Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1992¯ Number 19

Despising Our Mothers, Despising Ourselves

Orania Papazoglou

Today’s women are the victims of the second biggest con game in history. . . . The courtsrip away our legal protection via "no˘fault" divorce, nonexistent alimony, and joint custody.

"Women’s" magazines followin the footsteps of

Playboy and Hustler, degrading us to the level of unpaid prostitutesby glamorizing uncommitted sex. Employers are losing their commitment to providing our husbands with a living wage, reasoning that we, theirwives, can always get a job to make up the slack. Cigarette and alcohol manufacturersgleefully haul in big bucksfrom the exploding new women’s market, while our cancer and alcoholism rates skyrocket.

Community collegeseverywhere are scrambling to cash in on the huge wave of "displaced homemakers," meaning women who have been ditched by their husbands and are nowforced to earn bread and rent money. All in the name of

Liberation.

The passage I have just quoted is thefirst paragraph of a book called The Way Home , byMaryPride. It was published in 1985, making it, as far as I know, the first of a newgenre: the post˘feminist anti˘feminist tract. Mrs. Pride was once enough of a feminist to have studied the work of

MaryDal yand RosemaryRadford Reuther in some depth.

She is nowan evangelical Protestant arguing passionatelyin favor of the proposition that a woman’s place is submissive to her husband. Taken alone, she would be interesting chiefl yfor thesharpness of her mind, thehumor of her prose˘and the completeness of her conversion.

But MaryPride cannot be taken alone. The past several years have been witness to a curious trend, a behind˘the˘ scenes backward march almost never acknowledged in public. Everyonce in a while some woman who cannot be ignored will write a book whose message cannot be disguised˘not onlyMaggie Gallagher’spolemic Eros and

Civilization , but also Alison Lurie’sscathingly contemptuous anti˘feminist novel, The Truth About Lorin

Jones . Somewhat more frequently, a new˘wa ve sta y˘at˘ home mother will be given space to vent her disaffection with the feminist ideal in Newsweek or Time . On the whole, however, the public perception hasremained unchanged

since theCarter administration: feminism isgoing to be triumphant because feminism iswhat women want. Armed with statistics, manyof them specious, the National

Organization for Women and its sisters have gone into the media frayto proclaim that We Cannot Turn Back the Clock and that The Legitimate Aspirations of Women wouldn’t allowus to, anywa y.

Just what those "legitimate aspirations" are, however, doesn’t seem to be as clear˘or asclearlyfeminist˘as Molly

Yard would like us to believe. Walk into anyWaldenbooks and you will find them, filling up the self˘help section and the newnonfiction racks, the fastest growing subgenre in the categoryof self˘improvement: books on howto find a man, get him to marry you and staymarried to you; books on decoding male speech and male expectations; books on howto become the kind of woman men reallywant. Never in the historyof this country, not even in the domesticity˘ enraptured 1950s, have women been so obsessed with catching and keeping husbands. Never have theyspent so much money, or tortured themselves so brutally, to satisfy the whims and caprices of men. After two decades of feminist gainsin theworkplace, the legislature, and the culture, ever ycommonlyrecognized indicator points to the fact that the self˘respect of American women isat an all˘ timelow˘and that their commitment to independence, autonomy, and self˘justification is shrinking bythe second.

Cosmetic surgeryis up, obsessive dieting isup, obsessive exercising is up. Sales of creamsand lotions that claim they will prevent aging, sales of face powders and eye shadows that claim to be able to turn a plain face into Christie

Brinkley’s, sales of hair tintsand nail polish and even eye˘ col or˘changing contact lenses are at an all˘time high. Foot˘ torturing high heels are back in fashion. Thechicest women’s business suitsarecleverl ycut to look professional when a woman is standing still, but to flash a little leg when she walks. And in spite of all the statistics˘on AIDS, rape, battering, and the rest˘personals columnsand singles bars are still doing a land˘office business.

A further look through the stacks of nonfiction and self˘help books is even more disconcerting. If titles and topics are anything to go by, once the woman of the1990shascaught her man, her situation becomes not more, but less, secure.

When Marabel Morgan published The Total Woman in

1973, thewhole countrylaughed. Nowbooks that are really nothing more than The Total Woman dressed up in respectabl y"psychol ogical" language walk off the shelves at

$19 to $22 a pop, and no one’s laughing. As themanager of anychain store can tell you, these books sell primarilyto

"career woman types in suits." The fact that theyfrequently become hardcover best sellerstells you that theysell to a lot of career woman types in suits.

It is common feminist wisdom that the reason for all of this˘ the lack in women of theself˘respect and sense of personal dignityto refuse to turn themselves into geishas˘is, as

WendyKaminer put it, "the intractabilityof sexual stereot ypes and systemic discrimination." Theproblem with relying on this analysis, however, is that it won’t wash historically. TheNewWoman of the nineties isa member of the first generation to have come of age during the

American feminist dispensation. Unlike her mother and grandmother, she has been told almost from birth that her life can, and should, contain much more than marriage and a family. Sheis better and more expensivelyeducated. She has a wider range of job opportunities and a better chance for promotion. She picks up legal, medical, business, scientific, and academic credentials at an unprecedented rate. Her access to birth control and abortion isabsolute.

