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4.  WNBA Second-Wave Feminists React to Dominant Male Literary Figures  

 

By the early 1970s the clarion call for female equity—or Women’s Lib as it was then called—

elicited strong emotions from both sexes in the publishing industry. Among those publicly 

expressed were ones by George A. Woods, children’s book editor of the New York Times, 

whose interview appeared on the front page of the June 1971 Bookwoman. Bylined by Hazel 

Spiller, her introductory note read, “Mr. Woods graciously agreed to be interviewed for the 

benefit of members of the WNBA.” The message Woods delivered about the differences 

between men and women, their career paths, and the implications for literature was less than 

gracious. In defense of producing children’s picture books with aproned mothers cooking in the 

kitchen, the critic insisted those books still “had validity” because they reflected the norm. 

“Change itself is a slow process,” Woods observed. “If a book…has true literary value, and 

extends enjoyment to children, it belongs on library shelves and should not be discarded.”  

 

Citing one of his daughters’ decisions to become a nurse rather than a doctor, Woods attributed it 

to the fact that more men “choose to study medicine than women because they are willing to 

invest that time and energy.” That attitude accounted for the “discrepancy of numbers in male 

and female doctors,” he said, rather than placing the reason at the door of ‘cramped horizons.’” 

Admitting he was “convinced of the problem that women have,” Woods predicted “the 

pendulum will strike in a perfect arc only after a great many excesses will have been 

committed.” For that reason he opposed “the arbitrary setting up of anything that purports to be 
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literary…to put people in terribly unnatural situations for the purpose of pleasing women 

liberationists. Works of art are not created through socialistic or propagandistic purposes.”  

 

Concomitantly, Woods objected to the feminist insistence upon the use of the word “humankind” 

in lieu of “mankind.” After all, “We cannot turn our ways and our very existence around 

completely,” he said. Nor did he intend to “change my semantics to please Women’s Lib. I 

include women when I say ‘mankind’ and they will have to accept me on the basis of my 

integrity.” 

 

Despite that attitude the demand for a wider perception of women in books continued. Another 

well-publicized literary outcry occurred in April 1972 during a WNBA New York chapter-

sponsored panel at a National Book Association conference. The tone of that meeting at the 

Waldorf-Astoria was decidedly feminist. According to an April 13 story in Newsday, the 

moment Anatole Broyard, book critic for the New York Times and the only man on the panel, 

spoke, he was reprimanded for male parochialism. Having addressed Nora Ephron, author of 

Wallflower at the Orgy, as Miss Ephron, he was “smartly reminded…she was Ms. Ephron.” 

When he referred to Carolyn Heilbrun, associate professor of English as Columbia University, as 

“Dr.,” she, too, demanded to be addressed as Ms. “By the time he got around to the fourth 

panelist, English novelist Juliet Mitchell, author of Women’s Estate, Broyard didn’t call her 

anything.” Superficially, the critic “came on as the quintessence of male-in-sympathy-with-the-

principles-of-the-women’s- rights movement [who]…said nice things.” Not only did he agree 

there should be more female book critics but admitted that the movement made him see women 

in a new light. Even so, “the panelists and audience quickly evaluated the lone man as a male 
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chauvinist wolf in sheep’s clothing.” One member of the audience, for instance, accused Broyard 

of mouthing words “in support of the woman’s movement, [but] you put into words exactly the 

opposite.” Among her objections was that his remarks that “the so-called superiority of men as 

presented in literature and life has been nominal.” Another was that “very often women have 

been portrayed as ‘the power behind the throne.’” After a groan went up from the audience, 

panelist Mitchell suggested, “You take the power behind the throne and give us the throne.” 

Wincing, Broyard admitted he “was concerned about what the women’s revolution would do to 

men’s sex life. One thing he didn’t want women to lose was their ‘mystery.’” To that, panel 

moderator Elizabeth Janeway, author of Man’s World, Woman’s Place,” snapped, “Human 

beings spend more time out of bed than in it.” Beyond the attack upon Broyard’s sexual politics, 

the panel addressed the program’s official subject, women in adult literature. Having reread the 

famous works of literature, Ephron said, “It’s a shock to go back to the classics and look at them 

[from a women’s liberation] point of view.” While they were great writers, they were “sexist.” In 

contrast, Heilbrun observed that many classic plays and novels by men portrayed women as if 

they were “written by members of the women’s liberation movement yesterday.” Among them 

were the Greeks, D.H. Lawrence, Henry James, and Shakespeare. In fact, she found 

extraordinary “the extent to which male writers outside of Americans, find the woman figure one 

which embodied imaginative impulses.”  Nevertheless, Mitchell observed that women’s role has 

gradually evolved over time. This was epitomized in the work of George Eliot, the Brontë sisters, 

Doris Lessing, and Simone de Beauvoir, the last of who wrote about “exceptional women trying 

to make it in a man’s world.” In contrast, today’s literature of women’s liberation presents “the 

dilemma of the ordinary woman.”  

	


