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Introduction

Mother love used to be regarded as one of the [most] beautiful things in the world. I do 

not believe in mother love. I think in nine times out of ten, mother love is self-love.

w i l l i a m  a l l a n  n e i l s o n , 1937

On November 16, 1937, the Smith College Club of New York City held a din-
ner at the elegant Waldorf-Astoria in honor of the college’s long-serving 
president, the charismatic and iconoclastic William Allan Neilson. Although 
the event drew nearly nine hundred alumnae, parents, and supporters of the 
prestigious women’s college, it would hardly have been national news, save 
for some closing remarks made by President Neilson himself. Toward the end 
of a long speech in which he lavished praise on the school’s trustees, faculty, 
and students, Neilson took satirical aim at the students’ parents. Mothers in 
particular, he argued, undermined Smith’s mission by clamoring for their 
daughters’ company and valuing “social considerations” over “intellectual 
and spiritual development.” “Mother love used to be regarded as one of the 
[most] beautiful things in the world,” he proclaimed. “I do not believe in 
mother love. I think in nine times out of ten, mother love is self-love.”1 The 
well-heeled audience responded with uproarious laughter and applause.

Yet the humor did not carry the following morning, when Neilson found 
that his seemingly offhand remarks had ignited a heated debate about the 
role of mothers and attitudes toward motherhood in American society. Lead-
ing newspapers carried stories headlined “Dr. Neilson Finds Mother Love Is 
Only Self-Love” and “Dr. Neilson Warns on Mother Love,” soon followed 
by articles about the ensuing conflict, such as one titled “Mother Love Talk 
Stirs Up a Storm.”2 Several dinner attendees rushed to Neilson’s defense, ar-
guing that his statements had been taken out of context. “The hundreds of 
alumnae present, many of whom were also parents, knew they were being 
spoofed, and loved it,” explained one “alumna-parent” in a letter to the New 
York Times. “It was a happy family occasion, until outsiders viewed it with 
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alarm.”3 Another woman explained that all those present had understood 
that Neilson’s remarks should be viewed as “half truth and half chiding.” 
“The truth they valued as the result of his long experience with parents,” she 
wrote, “and the chiding they loved.”4 But most commentators who weighed 
in with their opinions—including psychologists and psychiatrists, well-
known newspaper columnists, representatives of women’s organizations, 
and ordinary readers—took the matter quite seriously. In the process, they 
gave voice to a cultural conflict that had taken shape in the 19�0s, one that 
would ultimately lead to a major reformulation of the dominant maternal 
ideal in the United States.

The fact that Americans today rarely speak of “mother love” is one con-
sequence of this change. Often written with a capital M and a capital L, the 
expression connoted a love so powerful, enduring, and selfless as to border 
on the divine. It evoked a maternal ideal dating back to antebellum times, 
when an emergent middle class had constructed a new model of sentimental 
domesticity that exalted the mother as the “angel of the house.” As an iconic 
figure, the American Mother symbolized the virtuous nation; as a social type, 
her charge was to oversee her children’s physical, intellectual, and spiritual 
development. This elaboration of the maternal role constrained middle-class 
women in countless ways, but it also elevated their status within the home and 
allowed them to exert greater control over their reproductive lives. Moreover, 
it provided middle-class women with a convincing rationale for engaging in 
a host of reform activities: in the name of protecting the home, they increas-
ingly ventured beyond it. A rich body of historical scholarship has traced the 
rise of this domestic ideology, explored its relation to economic and political 
developments, and analyzed its class and racial dimensions.5 But the demise 
of the moral mother remains less well understood.

This book traces the repudiation of moral motherhood and the rise of 
a new maternal ideal that both reflected and facilitated white, middle-class 
women’s gradual incorporation into the political and economic order as in-
dividuals rather than as wives and mothers. It argues that the interwar pe-
riod witnessed the emergence of an antimaternalist critique that ultimately 
helped to discredit four long-standing precepts that had defined late Victo-
rian motherhood: the belief that the mother/homemaker role was a full-time, 
lifelong role, incompatible with the demands of wage earning; the notion that 
motherhood was not simply a private, familial role, but also the foundation 
of female citizenship; the conviction that mothers should bind their children 
(especially their boys) to the home with “silver cords” of love in order to 
ensure their proper moral development; and the assumption that mother-
hood entailed immense physical suffering and self-sacrifice. Of course, such 
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ideas have not entirely lost currency in American culture today. In the early 
twentieth century, however, most middle-class Americans shared a concep-
tion of motherhood based on these principles; by the 1960s, most did not. 
Particularly after World War II, mainstream American culture ceased to rep-
resent motherhood as an all-encompassing identity rooted in notions of self- 
sacrifice and infused with powerful social and political meaning. Instead, 
motherhood came to be conceived as a deeply fulfilling but fundamen-
tally private experience and a single (though still central) component of a 
more multifaceted self. Mom: The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern 
America attempts to explain this transformation and to explore its impact on 
women who possessed the material resources and demographic profile that 
allowed them to aspire to the dominant maternal ideal.

My first and most basic claim is that the ideology of moral motherhood 
endured longer than generally thought. Historians have tended to assume 
that the moral mother fell victim to the rise of “scientific motherhood” and 
the broader assault on Victorian gender ideals that began near the turn of 
the century and reached full swing by the 19�0s. As numerous scholars have 
shown, reformers and experts increasingly challenged the adage “mother 
knows best” and asserted their authority over childrearing practices.6 Dur-
ing the Progressive era, women reformers associated with the Children’s Bu-
reau played a major role in promoting scientific motherhood. These women 
held various cultural biases, and they often assumed a condescending stance 
in relation to poor, immigrant, and minority mothers. Still, they generally 
conveyed a basic respect for the mother as a person charged with an impor-
tant and difficult task. In the 19�0s, however, as male experts and profes-
sionally trained social workers began to supplant maternalist reformers, new 
and more psychologically oriented critiques of motherhood emerged, and 
mother-blaming expanded to encompass middle-class as well as poor moth-
ers. Around the same time, as Ann Douglas has shown, modernist writers 
and intellectuals launched a full-scale assault on the “late-Victorian matri-
arch,” deriding her sentimentality as insipid, her piety as hypocritical and 
repressive.7 Male resentment over women’s demands for political rights and 
social freedom lent animus to this assault: many men believed that women 
who wanted to vote, enter the workforce, and enjoy sexual freedom should 
cede the privileges and moral authority they had enjoyed in the past. In sum, 
by the end of the 19�0s, the social, cultural, and political conditions that gave 
rise to the ideology of moral motherhood had shifted so radically that, by any 
logical measure, it should have been entirely defunct.

Yet when Neilson derided sentimental mother love in 1937, he was 
not simply beating a dead horse. Many people wrote letters protesting his  
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remarks—missives that he privately mocked as “extremely amusing and not 
infrequently violent.”8 One woman vowed that her daughter would never 
attend Smith, “where the President throws mud at one of the most beau-
tiful things in this world of ours—Mother Love—synonymous with Self- 
Sacrifice.”9 Another wrote, “To brand one of the most valuable and most 
beautiful of the primitive instincts . . . as you do—is almost unbelievable.”10 
Yet another respondent attempted to shame the college president by remind-
ing him of his own mother. “Can you remember back years the pair of loving 
hands that worked for you, and gave all to try to make a man out of you? Well 
that was mother,” she chided. “Don’t you keep her memory green?”11 Male 
readers also found Neilson’s assault on mother love offensive. One man, who 
described himself as “the son of one of the finest mothers that a son ever 
had,” was so shocked that he wondered if there had been some mistake.12 
Another man angrily declared, “I hope the Board of Trustees kicks you out 
after your speech.”13

For their part, Neilson’s defenders saluted his debunking of mother love 
as a bold challenge to a veritable shibboleth. The famous advice columnist 
Dorothy Dix predicted that his comments would be denounced as “nothing 
less than sacrilege,” since they struck at “the old tradition that when a woman 
bears a child she is automatically metamorphosed into an angel and filled with 
altruistic devotion to her offspring.”14 A former schoolteacher, who believed 
that “the idea that biological motherhood endows a woman with omniscience 
and unselfishness needs to be exploded,” praised Neilson for airing “the truth 
about so-called mother love.”15 Similarly, the Nutcrackers Club—four men 
who decried “motheritis” as “the curse of American life”—applauded the col-
lege president and urged him to “stand up under the onslaught of ‘American 
Motherhood.’ ”16 Clearly, neither Neilson’s detractors nor his defenders per-
ceived the ideology of moral motherhood as anachronistic or irrelevant.

Because scholars have underestimated the persistence of the ideology of 
moral motherhood, they have lacked an adequate framework for interpreting 
the antimaternalist strain that emerged so prominently in American popular 
culture and psychological and social scientific literature in the wake of World 
War I. In general, they have regarded attacks on mothers as a form of anti-
feminism or “gender conservatism.” This is especially true for works that fo-
cus on the 19�0s and 1950s, when mother-blaming reached its zenith, as it did 
most memorably in the popular writer Philip Wylie’s infamous “momism” 
critique, which accused middle-class, middle-aged “moms” of emasculating 
the nation.17 Given the extraordinary misogyny that informed Wylie’s screed 
and similar attacks on mothers, historians have tended to assume that they 
expressed men’s profound resentment over changing gender roles and wom-



i n t r o d u c t i o n  5

en’s attempts to gain greater social, economic, and political power. There is 
some truth to this view: mother-blaming was deeply irrational, and the same 
anxieties and rage that fueled attacks on the “modern woman” could easily 
mutate into attacks on mothers and homemakers. But such interpretations 
have obscured the fact that critics like Wylie were lambasting a long-standing 
set of beliefs about motherhood—beliefs they viewed as simultaneously out-
moded and still pervasive.18 The most severe critics of American motherhood,  
as historian Ruth Feldstein has convincingly shown, were not conservatives 
or traditionalists but liberals who espoused progressive views on race, so-
cial welfare, and other issues.19 (Neilson, for instance, was left-leaning in his 
political views; the right-wing ideologue Elizabeth Dilling had even deemed 
him worthy of an entry in her infamous 1935 publication, The Red Network.)20 
In turn, the most passionate defenders of American motherhood tended to 
be social conservatives who believed that critics like Neilson and Wylie deval-
ued women’s domestic roles.

Throughout the 19�0s and 1930s, traditional and modern conceptions of 
motherhood vied for dominance within mainstream American culture. Tra-
ditionalists did not think of motherhood as a job that women performed or 
a role that they assumed, but rather as a sacred estate that they entered—a 
calling that would demand their attention and energy throughout their 
adult lives. Mother love, they believed, had the capacity to transform and 
redeem: it could turn a shallow and vapid woman into a noble character; it 
could recall a wayward son or daughter to the path of virtue; it could mold a 
poor and scrawny boy into a great and powerful leader. When traditionalists 
spoke of “American motherhood,” they meant something beyond a famil-
ial identity shared by many American women: they meant an institution—a 
fundamental pillar of the nation’s social and political order. Maria Leonard, 
dean of women at the University of Illinois, articulated this view when she 
rebuked Neilson for his “breathtaking” remarks. A few “irritating and exas-
perating mothers,” she wrote, should never be allowed to overshadow “that 
great army of mothers, past and present, who have stood as the symbol of 
the purest love and deepest sacrifice known to mankind. When motherhood 
goes to the gates of death to give life, perhaps it is too much to ask that any 
father understand sacrifice and courage, walking alone through ‘the valley of 
the shadow.’ ”21 Leonard and like-minded Americans could refer to “mother-
hood” as an active, collective entity because they actually perceived it as such; 
to them, “American motherhood” was almost like a branch of government, 
charged with reproducing the populace and upholding the nation’s guiding 
principles. Phrases like “that great army of mothers” rolled readily off their 
tongues, because they assumed that mothers performed a noble civic duty 
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that entailed courage and self-sacrifice. Indeed, from their perspective, the 
male counterpart to the mother was not the father but the soldier, who simi-
larly risked his life for the greater good of the nation.

Modernists envisioned motherhood in far less exalted terms. Mothers, 
they insisted, were simply female individuals—some admirable, some not—
who had been through a certain biological experience. Although modern-
ists granted that motherhood might consume a woman’s full energies for a 
certain period of her life, they believed that women should pursue interests 
and activities beyond the home as their children grew older. Receptive to 
contemporary psychological theories, they viewed sentimental mother love 
and assumptions about female moral superiority as psychologically destruc-
tive. A recent graduate of Smith College gave voice to this perspective when 
she defended Neilson’s remarks in a letter to The New York Times:

Of late years there have been some particularly helpful discussions on the 

subject, either set forth by psychologists . . . or by novelists who have traced 

the sometimes irreparable emotional damage done to a human being who was 

taught that “Mother knows best; you must love her best in the world”—and 

motherhood in itself endows a woman with indisputable wisdom and the  

inalienable right to lifelong—and exclusive—respect and devotion. 

Fortunately, this mother-taught brand of sentimentality is fast passing 

and has, by the mothers of today, many of them the victims of it, been good- 

naturedly condemned. The modern young mother cultivates interests besides 

her family and disdains to wear a halo or carry a sceptre as symbols of her 

biological office.22

This young woman welcomed the efforts of psychological experts and mod-
ernist writers to expose sentimental mother love as an unnatural and un-
healthy emotional stance. Eschewing the role of “angel of the house,” she 
preferred to conceptualize motherhood as a “biological office,” devoid of 
intrinsic moral purpose or meaning.

This book explores how the conflict between these two views played out 
during the interwar period and World War II, and how the assault on moral 
motherhood abetted the rise of a new maternal ideal that achieved dominance 
in the postwar period. Throughout, I use the terms “maternalism” and “an-
timaternalism.” Scholars first began employing “maternalism” to designate 
an ideology espoused by women reformers who played a critical role in shap-
ing the early welfare state in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
“Maternalism,” as historians Seth Koven and Sonya Michel first defined it, 
“exalted women’s capacity to mother and extended to society as a whole the 
values they attached to that role: care, nurturance and morality. . . . it extolled 
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the private virtues of domesticity while simultaneously legitimizing women’s 
public relationships to politics and the state, to community, workplace and 
marketplace.”23 The term offered a preferable alternative to “social feminism” 
in that it allowed historians to more clearly differentiate progressive reform-
ers from equal rights feminists, who staked their claims on the grounds of lib-
eral individualism.24 However, “maternalism” has since been used in a wide 
array of other contexts, to describe virtually any type of political activity in 
which women have emphasized their roles as mothers. For example, Chris-
tine Erickson coined the phrase “patriotic maternalism” to characterize the 
activities of right-wing women’s organizations in the interwar period, while 
Laura McEnaney has characterized the Cold War civilian defense program 
as a “militarist-maternalist” movement.25 In what follows, I stretch the term 
even further, to encompass not only a gender ideology that legitimized cer-
tain political activities but also a sensibility that affected cultural representa-
tions, maternal subjectivity, and interpersonal relationships.26 As I employ 
it, “maternalism” refers to an outlook that defined motherhood as both a 
familial and a civic act; enabled white, middle-class women to exert a morally 
charged influence within the public and private realms; and allowed mothers 
to claim the largest share of their children’s gratitude and affection.27

A possible objection to such a broad definition is that it ends up lumping 
together women who were in fact political adversaries. Yet this is precisely why 
I find the term is helpful, because it transgresses and complicates standard 
political categories. One of the key shifts this book seeks to illuminate is how 
motherhood came to figure less centrally as a component of white, middle-
class women’s civic identities—a development that cannot be characterized 
as wholly “progressive” or “conservative” in its political implications. In the 
19�0s and 1930s, progressive maternalism declined, while patriotic maternal-
ism gained strength, but “conservative” and “maternalist” never aligned in a 
complete or tidy fashion. Indeed, many left-leaning women, especially peace 
advocates, retained a maternalist orientation in the 1930s and 19�0s and even 
thereafter. Thus, when Congress debated whether to draft women during 
World War II, an unlikely coalition of far-right women and pacifists opposed 
the legislation; although each group raised additional, very different objec-
tions, both argued against it on the grounds that women were already making 
a vital contribution to the national cause as mothers and homemakers.28 I 
use the term “maternalism” to signal this gendered conception of citizenship 
rather than support for a certain political agenda or set of policy proposals.

In turn, I use the term “antimaternalism” to refer to the belief that moth-
erhood had become too freighted with political meaning and too laden with 
sentiment, and that it should instead be construed in a more limited and 
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rational manner—as a biologically based familial role. “Antimaternalism” 
does not imply a particular set of beliefs about women’s proper social role; it 
could signal a commitment to feminism, although usually it did not. Broadly 
speaking, three kinds of people articulated antimaternalist arguments: crit-
ics who railed against sentimentality, hypocrisy, and sexual repression; social 
scientists and psychologists who sought to extend their professional exper-
tise; and women (especially young women) who disliked the Victorian con-
struction of motherhood, with its associations of self-sacrifice and suffering. 
Some commentators debunked old gender ideals in order to promote new 
ones, but many others were simply disillusioned with contemporary women 
and nostalgic for gender ideals rendered anachronistic by modernity, which 
lent their critiques a reactionary character. But in either case—whether they 
consciously rejected the ideal of the self-sacrificing mother as a worthy goal, 
or lashed out at modern mothers for falling short of it—antimaternalist crit-
ics helped to undermine the image of American mothers as morally superior 
and politically disinterested.