There are a dozen organizationsdedicated to fighting for her legal rights, defending her image as an independent and active human being, and supporting her through times of stress. She can do a thousand things her grandmother could not, from working as a bartender to getting a loan to start her own business. No, shedoes not live in a nonsexist societ yand no, sheis not free as freedom has been envisaged byAmerican feminists since BettyFriedan published The Feminine Mystique in 1963. She is, however, freer. And if conventional feminist analysis is workable, she should also have more, not less, self˘respect, and more, not less, independence of bodyand mind. The problem is, she doesn’t.

To understand whyshe doesn’t, we have to look at thefifties against which thiswave of feminism was a reaction˘or, perhaps more accurately, against which thiswave of feminism was supposed to be a reaction. Our enduring myth of thefifties in America goes something like this: Once upon a time there was a great step forward for women, called the Second World War. During that time, the able young men of the countrywere drafted and sent to Europe to fight Hitler, leaving open their essential jobs in munitions factories and other vital services. When the government realized it had no spare men to fill these jobs, it decided to open them up to women instead, instituting subsidized programs for daycare for their children and other workplace changes to make it easier for women to hold down men’s jobs.

Then, when thewar was over and the men were coming back, there was a great step backward. Thejobs had been promised to the returning men. There was no place for the

women anymore. A great conspiracywas hatched, comprising not onlygovernment but theeducational system, the arts, and even women’s magazines, to force women to leave their work and retreat to their homes. The women resented this. Imprisoned in the suburban isolation of their post war tract houses, theywere bored and depressed and angryat being shut off from economic independence and self˘affirming labor˘market work. Still, themagazines and newspapers and television shows and movies kept putting out a stream of mind˘numbing propaganda about the virtues of motherhood and the enviable state of thehappy housewi fe. Societ yin general and men in particular valued the profession of wi fe and mother above all others for women. Women who were unhappysimplythought there was something wrong with them. Then BettyFriedan published The Feminine Mystique , and when women read it theyrealized they’d been had. Energized bytheir anger, they abandoned their tract houses and moved purposefull yand determinedlyinto the work force.

There are so manythings wrong with thisscenario one scarcelyknows where to begin taking it apart. Yes, Rosie the Riveter was real˘but shewasn’t as large, vital, or competent a part of theAmerican war econom yas modern dayfeminists want to believe. And yes, the government was under a great deal of pressure to makegood on its promise that the returning veterans would find their old jobs waiting for them˘but it didn’t have much opposition on that score.

After all, the boys had just spent four years crawling through mud and getting shot at in a cause almost everyone in the countryagreed was just. Nor were theRosie the

Riveters all that anxious to hold onto their jobs. Some of them were, but most of them knewsomething theNational

Organization for Women has never been able to understand.

Most of the work done in thissociet y, as in ever ysociet y, is tedious, repetitive, tiring, and restrictive. The fact that it’s alsonecessarydoesn’t help much.

It is important to remember that Friedan’s analysis was directed at a particular kind of American woman in a particular kind of American place˘to Smith girlsin

Westchester, not to high school graduates in Levittown.

Friedan’sneighbors mayhave been forced into motherhood bypost war propaganda, sidelined from intellectual pursuits bythe cult of domesticit y, but the Levittown mothers were not. Manyof them were good Catholics in an era when being a good Catholic meant not onlyhaving, but wanting, a large family. Thedifference in the postwar era was that they could afford to bring these families up in relative safet yand com fort.

Theyalso had thesupport of both their government and their Church. Theywere secure, because the divorce laws in most states were still strict and divorce was therefore both expensive and uncommon. Theywere mostl yunhampered bytaxation. It isfashionable these days to sa ythat the

Carter and Reagan years were thedeath of themiddle class, especiallythe lower middle class. Inflation, anti˘union initiatives, and the sicklystate of the manufacturing sector are supposed to have made the Levittown life a financial impossibility. But themedian familyincome today, in constant dollars, is actuallyhigher than it was in the fifties.

It is higher even if the income of wi ves is excluded, and it has more than kept pace with inflation.

What hasn’t kept pace with inflation is the dependent tax deduction, an oversight˘deliberate or otherwise˘in federal familypolicythe grievous effects of which have been compounded bythe skyrocketing rates at which most people are expected to contribute to the Social Securitysystem. At times during the postwar years, the top tax bracket in the

United States reached 91 percent. It isnowdown to 33 percent, yet the middle˘class familyof four pays four times as manydollars in income taxes as it did in 1954. It pays

200 times as much in Social Securitycontributions. If the dependent tax deduction had been kept level with inflation, it would nowstand at $6,684 per year per dependent child or stay˘at˘home wife. A familywith a husband’s median income of $28,250, a full time homemaker wife, and two children would payno federal income tax at all. At 1954 rates, it would payless than $425 in Social Security contributions, instead of (as now) more than $2,100. We used to tax the single and childless to insure good lives for our children. We nowtax our children to insure good lives for thesingle and childless.

