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This article looks at the feminism of publisher/editor Berrnarr Macfadden as presented on the pages of 
Physical Culture magazine during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Two phases were 
identified. During the first decade, Macfadden focused on health feminism. During the second decade, 
Macfadden’s feminism had extended to embrace political, economic and legal equality for women. The 
author makes the following conclusions: Macfadden's feminism can be seen as a bridge between the dress 
reformers of the nineteenth century and the health feminists of the second and third wave of the twentieth 
century.  Second, Macfadden's magazine illustrates the complexity of links among and between reforms 
of the Progressive Period. As this article points out, there were strong ties between the feminist movement 
and physical culture reform, ties heretofore not explored in a scholarly context.  Finally, Macfadden's 
feminism may have been influenced by personal reasons. The father of six daughters, Macfadden wrote 
that he hoped each would become the "New Woman" he endorsed. Extensive use of links illustrate the 
article. 
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The Feminism of Bernarr Macfadden: Physical Culture Magazine 
and the Empowerment of Women 

 
Media mogul Bernarr Macfadden is known for 
many things–creating new genres of maga 
zines;1 launching the New York Evening 
Graphic, a sensational tabloid featuring 
composographs;2 battling for First Amendment 
rights,3 crusading against vaccinations and 
much of the medical profession,4 fathering 
“bathing beauty” and “strong man” events,5 
and supporting health and nutritional stances, 
which at the time seemed eccentric but have 
since been accepted as scientifically sound .6  

Bernarr Macfadden is not generally known 
for feminism.  

However, an examination of Physical 
Culture magazine, 7 the first publication that 
Macfadden launched and the one he most 
closely supervised, reveals an early support of 
suffrage and what might be called "health 
feminism"–the empowerment of women 
through women gaining greater control of their 
sexuality, their body, their health regiment and 
their clothing.8 This article also chronicles how 
Macfadden’s feminism evolved to embrace 
social, political and economic equality for 
women. It also illustrates the ties that existed 
between the feminist movement and physical 
culture reform, ties that have heretofore not 
been explored in a scholarly context. 

 
Health Feminism 
 Feminism is a movement for the social, 
political and economic equality for women.9 
The health movement grew out of the women's 
liberation movement and has been seen at the 
very heart of feminism.10 For more than 150 
years, feminists have seen the connection 
between health and the empowerment of 
women.   

In the antebellum period, such feminist 
leaders as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucy Stone 
and Amelia Bloomer embraced dress reform as 
an advance for women's health -- and women's 
rights. 11 Instead of the long, heavy skirts and 
motion-restricting corsets, dress reform 
advocates preferred  trousers or Turkish pants 
beneath a shorter, lighter, less restrictive 
garb.12 Although the movement languished 
once Stanton, Stone and Bloomer gave up the 
garb when audience paid more attention to 
their clothing than their message,13 dress 
reform was reinvigorated in the 1870s and 
1880s as a new generation of activists 
discovered the physical freedom that came 
with light-weight dresses over trousers. 
Particularly important in this re-awakening 
was writer/magazine editor/feminist philo-
sopher Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Gilman saw 
dress reform as a means to an end–improved 
health and equality.14 
 Improving the health of women was a 
central element of second wave feminism. 
Building upon the view that the "personal is 
the political," Our Bodies, Ourselves15 became 
a manifesto for a grass-roots health movement 
that sought to empower women.16 
 
Bernarr Macfadden, Physical Culture 
magazine and the Progressive Era 
 According to James C. Whorton, the 
physical culture movement has always 
flourished in times of  “general reformist fer-
ment and social optimism when an expanding 
public spirit enlarged the constituency for 
perfectionist campaigns.”17 Whorton18 and 
others19 have emphasized that Bernarr Mac-
fadden was one of the leaders of the Pro-
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gressive Era physical culture movement.  
 Macfadden used every medium of his time 
to promote his physical culture cause. He 
wrote more than fifty books on different 
aspects of health, sex, exercise and hygiene, in 
ad-dition to editing an eight-volume 
encyclopedia of health and physical culture.20 
He hosted a radio exercise program and 
produced eight motion pictures, which 
showcased the physical culture lifestyle.21 
However, his reputation–at least as an 
American health and fitness leader–rested, in 
large part, upon his monthly magazine, 
Physical Culture.  