Although anxiety over the effeminizing influence of mothers dated back 
to the late nineteenth century, a thoroughgoing assault on the ideology of 
moral motherhood emerged only in the aftermath of World War I. Initially, 
the attacks on American motherhood emanated primarily from psychological 
professionals and the cultural avant-garde. By the 19�0s, however, antimater-
nalism had gone mainstream. Critics argued that what appeared like self- 
sacrificing mother love could in fact be narcissistic, possessive, and patho-
genic. They claimed that medical advances had dramatically reduced the 
suffering and mortality associated with childbirth, rendering the age-old 
analogy between mothers and soldiers obsolete. They pointed to laborsav-
ing devices in the home, lower birth rates, and longer life spans, arguing that 
many women had become idle or even parasitic. And they cynically mocked 
suffragists’ earlier predictions that women, acting as virtuous mothers, would 
purify politics once they attained the vote. Again, some critics who advanced 
these claims hoped to push women in the direction of liberal individualism, 
while others simply wanted to undermine the old model of female moral 
authority. What must be stressed is that their critiques could sound strikingly 
similar, even when fueled by radically different motives and political visions.

The demystification of mother love should be seen as part of a much 
broader transformation of gender ideology and sexual relations. Victorians 
had postulated a world divided into separate, yet complementary spheres: 
whereas women relied upon men for economic support and physical protec-
tion, men depended on women to nurture their bodies and guard their souls. 
Idealized notions of womanhood dictated middle-class women’s exclusion 
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from the corrupt commercial and political realms, and this presumed ex-
clusion in turn helped to make the idealization of womanhood convincing. 
Beginning in the 1�90s, the rise of sexual liberalism and women’s increas-
ing forays into male-dominated realms undermined these convictions. On 
the one hand, the New Woman who demanded a career, the vote, and even 
sexual satisfaction directly challenged accepted notions of female nature.29 
On the other hand, women who advanced their agendas in the “traditional” 
language of motherhood subverted Victorian gender ideals in a less direct 
but not necessarily less daunting manner. The “organized mother-love” 
championed by late nineteenth-century maternal reformers represented a 
significant departure from the mother love espoused in antebellum domestic 
tracts; once women began to lobby the government, instead of appealing to 
the individual male conscience, their moral authority increasingly came to be 
associated with the coercive powers of the state.30

The growing skepticism of mother love also reflected fundamental 
changes in conceptions of sexuality and sexual identity. In the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, a certain fluidity characterized expressions of 
love, for the sharp line cordoning off romantic, heterosexual desire as en-
tirely distinct from other types of longing had yet to be drawn. Middle-class 
women and men spoke and wrote openly of their deep feelings for friends 
of the same sex, unconstrained by the fear of being labeled homosexual that 
would lead to greater restraint and self-policing in the twentieth century.31 
Similarly, mothers and children (especially sons) expressed their desire for 
one another in romantic terms that would later come to be seen as decidedly 
pathological. A mother might unself-consciously call her son “Lover Boy,” 
while a son could refer to his mother as “my best girl” without fear of mock-
ery.32 In the 19�0s, however, psychologists such as the behaviorist John B. 
Watson depicted “mother love” as “a sex-seeking response” and shrilly de-
nounced mothers who cultivated passionate relationships with their sons.33 
As such ideas filtered into the broader culture, prolonged mother-son inti-
macy increasingly came to signal male effeminacy, homosexuality, and even 
political subversion.34

The counterpoint to the assault on mother love was thus an anxious ap-
peal for greater paternal involvement, which emerged in the late nineteenth 
century and persisted as a constant refrain in the twentieth.35 In the Victorian 
era, when masculine and feminine natures were held to be fundamentally 
different and male and female pursuits more sharply diverged, mother-son 
intimacy had not constituted grounds for alarm. Quite the reverse. Victorians 
viewed mother love as the substance from which men were forged, for they 
believed that manliness followed naturally once discipline and self-restraint 
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had been acquired.36 However, in the late nineteenth century, middle-class 
Americans increasingly came to view “masculinity” as a coveted trait in its 
own right. This new ideal of masculinity placed greater emphasis on physical 
vigor and, as Arnaldo Testi has noted, tended to be defined in opposition to 
“a radical other” (femininity) rather than an earlier phase of life (youth).37 
According to its logic, women could play little if any role in cultivating man-
hood, except in the negative sense of knowing when to snip the apron strings. 
Unlike their Victorian forefathers, modern American men would learn to 
construct their masculine identity largely in opposition to, rather than in 
concert with, their mothers.

The rise of antimaternalism proceeded apace with another major cultural 
trend that had profoundly ambiguous political effects—the rise of a thera-
peutic culture and the expansion of the psychological professions.38 In this 
regard, too, the Neilson controversy is instructive, for it exposed a serious 
fault line between psychological professionals and their numerous critics. 
Speaking to the New York Times, the left-wing social psychologist Good-
win Watson claimed that clinical experience bore out the truth of Neilson’s 
claims. “If society employed everyone at interesting work, mothers could 
love children without getting in their way,” he argued. “Bridge clubs are a pa-
thetic substitute for something else to do.”39 The prominent psychiatrist Karl 
Menninger also seconded Neilson’s views; he forwarded the college president 
a newspaper story that linked the two men, commenting wryly, “I was proud 
to be associated, even in persecution, with yourself.”40 In contrast, many of 
Neilson’s critics condemned the growing influence of the psychological pro-
fessions and the therapeutic approach to selfhood they promoted. “It is well 
that we mothers do not take the psychologists and educators too seriously,” 
wrote a woman in a letter to the New York Times. “There is a higher law than 
the psychologist or the educator can fathom which guides a mother’s love or 
whatever you wish to call it. Instinct is a better word.”41 Although this woman 
stressed that the “intelligent mother” was “ever alert to hear and learn for 
the benefit of her children,” she believed that “maternal instinct” would ul-
timately prove more trustworthy than whatever guidance a psychologist or 
educator might offer. This basic conflict—between experts who questioned 
maternal wisdom, and mothers who questioned psychological expertise—
would persist in ensuing decades, with experts increasingly, but by no means 
completely, gaining the upper hand.

If psychological experts played a critical role in legitimizing the attacks 
on sentimental mother love, they had very accommodating allies in the pub-
lishing industry. Sensationally titled stories and articles, such as “What’s 
Wrong with American Mothers?” or “Are American Moms a Menace?” pro-
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voked controversy and debate, which in turn helped to sell newspapers and 
magazines. Thus, though Neilson made only a few fleeting comments about 
mother love at the end of a long speech, the Times chose to run with the 
headline, “Dr. Neilson Warns on Mother Love.” Soon thereafter, various in-
dividuals from the publishing world stepped forward, eager to fan the flames 
of controversy. A literary agent offered Neilson his services; a journalist from 
Physical Culture magazine requested an authorized interview; the managing 
editor of Scribner’s inquired if he would be interested in writing an article for 
their publication. “We would like to have you handle the subject completely 
without gloves as we are not afraid of offending anyone,” she assured him. 
“In fact, we enjoy it very much.”42 Although Neilson apparently declined 
these overtures, many experts who shared his views on mother love acceded 
to similar requests or sought out public forums on their own initiative. By 
joining forces to warn Americans of the dangers of maternal pathology, the 
popular press and psychological experts together forged a mutually beneficial 
alliance.

The transformation of mother love unfolded in two overlapping stages. 
For most of the interwar period, commentators and experts remained preoc-
cupied with dismantling the ideology of moral motherhood, and their cri-
tiques retained much of the flavor of the 19�0s rebellion against Victorian-
ism. When criticizing mothers, they also frequently attacked stringent moral 
prohibitions on sexuality, sentimental expressivity in popular culture, and 
sometimes even xenophobia and knee-jerk patriotism—all of which they as-
sociated with white, middle-class matrons. Such attacks generally went hand-
in-hand with calls for women to cultivate a more rational sensibility in regard 
to their maternal role. Until the late 1930s, most childrearing experts sought 
to restrain maternal affectivity by urging women to adopt strict “scientific” 
schedules that would serve to regulate the child’s biological needs, while also 
mitigating the emotional intensity of the mother-child relationship.

During and especially after World War II, however, the preoccupations 
surrounding motherhood shifted, and the antimaternalism of the interwar 
period gave way to a more narrow, psychologically focused form of mother-
blaming. Attacks on middle-aged mothers who exerted maternal influence 
in both the home and the broader culture receded, for the battle against 
them had largely been won. Experts continued to rail against maternal over-
protection, but they now increasingly fretted about maternal deprivation and 
rejection as well. (Indeed, some experts suggested that maternal overprotec-
tion often served as a form of compensation, masking a more fundamen-
tal attitude of maternal rejection.) At the same time, the prewar ideal of the 
modern, “scientific” mother, who gave birth under full anesthesia and raised 
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her babies by the book, yielded to a celebration of “natural motherhood.” 
Condemning the overly rational and scientific approaches of the interwar 
period, experts reversed course and promoted a “permissive” approach that 
included plenty of warm, physical contact. In the process, they revived the 
concept of maternal instinct as a mother’s most trustworthy guide during her 
child’s first few years.43

At first glance, the postwar maternal ideal appears almost like a return 
of the Victorian glorification of motherhood. The insistent calls for mother-
child bonding, the pronatalist cultural climate, and even the fashions of the 
day—the billowing skirts and accentuated bosoms—all seem to point to a 
revival of older ideals. But a closer look suggests that the similarities between 
Victorian and postwar ideals of motherhood were largely superficial.44 In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, motherhood had been con-
ceived as an all-encompassing identity that shaped a woman’s entire adult 
life. In popular culture “Mother” was typically portrayed as a middle-aged or 
elderly lady, her kindly face etched with age, gray hair drawn back in a bun. 
By the post–World War II period, American popular culture primarily cel-
ebrated young, fertile women: the most glowing representations of mother-
hood tended to feature beautiful young women with babies or toddlers. Even 
the way that white, middle-class Americans referred to mothers changed, as 
the Victorian “Mother” gradually yielded to the twentieth-century “mom,” 
acquiring a possessive qualifier along the way.45 People spoke of “my mom” 
rather than “Mother,” because motherhood had become a more informal 
and exclusively familial role. Of course, many postwar Americans still be-
lieved that mothers made crucial contributions to the nation’s civic and po-
litical life, as remains the case today. But after the 1930s, politicians rarely 
spoke of childbearing and childrearing as services rendered unto the state, 
and fewer women envisioned their maternal role as the source of their civic 
identity. In all these ways, motherhood became more compatible with liberal 
individualism and the cultivation of a sense of self distinct from familial ob-
ligations and relationships.

Above all, the profound wariness with which so many experts and com-
mentators came to regard maternal influence reveals the chasm that sepa-
rated the nineteenth from the mid-twentieth century. Whereas Victorian 
commentators never tired of declaring their faith in the redemptive powers 
of Mother Love, postwar experts often seemed almost phobic in their at-
titude toward maternal affectivity. To be sure, they emphasized the necessity 
of intensive maternal care in infancy and early childhood to a greater extent 
than ever before. But they also reduced the period in which maternal influ-
ence represented an unmitigated good to the first few years of life, and they 
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demoted Mother Love, with its lofty spiritual connotations, to maternal in-
stinct—a psychobiological drive. Moreover, despite their tendency to portray 
maternal instinct in biological terms, experts betrayed profound doubts about 
middle-class women’s “natural” capacities as nurturers. This is particularly 
evident in two postwar diagnoses, the “refrigerator mother” and the “schizo-
phrenogenic mother,” which attributed childhood autism and schizophrenia 
to frigid and inconsistent mothers.46 Such egregious formulations, which no 
doubt resulted in untold heartache to countless women already facing severe 
life challenges, could only have gained credibility in a culture characterized 
by both a deep suspicion of maternal influence and a high level of deference 
toward psychiatric and psychoanalytic authority.

This book should not be viewed as a history of American mothers. It is, 
first, a history of how the ideology of moral motherhood came to be largely 
discredited in favor of a more narrow, psychological and biological concep-
tion of the maternal role. Second, it is a history of how that shift influenced 
the ways in which white, middle-class women conceptualized and experi-
enced their maternal role. Although I refer to nonwhite and working-class 
mothers at various points throughout, I do so primarily to highlight the class- 
and race-based assumptions that informed the dominant maternal ideal. As 
numerous historians have demonstrated, cultural representations and ex-
perts’ perceptions of nonwhite and working-class mothers strongly reflected 
prevailing prejudices and assumptions. (For instance, psychiatrists virtually 
never diagnosed black or other minority women as “refrigerator mothers,” 
even when their children displayed classic signs of autism, for they believed 
only well-educated whites capable of this particular form of maternal rejec-
tion.)47 In addition, immigrant and ethnic mothers, African- and Mexican-
American mothers, and poor and working-class mothers have often defined 
and experienced motherhood in ways that diverged markedly from main-
stream American culture.48 I ultimately found that the vast diversity of ma-
ternal ideologies and experiences exceeded the parameters of a single study.

This book does, however, discuss important shifts in the racial construc-
tion of the dominant maternal ideal. In the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, the racialization of American motherhood occurred in fairly pre-
dictable ways: the modern, white, American mother tended to be defined in 
opposition to the superstitious or unhygienic ethnic or black mother. But in 
the interwar era, the dichotomy between so-called civilized American moth-
ers and their class or racial “others” gradually became less stark. Mother-
blaming continued to be racially coded, as Ruth Feldstein, Gwendolyn Mink, 
and other scholars have shown. Beginning in the 1930s, social scientists and  
psychologists articulated a powerful critique of unwed black “matriarchs” that  
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would ultimately play a major role in fueling the backlash against welfare.49 
Yet by the 19�0s and 1950s, many experts also suggested that women of color 
who allegedly relied more on their maternal “instincts”—aged “mammies,” 
or mothers in developing countries who carried their babies in slings and fed 
them on demand—actually did a better job of caring for very young children 
than did educated white women. Of course, this new discourse reproduced 
the distinction between middle-class white and “other” mothers, and it was 
by no means free of pernicious racial assumptions. (Indeed, the fiction that 
nonwhite women were “naturally” more maternal would prove highly reas-
suring in subsequent decades, as growing numbers of affluent parents began 
hiring such women as nannies.) The point here is that, whereas mother-
blaming in the past had often reinforced the cultural authority of middle-
class mothers at the expense of poor or nonwhite women, mother-blaming 
after World War I tended to lower the status of mothers across the board.50

Although many of the developments traced here can be viewed as part of 
a larger, trans-Atlantic history concerning the evolution of motherhood, this 
study is very much a nation-based history. Other countries have experienced 
the same basic trends—such as declining birth rates, dramatic improvements 
in maternal and infant health, the introduction of new household technolo-
gies, and the influx of mothers into the workforce—that helped to transform 
the experience and cultural ideal of motherhood within the United States. 
For instance, historian Ann Taylor Allen has shown how the significance 
of motherhood in Western Europe also contracted over the course of the 
twentieth century, as what was once a “life-long status” gradually came to be 
redefined as “a role—a flexible and optional activity that could be chosen, 
combined with other identities, or refused.”51 But if large-scale forces that di-
minished or decentered the maternal role spanned the industrializing world, 
the particular manner in which any given society experienced this shift re-
flected its own unique economic, cultural, and social circumstances.

In the United States, the transformation of motherhood was unusual, 
perhaps even exceptional, to the extent that it was fueled by an assault on the 
figure of the moral mother. No other Western nation witnessed such intense 
and concerted attacks on middle-class matrons; the charge of “momism” did 
not translate into other cultural contexts, even English-speaking ones. This 
reflects the fact that in no other nation had middle-class women succeeded in 
exerting a comparable degree of cultural and political influence. “Although 
‘maternalist’ ideas about social welfare spread across the industrializing 
world in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,” Theda Skocpol 
has observed, “they loomed politically largest in the United States.”52 There 
are many reasons why the United States proved so conducive to maternal-
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ism: the strength of Protestant religiosity; the relative weakness of the labor 
movement; anxieties generated by a diverse ethnic and racial population—all 
these factors helped to explain the power of a racialized ideal of “American 
motherhood.” What is indisputable is that virtually all commentators be-
lieved that American mothers (and American women more broadly) had 
achieved a position of cultural, political, and familial influence unrivaled by 
women elsewhere in the world. As the émigré psychoanalyst Frieda Fromm-
Reichmann casually asserted in 19�0, “We all know how different things are 
in this country. . . . In the family group American women are very often the 
leaders, and men wait on them as wives wait on their husbands in European 
families.”53 I attempt to explore this cultural construction of the “American 
Mother” and the “American mom” as mythical figures, while simultaneously 
attending to the social and political realities that led so many people to em-
brace an exceptionalist view of gender roles in the United States.

One goal of this book is to provide an overarching interpretation that 
will help readers to synthesize the vast literature on motherhood that has 
appeared in recent years. Historians and other scholars have analyzed ma-
ternalist politics, childrearing advice literature, cultural representations of 
mothers, and the medicalization of childbirth in the twentieth century.54 Yet 
there is currently no study that seeks to illuminate the connections between 
these discrete areas.55 I aim to show that it was not coincidental that mater-
nalism lost much of its viability as a political strategy around the same time 
that numerous experts began to portray sentimental mother love as a cause 
of widespread psychopathology, or that sentimental images of middle-aged 
mothers began to lose resonance in popular culture around the same time 
that maternal mortality rates dropped precipitously. For all these trends were 
constitutive of a broader shift, in which the notion of motherhood as a role 
that entailed self-sacrifice—and therefore warranted public recognition—
yielded to a conception of motherhood as a private experience that promised 
women deep personal fulfillment.

By offering a new interpretation of the decline of social motherhood, I 
also hope to contribute to the ongoing debate regarding postwar domesticity 
and the origins of second-wave feminism. Since the 1990s, a new body of revi-
sionist scholarship has convincingly challenged what had been a vastly over-
simplified view of the postwar era—a view first advanced by Betty Friedan 
in The Feminine Mystique. “Fulfillment as a woman had only one definition 
for American women after 19�9—the housewife-mother,” Friedan asserted. 
“As swiftly as in a dream, the image of the American woman as a chang-
ing, growing individual in a changing world was shattered.”56 After conduct-
ing her own survey of postwar magazines, Joanne Meyerowitz concluded  
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that postwar gender ideology was in fact much less hegemonic than Friedan 
suggested, with domestic ideals coexisting “in ongoing tension with an ethos 
of individual achievement that celebrated non-domestic activity, individual 
striving, public service, and public success.”57 Subsequently, historians Jessica 
Weiss and Susan Hartmann demonstrated how postwar experts and com-
mentators, far from insisting that women restrict themselves to the home, ac-
tually encouraged them to reenter the workforce once their children reached 
a certain age.58 Increasingly, the trend in historical scholarship has been to-
ward emphasizing the contradictory nature of the messages that women re-
ceived and the myriad ways in which their lives deviated from the dominant 
cultural ideal.

