitness was a
commodity itself, from the health-club membership (several
hundred dollars a year for a well-equipped but unpretentious
club) to the shoes {(easily $100 for an impressive pair} and the
various optional paraphernalia (hand weights, stationary bicy-
cle for home use, etc.). To be fit in the fullest sense—which
involved cardiovascular capacity, muscle tone, flexibility, and
strength-—one had to spend money, one had to indulge.

But this was a form of consumption in which indulgence
was perfectly matched, second by second, with obvious, visi-
ble effort. It was consumption made strenuous and morally
renewing, “working out” as a balletic imitation of true work,
in which the hedonism of consumption could be confronted
head-on and vanquished with the slow burn of pyruvic acid in
the muscles. In the words of Jane Fonda, “No pain, no gain,”
and, what was equally important, the certainty that no gain
would be made except through the redemption of pain.

In a practical way, too, the fitness craze balanced the extrav-
agant oral indulgence of upscale, middle-class life. The dieters
of the past had not eaten, or had eaten only tasteless, punitive
substances such as cottage cheese and dry toast. Health food-
ists had transformed eating into a ritual of purification, in
which brown rice and bean sprouts symbolized autonomy from
an overbearing urban-industrial society. The yuppie style, in
contrast, was one of aggressive, infantile orality. Nouvelle cui-
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sine, with its tiny portions of blanched vegetables and fish,
provided continuity with earlier concerns about body weight
and purity. But after nouvelle cuisine faded, food lost its moor-
ings in nutrition and its ancient links to health. Food became
edible status. And since symbols of status are all-too-quickly
publicized through television, food became fad, nimbly out-
running the tastes of the masses: from austere nouvelle cuisine
to thick, creamy sauces, from Continental-style foods to the
“new American cuisine,” from fancy to Tex-Mex, from the ex-
otic to meatloaf.

Dieters were not welcome at this feast. The only way to
keep ahead--to eat significantly, impressively, competitively
—was to keep in shape. If fithess was consumption, it was also
penance, a continual balancing of calories ingested with calo-
ries expended, a socially acceptable equivalent of bulimia. But
fitness not only looked backward at the last meal, it logked
ahead to the next. Fitness literature emphasized that regular,
strenuous exercise made for a more manageable appetite and
efficient metabolism. In a very real sense, eating was what one
got in shape for. The fit could eat more without the usual
depressing, frumpy, and of course downscale results. And, ina
society that associates obesity with gluttony, the fit are also
permitted to eat more without exciting disgust.

But the fitness craze was not solely penance. The mental/
manual division of labor is hurtful to those who must sit as well
as to those who must lift and strain for a living. For young office
workers, exercise was not only simulated work but simulated
play. Ordinarily, only children are permitted to move their
bodies freely and vigorously in public. The regimented exer-
cise class, the clothes that distinguish a runmer from a fugitive,
the cruel resistance of a Nautilus machine--all these things
allow adults to regain the lost muscular license of childhood.
For a generation that had, all too early, renounced the dreams
of youth for the sober detail of the balance sheet, fitness was
fun—a covert extension of childhood.

Fitness, or the effort to achieve it, was also instrumental to
grown-up purposes. It quickly became, like tastes in food, an-
other class cue. Being fit in the fullest sense was a proof of
having money and, beyond that, almost certain proof that one
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had not earned that money through manual labor or muscular
exertion. As a twenty-four-year-old banker told Newsweek,
“Pitness is another way of signaling to people wrm;.u\oz are
serious.” The fit or soon-to-be-fit matched money with Ewaw
(or its public representation, the workout), wsaﬁmmwom éwﬁw
discipline, intake with output. They could vm moﬁs.m in hea m
clubs and spas, at marathons or on jogging trails. H:. W _m
eighties, these venues replaced the singles bar as the mmrm. e
place to meet suitable members of the other sex. In an exercise
class or in the lineup to use a Nautilus machine, good looks
were restored to their place in the rituals of mating—but only
as the hard new appearance of fitness, and N.%mﬁ only as clue to
deeper things, such as income and oooﬁ@mconmm rank. .
Finally there was the observable goal of fitness. UW.SE
sought thinness; weight lifters, who were often of @M Hmcmm
background and occupation, sought the menace of bulk. Bu
those who pursued fitness aimed at a new kind of outcome,
known as “definition”: The outline of the body had to become
more clearly enunciated in hard, though not exaggerated,
curves of muscle. For women as well as men, the standard of
beauty moved away from mere slimness. Legs that were too
thin could be as unsightly as legs that were too fat; wmng.wmu\
in the clear line of muscle, precisely nurtured by the w._mrn
balance of toning, weight training, and aerobics. To morﬁwém
definition was to present a hard outline to the world, a projec-
tion of self that was not sensitive and 30@%?@;13. therapies
in the seventies had aimed at—but tough wbmw noimwsmﬂ. Defi-
nition offered proof that one could hold one’s own m.mmEmﬁ .9@
encroaching hedonism-——that one could eat, gorge, binge with-
out the horror of dissolving into softness.
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[ YUPPIE GUILT j

