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To my mother,  
Gail Walters, whom I adore







PROLOGUE

THE SEEDS OF FEMINIST MOTHERING were sown for me by my mother, who was not a feminist. By the time I really got into feminist writing and theory, which was also about the time I ventured into mothering, my thinking had already been cultivated by years of watching her live her life and raise her children in self-determined ways. In my memories she always worked outside the home as well as within it, though she tells me she withdrew from paid work at different times when each of her four children was very young to care for the new baby at home. As a member of the working class in the 1960s, she relied on a network of women neighbors and friends with whom she exchanged childcare. She had her own money and so was in a position to make most of the decisions about how we were raised—our clothing, our food, our school supplies, our health and dental care, our holiday gifts. On large purchases such as our home, furniture, transportation, school tuition, and vacations, she and my dad made decisions together, with her having significant influence on how things shook out for us. Even though she worked in paid employment, she considered herself a homemaker and put a great deal of time and energy into this part of her identity. To be able to bring in income and pull off the kind of mothering she had plotted out for herself, to do a shift at work and also cook, clean, make and launder our clothes, garden, can food, bathe and put us to bed, plus chaperone elementary school field trips and orchestrate family outings and celebrations, she had to pull a “second shift” at home at  the end of every workday and continue to work like that all weekend long. She made strategic use of the children in these efforts, employing us in an expansive range of home care and food preparation activities. This helped to distribute the labor among more people but certainly saddled her with managing our work. My dad’s days were shorter than my mom’s, though he usually held two jobs and worked about two-thirds of his weekends. For the most part, when my dad was home, he was “off”; my mother led a very different life.

I always assumed I would have children, and I always assumed I would work. It never occurred to me to do things any other way. I do wonder what decisions I would have made if the choice not to have children had been presented to me as an option. The phrase “when you have children” prefaced many comments from my parents; “if you have children” never did. What also never occurred to me was how much of a struggle that managing motherhood and career would require. As an adult, I had to work, and still do, to plot out a self-determined, empowered motherhood for myself. In some ways this has not been so hard, because I learned so much from my mother about calling the shots in the affairs of the home and children, about working toward what I want out of life and being sure to earn my own money, and about my right to leave a marriage if I needed to. I also learned from her that kids don’t need you to micromanage every aspect of their lives; they don’t need to be in multiple after-school activities; they function fine without their mother at every field trip, track meet, or school day event; they don’t have to be supervised all the time; and they can make their way back home safely.

But in other ways it has been difficult. Following my mother’s example would mean that I would carry an unjust burden for home and family care and that I would forfeit, for a sizable part of my adult life, a college education and a career and the higher income and status that often go with them. It would mean that I’d have to convince myself that men are simply less capable of nurturing care than women, and I know this to be false. It would mean that at the end of every workday I’d have to put great stock in multidish family dinners, the planning  and preparation for which I simply can’t manage, don’t care to manage, and frankly am not that good at. It would mean that I would begin figuring out who I am beyond my home and community only when my children were grown. But none of this speaks to who I am, so I’ve had to cut new paths for myself. I haven’t always known how to do that and have often felt that I was making motherhood from scratch. But feminism taught me I had the right and the internal resources to construct a mother role and identity that were of my own design, even if they didn’t follow cultural standards, and I had a right to the external resources that would help me do that. Feminism also taught me that I don’t have to sacrifice what is right for me in order for my family to flourish. When my children were very young, I parented them with their dad; now I parent them with their stepdad, and their dad remains an important part of their lives. The dynamics of stepfamilies and coparenting make life pretty complicated at times, but our family structure has allowed all of us to prosper in our own ways.