There is no denying that women received contradictory messages in the 
postwar period or that their life experiences frequently stood in tension with 
mainstream gender ideology. But, at times, this new scholarship threatens to 
eclipse what Friedan and early women’s historians got right about the period. 
In my view, the postwar era was in many respects a nadir for white, middle-
class American women, for reasons that were indeed difficult to name at the 
time. In the wake of World War II, politicians and the press continually re-
minded “the American woman” of her enviable status—her relative afflu-
ence, her freedom from arduous labor, her ability to exercise political rights, 
and her access to modern obstetrical care. Yet even those women for whom 
such claims were actually true often did not feel particularly empowered as 
individuals or even as mothers. Friedan provided a partial explanation: she  
captured suburban women’s feelings of discontent and their desire to  
participate in the nation’s broader social, economic, and political life. She also 
astutely analyzed how “femininity”—the very essence of a woman’s gender 
identity—had been transformed into a quality that women felt pressured to 
prove or display. But Friedan missed—indeed, she contributed to—the frus-
trations many women felt due to a cultural climate that constantly criticized 
and denigrated mothers and homemakers. The “problem with no name” was 
really twofold, for women not only felt oppressed by a feminine mystique 
that hindered their ability to define themselves as individuals, they also felt 
devalued within their traditional, gender-specific roles.

In the postwar era, white, middle-class American mothers found them-
selves betwixt and between. By stigmatizing “idle” housewives, deriding fe-
male voluntary efforts, and pathologizing prolonged mother love, numerous 
commentators in the 19�0s and 1950s undercut the ability of such women 
to construct a satisfying identity based on motherhood and homemaking. 
To a certain degree, they actually pushed women in the direction of liberal 
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individualism. Yet virtually no one suggested that women and men ought to 
share the responsibilities of homemaking and childrearing equally or other-
wise acknowledged the severe obstacles that prevented women from achiev-
ing meaningful equality. Moreover, psychological experts routinely pressured 
women to conform to the dictates of domesticity by portraying marriage and 
motherhood as crucial evidence of a woman’s femininity and basic mental 
health. To appreciate the complexity of postwar gender ideology, it is thus 
necessary to view antimaternalism and pronatalism as paradoxically collab-
orative forces. While antimaternalist critiques at times helped to promote a 
more gender-neutral understanding of women’s roles and capabilities, post-
war pronatalism contained the revolutionary implications of this shift by re-
casting maternity as the ultimate source of “feminine fulfillment.” In other 
words, during the postwar era, middle-class women continued to be defined 
primarily in relation to their familial roles, and they continued to face per-
vasive discrimination in the public realm, even as society repealed many of 
the privileges and compensations that prior generations had claimed as wives 
and mothers.

Finally, this book attempts to explore the elusive emotional history of 
motherhood—to capture something of what it felt like to bear and raise 
children after the Victorian faith in mother love had fallen away. In 1991, 
historian Joan Scott cautioned historians against privileging first-person ac-
counts of experience over other forms of evidence, since all “experience” is 
itself discursively constructed. She criticized the tendency, prevalent among 
those who studied women and other marginalized groups, to view personal 
narratives as if they were unmediated by culture and thus capable of provid-
ing access to a more authentic past.59 While I appreciate Scott’s call for a 
more critical approach, in the process of researching and writing this book 
I nevertheless came to view women’s letters as different from other types of 
evidence. To put it simply, I found them more surprising and compelling 
than most published sources; they challenged my presuppositions and expec-
tations to a greater extent and led me to conclusions that I would not other-
wise have reached. This is by no means to suggest that women employed 
language in a manner that somehow escaped or transcended the constraints 
of their time. On the contrary, one of the lessons of this history is how deeply 
it mattered that a term like “sexism” did not exist prior to the 1960s, and 
how much its absence restricted women’s abilities to challenge antimaternal-
ist critiques. I do, however, seek to affirm the simple fact that many ordinary 
women managed to articulate their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in a 
manner that conveyed something of the particularities of their lives and per-
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sonalities. They drew on stock phrases and narrative conventions—as do we 
all—but certain passages or turns of phrase still leap out as unexpected and 
revealing.

The effect, however, is not always uplifting. For while some letters dem-
onstrate women’s capacity to resist or creatively appropriate antimaternal-
ism, others simply expose its emotional toll. Consider the following letter, 
from a mother living in Nashville, Tennessee. In 1937, she implored Neilson 
to send her a copy of his full speech and to share his “constructive ideas” 
about childrearing—ideas that would “help mothers instead of discouraging 
them.” As she explained:

I know mother love isn’t enough. . . . It lacks many things, and I haven’t yet 

found out what they are. I should like to know exactly what you believe is 

wrong with mother love, and what you think mothers can do about it. That 

is, if you were speaking seriously. You were, weren’t you? I hope so; if it were 

a jest, it is too cruel.60

This woman clearly hoped to discover what she was doing wrong as a mother, 
and how she might correct her errors. What makes her appeal so pathetic 
is that she turned to Neilson—an imposing figure of male authority—even 
though she correctly sensed that he was not really “speaking seriously.” For 
whether or not Neilson truly believed that mother love threatened American 
youth, he spoke at least partially “in jest,” knowing full well that his audi-
ence would relish the chance to display its sophistication by laughing off his 
rebuke. The mother in Nashville, however, did not have the luxury of irony. 
She understood that mother love was not all it had been cracked up to be, but 
she still had to contend with the pressing needs and vexing behavior of four 
young children. She was worried; she did not want to fail them; she needed 
support and sympathetic advice. Unfortunately, as the twentieth century 
progressed, many women like her would find such advice in short supply.
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Debunking the All-American Mom: 
Philip Wylie’s Momism Critique

I don’t know whether I ought to be writing to you or not, being confused as to whose 

side I am on now.

A mother to Philip Wylie, 1945

Neither Philip Wylie nor his editors, John Farrar and Stanley Rinehart, had 
high hopes for Generation of Vipers when the first run of 4,000 copies ap-
peared in December 1942. Rinehart had sought to delay publication, arguing 
that the book contained “so many changes of pace, from objective thinking 
to shrill hysteria,” that the end result was “confusion.”1 For his part, Wy-
lie insisted that the book contained “by far the best stretch of writing that 
has come from this cerebrum,” but he frankly conceded that it might not 
“hit a jackpot.”2 Yet hit a jackpot it did. As of 1945, the book had sold more 
than 75,000 copies, and the rate of sales was still rising.3 By 1955, when Wylie 
published an annotated edition of Generation of Vipers to commemorate its 
twentieth printing, the number of hardback copies purchased had topped 
180,000, and the American Library Association had named it one of the most 
important nonfiction works of the first half of the twentieth century.4

No single message can account for this unexpected success. Both substan-
tively and stylistically, the book is a truly bizarre hodgepodge. Time described 
it as a “raging and sometimes very funny set of lay sermons,” while Malcolm 
Cowley of the New Yorker deemed it a “tub-thumping diatribe against Amer-
ican customs.”5 Throughout its pages, Wylie decried a host of national fail-
ings, but he especially railed against Americans’ blind faith in science, ram-
pant materialism, and hypocritical attitudes toward sex. He also lampooned 
a series of national “archetypes,” including doctors, businessmen, politi-
cians, professors, and military men. In the final chapter, Wylie interpreted 
Jesus Christ’s message to humanity (“know thyself ”) as equivalent to that of 
psychoanalysis, while in the conclusion, he presented a futuristic promised 
land—complete with air-conditioned streets—that Americans could one day 
inhabit if only they redeemed their ways. The book alternately reads like a 
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Menckenesque satire, a hellfire sermon, a primer in Jungian psychology, a 
work of wartime propaganda, an autobiography, a lurid novel, and a science 
fiction fantasy.

But the section that earned Wylie lasting fame and infamy was the tenth 
chapter, entitled “Common Women.” Here he depicted middle-aged and 
middle-class American moms as domestic tyrants, voracious consumers, 
and tiresome meddlers in social and political affairs. To capture the insidi-
ous power that such women wielded, he coined his provocative neologism, 
“momism.” At first, there was little indication that Wylie’s ruminations on 
moms would come to be considered the most compelling part of Generation 
of Vipers, let alone the author’s most significant legacy. In 1945, when Wylie 
wrote a brief postscript describing readers’ responses to the book, he did not 
even mention reactions to the momism critique.6 But that same year, Look 
magazine ran an excerpt of the momism chapter, and psychiatrists and other 
social scientists began to appropriate and expand on the concept in works of 
their own, lending it a semblance of scientific credibility.7 Thereafter, Wy-
lie increasingly found himself identified as the momism critique’s original  
exponent.

While priding himself for having “broken a path” that “the stateliest psy-
chiatrists” had followed, Wylie regretted the tendency to focus exclusively 
on the momism chapter and complained that people often failed to discern 
his humorous intent.8 He repeatedly tried to set the record straight, as in this 
1954 interview with the New York Times:

Look here, in Generation of Vipers there were nineteen pages about that. Nine-

teen, that’s all. In the middle of it, I said the whole thing was a gag. I thought 

it was hilariously funny.

When I was writing it, I’d come downstairs and read it to Ricky [Frederica 

Ballard, his second wife] and we’d laugh ’til our sides hurt. I didn’t expect to 

become known for the rest of my life as a woman hater. That’s the first thing 

they’ll put in my obituary—a woman hater. Me.9

When Wylie died in 1971, his obituaries memorialized him just as he had bit-
terly predicted they would: the Washington Post headlined its story, “Philip 
Wylie Dies; Assailed ‘Momism,’ ” and the New York Times announced, 
“Philip Wylie, Author, Dies; Noted for ‘Mom’ Attack.”10 Since then, scholars 
have sustained the author’s reputation as (in his own self-pitying terms) “the 
all-out, all-time, high-scoring world champion misogynist.”11 The standard 
interpretative line goes something like this: “The late 1940s and 1950s were 
rife with an explicit antifeminism that made this period especially inhospi-
table for those women who aspired to life beyond the confines of their sub-
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urban dream houses. This antifeminism was typified by such books as Philip 
Wylie’s Generation of Vipers.”12

It is easy to dismiss Wylie’s disclaimers, for the misogyny in Generation of 
Vipers is truly breathtaking. Nevertheless, I argue in this chapter that schol-
arly interpretations have generally failed to grasp the significance that the 
momism critique held for contemporaries. This stems in part from a ten-
dency to reduce the critique to an attack on cloying or domineering moth-
ers.13 In the postwar era, this was indeed how the term “momism” came to 
be understood and codified in dictionaries; the Oxford English Dictionary, 
for instance, defines “momism” as “Excessive attachment to, or domination 
by, the mother.”14 However, maternal behavior toward children was by no 
means Wylie’s sole concern, for he also railed against women’s purported 
habits of consumption and the social and political activities that they pur-
sued, often in the name of motherhood. He hoped to curb not only mothers’ 
influence over their sons but also their power as consumers, their demands 
to be indulged by husbands and honored by the state, and, finally, the censo-
rious and sentimentalizing force they exerted in American culture. At base, 
Wylie challenged the idea that women should be regarded as morally supe-
rior beings, entitled to special prerogatives and deserving of influence simply 
because of their sex or their status as mothers.

Scholars have also frequently portrayed the momism critique as fueled 
by, and reflective of, issues only secondarily related to motherhood or ma-
ternal influence, such as the threat of fascism and communism, resentment 
toward Rosie the Riveter, or anxieties concerning the alleged rise in male 
homosexuality.15 However, while the momism critique certainly expressed 
a wide range of fears and fantasies, it was still fundamentally about a certain 
cohort of white, middle-aged, middle-class American women. Because Wylie 
displayed such extraordinary misogyny, and because he used such overblown 
rhetoric, scholars have underestimated the extent to which his text spoke to 
social realities, even as it appealed to psychological fears. The clubwoman 
in her floral hat, the matron who referred to her adult son as “my boy,” the 
self-important Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) member—for 
many readers in the 1940s and early 1950s, these were not simply demonic im-
ages that conveyed anxieties arising from other sources; they were convincing 
caricatures of real women who elicited emotions ranging from venomous 
resentment to bemused exasperation. It was precisely Wylie’s ability to evoke 
a figure that people instantly recognized, and then to infuse that figure with 
sinister meaning, that made his text so powerful.16

Finally, whereas many scholars have viewed the momism chapter as a pre-
scient work that anticipated the rise of Cold War culture, it is in fact highly 
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derivative of a certain strain of interwar cultural criticism.17 Many of the spe-
cific phenomena that Wylie railed against—Mother’s Day, radio soap operas, 
the DAR—had long been favorite targets of satirists associated with cultural 
venues such as the American Mercury and Esquire. Even Wylie’s loquacious 
and acerbic style—a style perfected by H. L. Mencken in the 1920s—already 
struck some readers in the 1940s as quite dated. To be sure, Wylie’s critique 
would endure and acquire new meanings in the 1950s and even into the 1960s. 
But to comprehend why Generation of Vipers created such a sensation in the 
first place, it must be viewed as what it initially was: an explicitly retrospec-
tive wartime jeremiad. By condemning the folly of the interwar period, Wylie 
hoped to spur a national renewal that would generate the steely resolve nec-
essary for waging war.

This chapter presents Wylie’s momism critique not as an antifeminist 
screed that anticipated cold war anxieties but as the culminating expression of 
an interwar assault on what Ann Douglas has called “the late-Victorian ma-
triarch.”18 Instead of denouncing women who embraced modern ideas about 
sexual equality, Wylie took aim at those who espoused a traditional ideal of 
womanhood and motherhood, despite recent changes that had granted women 
greater social and political equality. He attacked clubwomen who expressed 
their civic identities not as individuals but as mothers, wives, and daughters; 
homemakers who expected to be economically supported by men; women 
who embraced highly sentimental forms of popular culture; and mothers 
who ignored the admonitions of modern psychologists and cultivated overly 
intimate bonds with their sons. In the process, he challenged virtually all the 
fundamental precepts and cultural traditions that had informed the ideology 
of moral motherhood. Convinced that many women were trying to have their 
cake and eat it too—demanding full equal rights while still expecting special 
privileges and indulgences—Wylie attempted to deliver a final blow to the 
battered, yet remarkably enduring, ideology of moral motherhood.

When one views the momism critique as an attack on the ideology of 
moral motherhood, it becomes somewhat easier to grasp why many read-
ers saw it as daringly subversive, even “un-American.” This comes through 
clearly in the flood of correspondence that Wylie received in response to Gen-
eration of Vipers, which includes more than a thousand letters written during 
the years 1943 through 1946 alone.19 Although men wrote slightly more than 
60 percent of these letters, women constituted the majority of respondents 
who referred to the momism chapter: they were more than twice as likely as 
men to address that particular component of the book. (Thirty-two percent 
of female respondents, compared to 14 percent of male respondents, referred 
to the momism critique.)20 Some respondents heatedly condemned Wylie 
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for attacking American mothers, but a large majority praised the momism 
chapter, even when articulating important caveats and qualifications. This 
should not, however, be taken to mean that most Americans would have en-
dorsed Wylie’s critique, for his correspondents were not representative of the 
American populace as a whole.21 In general, they were white, middle-class, 
and relatively well-educated individuals, many of whom criticized what they 
saw as the prevailing values of mainstream American society. Generation of 
Vipers held particular appeal for disaffected youth, who rightly viewed it as 
an indictment of their parents’ generation.22 Drawing on these letters, I try to 
recapture what the momism critique meant to its contemporaries and, more 
broadly, to analyze what its resonance suggests about changing attitudes to-
ward motherhood in the 1940s and 1950s.

Archival materials also provide ample support for a psychoanalytic read-
ing of the momism critique—a line of analysis this chapter does not pursue. 
Six years after Generation of Vipers appeared, Wylie suddenly recalled previ-
ously repressed memories of having been sexually abused by his mother, who 
died in childbirth when he was only five years old. In a letter to his friend, 
the psychoanalyst and popular author Robert Lindner, he even speculated 
that his rage toward moms stemmed from the repressed hostility that he har-
bored toward his own mother. “If they deserved it, intellectually and on the 
grounds I chose,” he mused, “my own motives may still have been more 
complex, eh?”23 In another unpublished document, titled “Notes on Alco-
holism,” which appears to have been an attempt to record insights that he 
had reached in psychoanalysis, Wylie described his anxious preoccupation 
with homosexuality and—more unexpectedly—his suspicion that his own 
body was somehow sexually indeterminate. His childhood experiences, he 
wrote, had resulted in “institutionalized anal eroticism,” “disidentification 
with males,” and “wishing or wondering if I were not a hermaphrodite with, 
perhaps a sealed vagina that might someday open up and be iseable [sic]; ul-
timate total confusion and identity loss.”24 Such sources would seem to go a 
long way toward explaining the momism chapter’s most disturbing passages, 
which portray menopausal or postmenopausal women as monstrous and 
masculinized beings; too venomous to masquerade as satire, these passages 
are simply hateful, like racist screeds that demonize the “other” as physi-
cally repulsive or degenerate. What Wylie’s personal papers suggest is that his  
misogyny sprang from profound self-loathing over the perceived insuffi-
ciency and sexual indeterminacy of his own body—a loathing that he pro-
jected onto middle-aged moms.25

Yet if a psychoanalytic approach is indispensable for understanding  
Wylie’s animosity toward moms, it is ultimately of limited use in explaining 
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the text’s broader resonance and effects. Wylie certainly received his fair share 
of overwrought letters from unapologetic misogynists—a veteran infuriated 
by his mother’s Pollyannaish bromides, an ex-husband who bitterly resented 
having to pay alimony, a “confirmed woman-hater” who described himself 
as “beset with homosexual tendencies.”26 Even leaving aside those letters that 
seemed to mirror the author’s own rage and anxiety, there is no question but 
that readers’ reactions to Generation of Vipers were colored by personal expe-
riences and emotional conflicts of which they themselves may have been only 
dimly aware. Still, the fact that the majority of responses cannot be classified as 
misogynist diatribes points to the insufficiency of a psychoanalytic interpre-
tation, for most readers who applauded the momism critique did so for rea-
sons that went beyond the purely emotive. The central question this chapter 
seeks to answer is why so many seemingly reasonable people did not dismiss 
the momism critique as a hysterical rant. In other words, I hope to explain 
why, despite Wylie’s misogynist hyperbole, numerous readers—including  
many women and even some feminists—conceded that Wylie had a valid 
point when he decried the influence of a certain type of American woman.

