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For Jamin




A baked potato is not as big as the world.


—Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique





Introduction



In the immortal words of Buffalo Springfield: there’s something happening here.


Here is a thoroughly noncomprehensive list of some of the memoirs released by major publishers in the past few years:


My Life from Scratch: A Sweet Journey of Starting Over, One Cake at a Time by Gesine Bullock-Prado: A young Hollywood exec flees Los Angeles to open a bakery in small-town Vermont.


The Pioneer Woman: Black Heels to Tractor Wheels by Ree Drummond: A young career woman quits her “spoiled city girl” life in Los Angeles to marry an Oklahoma rancher and become a “domestic country wife.”


Rurally Screwed: My Life off the Grid with the Cowboy I Love by Jessie Knadler: A young type-A magazine editor in New York meets a Montana cowboy and moves to rural Virginia to farm chickens and raise a baby.


The Dirty Life: A Memoir of Farming, Food, and Love by Kristin Kimball: A young, female Manhattan journalist ditches the city to start a farm in upstate New York.


Made from Scratch: Discovering the Pleasures of a Handmade Life by Jenna Woginrich: A young female Web designer quits city life to raise goats on a farm in rural Vermont.


I could keep going (and going and going), but you get the picture: the career girl—gone—Green Acres memoir is the new chick lit. Our new collective escapist fantasy is more likely to involve a Vermont farmhouse and a cute Anthropologie apron than a SoHo loft and a pair of Manolos.


Just step outside of the bookstore and look around. The fashion of the early twenty-first century is a whiplash-inducing 180-degree turn from the androgyny of the 1990s. Today, on the streets of Brooklyn and San Francisco and Austin and Chicago, fashionable twenty- and thirtysomethings walk around looking like they popped out of a cosmic wormhole from 1963 or 1944 or 1922, or even 1890 (any further back and you might wind up in Renaissance Faire territory). In are A-line dresses, dotted-Swiss aprons, prairie skirts, gingham. For men, lumberjack beards, classic Red Wing work boots, and vintage denim are de rigueur.


Makers of midcentury vintage-reproduction clothing report sales increases of 25 to 30 percent over the past four years, a period where most other clothing retailers have seen a downturn. “Designers are cranking out housewife-homage looks for spring that would have June Cleaver bursting her girdle with pride,” enthuses one fashion writer.1 “Retro fabulousness!” chirps Glamour.


“People used to laugh at me when I tried to sell these kinds of clothes when I started 13 years ago,” says the owner of a vintage-style clothing company. “Now my clothes are sold in 40 countries and more than 1,000 boutiques.”2


Our nostalgia for old-fashioned home and hearth has transformed our food culture as well. Who hasn’t tried canning jam or making their own pickles? Young women who, had they been of age in the 1990s, might have been boozing it up in the Meatpacking District are now spending Saturday nights baking cupcakes and photographing them for their food blogs. The kinds of kitchen work once associated with Depression-era farmwives—making curds and whey, preserving sauerkraut, grinding flour—are now thoroughly unremarkable pastimes for young people flush with today’s DIY back-to-basics spirit.


Walk through the streets of a hip neighborhood in any American city, and you’re likely to spy something that hasn’t been seen in urban areas in a hundred years: vegetable gardens. Gardening, once the domain of the suburban middle-aged, is now a mark of cool among the kind of urban young people who, in a less domestic era, wouldn’t have met their first trowel until they had their second kid and moved to Connecticut. And raising your own farm animals is now a completely acceptable activity for city-dwelling architects and lawyers and publishing assistants, with cities passing ordinances to legalize backyard chicken coops. It is now normal—normal!—to hear roosters crowing in Williamsburg or Silver Lake.


The trendiest restaurants of today aim to replicate your meemaw’s 1930s Georgia kitchen, their menus a nostalgic tribute to the “handcrafted,” the “heritage,” and the “heirloom.” The pickled beets aren’t just pickled beets; they’re “Aunt Janey’s pickled beets.” The meat is from a small family farm; the farmer’s name is written on the back of the menu. Read some of today’s popular food writers and count the number of times “old-fashioned” or “like our grandmothers might have made” is used—“Don’t eat anything your great-great-grandmother wouldn’t recognize as food” is foodie guru Michael Pollan’s oft-quoted cri de coeur.


Our longing for the handmade, the old-fashioned, the authentic has launched crafting out of the sewing room and into the mainstream. Activities like knitting, crocheting, quilting, and sewing, long associated with eighty-year-old grannies, are now deeply hip among their twenty- and thirtysomething granddaughters. The tinny click of knitting needles has become soothing background noise in the coffee shops of Chicago and Seattle and Los Angeles, where people talk of “reclaiming” lost domestic arts and “getting back to basics.” Yarn sales have shot through the roof, knitting circles have popped up like mushrooms after a rain, and crafting-based social-networking sites are being called the new Facebook.


Nowhere is the new domestic chic so apparent as in the blogosphere. If you’re a young woman, chances are you already know all about the “domestic porn” blog phenomenon, which is overwhelmingly female dominated and overwhelmingly enamored of a cozy vintage aesthetic. You’ll find young women in retro dresses showing off their knitting projects, pictures of steamy apple pies and overexposed shots of wildflowers in Mason jars, musings on one’s love of rainy days and iced tea and vintage KitchenAids. If the bloggers have children, expect moony, angelic pictures of toddlers in hand-knitted striped sweaters and arty, backlit close-ups of infants’ downy little ears. Some of these women will refer to themselves, in a cheeky but serious spirit, as “homemakers” or “housewives”—“I’m a modern-day homemaker” or “Just call me a ‘hipster housewife.’ ” If “housewife” was a dirty word in the seventies, eighties, and nineties, it’s now dirty in the good sense, electric with the shivery delight of taboo-breaking.