The term yuppie disappeared from the media &Qoﬂ.mm
swiftly as it had appeared. In 1986 the editor of a major
monthly magazine told me she found the term “tiresome’ and
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never wanted to hear it again. Apparently many other editors
felt the same way, and editors are in a position to decide which
words the rest of us will hear, or at least see. In England, the
editor of the Daily Telegraph ordered a “complete ban” on the
word itself. The rise and fall of the word could be followed in
the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature, which listed nine-
teen entries under yuppies in 1584, For 1985 there were
twenty-six entries. By 1987 the number of entries had sunk
back to nineteen. Today the term is as out of style as nouvelle
cuisine and sushi, the yuppie food fads which faded in the
mid-eighties, to be replaced by heartier fare. Other groups
have seen their stereotypes stick for decades; not so the middle
class, which was able to take the first clear caricature to come
its way and render that caricature useless as cliché.

For the professional middle class, which had both coined
the term and then retracted it, the lifespan of the yuppie label
represented a moment of unaccustomed self-exposure. A 1985
Roper poll found that 60 percent of adult Americans knew
what yuppies were (compared, for example, to the only 34
percent who could name the Secretary of State). No other term
describing the educated middle class, in whole or part, had
ever earned such widespread usage. The New Class, for all
that it exercised the New Right, remained a recondite notion,
and even its more colloquial versions, like liberal elite, never
managed to conjure up a clear and definite imagery.

But the yuppie—perhaps especially the female yuppie
whose odd uniform of skirted suit and sneakers symbolized

the compromise between capitalism and feminism—was as fa-
miliar a caricature as the Bud-drinking worker in a T-shirt.
Americans knew, roughly, how yuppies locked. And they did
not like what they saw. In the Roper poll, the great majority
found yuppies “overly concerned with themselves.” In a 1987
Newsweek poll, yuppies placed third among “things the re-
spondents said were losing favor.” Stockbrokers placed sec-
ond, beaten only narrowly by “drugs.” e
Not thet the media coverage had been all bad. (At least not
until the stock-market crash of November 1987, for which yup-
pies were unfairly blamed.) Newsweek’s cover story had found
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yuppies an energetic, sober lot, and only occasionally lapsed
into sarcasm, as in this description of yuppie courtship: “It’s
important to know that someone shares your taste in tableware,
and it’s better if you both jog than if one of you bikes instead.”

By and large, the tone of the early coverage was that yup-
pies, with their mz.@@wmm@w@smvmmm&mmm..,.,mWr food, money, and
fitness, were cute. And that may be what hurt the most: The
idea that the professional middle class, or at least some signif-
icant segment of it, could be so easily labeled and patronized.
Other people occupied definable social classes, and these
classes could be readily caricatured as welfare mothers or
“hard-hats.” But the middle class still fancies itself a set of
self-determining individuals, not a group driven by common
interests and instincts. Probably very few people read about
yuppies and thought, “Oh my god, that's me!” But many in the
middle class could see some part of themselves, some emerg-
ing constellation of tastes {for coarse-grain mustard, linen suits,
or frequent workouts), and realize that they themselves had
been labeled, caricatured, and fingered as part of some larger
conformity emanating from beyond their individual will and
judgment.

It hurt even more that this pattern of conformity could be
almost entirely defined by material goods, purchases, brand
‘names. A half-indulgent, half-mocking article in Metropolitan
Home offered a simple quiz to determine whether the reader
was a yuppie:

Do you currently own or covet:

A BMW, Saab, Volvo, or Mercedes.