One could simply argue that readers have a remarkable capacity for ap-
propriating texts according to their own needs and desires, but then one 
would miss the larger historical dynamic at work.27 For the letters that Wy-
lie received also underscore the fact that the assault on mother love was a 
complex phenomenon driven by very different constituencies: misogynists 
who resented any type of female power or influence, to be sure, but also pro-
gressive women who wanted to be viewed as individuals rather than simply 
as wives and mothers, psychologists and social scientists who sought to fur-
ther extend their professional authority, and many ordinary Americans fed 
up with hypocrisy and sentimentality. These people may have shared little 
else, but all had a powerful interest in eradicating the vestiges of sentimental 
motherhood and Victorian morality from the nation’s cultural, political, and 
familial life.

The Politics of the Momism Critique

Mom is organization-minded. . . . With her clubs (a solid term!), mom causes 

bus lines to run where they are convenient for her rather than for workers, 

plants flowers in sordid spots that would do better with sanitation, snaps in-

dependent men out of office and replaces them with clammy castrates, throws 

prodigious fairs and parties for charity and gives the proceeds, usually about 

eight dollars, to the janitor to buy the committee some beer for its headache 

on the morning after, and builds clubhouses for the entertainment of soldiers 
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where she succeeds in persuading thousands of them that they are momsick 

and would rather talk to her than take Betty into the shrubs. All this, of course, 

is considered social service, charity, care of the poor, civic reform, patriotism, 

and self-sacrifice.28

Historians have often described the momism critique as antifeminist, but 
“antimaternalist” is a more apt (if still imperfect) characterization. Although 
Wylie reviled feminists, the momism chapter targeted less politically minded 
women—the great mass of middle-class matrons who joined women’s clubs 
and voluntary associations.29 During the Progressive Era and interwar period, 
some of these groups pursued liberal goals, such as public health reforms. (In 
the momism chapter, Wylie referred to his efforts to enlist Miami clubwomen 
in support of milk pasteurization.)30 Others focused primarily on moral issues, 
such as eradicating vice. (Here Wylie specifically mentioned women’s attempts 
to ban prostitution.)31 Progressives and moralists alike, however, often pre-
sented themselves as politically disinterested mother-citizens, acting on behalf 
of the larger public good.32 When Wylie portrayed women’s groups as nothing 
more than fronts that members used to pursue their own selfish goals and de-
sires, he in effect attacked this maternalist conception of female citizenship. 

Wylie’s respondents clearly grasped the thrust of his critique. For instance, 
the director of a home for unwed mothers, who wrote to Wylie in 1948, be-
lieved that his caricature perfectly fit the moralistic board members with 
whom she had to contend. “If any group of women belong to the vipers class 
it is certainly the class that make up the Boards of these Homes! They still 
think these girls should be placed in a pillory on the public highway.”33 An-
other fan, writing in 1945, commented wryly, “Were conditions permitting, 
every Ladies Aid Society and Association for The Upliftment of Bent Over 
Petunias would have a copy [of your book], for my two bits worth.”34 In turn, 
readers who took umbrage at the momism critique often defended the value 
and integrity of women’s voluntary efforts. For instance, when Look reprinted 
an excerpt of the momism chapter in 1945, it also ran a rebuttal that lauded 
“the good work women’s organizations have accomplished in every section of 
our country.” The writer pointed specifically to women’s attempts to reduce 
infant mortality, improve public schools, and “break the grip of the saloon-
keepers and brothel proprietors in our cities.”35 In sum, supporters and critics 
alike interpreted the momism critique as an assault on the broader phenom-
enon of organized womanhood, rather than an attack on feminism per se.

Scholars have also typically portrayed Wylie’s momism critique as a re-
actionary ideology closely associated with anticommunism, but this, too, is 
problematic.36 In fact, Wylie reserved his greatest ire for the most politically 
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conservative branch of organized womanhood—patriotic women’s groups 
that had themselves crusaded against communism during the interwar  
period. He dwelled at length on women who called themselves “a Daughter  
of this historic war or that,” which readers generally interpreted to mean 
the Daughters of the American Revolution.37 He also referred briefly to war 
mothers’ organizations, like the Gold Star Mothers—a subject addressed in 
the following chapter. Both types of organizations promoted a highly tradi-
tional vision of female citizenship, in which women defined their relation-
ship to the nation not as individuals but as mothers or daughters of male 
citizen-soldiers.38 Moreover, both DAR members and Gold Star Mothers had 
been widely criticized in the interwar period for promoting a nativist and 
racist conception of American identity that, by 1942, stood at odds with the 
wartime celebration of a pluralist democracy.

By the time Generation of Vipers appeared, the DAR in particular had 
emerged as a favorite target of both progressive reformers and male satirists. 
Beginning in the mid-1920s, feminists and pacifists like Carrie Chapman Catt 
challenged the group’s reactionary agenda and condemned its red-baiting tac-
tics.39 At the same time, numerous writers lampooned the DAR for their for-
mulaic patriotism and social pretensions. In his acerbic 1936 book, The Influ-
ence of Women and Its Cure, the literary critic John Erskine argued that women 
who joined “societies which call themselves Daughters of something or other” 
evinced no comprehension of the Constitution’s revolutionary character and 
rushed to defend it “with the same mentality with which the Tories opposed 
the Revolution and the southern planters opposed emancipation.”40 The 
painter Grant Wood conveyed the same basic idea in his 1932 painting Daugh-
ters of Revolution, which features three middle-aged “Tory gals,” one primly 
holding a teacup, seated before a reproduction of Washington Crossing the 
Delaware. The women’s pursed lips, narrowed eyes, and Victorian dress signal 
the antiquarian and elitist nature of their “patriotism.”41 Wood’s arresting im-
age came to be widely known, even abroad; in 1947, Carl Jung suggested that 
Wylie have the image reproduced in future editions of Generation of Vipers.42

Wylie’s references to patriotic Daughters would likely also have brought to 
mind a national controversy that had erupted only three years before Genera-
tion of Vipers appeared, when the DAR barred the famous African-American 
contralto, Marian Anderson, from performing at Constitution Hall.43 The 
Daughters’ display of bigotry prompted Eleanor Roosevelt to resign from 
the organization and led the NAACP to arrange for Anderson’s momentous 
Easter Day performance at the Lincoln Memorial.44 The “freedom concert,” 
which drew a crowd of 75,000 and was broadcast nationally over the radio, 
has long been regarded as a landmark in African-Americans’ struggle for civil 
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rights. But it is also notable for the way in which it juxtaposed two radically 
different images of American womanhood: a hereditary organization that 
claimed to be honoring the nation’s Revolutionary heritage while enforcing 
segregation, pitted against an immensely accomplished black woman, stand-
ing alone on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Secretary of the Interior 
Harold Ickes, who introduced Anderson at the concert, may well have been 
recollecting the episode when he wrote to Wylie in 1943, stating, “I wish that 
I could have written such a book. You have said frankly, even bluntly, what 
has needed to be said for some time.”45

In light of these recent events, criticism of the DAR could easily have been 
assumed to imply a critique of segregation or racism. But in fact, Wylie did 
not develop this line of argument.46 Rather than condemning patriotic wom-
en’s groups for their racism or reactionary politics, he drew on fantastic simi-
les to accuse the Daughters of usurping and corrupting a legacy of male civic 
sacrifice. “By becoming a Daughter of this historic war or that,” he argued, 
“a woman makes herself into a sort of madam who fills the coffers of her 
ego with the prestige that has accrued to the doings of others.”47 As if these 
charges were not sufficiently hyperbolic, he then proceeded to compare DAR 
members to Hitler and his followers:

In the matter of her affiliation of herself with the Daughters of some war the 

Hitler analogue especially holds, because these sororities of the sword often 

constitute her Party—her shirtism. . . . But mom’s reverence for her bold fore-

bears . . . instructs her in nothing. She is peremptory about historical truth, 

mandates, customs, fact, and point. She brushes aside the ideals and concepts 

for which her forebears perished fighting, as if they were the crumbs of melba 

toast. Instead, she attributes to the noble dead her own immediate and selfish 

attitudes.48

The Daughters, Wylie insisted, did not really care about historical truth or 
the heroic men whom they pretended to venerate: they sought veneration 
only for themselves. At base, his critique expressed anger and anxiety over  
women’s cultural authority rather than outrage over elitism or racial dis-
crimination. Yet because criticism of the DAR (and patriotic women’s groups 
more generally) had become so strongly associated with racial liberalism, 
readers tended to impute a more progressive agenda to Wylie than his book 
actually implied.

Another reason why the momism critique is difficult to classify politically 
stems from the complex relationship between cultural rebellion and left-
wing politics. Many youthful readers viewed Generation of Vipers as “radical” 
because Wylie passionately condemned conventional morality and orthodox 
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religiosity. An ensign in the U.S. Naval Reserves, who wrote to Wylie in 1945, 
attributed his enthusiasm for Generation of Vipers to the fact that he had 
experienced “an over exposure to the strictest of Protestantism and all too 
much Ladies Aid momism.”49 Similarly, a young woman read the momism 
chapter as validating her decision to defy her widowed mother by working 
as a showgirl in Europe rather than attending college. As she explained in a 
1945 letter to Wylie:

My mother is a “good woman”. . . . She doesn’t drink, smoke, or swear. She 

is a regular “church goer.” She reads her bible. Sex is only a word to her. She 

has never shot craps, nor has she ever pushed her grandmother down a flight 

of stairs, or robbed pennies from blind men. Nevertheless, I am heartily in ac-

cord with your observation and personal views of “Moms.” More than once, I 

have dared to express similar views on the same subject, only to receive horri-

fied exclamations or frigid stares. I am a freak! A traitor to my sex!50

These young adults perceived Wylie’s book as a defiant repudiation of Prot-
estant orthodoxy and Victorian sexual repression, both of which they associ-
ated with the cultural idealization of motherhood. But whether their rebel-
lious attitudes translated into progressive political views is not at all clear.

Some of Wylie’s fans, however, praised his critique of sexual repression 
and hypocritical morality in more explicitly political terms.51 For instance, 
Philip Stoughton, a chemist who had developed a contraceptive foam pow-
der in the 1930s, wrote to Wylie in June 1943, just days after a newspaper 
columnist reported—falsely, it turned out—that the War Department would 
be issuing contraceptives and prophylactics to all members of the Women’s 
Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC). The article had produced a public outcry, 
which would ultimately lead to Congressional hearings; as Stoughton char-
acterized the uproar, “the representatives of what you call ‘Mom’ in Ameri-
can life” had “erupted into a storm in defense of the ‘purity of American 
Womanhood.’ ” Disgusted by the military’s institutionalization of the sexual 
double standard, Stoughton pointed out that no one invoked the “Purity of 
American Manhood” as a reason for denying servicemen prophylactics.52 To 
a scientist who believed that antiquated Victorian ideals prevented a rational 
and responsible approach to the issue of sexuality, Wylie sounded like a voice 
of reason above a din of overwrought moral pronouncements.53

For similar reasons, Albert and Mary Lasker, leading philanthropists who 
supported the birth control movement, avidly embraced Generation of Vipers. 
Albert bought numerous copies of the book to distribute to friends and ac-
quaintances, believing it to be “the most thought-compelling writing on the 
current home and world scene yet produced.”54 His wife Mary, who served as 
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secretary of Planned Parenthood, wrote separately that she had just received a 
letter from Margaret Sanger, the nation’s foremost birth control advocate, in 
which Sanger described Generation of Vipers as “ ‘one of the most profound, 
and caustic books I have ever read!’ ”55 Of course, support for the birth control 
movement did not necessarily imply a commitment to progressive politics or 
feminism: some birth control advocates hoped to limit the reproduction of 
minority groups and those deemed eugenically unfit, while others appeared 
far more concerned with freeing men from sexual constraints than empower-
ing women.56 Nevertheless, such responses further illustrate why “antifemi-
nist” is not the most accurate or helpful description of Wylie’s critique.

Even on the issue of homosexuality, Generation of Vipers is more politi-
cally complex than historical accounts have suggested. Wylie’s homophobia, 
like his misogyny, is undeniable. Indeed, he presciently articulated the very 
fears and prejudices that, eight years later, would fuel attempts to drive gays 
and lesbians from positions in the federal government. In a chapter called 
“Statesmen,” he denounced the “sisterhood in our State Department” and 
complained that the United States was often represented by “a nance” in dip-
lomatic situations that called for “a man of iron.” He even asserted that, if 
the war effort had the effect of purging the State Department of effeminate 
men, it would be “one of the rare purifying acts for which we can thank the 
Nazis.”57 Yet elsewhere in the book, Wylie condemned violent acts against 
homosexuals and the criminalization of homosexuality. He argued, as did 
most liberals at the time, that homosexuality should be treated neither as a 
sin nor a crime but rather as a manifestation of “private neurosis,” asserting, 
“To treat it as a fiendish manifestation, like ax-murdering, is silly.”58 The 
point is that, within the context of the 1940s and 1950s, Wylie’s views on ho-
mosexuality could be interpreted as either profoundly reactionary or moder-
ately progressive, depending on which passages one emphasized.59

This is by no means to say that the momism critique appealed only to lib-
erals, or that liberals unequivocally endorsed Generation of Vipers. According  
to Wylie, when Farrar and Rinehart sent the manuscript to the writer and 
New Dealer Steven Benét for his evaluation, Benét denounced it as “fascist” 
and argued that it should not be published.60 Wylie did in fact receive fan  
mail from some right-wing extremists—including a few letters that expressed 
open admiration for Nazism. These respondents saw, or at least believed 
they saw, their own anxieties about modernity and biological degeneration 
reflected in Wylie’s tirades. For instance, a man who applauded the Nazis’ 
“statutory euthanasia and positive and negative practice of eugenics” praised 
Wylie’s momism critique by comparing it to the work of fascist ideologue 
Ewald Banse.61 Another man echoed the rhetoric of Nazi racial hygiene when  
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he asserted that, because of the “enervating” conditions of contemporary 
urban life, the “modern woman” had “lost nearly all her biological vigor 
and capacities for motherhood—both physically and mentally.”62 More 
traditional, religiously oriented conservatives, however, tended to view the 
momism chapter as loutish and unpatriotic. One seventy-year-old man re-
minded Wylie that Christ had been “gentle and kind to children and very un-
derstanding with women.”63 For similar reasons, as chapter 3 will detail, the 
cold warrior Ronald Reagan would speak out against the momism critique in  
the 1950s.

All of this helps make the appeal of Generation of Vipers to some left- 
leaning women a bit less perplexing. Feminists today are generally so ap-
palled by the book that they cannot conceive of its progressive resonance for 
some women in the 1940s and 1950s. Yet some of their predecessors appeared 
remarkably unfazed by Wylie’s misogyny, for they read his work not as an 
attack on women per se but as an attack on women who defended paternal-
ism and sexual inequality.64 Simone de Beauvoir quoted from Generation of  
Vipers at length, referring to it in wholly favorable terms in America Day by Day 
and The Second Sex, which appeared in 1948 and 1949 respectively.65 Likewise, 
though Betty Friedan did not mention Wylie by name in her 1963 classic, The 
Feminine Mystique, she cited psychiatric appropriations of the momism cri-
tique, as chapter 5 will detail.66 From the perspective of these iconic feminists, 
the momism critique read less like a misogynist diatribe than an exposé of the 
psychological and cultural toll of sexual inequality, which forced women to 
seek power within the domestic realm.

