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To my baby-sitter, Norma Mohabir Ingram, who cared for my children with unfailing love and contributed so much to the wonderful people they have become;
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Prologue




My grandmother made the world’s best rhubarb pies and sewed extraordinary silk garments with exquisite craftsmanship worthy of a French couturier. Raised to devote her all to marriage and family, she worshipped her talented husband, doted on her children, and baked homemade bread whose enticing aroma drew everyone to the kitchen. Although she lived for nearly eighty years, she never worked outside the home or held a paying job.


Such latter-day paragons of traditional femininity often make people nostalgic for bygone times, but even then, the truth was frequently a lot darker than the champions of conventional gender roles like to admit. Although my grandmother’s life adhered faithfully to the old-fashioned stereotypes so often held up as a modern ideal, the result was a disaster, not only for her but also for her children and relatives.


In 1932, when my mother was nine years old, her father left the family for his mistress, a stylish black-haired beauty unencumbered by the mundane burdens of domesticity. For my grandmother, who came from a well-to-do family, the emotional devastation of losing her husband was exacerbated by the dizzying plunge into poverty that accompanied it. My grandfather was an architect who had done pioneering work with men like Philip Johnson and R. Buckminster Fuller, but employment was hard to come by during the worst years of the Depression, and he soon defaulted on his financial obligations to his wife and children.


Left with no means of support, my grandmother considered getting a job, but her straitlaced sisters pressured her not to do so. Firmly in thrall to the Victorian concept of “separate spheres” that divided the world according to gender, they believed that men should be the breadwinners and that women—or at least ladies—should not work outside the home. If my grandmother began supporting herself, her sisters warned, that would absolve her husband of his familial responsibilities, and then he would never return to his wife and children. Best to wait until he got tired of “that trollop,” as my grandmother and her sisters referred to the Other Woman (who may have been an adulteress but was also a hardworking schoolteacher with considerably more modern ideas about women’s place in the world).


The loss of her husband left my grandmother virtually paralyzed with grief; according to family lore, she simply went to bed for two years. My mother’s older brother was soon out of the house, so my mother was left on her own to care for my deeply depressed grandmother. In addition to the emotional toll that entailed, the rest of my mother’s childhood was blighted by one financial crisis after another as she and my grandmother were evicted from a series of increasingly shabby apartments, unable to keep up with the rent.


My grandmother’s family owned a great deal of land out west, but as a woman she was deemed unable to manage her own affairs, so her only brother assumed control of her share of the family assets. Over time, he apparently “managed” my grandmother’s property out of her id and into his own. As a result, she was forced to depend on the charity of her four sisters—or, to be more precise, their wealthy husbands—for support.


My grandfather’s abdication of financial responsibility also torpedoed my mother’s dream of attending Vassar. She was elated at being accepted, and my grandfather had promised to pay the tuition. But the day before my mother left for college, she learned that her father hadn’t paid for her enrollment—and wouldn’t be doing so. By then my great-uncles were all tired of being saddled with financial responsibility for their sister-in-law, so my mother went to work and supported them both while putting herself through school, eventually graduating from Barnard College.


My grandmother spent the next forty years mourning the loss of her marriage and waiting for her ex-husband to come back to her, even though he had long since wed his mistress. Until the day she died, my grandmother clung to the illusion that her husband would eventually return to her. In all those years, she never looked at another man, politely but firmly turning away all suitors. Nor did she ever question the strictly segregated gender roles that prevented her from exploring her own potential. As far as she was concerned, marriage was “for time and all eternity,” just as her wedding ceremony had promised, and her role in life was as a wife, even when there was no husband around.


In the meantime, my mother had met and married my father, giving up her budding career as an actress in order to stay home and have her own family. But when she asked him to take over the financial support of my grandmother, my father declined, unwilling to shoulder that long-term responsibility.


So when I was five and my brother was four, my mother took a job at a publishing company where she worked her way up from secretary to copy editor to children’s-book editor. From her own earnings, she paid her mother to take care of my brother and me after school. This was fine with us; our grandma made up wonderful stories and sewed elaborate costumes for the plays we wrote and staged in our basement. My mother never had to worry about whether we were well cared for, and I don’t think she ever had a guilty conscience about going to the office every day, because we adored being with our grandma.


Our mother left the house every morning with a briefcase and commuted into the city with all the men in their gray flannel suits. In an era when such choices were rare, I was the only one of my friends whose mother was a professional woman. But in other respects, she functioned like a typical 1950s housewife. Every night she came home and made an elaborate meal for our family—no TV dinners for us!—along with baking cookies for the next day’s Girl Scout meeting, cleaning the house, washing and ironing our clothes for school, and helping us with our homework while my father dozed in front of the television set.


Although she undoubtedly didn’t get enough sleep, my mother never complained. To the contrary; she told us all the time how lucky she felt. After the insecurity and humiliation of her childhood, she was thrilled to have a comfortable home and a stable family. She loved being a mother, but she also enjoyed her work, which she talked about with enthusiasm. As a result, it never occurred to me that a woman couldn’t have both.


My mother supported my grandmother until she died, shortly before her eightieth birthday, still waiting for her husband to come back. He died soon afterward, leaving the “trollop,” by then a sweet white-haired little old lady who had been his wife for more than four decades, as his widow.


Although I understood that my grandmother had spent most of her life quietly nursing a broken heart, the larger significance of this family history was lost on me until my mother heard about The Feminine Mystique and gave it to me. “Read this,” she said, so I did.


That book had such a profound effect on American culture that Betty Friedan used the most frequent comment she heard from her readers as the title of a subsequent book: It Changed My Life. It certainly changed mine; I was thirteen when The Feminine Mystique was published, and it helped to guide my views and choices from then on. By the time I was a teenager, my parents had moved from Manhattan’s Upper East Side to a Westchester suburb, and I was beginning to notice how much truth there was in Friedan’s observations about affluent women trapped in unsatisfying domestic lives. Palpably unhappy, many of my friends’ stay-at-home mothers were doubly wounded when their marriages broke up as soon as their kids left for college. My parents were among the few couples we knew who stayed together.


In retrospect, it’s hard to parse the varied influences that shaped my life. How much of a role did one revolutionary book play in determining my future? How much did I learn from my own family history? Since my coming-of-age coincided with the blossoming of modern feminism, how many of my choices were simply a product of the exhilarating times I grew up in during the 1960s and ’70s, when the very air seemed electric with the promise of exciting new possibilities?