In housing, it was much the same. Except in a fewpockets of extravagant affluence, likethe Gold Coast of Connecticut and the more expensive suburbs of NewYork and Chicago, town zoning boards and administrative councils went out of their wayto be hospitable to devel opers who promised to produce affordable housing in sufficient quantityto accommodate the hundreds of thousandsof newfamilies that were formed at the end of the war. Levittown and its counterpartscame into existence not because of the greed of developers or thecatatonia of town planning officials but because theysol ved an urgent problem: where to put all those people, and especiallyall those children. Nowtowns with as little claim to distinction as the small one in which I live routinelyzone for exclusiveness. Building lots must be two acres or over, newhouses must be 2,500 square feet or over˘even roof pitch, color, and the number of bedrooms and baths are set in advance, all in the name of "preserving the character of the town" and making housing expensive.

We used to swallowour aesthetic prejudices and our fear of change to insurethat parents of children could afford to raise those children in decent places. Now we force children to growup on theback streets of dangerous and deca ying cities to insurethat our aesthetic sensibilities are not offended, our fear of changeis never activated, and our equitywill keep rising byat least 10 percent a year.

The Church, too, played its part. Sheasked her membersto accept largefamilies asgifts from God, and then worked hard to make those gifts more affordable. Teaching sisters staffed the parish schools, charging little for their services

and making it possible for a full third of the parishes in this countryto offer a parochial school education to the children of their parishioners free of charge. Nowthat same parochial school education costs bet ween $750 and $1,250 per child per year. Nursing sisters staffed the Catholic hospitals, also charging littlefor their services, making it possibl e for medical care to be offered to theindigent or near˘indigent˘or even to children in families that were a little hard up that month˘at nominal or nonexistent fees.

NowCatholic hospitals charge as much assecular ones and can be just as intransigent about refusing careto the uninsured.

In this, at anyrate, the feminist analysis of the fifties zeitgeist iscorrect. We did value families in the fifties, especiallyfamilies with children. We knewit was difficult and sometimes expensive to raise them, but we thought they were worth thesacrifices we had to make. Their welfare was more important than ours. To blame theplight of children toda yon lack of government˘sponsored social services or cutbacks in Medicaid funding or a retreat from the commitment to the welfare state isnaive and self˘serving.

The welfare state was much smaller in 1954, and Medicaid didn’t exist. Most children were still far better off than most children are today. The plight of toda y’s children can be blamed on one thing and one thing alone: we no longer care what happensto them.

To understand howwe got tohere from there, it is necessary to explode another small segment of the myth of fifties

America: the idea that it was a time when societ yin general and men in particular valued women in their roles aswives and mothers. The fifties mayhave been entranced with children, but it certainlywas not entranced with wives and mothers, and it wasn’t nearlyas enraptured bymarriage as we want to think. On thesurface, it was theDecade of

Togetherness. Underneath, it was the Decade of Divorce

Reform.

At theend of the Second World War, fullyfortystates out of thethen forty˘eight refused to grant civil divorces on any grounds but adulteryor desertion. Of the other eight, only

Nevada allowed divorce for "irreconcilable differences."

Almost all states made divorce as difficult and expensive as possibl e. Alimonyawardswere high and likelyto last until the remarriage or death of the wife. Communityproperty laws in some states gave a wife half of ever ything her husband owned at the time of thedivorce and often half of ever ything hemade thereafter, again until her remarriage or death. Most states mandated that, in addition to her alimony, a wife was entitled to her house and the custodyof their children unless her husband could prove her to be grossl y negligent or morallycorrupt˘not an easything to do in those days of fewsocial workers, little social work ethic, and an assumption of the absolute right of people to privacyin their own homes. Government made divorce a bad deal for a man financially, and the rest of societ ymade it a bad deal in ever yother way. Countryclubs refused to accept divorced people as members or to retain them in membership.

Businesses looked on divorced men with suspicion and slowed their rates of promotion˘or simplyrefused to hire them in the first place. TheCatholic Church’s position on divorce was uncomplicated, uncluttered, and unbreachable:

divorced and remarried Catholics were living in sin and unable to approach the sacraments. Annulments were seldom granted and even then onlyon limited groundsand onlyafter elaborate investigations byskeptical clerics who wanted substantive proof of a contravention of the conditions necessaryfor a valid marriage. Psychological unfitness was rarelyallowed as grounds unless one spouse or theother was a full˘blown schizophrenic at thetime of the wedding. If therewas one thing these women did not have to worryabout, it was that theywere going to be traded in on a newer model.

In thefifties, all this began to change, slowl yat first, but inexorably. The fact is, a great manyAmerican men of the fifties, especiallymiddle˘class American men, didn’t like domesticityall that much, didn’t like women all that much, and especiallydidn’t like wives and mothers. If there isa coherent explanation for the drastic change in the divorce laws bet ween 1960 and the present˘a change so drastic that a wife maynowbe divorced not onlywithout her consent, but, in some states, without her knowledge˘it isfound in the real, rather than theremembered, cultureof the fifties.