I had my daughter and son when I was twenty-seven and thirty-three, respectively. My mother’s open attitude and frank discussions about sex when I was young (which included taking me to the doctor to start me on the Pill when I was sixteen and sexually active) and later my access to birth control, the ability to (just barely) afford it, partners who took contraception seriously too, and the good luck that my birth control didn’t fail meant that I had the two children I wanted at the times in my life when I was ready for them and when I felt I could best mother them. I raised them while working on my doctoral degree and beginning my career as a professor, so they’ve always known me to be involved in things that mattered to me but didn’t have much to do with them. I imagine that they wish I could have been more available to them for their school and after-school activities than I was, but I also know that they both have learned from me that women are persons in their own right and are not solely defined by motherhood. This is a lesson about the personhood of women that they will take with them and use the rest of their lives. Teaching them this through example was not easy in a national workplace climate that ignores the fact that  employees are usually attached to families, into which they pour a great deal of passion and energy. Universities, in particular, are teeming with activity in the evenings, activities that young professionals are expected to attend, and they load professors up with work that they often end up taking home. So I frequently felt pulled between my identity as a professor and my identity as a mother.

One evening I was a speaker on a panel that was discussing the presidential election; I was the only woman on the panel with four other speakers and a moderator. The discussion went on and on, and I wanted to get home to my children, whom I hadn’t seen all day; I wanted to see them to bed and tell them good night. Neither the panelists nor the moderator seemed concerned about the time and whether people had time limitations and family commitments after the event; it seemed that none of them had either. The discussion continued and I was at a loss for how to handle the situation. Finally, when the discussion topic came around to me again, I said, “I’m going to make this one comment and then I’ve got to go home and tuck my children into bed,” and I made my comment and left. By the time I got home, my children were drifting off, so I don’t think I satisfied anybody that night. I have second-guessed myself many times as a mother and as a professional, and I have felt guilt ridden many others. The struggle for me has been to allow neither the people at work nor the people in my home to define me, but instead to define myself. That’s a difficult distinction to make, however, because I have found so much of who I am in mothering and in teaching and writing.

I was pregnant with my oldest, my daughter, when I was working on my PhD and I started finding ways to make all my research papers be about pregnancy. This allowed me to immerse myself in feminist theory and produce the papers I was supposed to produce while still being very focused on my own experience. I have done this same kind of writing ever since. My dissertation was about how women experience and talk about pregnancy. My writing and research that followed was about raising a daughter as a feminist, and then about raising a son as a feminist. More recently I’ve written about mothering  in the third wave of feminism, up against postfeminism, and amid the unrealistic expectations that characterize views of motherhood today. So for me, my creative and professional lives have always been interwoven with my family experience. In writing this book, I’ve learned that my interweaving of feminism and mothering has a long tradition. I learned from my foremothers—the feminist leaders, woman advocates, and moms before me—that public life and private life inform each other and conflict with each other. This book is about how mothers—past and present—have worked against the division of these two realms, to honor women as individuals and as parts of families and communities.






CHAPTER 1

AN OVERVIEW OF FEMINIST WRITING ON MOTHERHOOD

VOLUNTARY MOTHERHOOD, THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE, racial uplift, revalorist feminism, the mother heart, the second shift, othermothering, the new momism, the mommy wars—all of these phrases serve as cultural flashpoints that highlight the complex, dynamic, and sometimes contentious relationship between feminism and motherhood. Feminist writers and activists in the United States have moved at various points in history between celebrating motherhood, critiquing it, using it as leverage to gain other rights, and reconceptualizing it so that mothering can be a more empowering experience for women. Feminists have worked to honor mothering as a center of most women’s lives, whether they have cared for their own or other children, and whether they have come to care for such children by birth, adoption, marriage or long-term commitment, community relationships, or other connections. Writers as diverse as literary novelists, feminist theorists, and bloggers in the online “mamasphere” have examined the ways in which the practices of mothering have shaped women’s lives. They have articulated the complex tasks of caring for others and teaching children how to function effectively in their social worlds, a task typically performed by mothers and mother figures. Feminists have also channeled a great deal of energy into critiquing motherhood as a source of women’s oppression, isolation in the home, and exclusion from paid work and career opportunities. These writers and thinkers have examined the ways that expectations for how women should mother are entwined with a host of other social expectations and often have little to do with  what is best for women or children. Rather, feminists have argued, expectations for “good” mothering are grounded in the interests of male dominance, capitalism, religious power, homophobia, and racism. In addition to honoring and critiquing motherhood, feminists have employed women’s roles as mothers as a way to strengthen their arguments on other matters. From this perspective, feminists have asserted that a woman’s obligations as a mother uniquely position her to comment on social problems and issues. Her “mother knowledge” about human needs and relationships and her ability to manage the details of multiple lives at once can be applied outside the immediate context of home and family and can inform and benefit other social arenas and concerns, such as politics, community relationships, peace, and environmental justice.