Bernarr Macfadden seemed unlikely to fill 
a role as a publisher–or a leader in physical 
fitness. As his biographers have pointed out,22 
Macfadden was born into illness and poverty. 
The son of a drunken father and an ailing 
mother, Macfadden  (nee Bernard Adolphus 
McFadden) was born in 1868 in Mill Spring, 
Missouri, and orphaned at 10. He attended 
school irregularly; but when he did, his 
strength was math, not grammar.  

The young Macfadden held many jobs as a 
youth and teen; but the two that seemed to 
foretell his future were his work as a farm 
laborer, where he first gained his health 
through strenuous outdoor activity, and as a 
typesetter for a small newspaper in Kansas, 
where he first experienced the publishing life. 
Once Macfadden came to realize the 
importance of exercise, he began a career in 
physical culture, as a boxer, wrestler and 
fitness trainer (a “kinistherapist,” “Teacher of 
Higher Physical Culture”).23 After New York 
newspapers rejected all his stories on physical 
culture,24 Macfadden started his own maga-
zine, Physical Culture, in March 1899, with 
the declaration, “Weakness is a Crime.”25  

Nor is there anything in his background, 
which would suggest that he would espouse 
feminism. Married (and divorced) four times, 
Macfadden always insisted that his wife–and 
children–follow a strict physical culture 
regiment. During childbirth, his wife was not 

allowed to be attended by a physician; none of 
his children was vaccinated.26 Macfadden did 
rely on many women as he built his publishing 
empire. His second wife, former nurse 
Marguerite Macfadden, helped run the 
Physical Culture City and the Bernarr 
Macfadden Healthatorium. She also edited 
Beauty and Health magazine and wrote for 
Physical Culture.27  His third wife,  champion 
British swimmer Mary Williamson 
Macfadden, came up with the idea for True 
Story magazine (Macfadden's most successful 
magazine), reviewed all manuscripts for that 
periodical, suggested the idea for the short-
lived Beautiful Womanhood magazine and 
became its editor.28  
 Many writers have dismissed Physical 
Culture magazine as simply a man’s fitness 
periodical.29 However, this ignores the 
magazine’s editorial mission from the start. As 
Macfadden explained in the first issue, “I 
believe that all men and women can acquire it 
[health] if they adopt the proper method and 
preserve in their endeavors.”30 Again and 
again throughout the first years of publication, 
Macfadden emphasized that Physical Culture 
was a “Home Magazine” and offered woman-
focused departments as early as November 
1899.31 
 
The Feminism of Physical Culture 
 The feminism of Physical Culture 
magazine can be seen in two distinct phases.  

The first phase–1899-1909–built on the 
principles of physical culture to fashion a 
distinct form of health feminism. Macfadden’s 
magazine offered a range of exercises de-
signed to improve woman’s health for her 
traditional responsibilities as a wife (and 
sexual partner) and mother. He also carried on 
a crusade against the corset. During this time 
period, Macfadden began his battle against 
“prudery,” which prevented women from 
obtaining the physiological and birth control 
information that they needed. The magazine 
also offered success stories, featuring women 
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who carried on non-traditional careers and/or 
lived healthy athletic lives.  

In phase two (1911-1919), Physical Culture 
extended its feminism. With writers like birth 
control crusader Margaret Sanger, radical 
labor organizer Ella Reeve Bloor and 
feminist/novelist/magazine editor Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman, Physical Culture endorsed 
equal employment for women, suffrage, 
liberalized divorce and access to birth control. 
Women could only take advantage of  these 
opportunities if they followed a healthy 
lifestyle and bettered themselves physically 
through exercise.   