Motherhood itself is being venerated in a way not seen since the hypernatalist 1950s. If you’ve spent any time eyeing the tabloids in the supermarket checkout line, you know what I’m talking about, of course—“Bump Watch! A Baby for Jen: The Ultimate Fulfillment!” But it’s not just in Hollywood that parenthood is cool again—the yummy mummy/boho domestic goddess has become an enduring icon for the 2000s, the double-wide stroller a signifier of urban affluence. “The old-fashioned, full-time mother at home is being celebrated—as fashion icon, as status symbol, as sex symbol,” crows the Daily Telegraph, while the Huffington Post asks, “Is ‘career woman’ the new ‘spinster’?”


And today’s parenthood is itself nostalgic, aiming to recapture the simplicity and goodness of a rose-tinted past. “Natural” and “instinctual” and “traditional” are buzzwords among today’s young moms and dads; the wisdom of our grandmothers and/or indigenous tribes is invoked with regularity in the playgroups and birthing centers of the twenty-first century. From home births to diaper-free infants to hand-mashed baby food to extended breast-feeding, today’s parenthood often seems to take its cues from Little House on the Prairie.


Clearly, something has been shifting in our culture over the past decade or so. The various pieces—the urban chickens, the domestic-porn blogs, the retro cookery, the attachment parenting—are beginning to come together to reveal a larger whole. To say that these phenomena are “just trends” or to snark on them as the whims of privileged hipsters is to ignore this emerging bigger picture. Fashion is fashion, but our current collective nostalgia and domesticity-mania speak to deep cultural longings and a profound shift in the way Americans view life. I call this phenomenon “New Domesticity.”


NEW DOMESTICITY


Devotees of New Domesticity are everywhere. Chances are, you know one. If not, you’ve probably read her blog.


She’s the Brooklyn hipster who quit her PR job to sell hand-knitted scarves at craft fairs. He’s the dreadlocked “urban homesteader” who raises his own chickens to reduce his carbon footprint. She’s the thirty-one-year-old new mom who starts an artisan cupcake company from her home kitchen rather than return to her law firm. He’s the hard-driven Ivy Leaguer fleeing corporate life for a Vermont farm. She’s the food blogger writing winsome odes to the simple pleasures of slow-roasted pork and homemade applesauce.


The type of lifestyle these people embrace is a 180-degree turnaround from the consumerist fantasies of the late 1990s and early 2000s, when the media’s much-flogged feminine ideal was a Sex and the City–style urban careerist who used her oven for storing extra copies of Vogue.


Now we’re all baking brownies again. What gives? Why are women (and more than a few men) of my generation, the children of post–Betty Friedan feminists, embracing the domestic tasks that our mothers and grandmothers so eagerly shrugged off?


The motivations behind New Domesticity are varied: an interest in self-sustainability; concern for the environment; the need for flexible, child-friendly work; the desire to remain connected to older generations. But the common thread seems to be this: my generation—those of us in our twenties and thirties—is longing for a more authentic, meaningful life in an economically and environmentally uncertain world.


Our parents—stressed-out, divorced baby boomers—haven’t provided us with much of a road map for balanced living. All-out careerism certainly didn’t seem to make our parents happy. Is it entirely surprising, then, that we’re looking toward a rose-tinted past for tips on how to have a more meaningful, happy life?


A GROWING PHENOMENON


When I started tentatively investigating New Domesticity, I didn’t have to look far. Within an hour or two of my home in the small college town of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, New Domesticity types were popping out of the woodwork.


Alana, thirty-three, is a PhD student in environmental science and public policy at Duke. But while other stressed-out grad students suck down ramen noodles and unwind by playing pool and drinking far too much beer, Alana spends her free time picking and canning fruit, making cheese, baking, teaching knitting classes, and growing vegetables on the roof of her downtown Durham apartment. These are not just hobbies for her. She has a deep and committed belief that homemaking is central to a sustainable, socially just society. She believes that traditional “women’s work” like cooking, crafting, and raising children has been devalued and sees restoring this work to its rightful place of honor as one of her most important goals.


“I’m a feminist,” says Alana, a petite woman with white-blond hair whose outfit of a 1970s-style T-shirt and sneakers makes her look a decade younger. “But I also feel like there has to be a space where you can embrace the life-giving stuff that comes with being a woman. My appreciation for tradition is puzzling to older women, who clearly ‘fought the fight.’ ”


Ryan, twenty-eight, considers himself an “urban homesteader.” He raises chickens and quails in the backyard of his suburban Charlotte house, keeps bees, and grows a healthy fraction of his own vegetables. He also sews, cooks all his meals from scratch, and cans jam. To him, these old-fashioned domestic skills are about sustainable, low-on-the-food-chain living. He hopes to one day live off the grid and be completely self-sufficient.


In Charlotte, a Southern city anchored by the classically macho banking industry and surrounded by traditional-minded small farming towns, a man sewing and canning raises a few eyebrows. And Ryan’s family is confused that Ryan, a straight young guy with a master’s degree and plenty of job prospects, should want to live this way.


“These are extremely basic life skills that you need to live,” Ryan says, scoffing. “Everybody has to eat—you should know how to cook, male or female.”


Elizabeth and Sammy, a same-sex couple, are both highly educated (Brown, Sarah Lawrence) and had plenty of career opportunities. But what they really want is to be “stay-at-home, homeschooling, cooking, crafting mamas.” Yes, both of them. So, rather than pursue conventional success, they’ve set themselves up with an at-home computer business that allows them to work from their suburban Durham home. They’re now busy trying to get pregnant via sperm donor—Elizabeth, thirty-two, is going to go first, since she’s slightly older.


Sammy’s mother was a “very, very high-status” vice president of a Philadelphia bank who was “very insistent that women can rule the world,” says Sammy, thirty-one, offering me a homemade chocolate cookie as we sit at their kitchen counter, a pot of homemade chai bubbling away on the stove. “But she was also depressed and had out-of-control diabetes and hated her life.”


Sammy’s take-home message was that “the corporate world doesn’t care about home-life balance” and “women were sold the idea that they could do it all.”


“Why let your company handbook dictate how much time you spend with your family?” she asks, turning her palms up in exasperation. “That’s the trade-off my mom made.”