The relationship of feminism to motherhood has clearly been a complex one, even an ambivalent one. There has been no single, unified, monolithic response coming from feminism about motherhood, or about anything else for that matter. Feminists have always spoken from a variety of perspectives, from a range of beliefs, worldviews, and experiences. This many-sidedness, or polyvalence, in feminism is a sign of lively debate, intellectual rigor, and willingness to change. Feminists have addressed a broad range of issues related to motherhood, and they have done so by employing differing, and sometimes contradictory, arguments. Ideas of mothering and family have changed significantly through time in the broader culture as well. As you read about the diversity of thought in feminism and the ways that ideas about motherhood have been conceived differently by people through U.S. history, consider the ways that each of us can play a part in deciding how motherhood is defined and whether mothering functions as an empowering experience for women or an oppressive one.




 Examining Power and Agency 

Feminism in general is concerned with how power is constructed and divided in public and personal lives, and how women’s lives are affected by that. It looks at how power is allocated in relationships, in the home,  between social groups, and within institutions such as education, healthcare, government, the media, and the workplace. It has looked at the ways that gender, as well as race, sexuality, class, and ability, influence those allocations, though much of the published feminist work on power has focused predominately on how men are advantaged in social power at women’s expense. Feminist attention to mothering examines how unequal allocations of power impinge upon women’s experiences of parenting and impede their ability to adequately care for their children while living full and purposeful lives.

One principal goal of feminist analyses of power is to break down current power relations and rebuild them in more equitable ways. Feminists have argued for a change in the sexist status quo, which gives men and their lives greater authority, resources, and status. Women’s lives and the activities in which they engage—such as mothering—are seen as less interesting, less important, and less worthy of economic, political, religious, and historical attention and support. Changing the status quo so that it distributes power more equitably would afford women more authority, better resources, and higher status. As a consequence, they would have greater agency—the ability to act in ways that are self-determined. In other words, they would be better able to act as the agents of their own needs and desires, including determining and meeting the needs of their children.

For a woman, being able to decide if and when she wants to become a mother is a critical starting place for her power. To exercise full agency in this way, a woman must have knowledge about reproductive processes, sexuality, contraception, adoption, abortion, and other variables so that she can make informed decisions. She also has to have the power to say when she would be sexually active and with whom. Much feminist effort has been channeled into ensuring that women have this knowledge and freedom to act on it in the best interests of their families and/or themselves. Feminists have also demonstrated the links between women’s race, class, and other social factors and their ability to control their own reproduction. For example, historians such as Paula Giddings and Rickie Solinger documented how among  enslaved women such agency was denied and yet sometimes practiced covertly. Most enslaved women in the southern United States were forced to bear numerous children to increase slaveholdings. Sometimes owners required the women to have multiple sex partners, and other times the owners themselves impregnated them, often through rape. But some physicians and slave owners complained that entire families or plantations of slave women would have no children for the master. Few of these women ever got pregnant, and when they did, they terminated their pregnancies; such practices were kept secret among the slave women. Women with knowledge of these secrets were able to actively resist efforts to control their reproduction and reclaim some measure of power in their lives.

A woman’s ability to earn a wage is another important part of her ability to exercise power. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other early feminists argued this in the “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions” at the first women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. Specifically, they argued that women were entitled to keep the wages they earned rather than relinquish them to their husbands. Fifty years later, author and humanist Charlotte Perkins Gilman wrote  Women and Economics, in which she advocated for women’s economic independence and proposed the idea of communal rearing of children to facilitate it—an idea that was already in practice among the working class and poor, as well as among Native and immigrant populations. The right of access to the workforce and a living wage continues to capture much feminist attention. As feminist maternal writer Andrea O’Reilly has pointed out in her recent book Rocking the Cradle, not only do economically empowered women have greater opportunity to live in more self-determined ways, but they also are able to be better champions for their children because they have the power to say how their children’s material and educational needs will be met, and they have the financial resources to back it up.

