
music playing - Hard to Handle, artist? 

Laughter 

hard to follow banter 

JA: Welcome back to the Ménage. I'm Jennifer Austin 

JM: I’m Julie Mains and joining us in the red corner, Kermit Apio. 

KA: Good morning. So glad to be here. 

JM: Glad to have you. Also joining us on the phone, Professor Audrey Bilger from Claremont 
McKenna College in Claremont, California. Good morning. 

Audrey Bilger: Good morning 

JM: So I came across your work in bitch magazine this month, you wrote a really great article 
about redefining, the new meaning of the old ball and chain 

AB: Right, it's called “Wife Support.” 

JM: “Wife Support!” Tell us about that! 

AB: Yes, well, I actually was able to marry my partner, wife, last year and what I noticed right 
away when I started saying the word wife to people I could tell that that pretty much changed 
everything. So I argue in this piece that what the people who are against marriage equality often 
don’t say is that they don’t like the changing status of women within same-sex marriage. 
Because I think they’re afraid that if women are without men and if wife changes in relation to 
that definition that the whole system might change and that straight women might be more 
independent even within marriage as well. 

JM: Oh, that's kind of fascinating because I always thought that the argument, the subconscious 
argument against marriage equality was straight men scared of gay sex 

AB: well I think in terms of gay men that is true but really Adam and eve are probably scared in 
some ways of Adam and Steve. When you consider that the real definition of marriage was 
actually between a man and his property and not between a man and a woman and that in the last 
100 years or so that definition has changed radically so much so that to be married to a woman 
isn’t really all that different than to be married to a man. I’ve had it both ways and it’s really not 
that different in terms of the day-to-day life. 

JM: See, I think that’s so interesting because, well, in California we know about Prop 8 and how 
it was repealed and all that stuff and you know we're very much in favor of marriage equality 
and we endorsed that. We rallied for marriage equality and it passed by a slim marriage here in 
Washington. 

JA: And in Washington we had the ‘everything but marriage’ bill that even barely squeaked by 
but I never even considered how the idea of the status of women might change with the 
redefinition of marriage. 



AB: I think that’s because people who favor marriage equality shy away from this whole area of 
definition. It's been controlled by people who say that marriage is between a man and a woman 
so we don't even go there. 

JM: But maybe what you’re saying also is that it isn’t really going away from the original 
definition because women are still subconsciously regarded by many many men as still being 
property. 

AB: Well, certainly regarded as lesser than, so if we have expressions like the ‘old ball and 
chain’ or the ‘little woman’ but all of those things comes to us because of that idea that women 
are lesser than men. 

JM: I’ll give you a real life example from the ashes of my straight marriage (laughter). You 
know this man is still in the military, still the father of both of my children, but we haven't lived 
together in years. But two weeks ago he had a conversation with my thirteen year-old daughter 
because she was misbehaving, she’s had some issues, and he told her the way this family works 
is ‘I’m in charge and after me your mom.’ 

AB: Aha! 

JA: Really? 

(Laughter) 

AB: The legal concept of marriage, coming from the 18th century, there was this idea called 
‘coverture’ and what it meant was that the wife and the husband was one person and that person 
was the husband, and that's where we get man and wife. 

JM: Well, that's where we adopt their last names as well. 

AB: Exactly. 

JA: And that’s how we become Mrs. so and so and ... 

JM: They stay Mr. their whole lives. 

AB: Right, which is something I didn’t like as a straight wife. As a lesbian wife, it's impossible 
to do that. 

JM: OK, so as a lesbian wife how did you merge old culture with new or how did that change for 
you? What is your now same-sex marriage look like? 

AB: Well, it actually looks very much like my straight marriage looked. We are 2 people, we 
love each other and in our day-to-day life we divide our tasks, but we don't divide them 
according to gender and I’ll say even with my ex-husband we didn't always do that, but we have 
to negotiate and consider ‘well, this is what women usually do and this is what men usually do,’ 
but, when you have 2 women that’s not the case. A recent study showed that in relation to 
lesbian parenting, that children raised by same-sex marriage are actually more flexible in terms 
of their understanding of gender roles. Girls raised by 2 moms feel more free to enter into 
professions defined as masculine. I think that's very significant and the marriage rights people, 



like myself, need to emphasize these positive changes instead of being afraid to say that same 
sex marriage will change anything. 

JM: Same-sex marriage will kill sexism. 

AB: I believe that it will. 

JM: the other thing, the correlation that has to go along with that, in my mind, living in a world 
where people hate gays, is the statistics that children raised in gay marriages are no more likely 
to turn out gay than those raised in straight marriages. Because all of the gay people I know were 
raised by straight marriages. 