 
Physical Culture magazine, 1899-1909 

Physical Culture magazine of the first 
phase faced many challenges. It was searching 
for the right audience, readers who would 
embrace a healthy and fit lifestyle. By January 
1901, the magazine had a circulation of 
150,000.32 A representative of the American 
News Company, a magazine and newspaper 
distributor, asserted that no other publication 
handled by the company had met with such an 
immediate circulation success.33 

It was also searching for the right editorial 
mix, which would appeal to men–and women. 
Accordingly, the magazine offered depart-
ments, editorials and feature stories aimed at 
women. Many of the short stories featured 
strong, physically fit, intelligent female 
characters, who served as role models for 
readers. As Macfadden observed, “Women 
declare themselves to be in search of 
emancipation in these days. If they wish to 
accomplish it, let them study these types and 
gather what they can from the admiration these 
fiction heroines attracted.”34 
 Women readers were encouraged to follow 
a fitness regiment to achieve their “healthy, 
vigorous, fully developed, well sexed 
womanhood.”35 In order to have a “true 
marriage,” which is “primarily and funda-
mentally a physical union,” the wife needed to 
be as strong as her husband, Macfadden 

asserted. But too many wives failed to achieve 
such equality. These wives were victims of the 
corset; their internal organs crushed; their 
movement curtailed by the heavy skirts they 
wore.36 Giving up the corset would mean 
physical freedom and better health for women. 
Macfadden editorialized, “Give women the 
same physical freedom that men possess, and 
they would work with men shoulder to 
shoulder….Given opportunities women are 
unquestionably our equals mentally. They 
should also be nearly our equals physically.”37 
 Throughout the Progressive Era, Mac-
fadden’s Physical Culture magazine carried on 
its own brand of dress reform crusade. Women 
needed to free themselves from two garments–
the corset38 and the long, flowing skirts that 
hindered their movement. Of the two, the 
corset was the most dangerous. In short 
stories, editorials, cartoons and features, 
Macfadden and magazine contributors warned 
of the lasting physical problems associated 
with the corset.  The corset, according to 
Macfadden, “saps the very life principle of 
womanhood causing thousands of our girls to 
grow to the age which should bring complete 
maturity, without the slightest indication of 
well sexed womanhood–a condition which 
should be theirs by the right of Nature’s 
law.”39 Long skirts limited women's 
movement–and their freedom.  As Macfadden 
wrote with regard to the activity-limiting 
skirts, “Think you that there is no spirit, no 
life, no desire for freedom in women. If so, 
you have mistaken the sex.”40 
 The women, who were presented as role 
models to Physical Culture readers, had shed 
both corset and long skirts to engage in non-
traditional occupations. A number of them 
were vaudeville stars. For example, the 
Moulier sisters, who were pictured in their 
tights and skimpy (by the standards of the day) 
vaudeville costumes on the front cover of the 
June 1900 issue, were horizontal bar experts. 
“Most any girl could possess the same 
strength, the same beauty of body as these 
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athletes if she would make the necessary 
efforts,” Macfadden argued.41 Miss Frances 
Namon had been a physical wreck at age 23 
with “troubles peculiar to her sex” but she 
shed her corset and turned to physical culture, 
exercising with a punching bag, which became 
the base of her vaudeville act. Maude Caswell, 
who just six years before was weak and 
delicate, took up fencing and built up enough 
strength to begin a successful career as a 
photographer in California.42 
 Macfadden most frequently pictured 
women in active poses–exercising or par-
ticipating in sports. The magazine pictured 
women wrestlers, “lady sharpshooters.”  
female fencers, cowgirls, swimmers, and track 
athletes, all in active poses. One photo even 
pictured a wife posed with her husband hoisted 
over her shoulders.43 
 At a time when most newspapers ignored 
women in sports, Physical Culture made it a 
point to cover women athletics,  especially 
collegiate contests. As one writer for Physical 
Culture magazine observed, “If athletic com-
petition is a good thing, mentally and phy-
sically for college boys, it is just as beneficial 
and necessary for college girls. It will not be 
said of the college bred girl, as of her sisters, 
that nearly 40 per cent. [sic] of American 
women are invalids.”44 According to the 
magazine, college women were setting all 
kinds of athletic records. At Vassar, one of 
their top athletes was Inez Milholland, who 
went on to participate in a number of suffrage 
events in the United States. Macfadden char-
acterized her: 
 

She [Milholland] may have use for physical 
vigor, as she states she is fitting herself for 
woman suffrage work in Great Britain, and 
from the frequent reports that reach this country 
of the strenuous contests that occur because of 
the enthusiasm of the advocates of woman 
suffrage, it would be decidedly to her advantage 
to acquire all possible muscular vigor.45  