Feminist scholar Sally Roesch Wagner points out in her book Sisters in Spirit: Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Influence on Early American Feminists  that the ideas of Stanton and her contemporaries about economic and  social power in the family and the larger community were not new, or their own, but were instead pulled from the practices and belief systems of Haudenosaunee women, who already had a clear understanding of equal power distribution and why the family and larger community benefit from it. Native American scholar Barbara Alice Mann explains in her book Iroquoian Women that these Native communities had an even earlier and broader influence. Mann points out that early feminist writer Mary Wollstonecraft drew from Iroquoian women’s beliefs and practices in writing her book A Vindication of the Rights of Woman; the book was published in 1792 and was distributed in Europe and the United States. Perhaps if feminism had observed and honored more keenly the social patterns and worldviews of these and other Native women, the United States would be much further along in its understanding and development of women’s power more broadly.

Feminists have also worked to strengthen women’s power by valuing and increasing their knowledge. One way they have done this is by rejecting popular beliefs that medical and psychological health professionals are the most reliable and important repositories of expertise about pregnancy, birth, and child rearing. Recognizing that knowledge is power, 21st-century writers, such as online “mommy bloggers” and other contributors to the mamasphere, have collaborated to develop countless resources for women that draw from the experiences of other mothers. Rather than draw only or primarily on the contributions of medical or psychology “experts,” a wide range of women have used the Internet as an informative, motivating, and creative force for mothers and their children. May Friedman and Shana Calixte’s book Mothering and Blogging: The Radical Act of the MommyBlog and Judith Stadtman Tucker’s website The Mother’s Movement Online are just two examples of work that explores how contemporary mothers have used technology to support and grow women’s power in mothering knowledge. In this way, power is reconfigured so that mothers value their own and each other’s mothering experiences and expertise.

A second principal goal in feminist analyses of power is to look at the multiple ways in which women exercise power already, despite  the status quo, and examine more creatively how women explore and exercise agency. Rather than accept the proposition that women have no power and are only hapless victims, or that women’s power needs to look like men’s in order to count, feminists have observed the myriad ways that women determine the courses of their own lives. “Revalorist” feminists, for example, center their work on preserving women’s traditional activities and advocating greater appreciation for what women have contributed within their traditional roles as mothers. Some revalorists identify as feminists but do not focus on equality between the sexes because they view “equality” to mean “sameness,” an idea that conflicts with their view that women and men are inherently different. Other feminist revalorist work, such as that by Karen Foss and Sonja Foss, focuses on equality and women’s traditional activity at the same time. In their book Women Speak: The Eloquence of Women’s Lives, they show how the traditionally “feminine” activities of gardening, quilting, letter writing, and family storytelling have put women at the center of family, community cohesion, and relationship building. Through these activities, women play a highly influential role in shaping their own, their families’, and their community members’ lives and identities. They are therefore equally as powerful as men in shaping society and should be afforded equal social status and opportunity.

Historian Kim Anderson’s work on Native women’s mothering suggests that in indigenous cultures, women’s traditional roles have long been recognized and celebrated as powerful, and they continue to be so today. Agency for Native women has emerged in part from the fact that even though social responsibilities are often divided along gender lines, masculine dominance is not a cultural value in their communities. These women do not view their work as having lower status. They also understand power to be grounded in women’s ability to create and to nurture life. Because Native principles link women’s creative power to that of the earth, mothers’ efforts must be reciprocated, not simply taken from them. For a mother to continue providing, she must be mutually nourished and cared for, much as the earth must be cared for and replenished. From this belief system, Native mothers and the earth  are to be both sources and recipients of care. The oppression of Native peoples makes this belief system difficult to fully realize. Relegation of Native communities to reservation life, which is marked by limited possibilities for earning decent wages and a restricted quality of life, and frequently by close proximity to environmentally unhealthy and even toxic areas, compounded by the lower social status ascribed to people of color and working-class or poor people, has resulted in reduced social power for Native women than was the case before contact with white culture. Nevertheless, many Native women find traditional female activities and belief in their natural power as childbearers to be powerful means of exercising agency.