Back then, even as conservatives railed against the changes being wrought by the women’s movement, it was clear to me that the conventional social roles hadn’t necessarily worked out very well for the women who actually lived them. When my grandmother was abandoned by her husband and swindled out of her share of the family fortune by her brother, the prescribed gender roles of her day rendered her powerless to deal effectively with either calamity. Because those roles were so confining, she never replaced her identity as a wife and mother with an independent life that might have consoled and sustained her during the decades she spent alone.


I certainly knew that my mother had been forced to go to work by my grandmother’s lifelong economic dependency, which burdened so many other family members over the years. I knew that my father had refused to assume the financial support of my grandmother—but I also knew that this abdication of patriarchal responsibility had galvanized my mother into forging a career that proved to be enormously gratifying.


In the end, it became far more than that. The summer before I graduated from the University of Pennsylvania, my mother and I went to Europe for three weeks. My father had worked for the same company since he was a young man, and his life savings were invested in its stock. That company had just been taken over by a conglomerate whose stock price suddenly plummeted while my mother and I were away. By the time we got home, the stock was worth next to nothing. Our family’s substantial net worth had simply vanished.


My mother couldn’t believe that my father had just watched this catastrophe unfold, doing nothing to salvage our assets. How could he have been so passive when confronted by a colossal disaster that would forever alter our lives? When the stock price began its nosedive, why hadn’t he sold our shares? My father, who assumed that it would eventually recover, had no answer. Nor did he have an income; nearly two decades older than my mother, he had recently retired and was no longer earning the handsome salary that had paid for my expensive riding camp and Ivy League education. But my mother was still working, so she became the breadwinner, as she had been for her own mother. Her income kept our family afloat when all else failed.


As a child, I didn’t really focus on the destructive role that women’s economic dependency had played in this linked chain of family dramas—but I surely got the message that you couldn’t depend on men to take care of you. I also understood that when you asserted control over your own life, it made you strong and free.


As a professional woman during the 1950s and ’60s, my mother was ahead of her time in many ways. But she was also a mother, and so—conforming obediently to the classic models for female behavior—she adjusted her work schedule according to what she thought was best for her husband and children at a given moment, as so many women continue to do today. The end result was that despite a long career, she suffered a significant financial penalty, having sacrificed her own economic interests to those of her family.


When I entered seventh grade at the age of ten, she left her job to become a full-time mom again, because she had heard from other mothers that junior high school was a difficult transition for many kids. Having started school early and then skipped a grade, I was at least two years younger than most of my classmates, so my mother was particularly concerned about how I would adapt to an adolescent environment.


As it turned out, I was fine, and after a year as a stay-at-home mother in an empty house, she went back to work. A decade later, when I got engaged to my first husband, she left that job as well—“to plan your wedding,” she said. Six months of intensive planning ensued; the wedding was beautiful, and when it was over, my mother got another job.


Even after her children were grown, however, she continued to subordinate her career to what she perceived as her family’s needs. After my father retired, my mother felt that she should be more available to spend time with her increasingly elderly husband. Although she had been a children’s-book editor for many years, she decided to return to the job of copy editor, which paid less but had predictable hours that enabled her to leave the office promptly at 5:00 P.M. and hurry home. She spent the final phase of her working life in the same job she had held during the 1950s.


But my mother paid a high price for these interruptions to her professional life. During a career in book publishing that spanned more than thirty-five years, she worked for three major companies, spending at least a decade at each. As a result, she received three different pensions when she retired. One is for $161.82 a month; one earns her $183.45 a month; and the third brings in $236.75 a month. The grand total of my mother’s pension income is $582.02 a month. My father died in 1985, so my mother subsists on her pensions, which add up to $6,984.24 a year, plus her meager Social Security payments. Needless to say, this does not provide a lavish lifestyle.


My own professional history has been very different. Like my mother, I first went to work at the age of sixteen; I held down a full-time job during my senior year in college and began my career at the age of twenty. But I’ve never taken more than a weekend off between jobs since then. Because there have been no interruptions to my labor-force participation since I came of age, my work history looks much more like that of a man in terms of continuous employment, steadily increasing compensation, and the resulting investment and retirement-planning opportunities. Over the years, my career has become a significant ongoing asset, rather than a temporary source of income that I dip into and drop out of in response to personal considerations. I’m not rich, and you never know what the future might bring, but I am far better prepared to withstand its economic challenges than either my mother or my grandmother ever was.


These days, as I listen to younger women talk about their choices, the echoes of the past reverberate like a Greek chorus in the background—one that many of them seem unable to hear. Occasionally a powerful voice will break through, trying urgently to communicate the dangers that can lie ahead like jagged rocks underneath calm waters, waiting silently to sink an unwary ship.


On New Year’s Day 2006, The New York Times published an essay by Terry Martin Hekker, a mother of five who had once crusaded as a self-appointed spokesperson for the joys of being a full-time homemaker. More than a quarter of a century ago, Hekker wrote a book called Ever Since Adam and Eve and made a national tour: “I spoke to rapt audiences about the importance of being there for your children as they grew up, of the satisfactions of ‘making a home,’ preparing family meals and supporting your hard-working husband,” she recalled. “So I was predictably stunned and devastated when, on our 40th wedding anniversary, my husband presented me with a divorce.”


While her husband took his girlfriend to Cancún, Hekker sold her engagement ring to pay for repairs to the roof of her house. “When I filed my first nonjoint tax return, it triggered the shocking notification that I had become eligible for food stamps,” she reported.


Hekker was able to parlay her involvement with the local village board into a stint as mayor of her community—“a challenging, full-time job that paid a whopping annual salary of $8,000,” she noted dryly. How many of today’s affluent wives would welcome the prospect of spending their later years trying to live on eight thousand dollars a year?


Looking back on her life, Hekker—the grandmother of twelve—said she doesn’t regret marrying her husband, because the result was the family she cherishes. What she regrets is having sacrificed her ability to support herself adequately.


Will younger generations learn to heed such cautionary tales? Not unless more women speak out to tell them why and show them how.


The prize, in the end, is incalculable: the chance to live the fullest possible life, to become our own most complete and authentic selves as well as to protect ourselves from the vicissitudes of fortune. In the history of the world, no females have ever enjoyed a greater range of opportunities than do American women today. Most of the barriers to realizing those possibilities are self-imposed—the products of an anachronistic myth that encourages female dependency while obscuring its price.


