Arnold Schwarzenegger's feminine path to power
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In the mid-1930s, a young, pretty Austrian socialite named Hedwig Kiesler did what girls of her age and social position did: she married well. Friedrich Fritz Mandl was a wealthy munitions expert, and proved to be an obsessive spouse, so maniacally jealous that he took his bride with him everywhere he went, even to his business meetings. Within a short time, young Hedwig knew as much about state of the art munitions systems as her husband. As the Nazis rose to power, Hedwig became increasingly uncomfortable with her husband’s politics (he sold arms to Mussolini), as well as her virtual imprisonment. In 1937, miserable and desperate, she drugged her maid and fled her home. Alone and adrift, she worked with what tools she had, and what she had was a reputation in underground film circles, thanks to a risque art film she starred in while still a student.

She soon wound up in Hollywood, courtesy of Louis B. Mayer, who re-christened her Hedy Lamarr. Within a couple of years, she was one of the world’s greatest film stars. Thirty years after Hedy Lamarr escaped from a stern, repressive household in Austria and made her way to freedom by relying on her body and her wits, another Austrian followed in her footsteps. Arnold Schwarzenegger’s path to power is remarkably similar to that taken by Lamarr, and by countless other women whose natural resources included, but were not limited to, a healthy share of physical beauty along with a dose of that other feminine power loosely described as “wiles.”

Back when movie stars were more formidable (i.e., when breasts were pointed, instead of round), women like Hedy Lamarr, Bette Davis, Ava Gardner, Lauren Bacall, Rita Hayworth, Carole Lombard, Ingrid Bergman, Joan Crawford and others—did something no other human being in modern history had done before, and that is to combine the highly reactive elements of beauty and intelligence in one skin. What these women knew was that beauty is in fact a talent that can be cultivated, and used as aggressively as any other martial art. Unfortunately, this volatile cultural development was put down rather quickly. When did it end? In the ‘50s, of course, with the reassertion of masculine and feminine roles after the war. (Though it took Jane Fonda to deal the notion of the smart pretty girl its final death blow in the ‘60s.)

To my knowledge, Arnold is the first man to tap into this hidden well of feminine energy. The first time I saw him on screen was in Conan the Barbarian ; the story started with a young, weak-kneed Conan being strapped to a mill like a horse after his family has been slaughtered. At the crack of a whip, the boy began walking in circles, and within moments, thanks to time lapse effects, the spindly boy grew into a glorious, gleaming Arnold. What the rest of the movie was about I don’t remember; to me, that opening sequence was the story that counted. At the end of the film, when Arnold sat brooding upon his barbarian throne, I whispered to myself, “that man is going to be President someday.”

Well, Arnold can’t be president of the U.S., since he wasn’t born here, but what gave me the impression that he could do anything he set out to do was a kind of superhuman magnetism that, until that moment, I had only associated with the great female stars of the 1930s and ‘40s.

As a child, Arnold was dismissed by his father in favor of an older brother upon whom all the family’s expectations for success rested. In this, he was relegated to a role within the family structure usually occupied by daughters. Denied the nurturing usually accorded to males in his environment, Arnold had to nurture himself—this is how he developed his feminine side. An intensely driven individual with a sense of discipline that would make Peter the Great look like a floozy, Arnold developed his body into a vehicle for success; fortunately, he knew how to build it, and how to drive it. His first benchmark was to become Mr. Universe—a title he won five times.

A fair number of individuals have parlayed excellence at sports and pageant victories into movie careers, but Arnold’s subsequent shot at acting was no more auspicious than the shots afforded to Lou Ferrigno, or Mr. T. Arnold probably succeeded in achieving stardom in part because he, like Hedy, had no deeply-held ambition to be a movie star. Arnold is not a narcissist; like Hedy, he’s an individual with a will to power. Hollywood was just a phase.

In 1941, at a dinner party at Janet Gaynor’s house, Hedy met George Antheil, an avant-garde composer who scored symphonies using instruments like airplane propellers and player pianos. The two bonded over their loathing for fascism and a shared sense of mechanical creative zeal. At the end of the evening, Hedy wrote her phone number across his windshield in lipstick (by this time she was the star of White Cargo and considered “The most beautiful girl in the world.”)

The next night, Hedy and George got together with pencil and paper. What the two unlikely inventors came up with was an anti-jamming device for radio-controlled torpedoes, a technology now known as “spread spectrum frequency hopping.” The movie star and the musician donated the resulting patent to the U.S. government to help the war effort. Antheil, who died in 1959, always gave his partner most of the credit.

Today, spread spectrum technology is fundamental to the government’s $25 million MILSTAR defense satellite communications. Oh, and it’s also the technology that underlies cell phones.

Yet when Hedy Lamarr died in 2000, her New York Times obituary dismissed her invention as myth; the Times didn’t believe Hedy to be an inventor simply because she was too beautiful.

