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SI~, SUFFER, ~EPE~T! TilE SOCIAL ROLE OF THE 

CO~;FESSIO:\S V ... AGAZI:\E 

.rL.1 ~ss t::edia are market orie~ted. but confessions magazin s 

mU$t also be S'..:nennarket oriented. Dependi:.1g for the bulk of th ir 

circulation 0n single-copy sales through food, drug, and variety 

cr-.ains, they have a special task of supermarket salesmanship via 

magazine cover. 

The first co~fession magazina ever published featured on it 

cover the ~woonin6 faces of a young man and ,,'oman and bore the 

title: "A..d Their Love Turned to Hatred. ll Since then, this bas-c 

structure of out ... ·a.~d pictorial bliss and stark verbal reality 

develo~ed into a standatd formula for confession ~agazin~ 

c~ver design.. Tht! pictorial el:lpI1asis sh~fted alr.i.ost exclusively 

to the. radiant i=r.age of the confession-typ~ cover g1:::-l, while 

the verbal context became ever more lurid and shocking. A casua 

glance at today's c.onfessional displayed on the l':-.agazine rack 

reveals a s~ri'ki.n& contrast bet\.lccn the pictodal i..'l'~ge and the 

apparently unrelated verbal meanings. 

Struck by the inconSx"<Jity, and intrigued by what appf'..ared t 

be the arr:Dival(:nt social role of the cO>1fessions -- provoca~ive 

yet puritanical .-- \.Ie condu.cted a series of studies. '·ie also 

surveyed other evidence cleslgned to find out what forces sba~)(~ 

the unique and ccnsistent cover ond, in fact, editorial fo);;r.ula, 

and bow ~.hc:y r;lighc. function ir, the lives of their readers. 

We b~ga~ our studies with a sample of All covers av&ilable n 

a newsstand. He E< 1so "''Tote'to confession uagazine ar.t editors. 

T:,<::n \.'8 surveyed the tr~de and schola:o:"ly literature, examined 

t:'he co::-.teat of the magazines over a 15-yeG.r period, and cor:.ducte 

... "'i.lEil! expcziment to 18<lrn how well the cover u8sign might 
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It is evic-2nt tl'ldt all 

cover girls displayed a??€L"lling fedtu:::o:O!S, flashing smiles, CGsm.::tic 

?crfec.tion. aad eye-contact wit.h the vie· ... c:;r. But the vQ:cbal C0:-:te.xt: 

sur:rou~}din& the ilJ.agc of the radiantly pClised, ""hclesoo(! ,::'O'N'r girl 

was anyt.hing but tA:'ouble-fr.::.e. Th~ story titles a:",d blu)::bs sr;..c,re 



Shameful Night of lIy Life," eXclaiming "Oh, God, Don't I.0t He lIurt 

Him," admitting that "We Didn't Know Our Love W~s Abnormal," and 

so on. 

About one out of every th;ee cover titles dealt with sexual 

problems varying from appprent nymphoM8ni~ to frigidity, and "from 

tab90s to sex-tests and tips. Another third reflected mainly marital 

and parerital troubles such as adultery, bigamy, illegitimacy, 

miscegenation, etc. The rcmai~ing third focused on other forms 

of angu~sh, .. .?_~ame. ter~~:, illness. and crime. 

This is the" dark and turbulent verbal world into which 

confession publishers insert, as a matter of policy, the glowing 

'~a8~ 01 qte~ftuque ~l~~American girlhood. "There is virtually no 

relationship between the pictorial element and the titles," 

explains the art ~ditor of one confession magazine. "The blurbs or 

cover titles have no relationship to"the su~ject," writes another. 

1hey all agree that each element serves ita own purpose. -Comb~ned, 

they help satisf,"the multiple functions and requirements of 

spec!ali~ed distribution and sales. 

Mechanics 2i distribution 

Kost confessions are sold from the magazine rack. Some outward 

manifestation of glamor helps the confessions mat~h their sllek 

rivals. the women's service magazines', bright facade of supermArket 

·cheer. 
, 

But all cannot be sweetness and light. The basic appeal of the 

confession muat also find expression on the cover. This appesl Ls 

the feminine counterpart of the stark cover themes of its broth~r 

=agazine, the detective mystery. a ~ubject '~e shall come to' in 

Chapter 00. But the confessions cannot affotd to follow the pictorial 

design of their counterparts. 

The outwardly sadistic appeal of the crime-detective masazino6 

(usually the portrayal of brutality-against ~omen) 8o~ that group 

" 

j. ,. 

into.) d:ifficulty. By the mid-fiftie~ only five detectiv0 magazines 

carrying advcrtluing report cd a single-copy circulation of over 

50,noo, WillI loral nlontlli y sales of lC9s than a million and a 

11,1 If" TilC'Jr [lltD- could hardly inspire the 18 confession magazines 

in tIle same circu]utJon class, still selling seven million copies a 

month over food and drug chain counters. "Regulations e~forced by 

tllnse manDgements," wrote one art editor, "result in penalties to 

a publisher from banning onc issue to losing f~reveT the rackg of 

that chain, Local censorship and religious black lists are also 

important in establishing format, for local :aga~ine vholeGalera 

dHci aisttibutors are held aBe~Ynta~le fQt prB5ef:,~'ij~ Q~d ~i~*lill~i~ 

The economics of magazine display space and the rivalry e~on8 

tittes impose further requirements. Ch~in stares average about 60 

mag~zine titles; but roughly 80 percent of the dol1ar volume comes 

from the top 20. Their total yearly sales fro!i1 ill genecul :ttsgazit'H11J 

p~t t~gether j~st about equals that of the chewi~g gu~~: 

maga~ines take up more space. 

Claims that confession readers spend more on ao~e stapl~8 

than others may attract advertisers but have little effect on 

retail store managers who consider the magazine display apace a 

customer convenience, not a major profit-maKer. Although many 

of the racks are owned and serviced by the wholesale distributor, 

the floor manager on the spot often rules the display. 

guided by customer comment, may result in preferential treatment 

for t~e magazines whose outward appearance conforms to the ~ldeGt 

variety of c]lenteln sensibilitins. O(fenders. especially 11\ the 

women's 'field, suffer by being hidden ,from sight -- and sale --

behind thcir rivals on the crowded rack. 

The caver,design developed by the confessions relega~es the 

explosive social appeal to a relatively abstract -- verbal -- fo~m. 

Count~rpointine this appeal is the dominant pictorial i~age cf the 



cover girl, unrelated to the surrounding verbal context. 