Fortified by a strong sense of their options and entitlements, many of today’s young mothers see their decision to give up paid work and stay home with their families as a positive choice that reflects their values—one that should therefore be respected. But the real issues involved here can no longer be assessed in terms of such familiar catchwords as “choice” or “values” or “respect.”


It has become inescapably clear that choosing economic dependency as a lifestyle is the classic feminine mistake. No matter what the reasons, justifications, or circumstances, it’s simply too risky to count on anyone else to support you over the long haul. In an era of disappearing pensions, threats to Social Security, high divorce rates, a volatile labor market, and attenuating life spans, the social safety net continues to erode even as the needs grow—particularly for women, who are twice as likely as men to slide below the poverty line in their later years.


Choosing dependency can therefore jeopardize any woman’s future—and that of her children. No matter what one’s politics, this much is indisputable. But the ultimate toll of this willfully retrograde choice is even greater than the financial vulnerability it entails. Just as the Victorians sent men out into the public realm to earn a living while confining women to the private domain of the home, today’s culture continues to promulgate a modern version of the female “cult of domesticity.” Women are still presumed to find true fulfillment by limiting themselves to the care of their families rather than exploring their own intellectual, creative, financial, and political potential in the larger world.


But in striving to become a fully mature, fully realized human being, there is no substitute for taking complete responsibility for your own life. In making such a statement, I want also to make it clear that this book is not intended as a contribution to the Mommy Wars, an overdone subject most mothers got sick of a long time ago. I am not criticizing stay-at-home moms for placing the needs of their children ahead of other considerations; I did so myself, and I personally think every member of our society should give top priority to the care and education of our children. Nor am I disparaging the domestic arts; far be it from me to underestimate the satisfactions to be found in practicing such skills or to devalue the solace that one can provide a family with a good meal and a comfortable, well-ordered home. I have the utmost respect for the art of homemaking, in which I am an enthusiastic participant. I love to cook; I spend inordinate amounts of time arranging flowers and tending my plants; I am utterly absorbed by such tasks as the selection of sheets and towels, not to mention the ever-engrossing comparison of different paint colors and wallpaper. I would rather plan dinner than work any day.


I would also like to stress that this is not a book about the virtues or failings of feminism. It does, however, constitute a sharp rebuttal to those foes of feminism who—whether through ignorance, negligence, or deliberate, politically motivated dishonesty—encourage women to adopt a high-risk lifestyle that no longer serves their best interests, if indeed it ever did.


What I want to do is sound a warning to women who forgo income-producing work in favor of a domestic role predicated on economic dependency. My first goal is to document the long-term dangers of that choice in hopes of persuading these women to reevaluate its costs. My second goal is to reaffirm the immense value of income-producing work that gives women financial autonomy along with innumerable other rewards. In the endless acrimony of the culture wars, those key factors seem to have been largely overlooked, at least in the media and the standard public debate.


But unless they’ve got their eyes tightly closed so they won’t have to see it, most women—certainly those past the early years of adulthood—secretly know the truth. When I finished writing this book, I gave it to a friend to read. A classic suburban soccer mom, she is struggling valiantly to support her children after downscaling her career to stay home, only to find that she couldn’t get a decent job when she needed to resume full-time work after her husband ended their marriage and defaulted on his child-support payments.


Her reaction to reading the stories contained in this book was intense. “I just can’t believe the way women get screwed,” she said bitterly. “I finished your manuscript at the soccer field, where I was watching the game with three other women. Two of us are divorced; our husbands left us for younger women. One is widowed; her husband suddenly dropped dead last year. Only one of the four is still married. Then I went home and ran into my next-door neighbor, who told me her husband just announced that he’s in love with someone else and he’s moving out. She’s a lawyer, but she hasn’t worked in eighteen years and has no idea how to get a job. I tell you, it’s carnage out here.”


Still wearing the impressive diamonds her ex-husband gave her during their marriage, this particular friend always looks like the picture of affluence; but the truth is that she can barely pay her monthly bills. In coping with such an unwanted challenge, she has a dismaying amount of company. I’ve been a reporter for more than three decades, and I couldn’t possibly count the number of women I’ve interviewed who thought they could depend on a husband to support them but who ultimately found themselves alone and unprepared to take care of themselves—and their children. With heartbreaking frequency, I’ve sat in so many lovely living rooms over the years, listening to women wearing beautiful clothes and expensive jewelry tell me they are broke and have no idea how they’ll earn a living on their own, now that their breadwinner is gone.


“The feminine mistake” has cost women far too much over the last century, but we can escape it only by recognizing economic dependency for the dangerously anachronistic trap that it is. It’s high time to confront reality, to protect ourselves and our children, and to embrace the happier, more secure lives we can earn by taking full responsibility for our own futures.


But in order to do so, women must reevaluate their assumptions and consider their long-term interests as well as their family’s short-term needs before making major life choices. My hope is that this book will help them do that more effectively. Knowledge is power, but all too often, women make critical decisions that will circumscribe their futures without fully understanding the facts—and then get blindsided by the consequences.


Far better to arm ourselves with adequate information, prepare for reasonable risks, and march forward with strength and confidence to enjoy the intellectual, emotional, and material benefits of an independent life. That’s a lot more fun than cheating ourselves out of all those rewards and resigning ourselves to living with insecurity and fear—because dependency inevitably breeds fear. Anyone who is not in control of her own circumstances must, unless she’s got her head firmly buried in the sand, at times feel anxious about what could happen to her if something happened to her spouse.


What a contrast with taking control of your own destiny, which is both exhilarating and profoundly empowering. Women rarely talk about what it feels like to have power; many don’t even think they have any, and those who do typically observe the social taboos that inhibit females from talking about it. In this culture, power is seen as a male attribute; the very word seems unfeminine. And yet having power over our own lives is a vital component of happiness. Enjoying a broad range of options, and knowing that we can exercise them to change whatever we don’t like about our circumstances, is tremendously liberating, not to mention the best possible hedge against depression.