Sammy and Elizabeth don’t want that. They want to be hands-on attachment parents for their planned “three to six” children. They want to cook all their meals from scratch like they do now—homemade granola for breakfast, home-canned fruits and veggies, slow-simmered bone broths, homemade sauerkraut—and grow their own veggies (“When we eat out, we’re letting somebody else choose the quality of our vegetables,” Sammy says).


Elizabeth and Sammy truly seem to revel in their domestic bliss. They’ve even stopped posting pictures of their house to Facebook, for fear their friends would think they were bragging. “They don’t understand how we have all this time to make smoked-turkey stock,” says Sammy, laughing.


But they also think their lifestyle is spreading. People are sick of long work hours and crappy convenience foods, they say. They’re ready to get back to basics. They’re ready to return home.


WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?


In my late twenties, fairly recently married, and thinking hard about questions of how best to live my life, I was fascinated to watch the rise of this New Domesticity. Was this incredibly modern or a total throwback? Was this sexist or liberating? Or somewhere in between? And where did it come from?


In this book, I’ll try to answer these questions. I’ll look at how crafts like knitting, sewing, and embroidery have staged a comeback. I’ll examine the new DIY foodie culture that has so many of us baking our own bread and raising chickens in our backyards. I’ll investigate today’s hyperintensive parenting culture (think “attachment parenting,” homemade baby food, homeschooling) and look at how parenting became the ultimate DIY project in a DIY-crazy culture. I’ll hang out with some neo-homesteaders and see why “Return to home and hearth!” has become a radical rallying cry. I’ll look at how Americans on the right and left sides of the political spectrum are increasingly meeting over their beliefs about the home—Christian homeschooling parents trading tips with crunchy liberal “unschoolers,” Ron Paul–loving libertarians banding together with lefty locavores over the right to drink raw milk, Mormon stay-at-home moms bonding on Etsy with radical lesbian knitters. Throughout this, I’ll look at how New Domesticity relates to our growing disenchantment with the mainstream workplace, which has failed young people, mothers, and families in so many ways.


And I’ll ask questions about what this means, especially as it relates to gender and class. Do the picture-perfect homes portrayed on the ever-growing universe of “lifestyle” blogs raise the standards of homemaking for all of us? Has the rhetoric about the “soul-sucking” modern workplace gotten so negative it’s discouraging young people, especially young women, from going all-out in their careers? Does the embrace of all things “natural,” from organic gardening to breast-feeding, set us up for a new brand of gender essentialism (“But it’s just natural for women to nurture,” etc.) that harms both women and men? Does the DIY-mania of New Domesticity (homeschooling! Grow your own veggies!) mean a retreat from the public sphere, one that might harm the underprivileged who don’t have the time or money to “do it themselves”?


While New Domesticity is largely a female-centric phenomenon at this point, it is certainly not all about women. Though this book focuses most intensely on the complex relationship women have always had with domesticity, I’m also extremely interested in showing how men’s relationships with home and domestic life have been rapidly evolving.


Throughout the book, I’ll connect the rise of New Domesticity and its do-it-yourself mentality to the decline in public, communal solutions for things like food and child care. When the national food system doesn’t seem safe, people become more interested in knowing exactly where their food comes from. When there’s little decent, affordable day care available, parents are more likely to invest in ideologies about babies “needing” Mom at home. When the government does a sorry job of fighting environmental destruction and climate change, people feel the need to take matters into their own hands. Hence the mania for eco-minded domesticity: making your own soap, hanging laundry on old-fashioned laundry lines, using cloth diapers instead of disposables.


So pour yourself a glass of home-brewed kombucha, and let’s start to untangle this complex, fascinating subject that reveals so much about our culture and our era.





CHAPTER 1



The Pull of Domesticity in an Era of Anxiety


The draw of nostalgic domesticity is not surprising. We’re living in scary times. The economy has been in the toilet for several years now, with little sign of rebound. Our neighbors are laid off, our friends have lost their health insurance, even the wealthy are no longer safe. The environment’s a mess—greenhouse gas emissions are spiraling upward and upward, temperatures are spiking, drought billows across the country, politicians don’t seem to care. The food system no longer seems safe, what with all the YouTube videos of bloated, antibiotic-pumped chickens stewing in salmonella-streaked filth, the recalls of E. coli–poisoned spinach, the stories of factory farms spewing sludge into our waterways.


People are on edge. The month I began working on this chapter, there was a freaky, once-a-century East Coast earthquake followed closely by a rare northeastern hurricane followed by disastrous flooding. In a sunnier era, people might have shrugged this off as a bizarre coincidence. Instead, even my most rational and even-tempered friends and acquaintances muttered darkly about apocalypse and global warming and the collapse of civilization. A week after the hurricane, tornadoes spun through central North Carolina, setting off sirens at the fire station down the street from my house. “Take shelter now. Take shelter now,” intoned a recorded voice.


Well, we’re taking shelter. We’re learning to knit. We’re embracing slow food. We’re blogging about renovating our cozy, downsized cottages. We’re fantasizing about ditching the corporate world to run a Vermont goat farm. We’re reading books like How to Sew a Button: And Other Nifty Things Your Grandmother Knew and The Prairie Girl’s Guide to Life and Radical Homemakers: Reclaiming Domesticity from a Consumer Culture.


This isn’t, of course, the first time home and hearth have been put on such a pedestal—the 1950s brought us the Happy Housewife, while the 1980s served up a minor flurry of media stories about “nesting” and “cocooning” among professional women.