Most women readers, however, displayed greater ambivalence in their re-
sponses to Wylie, as they struggled to reconcile enthusiasm for certain aspects 
of his critique with the feelings of anger it evoked. For instance, a mother 
who recommended Generation of Vipers to her three sons, all serving in the 
Army, assured Wylie that, “there are a million [middle-aged women] like 
me, who will read your book with understanding and intelligence even tho 
[sic] on personal contact we might knock your block off.” In one breath, she 
effusively praised Wylie, declaring, “If only there were a million ‘you’ [sic] to 
hammer truth into the minds of the bewildered boys and girls of the world.” 
But in the next, she criticized Wylie’s misogynist “slurs” against the journalist 
Dorothy Thompson, insisting that Thompson was “articulate and has a brain 
which she is sincerely trying to do something with”—which, she pointedly 
added, was “what you seem to advocate we women do.”67 She also pointed 
to the example of her congresswoman, Frances Bolton, who “by tradition 
and wealth” had been “fitted to play the grand dame,” but had nevertheless 
chosen to shoulder the responsibilities of leadership. “I am not a joiner or a 
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doer and hang no blue stars in my window,” she wrote in closing, “for I have 
been too long heartsick over the mess our generation has handed to all the 
grand boys in the world, and I do mean Grand.” While this woman’s feelings 
of guilt and indebtedness toward the younger generation clearly conditioned 
her response, she embraced Generation of Vipers at least in part because she 
interpreted it as urging women to contribute to the political process directly 
(like Representative Bolton) rather than in more traditional and derivative 
ways (like the Blue Star Mothers).68

Similarly, a journalist at the Charlotte Observer, who described herself as 
a fan of the feminist historian Mary Beard, wrote in 1947 that she was “glad” 
Wylie had written Generation of Vipers, even though the book made her “an-
gry.” American women, she believed, needed “to be stung and goaded into ac-
tion” so they would finally “leave the beauty shops and dress shops and bridge 
clubs like the children in Hamlin and go somewhere!” Yet she also penned a 
sweeping feminist rejoinder to Wylie’s arguments about female dominance:

Philip Wylie—it’s not easy being a woman—a woman with a college edu-

cation, energy, and a fair amount of brains. . . . Men made the war—and 

now they’re fumbling with atom bombs instead of making peace. (How many 

women in the U.N.? About 10 to 500 men?) They control business (even tho’ 

women hold more of the wealth). They control the courts. . . . Laws in our 

courts often favor women, yes—but the men make the laws. Women have 

privilege, yes—but men have the power.69

As this respondent well understood, the feminine privileges that so infuri-
ated Wylie did not amount to real power: any educated woman in the 1940s 
who hoped to apply her “energy” and “brains” to serious pursuits beyond 
the home faced an uphill battle. Still, though clearly cognizant of Wylie’s 
blindness to gender discrimination, she nevertheless deemed his attack on 
conventional womanhood convincing and potentially useful.

In contrast, Mary Beard shared none of her younger fan’s ambivalence: she 
repudiated the momism critique outright, even as she relied on some of the 
same negative tropes that Wylie employed to characterize American women. 
Writing to Woman’s Bureau director Frieda Miller in 1946, the seventy- 
year-old historian bemoaned the fact that homemakers had taken to “play-
ing bridge, running to the movies, taking guests to the theater or opera or 
night clubs” instead of serving, as they had historically, as “a force in lifting 
thought to new creative levels.” Like Wylie, Beard depicted a large pool of idle,  
middle-aged women who indulged in mass culture as a potentially danger-
ous and reactionary political force. Yet whereas Wylie saw female idleness 
as a sign of women’s increasing dominance, Beard viewed it as evidence of 
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homemakers’ declining prestige. “If [the homemaker] does not regain her 
own sense of . . . her inherited power, she will be the kind of material on 
which Hitler and other dictators of our age have preyed for their designs,” 
she warned, adding, “And in our society we allow a man like Philip Wylie to 
make ‘Mom’ just a ‘jerk.’ ”70 It is telling that Beard, who had come of age dur-
ing the Progressive Era and participated in maternalist reform movements, 
interpreted Generation of Vipers as a fundamentally antifeminist work. Be-
cause her understanding of feminism incorporated a maternalist perspective, 
she saw little distinction between antifeminism and antimaternalism: to her 
mind, any book that so viciously attacked the influence of “home women” 
could only be antithetical to the cause of women’s rights (and democracy 
more broadly). But many younger women, who regarded domesticity as a 
source of oppression rather than potential empowerment, did not share this 
view.

To be clear, my point is not to redeem Wylie as a misunderstood femi-
nist, for this he certainly was not. Ultimately, for Wylie, the problem was 
less the ideology of moral motherhood than the chasm between the ideology 
and contemporary realities. In a society that acknowledged female sexuality, 
granted women the vote, and assiduously catered to their consumer desires, 
Wylie believed that the ideal of the self-sacrificing Mother could only be met 
with derision. He wanted to strip middle-class women of the influence they 
wielded as moral mothers, without positing alternative ways through which 
they might construct their identities or exercise authority. Too much of a 
jaded modernist to advocate a restoration of the old ways, he was also too 
much of a misogynist to advocate true equality. But that did not stop some 
women from extracting a feminist message from his critique.

The Critique of Female Idleness and Consumerism

Woman, whose hands for tens of thousands of years never stopped tending 

babies, feeding fires, twirling flax, and pushing broom-handles, are idle, at last, 

by the million. If the machine age had emancipated those hands for some less 

trifling tasks, there would be no reason for this book and there would be no 

war. But the machine age merely cut off the hands. War is restoring some of 

those hands. If I were a labor leader, I would think hard about that. But, most 

likely, after the war the ladies will go back to their clattering cipherdom.71

The most fundamental misreading of the momism critique is that it served 
as “an instrument in the battle to return [women] to the home” after World 
War II. Several scholars have advanced this interpretation, portraying Gen-
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eration of Vipers as contributing to a postwar backlash against female em-
ployment and the war’s disruptive influence on gender roles more broadly.72 
But not only did Wylie write the book prior to the large influx of women  
into the workforce, he actually seemed to welcome the prospect of increased 
female employment. Moreover, readers hardly ever interpreted the chapter 
as a negative commentary on women’s growing presence or influence within 
the workplace. (Indeed, some working women seemed to relish Wylie’s at-
tack on homemakers; as one woman wrote, “I didn’t just produce a cheeild 
[sic] and then figure the world . . . owed me a living.”)73 Rather than venting 
hostility toward working women, the momism critique expressed antago-
nism toward women who pursued a life of ease by capitalizing on their re-
lationships with men.74

By caricaturing mom as lazy and parasitical, Wylie sought to dispel the 
image of the virtuous homemaker who labored tirelessly and managed the 
family budget with painstaking care, meeting everyone’s needs (save her own) 
through hard work, thrift, and ingenuity. In the past, he granted, American 
women had kept busy “raising a large family, keeping house, doing the chores, 
and fabricating everything in every home except the floor and the walls.” But 
as the birthrate fell, longevity increased, and new laborsaving devices eased 
the difficulties of housekeeping, the nation’s industrious mothers had de-
volved into idle and profligate moms.75 Still worse, the very same economic 
processes that relieved women of hard labor and granted them new power 
as consumers had served to diminish the status of American men, stripping 
them of autonomy as workers and burdening them with greater demands as 
breadwinners. “The male is an attachment to the female in our civilization,” 
Wylie pronounced. “He does most of what he does—eighty per cent, statis-
tically—to supply whatever women have defined as their necessities, com-
forts, and luxuries.”76 Though men still ran the nation’s corporations and 
controlled its government, what did it signify when all their efforts focused 
on divining and satisfying the desires of the “little woman” at home?

During the 1920s and 1930s, numerous male commentators, of vary-
ing political persuasions, argued that modern economic developments had 
shifted the balance of power between the sexes in favor of women. Those who 
decried the feminization of culture most insistently tended to be men, like 
the writer Sherwood Anderson, whose occupational identities led them to 
fear association with the feminine masses. Anderson, who worked for many 
years in advertising, constantly ruminated about the decline of a male pro-
ducer ethic and the corrupting influence of commercial culture, as historian 
T. J. Jackson Lears has shown.77 Like Wylie, he connected men’s diminishing 
power as productive workers to women’s growing influence as consumers: 
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the new America, he wrote in 1931, was “a woman’s world,” in which the 
nation’s industrial capacities had been harnessed to satisfy female needs and 
desires, and in which newspapers, magazines, and stores were all “run for 
women.” Anderson and Wylie even drew upon similar images and tropes; 
for instance, both highlighted the pathetic figure of the male department 
store clerk, reduced to waiting upon a largely female clientele.78 Noting that 
his own stint as a department store clerk had equipped him with much of 
his insight into “this matter of moms,” Wylie bitterly observed, “Clerks are  
wallpaper to moms.”79 Similarly, Anderson argued that girls who worked 
alongside male clerks did not regard their coworkers as potential mates, since 
“No woman really wants a man who feels defeated, crushed by life.”80

But if Wylie’s tirade about female idleness and consumption voiced mas-
culine angst and resentment, it also resonated in curious ways which a long-
standing feminist critique of female “parasitism.” In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and the South African 
Oliver Schreiner developed extensive economic assessments of female idle-
ness; both insisted that middle-class women needed to share the burdens of 
labor if they hoped to be released from their state of abject dependency.81 
A younger generation of feminists made similar arguments in the interwar 
period. In her study, Women and Leisure: A Study of Social Waste, Lorine  
Pruette argued that many American women deluded themselves into believ-
ing that “the care of a small household is a full-sized job” and were “going 
soft” in both body and mind as a result. “From an individual standpoint 
they form a pathetic picture . . . but from the social standpoint they form 
an actual menace,” she warned.82 In 1942, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, who had 
been writing about the dilemmas of dissatisfied and insufficiently occupied 
homemakers for decades, expressed her hope that the wartime crisis would 
finally catapult well-educated women into a more useful and meaningful ex-
istence. “I believed that work for women is an old, not a new thing, and they 
have been deprived of much of it by having far fewer children than formerly 
and by many other developments of modern life that have taken much of 
the preparation of food and clothing as well as education of the young out of 
their homes,” she wrote.83 Of course, feminists departed dramatically from 
Wylie in regard to the solutions they proposed, but their historical under-
standing of the problem of female idleness strongly resembled his own. 

Finally, Wylie’s portrait of unoccupied, middle-aged moms also had much  
in common with more dispassionate assessments advanced by social scien-
tists and psychologists. The same year that Generation of Vipers appeared, 
the sociologist Talcott Parsons argued that “the feminine role” had become 
“a conspicuous focus of the strains inherent in our social structure” as the 
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homemaker’s job declined in importance and prestige. Instead of seizing the 
opportunity for “genuine independence,” he wrote, too many middle-class 
women either fell prey to “neurotic illness or compulsive domesticity” or 
threw themselves into “community or club activities” with a level of serious-
ness “out of proportion to the intrinsic importance of the task.”84 Likewise, the 
psychologist Anna Wolf asserted in 1941 that middle-class American women 
were going through “a transition period” in which they had been “evicted” 
from their traditional role in society. “With essential work removed from her 
hands,” she argued, the middle-aged homemaker had become “overwhelm-
ingly busy with nonessentials.” Although Wolf assumed that men would 
continue to serve as the primary breadwinners, she argued that American 
women now needed to accept that they had “two jobs in life, not one.”85

During the 1930s, resentment over alleged female idleness had rarely trans-
lated into support for married women working outside the home. Though 
Depression-era popular culture celebrated the plucky, self-supporting single 
woman, the large majority of Americans (more than 80 percent) believed that 
wives should not hold paying jobs unless necessity made it absolutely imper-
ative.86 But the situation changed drastically during World War II, when un-
employment evaporated and the demand for labor power soared. Remark-
ably, assumptions about widespread female idleness had become so pervasive 
that the Office of War Information felt it necessary to remind Americans that 
women were, in fact, capable of labor. “Women can stand a lot, and actually 
they are workers by tradition,” declared one agency bulletin. “It is only in 
recent years, and mostly in the United States, that women have been allowed 
to fall into habits of extraordinary leisure.”87 In the wartime context, the idle 
woman came to be represented as unpatriotic, even subversive: her negative 
characteristics—materialism, dependency, immaturity—signified the fail-
ings of the nation as a whole.

By the time Generation of Vipers appeared in December 1942, the U.S. 
economy had absorbed virtually all able-bodied male workers and most sin-
gle women as well. “This leaves, as the next potential source of industrial 
workers, the housewives,” Fortune magazine observed in February 1943.88 
That same month, Congressmen James W. Wadsworth and Warren Austin 
introduced the Austin-Wadsworth Bill (or National Service Act), the first 
conscription measure in U.S. history to encompass both men and women. 
The bill would have required all women between the ages of eighteen and fifty 
(and all men between the ages of eighteen and sixty-five) to register for the 
draft, though women who were pregnant, raising children under eighteen, or 
caring for sick or elderly dependents were to be granted exemptions.89 In the 
end, Congress did not pass the measure, nor any other legislation that would 
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have drafted women. But the debate over conscription did force Americans 
to consider whether or not homemakers with grown children still performed 
“essential” work, and to what extent women’s wartime duties should extend 
beyond the home.

To the extent that Wylie’s momism critique figured in this broader de-
bate, it served as a means of rebuking middle-aged women who believed that 
their status as homemakers exempted them from contributing to the war 
effort in more substantive ways. This is readily apparent in a Life editorial 
that appeared in January 1945, shortly after President Roosevelt had called 
for a bill allowing nurses to be drafted in his State of the Union Address.90 
The editorial, written in support of Roosevelt’s proposal, quoted at length 
from Generation of Vipers. American women, the (anonymous) writer ar-
gued, were simply not pulling their weight: despite the dire need for nurses 
and industrial workers, “the movies are full of so-called housewives all day 
long, and there is scarcely a woman’s club where the war is not discussed 
solely in terms of the servant problem—over the bridge table.” This shame-
ful evasion of duty revealed that “American women, as a class . . . have a 
lot to learn about the responsibilities of all-around citizenship and their role 
in the modern world.”91 The editorial is difficult to classify politically, for it  
simultaneously looked backward to a pioneer past (when women had shared 
life’s burdens with their menfolk) and forward to a future when full equality 
would presumably be achieved. What seems clear, however, is that the writer 
viewed the momism critique as lending support to the case for universal  
conscription.

The Life editorial generated an outpouring of responses that suggest how 
other Americans, beyond Wylie’s correspondents, might have viewed his 
wartime critique of female idleness. Of the published twenty letters to the ed-
itor, roughly half condemned the editorial. Not surprisingly, the most heated 
responses came from middle-aged women.92 “My face is red, but the shame 
is on you,” wrote a woman who signed herself “Mom”:

Who do you suppose is caring for the young mothers, wives, sweethearts and 

babies of the servicemen in servantless homes all over this broad land? And 

who is supposed through it all to look young, gay, amused and nonchalant 

while her son is going through hell and she cannot help him in any other way 

than by trying to be the same old Mom when he comes, if he comes, back?

Draft us for war work if you like! We’re in the front trenches now!93

This woman argued that America’s middle-aged mothers sustained the 
homefront in crucial ways: bereft young women, left to bear and raise babies 
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without their husbands’ support, needed mothering themselves, while ser-
vicemen deserved to know that a loving mother awaited their return. Middle- 
aged women who provided such practical and emotional support to the 
younger generation, she argued, were performing an essential, though largely 
unrecognized, wartime service.

Similarly, a woman from Oklahoma City fired off an indignant reply to 
Look when the magazine excerpted Wylie’s momism chapter in December 
1945. Describing herself as the mother of six children, one of whom had 
died in the war, she pronounced Wylie’s article “an unforgivible [sic] crime 
against humanity”:

You talk of old fat women with nothing to do I wish you could just follow 

me thru one week you would probably be helpless for the rest of your life. I 

not only cook, sew, wash, iron, sweep, and clean but find time for church ac-

tivities and Red Cross work also cookies for U.S.O. and keep a sleeping room 

available for the U.S.O. Travelers Aid for service men wives or mothers. I have 

2 sons in High School and I for one should not have to defend the mothers of 

this generation who have not only given of their time and energy in the cause 

of war and peace but have given their sons and their very hearts.94

Enumerating the myriad tasks that she performed, this correspondent sought 
to demonstrate that middle-aged women could be highly productive work-
ers without ever entering the labor force. Indeed, to her mind, the fact that 
she had freely given her time and energy made her exertions on the nation’s 
behalf all the more laudable.

Predictably, women who read Generation of Vipers were less likely to pen 
outraged defenses of American womanhood than those who encountered 
Wylie’s ideas in truncated forms in popular magazines. Most respondents 
who wrote directly to Wylie granted the basic validity of his depiction of idle 
women, even as they sought to amend or moderate his critique. For instance, 
a woman who wrote in 1943 wondered whether he had “seen the change in 
women” since the United States had entered the war. “So many of the para-
sites, widows with plenty of money to live ‘nice’ are working in our defense 
plants, taking it day after day, and liking it, feeling they are being useful once 
again,” she wrote. “I see club women, women I have detested for their very 
uselessness, blossom out into defense workers, and proud of it.”95 In 1947, a 
woman who allowed that she had observed many “horrid examples” of mom-
ism offered “a word of explanation” as to the root cause of the problem. For 
some two decades, she asserted, most middle-class women lived in a state of 
“virtual domestic slavery.” Though laborsaving devices had indeed lightened 
their load, no machine had been invented to “feed the baby” so that a woman 
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could “take the afternoon off to listen to a lecture on Democracy or Women’s 
Rights.” Given the severe constraints that most mothers faced, she argued, it 
was hardly surprising that they did “wasteful and foolish things” once they fi-
nally managed to escape the incessant demands of homemaking. “If you want 
to do sumpin’ for Mom, work up some practical plans for getting her help and 
a little leisure while raising a family,” she urged. “More nursery schools, or 
more glamour in baby-sitting, or something! Don’t stop half-way with con-
demning the poor woman!”96 But of course, Wylie did stop halfway with con-
demning women.