 

 Equality of opportunity spilled over to the 
physical culture exhibitions, where the “most 
perfectly developed” women were paid exactly 
the same as the “most perfectly developed” 
men. Moreover, the women, who competed in 
athletic contests, were given monetary prizes; 
men were not.46 
 During this period, Physical Culture also 
carried on a campaign to revise the curriculum 
for women in college. Women needed to know 
about their bodies and about sex, Macfadden 
believed. Thus, colleges needed to provide 
classes in physiology. The magazine’s survey 
of colleges showed that many higher education 
institutions, including Smith College, Uni-
versity of Chicago, Wellesley Adelphi College 
(Brooklyn, N.Y.) and Barnard College (New 
York) offered women physiology, while the 
University of Wisconsin Madison, University 
of Maine, University of South Dakota and 
Wooster College (Ohio) did not. The principal 
at the Girls High School in Brooklyn ex-
plained that this class would be too con-
troversial because “such teaching in a public 
school might be criticized.”47 
 College women weren’t the only ones who 
needed to know about sex and physiology, 
Macfadden emphasized. All women (and 
men)–young and old, rich and poor, married 
and single–needed this information. During 
this early period, Macfadden began discussing 
physiology, sex and birth control in his 
magazine. However, because of obscenity 
laws of the day, the writers for Physical 
Culture had to carefully frame their comments. 
 In November 1899, Physical Culture 
reprinted an article from Omega48 that expli-
citly outlined the benefits of contraception.  
Written by feminist obstetrician/gynecologist 
Alice B. Stockham of Chicago, the article 
emphasized the beauty of sex and the need for 
information on contraception. For the 
protection of the mother and the child, 
Stockham argued, birth control information 
needed to be freely available. “It gives con-



Media History Monographs 13:2                                                  Endres: Feminism of Macfadden 
 

6 
 

ditions for health, intellectual development and 
spiritual growth.”49  
 The lack of freely available birth control 
information was leading to health problems 
and legal abuses. Dr. A. Wilbur Jackson re-
ported that desperate women were turning to 
quack doctors for abortifacients and abortions. 
Some had even resorted to “infant murder” to 
limit the size of their families.50 Most of these 
abuses came about because of the “prudish-
ness” in America, Macfadden editorialized. 
Indeed, “prudishness” was the number one 
abuse that Physical Culture magazine had 
pledged to battle.51 “Prudishness”–or “Com-
stockery” as Macfadden liked to call it52–had 
stripped women of all information about sex, 
reproduction and their bodies.53 Anthony 
Comstock, secretary of the New York Society 
for the Suppression of Vice and special agent 
of the New York Post Office,54 was the 
“KING OF THE PRUDES,” the “self-elected 
censor of the morals of his fellows,” Mac-
fadden asserted. Comstock was responsible for 
keeping mothers and fathers from information 
that they needed and prevented parents from 
instructing their children about sex. Mac-
fadden promised to oppose Comstock. “We 
will fight him and his theories onto the bitter 
end.”55 In this, Macfadden had a personal 
stake, for he had twice been arrested on 
obscenity charges.56  
 Between 1899 and 1909, Macfadden laid 
the foundation for a special brand of femin-
ism–one built upon the principles of physical 
culture. This form of feminism assured women 
better health to either carry on their traditional 
responsibilities as wife (and sexual partner) 
and mother or to assume less traditional 
occupations that were featured in the maga-
zine. Moreover, Macfadden and his contri-
butors were emphasizing the right of women 
to information about their bodies and about 
contraception. At a time when the “Gibson 
Girl,” with her corset-constructed torso and 
her flawless, static, “high maintenance” 
beauty, dominated the front covers of many 

national magazines,57 Physical Culture offered 
another image, an active, physically fit woman 
who was ready to face the challenges of the 
twentieth century.  
 