Art editors conceive of the romance-confession cover girl 

as Q' projection of the r"eader's self-image. "a composite of our 

" 

~ reader type." Her function" on the cover appears to be analogou~ 

to the inside heroine's function of identification. To take our 

cna1ysis of t11c cover further. we must first look deeper into the 

developmeut. mi~sion. editorial specification and social functions 

of the magazine itself. After that look, we shall come back to the 

cover and to the experiment we conducted to test its appeals. 

trapfrc: m :l~llinB 2.I.. ,{ort>an.!ll 'E!iU T.iim' 

The confession magazine grew out of readers' first-person 

accounts of intimate problems and true experiences written "to 

Bernarr Macfadden's Physical Culture magazine. It sprouted out 

of the ferment in morals and manners following ~orld War I, 

contributed to the' daytime serial," came to full flowering in the 

decades of mid-century, and withstood the tidal wave of television 

better than most popular magazinea. 

"Broken-hearted women sent us letters. ." wrote Hary 

Macfadden (1953) "after they had done two hundred knee bends, twice 

a day, and had thr~~n away thei~ co~sets, only to find that the 

Greek gods wouldn't give them a tumble. .Ther~ were girls"who 

~cbnfessed their sexual mistakes and thought they were fa~len women 

until they had ta~e~ up dumbbells (the iron kind) and gone in for 

carrots which had glv2n them bright eyes. 

"these are true stories," she dlaim, to have told Bernarr 

MacfaddBn~ "They come from the following you have attracted • 

. , 

" 

OUL <I mng,li':ine to be called Tr\l~ ~~..E-!..Y, ","ritten by its o ... n reader~ 

in tl1~ firSL person. Tllis has never been done before. The idea 

has a corr~lative force. I studied correlativity in school 

It's the kind of thing· that helped to lOake the British E1':pira."" 

It \-.'(.1. S • By the second half of the century, some forty titles 

in the romanceconfession field tried to lure advertising spoDsorRhlp 

with a ~\Iaranteed circulation of 16 million. The first 18 titles 

r0ported nn average sale ~f over 7 million covieu per issue. Still. 

more than twice as much arlver&ising support. But vh'ile most 

~. hig slick consumer magazines collapsed when, eVen at the peak 

of tl1eir readership, their sales power per advertising dollar 

was eclipsed by that of television, the confession group managed 

to stay in business. Cheap pcoduct performing a special service 

in a clearly delineated targ~t area saved th~ confession magazines 

from tIle fate of the others. 

The confession was first written by what the Satur~ay' Even~ 

Post once termed "Hocfadden's anonymous amateur illiterates." For 

some ti~e Bernarr insisted on stories from "the common people," 

and h?d ~llc thousands of manuscripts pouring in screened by smiteur 

"consultants." If a narrative sounded too highbrow, he might ask 

th~ elevator man to read It. If it was over hiD head. it vent 

back to the author. A .\,·3g on the eJitorial staff had ""r-itten a 
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piece for barroom readini entitled: "II ow I was Demoted to Editor 

of True ~!.£ll and I:orked Hy i.Tay Up to -Elevator ).jan Again!" 

In the course of 'time, blatant amateurishness changed into 

a smoothly running fictional assembly line creating tllo illusion 

of homely authenticity. Typically. white males prescribe, sele~t. 

edit. and publish for a lower-class female public the work of 

a "hard-core" of semi-professio;al free lance middle-class housewives~ 

Reader response is slight and generally ignored in favor of a 

more ~tIlpirical test. "\~hen we see our sales figures droppjng. 

that's when we try to change some format and content, and we 

do that until sal~s figures pick up agajn," explained one editor. 

The fictionalizing ~f authen~~c-sounnding stories, an~ male direction, 

assure the publishers and their business sponsors total editorial 

control. -:' Editors describe the main tasks of the magazines' as 

the cultivation of conservative and traditional 'values of midclle-

class society adjusted to a working class readership. Eve;:t tho 

few black orien~er;i confe~ssions strive to "develop ideals suitable 

to young blacks. . By and large" we are ~ot different from 

middle-class white morality." (Sonenschein, 1972) By claiming 

that they are authentic "confessions" of ordinary Amcric~ns. 

the stories impli~itly establish the "reality standard" to which 

readers may relate their own lives. 

"the e~~torial formula attracted. from the beginning, persons 

who had never before read magazines und still read little else. 

This 1s a public with little education or purchasing power. neg-

I.cced by oebar publishers because they.were not the sort that 

", 

OnJy somc 

- 10 ll~rCc;lt of t!IC tltles are addressed to black wo~en. 

Header reRearch and distribution data indicate that s~all 

towns, lile SOllth, alld the Midwest furnish more than their sh3rc 

of rUQancc-co'lfession readers. Indi~ative of the composition of 

the readership is that, for example, 64 percent of .Irue S:onfession's 

read~rs come from tile homes of labor which about one in three own. 

Mor~ than [lale are young women with children under six. One 1 n 

four has children under two .. Sixteen percent also hold down an 

outside job. Five percent attended college, but 18 percent never 

finished ~ieh school. Seven out of ten own autoeobiles, but only 

.Ix out of- ten llave telephones, a~d almost as many own sewing machines. 

Comparable figures for slick women's service magazines like 

~..E.£J..£..<:. !J_£~l~ .lourn,11 show seven out of tl2n owning their. homes; one 

out of ten having children· under two;, 30 percent having attended 

college; nine out of ten owning ·~~toaobiles. but.only 13 percent 

seving machines. 

Readers wit}l less moneY to spend hold little attraction to 

advertisers. Sonenschein's (1970) study found one-third of alL!!' 

confession magazine advertising of the dime-store mail ord~r ;V/ilriety. 

and two-tilirds Gelf-irnprDve~ent through weight reduction. 
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breast expansion," cosmetics, 16a05, patent medicine, and religion, 

The confessions' editorial recipe must, therefore, bear a 

double burden: it must be appetizing for its lower class 

women readers. hut it must also be spiced with ingredients 

worthy of business sponsorship • 

Rather than trying to gloss over the working class statuB 

~f their market, confession publishers make it the basis of 

their appeal. Class lines, they declare in the title of a 

booklet written for the trade, are ~ Invisihle ~ 

"Wage Town." confession 

publishers claim, comprises half of all families ip America. 