But this current domesticity-mania is unique in that it signals a profound social change among educated, progressive Americans. It’s part of a shift away from corporate culture and toward a more eco-conscious, family-centric, DIY lifestyle, a shift that has potential to change the American cultural and political landscape. Part of this change is driven by economic necessity—the current recession, the worst since the Great Depression, has made high-flying consumerist lifestyles unfeasible. But it is also driven by a genuine feeling of disgust with the status quo, a sense that the American dream has turned out to be a big fat toxin-laden, environment-destroying nightmare. The government can’t be trusted, corporations can’t be trusted, even some of our most basic communal services like hospitals and public schools are under suspicion. Meaningful and lucrative careers, once the brass ring for ambitious young people, are preposterously hard to find these days. And, once found, they tend to come with a whole slew of thorny issues, many of them affecting women disproportionately—expectations of sixty-hour workweeks, lack of maternity leave, massive “mom penalties” on salary.


In this culture of anxiety, it’s no wonder so many young people are looking to domesticity in search of a simpler, more sustainable, more meaningful way of life.


New Domesticity is the re-embrace of home and hearth by those who have the means to reject these things. It’s the MBA who quits her corporate gig to downsize to a solar-powered renovated barn. It’s the twentysomething New Yorker who spends her evenings blogging about her latest baking project rather than hitting the clubs. It’s the young mom who, after her too-short maternity leave, decides to try to make extra money selling her knitting on Etsy rather than go back to work. It’s the suburban dad turned neo-homesteader, raising chickens in his backyard and trying to grow all his family’s veggies. New Domesticity is the embrace of the domestic in the service of environmentalism, DIY culture, personal fulfillment. Though it may resemble your grandmother’s homemaking, it’s not—this is something new, different, perhaps even revolutionary.


THE STRANGE PULL OF DOMESTICITY


I first started thinking about this book when I wrote a newspaper story profiling several young, educated women who canned jam. Canning jam had always struck me as a fun, nostalgic hobby, but for these women it was part of something much larger. They spoke of self-sufficiency, of rescuing “lost” domestic arts, of sustainable lifestyles, of reclaiming the concept of “homemaker.”


The idea resonated with me, rather unexpectedly. I was twenty-seven years old, recently engaged, and beginning to think hard about questions of work, family, and what constitutes a meaningful life. At the time, I was living in a shoe-box-sized Chapel Hill bungalow with a claustrophobic, dishwasher-less kitchen. I traveled several months out of the year for work, rarely bothering to unpack my toiletry kit. My diet consisted largely of Trader Joe’s tortillas and melted cheddar, eaten by the glow of my laptop. I often worked until two or three A.M. and fell asleep with my fingers on the keyboard.


There was something undeniably appealing about the idea of a simpler, more home-centric life, a life made to look especially alluring on the thousands of food-, home-, and domesticity-related blogs multiplying rabbitlike across the Internet. And I was noticing that many of my friends and acquaintances suddenly had similar feelings. The cultural winds seemed to be shifting.


When I was in college in the early 2000s, there was a sense that we were the future masters of the universe, sprinting full tilt into a future of eighty-hour workweeks and corner offices. My peers paraded off to I-banking interviews dressed in pinstriped skirt suits, flew to Silicon Valley giddy with the prospect of hitching their wagon to a rocketing start-up, or went to law school, where they were lavishly feted by corporate firms hoping to snag them for associate positions after graduation.


But by a few years later, the entire landscape had shifted beneath us. The economy headed into the gutter, many of our industries (in my case, newspapers) were breathing their last gasps, people were thinking harder about what kinds of jobs were moral and fulfilling—suddenly, working at, say, an investment bank held about as much appeal as being a census taker for Satan. There was a rising sense, fueled by the media, that careerism was on the downslide. Economist Sylvia Ann Hewlett was on the airwaves talking about the infertility epidemic and the impossibility of combining work and family life, warning young women to reconsider their freewheeling nonmonogamous twenties. New York Times writer Lisa Belkin’s infamous “The Opt-Out Revolution” story—in which she interviewed several thirtysomething Princeton grads who had shucked off high-powered careers to stay at home with their children—was spawning endless discussions about whether work was really all that meaningful after all.


At this point, women my age—the oldest end of Generation Y—were beginning to lead the way into marriage and parenthood, and were squinting hard at the road map our baby boomer mothers had left behind. We women had been weaned on “You can have it all,” but, having watched our mothers struggle, we were wary. We’d grown up in a culture where careers defined who you were, but all of a sudden careers were harder to come by, and we were increasingly skeptical of their powers to fulfill us.


So New Domesticity seemed to fill a hole many of us were feeling. For some of my friends, New Domesticity was simply about knitting to relax after a long day in the office. For others, it was about growing their own vegetables in the name of sustainable living. For still others, it was about reevaluating long-held notions about what constituted success—maybe being with family was more important than earning that corner office. It wasn’t just women feeling this way. Gen Y men, though acculturated to value money and power, were becoming increasingly interested in work-life balance, and increasingly disinterested in “working for the Man.” The guys of my generation were suddenly talking about opening artisan food trucks, or starting a backyard farm, or moving into shared housing in order to afford to focus on what really mattered—their band, their relationship, their art, their cooking projects. Some called this slackerdom or Peter Pan syndrome, but I wondered if it wasn’t about something more.


Given that most of us were raised by working baby boomer parents—lawyers, social workers, computer programmers—who had happily rejected traditional domestic work, this was an interesting turn of events.


And it got me thinking—where did this New Domesticity come from? Why did it have such a pull for educated, ambitious young people like my friends and me? What were its potential implications?


As I started to research this New Domesticity—talking to ordinary women and men; looking at data; interviewing sociologists, historians, and economists; hanging out at urban homesteads; attending crafting conferences—I began to see that the phenomenon was deeply rooted in the sweeping social, environmental, and economic factors that have transformed America from the ego-drunk boomtown of the 1990s to the rather humbled, nervous nation of today.


Though these factors are complex and intertwined, several stood out dramatically:


1. A rising sense of distrust toward government, corporations, and the food system


2. Concern for the environment


3. The gloomy economy


4. Discontent with contemporary work culture


5. The draw of hands-on work in a technology-driven world


6. An increasingly intensive standard of parenting


By looking more closely at these factors, I began to realize that New Domesticity was about far more than hobbies or a love for retro fashion. It was really about the ways America had changed over the past decade. And its implications were broad—not just for women, but for men, families, society.


