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Tom Wolfe (b. 1931) grew up in Richmond, Virginia, attended Washington and
Lee University, and received a Ph.D. in American Studies from Yale. He became
a newspaper reporter and in the 1960s was a regular contributor to
publications such as Esquire and Harper’s, writing in a style known as the New
Journalism marked by hip informality and a highly personal point of view. His
essays of the period were collected in The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (7968)
and Radical Chic (7970), among others. The Right Stuff, a best-selling
recreation of the early years of the U.S. space program, was published in 1979.
Since then Wolfe has turned his pen toward sharp criticism of the worlds of art,
architecture, and literature, and has written two novels, most notably the

hugely successful The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987). His latest collection is
Hooking Up (2000).

Tom Wolfe

In “Only One Life,” an excerpt from The Me Decade, Tom Wolfe presents a
satiric account of the self-indulgence and self-concern that characterized the
decade of the 1960s. Wolfe works off and from an advertising copywriter’s line
“If T have only one life, let me live it as a blonde.” This memorable bit of ad ’
lingo appeals to both a woman’s desire to be attractive to men (“Blondes have
more fun”) and to Wolfe’s instinct for social satire, as he rings the changes on
this line’s tone and tune.

Wolfe pokes fun at men as much as he does at women. Though he satirizes
the women'’s liberation movement, which was just underway in the 60s, he
ridicules other contemporary fads, including talk therapy, wife swapping, and
male delusions of sexual prowess. As he does with the “only one life” line, Wolfe
plays with the phrase, “Let’s talk about me,” which he sees as a theme reflected
in a variety of forms of 1960s selfishness and self-consciousness.

Wolfe is well known for his extravagant and rambunctious style, full of
verbal play. His stylistic hallmarks include repeated slogans and phrases,
italicized words, dialogue both real and imagined, questions, ellipses, as well as
wide range of allusion. Wolfe melds these stylistic elements in a distinctive and
acute brand of social satire.

In 1961 a copy writer named Shirley Polykoff was working for the
Foote, Cone & Belding advertising agency on the Clairol hair-dye ac-
count when she came up with the line: “If I've only one life, let me live it
as a blonde!” In a single slogan she had summed up what might be de-
scribed as the secular side of the Me Decade. “If I’ve only one life, let me
liveitasa _____!” (You have only to fill in the blank.)
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This formula accounts for much of the popularity of the women’s
liberation or feminist movement. “What does a woman want?” said
Freud. Perhaps there are women who want to humble men or reduce
their power or achieve equality or even superiority for themselves and
their sisters. But for every one such woman, there are nine who simply
want to fill in the blank as they see fit. “If I've only one life, let me live it
as ... a free spirit!” (Instead of . .. a house slave: a cleaning woman, a
cook, a nursemaid, a station-wagon hacker, and an occasional house-
hold sex aid.) But even that may be overstating it, because often the un-
conscious desire is nothing more than: Let’s talk about Me. The great
unexpected dividend of the feminist movement has been to elevate an
ordinary status—woman, housewife—to the level of drama. One’s very
existence as a woman . .. as Me ... becomes something all the world
analyzes, agonizes over, draws cosmic conclusions from, or, in any
event, takes seriously. Every woman becomes Emma Bovary, Cousin
Bette, or Nora . . . or Erica Jong or Consuelo Saah Baehr.

Among men the formula becomes: “If I've only one life, let me live it
as a ... Casanova or a Henry VII!” (instead of a humdrum
workadaddy, eternally faithful, except perhaps for a mean little skulk-
ing episode here and there, to a woman who now looks old enough to be
your aunt and needs a shave or else has electrolysis lines over her upper
lip, as well as atrophied calves, and is an embarrassment to be seen with
when you take her on trips). The right to shuck overripe wives and take
on fresh ones was once seen as the prerogative of kings only, and even
then it was scandalous. In the 1950’s and 1960’ it began to be seen as
the prerogative of the rich, the powerful, and the celebrated (Nelson
Rockefeller, Henry Ford, and Show Business figures), although it re-
tained the odor of scandal. Wife-shucking damaged Adlai Stevenson’s
chances of becoming President in 1952 and 1956 and Rockefeller’s
chances of becoming the Republican nominee in 1964 and 1968. Until