"Wage Town millions," the advertiser is told, "speak a different 

language and respond to different stimuli.'i 

In an office memorandum "On tiLe Subject of Social Class 

and its Relation to Magazines," th'e director of research for 

Macfadden Publications I defines the Family Behavior MagaZine 

(as the 'trade prefers to call the confession) as the magazine 

of "Wage TOloln. "These people can ~e reached e~fectlvely only 

in terms of their interests • When one of our editors 

got off the track and began running some stories loIhich would 

have been excellent and fitting in • Ladies" Home Journal, 

~~~ readership of thos~ stories was the lowest in yea~s : 

That editor yas ~iven his walking papers • • In this 

America of ours there is no iron curtain. but there are distinctions 

of interest as different as those of the Texas cowboy snd 

tbe B08to~ aristocracy.'" 

'1 
.', 

'd Th I i ·bl Wall jn!orr:ls advertisers A booklet. entitle . __ e _ nv 51 .57. __ 

that "fundamentally. . Behavior l'aB~zine reading is largl, 

a ma~tcr of class status. ." and "Essentially the people 

W!IO read Behavior Magazines are working-class people - - i n 

both the occupational and social sense of the word." BusineBs~en 

are requested "to ponder the point that a different Qarket 

requires a different media approach and a different kind of 

magazine concept" in order to "move your goods and services 

in ever 1ncreasing quantities through The Invisible Wall:" 

lIe is thcn. reminded that wige oarne~s "marry younger. st&rt 

earninB faster (becau~e t~ey leave sellool earlier). have l&rger 

families, more children, thus spend more." 

"rho ~ mission 2..!. the ~~. It.<Igazine 

Conf~ssion publishers regard their magazin~6 as perfo.~ing 

an economic service, a cultural task and a .aocial mission. 

Perhaps the most lucid statement revealing a management viev' 

of this multiple function, seasoned with a bit 

·of individual philosophy, appeared in a booklet entitled _The 

Wo~nn ~ Taxes Mn~; An Editor's Intinatc Picture .~ ~ 

~$ ~~ Little Understood ~. by Fred Sammis of True 

~<U:.Y" 

Mr. Sammis dedicates his appeal in the hope "that my 

brief picture of these particular Women That Taxes Hade will 

help the men who run American business io a better undeistanding 

. of how to sell them." In it. he develops a thesis calcul.ted 

to attract advertising. 

Briefly, it is this. The post ~orld War II "r~distrlbution 

, . 
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of wealth through high taxes and bulging payrolls" has crcat~cl 

8 revolution in marketing. The classical image of the working 

clas, has, at least for ~QrCh8ndising purposes, given way 

to that of a new middle-class market, ¥ith anxieties and aspirations 

to match. The new "woman that taxes made" no longer cries 

h~rself to sleep with problems like "the roof leaks," or "I 

can't pay the doctor bill," or "we can't afford this new baby." 

Hers Is no longer the life of "family labor" with few tools 

to h.elp. "But she does not default in her vital role os heroine 

of the family. She simply takes on new problems." The problems 

that "fill her mind bj day and worry her thoughts at night" 

are more likely to be "Nancy is going around with a wild crowd," 

or "Johnny will get killed in his hot rod," or "they say Jim 

is dating a girl on the swingshift." 

These new women from the hOMeS of labor find "moving 

up" strange, uncomfortable. Unce~tain. often bewildered in 

their new roles. they have a burning interest in "reading 

how other women like themselves solved.!.h.~ problems," 

They form e "huge and responsive.market of young ~bor families 

who need everything American business can tell them about," 

"Remember," writes Mr. Sammis. "these women never were, 

. and never will be, the avid readers of textbooks nor the patients 
.•.. ,. 

of psychiatrists: They ~ and E...2 ..!!£..!. often read· the 

conventional woman'i magazines. They r~ad very little tllat 

18 not. written in their conversational language • Their 

interests are almost entirely in people • • rhe abstr£lct 

Is seldom' discussed, "Except for dll·ytime serials C. , which 

eRn handle onJ.y One b~IIQvior problem at a ti~e over a period of 

severol weeks) 110 otller medium deals in the problems, lives, or 

lanfu~ge" of these ~omcn, the ~ore than 10 million that we have 

gathered together with one careful editorial formula, ." Thus. 

writes :Ir. Sammis, "ther~ is no comparable way of reaching this 

great mass of women who spend more than .!..!!...!.!.U b-:'llion·s of dollars 

annually!" 

A note of warning about this reader adds the ele~ent of urgency 

to tile magazines' appeal for business suppert: "She Is exposed. 

.!.ll..:: ,\);.9.!.E. tJHln hor white c.arlar sister, ~o demagoguery, J.abor 

agitators and radical philosophies! Yet Americ.Hr bu"siness. 

rarely, if ever, runs its institutionai message~ in the magazin~e 

rcad by these women . r believe .it is an economic sin to default 

in the enlightenment of the more than ten millions of vocen who live 

and learn by o~r behavior magazines." 

Such, in broad outline, ·are some managerial assumptions· with 

Wllich the "behavior magazines l' a~proach what they conceive to be 

·their economic, cultural, and social mission. Irr,plicit in these 

aS5umption~ is a double-barreled editorial formula. It is tailori!d 

to a "f~mininc" psycholoRY in a working-class setting, with fears, 

anxie.tie6 (and pocket-books) raised to unacc~st(Jmed levels . 

Of special interest to advertisers is the fact that economic 

grievance has been minimized as not befitting the msrket status of· 

I'the woman that taxes made;" tha~ the appeal of social ·reaentnent 

. has been structured to revolve around "behavior problems" u8u~lly 

.. 



within the family; and that "economic enlightcllment" can diagnose 

today's ills as t~e price paid for. "the redistribution of wealth 

through high taxes." 

Depth studies llelp publishers define their targets. They 

trace the "invisible wall" th~t separates confession reRdership 

from that of white collar magazines. They spell out social 

issues in terms of personal troubles. They help condense internalized 

conflicts into editorial policy capsules. 

, A study by Social. Rese~rch. Inc. explains that the confession 

render aoca not feel as much th~ c~ntct anti pfime m5v~t of the 

family as does her white collar sister. She 1s more emotional 

about her role as oS! mother, and. is torn by 6 conflict bct ...... een that 

job and her role as wife. 

The confession pllbli~her illustrates the differe-nce by 

contrasting HBuilt in Baby Sitter" with the confession story, HI 

Killed My Child." ~he tormer, ta~en from a white collar· woman's 

magazine is s "superficial problem, which does an excelle~t job 

of entertaining. But inherent in its situation, its manners, its 

