
e Politics of Respectability 
"The Double Standard Revisited: Plebeian Women and Male Sexual Reputation in Early Modern 

England" I)!. Bernard Capp, in Past 6 Present (Feb. 1999). 

- The  notorious double standard for sexual 
morality was alive and well in 16th- and 17th- 
century England. But the difference between 
male and feli~ale standards of honor has been 
exaggerated, argues Capp, a historian at the 
University of Warwick, England. Among the 
respectable middling classes and the "honest 
poor," a man's moral reputation was impor- 
tant-and the proof lies in the moral and legal 
leverage women exercised in various situations. 

By the end of the 16th century, the view 
"that adultery was a weighty sin in either sex" 
seems to have been widely accepted, Capp 

''C savs. r h e  good husband . . . was betraying 
his moral responsibilities twice over if he 
fathered a child on one of his own servants, 
and could expect considerable opprobrium 
from neighbors." 

Capp, drawing on evidence from British 
court and workhouse records, savs that the 
consequences of bad behavior went beyond 
mere finger wagging. 

Courtship and marriage was one principal 
arena where the drama was played out, Capp 
notes. Among courting couples, honorable 
men were usually expected to marry a woman 
who found herself with child. "The London 
Bridewell [workhouse] records," savs Capp, 
"contain many cases where a single mother 
claimed she had been scduced 11). a firm 
promise of marriage, whereupon the alleged 
father would be summoned and examined and, 
if he confirmed her account, the couple would 
be ordered to marry with speed." A man who 

admitted paternity but denied making an!, 
promise of marriage would often be ordered to 
make support payments. 

Sometimes, knowing the real father could 
not marry or provide support, a woman 
would seek "to trap some other man into 
marriage," Capp points out. For example, 
when Elizabeth Lawrence, a Portsmouth ser- 
vant, found herself pregnant in 1653, she 
promptly slept with two other men, then 
claimed that each one was the father and had 
promised to marry her. 

When a maidservant became pregnant by 
her employer, she often was too frightened to 
realize the bargaining power she possessed, 
so the employer would simply indicate what 
he was prepared to offer. But in some cases, 
the woman did recognize the leverage she 
had, Capp says. "When Agnes Strange, a car- 
penter's maidservant, became pregnant in 
1599, her employer gave her 15s. to go away 
to her friends in Salisbury. Instead, she 
remained in London and, when he  ~ ~ 1 1 1 1 -  

monecl her again to ask why, she took her 
brother along to help press her case; together 
they secured a large sum and a pledge that 
she wonld be well carecl for." 

Though males and females "were never 
equally matclied in the politics of sexual rela- 
tions and reputations," Capp  concludes, 
women were more than "passive and helpless 
victims. They were also agents: sometimes 
heroic, sometimes highly resourceful, at 
times cynical and shameless." 

PRESS & MEDIA 

"What Do Readers Really Want?" I)!, Charles L~yton ,  in American Journalism Review (Mar. 1999), 
Univ. of Manland, 1 1  17 Journalism Bldg., College Park, hkl. 20742-71 1 1 .  

"First, go out and ask your readers what 
they want in their daily newspaper. Then 
give it to them," declarecl the executive editor 
of a paper in the Gannett Company chain a 
few !,ears ago. "It's that simplc." But it isn't, 
says Layton, a former Philadelphia Inquirer 
editor. Newspaper people are supposed to be 
hard-nosed skeptics, but he contends that 

many haven't been skeptical enough about 
market research purporting to reveal what 
readers want. 

Consider some 1990 research into prefer- 
ences among readers of California's Orange 
Cot~nt)' Register. In the survey, 63 percent 
said they would read the paper more often if 
fewer stories "jumped" inside from page one 
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or section front pages. T h e  Register's man- 
agers then forced the newsroom to cut clown 
on the number of "jumping" stories. But in 
1997, folks were asked again whether they'd 
be more likely to read the paper if fewer sto- 
ries jumped-and 59 percent said yes, as if 
nothing had happened. Thirty-nine percent 
said they wanted shorter stories. But 44 per- 
cent desired "more in-depth stories," and 59 
percent craved "more explanation of corn- 
plex issues"! 