Fears about female idleness did not disappear when the wartime demand 
for womanpower evaporated. Even as the domestic mystique took hold, pres-
suring young women to relinquish jobs and career aspirations, commenta-
tors and the popular press continued to voice anxieties about idle, middle-
aged women. For instance, a 1947 Life feature on “the American Woman” 
quoted the “successful mother and historian” Margaret Perry Burton, who 
cautioned, “If the young mothers were better trained to understand that they 
must be constantly building their bridges out into the community, then, in-
stead of being confronted in their forties with relative unemployment and 
the loneliness, frustration and suffering which go with it, they would be more 
ready to use their experience and talents outside the home.”97 The article went 
on to note that approximately 20 million women, constituting nearly half of 
the adult female population, were “essentially idle”: “They do not have chil-
dren under 18, they are not members of the labor force, they do not work on 
farms, nor are they aged or infirm. With not nearly enough to do, many of 
them are bored stiff.”98 Such concerns were still being aired in 1960, as when 
the Saturday Evening Post sternly warned, “With early weddings and extend-
ing longevity, marriage is now a part-time career for women and unless they 
prepare now for the freer years, this period will be a loss. American society will 
hardly accept millions of ladies of leisure—female drones—in their 40’s.”99

At least some women took these messages to heart and tried to plan their 
lives accordingly. In 1950, one twenty-three-year-old mother explained to 
Wylie how she envisioned her future. “When the children attend school all 
day, I hope to do part time work, not to bring in money principally but so I 
will not become stagnant and dowdy and most of all, complacent, like some 
many older mothers I’ve met,” she wrote. “Complacency doesn’t belong in the 
world today.” This woman’s letter was by no means free of dissent: she went 
on to challenge Wylie’s depiction of mechanized homemaking as a complete 
snap, and she protested that American mothers and homemakers performed 
a difficult and important job, despite being subjected to widespread conde-
scension and scorn. Still, her remarks indicate that she had absorbed one of 
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the momism critique’s central lessons, for she accepted the notion that her 
homemaking duties would soon no longer amount to a full-time occupation, 
and that she was at risk of becoming “stagnant and dowdy.”100

The momism critique did indeed contribute to the establishment of a 
new gender order in the postwar period, but not, as many have suggested, 
by pressuring women to return to the home. Rather, by stigmatizing female 
“idleness” and questioning women’s right to complete, lifelong economic de-
pendency, it helped to legitimize the emerging trend in female employment, 
in which women returned to the workforce once their children reached a 
certain age. This helps to explain what has long been considered one of the 
central “paradoxes” of postwar women’s history—the fact that, despite the 
pervasive celebration of motherhood and domesticity, the rate of women in 
the workforce steadily rose throughout the 1950s.101 Although historians Jes-
sica Weiss and Susan Hartmann have convincingly argued otherwise, this 
marked rise in female employment is still widely viewed as a trend at odds 
with the prevailing gender ideology.102 But in fact, not only was there signifi-
cant support for the idea of middle-aged women reentering the workforce; 
from some quarters, there was even a certain amount of pressure to do so. 
During the postwar era, the message directed toward middle-class women 
was twofold: the home should remain their primary concern, but homemak-
ing could no longer be considered a full-time, lifetime job.

Momism and the Feminization of Culture

The radio is mom’s final tool, for it stamps everybody who listens with its ma-

triarchal brand—its superstitions, prejudices, devotional rules, taboos, musts, 

and all other qualifications needful to its maintenance. Just as Goebbels has 

revealed what can be done with such a mass-stamping of the public psyche in 

his nation, so our land is a living representation of the same fact worked out 

in matriarchal sentimentality, goo, slop, hidden cruelty, and the foreshadow 

of national death.103

Just as Wylie challenged the image of the typical American homemaker as 
industrious and frugal, so he mocked the notion that she helped to refine 
and civilize American society. On the contrary, he argued, mom exerted a 
profoundly negative force on the nation’s cultural life. Though she had been 
respectably educated and enjoyed a solidly middle-class standing, her pedes-
trian taste revealed her to be utterly common.104 (Hence the chapter’s title, 
“Common Women.”) Instead of acting as a force of uplift, she dragged the 
whole society down to her own abysmal level.105
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Here again, the momism critique should be seen as a repudiation of 
older gender ideals and traditions—in this case, the long-standing tradition 
whereby middle-class American women acted as cultural guardians and dis-
seminators. Beginning in the antebellum era, domestic writers like Catherine 
Beecher argued that, because American men were so preoccupied with the 
business of conquering the continent and developing its resources, it fell to  
the nation’s educated women to fill the cultural void by acting as agents of  
civilization.106 At the same time, as historian Rachel Klein has shown, many  
writers began to associate a refined sensibility with moral virtue and to identify  
women as natural repositories of aesthetic taste.107 These cultural discourses 
both reflected and reinforced American women’s increasing engagement with  
educational and cultural pursuits. Over the course of the nineteenth century,  
elementary school teaching (and librarianship as well) became thoroughly  
feminized—“a feat,” Ann Douglas has noted, that women “accomplished in  
no other country, and one which was to cause immense uneasiness in men  
involved in American education by the turn of the twentieth century.”108 In  
addition, middle-class clubwomen organized numerous campaigns to ban 
obscenity and promote cultural “purity.”109 These efforts were not relegated 
to a distant Victorian past; they persisted well into the 1930s and would  
therefore have been familiar to many of Wylie’s readers.

By portraying mom as a vulgar and prurient consumer of low-brow 
mass culture, Wylie derided this image of American women as agents of  
moral and cultural uplift. His diatribe against women’s cultural consump-
tion reached its climax in a lengthy peroration about daytime serials, or ra-
dio soap operas, which were broadcast weekdays in fifteen-minute install-
ments from the 1930s through the 1950s. Sponsored by companies that sold 
products designed to assist women in their domestic labors, daytime seri-
als specifically targeted women who did not work outside the home.110 Over 
the course of the 1930s, the new genre became phenomenally popular and 
profitable; by the time Wylie penned his withering critique, over half of all 
American housewives listened daily to at least one soap opera (out of some 
fifty broadcast nationally).111 Constituting more than half of all weekday ra-
dio programming, daytime serials were “the most financially profitable radio 
programs of the radio age,” according to historian Kathy M. Newman, and 
“in effect subsidized much of the other programming” heard on the air.112

Lampooned by satirists, studied by social scientists, scorned by count-
less ordinary Americans, radio soap operas drew an enormous amount of 
scrutiny and commentary. In March 1942, just four months before Wylie  
began writing Generation of Vipers, a psychiatrist named Louis Berg published 
the first of two widely publicized pamphlets denouncing daytime serials as a 
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potential threat to listeners’ mental health.113 His second report, released in 
September 1942, dramatically declared, “To use the hearts and minds of mil-
lions of women without regard to their mental or emotional welfare to sell a 
product is little short of treason in a nation at war.”114 Berg’s “methodology” 
was soon exposed as laughably unscientific—in essence, he had listened to 
fifteen episodes of two different serials and tested his own physiological re-
sponses, along with those of an assistant.115 Nevertheless, according to James 
Thurber, who wrote about soap operas for the New Yorker, Berg’s allegations 
resulted in “pandemonium” within the industry.116 Radio executives scurried 
to commission a panel of medical experts to examine the issue, which oblig-
ingly issued an exculpatory report.117

In retrospect, the debate over radio soap operas seems absurd in its grav-
ity, like the uproar over comic books in the 1950s. But many ordinary listen-
ers in 1930s and 1940s appeared genuinely incensed by the genre. Accord-
ing to a journalist writing in 1940, “letter files of the radio companies are 
shot through with complaints and threats of boycott” from housewives who 
viewed the serials as “a shocking affront to their intelligence” and “a fear-
ful waste of a mighty medium.”118 In late 1939, some forty women’s clubs 
in Westchester County, New York, even united to form an “I’m Not Lis-
tening” campaign that tried—unsuccessfully—to pressure radio executives 
to air more intelligent programming.119 Many of Wylie’s fans would have 
applauded such efforts. “For years I’ve wanted to purge the sound waves of 
those damnable soap-operas—have felt they were an insult to American in-
telligence, but then decided I’ve just been over-rating that intelligence,” one 
woman wrote in 1945. “Women must like them or they wouldn’t listen.”120 
Another woman closed her letter with the following postscript: “If you are 
ever able to do anything about getting those damned soap operas off the air 
and some good day-time programs on, don’t forget to call on me. There is a 
Cause!”121

Why were so many people up in arms about something as seemingly tri-
fling as radio soap operas? It was certainly not because the shows challenged 
traditional gender roles or threatened to undermine conventional morality, 
charges that cultural conservatives often leveled at Hollywood films. Day-
time serials adhered to their own stringent code of “daytime morality,” and 
their content almost always reinforced the notion that mothers belonged in 
the home.122 Indeed, even after the Office of War Information began urging  
cultural producers to support its Womanpower campaign (which sought to  
draw women into the workforce), serial writers seemed reluctant to depict 
female characters in ways that challenged the primacy of their domestic  
commitments.123 No leading female character on a radio soap opera joined the  
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military, and only a few took jobs in defense industries, according to histo-
rian Susan Hartmann. “Written for the woman who was at home, not work,” 
she notes, daytime serials strove to reassure the homemaker of “the impor-
tance of her situation.”124 

The intense reactions that radio soap operas engendered therefore must 
be understood as reflective of hostility and anxiety surrounding the home-
maker role and the cultural traditions associated with it. Unabashedly senti-
mental, many radio soap operas celebrated a distinctly “old-fashioned” con-
ception of motherhood: they featured middle-aged or even elderly women 
who stood at the moral center of their families and communities, dispensing 
love and homely wisdom to all in need of compassion or correction.125 For 
instance, one of the most successful and long-running serials, Ma Perkins, 
starred “America’s mother on the air”—a benevolent widow in her sixties 
who owned and ran a lumberyard in a fictitious small town. Another show, 
The Story of Mary Marlin, featured a U.S. president who leaned heavily on his  
aged mother for advice—a storyline that particularly exasperated critics like  
Thurber.126 These and other serials merged narratives of maternal sacrifice  
and redemption with sensational and highly implausible plot lines. (Kidnap-
ping and amnesia were favored devices.) To their critics, they revealed the  
utter bankruptcy of the feminine literary tradition; no longer a force of uplift,  
sentimentalism now sought refuge in the lowest of lowbrow genres.

Thus, when the American Mercury writer Whitfield Cook described his 
first encounter with radio soap operas in 1940, he sounded like a disillusioned 
suitor who had just learned the rude truth about the woman he idolized. 
“I had no idea that my favorite radio stations were two-faced,” he wrote, 
“that at night, and particularly on Sunday, they dressed in good taste, while 
six days a week they were ordinary and incredibly dull.” Cook made his un-
welcome discovery after tuning in to hear a male friend perform his part 
on a daytime serial. “I heard my friend portray the finest, most upstanding, 
wisdom-spouting young lover it has ever been my misfortune to encounter,” 
he wrote. “He was not a character; he was the audible embodiment of ancient 
tear-jerking sentimentality.” Angered to witness his friend’s unmanning, 
Cook acidly inquired, “Does the modern housewife, busy with her electric 
gadgets, crave these orgies with Life as—forgive the word—entertainment? 
If so, I’ll take a girl of an older vintage.”127 In this manner, he reminded read-
ers that men, after all, were the ultimate “consumers,” and that women who 
forgot that fact might well be left on the shelf.128 

In Generation of Vipers, Wylie drew upon such masculinist critiques, 
while also obliquely echoing more academic studies of mass culture, such 
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as those associated with the Frankfurt School. Like Cook, Wylie denounced 
the image of American manhood that soap operas projected, complain-
ing that, “The most oafish cluck the radio executives can find, with a voice 
like a damp pillow—a mother-lover of the most degraded sort—is given to 
America as the ideal young husband.” At the same time, he blamed the radio 
for drawing “a whole nation of people” into a state of “eternal fugue.” In-
stead of engaging in serious contemplation of the conflicts that plagued their 
psyches and the world around them, he charged, Americans had retreated 
into an isolationist fantasyland, utterly removed from pressing personal and 
political dilemmas. Whereas radio should be limited to “music, intelligent 
discourse and news—all other uses being dangerous,” mom would not al-
low for it: “Rather than study herself and her environment with the neces-
sary honesty, she will fight for this poisoned syrup to the last. Rather than 
take up her democratic responsibility in this mighty and tottering repub-
lic, she will bring it crashing down.” In Wylie’s formulation, propagandists 
in Nazi Germany exploited the power of radio for nefarious political ends, 
while in America, the commercial interests that had seized control of the 
new medium catered only to Mom and her pocketbook.129 For Wylie, ra-
dio soap operas represented a kind of American fascism: they dulled critical 
thinking and preempted dissent by luring citizens into a state of captivated  
passivity.130 

Of course, the sentimental literary tradition had always attracted a certain 
amount of derision. But in the 1930s and 1940s, several factors—the sheer 
pervasiveness of consumer culture, its increasingly blatant commercializa-
tion, and rising concerns about the threat of fascism—led many to view 
mass-produced sentimentalism in increasingly alarmist terms. One of Wylie’s 
fans, for instance, linked the consumer rituals surrounding Mother’s Day to  
totalitarian-like mind control. Adopting Wylie’s sardonic tone, he wrote in 
1945:

Of all the sickening signs of our disintegration into a race of soft-brained 

guinea pigs our tolerance of the swooningly sentimental commercialization 

of Mother’s Day is the most nauseous. . . . Most of us love our mothers but if 

the purchase of a potted plant on a specific day is necessary to remind us of 

that fact, it is a sad commentary on both the quality and the constancy of our 

affection. . . . 

I suppose our Lilliputian minds are so saturated with the sickly drivel of 

planned emotions and so accustomed to unreasoning obedience to organized 

sales propaganda that most of us went home, on the eve of Mother’s Day, with 

a bunch of flowers.131
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To this reader, the hoopla surrounding Mother’s Day suggested more than 
just consumer manipulation—it exposed the public’s suggestible character, 
and hence raised the specter of totalitarianism. 

Most of Wylie’s readers, however, did not discuss the issue of women’s 
relationship to culture in such extreme terms; instead, they challenged the 
older view of women as agents of cultural uplift. For instance, numerous 
respondents expressed impatience with female cultural arbiters by mocking 
“prim and prissy” librarians who kept Generation of Vipers “concealed un-
der the counter.”132 One woman related her encounter with a “disapproving 
librarian” who informed her “ ‘it is a dreadful book’ ” and pressed upon her 
“a recently published religious book which she, no doubt, felt would exor-
cise the evil in yours.”133 Another reported that her interaction with the li-
brarian—“who doesn’t like you nor your book”—had been “amusing”: “I 
happened to be the first to ask for it and she hadn’t put it on the shelf !”134 
These and other respondents clearly evoked a familiar stereotype—that of 
the repressed and bespectacled spinster librarian—to signal their receptivity 
to Wylie’s book. Yet it would be wrong to dismiss their reports, for they still 
may have been accurately reporting what occurred at the circulation desk. It 
is entirely plausible—in fact, even likely—that some women librarians would 
have tried to suppress Generation of Vipers.

In the 1940s and 1950s, many women readers who disliked sentimental 
culture, or who wanted to show that they were not humorless, naive, moralis-
tic, or obsessed with romance, ended up embracing masculinist literature, in 
part simply for a lack of better options. This appears to have been the case for 
a book club, composed of six mothers, that devoted an entire year to reading 
and discussing Generation of Vipers. As they explained to Wylie in 1945: 

We’re six women in our thirties, living in a small Ohio town. We’re neither 

wealthy nor poor, we’re excellent cooks and housekeepers, fond mothers, 

delightful wives, tepid church-goers, delinquent members of the Woman’s 

Club, College Club and bridge clubs. We’re awfully nice. And sometimes that 

ain’t enough.

Every two weeks for a year one of us read ‘Generation of Vipers’ aloud 

and the rest darned socks and argued and fumed, agreed and disagreed, and 

laughed like mad over the Mom chapter. We were all set to write you a siz-

zling letter when the last chapter fell like a benediction and left us cursing 

softly, ‘He’s O.K. He’s on the beam. If we write him now, it will have to be as 

Admirers. . . .

Six women approaching middle age, all, no doubt, incipient Moms; six 

women, apparently contented Book-of-the-Monthers. We’re pleasant, polite, 

well-groomed, engrossed in our children, our husbands, our houses. Some of 
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us doing outside work: Red Cross, social welfare, art classes, salesmanship. . . . 

We read the Satevepost [Saturday Evening Post] and quote the Readers’ Di-

gest. You know us. You’ve met us often and probably discounted us. Don’t. 

Because we, of all people, are your	admirers.

“The Vipers”135

For these women, reading and discussing Wylie’s book constituted a 
mildly rebellious activity—one that they explicitly contrasted to their consci-
entious housekeeping, obligatory participation in women’s clubs, and rou-
tine consumption of middlebrow culture. Embracing Generation of Vipers, 
they positioned themselves, if only temporarily, beyond the confines of the 
culture that so thoroughly defined them and through which (as they self-
mockingly acknowledged) they usually defined themselves. Their ability to 
use Wylie’s book to assuage their dissatisfaction as suburban homemakers 
is surely a testament to their resourcefulness. Yet how should we interpret 
the fact that, in order to distance themselves from those aspects of “women’s 
culture” they found oppressive or tedious, they felt compelled to reach for 
Generation of Vipers ? One can appreciate the element of resistance that char-
acterized such appropriations while still regretting the poverty of popular 
literature that prompted “the Vipers” and other women to seek meaning in a 
fundamentally misogynist work.136

Women’s attraction to Generation of Vipers should be understood as re-
flecting the cultural component of a much broader realignment, as American 
society gradually shifted from a world characterized by high degree of sexual 
segregation to one characterized by a high degree of sexual integration. Just 
as many well-educated women rejected separatist or maternalist politics, so 
they rejected feminine and sentimental literature. Yet in their enthusiasm to 
distance themselves from women’s culture, readers like “the Vipers” often 
quelled the anger or misgivings that a work like Generation of Vipers aroused. 
Instead of writing a “sizzling letter” that threatened to mark them as cen-
sorious moralizers—the very role they hoped to disown—they settled for  
reminding male debunkers that even seemingly contented housewives might 
long to escape the confines of mainstream American culture.