artwork, is a social sophistication that is not to be found in 

Behavior Magazine stories. 

"'I Killed My Child' is a stark title. It is also the true 

story'of a young mother who saw her child killed by an aut~~obile. 

Because she had taken the child with her when she left home in a 

fit of anger after an argument with her husband. she could never 

thereafter escape the sense of personal guilt ahe had for her 

child's death.1t 

The confession reader, elains the report 1 looks u?on Den as 

more pOI.ierful, dominnnt, se:-:ually active and derc.anding than does 

her white collar sister. "Since she sees her husband as more 

independent and self-sufficient, she does not seem to feel. AS 

white collar magazine read~rs do, th~t her mother role will, 

necessarily stably tie her man down . .(ller] family i6 based an 

two rather separate sets of relations -- that of woman to man, or 

wife to husband; and that of mother to child. .This split in 

t~Qublco ~efl~eted in stQfi~s like !ITQrp BetW?Ql~ Q~~' RQct =I§'t~~'i 

"He Locked ~!e Out," and "The Devil in My Han," wh1ch has the subcaption 

"Facing the truth at last I knew my husband waG destroying my children 

and roe, but he W.1S my lover, ,and I coule! not let hiu: go." 

The need for identification and realism "is one rC&50~ ~11Y 

editors emp~oy the techniques that· are the h~11marks of the Behavior 

.Maga~inc format," th; advertiser is told. Instead of "To Catch a 

Han," or "The Lover I dreamid Of," a confession st6ry In the aaue 

vein is titled, "I Want You." "Photographs Jnstead of the ~crc 

idealized techniques of oil. tempera, or water color. The 'I did' 

or '1 was' type of headline rather than fanCier, more subtle ~nes." 

"And~" businessmen are reminded, Itimportantly, the fa'cto::- of 8elf-

identification, • seems ~o carryover with equal force into 

advertising." 

Editorinl prescription 

Althou~h most of t~e actual writing is done by a handful of 

aemi-rrofessio~als, the need for fresh material makes it desirable 

.. 
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to pcblicize editorial specifications. This is dOlle mostly through 

,writers' magazines and market publications. Out of a survey of this 

matefial consisting of. articles such as "I Sell Confessions," "Ilow 

to Hit ~ ~." "The Tr\lth About Confessions," and out of editors' 

own descriptions of their market needs in the yearly, Writ~r's 

.~..!. er:crges.a more detailed picture of the editorial pH'scription 

and social role of the romance-confession magazine. 

Identification through the fir~t person point of view and the 

fl~vor of authenticity requires settings congruent with tllst of 

the targee audience. "Central characters must come from workshirt 

ba~kgrounds." runs through all market advice. 

not heiresses or 

girls." And: 

"People in our stories take out the b h gar age, .av~ linen problems, 

need to wash the floors. O~e writer warns the aspirant that 

"If you cannot identify your,elf i h k w t a war shirt character, you 

shouldn't be trying this field." 

The goals, Illotives, horizons appropriate to the "workshirt 

background" of that ~achinist's ~ife or file 1 c erk, and befitting 

her "new status" ~n the consumer ma!ke~. nre spelled out in detail. 

She is. the writer is tOld, Na homemaker whose idea of decor 

extends as far as the large flowers on her wallpaper and no further. 

The woman's wanta and ambitions are small ones: appIiances to make 

her home c:omfor'tablc; a freezer {ull of food because it's food 

that ~e.presents security', chi tz d Ii 1 n sn no eum rugs and net curtaj~s. 
I , 

A steady job with regularl pay i. 11 h i aBe requ re~ of her husband __ 

that and fidelity," 

Emp.1tl1y.is strc'ngthencd throueh s),C1pathy. Ecitors are aa 

[eluctan~ to use uns~c?athetic leading characters as art directors 

woul~ be to run unnttractive girls on the cover. 

0·£ t.hem, "wants'to ;be i·dc·nrTfi·ed ·\.l.!:th s·;:b:i>tch?" '"""," ~. . . 
"~/inp'a.i:~h'ci:"·{c····~ha·rD.'~·i:e·t:'i~'a\.ior. must be conbi:-ted with thl.': 

requirements of coming "reaJistic~liy" to terms with sordid 

situations. The problem in the confession story is ~~w to get 

hasically decent persons into these messes," explains one writer. 

Understonding the lleroiric's motives, even when nistakcn, or deeds j 

·even when wrong, docs not'mean that she should gain insight into 

herself too soon or too broadly ..... 'e writers and readers. "hav~ 

to know why she is hungry for love, or ~ she st."!.cka ~y a bru-t .. l· 

husband. why flhc docsn' t esc.ape from what shc thinks is an ifilposs{ble 

situation." 

EVe!1 if readers do "turn to our ~agazines for entcrtain~ant 

and escape," another editor· remarks, "the story m~st give ihem 

more. This then is the mission of our writers: to give our 

readers what they want plus ~onstfuctive instructions on how to 

be happy." 

The romance-confession path to "happiness" is long and 

rocky. And it leads through hell. The agopy of the journey is 

made plausible only by the underlying aSBuoption that is the noro, 

that life can be bearable if we grant tllat society is a hostile 

jungle. The empathetic reader t~avels this pat~ through the eyes 

of the first person narrator atanding for the norm to ce Gemonstrateo. 

----.~ 
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(he "I" sins and suffers, stumbling inevitably in the booby-traps 

cf common nightnareo and universal fears placed along the road. 

ret the story should be told, "with the warm breathlessness of a 

,lrl confiding to a friend across the kitchen table. 1
' says one 

,uccesaful vriter describing the genesis of her first big sale. 

• sleeping pill story -- "Side Door to Hell." "I wrote it straight 

~cro8S the kitchen table In the breathless rush of words. 

~rammar, syntax, correct antecedents went overboard. Where they 

didnlt, I went back and threw them out. The story sold. • And 

th8~ i knew I hhd it ~~ the thing every published confession story 

shares with every other. That's t,he manner of telling." 

Warm-hearted characterization and bree~y, conversational 

intimacy counterpoint visceral themes of human ~isfortune. Summed 

up in the words of practicing writers and e~itots. "one simpli 

formula underlies three-fourths of all published confession stories 

• simple, trustful human is faced with a complex, real and brutal 

~orld." And: "Characters make t~eir discovery by bumping up 

~gainst bad trouble 8S they rush headlong down the line of least 

resistance. " 

The protest inherent in this appeal is no secret to writers. 

In one af her stories, an author explains. "a girl contends with 

ignorance ~hat calls her cerebral palsied sister an idiot. In 

another, a sirl unknowingly Marries a homos.exual. Her contention 

l. Got with him 88 villain but with the fact of his nature. and 