Although my children are growing up and I am well into my fifties, I have never felt more excited and energized about my future as an individual. My daughter is preparing to leave for college, and I will miss her tremendously, but there’s so much I want to do in my own life that I feel as if my personal universe is expanding rather than contracting. When the road ahead is full of enticing opportunities and unexpected possibilities, every new day is an adventure. The only thing I regret, as a working mother who has spent the last eighteen years raising children, is all the time and energy I wasted on feeling guilty about dumb things.


And yet women continue to buy into a mythology that puts them at risk and consigns them to living what amounts to half a life, because nobody is telling them the truth about the feminine mistake. Wouldn’t you rather focus on all the astonishing pleasures you can reap from making a different choice?


What I offer you in the pages that follow is the bad news and the good news. The bad news is a lot worse than you’ve been led to believe.


But the good news is infinitely better than you ever imagined.






Author’s Note




The ids marked with an asterisk in this book have been changed, at the subject’s request, to protect the privacy of the families involved. All other ids are real, including those in which the subjects asked to be identified by their first id and last initial. No other facts have been altered in any way.








CHAPTER ONE


Back to the Future


“IT’S A 1950S LIFE!”




The homemade cranberry scones are sublime—flaky and moist, a difficult combination to achieve, but one that Margaret Hein has clearly mastered. As she serves me an excellent cup of coffee to go with them, her living room is so immaculate it’s hard to believe that she has three kids; the inevitable detritus of life with children must be stashed somewhere else in this tidy four-bedroom house, which sits on two-thirds of an acre in Rye, New York, only a block from Long Island Sound. But on this weekday morning, the kids are in school, the coffee table is clutter-free, and the comfortable suburban home is silent and empty.


If she didn’t have a visitor, Hein would be running errands or doing housework right now; with an eleven-year-old son and daughters who are seven and nine, her days are busy indeed. Her husband commutes to Pennsylvania for his job as a financial consultant at a money-management firm, and Hein is in charge of the child-rearing and domestic chores.


“I do everything,” she says. “I do all the grocery shopping, I do the cooking, I take care of all the minutiae of our lives. He takes out the garbage.”


At forty-four, Hein has been a stay-at-home mother ever since her first child was born. “I saw my sister going off to work and leaving her nanny with fifteen pages of instructions and coming back and saying, ‘Ahhhh—she didn’t tell me how much formula she gave him!’” Hein recalls. “I loved being a mom to a baby, and I didn’t want to leave him.”


The arrival of two more children only strengthened her conviction that she was doing the right thing. “I felt like they were going to grow up so fast,” she says. “I wanted to be home with my kids, and I always felt incredibly lucky that I had the choice. After I had children, the women I knew who were working were doing it because they felt like they had to. I got to do what I wanted to do.”


Hein is certain that her decision has worked well for the family, and her husband is very supportive. “Rick loves that I stay home; he loves that I’m raising the kids,” she says. “He really appreciates what I do. It gives us so much more freedom. On the weekends, we can say, ‘What do you want to do today?’—whereas with friends who work, on the weekends it’s ‘You go to the grocery store, I’ll go to the cleaners!’ The rhythm of our lives is so much less stressed.”


Dressed in a pretty sweater and slacks, Hein looks every inch the contemporary suburban mother, appropriately attired for her active life. But while she may not be wearing the crisp shirtwaist dress, sensible pumps, and single strand of pearls that characterized Donna Reed or June Cleaver, Hein’s lifestyle resembles that latter-day ideal more closely than not—as she is the first to point out, with considerable pride in her role as the indispensable mom. “It’s a 1950s life,” she says.


For several decades, it seemed as if that archetypal maternal role was becoming an endangered species. The conventional nuclear family built on traditional gender stereotypes—the breadwinner husband, the stay-at-home wife, and children who receive round-the-clock attention from a mother who runs the entire domestic operation—went out of fashion as the burgeoning feminist movement of the 1960s and ’70s broke down workplace barriers and generated new opportunities for women’s employment.


To the Baby Boomers just reaching adulthood in those heady times, the new ideal was “having it all.” Emboldened by the radical idea that they could combine work and family rather than being forced to choose one or the other, women embraced it with enthusiasm, pursuing challenging careers even as they married and raised their children.


Since then, several successive generations of American women have built richly rewarding, if harried, lives by combining work and family. Today’s labor force is full of mothers who are working outside the home, at every socioeconomic level and in virtually every field. Over the last three decades, such multifaceted lives have represented the ultimate achievement for countless women who believed that personal and professional fulfillment are neither mutually exclusive nor a male prerogative.


During much of that time, the “feminine mystique” of the 1950s seemed as passé as the domestic tracts that used to counsel women to have a delicious dinner ready when their husbands came home from work, to apply fresh lipstick and don a frilly apron, to greet The Man at the door with a cold martini, and to let him do all the talking, since his topics of conversation were far more important.


Once considered ancient history, such retrograde advice is enjoying a comeback these days, abetted by mainstream media grown inexplicably hostile to women’s achievement and by an antifeminist punditocracy bent on rolling back the clock. Last year, Caitlin Flanagan, an essayist who made her id writing inflammatory diatribes for the Atlantic Monthly and the New Yorker, published a collection called To Hell with All That: Loving and Loathing Our Inner Housewife. Its targets included those slatternly wives who fail to “plan a gentle reentry into home life” and to have a hot dinner on the table for their husbands every night, not to mention the slackers who neglect to plot a “thrilling seduction” duly inspired by wifely gratitude to the manly breadwinner.


Even when a woman is the family’s major income producer, she gets no sympathy from Flanagan, who reserves special fury for working mothers who hire baby-sitters to help care for their children. The hardworking heroine of Allison Pearson’s bestselling novel I Don’t Know How She Does It earns far more money than her husband, but Flanagan dismisses her as a “ballbreaker” because she’s angry that he doesn’t perform his fair share of domestic tasks. In discussing women who work outside the home, Flanagan’s tone is invariably excoriating, her judgments lethal: “Children crave their mothers,” she proclaims. “When a mother works, something is lost.” No mention that some things might also be gained, no mention of an economy that forces millions of women to work to support their families, no mention of what children lose by having absent fathers working inhumane hours to sustain the burden of being the sole breadwinner. Such practical realities don’t intrude upon Flanagan’s universe, in which there is never any discussion of the financial vulnerability that nice women who wear frilly aprons may incur by giving up their economic self-sufficiency to spend 24/7 servicing the needs of their children and husbands.


