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Abstract 

This study attempted to determine what prime time 

television, in the early 1990s, offered to its audience as 

example of liberal feminism. A list of liberal feminist 

behaviors was developed by the author and was used to 

compare two prime time female characters. These characters 

were selected because of their ever present strength on the 

networks and because of their controversial nature. The 

characters, most importantly, are very different and come 

from very different backgrounds and lead different lives. 

The hypothesis is that both of the characters represent 

liberal feminism but from a totally different perspective. 

Each character was viewed for a one month period at the 

very beginning of the 1992 Fall season. A summary of each 

program was documented along with the liberal feminist 

behaviors represented by each character. 

Behaviors were compared through the use of a liberal 

feminist behavior list. The list was formulated from 

information gathered out of the National Organization for 

Women's statement of purpose. 

It was concluded that CBS's Murphy Brown represented 

true liberal feminism while ABC's Roseanne displayed liberal 

feminist behaviors along with certain radical tendencies. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

During the feminist revolution of the 1970s, liberal 

feminism was perceived as an attempt to safeguard for women 

the political, economic, and social rights that have always 

been provided to men. But in the 1980s, that perception of 

feminism seemed to vanish. Many of the headlines from the 

1980s called liberal feminism "the great experiment that 

failed" (Gibbs, 1992, p.50) and slandered mothers who 

pursued ''selfish goals and wore business suits" (Gibbs, 

1992, p.52). Feminism in the seventies was fashionable, but 

it was anti-feminism that became socially acceptable in the 

eighties. 

Susan Faludi (1992 ), a Pulitzer-prize winning reporter, 

states that the 1980s saw women coming to condemn feminism 

because it was made clear to them from sources they trusted 

that this was the cause of all t he i r problems. It would 

seem odd that feminism might cause an uprising of discomfort 

among women, since its goal, as a poli tical ideology, is to 

attain equality for them in all aspects of society. 

Regardless of its political agenda, however, the goal of 

feminist criticism should be that of consciousness raising. 

In other words, its criticism should strive to alert women 

and society to the problems caused by devaluation if present 

(Zoglin, 1992 ) . 

This study has one main objective : to evaluate what 

prime time television is offering as representation of 
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liberal feminism in the 1990s. 
An important research arm of 

the objective is how prime ti'me t 1 · · e ev1s1on is exploring the 

issue of feminism in society. 

Television's women are v1·ewed 1 1 b regu ar y y an audience 

of millions. This statistic would make it reasonable to 

comprehend why contemporary communication researchers are 

concerned with how the images of women are presented by the 

electronic media (Lull, 1980). 

Two prime time television programs were selected as 

examples of liberal feminism: CBS's Murphy Brown and ABC's 

Roseanne. Both of the programs are situation comedies and 

have females as their lead characters . These two programs 

continue to have the highest ratings among prime time and 

also continue to tackle controversial subject matter (Gibbs, 

1992). But most importantly, Murphy Brown and Roseanne 

display variations on the liberal feminist theme. 

For instance, it has been said that Murphy Brown relies 

on liberal feminist premises that assume the erosion of 

barriers to women in the public sphere is the ultimate goal 

of feminism (Dow, 1992). This is not true according to 

Roseanne. This program fights for equal rights and 

opportunities within the household ... the private sphere. 

It seems the common interpretation that once women receive 

equal opportunity in the work place, then feminism has won 

is the easiest for television to incorporate. All too 

often, the concept of equality in the home challenges the 
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very core of domestic structure (Dow, 1992). 

Therefore, comparing liberal feminism between Murphy 

Brown and Roseanne opens up a unique opportunity ... 

following prime time's interpretation of the fight for 

equality both in the work place and in the home. Although 

much has been written about both programs, no studies could 

be found that compared feminism between these two television 

characters. In fact, feminism, particularly as it applies 

to the prime time series program, has been scarcely tested. 

An obvious question might be why have there not been 

more examples of feminists on prime time television. Both 

Roseanne and Murphy Brown came on-air after the Equal Rights 

Amendment was defeated in 1982. Following the defeat, an 

unsettling trend began. The number of women seeking out 

battered-women's shelters soared, but federal funding shrank 

and the office of Domestic Violence was shut down. 

What also shut down was acknowledgement of the movement 

by television series executives. Executives opened back up 

and took notice, however, after Murphy Brown aired (Gibbs, 

1992) . 

The character of Murphy Brown falls under what has been 

the typical feminist image in the media. She is a very 

successful, savvy, and professional journalist who also 

happens to be a very slender, perfectly organized, 

independent woman (Corliss, 1992) • 
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It did not seem that any other type of feminist existed 

on prime time telev is i on until Roseanne entered the picture . 

Now audiences have the opportunity to see another kind of 

feminist who, obviously, is not s l ender , successful, or 

organized. Roseanne is married with three children , and has 

no formal education outside of high s chool (Gi bbs, 1992 ) . 

I t would be benef icial at t his time to def i ne the 

following terms i n order to better understand the s t r uc t ure 

and content o f t his study . 

Femini s m: The principle that women should have 

political , economic, and social rights equal to those of men 

(Mitchell & Oakley , 1986). 

Liberal : Libera l ideas stress the importance and 

autonomy of the individual and were developed during the 

bourgeois revolution . These ideas, which took root in 

s eventeenth and eighteenth century England, are now the 

dominant political ideology of twen ieth-century Western 

society (Eisenstein, 1981 ) . 

Liberal Feminism: Liberal feminists attempt to 

establish the ideology that equality is the highest human 

ideal and that the state should act to assure equal 

opportun ity for all who pursue this goal . The right to vote 

d t Were goals of liberal feminists in the an to own proper Y 

nine t eenth-century and modern liberals pursued the Equa l 

Rights Amendment (Eisenstein, 1981 ) · 



The terms defined above will aid in the application of 

content analysis. This method will be used in determining 

the feminist images found in each program. 

Hypothesis 

One hypothesis was developed f or the purpose of this 

study. It is : Prime time televis io s o feri g o its 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Li erature 

Li be ral Beg innings 
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(George, 1970, p. 6 ) . She has a l s o bee referred to as the 

harbinger of the women 's ove e , a fe a e o 

who hera l ded what was t o f ol o ( ay or , 198 ) . 
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man simply because of his rank as a man. According to 

Wollstonecraft, the fact that woman's submission to man 

exits is no justification for it. She understood that rule 

by rank no longer fits the pol itical needs of bourgeois 

society and libera l ideology. She felt that the bas i s of 

this rule between men and women had to be challenged . 

The accepted model of wome , during her time, pictured 

females as frivolous and ignora Accord· g to 

Wollstonecraft , to be a midd e-class la y mea sacrificing 

health , liberty, and vir e for w a e er res ge, ower, 

and pleasure a husba cou d ro 

allowed to exercise ou doors es 

skin , and , therefore, hey lace 

e. o e 

e a 

ea 

not allowed to make heir o 

lacked liber y . They ere 

ec·s o s, 

sco ra e 

a a ea e 

ere o 

i y- hite 

o es . They were 

e e ore he 

e e o g e r 

as aced 0 powers of reason, gi e 

indulging self and g a 

children; herefo e, he 

y o ers, es ec · a e a 

ace e OS O, 975) . 