The Second Phase  
of Physical Culture Feminism 
 By the second decade of the twentieth 
century, Physical Culture magazine was on 
solid financial footing. With a large, loyal 
readership (circulation reached 500,000 during 
this time58) and a strong advertising base, 
Physical Culture magazine could pay its 
writers well. Indeed, Carl Easton Williams, 
managing editor, boasted in 1922 that Physical 
Culture was the "best paying periodical in 
New York."59  

During this time period, Physical Culture 
introduced its readers to a more radical form of 
feminism, one committed to social, economic 
and political equality to women, one that 
pushed aggressively for birth control and 
suffrage. That direction had been established 
before Macfadden announced plans to give up 
active business and editorial control of the 
magazine in 1912.60 It continued as Mac-
fadden toured the British isles (and wrote for 
the magazine), and it did not falter when 
Macfadden returned to America in 1915 and 
took back editorial control of the publication.61  

The feminism of the magazine owed much 
to new contributors. Some, such as labor 
organizer/socialist Ella Reeve Bloor and birth 
control advocate Margaret Sanger, who faced 
her own battles over obscenity with Anthony 
Comstock, had national reputations for 
radicalism. Essayist and feminist magazine 
editor Charlotte Perkins Gilman and journ-
alist/humorist Helen Rowland provided their 
own perspectives to the magazine. Social-
ist/novelist Upton Sinclair and Havelock Ellis, 
English essayist and pioneer in the scientific 
study of sex, added to the conversation.  
 Physical Culture’s feminism required 
health and fitness of women.  Accordingly, the 
magazine provided exercises designed to 
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physically strengthen women so they could 
face the challenges of the second decade of the 
twentieth century.62 During the second decade 
of the twentieth century, the magazine built 
upon its health feminism and pushed for an 
array of women’s rights–economic, legal and 
political. At the same time, it pushed aggres-
sively for a woman’s right to birth control. 
 As long-time Macfadden collaborator 
Marion Malcolm63 observed, physical culture 
had opened all kinds of opportunities for 
women during the second decade of the 
twentieth century. She noted that 
 

the influence of physical culture teaching is a 
factor in the working status of women as it now 
exists. The woman with a physique that throbs 
with health and vitality is fitted to add to the 
family income while being faithful to the duties 
of her home. Also her physical fitness enables 
her to undertake businesses and professions that 
would not be possible to the weak members of 
her sex.”64 

 
Times had changed, journalist/humorist 

Helen Rowland asserted. A “New Woman” 
had emerged, that the “the helpless woman has 
passed. Woman has learned to help herself; 
and she is helping herself to about everything 
worthwhile the world contains.” And that 
meant a career–and marriage. Work had not 
“unsexed” women. And when–or if–she mar-
ries, Rowland promised, this “New Woman” 
would be a true “helpmate” of man.65 
 Before marriage, however, Charlotte Per-
kins Gilman felt that the workingwoman 
needed to have a “’man to man’ talk” with her 
intended. “Let them [the couple] sit down and 
talk it out…talk on a business plane, and agree 
upon a fair deal.” A woman did not necessarily 
have to give up her job when she married, 
Gilman concluded.66  
 Gilman, too, saw a “New Woman,” 
changing America; but she also faced many 
challenges:  

 
The New Woman, millions strong, are moving 

steadily forward, and the Old Olds (not 
personally old–we would not call them anything 
so unforgiveably [sic] cruel as they–but 
antiquated in their ideas and feelings), are 
forced out of their complacent inertia into a 
malign activity. 

 
In their “malign activity,” the “Old Olds” 

used the Bible, appeals to tradition and 
sentiment, anything to stop the changes that 
the New Woman would bring. Although 
reactionary women pointed to women’s place 
as in the home, Gilman countered, “Woman’s 
place is in the world. Woman’s work in the 
world is to make it better. Her home will be to 
her what it is to her husband, their common 
place of love and comfort, of peace and 
privacy; but the world will be to them both a 
larger home, such as only man and woman 
together can make.”67 
 Gilman also emphasized the right of 
women to birth control. Only the woman 
should decide when–and if–to become a 
mother. “Shall he, whose share in the 
undertaking consists of a brief pleasure, force 
upon her, whatever her health or wishes, the 
long nine months of gestation, the pains of 
parturition, the long period of lactation, the 
still longer time of care and service entailed by 
motherhood,” Gilman asked.68 