During the period we nowthink of as drunk on home and hearth, the American publicwas increasinglytreated to images of Woman as Vampire. There was Momism˘the image of Mother asa psychological devourer intent upon emasculating her husband and her sons. There was Bob

Norman’s "Miss Golddigger of 1953"˘describing marriage as a racket in which women used sex to snare, trap, discard, and then bleed the idealisticyoung male. "Trapped," in fact, was the word American men most commonlyused to describe their lives in the fifties. It surfaced in ever ypoll, ever ysurvey, and ever ymen’smagazine right through the so˘called decade of domesticity. Nor was it confined to adult men talking among themselves. Anyone who grewup in the years before 1968 can remember the endless harping in schools and homes, visited on daughtersaswell as sons, to "finish your education" and "not get trapped into marriagetoo soon." For men and women going on to elite colleges and universities, this propaganda was especially strong and especiallyunrelenting. "Marriage can ruin a man," our professors, mostlymale and to an unusual degree either single or divorced, insistentlytold us. It isn’t surprising that, asthe decade drewto a close, even most women were beginning to think of marriage as "bad" for men and women as a species of rodent whose purpose in life was to suck the blood out of the male. Feminists saywomen were force˘fed a self˘imageof stupidityand passivityin the fifties. I saywe were force˘fed a self˘image of rapaciousness, viciousness, and social uselessness.

Still, aslong as their marriages were stable, most women˘

Bett yFriedan notwithstanding˘were content to stayin them.

For all the bad press women were getting, theyhad been left one sociallyuseful function, and themost important one: the bearing and raising of children. Even without Dr. Spock and

BerryBrazelton warning of the dangers of daycare, most mothers felt their children belonged at home until theywere readyto start school, and needed someone to be at home once school was over. Love, food, shelter, and a stable environment˘that was what children needed. If being considered a cross bet ween Dracula and a puppet was what you had to payto get it for them, you paid it.

It is important to remember that the great modern phenomenon, theexplosion of women into theworkforce, is composed of two parts: young women graduating from college after years of being told that marriage is a "trap," and displaced homemakers forced out of their homes by

"modern" divorce laws and "modern" financial settlements.

The American housewi fe of the fifties didn’t burst the bonds of her domesticityand escape into the unfettered world of the labor market shouting paeansto her strength and independence. She was dumped there, usuallyby a husband in search of younger women, fewer responsibilities, and uncommitted sex.

In themiddle of all this, the Friedan book did offer some significant insightsand complaints. America didn’t value its women asmuch asit wanted them to think it did, and the changing divorce laws were making theposition of wi ves and mothersmore precarious bythe year. Women deserved a better deal and a better press. On none of these points would there be an argument with her. The problem wasn’t in

Friedan’sdescriptionsof suburban life˘although theywere applicable to far fewer women than shethought theywere˘ but in what she decided had to be done about them. Millions of women nowrevere Bett yFriedan asthe woman who first rebelled at maledomination and devaluation of women, but rebel was exactlywhat she didn’t do. Not onlydid The

Feminine Mystique not challenge the American male’s negative picture of the nature of women, it ratified it.

It would be difficult to exaggerate the extent to which

Friedan held the American woman in contempt. No male supremacist in the countrycould have outdone her.

Housewi ves were being portrayed as empty˘headed nitwits in frillyaprons causing nonsensical panic to their husbands and sons? Well, according to Friedan, the entireoccupation of American wife and mother consisted of "tasks for feeble˘ minded girls and eight˘year˘olds." The American mother was reallya vampire, devouring her husband and sons?

According to Friedan, "we have gone on too long blaming or pitying the mothers who devour their children, who sow the seeds of progressive dehumanization, because theyhave never grown to full humanitythemselves." Marriage suburb˘st yle was no better than legalized gold digging?To

Friedan, in a supposed "insight" that would permeate the

American women’srights movement forever after, it was no better than prostitution.

From beginning to end, The Feminine Mystique was an unrelenting attack on women’s work˘on homemaking, motherhood, teaching, nursing, secretarial work, and all the rest. At no point did Friedan challenge the predominant male assumption that anywork women engaged in must be intellectuallyunsatisfying, professionallyunrigorous, and sociallymarginal. In fact, she went out of her wayto confirm it. She turned her biggest guns on what would later be called "the secret life of the American wife," claiming it to be exactl ywhat men had alwa ys thought it was, except less joyful. "It isurgent," she said, "to understand howthe ver ycondition of being a housewi fe can create a sense of emptiness, non˘existence, nothingness in women. There are aspects of the housewi fe role that makeit almost impossible for a woman of adult intelligence to retain a sense of human identity, thefirm core of self or ’I’ without which a human being, man or woman, isnot trulyalive. For women of ability, in America today, I am convinced there issomething about the housewife state itself that isdangerous."

Bett yFriedan came to be seen as a champion of women not because she defended them, but because, contraryto the prevailing wisdom of her day, she insisted on nurture rather than nature as the cause of their inferiority. If American women were passive, trivial, rapacious, and smug, it wasn’t because of hormones, as the natural scientiststhought, or psychosexual inevitability, as theascendant Freudians thought, but simplybecause they’d been brought up that wa y. If theywere brought up differently, theywould be different˘more like men. If theyput their minds to it, got out of their houses and got themselves sensible jobs, they could make themselves different, right away. An independent career outside the home was the psychic wonder drug that would abolish manic depression, compulsive overeating, and the housemaid’s knee, all in a single dose.