Wollstonecraf e ie e a s C e o o e as a 

and weak was de ilia n 0 e rog ess o socie ecause 

it kept women assi e . Sear e a 

active, like men, an S 0 e a er , 

e e e co free . She reasoned tha i 

cages women found themse es oc e 

the same characteristics of 

self-indulgence, and extre e arciss · s 

o e s o e 
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Wollstonecraft's main thrust in the Vindication is that as 

members of the human species, a nd in the interest of their 

own development, women should have t he same considerations 

applied to them as are app l ied t o men (Strachey, 1978 ) . Her 

goal was t o cla im t he ideology of liberal individualism fo r 

women (Eisens tein , 1981 ) . 

To ga i n this ind ividualism, Woll s onecraft be ieved 

women must first be educated by the o i i o sad manners of 

the society they live in . T ere ore, a cha ge i ed ca ion 

necessitates a change i soc ie y i s e 
' a his e uca io 

in its broadest mea i g, i 0 e io he 

manners of women (Kel y, 198 2) . 0 s 0 ec a OS a ed 

gersonhood f or wome , which s 0 co e 0 a e 0 

ake care of themse l es . less 0 e a e ear e S, 

hey would sim ly e a C e e 0 e 

I 

husbands . The sis o 0 S 0 ecra 's s 0 a es 

in her de a h he ew o a 0 0 s socie y e a 

useful woman (Eise s ei , 98 o e ee e e sa e 

opportunities as me 0 e e o 0 e r o e a a 

then heir talen s co 0 s 0 ec ra e e e 

the equali y of 0 or i ee e a , a is 

was her liberal fe s 0 a 0 e e , 983 ) 
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woman's oppression an a e 5 0 a s r g e o o erco e 



10 

the obstacles that lay in her path because of her sex. 

Although her family was a prosperous one, her father's tight 

control over finances placed Lucy's mot her i t he 

humiliating position of having t o beg for he s a l es t 

amounts of money (Wheeler , 198 ) . By e e L c as 

born, her mothe r was already a o d o a, or o years 

of hard work, the b "r s o e , a g o 

t hos e who survived . So e e se 

degrada i on o he r o e 's s 
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threw things at her (Kraus, 1971 ) . 

Lucy Stone rejected the doctr ine of separate spheres 

for men and women. She be lieved that women would be ab l e to 

find their appropriate sphere if they were given equal 

educational opportunities with men, and by equal she meant 

coeducation. She be lieved education was a key to woman 's 

advancement in society and looked forward to the day when 

such universities as Harvard ad Ya l e old o e their doors 

to women (Hays, 1978 ) . 

The major thrust of Sto e's C a ac 0 

traditional marriage was d ' r ec e 8 i s eco o C 

aspects. She was ac tive e C a or i era i ze 

married women's pro e r y le s a i o e s ar ie her 

husband, they bo h ublic y s C a e 

the husband co r ol 0 s a s, 

engaging instead 0 hol s s a e 

the earnings de i ve r o e e x C s 0 e o ess ·o s. 

Stone wr o e: 

Of a ll he 1 · e oxes e 

des 0 e o es C 'wO S 

is tha hi e C ss 0 e 

wife t o ask he 0 0 

supply he dai ec 

necessities a s e 

of a 0 e ra a 
her se se I 

(S e e 9 3 I 
8 ) . 

and separation. I 
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Central to the goal of economic autonomy was the issue 

of woman's right to work outside of the home. Stone sought 

to demonstrate that a woman coul d successfully combine 

marriage and motherhood with a career outside the home 

(Stannard, 1977 ) . She a l so fought aga ins t wage 

d i sc r imination and called for equal pay for equa l work. 

Stone believed t hat a woman must have the right to he r own 

body and her strong feelings for birt h control reflected he r 

concern fo r woman' s health. Regarding the t ouchy question 

of divorce , Stone advoca t ed t hi s option in case s of 

drunkenne ss, and pr i va tely spoke of her belief in d i vor ce as 

a way of ending a loveless marriage {Hays, 1978) . 

The marriage question was one upo which Stone he rsel f 

wa s part icu l a rl y vulnerable . She ref sed to take her 

hu s band's name because of hers ro g e ief tha a woman's 

l oss of he r name in marriage as as ol of the totali y of 

her subj uga t i on (Stannard, 1977 ) . 

The vot e , she believed, sho ld brig a out a concre e 

i mprovement in woman's lega stat s a 0 d ed cate 

s oc iety t o t he principle of se xual e a ity . For Stone , the 

vote to r epresent the ehicle ro gh which women 
came 

bl . real ad treated as equal s be a ccepted in the pu 1c 

(Spender, 1983 ) . 

woul d 

fe mini sts appreciate L cy Stone's efforts 
Contemporary 

great e r s ense of equa i yin o the i nstitution 
t o inject a 

and to demonstrate t hat a woman was capable of 
of marri age 
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combining marriage and mothe r hood wi th a career out s ide the 

home. This, a long with her strong be ief hat a wo an 

should have a n individua l i dentity th r ough ed ca io, t he 

vote , equal wages, a nd bir h co ro, ar s So e's i eral 

feminist formul a tion {Spe der, 983 ) . 
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eighteenth century inventions: t he spinning j enny, the steam 

engine, and the cotton gin . The second half of the cent ury 

had its own inventions: the stea tur ine, the te ephone , 

the gas automobile, the sewing ach · e, a refr·gera io 

(Allen, 1956 ) . All of these ct · sco e r es a a rec effect 

e ca c o r · a on domestic life and the i age o 

woman as wife and mo her i r s 

Mill and Tay lor e e e 

o e se -E 990 ) . 

woman on ma s e e o 
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century feminism (Dubois, 1978 ). 

Stanton believed that 

personal merit and not artificial i'nher1'tance 
should decide 

a person's place in life. 
"Nothing adds such dignity to 

character as the rec 't• ogni ion of one's self-sovereignty; the 

right to an equal place, everywhere conceded_ a place 

earned by personal merit " (Buhle, 1978, p. 327). 

Stanton argued that woman had been reared for obedience and 

for self-sacrifice to others rather than taught how to 

assert her own needs. A man's notion of womanliness 

required a woman's submissiveness, and this was appalling to 

Stanton (Sanday, 1981). 

In 1869, Stanton helped to organize the National 

Woman's Suffrage Association (NWSA ) , which focused on 

achieving a national suffrage amendment to the Constitution 

(Schneir, 1972). She stressed the importance of citizen 

activity for women. Republican theory defines the virtuous 

being as one who takes part in society's public duties 

(Eisenstein, 1981). Stanton argued that no government could 

be called republican in which one-half the people are 

forever deprived of all participation in its affairs 

(O'Neill, 1981). 

·a of self-government requires that The basic 1 ea 

Vol·ce in the laws under which they citizens should have a 

live. Could only be exercised by the ballot This right 

being in the hand of every qualified citizen. Therefore, 

suffrage along with the other 
Stanton fought for woman's 
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rights, including the right to own 

property, the right to 

the wages they earn, and the right f o personal liberty, that 
would allow women to b ecome active, participating citizens 

(Eisenstein, 1981). 

The St anton Amendment was introduced into Congress in 

1878, and it was this proposal that would be ratified more 

than forty years later as the Nineteenth Amendment. The 

Nineteenth Amendment was passed in Congress in 1918 and 

ratified by two-thirds of the state governments by August 

26, 1920. American women could finally vote (Bernard, 

1971). Elizabeth Cady Stanton's demand for woman's self­

sovereignty, economic independence, and individuality 

formulated her liberal feminism (Sanday, 1981). 