1970’ wife-shucking made it impossible for an astronaut to be chosen

to go into space. Today, in the Me Decade, it becomes normal behavior,
one of the factors that has pushed the divorce rate above 50 percent.
When Eugene McCarthy filled in the blank in 1972 and shucked his
wife, it was hardly noticed. Likewise in the case of several astronauts.
When Wayne Hays filled in the blank in 1976 and shucked his wife of
thirty-eight years, it did not hurt his career in the slightest. Copulating
with the girl in the office, however, was still regarded as scandalous.
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(Elizabeth Ray filled in the blank in another popular fashion: If I’ve only
one life, let me live it as a . . Celebrity!” As did Arthur Bremer, who kept
a diary during his stalking of Nixon and, later, George Wallace . . . with
an eye toward a book contract. Which he got.) Some wiseacre has re-
marked, supposedly with levity, that the federal government may in time
have to create reservations for women over thirty-five, to take care of the
swarms of shucked wives and widows. In fact, women in precisely those
categories have begun setting up communes or “extended families” to
provide one another support and companionship in a world without
workadaddies. (“If I've only one life, why live it as an anachronism?”)

Much of what is now known as the “sexual revolution” has consisted
of both women and men filling in the blank this way: “If I've only one
life, let me live it as ... g Swinger!” (Instead of a frustrated, bored
monogamist.) In “swinging,” a husband and wife give each other li-
cense to copulate with other people. There are no statistics on the sub-
ject that mean anything, but I do know that it POps up in conversation
today in the most unexpected corners of the country. It is an odd experi-
ence to be in De Kalb, Ilinois, in the very corncrib of America, and have
some conventional-looking housewife (not housewife, damn it! ) Come
up to you and ask: “Is there much tripling going on in New York?”

“Tripling?”

Tripling turns out to be a practice, in De Kalb, anyway, in which a
husband and wife invite a third party—male or female, but more often
female—over for an evening of whatever, including polymorphous per-
versity, even the practices written of in the one-hand magazines, such as
Hustler, all the things involving tubes and hoses and tourniquets and
cups and double-jointed sailors.

One of the satisfactions of this sort of life, quite in addition to the
groin spasms, is talk: Let’s talk about Me, Sexual adventurers are given
to the most relentless and deadly serious talk ... about Me. They
quickly succeed in placing themselves onstage in the sexual drama
whose outlines were sketched by Freud and then elaborated by Wilhelm
Reich. Men and women of all Sorts, not merely swingers, are given just
now to the most earnest sort of talk about the Sexual Me. A key drama
of our own day is Ingmar Bergman’s movie Scenes from a Marriage. In
it we see a husband and wife who have good jobs and a well-furnished
home but who are unable to “communicate”—to cite one of the signa-
ture words of the Me Decade. Then they begin to communicate, and
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thereupon their marriage breaks up and they start &<owow proceedings.
For the rest of the picture they communicate endlessly, with great can-
dor, but the “relationship”—another signature éo&|~.o§8.~.~m doomed.
Ironically, the lesson that people seem to draw from this movie has to do
with . . . “the need to communicate.” .

Scenes from a Marriage is one of those rare works of art, like The
Sun Also Rises, that not only succeed in capturing a certain Boﬁ.& m\m-
mosphere in fictional form . . . but also turn around and Wm:o Hw%mﬂa it
throughout real life. I personally know of two instances in ér.por cou-
ples, after years of marriage, went to see Scenes from a .\_\.Sw.zawm .mbm
came home convinced of the “need to communicate.” The &mozm”mﬁobw
began with one of the two saying, Let’s try to be completely omﬁ.&m for
once. You tell me exactly what you don’t like about me, mbm ru m.o.muo
same for you. At this, the starting point, the whole boﬁ.ob is exciting.
We’re going to talk about Me/ (And I can take it.) I'm going to find out
what he (or she) really thinks about me! (Of course, I have my faults,
but they’re minor . . . or else exciting.) i

She says, “Go ahead. What don’t you like about me? o

They’re both under the Bergman spell. Nevertheless, a certain mc_&p
sense tells him that they’re on dangerous ground. So he decides to pick
something that doesn’t seem too terrible.

