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The Unsaid in Nora Ephron’s “A Few Words about Breasts’

A woman hesto live up to normsin society that dictate the way she looks and
ads. The men who read to Norain her former teenage life that lingersin her memory
are likely to judge her in comparison to stereotypes of physicd beauty, which she and
perhaps a mgjority of American women obsessabout at some age, but particularly when
teens. It isnot necessarily so just becaise the majority of men obsessabout breasts and
other female dharaderistics, though thisalso occurs particularly in the teen yeas. Onthe
contrary, Nora steen taleistold in two parts cleanly separated by the speafic gender of
those that readed to her physicdity. By far the more memorable reacions and thoughts
Norarelates © many yeas later as an adult are those she hasin response to the women in
her younger life who did not ad on behalf of her hedthy self-image nor even attempt to
adieve moments of ephemeral self-contentednessin the society they shared. Theless
memorable response of men—*some minded, some did not, but | always did”—may
mirror aladkluster response from the opposite sex due to her conception of failurein
meeing the aiteriafor full womanhood. Nora s essay relates the internal response of a
teenage girl growing upbut not out, and it isthisinternal redity that the author attempts
to convey throughout the passage.

It becomes clea that Nora becomes embittered against anyone that makes her
uncomfortable because of her physicd attributes, particularly her surreptitious breast size

that remains beyond her control throughout her teen yeas, but espedally as e triesto

control the perceptions of others by weaing padded cups of varying size Moreover, her



readion to these amotions further limits and dscomforts her whether she istalking to
men or women. By the time she is beyond adolescence, she has an “obsesgon with
breasts’ primarily becaise she cannot accept or totally respond to the pressure society
putson her to fit in. Between the two sexes, it isthe stressand unfeding comments that
shefaces at the behest of other women—many whom identify with her—to which Norais
primarily reading in this essay.

Apparently, Nora s work here implies that the differences in the way women
think about themselves and their bodies are first and foremost shaped in sympathy with or
in opposition to the views they encounter within their pea groups in society, not their
physiology per se. Physiologicd deviance from the norm or ided in this case isjust the
caalyst for an inevitable cmmmon criticd readion of pee'sin Nora s teen woman society.
It may be men that instigate society’ s values of magazne-cover beauty over common
sense and true good hedth, but young females have alditional emotional baggage: a
woman may find members of her own sex to be hypocriticd when ead individual
woman makes a dhoiceto either buy into these values or oppose them. Asagroup,
young women are likely to try either approach in deding with the subordination they
exped from men, depending on the situation at any given moment. Nora's childhood
friend abandons the opposition once she fillsout. But Nora must then increasingly
contend with subordination by other women just like her friend. The women accepting of
men’'sinterest in kreasts s£emto then projed or transfer their ealier fea's of
subordination onto other women as breast size becomes a competition at some point in

teen womanhood.



It isthis hypocrisy Ephron istargeting in her essay, which she does © effedively
that | can't help but question if her internal thoughts and readions are abit more wry and
cynicd than they could naturally remain, unless $ie continues to surround hersalf with
immature teens. Reconsidering her tone, it becomes clea that Ephron is targeting the
hypocrisy that is certainly independent of age and can remain with a woman of any age
unless $ierecgnizesitsroots. Insofar as her essay brings other women to this
redization and towards awill to change (presumably towards a stance of nonchalance
regarding such physicd deviations from the norm), it is clea that Ephron’swriting is
feminist in nature. In apparent contradiction to its goal, however, is the negative tone and
pervasive sad ignorance of the fads it most clealy conveys, whether unintentional or
deliberate. The end result is that only those readers willi ng to confront the example she
presents with hardened unemotional analysis may appredate the full implicaion of her
work. This ansto signal that an individual woman is not entirely freeto choose her
own approad towards the issues with which society presents her in the present becaise
socialy acceptable responses are anditioned by historicd context.