A Krups coffeemaker, Braun juicer, or Teraillon kitchen
scale . . .

Anything designed by Perry Ellis, Ralph Lauren, Issey

Miyake, Merona Sport, Calvin Klein, or L.L. Bean. ..

Canned paté for a real emergency.

The unpleasant implication was that things had more power
than one knew: the power to speak for one, to announce one’s
social name or type. In some curious way, the ownership had
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reversed, and the oo<ww@m» upscale brand name had migrated

from the thing to the person.
“"There e defensive reactions to what was quickly de-
nounced as “vuppie-bashing.” A self-described “young urban
professional writer” in the New Republic, which normally sets
somewhat higher standards for invective, was reduced to call-
ing the Newsweek cover story on yuppies “ultra-stupid,” and
asking rhetorically whether we are “possibly talking here
about the worst cover story of the decade?” A writer in Glam-
our complained that, as a result of the “negative assessment of
yuppies . . . a growing number of my peers feel compelled to
apologize for their life-styles.” Yuppies were not as materialis-
tic as they had been depicted, she insisted, citing the example
of a young New York attorney who had taken a pay cut so that
he could now work two days a week at “a center for spiritual
growth.” But such excursions from the life of getting and
spending should hardly be necessary. “Isn’t it time,” she
asked, “to stop putting ourselves down for being what we are:
people who have usually earned the right to enjoy a few mate-
rial comforts?” e

Some of the coverage of yuppies had the quality of a debate,
and indeed there was more than one vantage point within the
class that produced the vuppie style. Older people {that is,
people bom before 1945) resented vuppies for their vouth, for
their refusal to follow the nsual arduous path to middle-class
membership. “They have no concept that you ought to spend
your younger years scraping along and saving,” a middle-aged
economist remarked to me. “They want to start life with every-
thing their parents had in middle age, only more of it.” There
was even deeper resentment from those elements of the
professional middle class who had not followed the “yuppie
strategy.” To those who remained in such traditional middle-
class occupations as teaching, research, and journalism, yup-
pies were an abomination, like a younger brother turned crim-
inal. The harshest anti-yuppie sentiments I heard were not
from blue-collar workers but from a group of midwestern col-

lege teachers, still earning sub-yuppie salaries of around
$30,000 a year.
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But in the end there was no real debate. The yuppie style
was an embarrassment, even to its most ardent practitioners. It
was too conformist, too anxiety-ridden, and, in an America in-
creasingly polarized by lass, not even cute. In the years of
yuppie excess, the poor had become visible again. It is a sad
testimony to the middle-class solipsism of the eighties that the

poor had literally to go outdoors to make their presence known.

“The homeless, who captured media attention in the middle of

7

the decade, are not a special breed, as they are sometimes
presented, but only the unluckiest of the poor. Their own
homes had been torn down, or renovated and gentrified to
make room for the rising corporate-administrative stratum rep-
resented by the yuppies. Or they had been driven out by sky-
rocketing real estate prices, bidded up by the rich and nearly
rich. The homeless stood—Iliterally, on so many city streets—
as a shocking refutation of the ongoing consumer binge: the
other side of the story.

There was also something exhausting about the yuppie way
of life, with its neurotic layering of “compensatory spending”
and compensatory suffering. The strategy had been to re-
nounce the usual perquisites of middle-class life—an interest-
ing, prestigious profession at a middling income—for quick
-money. But the strategy necessitated the style: The loss of an
intrinsically rewarding profession had to be compensated for
by “strenuous consumption, and the strenuous consumption
had to be compensated for by equally strenuous exertion—
five-mile runs, ninety-minute workouts. The middle class does
not make large amounts of money easily or endure their effects
with a clear conscience and glad heart. It would have been
ecasier and more satisfying, as many college students may now
be beginning to see, to be a “poor” social worker or regional
planner and achieve at least the traditional dignity of the
middle-class professions. . o

No small part of that dignity derives from the intellectual
commitment—no matter how attenuated or pretentious—of
the middle class. It is, after all, the professional middle class
that concerns us here, people whose bid for comfort and re-
spect is based on their claims to some special knowledge.
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Even the most philistine young finance banker must have a
college degree or more, and hence some rudimentary exposure
to a tradition of critical inquiry and aesthetic appreciation.