Exposing “Mother Love”

“Her boy,” having been “protected” by her love, and carefully, even shud-

deringly, shielded from his logical development through his barbaric period, 

or childhood . . . is cushioned against any major step in his progress toward 

maturity. Mom steals from the generation of woman behind her (which she 
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has, as a still further defense, also sterilized of integrity and courage) that part 

of her boy’s personality which should have become the love of a female con-

temporary. Mom transmutes it into sentimentality for herself.137

Wylie’s denunciation of cloying and overbearing mother love would prove 
to be the most consequential component of his momism critique. According 
to Wylie, what looked like self-sacrificing mother love was in truth a selfish 
and manipulative strategy designed to keep sons trapped in emotional bond-
age. By monopolizing their son’s affections and surreptitiously undermining 
paternal authority, he alleged, moms rendered boys incapable of developing 
into healthy men who could form mature heterosexual relationships. 

As a number of historians have shown, Wylie’s critique of pathological 
mother love represented an extreme articulation of arguments advanced 
by psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, and other psychological and social scien-
tific experts during the 1940s and 1950s.138 However, what has not been ad-
equately understood is that the momism critique was also a repudiation of 
a conception of maternal affectivity that had previously enjoyed widespread 
acceptance within mainstream American culture—the notion that mothers 
should strive to bind sons to the home with “silver cords” of love. Insist-
ing that overly possessive mothers produced effeminate sons who weakened 
the nation, Wylie urged Americans to reassess certain maternal attitudes and 
behaviors, deeming what had once seemed natural and laudable as deviant 
and pathological. By discrediting an older maternal style that was already fast 
becoming anachronistic, the momism critique helped to narrow the limits 
within which maternal influence could be unequivocally celebrated.139

The pretherapeutic conception of mother love that so enraged Wylie is evi-
dent in a small number of letters that he received from women who presented 
themselves as unreconstructed moral mothers. In 1946, a sixty-four-year-old 
woman, who admitted that she had “many Victorian inhibitions” and de-
scribed herself as “very ignorant,” grew pensive after completing Generation 
of Vipers. “Being the mother of a large family of sons, I have always fancied 
myself as a sort of modern ‘Cornelia with her Jewels,’ ” she confessed. A heroic 
Roman mother, widowed when quite young, Cornelia had refused to remarry 
so that she could fully devote herself to her children—a self-denying stance 
that could only be regarded as unhealthy in a post-Freudian age. Moreover, 
after equipping her sons with a sense of duty and a desire for glory, Cornelia 
came to regard them as her “jewels”—precious objects that bestowed stature 
upon their “owner.” Of course, Wylie rejected all the messages about mother-
hood that followed from the Roman matron’s story—the notion that moth-
erhood required immense self-denial, the idea that mothers should derive 
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their identity and self-worth from their children, and the belief that a man’s 
civic virtue or battlefield prowess reflected on his mother. Reading his attack 
on moms, the letter writer apparently grew self-conscious and self-critical of a 
maternal stance she had long assumed. “I, truly, am not guilty of many of the 
superficial faults you regale us with, however, in the more fundamental aspect 
I seem to have a spiritual awareness of guilt and great humility,” she wrote. 
“Perhaps under those circumstances there is some chance for growth. (?)”140

In contrast, another mother, whose two sons were currently serving in the 
military, passionately defended “the tradition of gloried mother-hood” in a 
letter sent to Wylie in 1945:

We mothers didn’t ask for this War—And we gave our sons gladly to the 

cause. . . .

I shall use my self to write poetry, Sonnets, shall pray like never before; 

that the halo over all mothers shall glow more brightly—who does he [Wylie] 

think he is to dare clarify so loudly in print, to assert to us “mothers” whether 

we’re the doting kind or not? “Is he a Mother??” It’s like a person who never 

bore a child . . . how to “rear it,” they go about telling. I say for all mothers, the 

word Viper or Jerk is hardly good upright Christian form.141

First, the writer depicted motherhood as a sacred entity to be revered in prayers 
and extolled in sentimental poetry. Second, she argued that, because mothers 
bear and raise children, they should be considered the ultimate authorities 
on childrearing. And finally, she implied that mothers were entitled to as-
sume a possessive stance toward their children: they could rightfully speak of 
“giving” their sons to the nation, for children truly were their lifework, their 
most valued possessions. Here, in a nutshell, was the ideal of mother love that 
Wylie hoped to pathologize.

If Wylie’s most outraged critics voiced a highly sentimental and religious 
view of motherhood, many of his fans self-consciously embraced a more psy-
chologically oriented perspective. In describing their views, they articulated 
some of the basic assumptions that informed therapeutic culture—that the 
husband-wife relationship should trump the mother-son relationship, that ma-
ternal affection and romantic love ought should be entirely distinct emotions, 
that repression of healthy sexual desires could lead to crippling neuroses, and 
that mother love needed to be modulated, lest it become pathogenic. Given that 
experts had been articulating these precepts since the early twentieth century, it 
may seem surprising that respondents still felt compelled to articulate and de-
fend them in the 1940s and 1950s. What Wylie’s correspondence suggests is that 
emotional norms changed unevenly and slowly, and that such shifts often came 
to be experienced most powerfully in the form of intergenerational conflict.
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In fact, several respondents who lauded Wylie’s momism critique explic-
itly contrasted their own, more psychologically astute approach to childrear-
ing with the mothering they themselves had endured as children. “I had an 
American mom myself and as a result had to spend large chunks of a sec-
retary salary in getting myself psychoanalyzed, so I took warning [from the 
momism critique],” explained a woman who read Generation of Vipers after 
giving birth to her first child in 1944.142 Another woman, who described her-
self as “the product (or victim) of a ‘Mom,’ ” wrote, “The advantage [of hav-
ing had a Mom] lies solely in my awareness of its evils as regards the welfare 
of my own children. The disadvantages are legion, among them being the 
struggle to pay my analyst—even at once a week visits, which are woefully 
inadequate.”143 Blaming their emotional conflicts on their mothers, these 
women sought out therapy and embraced more psychologically oriented ap-
proaches to childrearing in hopes of avoiding the pitfalls of momism.

As historian Mari Jo Buhle has argued, Wylie’s book “undoubtedly de-
rived at least part of its commercial energy from its ability to tap into the 
resurgence of psychoanalysis as a popular discourse.”144 Many of Wylie’s re-
spondents described how reading Generation of Vipers had piqued their inter-
est in psychoanalysis and strengthened their resolve to pursue self-knowledge. 
Yet the book appealed not only to ordinary Americans who had grown “fas-
cinated at what psychology and psychiatry can do for this goofy world,” as 
one fan put it, but to many psychiatrists and physicians as well.145 It circulated 
widely within psychiatric circles and won accolades from two of the most 
prominent American-born psychiatrists and psychoanalysts, O. Spurgeon 
English and Karl Menninger. These men shared both Wylie’s concerns about 
pernicious maternal influence and his interest in reaching a broad readership. 
English, a leading figure in psychosomatic medicine who would later coau-
thor a popular book called Fathers Are Parents, Too, sent Wylie a lengthy letter 
after reading Generation of Vipers during his trip to the annual meeting of the 
American Psychiatric Association.146 Menninger, perhaps the nation’s most 
famous psychiatrist, compared Wylie’s book to his own recently published 
bestseller, Love against Hate, also published in 1942. “There are some themes 
in your book which are very close to my own thinking,” he wrote to Wylie in 
March 1943. “I believe you might get some of the same narcissistic satisfaction 
that I got from reading my views expressed by you if you will read my recent 
book . . . and see your views expressed by me.”147

The striking parallels between Love against Hate and Generation of Vipers 
point to the close relationship between antimaternalism and the populariza-
tion of psychiatry and psychoanalysis. Though Menninger called himself a 
Freudian, whereas Wylie promoted Jungian psychology, both men were in 
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truth eclectic popularizers whose attempts to reconcile psychoanalysis with 
Protestant religiosity tended to baffle their European-born counterparts.148 
Like Wylie, Menninger regarded female dominance and male passivity as 
the central problems that plagued the American family (and hence Ameri-
can democracy). “The American boy too often does not turn his interest to 
girls in any deep, enduring way,” he wrote, “but remains unconsciously and 
sometimes quite consciously attached in a passive way to his father or his 
mother.”149 This dependent attachment made the typical American man a 
weak and sexually unsatisfactory mate, which led his wife to turn her affec-
tive energies toward their children (particularly sons)—a phenomenon that 
Menninger dubbed “the vicious cycle.” To break the cycle, he urged Ameri-
cans to adopt a more sensible and realistic attitude toward motherhood. “It 
is customary to pay [mothers] homage and to exalt their sacrifices, and in 
doing so to ignore their status as human beings,” he wrote. “Women have 
long recognized that the tendency of men to put them on pedestals and 
to idealize them has great disadvantages and penalties, and some of them 
have properly rebelled against it, preferring understanding and recognition 
of their individual needs.”150 Though Menninger, again like Wylie, actually 
had a quite reductive view of sexual difference, these passages suggests how 
anxieties about maternal influence and male effeminacy could easily translate 
into something that sounded like a call for women’s emancipation.

This helps to explain why some women appeared receptive to critiques of 
maternal pathology.151 Several of Wylie’s respondents even seem to have read 
Generation of Vipers as if it were an advice book, one that might sit comfort-
ably next to Benjamin Spock’s The Commonsense Book of Baby and Child 
Care. The mother of three teenage daughters, who wrote in 1958, added in a 
postscript, “I forgot to say the ‘Generation of Vipers’ has occupied a place of 
honor on our bookshelves for many years and that we have found its precepts 
very helpful in bringing up our children.”152 Another woman wrote, “Young 
mothers and fathers of extremely young children were not, I hope, the  
generation you were indicting, but you’ve given us a lot to search for, and a 
great deal to avoid.”153 Many other women responded to the momism chap-
ter by seeking to ascertain whether, or to what extent, Wylie’s critique applied 
to them. Some exonerated themselves fully. “ ‘Mom’ touched a sore spot—
but when I tore the chapter apart, and searched myself for resemblance to 
the mom you berated I gave myself a clean bill,” wrote one woman. “I just 
don’t belong in that category.”154 Others acknowledged that they had seen as-
pects of themselves reflected in Wylie’s caricature. One mother, for instance,  
reported that Wylie’s book had given her pause, “which was all to the good, 
since I have three sons. I hope your diatribe against ‘Moms’ kept me from 
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smothering them entirely.”155 Anxious to dissociate themselves from such 
an unflattering caricature, and fearful of damaging their children, these re-
spondents vowed to be more self-reflective and self-policing in fulfilling their 
maternal role. 

Not surprisingly, women who applauded Wylie’s critique of maternal pa-
thology often took pains to disavow any investment in the notion of moth-
erhood as a transformative experience that elevated womankind. “I believe 
that motherhood does not automatically enoble [sic] a woman, and, what 
is more, I believe that every woman knows this,” wrote one woman. “What-
ever kind of judgment, love and goodness went into a girls [sic] upbringing 
is the basis for whatever quality of nobleness and goodness she may rise to 
as a woman, and as a mother.”156 Some women went so far as to dispute the 
assumption that mothers were guaranteed a special place in their children’s 
hearts by virtue of their unique relationship. “I’m trying to give my children 
a better deal all the way around. I figure that they had nothing to do with 
me being their mother,” wrote one young mother. “Therefore it is up to me 
to earn their love and respect.”157 These women disliked the notion that the 
mother-child relationship should be structured according to prescribed roles 
that reflected a generic view of maternal duties and children’s needs. Rather 
than expecting love and affection as a matter of course, they stressed their 
determination to win their children over through their personal attributes 
and actions.

Still other respondents embraced Wylie’s attack on the mainstream,  
middle-class American Mom because it seemed to validate their own, more 
marginal status. In 1945, an unmarried white woman whose child was part 
Mexican wrote, “I am a mother and really enjoyed your chapter on Moms! 
You certainly hit the bulls-eye on every count.”158 Another woman, who 
found “all this palaver about ‘Mother Love’ ” nauseating, described how she 
had been “criticized and talked about” by her neighbors, one of whom had 
even threatened to have her children “taken away.” As she explained, “I’ve 
tried to live and develop into the kind of woman who would be respected and 
liked for herself and not because she happened to be someone’s mother. Do 
you know that . . . your book is the first actual encouragement I’ve ever had 
from a grown person?”159 This reader, who wanted motherhood to be consid-
ered incidental to her more basic identity, viewed Wylie as taking aim at spuri-
ous maternal standards that she had been deemed incapable of meeting; from 
her encounter with Generation of Vipers, she derived a sense of validation and  
“encouragement.” 

Yet even women who adopted Wylie’s critique as a way of affirming their 
own maternal attitudes and practices could find themselves accused of mom-
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ism, as one middle-aged mother discovered to her chagrin. Writing to Wylie 
in 1945, she explained:

You really started a battle in this home two years ago between my son and my-

self. I don’t know whether I ought to be writing to you or not, being confused 

as to whose side I am on now. Having been a deadly hater of “Momism” all 

my life, my head whirled when Bud (my renegade son’s name) turned on me 

and accused me of all those loathsome things. I could not pat his head, nor 

cook his favorite dish without taunts of “Momism” being hurled at me. I went 

on strike, saying nothing, which puzzled him, and then came the blarney, and 

the dawn for him. “Go ’way,” I said, “with your ‘sonism.’”

In this case, a son appropriated the momism critique as a way of expressing 
his desire to distance himself, both emotionally and physically, from his dot-
ing mother; the epithet provided him with a blunt but highly effective tool 
for conveying his impatience. (It is unclear whether he spoke in a tone of 
gentle mockery or one of full-blown hostility, though his mother’s reference 
to their “battle” suggests perhaps the latter.) But the respondent went on to 
narrate an even more complicated story of familial tensions and emotional 
needs, for while she chafed at her son’s accusation, she leveled the very same 
charge at her mother-in-law. Indeed, over the course of her letter, it becomes 
clear that anger toward her mother-in-law is what prompted her to write to 
Wylie in the first place:

Right now I am in a state of fury because his [her son’s] dear Papa is at my 

mother-in-law’s toadying to one of the greatest exponents of the art [of mo-

mism] that one could meet. She is almost illiterate but has me in a constant 

daze at her cleverness (almost wrote “wiliness” but remembered your name). 

I married a wonderful son but I wait daily for a miracle to happen that would 

turn him into a husband. No wonder “Momism” continues, and ’tis the 

lonely woman who seeks to break the chain. However, I shalln’t get morbid.  

. . . Thanks for listening, if you have.160

This woman accepted Wylie’s portrait of pathogenic mother love and there-
fore sought to restrain herself when dealing with her son. But she felt that she 
had been deprived of her rightful compensation—a loving and attentive hus-
band—because her mother-in-law did not abide by the same standards. Her 
bitter observation—“ ’tis the lonely woman who seeks to break the chain”—
can be read as a commentary on the plight of women of her generation, who 
found themselves emotionally shortchanged by a shift in the cultural norms 
that governed relations between mothers and their children.
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In the end, many mothers felt the full force of the momism critique only as 
their children grew more independent and they themselves began approach-
ing middle age. As their lives progressed, some women who had heartily en-
dorsed Wylie’s critique in their youth, often in rebellion against their own 
mothers, found themselves having second thoughts. In 1958, one such woman 
sent Wylie an unpublished essay, entitled “What Philip Wylie Really Thinks 
about Women,” recounting how her views had evolved since 1942, when she 
first encountered Generation of Vipers. At the time, she related, she had been 
“single and childless, a young woman just graduated from the Smith School 
of Psychiatric Social Work, full of professional jargon, in the midst of my 
own analysis.” Her job at the Children’s Bureau, where she counseled “dis-
turbed” and “inadequate” mothers seeking child guidance and foster home 
placement, combined with her “hostility” toward her own mother, “which is 
always present in the midst of one’s own analysis,” had made her particularly 
receptive to Wylie’s critique: “I embraced Mr. Wylie’s philosophy regarding 
our cannibalistic matriarchy avidly, in my youthful unsophistication taking 
all that he said as a literal condemnation of motherhood in its entirety.” But 
after she married, gave up her career, bore four children, and found most of 
her contacts “limited to other moms,” she found herself resenting “the ever 
increasing hostility towards American mothers exhibited by most males” and 
reassessing her own antimaternalist views. Ultimately, she concluded that her 
own coming-of-age conflicts, combined with her immersion in psychiatry 
and psychoanalysis, had led her to adopt a stance that, in retrospect, seemed 
unjustifiably harsh.

Still, despite her evident intelligence and literary skill, this woman fal-
tered in her attempt to defend American mothers. Although she contacted 
the editors of a national magazine, who encouraged her to pursue her idea 
for an article entitled “In Defense of American Women,” she could not bring 
herself to finish the piece. Instead, she did a remarkable and self-defeating 
thing: she turned her material over to the very man whose ideas she hoped 
to challenge. “Mr. Wylie started the thing, I thought. He had the reputation, 
the experience, the male point of view,” she wrote in the essay that she for-
warded to Wylie. “People listen to him and care what he thinks.” Her defense 
of American womanhood thus collapsed into an appeal for exoneration, as 
she implored Wylie to assure her cohort of mothers that they had succeeded 
where their own mothers had failed: “I had to see for myself what a man of 
his great literary gifts and powers of perception really thinks about American 
women as a whole. Are we to him a lost cause?”161 Sadly, this woman seemed 
unable to challenge Wylie’s “expert” authority, even though she possessed the 
professional accreditation that he sorely lacked.
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Her capitulation is instructive, for it suggests the difficulty that women 
like her experienced in countering the momism critique. Because the as-
sault on moral motherhood was so strongly associated with the repudiation 
of sentimentality and repressive moralism, those who embraced the tenets of 
the dominant therapeutic culture hesitated to articulate their objections to 
the momism critique, even when it left them feeling deeply discomfited. The 
fact that Wylie seemed happy to oblige such women by reassuring them that 
they were not “moms” did little to diminish the pernicious influence that his 
critique continued to exert through the 1950s and into the 1960s.