Let’s look at these factors in a bit more depth, with an eye to how they might be affecting women in unique, distinct ways.


A GROWING SENSE OF DISTRUST IS SPURRING DOMESTIC DIY-ISM


The only way to know what’s in your food is to make it yourself.


—Cat, 26, Pennsylvania


I really want to explore homeschooling. At public school, I’d worry about what my son was eating at lunch and the advertising at schools and the pop in vending machines and the cleaning solutions.


—Courtney, 31, Iowa City


Widespread feelings of disgust and distrust toward government, business, and institutions are changing domestic life. As people lose faith in communal solutions for social, economic, and environmental problems, there’s been a dramatic shift toward an ethos of family-based self-reliance, an ethos that’s quickly moving from the fringes and into the mainstream.


A growing distrust of the industrial food system has led to a revolution of DIY food production. Across America, people are growing their own vegetables, raising the much-discussed backyard chickens, even grinding their own flour for bread. As Cat, the twenty-six-year-old quoted earlier, told me, “The only way to know what’s in your food is to make it yourself,” a sentiment that might as well be the motto of twenty-first-century food culture. The practice of going to painstaking lengths to know where your food comes from is known as “food vetting” among industry analysts, who consider it to be one of the decade’s most important trends.


One female blogger in Austin, Texas, who has completely abandoned shopping at grocery stores in favor of DIY gardening and farmer’s markets, succinctly describes the current atmosphere of food fear:


The last 21 months has seen many food recalls, a massive ground turkey recall, huge egg recalls, deadly listeria yielding melons, several beef recalls, a revelation that the apple juice in children’s juice boxes contains unreasonable levels of arsenic, sourced from China and Argentina, and I don’t even remember what else . . . I don’t want to worry about those things. I don’t want to wonder what’s in my food, or where it came from.1


A growing skepticism toward conventional medicine has led to an increasing reliance on home or alternative remedies—nearly 40 percent of American adults now use what the National Institutes of Health describes as “complementary and alternative medicine,” and numbers are significantly higher among women.2 This skepticism leads to behaviors that range from benign (researching symptoms online, trying out different traditional diets) to dangerous—the mother-led vaccine-refusal movement has led to a resurgence of near-vanquished childhood diseases in affluent, liberal areas like Boulder, Colorado, and Northern California. In these parts of the country, an ethos of homespun, traditional wisdom reigns. This is never so evident as in the growing popularity of home birth—rates of home births rose 20 percent between 2004 and 2008, with a 94 percent increase among white women.3


In a similar vein, distrust in the school system has led a growing number of progressive-minded mothers (as many as 99 percent of homeschool instructors are women) to take their children’s educations into their own hands. The number of homeschooled American children jumped from 850,000 in 1999 to 1.1 million in 2003 to 1.5 million in 2007,4 and nonreligious “concern about the school environment” was the number one reason cited for choosing to homeschool,5 revealing how the movement has leapt from the religious right to the mainstream. Among women I’ve interviewed, common reasons for choosing homeschooling ranged from “schools suppress kids’ natural creativity” to “I worry about what they’re feeding them in the cafeteria.” These attitudes often go hand in hand with the increasingly popular theory of attachment parenting (which emphasizes co-sleeping, extended breast-feeding, and copious amounts of skin-to-skin contact) and the notion that day care is bad for children, an idea that holds increasing sway over American parents. Nearly three-quarters of Americans now disapprove of day care, a percentage that’s higher than it was in the 1980s, famous as the era of bogus “day care Satanic sex cult” stories.


Though most of the phenomena I’ve just described are associated with a progressive, relatively affluent demographic, we’re actually seeing similar things on the right side of the political spectrum as well. Conservative Americans’ long-held suspicions of government are also beginning to manifest in a DIY culture that looks mighty similar to what you see in the liberal enclaves of Berkeley or Boulder. We’re all familiar with the antigovernment rhetoric of the Tea Party, which took the 2010 midterm elections by storm with promises of church- and community-based solutions for large social ills. But we’re also seeing a new breed of so-called crunchy cons—conservatives motivated by progressive notions of environmentalism and self-sufficiency, albeit with a religious or anti–Big Government gloss. Among religious Christian women, for example, there’s a growing interest in the natural parenting movement, whose ideologies of motherly instinct, rejection of day care, and 24/7 mother-child attachment appeal to conservative notions of femininity.


Across the political spectrum, nostalgia reigns. Over and over again we hear that the world used to be a safer, more trustworthy place. Schools used to really teach kids, rather than herd them like sheep. Doctors didn’t used to shoot babies full of so many unknown chemicals—the number of vaccines has risen from three to thirty-six! Our great-grandmothers used to know exactly where all the food they put on the table came from; now you can’t even pronounce the ingredients on the back of a soup can.


While this rising sense of distrust is certainly not limited to women, the resulting DIY culture does rest heavily on female shoulders. From the liberal Brooklyn mom concerned over BPA in her canned black beans to Sarah Palin’s “mama grizzlies” defending their families from government intrusion, women are still very much considered the gatekeepers of family health and safety. When the government, schools, and the medical system aren’t trusted, the responsibility is handed back to Mom.


ENVIRONMENTALISM HAS MOVED FROM THE PUBLIC SPHERE INTO THE HOME


A lot of my homemaker-y stuff—growing vegetables and cloth diapering—stems from my desire to do my part for the earth as much as anything else.


—Carla, 29, Northern California


Oil spills. Fracking. Contaminated groundwater. Rising seas. Global drought. From an environmental perspective, we’re living in very frightening times indeed. But, despite years of activism, the possibility of the kind of legislation that might make a dent in the problem seems to recede further and further into the distance. Progressives elected Barack Obama with high hopes for increased energy standards and cleaner air and water policies. But his actual record has been tragically disappointing.