Flanagan’s take-no-prisoners attitude might seem, to some, like a stunning throwback to an earlier era—but a startling number of today’s young mothers have eagerly adopted its basic premises, re-creating the 1950s lifestyle with renewed enthusiasm. That era effectively ended in 1963 with the publication of The Feminine Mystique, Betty Friedan’s groundbreaking book about the idealized images of femininity that led women to forsake educational and professional opportunities in favor of confining themselves to the roles of housewife and mother.


Although many women of that era subsequently regretted their choice, this fact seems to have been lost on the new generation of stay-at-home moms. A recent poll cited by Psychology Today found that 40 percent of today’s women would actually prefer a return to the gender roles of the 1950s. Once seen as a quaint relic of bygone times, the stay-at-home mother who depends on a husband for economic support while taking care of their home and children has come back into vogue with a vengeance, as newly stylish as a vintage alligator purse.


According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the workforce participation of married mothers with a child less than one year old dropped from nearly 59 percent in 1998 to 55 percent in 2004, reversing a twenty-two-year increase. Among married mothers, the workforce-participation rate fell to 68.2 percent in 2004, down by nearly three percentage points from 1997, the peak year. The father was the sole breadwinner in 31.2 percent of married families with children under the age of eighteen, a 3 percent increase since 1997, and in 40.2 percent of married couples with children under the age of six.


The Census Bureau also reported that an estimated 5.6 million mothers stayed home with their children in 2005—about 1.2 million more than did so a decade ago. Contrasting the Baby Boomers born in the postwar years with Generation X, people who were raised in the 1970s and ’80s, another survey found that “twice as many Gen-X mothers as boomer mothers spent more than 12 hours a day ‘attending to child-rearing and household responsibilities,’” according to The New York Times. Startling numbers of women are now devoting their lives to their children’s schooling: “More than 1.1 million . . . children are being home-schooled, most often by their mothers,” reported conservative polling expert Kellyanne Conway and political strategist Celinda Lake in their book What Women Really Want.


The stay-at-home ideal now exerts such a potent lure that many more women would apparently quit their jobs were it not for financial considerations. “Seven in 10 working women tell pollsters they would stay home with their kids if they could,” according to What Women Really Want. “The difference is less family values than family income. Among many affluent younger moms, staying home with the kids has become the new status symbol.”


When mothers are fortunate enough to have that choice, a notable proportion of them seem to find it an appealing one. “Half the wealthiest, most privileged, best-educated women in the country stay home with their babies rather than work in the market economy,” wrote Linda Hirshman, an emeritus professor of philosophy and women’s studies at Brandeis University, in an essay for the American Prospect.


In her subsequent book, Get to Work, Hirshman reported her findings when she tracked down a group of the brides who had been featured in New York Times wedding announcements in 1996 to see what choices they made in the ensuing years. Although all were college graduates with budding careers, 85 percent had stopped working full-time within eight years. Half the mothers were not working at all.


Many other surveys have demonstrated a similar pattern. A 2004 survey by the Center for Work-Life Policy showed that among women with children, 43 percent of those who had earned graduate degrees or high-honor bachelor’s degrees had dropped out of the workforce. A study by Catalyst found that one in three white women who had earned MBA degrees was not working full-time, compared with only one in twenty of the male degree-holders. A survey of the Stanford University class of 1981 found that “fifty-seven percent of mothers spent at least a year at home caring for their infant children in the first decade after graduation,” according to The New York Times. And in 2001, when Harvard Business School professor Myra Hart surveyed female Harvard MBAs from the classes of 1981, 1986, and 1991, she found that only 38 percent of those with children were working full-time.


Like Margaret Hein, most of these women cite the needs of their families as the reason for giving up their careers. But this explanation reveals only part of the truth. Hirshman discovered that half the Times brides stopped working before they even had children, and half of that group said they hoped never to work again. Such data make it obvious that these choices reflect more than a rejection of the logistical difficulties of juggling jobs and family life. When women voluntarily relinquish their economic independence the moment they get married, other factors are clearly influencing that decision.


So far, such women represent a minority of the population as a whole, and some feminists have challenged the very existence of a back-to-the-home trend on the grounds that more than two-thirds of all American mothers still participate in the labor force. Other analysts simply filter the data through a different lens. Heather Boushey, a senior economist at the Center for Economic and Policy Research in Washington, D.C., contends that any falloff in women’s employment is the result of the recession of the early 2000s, not of a back-to-the-home movement. “There is no trend of mothers dropping out of the work force,” Boushey told The New York Times. “It just looks like they are because the economy has been so hard on working moms.”


With characteristic acerbity, Hirshman refers to these rebuttals as the “it’s not happening” argument. Whether or not you buy such denials, however, they overlook a larger point: Even if the majority of women with children work outside the home, many out of financial necessity, millions of other women do not engage in income-producing activity at all. Moreover, even among working women, patterns of female employment are notoriously inconsistent; women interrupt their labor-force participation by dropping out, coming back in, working full-time, scaling back to part-time, and making every adjustment they can think of to accommodate the needs of their families.


And yet the inevitable corollary is rarely even mentioned, let alone examined. If a growing proportion of American women is opting out of the labor force, increasing numbers of American women apparently believe that depending on a husband for support remains a viable long-term way of life. Given the economic, social, and actuarial realities of twenty-first-century America, this alone is a stunning fact, albeit one whose significance is almost universally ignored.


Other analysts have challenged the idea that we’re witnessing a resurgence of stay-at-home motherhood by attacking the news stories describing this phenomenon. Individual articles have often been based on shoddy reporting, and some bellwether stories were admittedly biased or incomplete. But anyone who spends time with today’s young mothers must recognize that such coverage contains a great deal of truth. Despite the record numbers of women enrolled in law schools, medical schools, and business schools around the country, a lot of the best and the brightest seem more interested in becoming soccer moms than doctors or lawyers or CEOs. Even those who feel ambivalent appear to accept the idea that giving up their careers may be the most sensible solution to the inevitable conflicts between work and family.