While some feminists have looked at how motherhood functions as an oppressive aspect of women’s lives, other feminists have looked at how it can be an important source of power for women. Some writers, particularly radical feminists in the 1960s and the early 1970s such as Shulamith Firestone and Ti-Grace Atkinson, indicated that joy in motherhood is a kind of “false consciousness,” that it really is a powerless relation and that women are duped into thinking that it holds any promise of sovereignty or free expression. However, in the mid-1970s feminist writers Jessie Bernard and Adrienne Rich made important distinctions between the patriarchal institution of motherhood and women’s actual experiences of mothering. Rich in particular argued that these experiences are not necessarily oppressive. Many feminists have argued since then that the degree of women’s power in mothering, how it is lived out and experienced by the women themselves, and the social structures that encourage or discourage maternal agency are important points for consideration. This approach takes us beyond simple questions of whether mothers “have” agency or not and, understanding that they do, invites us to examine a more multilayered image of maternal power.

 
Mealtime Lessons from Mom

Sharon Goldberg is a mother who was born in the Midwest in 1940. In this passage from Generations: A Century of Women Speak About Their Lives,  she reflects on her mother’s life raising children in the 1940s and 1950s and how it affected her own rearing of three children.


My mother was a housewife and really loved taking care of the children. She made a very big business out of making three meals and cleaning. She had no other life. My mother was very bright. She loved books, but she was afraid to leave the confines of her kitchen. Women [like her] didn’t work. My aunt, my mother’s sister, went to law school and graduated and passed the bar. She never practiced.

We had this kitchen with a breakfast room off of it. And here we were, me, my three brothers, and my father. My father would be the first one to sit down and start eating. My mother would dish it all out, and everyone would start, and I would say, “Hey, did anyone think that maybe we could wait until Ma sits down?” and they’d say no, and they wouldn’t. By the time she served everyone, they were finished, and my mother would eat afterwards, and I’d say, “What are you, the maid? Why do you do this? This is so awful.” She’d say, “What’s my choice? It needs to be hot.” I said, “Serve it cold.” She cared so much that it be hot and wonderful that it never dawned on her she was acting like a servant.

My father was the worst one—he’d say, “Ethel, I want my tea,” and she’d get it. I’d say, “What are you doing getting him tea for? You eat, and then give him the tea.” It was so horrible. I was so embarrassed for my mother. . . .

From the beginning when I had children, I would say, “Anybody picks up a fork before I sit down, I’m taking your food away.”





A majority of writers have not taken the position that being a mother is inherently oppressive, largely because it implies that mothers are completely powerless, which buttresses the patriarchal position that women’s lives are little worth attending to. Further, this position also implies that nothing women have done has emerged from their own sense of self and agency, that everything about their actions and their lives has been determined for them. These implications are antithetical to feminism. They are also antithetical to positions taken by many women of color, both inside and outside of feminism. For instance, several Native women elders, such as Lena Sooktis (Northern  Cheyenne), Cecilia Mitchell (Akwesasne), and others featured in Steve Wall’s Wisdom’s Daughters: Conversations with Women Elders of Native America, argue strongly for embracing the links between women’s childbearing function and their power in the community. Because the white majority has attempted to control the reproduction of African Americans, Native Americans, and immigrants through sterilization and other abuses, women in these communities often view pregnancy, childbearing, and mothering as a privilege rather than a trap.