Like Nora's depiction of herself as ateen, and now as an adult with some
remaining teen tendencies, it is clea that the problem is bigger than an internal one. The
focus on her own fedings and responses to the unkind thoughts and adions of other
women and men belies the fad that society’s obsesson with breasts predates the world in
which the feminist debate israging. Since ancient times, breasts have been symbols of
fertility in awide aosssedion of ealy historicd cultures. The symbolism of fertility
corresponds to the physiologicd function of breasts as producers of the milk that sustains

the newest members of the young generation and the corresponding traditional role of



women as mothers raising children. Much ealier in the twentieth century—beginning
with increased industrialization and marketing in the 1943s—many women chose to
avoid breastfeeding in favor of padaged synthetic formulas. The lure of a scientific
formula for better infant hedth undercut the fertili ty symbol that had been hardwired into
society for scores of centuries. With more women joining the workforce and with less
time to rea their young, the trend presumably did not fully reverse, nor hasit even
though medica opinion now recognizes biologicd benefits of natural breastfeading not
available from formula.

Breasts can be ansidered symbols of motherhood that have beacme more
confusing for modern women not only becaiuse of their increasing disuse but also becaise
the contradictory fedings that are evoked by females in modern society are mnsistent
with an increasing ladk of role models. The remaining semiotic fertility of breasts
clashes with their hindrance to women who dream of working in caree tradks as
profesgonals, dedicaed above dl to work, without having to worry about their
physiology distrading their coworkers. And thisin turn clashes with the goal in the badk
of most women’s minds that they may one day chooseto raise dhildren. Thereis no way
women can get around these mntradictions as they fumble towards their own individual
version of modern womanhood. While not necessarily related to pradicd redity, these
seamingly irreconcilable contradictions in the female social subconscious would seem to
be one major cause of teen hypocrisy on the issue of breast size The teen yea's are when
these mntradictions between old and new custom and expedations first become g parent
and immediate for women in western society. Nora Ephron’s tone, which remains sullen

throughout her essay, is a powerful justification for an argument that women mature



when they leave behind the unrealistic worries and contradictions with which their
options in modern society present them.

The sardonic tone Ephron relies on throughout her essay corroborates the current
stand of social feminists that privacy and independence are insufficient for alone woman
to change the direction or misdirection prescribed by history. Catherine MacKinnon
argues that subordination of the collective needs of women to the imperatives of male
supremacy cannot be countered by autonomous action on the part of an individual
woman, much in the way that race and economic means are beyond the complete control
of awoman (Miller 18).

To put the issue into perspective for men who may not be able to empathize with
the situation of awoman like Nora Ephron, it isimportant to project the same dilemma
onto a set of socia norms limiting the freedom of males. Such stringent physical
standards of outward appearance are not required of men by their male peers and no one
physical quality is of such importance as breasts for women as a group when considering
the most important qualities of men. It might seem that men therefore do not have the
internal mechanism or tendency to be hypocrites about such matters; but, we should
know better. Men, too, ostracize their own kind from society, but the characteristics that
are subject to scrutiny are wider ranging. 1n some cases, the absence of particular
emotional characteristicsis an ideal. For example, men are not supposed to show strong
emotions beyond anger and camaraderie in the macho stereotype. At minimum, a macho
man must appear in control of his emotions at al times in the company of other men and
in public. The result isthat men striving to fit this stereotype do not share their emotions;

in their peer group, reinforcing the macho stereotype frowns upon any socia interaction



spurred particularly by what society deans an unmasculine enotion. And so the
stereotypicd man that buys into and fits the mado mold is a thoughtless shallow person
that does not consider the softer fedings of others. The scope of their comfortable aray
of situations in which they can socially interad isthuslimited. Most men are not
completely vested in a stereotypicd behavior, and the same can be said of women in
general. However, the damage caused by the limiting forces imposed by any stereotype
on individuals in society beames obvious in this context and may extend the meaning of

feminist undertonesin Ephron’s gory to the other half of society.
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