“Among women my age, it’s all everyone talks about,” says a thirtyish Ivy League graduate who asks me not to use her id because she doesn’t want her employer to know she’s thinking about quitting her job. “Everyone wants to have it all, but with people who are hard-charging and well educated, you don’t necessarily pick the easy jobs. I’m not in a situation where you can work part-time; there’s a lot of work and a lot of pressure, and you’re at the beck and call of the people you work for. All my friends are in different fields, but they’re in the same situation. I want to do the best I can at work, and with a kid I know I would do less than that. My husband’s making more and more money, and I would feel pressure if I were running myself ragged and having a nanny raise the kid. So the question becomes, ‘What am I doing it for, if my family would be okay if I didn’t work?’ People say, ‘You’ll just be working to pay for the baby-sitter.’ How you balance it all is a constant topic of conversation among my friends, and it keeps me up at night. I don’t know if I can continue to work as hard as I do and still have a family. I have to look for another choice.”


Unwilling to accept the compromises they might have to make in order to achieve a reasonable balance, many young women simply decide to withdraw from the fray. Morphing from hard-driving career women into what some sociologists have called the “new traditionalists,” they embrace the practice of “intensive mothering” and elevate the domestic arts to levels of refinement that would have seemed unimaginable to the average 1950s housewife. Convinced that focusing all their energy on their families will help them raise the best possible children, they micromanage their kids’ lives and create homes worthy of a Martha Stewart photo shoot. Having forgone the competing claims of the workplace, they put all their energy into the home, in the belief that this choice will protect them from divorce and disillusionment in years to come.


Accompanying this dedication to domesticity is a pervasive rejection of the rewards of the labor force. Many stay-at-home wives dismiss work as highly overrated. To them, “having it all” has become a discredited goal. It’s too hard—too stressful, too exhausting, too frenetic, according to what sociologist Susan Shapiro Barash has called “the new breed of wife.” Having earned their Ivy League diplomas and advanced degrees, they want to be done with the arduous frustrations of the workplace. They prefer to stay home and enjoy “a pleasurable, struggle-free life,” as Barash puts it—conveniently supported by their husbands. They take it for granted that those husbands will continue to pay for their comfortable lifestyles forever. And they feel no obligation to fight for the social and political changes that would help make the workforce more hospitable to mothers—or fathers.


Although Barash’s observations were based on the extensive interviews she conducted for her book The New Wife: The Evolving Role of the American Wife, such assertions tend to enrage stay-at-home mothers, something I discovered when I first wrote about this subject. The Feminine Mistake originated as an essay about the risks of economic dependency that was published in Tango magazine in 2005. Some readers understood my point about the financial vulnerability of women who give up their careers. “I think [the] article touches on a hard cold reality for some women,” one reader e-mailed after the piece was published on Tango’s Web site. “I saw it happen many times while growing up in a wealthy community. But also, my sister’s husband just passed away, totally unexpectedly. She was a stay-at-home mother and now finds herself scrambling to pay bills, while also saving for college tuition for two children. If a woman decides to quit her job to raise children, I think this article sheds light on possible important ramifications for loss of years gaining job skills. It could be a very sad reality, especially if the woman did not consider the possibility.”


But most of the women who wrote to Tango were incensed by my reference to Barash’s suggestion that they chose easier lives than they’d have had if they were juggling jobs and families. “Today’s women put a priority on spending time with their children during these formative years. That is the motivation behind career choices, not living a ‘Cushy Life,’” one irate reader retorted.


A middle-class mother who does all the family housework while taking care of four young children might well resent any suggestion that she has chosen a cushy life. But in wealthy communities, even the most dedicated stay-at-home mothers usually admit that many of their peers employ housekeepers and nannies in order to escape some of the domestic drudge work—and some of the child care. These women may not be working for pay, but their tennis lessons, hair and manicure appointments, shopping dates, volunteer commitments, and social engagements frequently keep them out of the house for longer hours than many of the working mothers I know. “I don’t know why they call them stay-at-home mothers; they’re never at home,” one teenage boy commented to his mother, a working woman, about his friends’ nonworking moms.


But when a husband makes more than enough money to support his family, a wife’s job can seem like an inconvenience that gets in the way of their lifestyle instead of an asset. “I wanted to be able to travel with my husband and share some of the experiences his career afforded us,” says one Washington wife who gave up her own formidable career to do so.


And in some privileged enclaves, this choice has become the norm. At a program on “opting out” of the labor force sponsored by the National Council for Research on Women, a high-powered financial executive talked about attending a social event in New Canaan, Connecticut, where the other wives—all well educated and well-to-do—were astonished to learn that a woman in their midst actually had a job. “No one in New Canaan works!” one exclaimed.


Such women enjoy the lavish approval of conservatives who applaud old-fashioned gender roles and believe that women’s place remains in the home. “Power is in the kitchen,” wrote New York Times op-ed columnist David Brooks in an essay attacking Hirshman’s American Prospect article.


Some women readers were not convinced. “No group can hope to secure and protect its social and political rights without economic power, whose source is money and property of one’s own,” responded Corina Linden in a letter to the editor. “Women must be an ambitious, tenacious presence in the wage-earning work force, if only out of self-preservation.” And yet even Linden, a Seattle woman with a Ph.D. in political science, confessed that she had retreated to the home after having children.


Despite the widespread cultural support for full-time motherhood in recent years, some analysts nonetheless discern a double standard that discriminates between the haves and the have-nots. Right-wingers have long railed against welfare mothers who stay home with children while living on public assistance, and conservatives applauded the welfare reforms requiring low-income mothers to work as a condition of receiving benefits, which resulted in sharp declines in welfare caseloads. But those very same conservatives are among the most impassioned advocates of full-time motherhood for the privileged.


“We seem to be saying, ‘It’s very good for middle-class women to stay home, but it’s very good for poor women to go to work, because we don’t want them to be dependent on welfare,’” observes Heidi Hartmann, an economist and president of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research in Washington, D.C.


Women with high-earning husbands obviously have more options than those who are struggling merely to survive, but Hartmann believes that the stay-at-home ideal is affecting women across the social spectrum. “I don’t think it is an elite phenomenon,” she says. “It’s my sense that it’s pretty much across the board, in terms of socioeconomic levels and age groups.”


The latest data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics confirms that analysis, demonstrating that the back-to-the-home trend “has been broader than previously believed, with women at all income levels taking job breaks, not just the highly educated, prosperous moms examined in many recent studies,” the Wall Street Journal reported last November.


For middle-class couples, the decision to make do on a single income often entails considerable sacrifice. Margaret Hein’s family enjoys the many services she provides as a stay-at-home wife, but the costs have included cutbacks in their standard of living as well as increased stress for her breadwinner husband, who feels his financial responsibilities keenly.