But the yuppie style was totally indifferent to that tradition.
It had its own system of snobbery: not books and theater but

food and restaurants. The student rebels of the sixties had been

accused by their academic critics of being anti-intellectual; the
yuppies were simply unintellectual (and interestingly, the

_.neoconservatives have not risen up in condemnation). With a

é.o&&mw devoted to the “bottom line” and a leisure life di-
vided between consumption and penance, the vuppie style

!_was—to borrow a yuppie word—ultra-stupid.

In an article titled “Confessions of a Reluctant Yuppie,”

Peter Baida, a young hospital administrator, related the follow-
ing story:

A couple of years ago . . . my wife and I gave what might be
called a Yuppie dinner party. All six of our guests were
young professionals with degrees in law or business from
top-ranked schools. At one point I mentioned that my wife
recently had finished reading Proust and that now I had
begun. “Who is Proust?” one of our guests asked. I thought
someone else would answer, but all eyes turned toward me.

Suddenly I realized that not one of our guests knew who
Proust was.

No doubt they knew what Brie was, or pesto or Chardonnay,
but this “reluctant yuppie” had expected the dinner table con-
versation to rise above the level of the dinnerware and what
was on it. T don’t hate yuppies,” he conciuded, affirming that

he himself was “right to go to business school.” But “they—
we—make me sad.”

. The stock-market crash of 1987 did not spell the end of yup-
piedom or, as some excited commentators believed, the end of

the world as we know it.” The consumer binge continues,
. though with less fanfare and more restrained advertising. On

campuses, young people are still shelving their more idealistic
aspirations for careers of corporate servitude or self-seeking
entrepreneurship, though in slightly fewer numbers than be-
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fore. On downtown streets, young people in expensive clothes
still stroll on mild evenings, talking of leveraged buyouts and
good things to eat.

But the crash did signal a turning point in middle-class con-
sciousness——a Bbgmﬁwm.m revulsion, however fleeting, against
the materialism and greed now localized in “yuppies.” A few
months after the crash, Newsweek, which had practically de-
fined yuppies in its wwmﬁh.o,\ma story, announced that they were
now in “disgrace.” More decisively, the Wall Street Journal
declared that “conspicuous consumption is passé”; it had in
fact sunk to the Towest level of middle-class opprobrium, nor-
mally occupied by white bread and polyester, to become
“tacky’’:

Yuppies have become a bore and, under the circumstances,
something of an embarrassment. Thus, Madison Avenue is
trying to wipe them ot . . yuppies are now to be replaced
in Madison Avenue’s eyes by stay-at-home “couch potatoes”
or some other group with similar buying characteristics but
better values than yuppies exhibited.

Advertising would continue, of course, to promote upscale
consumption and to seek out people whose “buying character-

istics” were thoroughly yuppified. But the message would
change. As one ad man told the Wall Street Journal, “It was as
if people were saying it's OK to be greedy. That now is defi-
nitely déclassé.”

There were even signs, in the late eighties, of a search for
“better,” and possibly more liberal, values. New York maga-
zine, a reliable purveyor to yuppie tastes, ran a 1986 cover
story on the novel possibility of “Doing Good.” Or as the head-
line put it more aggressively: “HAD IT WITH PRIDE, COVETOUS-
NESS, LUST, ANGER, GLUTTONY, ENVY, AND SLOTH? IT'S TIME TO
START DOING cooD.” Newsweek found “signs of increased altru-
ism” in the land, and announced, two years in advance, that
the eighties—the decade most frequently likened to the fifties
—Were OVer.

So, in some sense, our story has come full circle. We began
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in the late fifties, when affluence had suddenly become tedi-
ous and the joys of materialism had begun to pale. Then too
middle-class commentators sought new :<&cmmxférwom
meant, at the time, new challenges to revive a stagnant liber-
alism. They found them in the gross inequalities of class and
race that had somehow survived the general “affluence.” They
E%oiﬂm& the poor—that is, the most visibly miserable Amer-
icans—and found in them a new mission for liberalism. To
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who led the search for issues and chal-
lenges in the fifties and early sixties, a “cycle” is about to begin
again: “There is a lot of pent-up idealism. That will increase

and in the 1990s we’ll enter a phase that will be much like ﬁwm
1930s and the 1960s.” The possibility remained, of course, that
the repudiation of greed would be as transient and superficial
as the yuppies that immediately preceded it.
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