lQ41rectly; with 80ciety which haa molded that nature. In 'I,Lived 

" 

With Evil,' thc' third story, an idealistic girl finds. out 

that her g~al1dmothe,[" is running an abortion hospital. 

is2~:9:~?J._e,t.y_?_, ~_ot, thc grandmother, which mnke,! ____ abor-t,!i)n' toills 

proU table." 

The editorial formula capitaliz.es-<~p.on.~-i~ts appeal ·t,o di-scor,tent 

by i:',i,i/n-~ing-'-p'r'o·te'-i:ft'-'·f,rl:.t,-q,-,,~:'?J,l,{s<t-me'rd::':- ·Aside from such "economic 

enlightenment" as can be imparted breathlessly across the 

kitchen table (or tl!rough service features and institutional 

ads), the formula is in makl~g the "simple, trustful human" 

'~mftlft ~tmplp t~¥~p if R~~ §~ ~'U~~f"') 54" ~h~ _nd~ ~n 

making her act of defiance a crime or a ain: In makt-ng her, 

not society, repent and reform: in permitting het on1r to 

come to terms, snd not to grips, ~ith the "brutal world" 

·in wbfch .she lives. 

"Usually," explains the expert~ "this basic formula __ 

simple trustful human versus brutal world -- dovetails neatly 

with the old sin-suffer-repent standby formuls. In fighting 

back against brutality surrounding her, the heroine first 

sins, then suffers, then repents. In the cereb~al palsy 

Btory when the' pressur~ of society becomes too great, 

the heroine runs away, changea her name, des~rts her family, 

Buffers, and finally repents." 

Analyzing why some of.her st~ries didn'~, sep, '0 vritelt' 

discovered t,h,a-t 1-n the rejected stories, "~{y/ heroine' was 

trylng/~o 'wrest events abou't to suit hef,a~lff instead of 
,/. ' . 

dazcdiy wat::hing them go by. 'The _s'to-ty lacked the thece: 

trustful, c-onfused, human against the world." 

.. 
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Buffeted by events she cannot understand and-is not permitted 

about to suit herself," the heroine's headlong flight to "wrest 

"down the 

no conscious rel~\""~"d'n_,eS8 to the InrR,e,;t', ,§_Q_c_lal- context 
,,' -<'",:-:" 

she must, in fact, co~··t'~:nd~,;:·h'i;· act becomes irrelevant 

as social protest. It only brings calamity to her and to those she 

loves. Her Buffering is a spine-tingling object lesson in bearing 

up under relentless blows of half-understood events. Through her 

agony comes not insight into the circumstances of her act, trnn-

8eendlng the immedlat~ cau~e8 of her misfortune, but, it any thIns, 

a remote glimpse of 8~ch "happiness" 8S might be had in coming to 

terms with an unbending. punitive, and invisible code~ Re~p'Onding 

to hidden authority father than be~ng permitted to, be self-directing, 

her "problem-solving" 'becomes an unreflecting drift toward adjust-

llien t. 

The world.£!. !.!!.! confessions 

Wilbur Schramm (1961) analyzed a sample of 100 con~ 

fession stories. "It proved unnecessary to read that many," he 

wrote. hThe results stabilized by the time 30 had been read. Indeed, 

d of theBe mag azines is one of th~ir out-the consistency an sameness 

'standing characteristics." 

"Sasie to the formula. 

induced 

.~ 

Crpating the ~11~sion of representative ,uthenticity and 

"-",torms] 1 ty" is the kl!y to" ~he norrit-'se~tiirig':'functlo'ns of both. 

Thl! differ~nce is that while news is a legend of things that' 

happen to others. the confession story, even more than other 

forms of drama and fiction, (except perhaps the daytime serial end 

family situation comedy sims to hit home for most readers. 

Occup.at:i\io'lll .. tren,ds in the world of the confessione remained 

fairlY,':"frt,I).)·f~ with only"t~,i! number of housewives d'eclinlng 80ml!.,hat , ' 
IHld'/{h~f/PfQPOft:ion elt prohs~i'OJl.,lll9 (mc:r~,q'y' IiIPO) !IlH~HI,!!tng, 1'h~ 

;v 

pattern from several studies shows most employed ~haract~r~ in 

skiiled, clerical, or sales work. Wealth comes into the picture 

rarely, as when a heroine haPRcns to find (or lose)' a rich man. 

"~rdg~ip is more freqUent, bur usually in the b~ckground or the P~3t. 

Tile typical narrator i~ a pretty (but "average") woman in her late 

teens or twenties. She has an even chance to be single or married, I 

and ~ay 'Work as a clerk or salesgirl, unless sh~ is just finishing 

school or is already a housewife. She lives in (or co~e8 f~ow). a 

small town, confesses to the Christian belief in God, and has 

problems with motley. housing, health, and job, in thnt order. 

nut most of her troubles come from people and not from things. 

Iler typical 'antagonist is an older stronge~ male in skilled work. 

sales, or lower management. It ia the figure of a lover. hUBband, 

father in various combinations' or just a can who ,will finally c,oae 

to "tsme t
, and dominate her. (deSagssti. 1971; Sonenaebein (1970)4 
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Economic striving in the world of the confession magazine 
(" 
. is not the Horatio Alger type; it consists of stretching the pay-

eheck to meet the monthly payments. Schramm found that where 

economic advancement was the goal (in about 15 percent of the 

stories) it had a 50-50 chance of In~olving the chnract~r 1~ 

crime. (My maxim that "crime is the ruled acting like rulers" 

tr~n8late8 in the confession to "crime is women acting like men.") 

,Another study by Johns-Heine and Gerth (19~0) sheds Borne light 

00 the coneequeoces of econo~ic striving. The authors contrasted 

the fate cf the cateer women in ~ nome Journal with that of 

True Story fiction. They noted that the heroine model of both 

magazines suffers for her success. But "in True StorY, contravention 

of the moral code results in extraordinary suffering," they wrote. 

"In the one the positive symbols o~ safety and security predominate: 

in the other, negat~.y!!. c.nd harshly punitive symbols. It 19 the 

dif fer·ence".~.·e t~'~"~~" ~.~ ~':'a ~'~'~'id:;;'~ps s of aoeial position _~~;.~:~l;It wl:H 

such vast s·;~:,bo):~:c:.!:' t~e,~,rt~:';f'(N' \he middle-class people think'), of 

reader, and threatened physical injury where .not status but physical 

and moral integrity are imperiled," 

Schr,8~'!l:·:.::fi..0)il;(d· ~'~ .. ~",",~,e perils of life involving the.:.c'ha:r,~.cters 
/ ,'" v '< .. ~~.: 

io e n d,~"~';-8 t r 0 ubi e ;'~'a ;:"~:i:~!~ ;~yf,~">~If:s,~;:,~~::r';'f(' f DC ti II e d' o'n" fom 11 y 'li f e 

Whil~:/:';the most fr~quently .stated 'goal in these stories is a happy 

and secure family life," he observed, "Family life. . ' , 

to put .~t 1IIildly -- troubled. Broken homes played significant 

parts in the falllily history of 38 percent of the parra tors., and 

44 percent' of the. reported their own marriage • • on the.verge 

1.' 

" 

.. 

of breaking lip.· •. 21 ~crcent of the narrators remembered unplea.ant 

scenes in the marital iulationship of their parents." 

'Ir~li de Sagasti (1972) also studied the goals of confession 

tnngszJne charac.t.~·rr:·:~'~:·~1Zt&.1l.nd that while 