II

Bett yFriedan addressed The Feminine Mystique to other women like herself, to upper˘middle˘class women with degrees from Seven Sisters colleges who were now"stuck" in suburbia. Some of these women even listened to her and took her to heart˘although, again, probabl yfewer of them than anyone wanted to believe. Friedan did, however, have a natural audience˘not mymother, but me. Like most middle˘ class young women coming of age in the baby˘boom generation, I had been fed for years on admonitions to

"finish myeducation," "not get married too young," "not get tied down too early." The official linewas that marriage and motherhood were wonderful things, the greatest fulfillment in the world˘but that official linewas delivered with all the sincerityof a KGB officer pontificating on thewonders of due process. Like MaryPride, I spent most of mylate childhood and earlyadolescence fascinated bya monthly column in one of the largest and most prestigious of women’s magazines, a column called "Can This Marriage

Be Saved?" The subtext was not reassuring. Bythe time I

was ten years old, I had figured out that being "just a housewi fe" got you norespect.

The women of m ygeneration would have benefited from a defense of women, but we didn’t get one. What we did get was the promise that we didn’t have to be anything like those terrifying second˘class, tenth˘rate people, our mothers. If myhigh school graduating classhad been honest when theyanswered that question about "goals and ambitions" for the yearbook, theywould have left out all the nonsense about becoming computer programmers and doct ors and artists and just put, one after another, "to be nothing at all like mymother."

From the beginning, this new wave of American feminism has been a revolt not against men, but against mothers, with devastating consequences. The force of this revolt nearly wrecked the movement at itsbeginnings. Headline˘grabbing radical reactionaries like the Societ yfor Cutting Up Men

(SCUM) and the Women’sInternational Terrorist

Conspiracyfrom Hell (WITCH) did nothing to reassurethe

American public that baby˘boom women were readyto run

General Motors or get elected to the White House. The emergence of "political lesbians"˘women who were not actuallylesbians, but decided to become lesbiansin order to

"assert their feminism"˘confused the rest of us more than theyactuallymanaged to assert anything. Shulamith

Firestone’sand Redstockings’ demands for "reproductive technology" that would free everyone from pregnancywere not onlybizarre, but more than a little repugnant. This was not what most of us were looking for. We were much more com fortable with theNational Organization for Women. If it seemed to be having itsown troubles with principles of organization and a radical wing close to out of control, at least it affirmed our desire for "real" careersand gave us an excuse to drop out of our consciousness˘raising groups, which bythen were mainlyraising our consciousnesses about howannoying it was to have to spend a lot of forced faked intimate time with women we didn’t reallylike ver y much.

And yet, mainstream feminism had more in common with the radical kind than we were willing to admit. Both wings of themovement took theposition that marriagewas death˘ the mainstream just put it more politely. They had Jill

Johnston’s Lesbian Nation . We had Kathrin Perutz’s

Marriage Is Hell , although with reservations. On motherhood, we were equallynegative and equally doctrinaire. Theradicalswanted to breed in test tubes, according to the prescriptionsoffered in Firestone’s The

Dialectic of Sex . We didn’t want to breed at all, as per Ellen

Peck’s The Baby Trap . To a woman, we agreed with Juliet

Mitchell’s Woman’s Estate that "women with families

[were] inclined to small˘mindedness, pettyjealousy, irrational emotionalityand random violence, dependence, competitive selfishness and possessiveness, passivity, a lack of vision and conservatism." So spoke the feminism we had embraced and claimed asour liberation˘a feminism deemed

"feminist" byvirtue of its hatred of women.

What is so frustrating, looking back on all this, is how unnecessaryand destructive it all was. American women in the fifties needed feminism, real feminism, feminism that would embrace both itscareer women and its career mothers. Bright women who honestlywanted and needed to work in the professi ons were being foiled at everyturn.

Heroic women who had dedicated their lives to the welfare and education of children˘asmothers, teachers, nurses, social workers˘were being systematicallymarginalized and devalued, made to feel stupid and second rate because they had taken seriousl ythe Judeo˘Christian precept that it was better to do for othersthan for oneself. A real feminism would have affirmed them both, searched for wa ys to allow each to be more secure and more valued in what she had chosen to do. Instead, the false feminism we got declared war on mothers.

"Declaring war" maysound like hyperbole. I don’t think it is, and I don’t think the war is over, either. According to

Shulamith Firestone, pregnancyis "the temporary deformation of thebodyof the individual for thesake of the species." According to one of the women in Ann Dally’s

Inventing Motherhood , raising an infant is "spending all day, everyda y, in the companyof an incontinent mental defective." According to Bett yFriedan, the women of The

Feminine Mystique had "a sad, sick love affair with their own children."

Before we could reallygo to war against mothers, though, we had to go to war against wives, and we did. In one state after another, local chapters of theNational Organization for

Women went to bat for no˘fault divorce laws, "equitable" divisions of property, and co˘custodyprovisions. A hundred years after thefirst wave of American feminists had won the right of divorcing mothers to their children, American wives were once again faced with thethreat of losing them in divorce actions˘a threat that could be, and was, used by abusive husbandsto keep battered wives in their marriages.