Contemporary Liberal Feminism 

Contemporary liberal feminists often continue the task 

begun by those before them: to extend liberal principles to 

women, not only when they enter the so-called public realm, 

but also within the family. It is argued that equality can 

never be realized for most women if they are forced by 

society to choose between parenthood and a career, while men 

can have both (Bern & Bern, 1978 ) . 

The idea behind the standard marriage left the entire 

responsibility of child care and household tasks falling on 

the mother, and the opportunity of developing a career and 

economic independence open to the father only. A liberal 

1 · the equal sharing of housework solution to the prob em is 
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and child care and the shard , .. 

e respons 1.b1.l1.ty to support the 

f amily economically (Pierce, 1973) . 

Liberal feminists also call for the equalization of 

women and men in the areas of pol1.' t 1.· cal l i fe and economic 

ac t ivity. The liberal t r adition should be seen t o s ugge s t 

that wome n have a n equa l r · ht t 1.g o as much education as men 

t o deve l op a n occupation that is as fulfilling, t o hol d 

publ ic office , to choose to have or not to have children, 

and to be a parent wi t h oppor tunity for further self­

development. Among the strongest arguments feminists can 

make is t hat t he traditions of liberalism and democracy 

inhe rently require the changes being sought {Eisenstein, 

198 1 ) . 

Femini s ts can usefully turn t o some arguments made by 

one of the greatest philosophers of a ll , Plato, the teacher 

of Aristotle in ancient Greece. Pl a t o was, to some extent , 

an early feminist. Plato did not think democracy was the 

best method of bringing abou t a j ust s ociety. He did, 

however , think rulers shoul d govern in ways that would be 

best for everyone in a community (Pierce, 1973 ) . He argued, 

in The Republic (Lee, 1955 ) , that in choosing rulers, only 

· · h ld be considered, and whether relevant c ha r acteristics sou 

one bears or begets children is not relevant to whether one 

is fit to govern. Relevant characteristics included a 

and the ability to resist developed intelligence, courage, 

the tempt a t ion of selfish gain . Some women would possess 
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more of these characteristics than 

some men and, therefore, 

should be considered as candidates (Pierce, 1973). 

The liberal tradition offers the basis on which our 

ideas of freedom and equality might be developed. This 

allows women to enjoy the individual rights to which men 

have long been thought to be entitled (Held, 1978). 

The Women's Liberation Movement started in the mid­

sixties and one very important organization was established 

during this time. Motivated by a dissatisfaction with early 

women's commissions, like the National Commission on the 

Status of Women, the National Organization for Women (NOW) 

was founded in 196~ (Hole & Levine, 1971). 

Betty Friedan was one of the most influential founders 

of NOW. Her liberal analysis captivated the attention of 

women who were both inside and outside the movement of the 

1960s and 1970s. Friedan believed that society could adjust 

to equality between men and women (Eisenstein, 1981 ). 

Friedan and the liberal feminist position she 

represented had such a powerful force in the 1960s and, to a 

lesser extent, in the 1970s. Friedan's work appealed to 

women who identified with middle-class values and the 

liberal ideas of equality of opportunity and independence. 

A person did not have to be white or middle-class to aspire 

to these values, and therefore, the ideas of liberal 

feminism have been claimed by more women than might be 

imagined (Eisenstein, 1981) · 
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Like Stanton before he 

r, Friedan referred to the 

women's movement of the sixties and 
seventies as the second 

American Revolution (Friedan, 1977 ) 
because women were, once 

again, applying the ideas of political participation and 

self-determination to themselves. Women were demanding 

their inalienable human right to the opportunities that 

would allow them to achieve equali' ty. A d' ccor ing to Friedan, 

it is 11 the right of every woman in Ameri ca to become al l she 

is capable of becoming on her own and/ or in partnership with 

a man" (Friedan, 1977, p. 33 ) . 

Friedan believed that wome n mus t be invol ved i n the 

political process . In this way, she fel t women could affec t 

both party platforms and soc i e t y in general . Fr i edan was 

able to contain her fem i nism wi t hin liberali sm, and her 

demands were what she t hought were politica lly feasible. 

For Friedan, feminism is not a t heory about the oppress ion 

of women, but a theory of human rights. It is "a s tage in 

the whole human rights movement" (Fri edan , 1977 , p. 317 ) 

designed to bring women into t he ma ins tream . 

Before Friedan helped establis h NOW in 1966, s he was 

known for her controversial writ i ngs. In 1963, s he wrote 

· h was a discuss i on of a woman 's The Feminine Mystique whic 

femininity defining her identity. The probl em, as Friedan 

bel·ng defined as "the children's mommy, 
saw it, was a woman 

d never i n te rms of her own 
or the minister's wife" an 

i dent ity (Friedan, 1977, P· 23 ) · 
s he be lieved t hat the 



feminine mystique limits and d 
re uces a woman's development 

as a person with a separate ego and identity, in much the 

same way that the nineteenth-century feminists feared 

Victorian ideology's impact on woman's sexuality (Friedan, 

1977) . 

Friedan (1977) emphasized the great importance of 
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education as a way of broadeni'ng a h · woman's c oice. Through 

education, she believed women are able to widen their 

horizons and become more involved in society. 

Clearly, Friedan (1977 ) was not asking women to 

sacrifice motherhood and ma r r i age for a high-powered career. 

She suggested that women need t o s ee marr i age and f ami ly as 

a part of their life, but not all of it . Then, and only 

then, will women fi nd t he time and energy to develop their 

creative work outside of the home . 

The National Organi za tion for Women (NOW ) was founded 

three years after Friedan 's Feminine Mystique and i s now the 

largest feminist or ganization in the United States 

(Eisenste i n , 1981) . I t is important to recognize that NOW , 

as a national organizat i on, doe s adopt a liberal f emini s t 

ana l ysis. Its statement of purpose remains unchanged s ince 

i ts formulation in 1966: 11 
• • • take action to bring women 

].·n the mainst ream of Ameri can into full participation 

. al l the privileges and al l the society NOW , exercising 

thereof i n truly equa l pa r t ne r s hip with responsibilities 

men ... 11 (Carden, 1974, p.1o 4 ) · 
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The liberal roots of NO 

Ware distinctly expressed. In 
its statement of purpose, 't 1 speaks of the worldwide human 

rights revolution, that women must "advance the unfinished 

revolution of women toward t rue equality , NOW" (Friedan, 

19 77 , P · 125 ) · NOW wishes to delete "conditions that 

prevent women from enjoying the equal ity of opportunity and 

freedom of choice which is their right as i ndi vidual 

Americans, and as human beings" (Fr ' d 1977 ) 1e an , , p. 124 . 

The goal of NOW is to fight fo r women 's equa li t y of 

opportunity. The commitment i s to create an equal 

partnership with men . Thi s involves, mainly, the struggle 

for woman's equa l ity with t he law (Friedan, 1977) . 

Equal partnership with men also includes the 

reorganization of hou s ework and the rearing of children. 

Men, as we ll as women, are to become responsible for these 

a reas. NOW's libe r al politics originates from its attempts 

t o deal with woman 's life as it crisscrosses between male 

and female spheres (Eisenstein, 1981 ) . 