AB: I think there are a lot of myths out there about the way that gay marriage works in practice. 
This book is by a woman named Abbie Goldberg and she's a psychologist who's published on 
gay parents and their children. She looks at 100 academic studies and finds from all these, 
studies there don’t seem to be significant negative effects from being raised by gay parents and 
in fact, there are these other things that are positive in terms of the way these children think 
about gender and gender roles. 

JM: Well, I think that probably the only real negative effect on children being raised in gay 
families is jackasses and society being mean to them about it. I think that's probably the only 
downside are the mean people. 

JA: Yeah, the people who say ‘yeah, I feel sorry for the children because they have to deal with 
society's disapproval,’ but well, you're the one who gives that disapproval, jackass! 

AB: Exactly and I do believe we're moving beyond that. 

JA: It’s about time. 

AB: Yes, seeing people like Ellen DeGeneres, Portia de Rossi, Wanda Sykes – you know and 
these are entertainers but they’re in the public eye and they really are positive models of what 
lesbians look like. 

JM: Here’s something that I love about lesbians. We talk about how much we love lesbians all 
the time on the show. What I’ve noticed, and my filter is that of a woman raised in a 
fundamentalist southern community, very close-minded, see how I’ve grown (laughter). What 
I’ve noticed about the lesbians in my life and entertainment is that they have completely shed 
this idea of being acceptable to men, whether it’s in a marriage context, being attractive to men, 
being non-threatening in the workplace and these women focus on developing themselves as a 
whole person and I think it’s no accident that some of our favorite people in my family are 
lesbians, some of the women that I look up to most, professionally and personally, are lesbians. 
Thank you, lesbians! 

AB: I’ll accept your thanks on behalf of all of us. 

JM: Oh good. I love when one lesbian speaks for all the lesbians. 

AB: Yeah well, frankly I don't, but what you're saying,  I think there is some truth to the idea 
that, and straight women can do this in relationships with men as well, it’s just harder because 



the cultural pressure is so great to see the man as more significant than the woman in terms of his 
accomplishments. So if the woman makes more than the man in a relationship that’s a problem 
for the relationship. 

JM: Well and I find in our weird little society that there is a huge portion of the male population 
particularly in American society who get more scared, more closed off, and more tweaked out 
the older they get. 

AB: Right, I think that's probably true. 

JM: Men don't get, generally, some men who are brilliant and beautiful and shine a big shiny 
light, they get more peaceful, more centered. But, for men in general, the older they get the more 
terrified they get. And when people are terrified they generally tend to exhibit less than desirable 
behaviors. Kermit, would you like to comment on that? 

KA: Uh, most men go crazy when a college football rule changes, so ... (laughter). 

AB: Typically understandable 

JM: Well I’ve got another real life example, and again, you know what my filter is but, I married 
a man who knew that I was a feminist from the very beginning who knew that when we got 
married I absolutely refused to say that ‘submit and obey’ crap. Although, it was fine if he 
wanted to submit to me. We had this marriage of presumed equality but a couple of years, 2-3 
years into the marriage, we were deciding what are we going to do, are we going to stay here, are 
we going to do this or that. He finally came out and told me, his words finally matched his 
actions in when he came out and told me, 'well, since I make the majority of the money, I’ll 
make the decision.' 

AB: Whoa. 

(Laughter) 

AB: And that happens, if you switch the genders you can't imagine the woman saying that. In 
fact, there have been articles about woman having to deal with the hardships of making more 
money than their male paramours and that really doesn't come up, I mean, it might come up the 
way that any imbalance in terms of finances come up between two people, but it doesn’t come up 
as a gender issue and that's significant. 

JM: That sounds like such a relief. 

AB: It is a relief. 

JM: One of the things I want to loop back around because you have written a book called 
Laughing Feminism and you dissect feminism in the early women British novelists who are some 
of my favorites. 

AB: Jane Austen! 

JM: Jane Austen, oh my goodness! I’m so glad that they finally started making all of her books 
into movies. 



AB: Yes. 

JM: And I think it's very important to bring that up because the reputation of feminists is 
certainly, you know, harsh and certainly not funny. 

AB: Well, actually that's one of the things I discovered in my research is that the idea that 
women don't even have a sense of humor has been a long-standing myth. I think that's largely 
because women were often laughing in kitchens and behind closed doors at things they weren't 
sharing publicly. 