By1987, a woman could be divorced without her consent in forty˘five states. "Equitable" division of propertyhasn’t been a magic charm for women, either. It almost alwa ys went along with the abolition of alimony, which the mainstream women’s movement found demeaning in any case. Instead, women are awarded "maintenance" for a few years˘usuallytwo to five˘until theycan "train for the job market" and "get on their feet." Exactlywhat theaverage displaced homemaker˘described bySyl via Ann Hewlett in

A Lesser Life asa woman who is "fifty˘t wo years old and who has invested two to three decades in her home and family"˘is supposed to train for that will give her anything like a living wage, nobody knows. And yet, asHewlett reports, bythe mid˘seventies in the state of California "only

15 to 17 percent of divorce cases . . . involved alimony payments . . . to the ex˘wife; the amount of moneyinvolved in these payments was modest (median award $209 a

month); and in onlya third of these cases was the alimony award open˘ended (until death or remarriage). Indeed, two˘ thirdsof the awardshad a median duration of less than three years."

It’s no wonder that these days a husband’s income rises 42 percent in the wake of a divorce, while that of hiswife and children falls by73 percent.

The colossal indifference of the mainstream feminist organizations throughout theseventies to the miserycaused byall this liberation is staggering. I once asked a woman I knew, head of what was then called the NewYork Legal

Caucus and an ardent campaigner for no˘fault divorce in

NewYork State, howall this could possibl ybe "good for women." "It’s good for women," she told me, "because it discourages dependence. Aslong as women can take the easywa yout and just get married, theywill, and aslong as theydo, we’ll never have real equality."

What thiswoman was saying, of course, was that she would never feel comfortable about her own pursuit of equalityas long as even a minorityof the women in the countrywere not pursuing it her way. What she was saying was that it was worth anyamount of other people’s pain to establish her personal vision of a brave newworld.

In public, of course, women’s rights organizations never admitted that "if women can take theeasywa yout and just get married, theywill." Official feminist strategywas to pretend that ever ywoman in America wanted to get out of the "confines" of her home and hit the workplace. And if she didn’t˘she should. Being a full time wife and mother was suffocating her, whether she realized it or not. All this pain and suffering was for her own good.

About thistime, women’s rightsorganizations began to use a number of tactics to reinforce their position, to turn their mythological vision of American women into the next best thing to fact˘namely, into what politicianswould think of as fact. Chief among these was a statistic, put out bythe

Bureau of Labor Statistics, that said, "56 percent of all women with children under six are in the labor force."

It was a lovel ystatistic, made lovelier bythe fact that its particularswere buried in a report an inch and a half thick that no one was ever likelyto read. Women’sorganizations presented this statistic asif it actuallysaid what it seemed to sa y˘that the majorityof women with children under six were nowstriding out everymorning to a nine˘to˘five job.

Anyone who bothered to look up thedetails, however, got a different picture. For one thing, the Bureau of Labor

Statistics defined being "in thelabor force" as working for payas littleas one hour a week. Counted also as being "in the labor force" were women who worked at home and in familybusinesses, like small stores and restaurants, where theycould bring their children with them. Then therewere the "seasonals"˘women who picked up extra moneyat

Christmasor during the harvest season, but didn’t work at all during the rest of the year. Of married women living with their husbandsand having children under the age of six, only35.6 percent are employed full˘time. Of married women living with their husbandsand having children under three, only33.7 percent areworking full time. Among them are numbered manywomen like me, who work at home and see their children as often and as regularlyas any full˘time mother.

Thisfalse image of women in the work force was bad enough asit stood, but the mainstream feminist organizations madeit worse bypropagating the viewthat even though most women worked because they"had" to, theyalso worked because they"wanted" to. Having swallowed the definition of full˘time motherhood as confining, suffocating, and unrewarding, theyassumed that ever yother woman had swallowed it, too˘or ought to have.

At anyrate, the women who hadn’t accepted this viewdidn’t count. Theywere Barbie dolls, unglamorous, unempowered, unthreatening. We could forget all about them.

Thismisrepresentation of women’s lives and devaluation of anydissenting opinion, coupled with a straightforward plea to American ideals of fairness and political equality, seemed to be working beautifully. Bet ween October of 1971 and

March of 1972, the women’smovement had managed to do something thefirst wave of American feminism had failed to do after fiftyyears of effort˘get an Equal Rights

Amendment through the United States Congress. TheHouse of Representatives passed it bya vote of 354 to 23. The

Senatepassed it 84 to 8. A year later, thirtystates had ratified the amendment and there were onlyeight more to go.

Maybe theNational Organization for Women and all its sister organizationshad begun to believe their own publicity. Maybe theyhad forgotten that it was image they were orchestrating, not facts theywere presenting, when theydrewtheir media picture of a feminist America.

Whatever the reason, between 1973 and 1979, theygot the shock of their lives. It was bad enough that the ERA was not ratified. Theyhad everyreason to think it would be. They had played the male political game aswell as it could be played, theyhad worked themselves into exhaustion, they had a right to expect their reward˘success.

What made the defeat of the ERA reallyawful was that it was defeated bywomen.