. ."':"~~/ \t.~\ women overwhelmingly 

sought marri.;l~'e. twice a9 ~~'~~y males as females sought jU9t sex. 

Appropriat,l~:~', then, women ~~~'~d sexual arousal of men as their most 

frequent/.~'·~n·9 to an end. lIe{~f~.:,.!\ .. ~ sagastl., .. ornp-a.i"e"d~-··t·he year. 
(d"i'7"-"~.~'.c,"-".'" ;'.' , 1955 

and 1971, and found that the narra'"t"~'~'s';--;ere eyen younger and more 

tightly clustered in the twenties, and pre-marital aex was more 

tr~q"~ft~lY ~~'tr~t~d And 'ft'~~'~~~llu ~V'~ ~ . , .' ~ •• ~@fi~'ft~G ~~.~ ~#Aft~ ~IWi'. 

the still principal goal of marriage. An editor commenting on the 

change said that .tWe assume as a matter of f.-t, • the nonvirginiti 

of the narrator. and, ~f ccurse, no~ we assume the nonv!rginlty 

of a lot o! our readers. Wher~ we used to use a line that said 

'Virgin in Sin Town,' now we would have to put something like 

'TeaSing iA Not Enough' to ent~ce the reader." (Sonenschein, 1972). 

Violence is always around the corner, and itlnesB_~.t.X",i.,k,~s 
-'~' )2i;<·.;~."~' ':, ;" .'~-. 

frequently in the .... orld of the c'onfession magaz:ine>;":~£n his lO'O'-(t( 

stories Schramm counted 25 accidents (17 fatal), 16 fiatfighto. /,,:;:,< 

To shoulder the b d f ur en a guilt p~~v~tely and indivl~u~lly • 

the Character. must b d' i '., e om nated by some inner, perponal and 

uncontrollable urge that drives them to Violate 8o~e code of 

conduct. Schr~mm found that to be the sex drive • 
II Typically_ 

.. 
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described as 'overwhelming' and 'overpowering'~' the erotic scenes 

"usually described with g~sto even though covered over with later 

shame" numbered 40 cases of adultery, 32 of premarital relations. 

and 4 of prostitution, plus the 8 rapes mentioned above. Historically, 

th~8 kln~ of cultwral preoccupation with sex is a puritanical one; 

b i th itiv e inner and external mechanisms of its object is to . r ng e pun 

society down upon the subject of domination and terror destined to 

Buffering by nnture. One sentence Schramm quoted as typical could 

have come from the Salem witchhunt: "Once the dev!1 has the soul 

of a woman, only violence and death can set her f~ee." 

'" .:'~:f!i'D.l' Pious pornography Is in the forefront of the counterattack 

(i{~?:{q',t~\~erhaps only preventive strategy) against women's liberat 

I.J 
The social content of most pornography makes ob~~cts of 

,; 
; 
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women, 

but in the confessions the increasingly explicit sexual descriptions 

are used as weapons to heighten the sense of sin, shame, punishment. 

and remorse. The other prong of the pincer movement is the ultimate 

power-put down of the female ~ female by the male ~ male -- rape. 

Along with what confession editors call "God stories" and plumbing 

8~ories" (religious, and medical themes.' respectively, the "bad 

girl Btory" and, as if in sequel, the "rape story" are perennial 

(and, according to Soneschein'g [19721 study, increasing) favorites. 

In contrast tp male-oriented erotica. concluded S.one'nschein 

(1970)' it is trafima ~ather than just sex, which lurks around 'the 

corner., "In those relationships whe~e sex occurs, the results for 
I , 

people t'nvolved were dest,uetive ••• S4% of the relationships 

vOT •• ned because of th~ oveot. Cuilt. anxiety, and personal 

" 

., ,",' 

difficulties fo~ the nirrator. • are the costs of misusing or 

even just having sex.'" Heli de Sagasti observed that the fear or 

fact of sexual inadequacy -- always on the part of the husband or 

other ~ale partner -- haunts one out of every six heroine narrators. 

To lose sex is to lose power and such access to power 89 the heroine 

may have througll the male. 

The "sex-love-marriage dynamic" of the cotlfessions thus affectlJ 

men and women differently. Heli de Sagasti studied this ,dynamic 

and described Its symbolic'functions as "the reinforcement of 

of marriage the male is "free" and usually takes the initiative. 

Marriage, however, represents a relative shift of 'power. ,While the 

lluRband is still dominant, some of his power is shared with the ~ife. 

"Within the marriage situation," writes de Saga~ti, I'it is the 

female who is tlle aggressive initiator and the male who is passlvc.~ 

The man's freedom of sexual in'itiative has been pass,ed on to the 

wife as the symbol of her success. 

Sex and violence are related in that the social content 

of both demonstrates power relations. Interpersonal violence in the 

confessions almost always finds a mal~ as agressor and a female 8S 

victim: But tllere is a further difference. When males are victims, 

they usually suffer an aCCident, die in a war. or a fire, or fall 

victim of a variety of impersonal hazards, but never of women and 

rarely of other men. On' the other ,hand, when a wo~an Is victimized. 

is is ually by a man and .Q.! .! ~. Sex becomes an instrument of 

male violence droused by women and directed against women. The 

results are traumatic unless and until legitiai%ed. partly shared in 

marriage. 

"'--.. 
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The sex code, concludes de Sagastl "has been polarized into 

becoming both the good and the evil of the moral dynamic. 

It 1~ this which becomes natural law. by which all men and 

vomen live. and by which the deviant is defined and disfranchised. 

Whatever else the confession magazines may do, they systematically 

and lucidly cultivate certain perspectives of sex as power. 

They cultivate notions that this differential power between 

male and female is both the fact and potential of existence 

and the b'asis for interaction. It is on the unquestioned 

'.Isumption of inequality that the entire stru~ture and dynamic 

is based, and it is this notion which is constantly reinforced." 

"As might be expected," observe~ Jerzy Kosinski (1973)i 

"the magazines do not attempt to present anything but what he defines 

as the most conventional relationship between the sexes. .Man is 

the agent of rationali~y. • occasionally victimized by the demands 

·of"his own sexual instincts. Woman, on the other hand, is t"he 

agent of passion. The pattern of social domination emerges 

8S the rule of rationality. savage though it may be. Kosinski's 

analysis found all new trends and changes reduced to vindications 

of male dominance and the shaming. if not crushing, of any feminine 

grasp for power, money. and even sex on her terms. 

Marriage ~ power structure 

The final goal is, of eourse, marriage and family conveived 

88 the conventional sexual and social hierarchy, as Albrecht 

(1956) a180 found in his "comparisons with "upperclass" magazine 

fiction. "But, wrote Kosinski," "alt~ough marri~ge is a social 

"' 

nec~sRity for women, it "is not always an ultimate good. 