The Heins originally moved to Rye because it offered a better school system than their former home in Port Chester, but buying into the new community strained their household budget and necessitated significant changes in their lifestyle. “I think many people here have a lot more money than we do,” Margaret admits. “It’s definitely harder for us to live here, financially. After we bought this house, things were really tight.”


As a result, the Heins have been forced to defer their dream of renovating the original 1948 bathrooms and kitchen, which have leaky plumbing and ancient appliances. “Fixing up the house is probably the biggest thing we can’t do,” Margaret says. “If I was working, we probably could at least start the process of doing some of this stuff, but we’re not anywhere near that.”


The Heins have also curtailed their discretionary spending. “If someone invites us to a party, we’ll get a baby-sitter, but we don’t say, ‘Let’s go out to dinner Saturday night,’” Margaret reports. “I know people who go to the manicurist and the personal trainer and get their hair highlighted, but I don’t do that.”


Their vacations have been limited as well. “The last time Rick and I went away together was five years ago,” says Margaret, whose parents and in-laws have been responsible for most of their family vacations, inviting them to rented houses at the Jersey shore or in the Catskills.


In making such choices, the Heins have consciously decided to exchange certain material rewards for the benefits provided by Margaret as a full-time homemaker. The result is a noticeable gap between their own habits and those of many neighbors. “We’re not keeping up with the Joneses,” Margaret acknowledges cheerfully.


Although the Westchester suburbs are teeming with Mercedes-Benzes and Lexuses, Margaret drives a 1997 Ford Taurus station wagon whose rear window won’t close. Rick drives a hand-me-down from his mother, a dented 1990 Honda Accord, two of whose four door handles don’t work and have to be opened from the outside. So far the Heins are putting up with those inconveniences in hopes of avoiding the additional burden of car payments for new vehicles.


Such trade-offs multiply as a family’s income dwindles. Lisa T., a forty-two-year-old mother of two who lives in upstate New York, has been a full-time homemaker since her first child was born ten years ago. “I never really thought about having a career,” says Lisa, a former office manager who doesn’t miss working and has no desire to return. “I had always hoped to stay home with my kids.”


But recently her husband, an engineer, went back to school to earn an M.B.A., and he is pressing Lisa to get a job. “Financially it’s been rough,” she admits. “We are being tighter with money, but he does not handle the stress very well; he has a very difficult time with it. He’ll take things out on me. One day, he just snapped. He made this comment, ‘You haven’t had to pay for anything!’ I’m not very materialistic, but he seems to feel he cannot survive without certain things, and he doesn’t want to do the sacrificing. He’s got to have high-speed Internet access and computer games or whatever. It’s appealing to him to have a little more money coming in, but I don’t feel it’s necessary for me to go back to work. I will cut corners where I have to.”


In the meantime, however, her husband’s eagerness for her to rejoin the workforce has made Lisa feel that her contributions at home are not fully appreciated. “He doesn’t see that the mom job is a lot of work,” she complains. “He’s never had to do the laundry or look for clean clothing. He’s always got a nice meal—nothing out of boxes or the freezer. You take care of all the tough issues at home with the kids, and you do everything for them in the house, and they just don’t see it. I do resent it.”


Another source of conflict is the family’s health insurance. “He’s having to pay a lot more money for health care, and the plans are not as good these days,” Lisa says. “Having to deal with all those bills gets to be crazy, and he would like me to find a place where the benefits would be better than his benefits package.”


Although lower-income families typically face an even greater struggle to maintain such amenities as health insurance, some nonetheless view a stay-at-home wife as a status symbol. Particularly among minority communities, a family’s ability to manage on one income is often seen as testimony to the husband’s success.


“For many black women, it becomes an aspirational model: If the man is doing okay, the woman doesn’t work,” says Vicki Gault, who used to be an executive at a high-tech telecommunications company before becoming a full-time mother of three in Montclair, New Jersey. “Very few black women have that chance. Very few of my friends are staying home; they’re working to pay the bills. Statistically, it’s more likely for black women to make more money than their husbands. From an African-American perspective, we’ve worked since the days of slavery; everyone we knew worked, so being able not to work is part of what defines success.”


And in affluent white communities, this definition is affecting the way females envision their lives at ever-younger ages. “My friends’ mothers are all telling them to marry a rich guy so they’ll never have to work,” reports a Houston teenager who goes to public school. At an exclusive private school in New York City, the senior girl with the highest grade-point average has just been accepted at Harvard—but she is quite forthright about her intention to forgo a career and become a homemaker. These aspirations have become so prevalent that they are already being satirized in popular fiction; when Wendy Wasserstein’s novel, Elements of Style, was published last year, The New York Times noted that “one character’s thirteen-year-old daughter is in a women’s studies class in which half the students plan to grow up, have children, stop working and exploit a lot of household help.”


AT A DINNER party in Waccabuc, New York, a leafy enclave of manicured lawns and faux-Provençal mansions, a successful businesswoman shares her dismay about the views of her own daughters. “They are eighteen and twenty-two, and neither of them wants to have the kind of career I’ve had,” she tells me. “They saw the sacrifices I made, and they think it’s just too hard to juggle work and family the way I did. Both of them say they’re going to stay home after they have kids.”


Even women who begin adulthood with a different attitude often change their minds after grappling with the harsh realities of the workplace. Some have a difficult time matching their abilities to meaningful work. “I’ve always felt like I have this really great contribution to make somewhere, and I don’t know exactly what it is,” says Katie Hofstadter, a twenty-four-year-old from Macon, Georgia. “I need to find a place for myself. Getting married scares me; I feel like if I did give up a career, and I didn’t have the pressure to make a living, I would lose that scrappy, resourceful side of myself. It’s a scary fantasy of being rudderless and uninspired.”


After a few years in the workplace, however, that determination to find and steer your own course can easily be replaced by different goals. Karen Eames* is a twenty-nine-year-old chemical engineer who is currently working as an asset trader for an oil-energy company in Chicago. She has always been ambitious and driven to succeed. “When I was in high school, I swore I was never having children,” she says. “I left college with an ‘I’m going to take over the world!’ attitude. I was going to be vice president of some company.”