Soon after its conception, OW became a strong 

political lobby for issue s of child care, abortion rights, 

and the Equal Rights Amendment . In 1972, Congress pa s s ed a 

t · ng equal rights unde r t he constitutional amendment guaran ee 1 

law to all, regardless of gender (Hartsock, 1981 ) . Because 

(ERA ) Pas sed the Hous e and t he 
the Equal Rights Amendment 

difficulty was anticipated 
Senate with large majoritieS , no 

with ratification by the necessary t hi r ty- e ight, or two-
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thirds, of the states. Thirty states had ratified by the 

end of 1973. The process then slowed down and by the end of 

1975, five more states had ratified b t th , u e controversy 

over enactment now developed (Newland, 1979 ) . 

The opposition centered in ultra conservative groups, 

including the American Legion, the Veterans of Fore i gn Wars, 

the Catholic Daughters of Amer ica , and the Ku Klux Kl an. 

For them, the ERA became a symbol of disturbing social 

change that t hreatened the very structur e of the American 

fam i l y (Newland, 1979 ). 

Despite all the opposition t he amendment faced , op in ion 

poll s in 1 981 showed a c l ear majority of Ame r icans f avoring 

the passage of the Equa l Rights Amendment . It proved 

impos s ible , however, to marshall that support because by the 

end of June 1982 the limit for ratification, already 

extended by Congress, ran out (Clymer, 1982 ) . 

The rejection o f t he ERA by the Repub ica party in the 

elections of 1980 and i t s s ubs equen fail re to be ratified 

left the media screaming t hat feminis was dead . The medi a 

di d more than a quiet buria l ; t hey wet o a rampage a nd 

bas hed the s lick portraits of liberated woe they 

Headlines r ead tha t the women 's 
themselves had created . 

by the mid- 1980s, the cent ra l question 
movement wa s over and 

and in print media asked what had 
on ne twork t e l evis ion 

. women (Fa l udi, 199 2) • happened to American 
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Liberal feminist s, i n recent years, have been 

reassessing thei r own position and realize that they have 

many challenge s ahead of them. By looking back to those who 

came before them, the Betty Friedans, the Mary 

Woll stonecrafts, the Harriet Taylor Mills, the John Stuart 

Mills, and the Elizabeth Cady Stantons, they can find the 

thread that holds liberal feminist ideology together. That 

thread is the equality of opportunity for women. 



Chapter 3 

The Portrayal of Women on 

Prime Time Television 

The image of women portrayed i n t he medi a has been 

mainly that of wife and mother and/or sex ob j ect, but 

American women are obvious l y much more than thi s . They work 

in increasing numbers and in a variety of occupations 

outside of t he home (Faludi , 1992 ). 

The 19 70s 

In past years, the women 's move ent bombarded 

television executives with charges of co tinued depictions 

of women in stereotypical roles such as sex o jects and 

servants to their male counterparts. I seemed that in the 

1970s , executives responde wi h ro rams where women were 

portrayed as more domina cha ac ers (Haske 1, 1978 ) . 

Haskell's study (1978 ) loo e a e i e rogra s 

during the months of July a 

were viewed and of the thirtee , 

others were comed ies . The fol 

Alice, 

Gang , Good Times, Jefferso s, 

Woman, and Rhoda . 

gs , 977 . r ee shows 

o ere dra as a he 

ro as were included : 

er 

y 1·s, Po ice 

were viewed. This Five episodes of each progra 

amounted to 34 1/ 2 hours of program ng. The study covered 

d ring the specified time range in all programs that ran u 

· ·pal characters or had featured which women were the pr1nc1 
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roles. Haskell's hypothesis was that these programs 

reflected the changing status of women . Her findings seemed 

to indicate the public's i mage of t he American woman was 

changing. Women were being depic ed or e fa i ry t a in the 

past and were shown holding jobs a s or i g 0 se 0 ds 
without the help of a ma le . T e e e e e 0 g 0 

occupations that were r evio s ese e 0 e S C as 

police officers, lawyers , s c·a S , a a a e s . Ha s e 

conc luded tha the res s , a eas 1. a s e e 

s howed he tele is 0 o a s 

image of he me ca 

Wi h s o m y r 0 s X s 0 

Sl ua i o come y 0 8 8 0 

e e mi e w e 

0 com 

oc ki 00 ... 

0 e r1 s 0 e 

a l yz e 0 s X 0 

s ex 0 OS 0 s 

0 Re sul CO C s 

dis ara l s so 

r C ·o 
0 hos ile h 0 0 

s 0 e s d i s a rag e as 1n 
0 ex s 

e se x The st e 0 s a y 
or a eare r, a 0 i n frequen c y of s e x a 

e . 
ri g r e a most often d 



Another study by Joseph Dominick (1979 ) looked a t 

programs spanning from 1953 to 1977. He remarked that the 

most noteworthy piece of data to co e out of hes dy was 

the little change regarding the nu er o fe a es in ri e 

time starring roles. It see ed ers ro e 970s 
were consistent wit h those e y- ears e o s . 

Dominick noted that shows fea r o o e as e 

stars have seldom excee e 0\ o 

series. Moreover , mos 

s ill , in he 197 0s , 

li ke hey were i 

Also o e 
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Tyler Moore was never ranked 1 ess than third on any 

dimension in the study. Sh 
e was perceived by the girls as 

the typical American female , someone like me, someone I want 

to be like, someone I would want as a friend, and someone I 

would want as a mother (Lull, 1980). 

The 1980s 

If the seventies saw television as beginning to show 

some progress toward equal treatment, what of the 1980s? In 

the 1987-88 season, only three of twenty-two new prime-time 

dramas featured female leads. Sixty per cent of the shows 

launched as series in this same s eason had either no regular 

female characters or only included women as minor background 

figures. Twenty per cent of the programs had no women at 

all (Faludi, 1992 ). 

The 1980s saw women losing ground in the one television 

genre they had always claimed : situation comedy . It seemed 

that television writers were uncomfortable with working 

mothers. Bachelor buddies took up house together without 

adult women in the picture and single-parent household 

1 . · wi th dad or with a male sitcoms found children 1v1ng 

guardian (Faludi, 1992 ) • 

h t featured women, ABC's Dynasty, 
One popular series ta 

but this power was all about 
did exercise feminine power, 

· and ambitions. The female 
excessive and demanding passions 

. ested with power and were, all too often, 
characters were inv 

extremely unapproachable. 
The women shown as strong and 
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successful were depicted as villains, while the good women 

were seen as being extremely vulnerable and naive 

(Schwichtenberg, 1983). 

The eighties also s aw the beginning of Music Televis ion 

(MTV) and, as some studies show, s exism seemed to soar. A 

study conducted in 1985 looked at music videos aired on MTV 

during the summer of that year . The researchers found that 

sexism is high in this type of e ertai e Female s are 

portrayed as submi ss ive and passi ea d as sexual objects 

(Boruszkowski, Dennis, & Vi ce I 1987 ) . 

The lat ter 199 0s saw TV r og a ers ri gi g i he he-

men. Popular demand co 1 0 a e 

because audi ence sur eys s o e 

interested in olice d a as a es 

Television ro ucers e r e e 

Glen Charles, co rod ce 0 c 
show' s bartender, Sa I o a C a 

"he 's a spokesman for a la e 0 

tha t the woman's mo e e 

who do I k disdain upon peo le 

p . 144 ) . 