asslJln<.;d thilt Tnilrriage inevitably leads to sexual boredo'm. 

It is 

.When 

the tamed wif~ periodically renews her image as sex kitten, she 

gO~H lo premarital lengths not for her own pleasure but to renew 

her Ilusbnnd's 'orgasmic' energy. 

"Uut sexual incompatibility and boredom are only secondary, 

predictable problems; a woman's r~lative 'failure' in the world 

and her disillusionment with I I f marr age s as 0 ten due to finane!al, 

as to sexual, inadequacy: 

So, if there were stars in my eyes when 1 married 

to ~o right for us and work out just perfect. ~hen he took 

the job at tI,e gas station, didn't mind living on'a 

mechanic's salary. I guess I expected him to own the 

statio'n in no ~ime . 

But it didn't work· out that vay. Larry's appealing 

shyness and modesty about how terrific he was carried over 

into the job area, too. He was too easy-going t~ be pushy 

.. he way you have to when you want to get ahead, and he 

was perfectly happy to on,"making do" on a mechanic's 

sillary forever. 

A good marrin~e is thus a solvent marriage,· Kosinski notes, 

even if sex destroys itself in it. A good shopping spree can 

~ompcnsate for nny difficulty: 

:1 lay snuggly against Ken's warm back and stared 

at the ceiling. The romance: that was lacking in my marrIage 

wn~ mo~t]y my fault. 

I will bu~ myself some new clothes, I vowed. I'll 

" , 
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also buy the velvet sofa and redecorate my whole house. 

1 drifted fnto a peaceful sleep, thanking God r was lucky 

enough to have a husband like Ken. 

The world of the confessions operates under a stern code 

of justice which, Schramm observes, demands punishment 

for every transgression, but will accept repentance, and reward 

it with peace. .The goal of self-r~spect and marital happiness. 

can only he attained by making peace with a puritanical judge, who 

1. neither spiritual nor legal, but seems to operate through the 

structure of social relations. This is the most common dynamic of 

the stories," 

"Who administers the 'code?" Schramm asks. "There is very 

little reference to an ultimate source of wisdom"~ the ",ay in 

which things are looked at. and the manner of telling does not 

permit the perception of lnstitutional, social yrocesses. "In 

general the private s~rvices. .appear in '8 somewhat whiter light 

,than the public services." but neither is portrayed as or~anited 

social activity subject to judgment, as well as to acceptance. 

Implicit in the findings of this content analysis is the reflection 

of the pattern of basic irrelevance, of the 'lack of conscicus 

relatedness between the individual torn by built-in conflicis 

and,the social dynamic of her anxiety and trouble. "The impression 

is given," commented Schramm, "that this Is the P4ttern of a 

behavioristic universe; ~his is how society works; this is the 

lav of human behavior." [Some concluding rem~rks' on marriage 

•• power structure.] 

.!!.2!: society ~ 

One story was ~icked by the simple expedient of taking the 

first piece that happened to be on top of my collection. It was 

an anonymous stury entitled "llow Can Face Myself? I Let Him 

'Narrated by the daughter of a plumber's family, the story 

opens in the shadow of recent tragedy. Father and brother had been 

killed in an accident which wrecked the new family car and the 

neighbor's kitchen. Ha~a and Harilyn (the heroine) are left with 

nothing but grief and payments, plus 8 debt of thousands of dallars 

for funerals, hospital, and damages. Morrison, owner of the departcent 

store wl1ere Mama is cashier and Marilyn salesgirl, discovers that 

Nama cmbcz~lQd $450 to Iiolp poy th~ debt, 

submit to his sexual assault by threatening to send Hama to prison. 

Marilyn feels she's being made a "tramp" to save her mother, and, 

strikes her in a moment of bitter passion. Hama, ashamed and 

broken, decides to give herself u~. But Ham~'s ~ew resolution gives. 

Marilyn courage not to giv~ in to Harrison again. Marilyn is 

tortured by her sin, but decides, "I'd bought my soul ba,ck" and" 

marries her'only SUitor, a gruff junkyard operator. 

'l'he story illustrates the basic formula. "simpl'e, trustful' 

humans" with cards stacked against them from the outset. The 

father figure is killed by i~personal forces depriving the heroine 

of protective male domination. But one must shoulder the 

blame, says tile herOine, and take the consequences rather than 

look (or "excuses" in the conditions of life .. "I keep wanting to 

say that ~errible thing h6ppened. because we stilr had to pay for 

the funerals and the accident." Marilyn sa~8. "When you've done 

wrong, you can't help but look for excuses. My mother was G weak 

person and' -- there I go. excuses." 

. , 
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Life is crueL and dull, Marilyn asserts repentedly, About 

the only thing you ~ figure is the monthly payment. "Life had 

been 80 cruel to Marna. • Life was dull. .Dad had always worked 

hard. .But like a lot of peo~le. our fa~ily always owed more than 

we h8d~ If we wanted something and could figure the payments. 

ve got it." 

Sex comes to Mar!lyn 8S another of all the "sharp deals" he.r 

aoeiety metes out to its prey. "You Ire doing this only for your 

mother's sake," says Morrison, whom she describes earlier as "a 

thin nice-looking, gentle guy. not- quite as tall as I." Sex turns 

hi~ into a beastt 

ttamp • "I let him hold me and kiss me, Passive, I let his h~nd8 

go where he wanted them to. I saw the awful lust come' into' his 

face. aaking him look ;ike an animal. Then; stiffened myself 

and closed my eyes for the shock of what follo~ed." Even t.hough 

v.h·en HOl"rison "maae' a sharp deal he never talked about it." 

Marilyn now feels that "I had come to the end of the ro~d. the end 

of endurance. I. too, had broken down. a weak thing. A tramp! 

i felt 80 sick and bitter I couldn't even cry," 

In loneliness and debt and grief. Mama also turns bitter 

against the world. She cries out in protest: "Jack Morrison's 

got plenty of money -- he's not always honest. Luts of people 

aren't, and I'm tired of being made to pay for things I'll 

never have -- other people's things 1 never even saw. I'm tired, 

Marilyn. 1 hate -- I -- hate the whole world." 

But sbe cannot fight back. The only ~ct of defiance available 

to he'&:' i. crime; Maril~n'8 line of' least resistance .is sin. 

.~ 

Torment Rnd lament arc tileir only choice until Ham~ "rises" to an 

act of self-sacrifice and offers to accept the punisbment of the 

code. It is now found that society 11 d I -- persona' ze n the owner. 

Jack Horrison can be met on its characteristically contractual 

terms: 

"You're going to work and you're gOing to work for me," 

Morrison tells llama and Marilyn. "And I'm going to take the 