It’s not surprising, then, that people are turning to their own homes to try to make a difference. In recent years, the environmentalist’s mandate of “Be the change you want to see in the world” has expanded far beyond carrying a canvas tote bag to Whole Foods. A significant minority of Americans are dedicating themselves to locavore diets, giving up driving in favor of bikes, purging their homes of nonorganic cleaners. A smaller but highly influential minority is going even further, unplugging refrigerators, growing all their own vegetables, downsizing their houses, or dedicating themselves to eco-friendly philosophies like voluntary simplicity or frugal living or neo-homesteading.


This kind of self-abnegation in the face of nature is as old as Thoreau. But never before has it been quite so mainstream—laundry is once again flapping on the line in suburban backyards; major corporations sponsor “bike to work” days. And never has it been so female led. The locus of environmentalism has moved from the public sphere to the domestic, where women—for better and for worse—still do most of the decision-making, controlling 93 percent of food purchases and at least 73 percent of overall household spending.6 The once-radical concept of “eco-feminism”—the idea that women are the natural protectors of Mother Earth—has gone mainstream, with “eco-chicks” and “green moms” using their “innate” nurturing capabilities to fight for the environment.


“Love your family, love the planet” is the tagline of EcoMom.com, one of many environmentalist “lifestyle activism” sites aimed at women. But it might as well be the motto of this new environmental movement as a whole: change happens at home, and it begins with our domestic choices.


THE PROLONGED RECESSION IS DRIVING US HOMEWARD


You know, maybe I don’t need to be buying things from a store, maybe I can figure out how to make stuff without just being a consumer all the time.


—Sara, 29, South Dakota


People are realizing that they don’t have to work to make money to buy certain things, they can just cut out the middle process. I can clean my own house, I can make a toy for my kid.


—Jason, 30, Northern California


Few of us are living high on the hog these days. The iron-gray clouds of recession, which settled over the nation in 2008, show no signs of dissipating. Unless your name is Kim Kardashian, you’ve probably had to tighten your belt. We’re all pinching pennies, downsizing, making do.


The resurgence of old-fashioned domestic arts—the knitting, the preserving, the sewing your own clothes—is partially rooted in a recession-based ethos of frugality. Though baking your own bread may only save a few dollars a month, the domestic DIY movement provides a sense of control over a very out-of-control situation: we may not be able to cover our mortgages or keep our jobs, but we can streamline the grocery bill by using white vinegar instead of pricey cleaning gels. We can’t control what’s outside the home, but we can control what’s inside.


Some of today’s more extreme domestic philosophies, like voluntary simplicity or urban homesteading, are heavily influenced by economic factors as well. Though many people cite environmentalism or a desire for self-sufficiency as the main reason for choosing downscaled, home-centric lifestyles, economists point out that these lifestyles are much more popular in times of economic woe. In other words, someone who jettisons go-go city life for a rural farmstead after a layoff in the name of “a simpler life” (like many of the memoirists I mentioned before) may simply be rationalizing their decision to make the best of a bad economic situation. In the flush 1990s, they may have simply looked for another job. In the recession-plagued 2010s, they’re being forced to make more dramatic lifestyle changes. Domesticity has become an “out” for the casualties of an exploded economy.


Women still control most of the domestic purse strings and do most of the domestic work, regardless of whether they work outside the home. So when it comes time to cut back on household spending, they tend to be in charge. Former Miami University English professor and domesticity expert Sherrie Inness describes the idealized image of the money-saving homemaker thusly: “Growing her own vegetables, saving heels of bread to turn into breadcrumbs, serving inexpensive meatless meals, and using leftovers rather than discarding them—anything to stretch money a little further.”7


This is, in fact, a description of the idealized Depression-era housewife. But it could easily have been ripped from the pages of last month’s O, the Oprah Magazine or Real Simple. The image of the thrifty, resourceful, self-sufficient homemaker still carries a huge amount of cultural currency. And in our current recession economy, she’s become a veritable heroine.


DISSATISFACTION WITH THE WORKPLACE


Second-wave feminism promised us that we’d be able to break through the glass ceiling. So then we all went to work and realized, “Oh, this sucks—I don’t have enough parental leave, I can’t have it all, there is no such thing as work-life balance.”


—Melanie, 38, Austin, Texas


The working world of the twenty-first century demands more and more from employees while promising less. For professionals, the forty-hour workweek is more like a sixty-hour workweek, and 24/7 smartphone contact is a given. But pay is stagnant, benefits have been cut, and the specter of layoffs haunts every office corridor.


Amid this unhappy landscape, there’s a sense that the way our parents’ generation did things is no longer going to work. There’s a new feeling of unwillingness among the youngest generation of workers to give over their entire lives to a cruel and fickle workforce. For women, who continue to carry the lion’s share of domestic and child-rearing responsibilities, the “juggle” mentality is especially unappealing. We saw our mothers struggle with it, and we’ve been weaned on a decade of media stories about how it’s impossible to “have it all.” Our baby boomer mothers busted down the boardroom doors, leaving us to wonder, “Do I really want to be a CEO anyway?”


Being a CEO or making partner is not only less obtainable than ever, thanks to the economy, but it’s also less appealing to a generation weaned on a “follow your passion” ethos. There’s a sense among everyone, male and female, that we can no longer rely on jobs and careers to give us a personal identity or a sense of security. This sense is greatest among mothers, who have long felt particularly disenfranchised by the corporate world’s antifamily policies.


While men with children are no more or less likely to be hired than men without, women with children face a dramatic “motherhood penalty” of hiring discrimination and lowered salaries. While the recession has spawned a few family-friendly innovations, like job-sharing, these are few and far between. Corporations, looking to tighten their belts, rarely offer the kind of perks that seemed like the wave of the future in the boom-time 1990s—nap pods, on-site child care, company-sponsored yoga. And any hope we once had for federally funded child care is now laughable in the face of deficits and slash-and-burn spending cuts.