Women repre sent no on e 

viewers, but, more im orta ly, e 

that advertisers most wa n to arge 

f e its cas programmers tried t o ore 

ee e r reaso g 

ers 0 e eas 

e r s 0 9 90 ) . 

a ei s ra e es . 

e e s 

s C o a ze r eca se 

0 eo e 0 0 h 

C 0 a 00 

s" (Fa 992 , 

a jori 0 e e 
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of the female audience s i ply tr ed off the 'r s e s. one 

of the twenty - f i ve new shows a e 

except f or A Differe o r d, C 

shows that featured a fe a e ea 

By Dece er , e e ors ' 
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The 1990s 

Proceeding into the early half of t hi s decade, Murphy 

Brown and Roseanne cont inue to lead in t he poll s and 

continue to rank high in audi ence s urveys. Roseanne has 

been one of the most successful series launched in the 

history of televis i on (Mcwilliams, 1990 ) . Although 

different, both t he characters of Murphy Brown and Roseanne 

have take n hold of prime-time . 

This study aims to f ocus upon each character and to 

suggest that , although differe t , bo h characters stand as 

varieties on the l iberal feminist eme . 



Chapter 4 

Methodology 

It is no secret that televi s ion has become the public 

sphere for Americans in the twentieth century. Researcher 

George Gerbner adds, "The television set has beco e a key 

member of the family , the one who e s os of he s tor i es 

most of the time" (Gerbner, Gros s , o ga , & s · o e i, 

1980, p . 14 ) . Te lev i s io is e o e so r ce o 0 a 0 

and public debat e of co r o e rs a a co es e 0 cs . 

Nine ty - eight per ce 0 s e se 

is on, and t herefore , 0 e 0 0 

expe r ienced or a 90 e a 0 6 0 

C 0 s 0 0 0 
a d a y; six y-s eve e 

om TV (Ra i 199 ) . 

s 
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The se words echo a c 

ommon concern among modern feminists who 
believe television can damage 

woman's image by stereotyping 
them in limiting roles. 

This study aimed to focus on the 

early 1990s and the ima f 1· ge O iberal feminism on two network 

situation comedies. 

The research method most often used to study images in 

the media is known as content analysi·s. c t t 1 · · on en ana ysis is 

a research technique for the objective, systematic, and 

quantitative description of the manifest content of 

communication (Berelson, 1952 ) . This method wi ll be used 

for this study and will serve as a de scriptive outlet for 

analyzing the feminist content found in each program. 

Liberal feminism is fil l ed with an intense amount of 

rhetoric, so the great challenge of t his s tudy was to 

translate such analyses into concrete behaviors. Once 

reaching this point, a proposed liberal feminist behavior 

list was created and the character s of Murphy Br own and 

Roseanne were compared . 

Bringing the technology for the outline to an active 

An act ivis t i s a person who takes tense was essential. 

h . politica l or s ocia l 
positive, direct action to ac ieve a 

the National Organizat ion for Women (NOW) 
end. Certainly, 

1 l ' b ral feminist 
is the most clearly identifiab e i e 

a lso an act ivis t organization . 
organization, but it is 

NOW. 

Wa s contacting t he Nashv i l le branch of 
The first step 

f the board members for 
Contact began wi th one 0 
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Nashville NOW and took place on March 

25 
and 

31, 1993 by 

te lephone. June Dye (1993) was able to send the complete 

NOW Statement of Purpose and offered insight to the liberal 

feminist cause. 

The previously unexplored concept of creating liberal 

feminist behaviors came from these two discussions. It was 

agreed that a list of behaviors that challenged assumptions 

and stereotypes would be fairly easy to generate. By using 

NOW's Statement of Purpose (1966) as a guideline, the 

following behaviors of a liberal feminist were generated. 

These behaviors acted as the foundation from which the two 

characters were compared. 

Liberal Feminist Behaviors 

1) Rejects domesticity: Domesticity meaning the private 

sphere of home, husband, and children being a woman's 

only contribution to society . 

2) 

3) 

4) 

5) 

6 ) 

. the Public Sphere: Public sphere Pursues Career in 

means the business world. 

· t through education: Attains advancement in socie y 

key to effective participation in the Education is the 

economy today. 

Has reached a level O f economic independence. 

democratic political platform: Exercises a 
Democratic 

of all classes in the same way. 
means treating persons 

f n This 1 images o wome : 
to C hange the fa se Endeavors 

includes prevalent 
h of sex object. images, like tat 



7) 
3 4 

Views marriage as 
an equitable sharing of 

responsibili ties . 

8 ) Protest s the idea that a woman must 
choose between 

marriage/motherhood and a career . 

Procedure 

The eight liberal feminist behaviors were taken 

individually and applied to the actions and statements of 

each character during the eight programs viewed. It was 

decided that eight programs would satisfy the study's needs. 

Since this type of comparison had never before been 

attempted, one month's programming seemed adequate without 

being overwhelming. The viewing period took place during 

September 1992. Each program was recorded in its entirety 

and labelled by number according to the week it was 

broadcast. An overall summary of each program was recorded 

in a journal along with the liberal feminist behaviors 

represented by each character. 

· · each program, the number that corresponded Upon viewing 

with a particular behavior was documented as to the 

frequency it appeared: Very Often: 10 or more 

h · Sometimes: less than actions/statements fitting be avior. 

b h · Not at all: Zero 10 actions/statements fitting e avior. 

actions/statements fitting behavior. 
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Program #1 : Murphy's Baby Shower 

(Se ember 7th , 1992) 

In this episode , Murphy is gi·ven 
a baby shower by her 

colleagues . She feels totally out of place and 

uncomfortabl e a t the party. I f n act, the guests have to 

explain every gift because Murphy is so out of touch with 

3 5 

items pertaining to motherhood. The guests are all 

professional journalists who are also mothers: Joan Lunden, 

Katie Courie , Faith Daniels, Paula Zahn, and Mary Alice 

Willi ams. In a quiet moment, after the guests have left, 

Murphy expresses her fears of juggling motherhood and career 

as a single woman. She is inspired when she realizes that 

she has always done things her own way and that she can 

handle thi s situation as well. Murphy acknowledges that her 

guests are not "superhuman supermoms" but merely 

professional working women who handle their careers along 

with raising their children. 

Program# 2: Murphy's Delivery 

(September 14th, 1992) 

l' nto labor during a live newscast and is Murphy goes 

not even prepared for the event. She has a very long and 

hit with the help of her arduous labor but gets throug 

friends and colleagues. There are many liberal feminist 

statement s made by Murphy throughout the delivery. At one 

at her female colleague, Corky, to get 
point , she screams 
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the baby out by using any device she can find. 

"Do it for sisterhood; do it for Betty Friedan . " 

Murphy s ays, 

Murphy is 

nervous after the delivery when he r newborn son i s whee led 

in f or a visit . She speaks qui e tly with him about her 

doubts of being a mot he r , and a single one at that . "I'm 

not going to be like ot he r mothers . I don't cook; I don't 

s ew, and I am going t o make mistakes . " The re is, in this 

epi s ode , t he beginning of a change f or urphy. She is now a 

mot her a nd thi s will alter her wor l d . Her audie ce and 

colleagues will see how she ha ndles career ad mothe r hood . 