money out of your check, so much each week." Marilyn gasps. 

"She is not going to trial?" "Well, you'll never pay it back in 

prison. She can go to trial any day I want her to." HorriSon 

SnapR. 

Tile Social appeal of the story pivots on the heroine's 

human frailties in a bewildering and punitive world ~he cannot. 

fully understand. The "truth" ?f this world is brought home 

thiough' the ine~itable encounter and the final coming to terms 

resigned or tragic -- With the code of male-dominated socIety. 

The flame of rebellion is first kindled and then defln~d 48 

illegitimate and doused in jet streams of remor8e,,~ sacrifice, aDd 

compromise. 

The ~ girl ex~crlment 

The heroine -- simple, trustful human against a brutal world 

Sins, suffers. and repents, without consc1o~sly grappling with 

the social meaning of her difficulties. The cover girl. in 

suspended animation, her eyes g~zing confidently into those of 

the viewer, appears pointedly innocent ~f insight into the tragic 

meanings around her. 

Our experiment was conducted to answer this question: how i. 

the contrast aQd apparent rack of relAtionship between the' COver 

.. 
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girl and the sordid blurhs surrounding her r~solv~(1 III thp 

perception of tile viewer? We wnntpd to g"in !Iomp Jll!~IRllt lnt,) 

the dynamics of identification with "the idealized rcad~r-herojne 

image in a stark social context, (For a morc de,tailed and technical 

account, see my article on "The 'Sodial Anatomy of the Romance-

Confession Cover Girl," 

The experiment focused on the influence of the verbal "content 

on cover girl image, Actual confession magazine covers were 

prepared in three differen~ forms. and shown to three different 

One group saw a form of the cover showing ~ ~ verbal groups. 

lIlaterial; the cover was cut out and replaced by' a white sheet of 

paper. Another group Was shown only lh£ ~ ~ picture 

cut out of the verbal form, and pa~ted on cardboard, The 

third .sroup was shown the cover vithout ~ alteracion. 

views and feelings about the girl's picture before them. Those 

who had the girl cut out from the cover were instructed to ~espond 

00 the basis of their mcntal image of the picture that they think 

might go .on the cover." 

We found that the blurbs alone make the viewers conjure 

up a mental image that is most unattractive. When the actual 

cover sirl picture is aeen, even (or, as we shall see, perhaps 

eepectally) in the contrasting verbal context, uhe is judged 

.~ 

011 ild.l (' " t I V,l I type) sraleR as ~1RnlftcAntly 

lnor(" "1".,,0,1," "kln,I," "flll{,," "wJHC," "!Iu{'{'("u,-;fIJl," "pow(!rful,." 

"actJvc," "important," ~nd "beautiful." The picture of the 

cover girl succeeds in overcoming the 'provocative but negative 

impression created by the super~cl1Drged verbal context of 

the cover. In fact, her juxtaposition with the clashing 

background makes the cover girl's image conform tb the editor!,_! 

and market specifications more than she ~ould by herself. 

This is as if the verbal context "with which she appesrs to 

have no meaningful connection would, by contrast, make her 

appear at once more vulnerable and more sympathetic, and no 

less attractive. 

Wilen asked to write a personality sketch, tho~e who ssw 

only the verbal context wrote the least about the cover girl's 

personality, and moat of that was unfavorable. Those who ssw 

the picture .alone wrote more" and t.lost of that was favolCable. 

But those who saw the confession cover girl In her "natural" 

verbal hab~t~t, on the actual covei, wrote most and carne td 

her ~efense witll the highest number of positive assertions. 

That this defense was felt n~ces~ary in view "of~her verbal Bettina 

is evident from the fact that in that setting she received Dor~ 

critical comment than in the absence of that setting (although 

not nearly as many as in the absence of her picture). 

For a number of respondents (who were not necessarily reader.) 

the confession-type cover girl appears "too good" for the con-

feasions. As one put it, "She has a smile on her face that 

shows contempt at the tllOUght of the type of magazine that 

she appears in," Wrote ~nother: "What I can't figure out is 

what a pleasant! clean-looking American girl is doing on the 

cover of a scandal sheet:" In .these cases the threatening 
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implications of the v~rbal context did lesR to Impllcal~ the 

cover girl -- seemingly oblivious of her setting -- tllan to make 

her appear perhaps ~ulnernble but tIle" more virtuous by contrast. 
'-

In the personality sketches, some respondents attempted to 

dispel the shadow of verbal 8us~icion cast upon the cover girl. 

Such protestations were unnecessary ~n the group that saw only 

the picture. In fact, the cover girl's glowing image standing 

by itself was, (or som~ subjects. too good to be true; they .htl.d 

to invent something to be "behind the scenes." As ·some phrased it, 

• f~v dtln~e ~ill t~11 oft-coldr st6rJes," 

The cover fo~mula appeared to permit the vie~er to eat his 

cake and have it too. It presented a respectable yet prom~sing 

image. As one respondent stated, "She is supposed t~ be the 

'ideal' companion who appealS' to sexual emotions while remaining 

the type Clost men would be proud to be seen with. " 

The find:l,ngs of the experiment, s. far .s they go, suggest 

that the image of the cover girl, and her juxtaposition with 'the 

contrasting verbal context, serve well the e.ditorial and distribution 

epecifieations. She resolves her apparent conflict with the lurid 

titles of the cover -- suggestive of the brutal world of the 

confessions -- to her favor. He dominant image exhibits the 

human appeals of the heroine menaced by male society. Her 

implicit involvement in the torrent of troubles verbally raging 

around her e.nhances, 8S if by contrast, some of her qualifications. 

Ber p08ture, outwardly unconsciou8· of the issues of her world-, 

mlrrorN grn!llll(:ally tile )l~roJnp's prc6crlhed InRbllity to come 

to conscious grasp with her society. 

On the ·wllo]e, the market posit.lon and social mission of the 

confession Industry seem to dictate from the outset ita role 

among tlle "new" women of Wage Town. The essence of this role 

appears to be the underlying message of social unrelatedneSB. 

The solid goals -- like meeting the '~onthly payments, keeping 

the family together and out of trouble -- are in constant double 

jeopardy. They are menaced both by the bewildering code of an 

inscrutable uhiverse atid by the neee~s~ty human ~esistarii~ to it. 

iented -- becomes senseless individual sin, sexually defined 

and socially de-fused in the world of the confessions. 
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