III

I have never met Phyllis Schlafly. I have never heard her speak. I have seen her publication once or twice, and it seemed to me to be crudelyput together and intellectually unsubtle. The woman fascinates me nonetheless. At one point in the STOPERA campaign, it was said that she could

get a thousand protestersto the steps of anystate capital anywhere in thecountryin under an hour, and ten thousand lettersinto the mailbox of anyWashington official in three days. Whatever Phyllis Schlafl yis, she isn’t what the organized women’smovement portrayed her to be all through thedays of the fight for ERA. She is not a Barbie doll, a fool, a frump, or an idiot. She has a genius for political organization, and sheisn’t "passive" about using it.

The feminist movement found STOPERA frightening not because theytook it seriously˘at least not in the beginning˘ but because everything theybelieved in said it was impossible. Rumors floated through feminist circles that

Schlaflywas a front for her husband, or organized business interests, or Ronald Reagan, or conservative politicians, or the CIA˘at anyrate, for some man. Other rumors floated about secret funding from rich industrialist and right˘wing terrorist organizationsand fundamentalist churches. To the end, feministsrefused to accept that theywere seeing what theywere seeing˘a traditional housewife fighting to be allowed to remain a traditional housewife, backed up by tens of thousands of other traditional housewives with the same thing on their minds. Schlaflyran STOP ERA out of her own home, with no paid staff. She was opposed by

Presidents and movie stars with plentyof moneyto throw around and easyaccess to the national media. She won anywa y.

It reallyshouldn’t have come as such a shock. American feminism had been hacking awa yat the alreadylowstatus of traditional wives and mothers since The Feminine

Mystique . It hadn’t made anyallies in that quarter. Its support of no˘fault divorce, joint custody, and "equitable" division of propertyhad weakened the financial securityof the women who took motherhood seriouslyand wanted to practice it full time. To these women, feministslooked like the allies of wa yward husbands, not women. What Phyllis

Schlaflydid was to convince them of something they alreadybelieved, but maynot have been able to put into words: without the ERA, it was possible that theywould someda yretrieve therights of women in marriage, if not for themselves at least for their daughters. With theERA, that would be impossible.

There were a lot of other issues, of course, hot˘button issues for liberals and conservatives˘theERA would mandate the drafting of women and sending them into combat; the ERA would amount to a constitutional amendment in favor of abortion on demand; theERA would end social welfare programs that did not applyas equallyto men asto women, like Aid to Families with Dependent Children. The laundry list went on and on, but the core of it was always this:

traditional women sawfeminists astheenemyof what they valued most, motherhood.

NOW and itssister organizationshad spent so much time talking about thefamilyas a prison, children as a trap, and birth control and abortion asthe onlywa ya woman could reallybe "free" to do "serious work," they’d failed to notice something: as the baby˘boom women began to age, they also began to marryand to have children, and once theyhad children theybegan to change their mindsabout a lot of things.

Chief among the thingsnewmothers changed their minds about was therelative importance of work and family.

Single and childless women consistentlyput career first.

Mothersalmost invariabl yput familyfirst˘the most striking thing about The Motherhood Report , a mostlyanecdotal collection of women’s views on motherhood whose authors trydesperatelyto affirm thefeminist myth in the face of interviews that contravene it at ever yturn, is howmanyof the working mothersof young children long to quit and stay home with the children. Some are prevented byfinances, othersbytheir fear that thefeminists will turn out to be right and motherhood will be a trap, others byfear of the future˘ with the unstable state of marriage, what will theydo if their husbandsleave? Almost all these mothers, working or not, resent the feminist movement heartilyfor putting them in a bind.

Theyaren’t the onlyones. As the 1980sgot under wayin earnest, therebegan to be some unpleasant rumblingsfrom those bastions of feminist recruitment, the colleges and universities. The news wasn’t all bad. In 1990, the graduating class of Wellesleycollege could object to the presence of Barbara Bush as a commencement speaker because she’d spent her life "seeking her identitythrough her husband." Still, the news wasn’t all good, either.

Reporterssent to campuses to interviewthe newcrop of women came back with too manyof the wrong quotes. "I’d never be a feminist," a young woman told the NewYork

Times . "Mymother was a feminist. Shewas never home.

I’m going to be home for mychildren." "You can’t say you’re a feminist on thiscampus," another said, "because then ever ybodyassumes you’re a lesbian. I mean, most of the feministsare." And the cruelest blowof all, from a young woman climbing thecorporate ladder at a large publishing house, the new˘age beneficiaryof a decade of feminist agitation in thework place, "The wa yI see it is, feministsarebitter, angrywomen who end up alone."

Finally, and most painfully, there were therumblings from the women who had once been allies, thebrave newcareer women of thesixties generation. Some of them were furious. After all, they’d been told theycould have it all˘and theycouldn’t. Feminism had lied tothem.

Thus it was that in the wake of the defeat of the ERA and the growth of the prolife movement, manyfeminist organizations, especiallythe National Organization for

Women, woke up to "familyissues." I would like to saythat was a hopeful sign. TheLord onlyknows, we need some constructive thinking about familyissues.