In t he final moments of the sho I u hy 

Aretha Franklin song t o he r son . II 0 

doubtful of what I'm l iv ing fo I a if 

then I don't need t o do more . Yo ma e 

natural woman . II 

Program# 3 : ~M~u~r:.£.!.!Y...-2.:!:....:!:..~5!..-~::..i___.:.:.=-~~ 

(September 21st, 19 92) 

Murphy brings her ba y to the s 

back at work. She tries t o be bo ha mo 

journalist on the job. urphy co es 0 

some reorganization needs t o t a ke 

take some time off to fi nd a na 

lace . 

y for 

ie ly si gs an 

o longer 

ake you ha y, 

e eel i e a 

0 0 er firs day 

er ad a 

e rea iza 0 that 

s e 

er so 

Miles , her producer, "If I ever t ry so e hi g 

a esp as t o 

She s ays t o 

ike t hat 

again, Promise to cram I want you to 
e i to as r o ler and 

bus." push me in f ront of a 
rp y goe s o to say, "It was 

today, and I guess I felt I 
a little scary coming in here 
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had a lot to prove to myself, but i t 
f e l t r i ght. Yes, I'm 

going to be okay. 11 

Pr ogram #4 : Murphy and Election Day 

(September 28, 1992 ) 

This progr am i s f ul l of evidence of Murphy's liberal 

Political stance . She fondl mb Y reme ers the presidential 

vote o f 196 8 in which she went to a pol ling pl ace to cast 

he r bal l o t and demanded the equal opportunity to vote even 

though s he was not of age. This episode was filled with 

Murphy's Republican heckling. She calls the hite House at 

four o'clock in the morning and says she is with the Clinton 

administration and wants to come over and take measurements 

of the White House r ooms for re odeli g. 

the staff if they rea lly want to have some u "You wan 

fun?" she asks. "Send Da ayle a 

watch his head explode . " 

Murphy's day of election co erage is ex re e Y sy, 

but she does make it home to pie er bay o ta e i 

with her to vote that evening. the o i g oo s e 

shows him to his first voting experie ce. 

most babies do, grabs down on the lever a 

she can stop him. Murphy exc laims' "Oh no' 

is no doubt who she is referring to . 

o &~@@~' _§__bD~auu~q;!.!h1.;t~e~r_::E~o""'p'-"e~s Program# 1: Roseanne s -

e baby, ike 

ul sit before 

not hi !" There 

(September 8th, 1992 ) 
' th Rosea nne's daughter 

epl·sode dealt wi Thi s first 



running away to 38 
marry her boyfriend 

age. Roseanne is extremely 

handles the situation while 

at seventeen years of 

st rong through this turmoil and 

her husband runs from the issue. 
It is Roseanne who deals with th 

e young couple when they 
return, and it is she who tells her new son-in-law that 
Becky wants to finish high school and go to co l lege and t hat 
if he stands in the way of that he will have her to deal 
with. Roseanne never went to college , but s he s eems to 

possess an extreme will that he r daughters should be able to 

and that education wil l give t hem more opportunity than she 

ever had. 

Program #2: Roseanne Deal s with Younger Daugh er 

(September 15th, 19 92) 

Darlene is Ros eanne's younger daughter and shortly 

aft er the oldes t daughter eloped, there is a incident where 

Darlene and her boyfriend fall as leep in her bedroom and 

Roseanne finds t he boy sneaking out the nex morning . Even 

though it was a ha rmless mi s take, Roseanne has a very 

difficult time believing this . The stress of Roseanne and 

her husband being unemployed, Becky eloping, and now the 

possibility that Dar l ene may be sleeping with her boyfriend 

is more than Roseanne can handle at one time . Ros eanne 

confronts Darlene and realizes that s he cannot compare the 

two girls. 
has r a i s ed an extreme l y In Darlene, Roseanne 

independent thinking g i rl. 
Li ke Ros eanne, if Darlene 

doesn't want to do something, s he s imply won ' t . Darl ene 
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does not want that type of relat ions ip with her boyfriend 
and Roseanne reali ze s that no 1 ·e was t o d w e the gir 
said tha t the two had si ply fa l e 0 t o s ee his 
mother and daughter have r o e ge g a 0 g, i s 
because they are very UC a e . osea e oes 0 

extremes, she wi 1 say i , a s e as C e 

sarcastic humo r . Li e 

Prog r a m 

(Se ember 22 99 

Rose 0 

he s oc o .. H 

a ec 0 0 S 0 'V 

s ·o 

C T 9 0 9 0 0 

l h Sl C 
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restaurant. Roseanne replies, "Well, yeah, I was the best 

waitress at a local restaurant, and I should have been put 

up into management, but they held me back because I am a 
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woman." The women are turned down by the agency because 

they are considered a bad risk. Roseanne is extreme ly down 

and when she gets back home Darlene asks her what the big 

deal was about being turned away. "This means a lot to me; 

okay , Darlene? I'd like to have something to show for my 

life besides stretch marks." In the end, Roseanne's mother 

gives them another $10,0 00 and becomes the fourth partner in 

the business. 

Program #4: Roseanne's Opening of B ess 

(September 29th, 1992 ) 

The restaurant opens and Rosean e is already 

She comes home on a complaining about her long hours. 

di dinner break , puts f our fro ze ers i he ·cro a ea d 

t hour off so I ca says, 11 I ge an co e hoe ad make diner 

for my family. Now, what a Is 1. h he othe r osed to o 

fifty-six minutes?" t is co 1 g along fine , The restaura 

hings i teresting . but other events happen that make 

Roseanne finds out that her business par er, ancy, is a 

· the east . In Thl·s doesn't bother Roseanne 1 lesbian. 

h how her day was she b d asks er Roseanne's hus an fact, when 

d we got a new Lens . a lesbian an says, "Well, Dan, Nancy is 
h II . ht Dan glasses in only an our . 

Crafters . That's rig ' ' 
The 

women decide to take a 
l ass after Roseanne is self-defense c 
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harassed at the restaurant. She doesn't want Dan staying at 

the restaurant all the time because he doesn't think she can 

defend herself. Roseanne gets a real kick out of beating up 

the bad guy in her class and asks is it fair to do the same 

thing at home to her husband while he is sleeping. Roseanne 

is always sarcastic. 



Chapter 5 

Results and Conclus io s 
To answer the research ques io s, a types of 

liberal feminist behaviors does y Bro ? a 2. 
What types of liberal fe is e a ors oes osea e 
exhi bit ?, the televisio er o Otw 

possessed all of the 0 a xce 
item seven whi ch s a e a 

equi able shari 0 es s 

viewed, r hy e 

ery o her C re s a 

is 0 s 

1 y 0 0 
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career. No matter what a pe rso ' s opi 
0 

single motherhood, it cannot be argue 

represent woma n power . She cha le e 

stereotypes of women a nd a· o le 

roles limit her . urp y Bro , as 

t e levision progr ams, represe e a 

The charac 
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expres s ed, on a few occasions, how women shoul d band 
44 

together against men, which is a more rad i ca l philosophy. 

This was also found in program t hree when Ros eanne went to 

the loan administration with her s i s ter and friend to apply 

for small business ass i s t ance . The loan representative was 

male and , upon turning them down, the women came t o the 

conc lusion it was because they were wo en t ey were t urned 

down by ma l e establishment. She a lso co e 

phys ica l harm to men and en joyi g i llo 

sarcastic wit , these ma le-bashi g co e s s 

bit radical. 

One very not i ceable item see e o a ea 

0 e o e characters we r e being viewe 

As the programs progresse, he ca ac s 

othe r sphe res that we r e 0 a 

Brown, the dome s tics he r e o e e 

bi rth o f he r child . I he as , 

te l evision's a pproach 0 em· is 

act like men (Dow, 1992) · he 

t o a c t like a man meant her o a 

and he r t ota l re j ec i o sphere 

. M rphy Bro case in point was u 

1992 . The television charac 

tha t the supported the concept 

be compatible . 
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0 e 
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Ros eanne tested the waters of the public sphere through 

the opening of her restaurant. The privat e sphere of house 

and f am i l y d i d not seem to be enough f or Ro seanne and 

through her desire to make t hi s new business work can be 

seen Roseanne ' s need to be more t han what s he has been . 