When pundits—and voters—expressed doubts about Arnold’s ability to win an election, and to govern, based on his background as a movie star, I thought of Hedy, and then I think again. Arnold had other feminine role models along the way besides his countrywoman. Like Greta Garbo, Arnold continued to cultivate an accent he could easily have shed; the result is that everything he says sounds has the ring of a trademarked slogan—a glamour queen trick if every there was one. He also resorted to one of the classic feminine maneuvers by marrying well, something most women in pursuit of power have attempted but few have pulled off as successfully as Arnold, with the obvious exceptions of Grace Kelly and Hillary Clinton.

But Arnold’s actual career path most resembles that of Joan Crawford. Lucille Le Sueur worked in a boarding school to earn her keep, in a storyline straight out of A Little Princess, and became Joan Crawford at 18, when Movie Weekly ran a $1,000 contest inviting readers to invent a stage name for her. (“She has beauty; she has personality,” the magazine crowed. “She photographs remarkably well and is above average in intelligence.”) Despite such an ignominious start, Joan Crawford became one of the world’s greatest über-bitches, and crowned her movie career with a period of largely unsung success as a corporate power broker, serving as the director of Pepsico for years and guiding the company as successfully as had her late fourth husband, Alfred Steele. Everybody knows that beauty is a form of power, as are brains and might. And our culture has traditionally divided up the spoils: beauty is the purview of the feminine, while brains and might are male pathways.

In a bizarre form of appeasement, women with aspirations in the male-dominated worlds of business and politics have sacrificed the power of beauty in order to share in the power of brains. They have colluded in the corruption of beauty as a path to power, consenting to its denigration and trivialization. Today you won’t see women in positions of political power using the full spectrum of their physical being. Feminine magnetism is taboo in politics, and women who rise to political power, like Senators Clinton, Feinstein and Boxer, cleave to the uxorious uniform—the pastel suit, the pearls, the helmet of curls, a stiff body language that screams “Take me seriously!”

Yet if you look outside of politics, at the prominent women of power—those who have a public profile to go with their economic clout, they are often women who have taken a distinctly feminine path to power. Martha Stewart has built an empire upon the power of beauty—not her own personal beauty, but her mighty aesthetic. When it comes to the beauty instinct, you could liken Martha Stewart’s nose for the powerful to Warren Buffet’s investing acumen (unfortunately, she didn’t turn out to be as talented in Warren’s turf as she should have been—but then I hear his home décor is less than stunning). Oprah Winfrey parlayed a more spiritually-branded sense of beauty into an even more dominant empire. She has even used her own body as a tool, elevating the yo-yo diet into an iconic piece of performance art, hypnotizing and enthralling millions of women and men around the world with the power of her raw feminine physicality; who but Oprah could be so breathtakingly open and so mighty all at once? Given the run of personal debacles we’ve seen in politics since the downfall of presidential candidate Gary Hart, it would seem that the next class of politicians to enter the arena would do well to manifest some of Oprah’s fearless, magisterial vulnerability. Her achievement in doing so is nothing less than a form of feminine, physical genius.

But out in the world, we seldom see words like “genius” or “power” applied to overtly feminine achievements. All achievements, by women and by men, are couched in the masculine. This is because we live in a world that clings to the notion that no woman (and certainly no man) can be both beautiful and smart. Yet if we globalize the concept of beauty, removing the terms from the context of fashion magazines, and take beauty as a term that encompasses things like charm and nurturing, then the supposed dichotomy between brains and beauty becomes just another manifestation of a narrow, manipulative world view that pits male versus female and narrows the options of both genders.

The supreme irony of this is that in this day and age, when identity is in a constant state of flux and so many of our key figures (like Arnold and Hedy) are self-made, this deep-seated form of sexism can harm a strapping white male’s attempt to rise as deeply as it can wound a female.

This is why, whether you love Arnold Schwarzenegger’s politics or loathe them, dismissing him because he’s an actor, or a bodybuilder, is to dabble in the most cancerous form of identity politics we face today. Hedy Lamarr was dismissed as being too beautiful to be smart. In her case, this knee-jerk decision cost the country the services of a great mind who could conceivably have contributed as much to our future as the Wright Brothers, or Thomas Edison, or Alexander Graham Bell. Arnold Schwarzenegger has been the world’s greatest bodybuilder, the world’s biggest movie star and a highly successful businessman whose assets, as recently disclosed, would put him somewhere in the middle of the Forbes 400. This is the resume of a man near-universal competence. If you don’t agree with his conservative politics, that’s one thing. But to write him off as being “just an actor” would be a grim mistake.

In truth, many have never fully considered Arnold Schwarzenegger as a politician, because they are stopped cold by the power of his beauty; he is only considered him as an object. It’s time we root out our deeply held sexism and open our eyes. When a man can get away with comparing running for governor to getting a bikini wax—with a straight face—now that’s power.
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