JM: I totally agree. We talk about how fewer successful female comedians there are than as men 
and they're regarded in the industry as being not as funny. Kermit? 

KA: Well, I think it’s harder on the road for women – you have to share a one bedroom 
apartment with two other guys and everything so it’s really hard to get her chops. But, to say that 
women aren't funny, I mean, Ellen DeGeneres, Paula Poundstone – there’s a million women who 
are hilarious and it's just one of those male-dominated professions and that's what male-
dominated professions say. 

AB: And it comes up again and again. It's sort of a perennial argument. I teach a class on this and 
my students will say ‘Oh no no, nobody believes that women aren't funny’ and someone like 
Christopher Hitchens publishes something in Vanity Fair saying women don't have a sense of 
humor and we have to talk about this again. My idea is that the first feminist joke went 
something like this: A guy walks into a cave and grunts, 'Did you know that men are smarter 
than women?' and everyone laughs and they kept laughing. 
 

(Laughter) 

JM: Well, I enjoy Christopher Hitchens but I don’t find him particularly hilarious. 

AB: No. 

JM: And the more crazy he gets into his whole crazy genius thing, the more he leans into crazy 
than genius, apparently his personal hygiene has gone right into the toilet so I can’t imagine that 
he's attracting many women right now no matter how smart he is. 

(Laughter) 

AB: It's all that smoking.  

KA: When Roseanne really first started getting famous, that was a perspective that very few 
comics were touching on. No man could have spoken to that voice very well, but she did it and it 
was hilarious and it really resonated with a lot of people. 

AB: Right and she also was free to express aspects of the female body that people didn’t like. I 
remember when she got a lot of slack for singing the national anthem and grabbing her crotch 
and being a parody of the male baseball player and that outraged people. I thought it was 
hilarious. 



JM: Almost everything she does is hilarious and also she is a plus-size woman, always has been, 
and I think that although we at The Ménage endorse eating healthy and exercising because it's 
good for you, I think her breaking that barrier too was really important for women. 

AB: Yes, if you think about that in relation to the things that we've been talking about, the notion 
that women are supposed to be frail, and small, and delicate is part of this legacy that women are 
supposed to be the protected sex. 

JM: Or hot and sexy! 

AB: Yes. 

JM: You're supposed to be hot and sexy all the time but men don't have to be. 

JA: And it just seems that in the world that I grew up in there was no room for a woman to be 
smart and pretty or funny and pretty. You had to be pretty and weak. 

JM: Yeah pretty and not powerful, not loud. 

JA: Oh yes! I’ve been to Texas and I spoke my mind and people looked at me like 'Girl, you 
need to shut up' and I was like 'I don't shut up.' 

AB: I grew up in Oklahoma so I know exactly what that's like. 

JA: It's not good. 

AB: I do think that when I first started studying the history of gender what I found liberating was 
recognizing that the way that we think about relationships between men and women, the way that 
we think about the gender roles in general, that that hasn’t been stable across time. If you realize 
that they might have thought of these things very differently 200 years ago or when you learn 
that they think about them differently in another culture then you realize that they can be 
changed. They are not stable and fixed. 

JM: Or when you hear about world leaders that are women, like Cleopatra, you hear about 
matriarchies around the globe and how much more peaceful and stable they were. It kind of 
makes you think. 

JA: Exactly. 

JM: I'm just saying, we're pro-matriarchy here at The Ménage. 

(Laughter) 

AB: Well, matriarchy is a good thing. I do think that the notion of equality is fundamental and 
that if for centuries people were saying that men were the superior sex, the flip side of that isn't 
to turn around and say that women are the superior sex but it's to say that giving people the 
opportunity to be whatever they are is the most important thing. And it's ironic that in a country 
where we believe that freedom is fundamental to who we are as Americans that there is this push 
to restrict people's rights in terms of expressing themselves fully as women or in terms of same-
sex marriage 



JM: We're just about out of time but, Audrey Bilger, thank you so much for joining us. Your 
book is Laughing Feminism, a book on Jane Austen and early feminist comedy. It can be found 
on amazon.com. 

AB: Thank you so much. 

JM: You are a regular contributor to bitch magazine. 

AB: Yes. 

JM: And is there anything else? Any final thoughts? Anything else that we should know? 

AB: Well, I just hope that marriage equality progresses across the land. We've made so many 
advances and I’m very glad that proposition 71 passed. It's a positive thing. Thank you. 

JM: We hope you come back on The Ménage again sometime. Thank you so much. 

AB: Anytime. 

JM: Audrey Bilger. Go buy her book on Amazon today. This is The Ménage. 