“If we had a boyfriend or a spouse who treated us this badly, most of us with healthy self-esteem would peg him as an abuser and dump him,” writes Shannon Hayes, author of Radical Homemakers, a book whose rallying cry of “Back to home and hearth!” was cited as a major inspiration for many of the women I’ve interviewed. To Hayes, the way the workforce treats women is so irredeemably awful that continuing to fight for more family-friendly, gender-equitable workplaces is tantamount to “a therapist working with a wife-beater to at least stop smacking her around on Sundays”—an unacceptable act of appeasement.


This attitude represents a shift in thinking about the workplace that can only be described as extreme. A decade ago, progressive women who left the workforce often couched their decision in somewhat apologetic terms, citing “personal choice” and “it was just what was right for our family.” Now an increasingly visible subculture of women sees quitting work as not just a personal choice but an explicitly political act.


“This is the new wave of feminism—women taking back the home,” said one twentysomething Chicago mom who quit her job as a sommelier to stay at home with her young son and work part-time as a birth doula. “This is my domain.”


I’ll talk about this all much more in chapter 7, where I look at women, New Domesticity, and the workforce.


THE RE-SKILLING MOVEMENT AND THE NOSTALGIA FOR HANDS-ON WORK


It is really fulfilling and sort of empowering, the idea of “Here’s dinner on the table—I grew it, I cooked it, I served it on napkins I sewed.”


—Carla, 29, Northern California


Up until a few generations ago, most women knew how to cook, clean, and sew. I grew up my whole life pushing buttons and flicking switches. I grew up with microwaves and the Internet and Saturday-morning cartoons.


—Jenna, 29, upstate New York


Our grandmothers saw convenience food as a liberation from kitchen drudgery and viewed cheap, mass-produced baby clothing as a relief for hands tired from sewing. Our mothers, busy working baby boomers, gave little thought to the traditional domestic arts—who had time?! Who wanted to be stuck in the kitchen? And, anyway, what was the point of making coq au vin when you had precooked rotisserie chicken and bags of spinach salad available at every suburban grocery store in America?


My generation increasingly sees things differently. We talk of “lost” crafts and “reclaiming” traditional women’s work like crocheting and quilting and baking homemade bread. We value the handmade, the from-scratch, the rustic, the personal. In an increasingly tech-oriented society, we’re hungry for hands-on work and hand-produced products.


For many of us, this interest in old-fashioned handwork is simply a hobby—doing needlepoint as a way to kick back after a hard week of dissertation writing, baking an elaborate cake for a friend’s birthday party. But some see themselves as part of what historians and sociologists are calling the “re-skilling movement,” which is aimed at restoring prestige to historically devalued traditional domestic arts and skills.


For modern young stay-at-home parents, the re-skilling movement is being embraced for its potential to make homemaking fulfilling in a way it never was for Betty Friedan’s desperate housewives. The rise of labor-saving technologies has made homemaking progressively less skilled throughout the twentieth century. As a result, it became less satisfying—skilled work is, after all, more fulfilling than unskilled work. Going to the fishmonger, examining the fish for freshness, and haggling over price is a more stimulating experience than chucking a frozen tilapia fillet in your cart at Trader Joe’s. Baking a cake from scratch and being praised for your skill gives you a sense of reward greater than mixing up a box of Funfetti cupcakes. We’re all familiar with the narrative of the Valium-fogged 1950s housewife, adrift in her suburban home with nothing to do. Young women don’t want that.


As one young, elitely educated California mom told me, if it weren’t for her interest in what she calls “modern homemaking”—canning food, making handmade baby clothes—she “would probably end up pursuing a career, because [she] would be bored.”


STANDARDS OF IDEAL PARENTHOOD HAVE GROWN EVER HIGHER


I’m very into natural parenting and that whole scene—it has sort of taken over my life!


—Gina, 27, Chicago


I was really obsessive about doing everything right. I put so much expectation on it . . . When you’ve approached your own life as a series of projects—school and work and so forth—parenting becomes one more.


—JJ, 32, Los Angeles


As I’ll examine at length in chapter 6, ideals of what constitutes “good” parenthood seem to rise higher and higher with each passing year. We’ve seen a recent growth in the kind of parenting philosophies that necessitate a deep commitment to domesticity, whether that commitment means spending leisure time making homemade baby food or dropping out of the workforce entirely. The premiere example, the oft-discussed “attachment parenting” method, introduced to the mainstream by William Sears’s 2001 The Attachment Parenting Book, has been gaining in popularity over the past decade. The method, and others like it, emphasizes extreme responsiveness to babies’ cues—nursing on demand, not allowing babies to “cry it out”—and near-constant skin-to-skin contact, such as “babywearing” (carrying children in cloth slings) and co-sleeping. Other time-consuming practices, from child-led weaning to cloth diapering to homeschooling, are also on the rise. Many of these philosophies and practices are, as I mentioned before, rooted in a distrust of current institutions (public schools, hospitals, day cares) combined with a twenty-first-century veneration for all things “natural” and a healthy dash of today’s libertarian spirit.


There’s an element of backlash against our baby boomer parents here too—I spoke with many young parents who lamented not having enough quality time with their own busy working parents. “I was kind of a latchkey kid, and that definitely influenced my decision to stay home,” said one thirtysomething mother, in a common refrain. Young people today are measurably more family focused than their parents were. Surveys show that Gen X and Gen Y rate themselves as “family-centric” in significantly higher numbers than baby boomers, and that young people are more likely than older people to describe childlessness as “bad for society.”


This new parenthood culture is deeply intertwined with some of the factors I’ve already discussed. Parents concerned about food safety are more likely to make their own baby food or grow their own vegetables. Parents worried about the environment are more likely to choose cloth diapering. And women who are unhappy in the workplace may feel more drawn to intensive parenting methods that give them a reason to stay home. The romanticization of family life is a natural response to a scary, unpredictable outside world.


WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF EMBRACING DOMESTICITY?