At Physical Culture magazine, two writers 
spoke most frequently–and most eloquently–
on the need for access to information on birth 
control.  Havelock Ellis, English essayist and 
pioneer in the modern, scientific study of sex, 
was the dominant writer on this topic.69 His 
friend Margaret Sanger, who started the first 
family planning and birth control clinic in the 
United States and founded the American Birth 
Control League (now Planned Parenthood), 
joined the conversation in 1916 on the pages 
of Physical Culture magazine.70 
 It was a coup for Physical Culture that 
Ellis, internationally known for his scientific 
studies on sex, agreed to write a series of 
articles on birth control for the magazine. Ellis 
was a popular–albeit controversial–author in 
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the United States. His Studies in the 
Psychology of Sex had been released in 
America in 1900. Ellis garnered further 
notoriety when a book dealer was prosecuted 
for obscenity for selling another one of his 
works, Sexual Inversion.71 It was a natural 
pairing when Ellis agreed to write for Physical 
Culture magazine.  The magazine boasted, 
“PHYSICAL CULTURE ever had stood for 
woman’s right to her own body, and in 
keeping with this attitude, it gives its editor 
great pleasure to announce this [Ellis’] 
important series of articles.”72  
 Ellis’ series for Physical Culture never 
provided specific contraceptive instructions; 
such would violate postal obscenity laws. 
Margaret Sanger had already discovered that 
providing explicit contraceptive methods 
violated the law.73  

Ellis’ articles merely emphasized that wo-
men needed access to contraceptive informa-
tion. But that, too, was a violation of the 
obscenity laws.74 Nonetheless, neither Ellis 
nor Macfadden, who was back in the United 
States, was ever indicted for the articles. In his 
articles, Ellis argued that birth control would 
only improve the quality of children and make 
them “better, from every point of view, to 
produce a few superior beings than a vast 
number of inferior beings.”75 Moreover, birth 
control would actually reduce the number of 
abortions. “Every attempt to discourage birth 
control promotes abortion,” argued Ellis.76 

Abortion was something that neither 
Physical Culture nor Macfadden embraced. 
Abortion was not only illegal but morally 
reprehensible, the magazine argued. But, by 
depriving women of birth control, postal 
authorities, doctors and ministers were in 
cahoots with the abortionists. The magazine 
emphasized: 

 
shame upon the clergyman, be he affected by 
bigotry or narrow mentality—shame most of all 
upon the doctor whose hands are red with the 
blood of suffering womankind, who stand 
shoulder to shoulder with the professional 

abortionist, in striving to bar woman from 
ownership of her body and her soul.77 

 
In 1916 Margaret Sanger began to 

contribute to Physical Culture magazine. Back 
from England–she had fled the country after 
being indicted for violating the federal 
obscenity laws for The Woman Rebel, the 
eight-page newsletter that promoted contra-
ception, Sanger was already nationally known 
as a radical birth control proponent, even 
before she opened the nation’s first birth 
control clinic in Brooklyn later in 1916.78 

In Physical Culture, Sanger reiterated many 
of her earlier arguments in favor of birth 
control. Mothers needed contraceptive 
information to limit the number of children in 
their families, so that the children could be 
born strong and healthy into financially stable 
homes. “Through involuntary motherhood, 
misery and disease and ignorance and stupidity 
have been multiplied a million fold in this 
world,” Sanger wrote in Physical Culture 
magazine. Notwithstanding the law, affluent 
women and wives of physicians already had 
access to such information but the poor were 
condemned to ignorance and large families. 
“The weapon of Birth Control would place 
into the hands of all women the power to 
decide–to make the important choice,” of 
where and when to have children. She 
concluded:  

 
The women and the mothers of America, not 
the courts,  alone have the power to decide the 
cause of Birth Control. 
 
ASSERT THAT POWER!79 

 
 In this, Sanger had an ally in Physical 
Culture. The magazine had long supported the 
right of women to information about their 
bodies. But during the second decade of the 
twentieth century, the magazine reemphasized 
the right–and argued that  any law -- which 
prevented access to information -- should be 
struck down. The editor explained his reasons: 
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…to enable woman to own her body and own 
her mind, and to assume her rightful station in 
the world, we must revoke those laws and 
customs that make it a crime to inform her what 
conditions are prohibitive or conducive to the 
inauguration of human life.”80 

 
According to Physical Culture, “misguid-

ed” citizens opposed birth control in the mis-
taken idea that it would be injurious to the 
chastity of women and would reduce their 
willingness to have children.  
 