These crossings of spheres have an i teres ing i pact 

on libe ra l femin i s m. As stated ear l ie r , libe ra l f e i i s 

s ucce ss ha s long been described a s equa i y i he u l ie 

sphere . However , that very d i v·s ·o o f e ic a 

private sphe r e has forced wome 

othe r , thus a ll too oft en , sac r 

Murphy Brown and Ros ea e , 

o choose e ee o e o 

glimps e i nto the worlds o f 

boundari e s and r e - defi i 

The i ntere sting co ce 

s t r ong vo ice in t ele is io . 

s eemed to be distri buted o e 

and the working c las s . She 

re s entme nts of t he under 0 

Murphy Brown r eprese e 

in wome n , 

do . Bot h c harac t ers s ta as 

more . The ability t o have a 

C or 

ere er a e 

o 1· ea SSC 059 

e o es . 

as ha ca ac ers a a 

Rosea e's a ca 

e s jec s o 

e C S 

e e e 

a jo i 

co i ess a 0 

of a o e ca 

a exa e a o e 0 a 

ca reer a a as or a 

i s 0 ra s. 
of the two te l e t o the writers 

r Bro 
through the character o 

Television, 
rp y, fe s 

of libera offered true images 

e 



audiences saw a successful · d 
, in ependent woman who made her 

mar k in the public sphere on her own. 
Murphy, as a 
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televis i on character, has 
equal standing with men and stands 

as a model to the liberal f 
eminist beliefs of woman's place 

in American society. 

Television, through the character of R oseanne, has 

offered what might be called middle-class feminism. 

Roseanne's liberal feminist beliefs did exist; however, 

there was a tendency towards more radical statements and 

behaviors, including male-bashing. Roseanne seemed to 

represent the unsettled working-class. 

The hypothesis developed for the purpose of this study: 

Prime time television is offering to its audience images of 

liberal feminism, although from different perspectives, 

through the television characters of Murphy Brown and 

;n the fact that both characters did Roseanne was supported~ 

display liberal feminist behaviors ... only Murphy Brown 

displayed more than Roseanne. 

The outcome can be further demonstrated by the bar 

graphs on the following pages (Tables l-B) · 



very often 

sometimes 

not at all 

Program 

TABLE 1 

BEHAVIOR 1: REJECTS DOMESTICITY 

Murphy Brown Roseanne 

very often 

I sometimes 

I not at all I I 
1 2 3 4 Program 1 2 3 
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4 

As Table 1 demonstrates, the behavior of rejecting 

domesticity meaning the private sphere of home, husband, and 

children being a woman's only contribution to society, was 

displayed slightly more by Murphy Brown than Roseanne. 

Murphy Brown very often rejected the private sphere in 

programs 1 and 3. Program 1 saw Murphy feeling uncomfortable 

and fearful of her upcoming motherhood. In fact, during 

Program 1, Murphy is given a baby shower and during the 

event rejects the idea that motherhood will change her. She 

sees no need for fancy baby gifts or items to help morn get 

back in shape. During program 3, Murphy brings her newborn 

baby with her to work almost as if he is an extra briefcase. 

In both of these programs, Murphy seems to think motherhood 

In her m
ind, she is invincible and will 

won't phase her. 
handle motherhood like she does her career ... organized and 

like a p ro. 



Program 2 saw Murphy 
O 

1 . 
n Y sometimes rejecting 

domesticity. In this program she del' 
ivers her child and we 

do see the beginnings of change in h Th 
er. ough she still 

reJ·ects certain aspects of motherhood h 

this child will alter her world. 
, t ere is no doubt 
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Roseanne displayed no objections to domesticity during 

Programs 1 and 2, but by the third and fourth programs, 

there was an interesting change. 

Programs 3 and 4 saw Roseanne very often rejecting 

domesticity. Her ever increasing desire to enter into the 

public sphere became more evident. These two programs saw 

Roseanne's desires become reality as she opens a restaurant 

and becomes a business woman. 

TABLE 2 

BEHAVIOR 2: PURSUES CAREER IN THE PUBLI C SPHERE 

very often 

sometimes 

not at all 

Program 

Murphy Brown 

I 
1 2 3 4 

Roseanne 

very often 

sometimes 

not at a l l I I 
Program 1 2 3 4 

As Table 
the behavior of pursuing a 2 demonstrates, 

career in the public sphere, 
or business world, was once 

. htly more by again displayed slig 
h Brown than Roseanne. Murp Y 



During programs 1, 3, and 4, Murphy Brown very often 

referenced to her position in the business worl d of 
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television news. Whether it was how motherhood would neve r 

change her career motives in Programs 1 & 3, or her great 

enthusiasm when covering e l ections as in Progra 4 . .. urphy 

strongly embraces the public sphere . 

Roseanne's pursuit of the pubic s heres o ed u er 

oft en by the th ird or fourt h progra s, 

programs 1 a nd 2. This demonstra es Ros ea 

desire to enter into t he publ i cs ere . 

As she told he r daugh er a e e 

like t o have s omet hing o s o 

ma rks . " 

Roseanne embarks O a 

the worl d during programs 3 a 

bus i ne s s . .. a res aura 

0 1· 

a 

ass e s 

o a a 

e's 

a 3, " ' 

s S S e C 

0 0 

s s 0 



TABLE 3 

BEHAVIOR 3: ATTAINING ADVANCEME TI 
THROUGH EDUCATIO 

SOCIETY 

very often 

somet i mes 

not at all 

Program 

Murphy Brown 

1 2 3 4 

displ aye d by rp y Bro 

Th i s behavior was 

r hy Brown r og a s . 

w h s . Brow E e 

e s y le , e s , 

e e l she ' s r e c he 

r hy' s s 0 e 

a who ' s ho i e e 

il<. e Jo Lu e I 
Ka 

a a r Alice l 
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5 

Rosea e 

very of e 

no I I I I 
r o a 3 
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0 C 
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e Co c, 

5 s o e 

os e 

5 0 
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el t fr om lac k o e ca 
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e more t ha what s he was , a 
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es : re • r 

have a bett e r lif e . 
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TABLE 4 

BEHAVIOR 4: HAS REACHED A LEVEL OF ECONOMI C INDEPENDENCE 

Murphy Brown Roseanne 

very often vea often 

sometimes sometimes 

not at all not at all I I I I 
Program 1 2 3 4 Program 1 2 3 

As Table 4 demonstrates, t he be a ior of r eac i g a 

e gl 
level of economic independence was a so o e 

displayed by Murphy Brown, but o a a 

This behavior was very ofte re e re ce 

Rosea e . 

o i a o r 

Murphy Brown programs. 0 c e agai , er ca eer as a o 

t e levision journali s t , her lies 
e, s, 

associates demonstrated t ere ar so eco o c 

i ndependence . In fact , 'S ec s · o 0 a s e 

mother is direc t l y a ffe c ed er eco o C s s. S e a 

the power, a nd posit io o ra se e C 0 

money, 

the father's assistance . 

other hand, Rosea e d ' s a e 0 S 9 S 0 

On the 
s he a e co a 0 e 0 

economic independence. 
as 

struggled daily with 
fi nances a a oc jo 

it see e osea e 00 or 

the four programs viewed , 
lee 0 a ays e e r e . 

granted that struggle, on s o e I 
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TABLE 5 

BEHAVIOR 5: EXERCISES A DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL PLATFORM 

-----~Mluulir~p>thl\yrEB~r:;:o~w:;;n;----------Roseanne 

very often very often 

s ometimes 

not at all I 
sometimes 

not a t all 11 
Program 1 2 3 4 Program 1 2 3 4 

As Table 5 demonstrates, t he behavior of exerc i sing a 

democratic political platfor m wa s onl y s l ight l y mor e 

represented by Murphy Brown than Roseanne . 