“Well,” he says, “one thing that bothers me is that when we meet
people for the first time, you never know what to say. Oa.oﬁmo you get
nervous and start chattering away, and it’s all so banal, it makes me

d.”
_ooﬂwwm&o:&% she’s still telling herself, “I can a&mo.:.s But what rm has
just said begins to seep through her brain like mo.mEEm water. dm\r.ﬁ s he
talking about?—makes him look bad? He’s saying N ‘m :5@1:&89%&
a social liability and an embarrassment. All those times we’ve gone out,
he’s been ashamed of me! (And what makes it worse—it’s the sort of
disease for which there’s no cure!) She always knew she was awkward.
His crime is: he noticed/ He’s known it, too, all along. He’s had con-

tempt for me. .
m:ﬁ loud she says, “Well, I'm afraid there’s nothing I can do about

that.” i o .
He detects the petulant note. “Look,” he says, “you’re the one who

said to be candid.” )
She says, “I know. I want you to be.
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He says, “Well, it’s your turn.”

“Well,” she says, “I'll tell you something about when we meet people
and when we go places. You never clean yourself properly—you don’t
know how to wipe yourself. Sometimes we're standing there talking to
people, and there’s . . . a smell. And I'll tell you something else: People
can tell it’s you.”

And he’s still telling Aimself, “I can take it"—but what inna namea
Christ is this?

He says, “But you’ve never said anything—about anything like
that.”

She says, “But I tried to. How many times have I told you about
your dirty drawers when you were taking them off at night?”

Somehow this really makes him angry ... All those times . .. and
his mind immediately fastens on Harley Thatcher and his wife, whom
he has always wanted to impress . . . From underneath my $350 suits I
smelled of shit/ What infuriates him is that this is a humiliation from
which there’s no recovery. How often have they sniggered about it
later?—or not invited me places? Is it something people say every time
my name comes up? And all at once he is intensely annoyed with his
wife, not because she never told him all these years, but simply because
she knows about his disgrace—and she was the one who brought him
the bad news!

From that moment on they’re ready to get the skewers in. It’s only a
few minutes before they’ve begun trying to sting each other with confes-
sions about their little affairs, their little slipping around, their little
coitus on the sly—“Remember that time I told you my flight from
Buffalo was canceled?”—and at that juncture the ranks of those who
can take it become very thin indeed. So they communicate with great
candor! and break up! and keep on communicating! and they find the
relationship hopelessly doomed.

One couple went into group therapy. The other went to a marriage

counselor. Both types of therapy are very popular forms, currently, of -

Let’s talk about Me. This phase of the breakup always provides a rush
of exhilaration—for what more exhilarating topic is there than . . . Me?
Through group therapy, marriage counseling, and other forms of “psy-
chological consultation” they can enjoy that same Me euphoria that the
very rich have enjoyed for years in psychoanalysis. The cost of the new
Me sessions is only $10 to $30 an hour, whereas psychoanalysis runs

from $50 to $125. The woman’s exhilaration, however, is soon compli-
cated by the fact that she is (in the typical case) near or _uﬂ\oso_ the cut-
off age of thirty-five and will have to retire to the reservation.

Well, my dear Mature Moderns . .. Ingmar never promised you a

rose garden!

Possibilities for Writing

1. “Only One Life” falls into two major parts: Hr@. first eight para-
graphs and what comes after. Identify the subject and point of
view of each part and explain how Wolfe moves from one aspect
of his essay to the other in paragraphs 8 and @.. . . )

2. What is Wolfe’s purpose here, and who is his implied mﬂ&wboo.
Identify his tone and the elements of style that enable him to
achieve that tone. N

3. Imitating Wolfe, take a slogan made popular .?E.s television or
advertising. Write an essay examining its implications and rami-
fications. Explain, that is, how the slogan sums up mb.m epito-
mizes important attitudes and values of those who use it or be-

lieve in it.