We must repeal our iniquitous legislation 
prohibiting the dissemination of information on 
birth control, not merely because millions of 
women are bringing into the world children 
unwelcome and unprovided for–not merely 
because an even greater number avoid marriage 
and parenthood because of  the uncontrollable 
hazards of parenthood due to the ignorance 
enforced by the law–but because millions of 
other women suffer mental and physical 
handicaps because of their lack of real 
knowledge on this subject. 

 
Physical Culture explained that men and 

women will limit the size of their families one 
way or the other. “Intelligent birth control or 
injurious birth control or even abortion.” The 
editor asked, “It is ours to choose. Which?”81 
 One way to achieve these reforms was to 
give women the right to vote. Politics–and 
America–would change with woman suffrage, 
the magazine emphasized. Wherever women 
had the right to vote, Physical Culture argued, 
women and men had both been elevated: 
 

There can never be Government by the people 
until all the people have the right of suffrage. It 
is inconceivable that anyone should regard our 
Republic as a Government by the people when 
one half its citizens are disfranchised. 

 
And the half which is disfranchised is that 
which is most likely to incline to justice…to 
desire good laws for the sake of their children.82 

 

But this was in keeping with positions that the 
magazine had long held. The “New Woman,” 
strong in body, mind and spirit, deserved the 
vote. The magazine explained in 1914:  
 

That this magazine is unequivocally in favor of 
woman suffrage may seem redundant to those 
who understand its policies and who have been 
acquainted with its work during past years. In 
truth, the justice and the logic of woman’s 
demands for the ballot have always seemed to 
us so obvious that no ground for discussion has 
seemed to exist.83 

 
 During the second decade of the twentieth 
century, Physical Culture’s “New Woman” 
was strong, healthy and intelligent, quite cap-
able of facing the challenges of the new 
century and taking advantage of the oppor-
tunities of the times. She was a true partner in 
a marriage of equals. She was as comfortable 
in the home as outside it. She had demon-
strated that a career would not “unsex” her. 
She had earned a right to the vote–and the 
nation desperately needed her input.  

Thus, by the end of the second decade of 
the twentieth century (when the House of 
Representatives and Senate finally approved 
the nineteenth amendment), Macfadden’s 
feminism had grown from one based on 
physical culture (or pushing for women to 
assume greater control of their sexuality, body, 
health regiment and clothing) to one that also 
embraced economic, social and political 
equality.   

 
Conclusions 

The feminism of Macfadden and Physical 
Culture magazine–and its evolution–is import-
ant to study for a number of reasons. First, 
Macfadden initially cast his feminism in a 
health perspective, one that can be seen as a 
bridge between the dress reformers of the 
nineteenth century and the health feminists of 
the second and third waves of  the twentieth 
century. Although Macfadden never gave up 
his views of empowering women through 
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greater control of their own sexuality, body, 
health regiment and clothing, his Physical 
Culture magazine also became a voice for the 
economic, social and political equality in the 
second decade of the twentieth century.  

Second, Macfadden's magazine illustrates 
the complexity of links among and between 
the reforms of the Progressive era. As this 
article points out, there were ties between the 
feminist movement and physical culture 
reform, ties that seem logical given the content 
of Physical Culture magazine; but these ties 
have seldom been explored in a scholarly 
context. It is unclear if the feminist connection 
existed in other physical culture publications 
of the time period of the Progressive Era. 
Certainly, this suggests a new area for future 
research.   

Finally, Macfadden and his magazine dem- 

onstrates how feminism changes and grows. 
Macfadden’s feminism may have evolved for 
personal reasons. The editor was the father of 
six daughters and he wanted good health and 
equal opportunities for each. He wanted each 
to become a “new woman” -- healthy and fit–
“graceful, vital, with the force of buoyant life 
pulsating in every part of their splendid 
bodies.” But he also wished for them 
independent lives. “I want them also to be self-
supporting. They should be able to earn their 
own living in some useful occupation. Then 
they have the self-confidence which enables 
them to face the problems of life with 
equanimity.”84 Given the editorial  content of 
Physical Culture magazine during the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, Macfadden 
wished the same for his women readers. 
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