All indications, however, are that nothing much has changed, except the rhetoric. Not a single one of the major mainstream feminist organizations is willing to consider marriageand motherhood as anything but a problem. Not one of them is interested in helping women who want to make that choice pursue it in dignity. Everyone wants to make that choice a near or total impossibility. Being "just a housewi fe" still gets you no respect, especiallyfrom feminists.

NOW has changed its thinking on no˘fault divorce˘ probabl ybecause it was an issue theyeither had to change their minds on or be killed by˘but it hasn’t about its opposition to making it "comfortable to stayhome," as one woman working to "reform" the dependent widow’s pension out of the Social Securitysystem put it. In fact, their policy has been to resist anything and everything that might make it possible for women to stayhome. NOW, the Women’s

Research and Education Institute, the Women’s Equity

Action League, and the Congressional Caucus for Women’s

Issues have all supported child˘care initiatives intended to fund full˘daycare centerswith public money, but opposed voucher systems that would allowwomen to choose to use that moneyto pa yfor daycare or to bridge thefinancial gap that mayforce them into a work force theydon’t want to enter. For a movement dedicated so stridentlyto choice, theyareremarkablyselective in the choices theyare willing to allowother women to make. All four of these organizations and a host of others have been active in legislative initiatives intended to restrict theviabilityof home work˘contracting, freelancing, consulting, and other off˘site contract work that manywomen find the most compatible with their need to be with their young children.

Even theAct for Better Child Care was intended at least partiallyto strike at the most common form of women’s home business, thein˘familyda y˘care center. Theyhave been active, too, against attemptsto raise the dependent deduction for the federal income tax and against most serious attempts to retighten the divorce laws. As theyonce ignored the forces that first opposed and then derailed the

ERA, theynowignore the forces that have begun to array against their two most cherished contemporaryinitiatives:

federallyfunded daycare and comparable˘worth salaries. It would be worth their while to payattention, in the case of daycare, because what’s happening on that front looks ver y much like the groundswell of anger that Phyllis Schlafly tapped. Last year, when a women’s magazine ran an article on theABC, advising stay˘at˘home mothers to make

"common cause" with their working sistersin theinterests of "choice," it received what even it admitted to be an avalanche of mail from furious women convinced that ABC was nothing more than a plot to force them out of their homes and awa yfrom their children.

As for comparable worth, it rests on a veryshaky assumption, and that isthat if we paymore for something, we will inevitablyvalue it more. The better˘paid an occupation is, thistheorygoes, the more respect and power it commands. But consider this: the starting salaryfor nurses in Westchester Countyis $37,500 a year. Benefits from day of hireinclude full medical and dental care, two weeks paid vacation, contributionsto a life insurance policyand a pension that provides a nurse after twenty years’ service with 80 percent of her salaryrate in her last year of full˘ timeemployment for therest of her life. Across the state line, in Connecticut, starting salaries for newhires at a major publisher of children’s books are between $13,500 and $17,500 a year for women with B.A. degrees. After several years’ service and three or four promotions to senior editor, that salarywill increase to $26,500 a year. Benefits include medical and dental insurance for which employees must contribute 30 percent, no life insurance, and a pension plan that will provide an editor after twenty years’ service with approximatelya fifth of her last year’ssalary.

Vacations are limited to five paid days for the first two years. Afterwards, theyare limited to ten. If salaryand benefits reallymean anything, nursing should be a much more attractive career than publishing.

And yet, year after year, bright young women with degrees from IvyLeague and Seven Sisters colleges go to work for that publishing company, and stayon. The nurses are drawn primarilyfrom graduates of state colleges and hospital nursing schools, from young women who were graduated several rungsbelowtheir IvyLeague sisters on thehigh school educational ladder. Asever yone knows, publishing is a "glamorous" profession. Tell a man at a partythat you’re an assistant editor, and he will be impressed. Tell him you’re a nurse, and he’ll simplyassume you’re low˘rent. The best women don’t go intonursing.

It’s no wonder that the newwoman of the nineties hasno self˘respect. You cannot devalue motherhood without

devaluing everything else women do. You cannot declare the primarywork of most women throughout most of historyto be beneath serious consideration without sending women thecovert message that it is reallywomen who are beneath serious consideration. You cannot train a whole generation of women in contempt for their mothers without training them in contempt for themselves. You cannot pronounce the lives of millions of women over thousandsof years to be wasted without making women suspect that their lives will be wasted no matter what theydo.

The NewWoman of the nineties didn’t need a societ yfull of sexist men to make her believe she was worth nothing. She had the new wave of American feminism to do it for them˘ and, in the meantime, to provide them with ammunition.

"Why," the senior senator from mystate asked, when pressed to support a bill that would have eased the tax burden on women at home with children, "should I support a lot of women who aren’t contributing anything to societ y?"

Of course the "best" women don’t want to be nurses˘and even thethird˘best women don’t want to be child˘care workers, in their homes or out. All that sort of thing is

"women’s work"˘and as men have been telling ussince time immemorial, and thefeminist movement hasbeen telling us for thelast twenty˘five years, women’swork isn’t worth anything.

Orania Papazoglou, a newcontributor to First Things , has written a number of popular myster ynovels, most recently

Once and Always Murder (Doubleday).

Copyright © 1992 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com W eb: http://www.leaderu.com