Although her career has soared, her feelings have changed considerably in the years since then. “It was a gradual progression,” says Eames. “I don’t know if it’s this particular career that I’ve realized I don’t want or if it’s the corporate environment, with all the red tape, being on call twenty-four hours a day, solving problems because people can’t get along—you burn out. I’ve enjoyed my time here; I think it was something I needed to do, to prove that I could compete with the best of them. But I’m worn out with the rat race, and I want to change directions.”


Eames is getting married in a few months, and her expectation of starting a family has intensified her desire to escape the demands of her job. “I’ve been giving a hundred and ten percent to my career, and I’d give at least that to my family, so something has to give,” she says. “The kind of balance I want, where you have a good family life, is something I couldn’t attain if I was going to be high up in a company like the one where I’m working now—and that balance is really important to me.”


So Eames has decided to quit her career. She asked me to use a pseudonym in quoting her, because she hasn’t told her employer yet, but she and her new husband are planning to move to Colorado, where he has landed a new job. “It’s the perfect time for me to make that shift,” she says. “I’m looking at nonprofit work or teaching high-school chemistry. A big part of the reason is anticipation about having a family.”


But even if she finds less taxing work, Eames is prepared to give that up, too. “I don’t really want someone else raising my kids,” she explains. “I feel like it’s my responsibility as a parent to guide my children and teach them things; I want to feel responsible for how they turn out. I don’t want them to have an attachment to some other person who could just quit the job and walk away. I don’t want to run myself ragged to get the kids to day care or get a call that my child is sick when I have to have a meeting. I don’t want that pace. I would anticipate stretching myself thin, and it’s not worth the gratification of having a career to stress myself out like that.”


For the immediate future, the major impact of Eames’s decision to give up her job will be the loss of income. Up until now, she has been the high earner, while her fiancé, a doctoral student, was finishing his Ph.D. “When we go out to dinner, it’s my dime,” she says.


His new teaching position will be substantially less remunerative than her own job has been, but Eames is not concerned about the financial sacrifice. Although she recognizes that becoming financially dependent on her husband may entail some risks, she sees no compelling reason to make contingency plans in case her husband someday loses his job or gets sick. “You never know what life’s going to throw at you,” she acknowledges, “but to me, to prepare for something that may not happen would be kind of irrational. Should something happen, you do what you need to do.”


That attitude is common among younger women, for whom many of life’s potential challenges still seem largely theoretical; older women who have experienced the loss or incapacitation of a husband have a much more acute sense of their own vulnerability. Young women leaving the workforce also tend to be very optimistic about their ability to return at a later date. “I do believe I could come back, even if it’s five or ten years from now,” Eames says. “I’m realistic enough to know that I’m not necessarily going to be able to jump back in where I left off, but I’ve got a skill set to offer, and I’m a very determined person.”


Eames also believes she is prepared for what will surely be a major shift in her sense of identity. “I do think it will be an adjustment, but my definition of success was very different when I was younger,” she says. “It definitely was going out and being a strong, powerful woman in the workforce, but that view has been changing. I look at my mother, who has raised four children who turned out okay, and I think that’s something to be as proud of as running a company.”


Eames’s decision to downsize her career in favor of family priorities constitutes a striking example of women’s willingness to sacrifice their professional advancement, even when their own prospects are far brighter than those of their partners. Although Eames’s husband-to-be will earn only a fraction of what she’s been earning, neither of them questions the assumption that her career is the one to be jettisoned.


Pamela Stone, a Hunter College sociology professor, studied this phenomenon in a report called “Fast-Track Women and the ‘Choice’ to Stay Home.” “Despite the high-powered nature of their own careers . . . they seemed to implicitly accept that their career was secondary,” Stone wrote. Among the women she interviewed, who ranged in age from thirty-three to fifty-six, such views were reinforced by their husbands—even when the wives were the main breadwinners. “Significantly, about one-third of the women who described their husbands’ implicit or explicit preference for a stay-at-home wife as a factor in their quitting were earning comparable incomes or outearning their husbands at the time of their job departure,” Stone reported. “Thus, economics was not the only factor at play in these couples’ perceptions that the wife’s career was secondary.”


More often than not, however, a couple decides in favor of the husband’s career because his long-term earnings potential is perceived to be greater than hers. “I’m in a marriage where one person makes more money, so I’m going to be the one who figures out something that’s more doable,” says Kathy Tanning,* a thirty-two-year-old television producer whose husband works on Wall Street. “I don’t know if I can continue to work as hard as I do and still have a family; I have to look for another choice. I’m facing the fact that I don’t know if both people can go for it, pedal to the metal. If you have two people pushing themselves in jobs where you have to work long hours in order to be successful, something has to give if you also want to have a family and be happy, and a lot of the time that becomes the wife’s job. Where I am now, I think it could be tough to continue what I’m doing. I feel frantic here, and I don’t know if I want to feel frantic. I just don’t know that you can have it all. Just because you can work sixty hours a week and have a kid, do I want to? Having one person who’s already earning more money than the other, by a long shot, makes it harder to say that one person isn’t going to have to give up something. Most likely, because I make less money, it’s going to be me. You say to yourself, ‘I’m in a good marriage, and I have this choice.’”


And yet few women making that choice stop to consider its financial implications. In an era when parents scrupulously outfit their windows with child guards and their cars with baby seats, when they babyproof every square inch of their homes and scour Consumer Reports to research the safest strollers, it’s hard to understand why so many women are willing to turn over their very ability to feed their children to another person who—if history is any guide—may not always live up to that responsibility. No matter how lovely their homes are, economic dependency is the proverbial elephant in the living room—the enormous issue that is almost universally ignored despite its power to destroy everything in its path.


One reason for this potentially disastrous oversight is the extent to which women identify their own interests with those of their husbands and children. In choosing the stay-at-home lifestyle, they often don’t differentiate between what they believe will benefit the family and what is best for themselves as individuals. Although the consequences can be horrendous, it’s hardly surprising that women continue to fall into the same trap. A steady flow of cultural propaganda encourages wives and mothers to think about their situations in precisely those terms—and to overlook their own unique vulnerability. Even when media coverage focuses on the financial consequences of staying home, it almost never considers the woman as an individual whose needs may someday diverge from those of her partner; she is seen only as part of a larger economic unit.


In October 2006, USA Today offered a typical example with a story that purported to examine the pros and cons of giving up one job and relying on a single breadwinner. “If you’re willing to cut your budget, staying home with your child might not be as financially painful as you think,” enthused the writer, John Waggoner.
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