 Challenging Assumptions, Confronting Dualisms 

A primary role of feminism throughout history has been to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions that direct our lives. This is difficult because people don’t usually notice the assumptions that underpin our everyday lives. So challenging basic assumptions is often met with resistance, partly because it makes people uncomfortable. People often prefer to think that things just are the way they are and that nobody made them that way. So for example, it’s easier for people to think that women just are more nurturing and that men just are more aggressive than it is to think that maybe we create the conditions that encourage men to be aggressive and discourage women from being that way or that we encourage women to be nurturing and discourage men from being that way. People also resist challenging assumptions when they see they have something to lose if they and others abandoned those assumptions. I think it would be difficult for my mother, for example, to believe that my father could have been more nurturing and less aggressive, partly because she would then have to make sense of living with his perpetual anger and his withdrawal from home care and childcare. I think it would be hard for my father to accept that my mother works hard at being nurturing and caring, rather than doing so as naturally and effortlessly as, say, breathing, because then he would have to make sense of why he left all of that hard work to her. Feminists have worked to challenge basic assumptions about whose needs “get to count” at home, at work, and in the bedroom; about what work “gets to count” as important enough to warrant respect, support, and fair  compensation; about which version of what makes healthy, functional children “gets to count.”

Confronting dualisms has been an important way to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions. Dualisms afford one social group higher status and more power than another. Dominant cultural assumptions that give men’s lives primary importance are rooted in the practice of splitting concepts in two (creating a binary) and then heralding and celebrating one side of the binary while denigrating and disempowering the other (creating a hierarchy). Some general examples of gender-related dualisms include the conceptual splits between men as initiators of sex and women as receivers of sex, between the sperm as active and the egg as passive, and between men as aggressive and women as nurturing. Feminists have examined the problems of dualistic thinking and its impact on women’s lives. Much of that critique is grounded in the argument that the problem lies first in the split, in the assumption that there are only two ways to consider a concept. A binary split of human phenomena not only oversimplifies the complexity of human societies and causes us to miss or ignore multiple possibilities for how we might think and live, but it also rather invites a hierarchical placing. This placing then results in arbitrary differences in power and agency among societal members. Part of feminist thinking, then, includes turning a critical eye toward binaries wherever they pop up, including in the realm of motherhood.

The split between the mind and the body, while typically rooted in philosopher René Descartes’s 17th-century works and called the “Cartesian dualism,” has significance for feminist thought because the world of the “mind” has generally been assigned to men (of the dominant class and race) and the world of the “body” has typically been assigned to women (and also to men of lower social status). In this equation, motherwork has been pigeonholed into the realm of the body and talk about mothering focused on what is natural and biological. Thinking, rationality, choosing courses of action that define one’s life—these have been seen as the world of men. Feminist writers have worked to shape a more expansive view of women’s lives, including mothering, that  is characterized by the thinking, rationality, and choosing that have always been inherent to women’s experiences. The body/mind dualism infuses another dualism—that between private and public worlds. Historically women have been assigned identity and duties related to the private world of home, and men have been assigned the identity and duties of the public world of work and social congress.

With the separation of men and women into different realms has come the devaluing of the work women do, the purposeful exclusion of women from industry, and an economic dependence that stems from that exclusion. Another problem with this dualism is the isolation that has resulted from women being at home with their children and away from other adult people, conversations, and activities. In the later 1800s, as opportunities for women’s education were opening up, beliefs about a gender-based mind/body split were working against those opportunities. Because of women’s relegation to the world of the body, a lot of attention was paid to their roles as reproducers, mothers, and domestic caretakers. Little attention, on the other hand, was paid to men as reproducers, fathers, and domestic caretakers; instead they were viewed in terms of their roles as thinkers and competitors in the work world. Some scientists and medical practitioners held that if women pursued intellectual development, their reproductive development would suffer so much that their uteruses would deteriorate.

While we don’t see such outlandish arguments operating today, we certainly see residual arguments that women’s natural roles as mothers are their primary function and that their energies are properly channeled into the home, even if they also work outside the home or attend school. Though the forms of the arguments are different now, the outcomes are quite similar: Women are still encouraged to focus on domesticity and motherhood at the expense of their intellectual and economic independence. If they are not intellectually independent, women are utterly reliant on the thinking of those who are; they cannot ensure that their best interests are served and, as history has shown, often they aren’t. If women are not economically independent, they are utterly reliant on the funding of those who are and, again, they play a  high-stakes gambling game with their best interests and those of their children. The consequent dependence that these two problems instill promotes women’s continued lower status in the culture.