Murphy Brown very o f ten showe d her de ocra ic eliefs 

rogra 2 . In 
1n programs 1, 3, and 4, and on l y s o etimes i 

programs 1 , 3, and 4 Murphy of ten s oke of eq al o or ity 

for all. She referenced to hers ppor of li eras ike 

Betty Friedan in program 2 and of fered u her is ai or 

t he Republican polit i cal par ty i n rogra 

Roseanne sometimes made re ferences o a democra ic 
· · 1 an 2 t ro g her des · re to 

political platform 1n p rograms 

see her daughters have t he opportuni Y to a 
ace i socie y 

through education. 

and 41 
Ros e anne's de ocra i c s a ce 

By programs 3 · c s phe r e 

H d
es ire toe t er t he P 

seemed to strengthen. er 
h

t s he claimed t he 

increased her opposition tow a 
. d hr de ads f ore 

establishment. Roseanne voice e 

a e 

a 



53 

opportunity in these progra ms and even showed support for a 

female friend who announced h s e was gay. 

TABLE 6 

BEHAVIOR 6: ENDEAVORS TO CHANGE FALSE IMAGES OF WOE 

very often 

sometime s 

Murphy Brown Rosea ne 

not at all I I I I 
Program 1 2 3 4 Program 2 3 

As Table 6 demonstra tes , he e a ior o e ea o i 

change false images o f women i C a es a 

sex objects , was overwhelmi g e 

but not at all in the fo r Rosea ogra s 

all four of t he 
s, 

In u y 0 

challenged female stereo e s . S e e 0 esse 

masculine clothing and as t 0 0 e 0 assoc 

as strong and in control . These a 9 , C ac 5 ca 

would be thought of as ma s c i e o es . e 

i e a 

0 

0 

0 

s 

woman and this was e power ese a se ges 
er C a e ge 

Roseanne, however, ne 
o e e rea 

of women. Her challenge co e 

the blue collar, u e r s r o e. 

of fighting 



TABLE 7 

BEHAVIOR 7 : VIEWS MARRIAGE AS AN E UITABLE SHAR G 
OF RESPO SIBILITIES 

Murphy Brown 

very often 

sometimes 

not at a ll I I I I 
Program 1 2 3 4 

As Table 7 de o s ra es, 

marriage as an eq i a le s ar 

never referenced o i 

was very of en a 

rogra s . 

s o e 

e o 

s 

Rosea e 

I I 
ro ra 3 4 

e e a o o 

0 5 5 

C 0 

T sis a i es o co-r 

Rose e 's s 0 

irs WO r o s 
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si ess . I a s 

0 e fell f 0 e 0 e 0 so 

C 0 

i 1 stra e ho Rosea .. .. 
decrease e a 

egan to e 

res onsi ili ies 0 e 
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B s 0 r 
Since ur h 0 
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share r e spons i ili ieS wi a 
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e re f e renced to l e 0 

e r 

iewed . 
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TABLE 8 

BEHAVIOR 8 : PROTESTS IDEA THAT A WOMAN MUST CHOOSE 
BETWEEN MARRIAGE /MOTHERHOOD AND A CAREER 

Murphy Brown Rosea e 

ve ry_ often 

sometime s I not a t a ll I I I I 
program 1 2 3 4 ro ra 3 

demo ra es , e or o r o s 
As Table 8 s 

that wome n mu s C oose 
i deas 

caree r we r e , once aga 
a 

09 
0 

r phy Brow a d 0 a a 

ro r ams v iewe 
C 0 

i o s 0 
This e 

3 0 
0 

1, 2 a 

The i r s h ee 

s 0 
ecisio 0 eco e 

s co,: 
ce 0 e C 

e ere 
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a C il She wa s 
0 

l i e l a e, WO o r 

g s cce s 
she ld fi gro l co e 0 

was e e 
be a or 

The s ame 9 

ese r 
ie e 

Roseanne programs sc · o s ·ec 9_0 .. · 

e 0 co 
ma e t s ,ice Roseanne neve r 

s ea e a . 

seemed life e 
re spec ts , it 
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Recommendations for Further Research 
56 

It would be beneficial to document where te l evi s i on i s 

going in regards to feminist images . Fut ure research s hould 

examine one or both of the characters that were focused upon 

in this study and gather the earliest of t he programs dating 

back to the 1980s. Compare the earlies t progra s w' th e 

most recent to see how each character ' s fe i is 
e e s 

have changed . 

For e xample , this s tudy showe ha eac c arac e 

e r e a began crossing ove r into as 

For Murphy Brown , the b i r th o er c 

private sphe r e to a woma w os e e a 

the public s phere. 

For Roseanne , her g o i es 

e oo 0 s he was l e d her t o O e 

through the ope ning of he 

his , was main l y ded ica e 

and home . Examine t hese ca 

es a 

place (September 1 992 l a 

the cross i ng of spheres a 

these t wo characters? 

o e 

doc e 

ec e 

One mi ght a l s o e xplor e t e 

. t y Has soc · e y have had on soci e · 

or negative light? For insta ce, 

woman a Murphy Brown a s career 

e 

e e 

ca 

ee a 

as 

as o e g 

o e e 
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ee e c e 

o e o 
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by images of one parent households? 57 

Another suggestion for f 
uture research i' s comparing 

feminism on a larger scale. 
Compare mor e femal e char acter s 

on prime time television in the 1990s and 
evalua t e feminist 

images. Suggestions of programs t o consider would include 

wings, Who's the Boss ?, Si s t e r s, Married wit Children, 

coach , and The Si mpsons among others. 

might be an inte resting program to evalua e. There s 
0 

denying than Mary Tyler Moore laid the fo a o or 

programs like Murphy Brown and Rosea e . o 

Murphy Brown and Roseanne lead he way or a 

e sa e o e, 

e e s · o 

programs on the air t oday . G ace U der F·re s o 

exception . 

It would be interesting o co are 

on Grace Under Fire with the c arac es o 

e C ace 

0 a 

Roseanne . Is this charac er a a o o a s 

represented by Murphy and Rosea e? 

She is no doubt a blue collar o er a sa cas C 

wit like that of Roseanne. Hoe er, she s as o er 

like Murphy Brown and holds a posi O 0 

How are the images of equali y re rese 

at the workpl a ce? Is there a growing tre d 

are tele isio equality on t he homefront or 

distinct o ly to the portraying feminism as 

o e a 

e a 

towar 

exec 

or 

0 

o e a 

g 

es 

ace? 
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These are only a few suggestions to further the 

research explored in this study. 

It is important to note that because of the study's 

selectivity it does not compare other femal e charact ers on 

prime time television. Therefore, a compl ete analys is of 

the images of liberal feminism on pr ime time television 

cannot be assumed. However, at l east in the eight rogra s 

viewed from these two t op p rime time tee is·on ser·es, e 

do ge t a feel for te l ev is ion ' s depictio of ear y 990 s 

femi nism. 
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