" - For !,ears now," Layton observes, "editors 
and reporters have been told that their jour- 
nalistic instincts were out of sync with read- 
ers, and that the cure for this occupational 
malady was research." It turns out, however, 
he says, "that newspaper research yields as 
much uncertainty as clarity. Much of it is 
subjective, unscientific and amenable to 
manipulation." And for all the reader surveys 

and focus groups, newspaper readership has 
continued to decline. 

Partly as a result of pressure from Wall 
Street, many publishers are unwilling "to 
invest much in better journalism," Layton 
says, and some have used "talk about 'reader- 
driven journalism'" as a cover, while taking 
measures "that readers could not possibly 
endorse," such as slashing news staffs and 
trivializing news content. 

"We can say with confidence that people 
want the paper delivered on time and that 
they want the ink not to rub off," L,a!ton 
writes. "We can say they want accurate, fair 
reporting and that good writing and com- 
pelling headlines are a plus. And we can 
make some other broad generalizations, most 
of them rather obvious. Beyond that, the 
results of market research, as applied to news, 
are disappointing." 

"The Death of Lmal Radio" 1)). L,yclia Polgrccn, in The Washington Monthly (Apr. 1999), 161 1 
Connecticut Avc., N.W., Washington, D.C. 20009. 

Is local radio's signal fast fading out? 
Polgreen, business manager of the Washir1gtor1 
Monthly, contends that reception of truly local 
sounds lias indeed become a lot more inter- 
mittent since the 1996 Tc leco~i im~~nic  a t' ions 
Act became law. 

Before then, she explains, a company could 
own no more than 40 radio stations nation- 
wide, and no more than two AM and two FM 
stations in a single market. T h e  Tele- 
communications Act removed all restrictions 
on national ownership, and greatly relaxed the 
rules on how many stations a company coulcl 
own in a particular market (up to eight now in 
a big market, between five and seven in small- 
er ones). 

Since 1996, one-third of all radio stations in 
the country have changed hands. Today, 
almost half of the 4,992 stations in the 268 
ranked markets arc owned by a company that 
has three or more stations in the same market. 
A major advantage of owning many stations, 
Polgreen points out, is the ability to attract 
national, in addition to local, advertising. The 
four biggest companies-Chancellor Media, 
Infinity Broadcasting, Clear Channel Com- 
munications, and Jacor Communications 
(ivhich Clear Channel is in the process of 

acquiring)-control nearly three times as 
many stations as the top 10 companies were 
allowed to ow11 before the Telecommun- 
ications Act went into effect. 

rhough  much of radio lias long h e m  in 
thrall to "the top 40" and other standardized 
programming formulas, the trend toward coii- 
soliclation has made it less likely that listeners 
will hear anything "even slightly out of the 
ordinary" on commercial radio, Polgreen 
believes. Some dedicated local station owners, 
such as Andrew Langston and his family- 
whose WDKX-FM, in Rochester, New York, 
with 14 broadcasters and music in "an eclectic, 
quasi-urban contemporary format," lias offered 
live local programming all da)., even day, for 
the last 25 years-intend to keep operating. 
But they are the exception. 

The  Wcil-Marting of radio still could be 
stopped, Polgrccn believes. William Kcnnarcl, 
chairman of the Federal Commnnicritio~is 
Commission, lias proposed creatingtthree new 
classes of licenses for low-power FM stations. 
T'l~is would open up the airwaves to hundreds, 
if not thousands, of new broadcasters. The 
broadcasting industry, not surprisingly, hates 
the idea. But Polgreen views it as "a practical 
way to recapture some of radio's lost diversity." 
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