An Evolution of Mother’s Day

Mother’s Day today is often celebrated as a family’s honoring of its mothers. It is a sentimental holiday, not coincidentally marketed to the mass public by the flower, greeting card, and jewelry industries. The profits enjoyed by these industries around Mother’s Day depend on the view that the way children and partners can best demonstrate their appreciation to a mother for her self-sacrificing activity all year long is to buy her a simple token of their affection and dote on her for a day. But the origins of Mother’s Day were not at all grounded in the sentimental, sometimes hollow emotionalism we and industry assign to it now. In fact, the early concept of Mother’s Day in the United States was not even about celebrating and confirming women’s roles at home and their contributions to their individual families. It was about celebrating the political power of motherhood and the ways in which mothers organized for the larger society’s benefit and for the good of its future generations. It was an effort to push women’s influence beyond the realm of home and family and to demonstrate that public and political arenas, and the society at large, were bereft when women’s thought and sensibilities were excluded from them.

In the mid-1800s, activist Anna Reeves Jarvis organized Mothers’ Work Days in West Virginia, which grew into Mothers’ Work Day Clubs. Their purpose was to work in their communities to improve health and sanitary conditions. They assisted mothers stricken with tuberculosis, raised money for medicine, and inspected food and bottled milk. During the Civil War, Jarvis steered the clubs to declare a position of neutrality and to work toward not only caring for soldiers on both sides of the conflict, but to reconcile communities torn apart by the split between Union and Confederate loyalties. Feminist lecturer, writer, and women’s rights activist Julia Ward Howe was similarly disturbed by the ways in which war and violence were tearing nations, families, and individuals apart and was acutely aware of the slaughter, disease, and strife proliferating in the Civil War, as well as the economic devastation that resulted. In response, Howe wrote “Appeal to Womanhood Throughout the World,” which came to be known as her “Mother’s Day Proclamation.” It was a call to mothers everywhere to organize and demand that their nations find nonviolent solutions to national and international problems, that they stop destroying families with war. Soon after, she worked to institute a Mother’s Day for Peace, which was celebrated throughout several states until the turn of the century.

The early U.S. Mother’s Days were grounded here, in social activism and peace advocacy, and were rooted in the idea of women as social and political activists who benefited society as a whole, rather than as individual contributors to the private lives of single families. When Anna Reeves Jarvis died in 1905, her daughter, also named Anna Jarvis, pledged to establish a nationally recognized Mother’s Day. By the time Congress adopted the official holiday in 1914, its meaning had been completely reversed. Seen by politicians, antisuffragists, and merchants as a platform for advancing their own interests, Mother’s Day became a consumer-driven and conservative idea that focused exclusively on a privatized view of motherhood that ignored mothers’ political contributions and social reform efforts. Today, mother advocacy and feminist groups such as Mothers Acting Up are working to reclaim the political and activist origins of Mother’s Day.



Feminist writers have examined the problems of women’s isolation in the “private” realm of the home and the resulting limited access to education and earning income in a number of ways. In 1838, Sarah Moore Grimké critiqued the priority placed on young girls’ domestic  training over their studies in her Letters on the Equality of the Sexes.  And in her 1929 book A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf discussed the importance of a woman’s having her own money, as well as time by herself and not in the service of others, if she is to write and think freely. More recently, Alice Walker’s work has called attention to the remarkable and subversive ways that black women have found artistic voice, but she has also pointed to the soul-crushing impact on mothers  and their families of having that voice and free thought constricted and impeded by racism.