It’s easy to be positive about New Domesticity. After all, who doesn’t value a less money-obsessed, more sustainable, more family-centric culture? On the right side of the political spectrum, people see New Domesticity as a vindicating return to tradition, a sign that feminism has failed and young women are seeing the light. On the left side, it’s viewed as a happy outcome of postfeminism—women can now choose to enjoy domesticity without shame or feeling like they’ve let the sisterhood down. Many progressives point out, quite rightly, that some aspects of domesticity are becoming increasingly popular with men as well.


But the rise of New Domesticity raises some difficult questions. What will happen as we abandon society-wide solutions for problems like climate change, food safety, and affordable child care in favor of a DIY approach? Does the burden of “do it yourself” fall harder on women than men? Does this new romanticization of family and motherhood put undue pressures on women, and does it disenfranchise men? Does our dismissal of the “women can have it all” notion bode ill for workplace equality?


These are questions I’ll be looking at in greater depth in coming chapters. But to start off, let’s look at some statistics on the state of women today, statistics that suggest that we’re still living (in the words of writer Peggy Orenstein) in a “half-changed world” when it comes to gender and class equality.


Women still do the vast majority of the housework in America. “Despite the perception that ‘Mr. Mom’ is on the rise, our research shows that traditional gender roles still exist among married and cohabiting parents. Mothers in those relationships assume the bulk of household and child-care responsibilities regardless of whether they work or not,” reports Advertising Age, summarizing a lengthy 2009 report on the new female consumer.


According to the National Survey of Families and Households, among heterosexual American couples, women do an average of thirty-one hours of housework a week, while men do fourteen.8 Among families where the man is the sole breadwinner (only about 20 percent of all families), the ratio, unsurprisingly, skews even further. But even among dual-earner couples, women still work the infamous “second shift,” doing an average of twenty-eight hours of housework a week compared with men’s sixteen hours.9 Working women spend eleven hours a week on child care, while working men spend three, a ratio that has surprisingly not shifted all that much since the 1930s.10 In the kitchen, women cook some 78 percent of all home dinners, spend nearly three times as many hours on food-related tasks as men, and make 93 percent of the food purchases. Overall trends, however, suggest we’re headed, slowly, toward a more egalitarian gender divide at home—young men tend to do far more housework and child care than their fathers did. While stay-at-home fathers are a tiny minority of stay-at-home parents (less than 3 percent of all stay-at-home parents are dads),11 anecdotal evidence suggests their numbers may be rising, and hard evidence shows that young dads today spend much more time with their kids than a generation ago.


Despite huge amounts of progress over the decades, there are still major issues when it comes to women and the workplace. Statistics show that women’s labor-force participation began to level off in the late 1990s and has remained stalled at 61 percent ever since. In many male-heavy fields like finance and computer science, women’s once-burgeoning participation has taken a dramatic plunge. “Women are fading from the U.S. finance industry,” reports The Wall Street Journal, noting that the number of women between the ages of twenty and thirty-five working in finance has dropped 16.5 percent over the past decade, while the number of men in that age range grew by 7.3 percent.12 “I think in recent years the advances made by women in the 1990s have reversed,” said Elaine La Roche, a former Morgan Stanley executive, in the New York Times.13 The number of women in computing-related careers—one of the twenty-first century’s biggest job-growth areas—has fallen steadily since the early 2000s; women leave computing at twice the rate of their male peers (even before they become mothers) and represent only 9 percent of IT management positions.14 In politics, women hold 23.4 percent of available statewide elective executive positions, down from 27.6 percent twelve years ago. The situation’s so distressing to many female politicians that New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand recently launched a campaign called Off the Sidelines to help motivate what she sees as young women’s “stalled” political progress.


Human resources departments wring their hands over the “leaky pipeline”—women start strong at the beginning of their careers, but few make it to the highest levels of most industries. Women still represent fewer than 20 percent of law partners, 6 percent of CEOs and other high-level executives (and only 4.2 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs), 12 percent of state governors, and 17 percent of U.S. senators. More than 90 percent of corporate boards have two or fewer women, while in Silicon Valley, until 2012, none of the most buzzed-about new companies—Facebook, Twitter, Zynga, Groupon, Foursquare—had a single female board member.15


Women working full-time still earn less money than men—77 cents to every male dollar16—and are more likely than men to live in poverty, especially during their childbearing years (and again in old age). While women are participating in higher education at higher rates than men now, they need to—a woman needs a PhD to earn as much as a man with a BA. In heterosexual households where both partners work, working wives contributed only 29 percent of household income in 2008, a number that has changed little since the 1980s. And though the vast majority of young women say they value financial independence, women are still far less likely than men to view careers as “very important”—36 percent versus 57 percent.17


Despite these statistics, only about half of young women aged eighteen to twenty-nine see a need for social change to ensure gender equality (older women think differently—70 percent call for social change). Young women tend to feel that the work of feminism is largely done, leaving decisions about career and domesticity a depoliticized matter of “personal choice.” As one woman, an educated stay-at-home homeschooling mom in Boulder, told me, “If I was living in the seventies, I would totally have been out burning my bra too—everything is about timing.”


But this attitude has come under intense fire from some prominent middle-aged female thinkers lately, who warn darkly of the perils of ignoring the past, the dangers of thinking it’s okay to take the mommy track or rely on your husband’s income to launch your “fulfilling” craft business. Legal scholar Linda Hirshman blasted women for opting out or taking “soft,” lower-earning paths in her 2006 manifesto, Get to Work. Erica Jong made headlines in 2010 and 2011 for her screeds on what she sees as a prudish, domesticity-obsessed generation of young women (a generation that includes Jong’s own daughter, a thirty-two-year-old stay-at-home mother of three). Famed French intellectual Elisabeth Badinter recently made international waves by charging that the current ideals of “green,” “natural” motherhood—the extended breast-feeding, the babywearing—are in fact a new form of oppression of women. Leslie Bennetts, former Newsweek writer and author of the anti-opt-out manifesto The Feminine Mistake, worries that young women are choosing domestic paths that may diminish their ability to earn an independent living: “There are aspects of the New Domesticity that are lovely, but it is no substitute for being able to support your family,” she told me.
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