Some feminists have examined the ways in which women’s relegation to the private sphere can turn them into stifled, narrow, frustrated people who are, quite understandably, angry and bitter. In 1792, Mary Wollstonecraft wrote in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman that it is important for women “as citizens” to attend to their roles as mothers, but that this duty was second. Their first duty, she said, “is to themselves as rational creatures.” The exclusion of women from the public, educated, economic sphere rendered them “foolish or vicious.” In 1949, French feminist Simone de Beauvoir wrote about the extreme possibility that women, trained to be ill equipped to navigate the public sphere and excluded from all but the mundane world of domesticity, are turned into vapid, irritated people who might be just the kind of people who should not be in charge of children. Women might well try to compensate for their frustrations, de Beauvoir argued, by seeking power in the mother-child relationship that is inconceivable elsewhere. It is truly free women, de Beauvoir and many other feminists have reasoned, who can best mother children to live full and liberated lives. In the 1960s, feminist writer and activist Betty Friedan would popularize some of these ideas in her book The Feminine Mystique, making them a core element of the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s.

Working-class women and women of color have argued that the isolation that is characteristic of middle-class white women’s lives has not historically been as prevalent for others. Immigrant women of the late 19th century tended to live in tenement housing, comprising two rooms and a kitchen. In these dwellings—a sharp contrast to the former Russian and Irish countrysides they came from—roughly five thousand people lived in a space about the size of a city block, as journalist Gail Collins notes in her book America’s Women. The problem for these women was not isolation but overcrowding and its resulting disease, as well as the limited opportunity born out of extreme poverty and ethnic segregation.

Black feminist writer Patricia Hill Collins has explained that for black women the boundaries separating families in the private sphere are more fluid. In her book Black Feminist Thought, she pointed out that black women have typically relied on woman-centered networks in their domestic and childcare efforts; “bloodmothers” were not expected to be the sole source of sustenance and upbringing for children since mothering has historically been construed in black communities to traverse bloodlines. “Othermothers,” represented not only by extended family members but also by community mothering figures, have mediated much of the isolation that is characteristic of white communities. White working-class and poor communities have also relied on this extended network of care, though these communities as a whole may not have afforded the recognition for, and high status to, othermothering that black and other communities of color have.

Women have, of course, always worked outside the home. Working-class and immigrant women and women of color did so long before white middle-class women did, most often as domestic workers and washerwomen for white women—a role that still relegated them to the private world. Discussions about how various kinds of work are divided and how those divisions affect women’s lives and result in differences in power and agency have been a continued point of focus for feminist maternal writers. In addition to focusing on issues related to household labor, child rearing, and sharing of childcare in the home and in the community, feminists also have concentrated on issues related to women’s paid workforce labor. Specifically, feminists have examined issues such as subsidized childcare as a social issue and not just a women’s issue; just compensation for motherwork; equal pay for equal work in the labor force; an equitable split of household labor in dual-career families; and the assumption that children need full-time care from their mothers exclusively. All of these issues have their roots in dualistic divisions between work and home, mind and body, public and private, and “men’s work” and “women’s work.”

While the body/mind and the private/public dualisms have captured the attention of much feminist writing, other dualisms have  characterized cultural understandings of mothering as well as feminist responses to them. One of the primary splits examined by feminists has been that between the “good” mother and the “bad” mother. Feminists have looked at how cultural beliefs and attitudes, and more important, economic and political goals, have shaped dominant ideology about good mothering. And they have looked at how that ideology shapes women’s own identities as mothers, how women adopt, adapt, or resist its prescriptions. Psychologist and researcher Shari Thurer writes in her book The Myths of Motherhood that expectations for mothers have changed drastically through time. For instance, mothers in ancient Egypt and Greece and in Europe during the Middle Ages were supported in a relationship with their children that looks, by comparison to today’s, rather disinterested. Many mothers at that time relinquished care of their babies to other women who served as wet nurses. When their children were around, most mothers spent very little time interacting directly with them because the women were often occupied with tasks such as weaving cloth, growing and preparing food, caring for the children of higher-status women, or working as servants. The idea that individual mothers are responsible for the focused upbringing of their individual children is a relatively new phenomenon. In fact, the very  idea of a “good mother” never even surfaced until the Reformation. This historical variability in what’s considered good mothering leads us to question the assumptions that prop up our current thinking about what makes a “good” or “bad” mother.
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