Mm

By the early 1960s, American culture had begun to change in ways that would 
make it hard to perceive what had once seemed trenchant and even liberat-
ing about Wylie’s momism critique. Anxieties about female idleness did not 
totally disappear, but they lost salience as more middle-aged women entered 
the workforce. Patriotic women’s groups persisted, but no longer as major 
players on the national stage. The last radio soap opera went off the air in 
1960, and television shows typically featured youngish suburban mothers (like 
June Cleaver or Donna Reed) or middle-aged mothers who evoked nostalgia 
for an ethnic past (like Molly Goldberg or Mama Hansen), rather than the 
archetypical all-American Mom.162 Though more difficult to gauge, people’s 
behavior changed as well. Most middle-class mothers appeared somewhat 
less intent on molding their children’s characters and more casual in relating 
to their children than had mothers of prior generations. As the particular ref-
erences and cultural patterns that had informed readers’ responses to Wylie’s 
momism critique in the 1940s slowly fell away, what remained powerful was 
its virulent, now naked, misogyny.

Thus, when a minister reread Generation of Vipers in 1962, he found himself 
in greater accord with Wylie’s views than he had been the first time around, 
nearly two decades before. “Especially about Momism,” he explained. “The 
rise of juvenile delinquency is concurrent with the rise of ‘freedom’ of the 
American woman, and her assumption of the pants. If I were a dictator of 
the U.S., I’d force all married women who work for the hell of it to return to 
their homes, doff the pants, re-don their panties, and take care of the kids.”163 
Here, at last, is the kind of favorable response that most historical accounts 
of the momism critique would lead one to expect—a straightforward as-
sertion of male dominance, based on the conviction that married women 
should be relegated to the home. But as we have seen, it is not representa-
tive of how most readers, apparently including the minister himself, reacted 
to the critique in the 1940s and 1950s. Then, Wylie’s screed had read more 
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like a damning indictment of traditional gender roles than a call to resurrect  
them.

By the early 1960s, white, middle-class American homemakers had lost 
much of their prior prestige, and women’s presence in the workplace had 
increased considerably. Assumptions about where women derived power 
shifted accordingly. The middle-aged matron no longer seemed both laugh-
able and formidable; she just seemed laughable. Thus, when people read 
Generation of Vipers in the 1960s and thereafter, they often simply assumed 
that working women or feminists must have been the real targets of Wylie’s 
wrath. For as the years passed, and the cultural authority and influence of 
middle-aged matrons receded, the notion that “traditional” moms could 
have elicited such vehement anger and masculine angst grew less and less 
comprehensible. Increasingly, misogynist sentiments would affix to women 
who competed with men directly, rather than to those who claimed special 
privileges based on their status as women and mothers. Yet even as the reac-
tionary core of the momism critique became more starkly evident, its eman-
cipatory potential had still not been wholly spent. In 1963, Betty Friedan—a 
forty-two-year-old mother of three, who had read Wylie’s book in the 1940s 
when she was fresh out of college—appropriated his ideas as part of her own 
sweeping assessment of the American mother and housewife. As the final 
chapter of this book will show, this time the critique would come with a femi-
nist proposal to redress the problem.



2

Mothers of the Nation: 
Patriotic Maternalism and Its Critics

Have you gentlemen stopped to think consider what America would have done if it had 

not been for these mothers? Not alone the gold star mothers, but the mothers who gave 

their sons to serve their country. It was the mothers who suffered to bring these boys 

into the world, who cared for them in sickness and in health, and it was our flesh and 

blood that enriched the foreign soil.

m a t h i l d a  b u r l i n g , testifying before the House  

Committee on Military Affairs, January 27, 1928

There was a lot to say about how courageous and fine nearly everyone was. But in answer 

to a question about the Japanese population problem in the Islands, I remarked that 

some American soldiers had raped Jap girls on the plantations after the attack. Shades 

of “Momism,” you should have been there. I had telephone calls and anonymous letters 

about my depravity in hinting any such thing. One woman, a ringer for your arch-type 

Mom, told me that I probably didn’t understand that many of the women in my audi-

ence had sons in the Army and that a statement like mine was insulting to them.

A woman who had been at Pearl Harbor, describing to Philip Wylie  

her experiences as a speaker at a women’s club meeting, August 26, 1943

When Philip Wylie had completed about half of the manuscript for Genera-
tion of Vipers, he attended a party at which the writer Hervey Allen expressed 
“a fine and funny fury” over a recently viewed newsreel. The offending film 
portrayed an infantry division of American soldiers spelling, in formation, 
the word “mom” as a tribute to Mother’s Day—a spectacle that prompted 
Allen to conclude, “There is too much Mom in America.” Although Wylie al-
ready planned to include “a treatise on Matriarchy” in his forthcoming book, 
Allen’s anecdote provided his hook. As he later explained, “ ‘Mom’ was the 
word I needed and ‘Mom’ spelled out by ten or fifteen thousand soldiers was 
the proper scale: ‘Momism’ was a natural derivative to describe the uncon-
scious and abnormal piety of the popular mind.”1

Wylie’s moment of inspiration reveals much about the political context 
that helped to distinguish his critique from earlier attacks on sentimental 
mothers. Viewed from above, each soldier seemed reduced to a mere speck, 
as if the act of honoring motherhood required male identities to be blurred 
and submerged. This vision spoke to Wylie so strongly of something gone 



56 c h a p t e r  t w o

amiss that he needed a new word to describe it. “Matriarchy”—an expression  
frequently used in the 1920s and 1930s—did not fit the bill, for it failed to 
convey the threat of ideological hegemony and lockstep mass behavior. By 
tacking a sinister “ism” onto “mom”—a modern American colloquialism—
Wylie succeeded in uniting antagonism toward mothers with the political 
fears of the moment.

That a group of GIs honored mothers in such a fashion, and that their 
doing so provided fodder for cynical party conversation, also says much 
about both the persistence of and the growing resistance to patriotic ma-
ternalism within American culture. In prior military conflicts, images of  
mothers dominated patriotic iconography; the soldier’s virtuous devotion 
to his mother had signaled his willingness to sacrifice for the national cause.2 
During World War I, for example, General Pershing urged American soldiers 
to write home to their mothers on Mother’s Day, proclaiming that such let-
ters would “carry back our courage and our affection to the patriotic women 
whose love and prayers inspire us and cheer us to victory.”3 In contrast, dur-
ing World War II, the youthful and glamorous “pin-up” girl usurped the ma-
ternal figure as the primary representative of American femininity.4 And to 
the extent that the all-American mom remained a potent icon, critics increas-
ingly perceived the public’s reverential attitude toward mothers as evidence  
of a serious national failing.

Why did the American mother lose her privileged place within the na-
tional iconography? Why did numerous critics begin to view political rhetoric 
that vaunted the “glorious sacrifices of American mothers” as incompatible 
with democracy? This chapter argues that the decline of the iconic mother 
reflected a fundamental transformation of the gendered structure of Ameri-
can political culture. According to the long-standing paradigm of Republican 
motherhood, women tempered the conflict inherent in partisan politics by 
acting on behalf of the public good. This tendency to view white, middle-
class women as morally pure and politically disinterested allowed women to 
wield influence in the public realm while also serving as convincing symbols 
of the nation itself. The roots of this tradition can be traced to the Revolu-
tionary era, when American women first began to emphasize their maternal 
role as a means of laying claim to a new, albeit derivative, political identity. 
Excluded from formal politics and barred from performing various civic du-
ties, women attempted to achieve influence by stressing their importance as 
mothers of the Republic who educated their children to be virtuous citizens.5 
These arguments assumed a more religious cast in the antebellum era as large 
numbers of middle-class women joined church-affiliated voluntary associa-
tions, justifying their activities by drawing on evangelical notions that deified 
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maternal impulses.6 In the post–Civil War years, the women’s club move-
ment emerged as the most extensive manifestation of female voluntarism.7 
Initially focused on self-improvement, the club movement became more po-
liticized—and more visible on both a local and a national level—in the 1880s 
and 1890s.8 Casting themselves as upholders of civic virtue and the moral or-
der, clubwomen battled vices ranging from municipal corruption to prosti-
tution and drunkenness, often with considerable success.9 In the Progressive 
Era, reformers capitalized on maternalist ideologies to make even bolder for-
ays into the political realm, lobbying for legislation that would acknowledge 
and protect the role mothers fulfilled by rearing citizens and workers.10

Until recently, historians tended to date the demise of a separate women’s 
political culture at around 1920. They have pointed to a variety of develop-
ments—including the suffrage victory, the rise of professional social work, 
and the growing emphasis on class-based politics in the 1930s—as factors that 
made gender a less salient basis for political mobilization. For example, in a 
groundbreaking article, Estelle Freedman attributed the decline of feminism 
following World War I to the dissolution of “female separatism in social and 
political life.”11 Likewise, in an influential work on the gendered structure of 
American politics, Paula Baker argued that the suffrage amendment “repre-
sented the endpoint of nineteenth-century womanhood and woman’s politi-
cal culture. . . . No longer treated as a political class, women ceased to act as 
one.”12 But in fact, even after attaining the vote, American women held fast to 
the rhetoric of domesticity and motherhood and continued to band together 
in voluntary organizations.13 Although the notion of a cohesive “woman’s 
bloc” had been discredited by the late 1920s, the tradition of female volun-
tarism continued to thrive throughout the interwar era.14 Indeed, according 
to Nancy Cott, “It is highly probable that the greatest extent of associational 
activity in the whole history of American women” occurred between the two 
world wars, “after women became voters and before a great proportion of 
them entered the labor force.”15 To explain this phenomenon, some scholars 
have pointed to women’s frustration with party politics. Others have argued 
that, despite dramatic cultural change, women’s identities remained largely 
rooted in the home.16 What seems clear is that suffrage did not, at least in any 
immediate sense, lead the majority of middle-class women to reconceptual-
ize their civic identities in fundamental ways. On the contrary, most con-
tinued to perceive their relationship to the state and the political process in 
highly gendered terms.17

Yet if middle-class women employed traditional organizational and rhe-
torical strategies, they did so in an altered context that increasingly eroded 
the foundation for a separate women’s political culture. First, the basic 
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fact that women could vote undermined their ability to cast themselves as  
disinterested citizens. And, second, as different groups of women appropri-
ated maternalist rhetoric for widely divergent ends, it lost all coherence as a 
political ideology. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ma-
ternalist rhetoric had generally signified support for social legislation to pro-
tect women and children as well as a commitment to eradicating such moral 
vices as alcohol consumption and obscenity.18 But in the 1920s and 1930s, 
women who lobbied for the repeal of prohibition adopted the language of 
“home protection”; militarists and peace activists alike framed their appeals 
as mothers; and fascist nations developed their own varieties of maternalism. 
This fragmentation of meaning rendered maternalists vulnerable to critics 
who depicted them as mere opportunists or, even worse, protofascists. Al-
though women would continue to employ maternalist rhetoric in various 
circumstances during and after World War II, the emphasis on protecting 
the nation’s mothers and children would never again be such a central and 
unifying focus for women activists and reformers. Nor would the image of 
the all-American mother be such an effective symbol of the values and virtues 
of the republic itself.

The Campaign for Gold Star Mothers’ Pilgrimages

The continued viability of maternalism in the late 1920s and the reasons for 
its subsequent decline can be better understood by analyzing a largely forgot-
ten episode in American history, the gold star mothers’ pilgrimages of 1930 to 
1933.19 The legislation that provided for these government-run pilgrimages, 
enacted in March 1929—an era noted for its fiscal conservatism and limited 
conception of government—stands out as a remarkable departure. It allowed 
more than 6,60020 women to travel to Europe, during the worst years of the 
Depression, to witness the graves of loved ones who had perished in World 
War I. Housed in first-class hotels, the pilgrims spent a full two weeks in Eu-
rope, shepherded through detailed itineraries that included sightseeing and 
shopping excursions as well as trips to cemeteries and battlefields.21 Although 
unmarried widows also participated in the program, mothers constituted 
the overwhelming majority of pilgrims, and policymakers justified the trips 
almost exclusively in maternalist terms. Both the campaign for the pilgrim-
ages and the government’s conduct of them reveal the enduring potency of a 
highly sentimental and nationalistic conception of motherhood the late 1920s 
and early 1930s. Yet the program also drew criticism as it progressed over 
time and indeed long after its conclusion. Because the pilgrimages so dra-
matically exemplified a certain strain of maternalism, they provoked some 
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Americans to question the beliefs and assumptions that lent motherhood its 
political and symbolic capital. To that extent, the pilgrimage program also 
became an agent of change, helping to discredit the very ideas and images it 
sought to reaffirm.

The success of the pilgrimage legislation suggests that the 1920s did not 
witness the demise of maternalism per se, but rather that “progressive mater-
nalism” came to be challenged, and to some extent supplanted, by “patriotic 
maternalism.”22 In June 1929, less than three months after passing the pil-
grimage bill, Congress effectively killed the Maternity and Infancy Protec-
tion Act (otherwise known as the Sheppard-Towner Act), the first federal 
program designed to improve maternal and infant health. Passed by a wide 
margin in 1921, the legislation had initially enjoyed the support of nearly all 
women’s groups, including the Daughters of the Americans Revolution. Yet 
by 1926, in a shift that reflected the growing polarization of organized wom-
anhood, the DAR and other conservative women had joined the American 
Medical Association in calling for its termination. Women’s historians have 
therefore rightly linked the Sheppard-Towner Act’s repeal to the splintering  
of the broad-based coalition of women’s groups that had previously lent sup-
port to maternalist initiatives. Yet they have not discussed the near simulta-
neous passage of the pilgrimage bill, which established a federal program,  
designed explicitly for mothers, that required roughly the same level of annual  
expenditure over a period of four years.23 Even as progressive maternalists 
encountered bitter defeats, conservative women succeeded in shaping public 
policy by emphasizing the civic dimensions of motherhood. 

Like progressive reformers, the organized war mothers who lobbied for 
the pilgrimages held that motherhood was not simply a private, familial role: 
mothers who raised soldier-sons, they claimed, fulfilled a civic duty as crucial 
as soldiering itself. And like their progressive counterparts, they cast the state 
in the role of a benevolent caretaker, insisting that war mothers deserved con-
solation (in the form of pilgrimages) and, if needed, material compensation  
(in the form of pensions). Moreover, both groups embraced an ethno-
centric conception of “American motherhood,” though progressive reformers  
typically advocated “scientific motherhood” as a path to Americanization, 
whereas patriotic women’s groups tended to be frankly exclusionary. The 
two constituencies differed fundamentally, however, in their use of mother-
hood as a political platform. Whereas progressive maternalists argued that all 
mothers made a civic contribution by rearing citizens, organized war moth-
ers emphasized the fact that they had reared and sacrificed soldier-sons. And 
whereas progressive maternalists strove to improve material conditions for 
poor, working-class, and rural mothers, patriotic maternalists stressed the 
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emotional and symbolic aspects of motherhood by privileging a select group 
of elderly women who were no longer actively engaged in maternal work. 
In 1929, when Congress passed the pilgrimage legislation and yet refused to 
renew funding for the Sheppard-Towner Act, it signaled that the psychologi-
cal needs of bereaved war mothers had gained precedence over the material 
needs of younger mothers.

When “maternalism” is defined broadly enough to encompass conserva-
tive and patriotic women, its downfall must be dated later and attributed in 
part to its growing association with a host of controversial political positions. 
As criticism of the pilgrimage program reveals, in the minds of many politi-
cally liberal Americans, paeans to American motherhood came to connote 
not only retrograde gender roles, but also narrow-minded bigotry, disregard 
for social and economic inequality, and lockstep patriotism and militarism. 
Commentators wary of the type of nationalism that had prevailed during 
World War I increasingly perceived maternalist rhetoric as incompatible 
with modern democracy—a notion that appeared borne out in 1939, when 
a sprawling coalition of reactionary mothers’ groups, some overtly fascist, 
emerged to protest U.S. intervention in World War II.24 To be sure, the his-
tory of maternalist politics cannot be viewed as simple story of its appropria-
tion by the far right, for some progressive women, most notably peace activ-
ists, continued to employ maternalist arguments and rhetoric in the interwar 
period and beyond.25 But to a significant extent, patriotic and conservative 
women’s groups usurped maternalism, making it more difficult to employ 
for progressive aims.

The organized war mothers who lobbied for the pilgrimages embraced a 
sentimental ideal of motherhood, dating from the early nineteenth century, 
while also appropriating the Progressive Era view of motherhood as a direct 
form of service to the nation state. Nothing in their congressional testimony 
acknowledged the notable change in women’s political status that had oc-
curred nearly a decade before, when women gained the right to vote. These 
mothers did not present themselves as representatives of a politically em-
powered constituency but as grieving women who spoke on behalf of other, 
less economically privileged, bereaved mothers. Moreover, they addressed 
congressmen less as political representatives than as gentlemen who held the 
power to grant them a special favor. Yet even as they held tight to a Victorian 
ideal of motherhood, the pilgrimage advocates pursued public recognition 
of that ideal in a manner that their forebears would probably neither have 
recognized nor condoned.

Prior to World War I, the term “war mother” was not widely used, nor 
did American women claim the identity as grounds for mobilization. The 
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mother celebrated in Civil War literature, poetry, and songs bore her suffer-
ing in solitude and silence, never calling attention to her sacrifices and pain. 
She appeared less frequently as a subject in her own right than as an object of 
contemplation, as when soldiers sang, “Just Before the Battle, Mother, I Am 
Thinking Most of You.”26 The most famous reference to a mother from the 
Civil War era appears in a letter attributed (perhaps erroneously) to Abraham  
Lincoln:

I have been shown in the files of the War Department . . . that you are the 

mother of five sons who have died gloriously on the field of battle. I feel 

how weak and fruitless must be any words of mine which should attempt 

to beguile you from the grief of a loss so overwhelming. But I cannot refrain 

from tendering to you the consolation that may be found in the thanks of the  

Republic they died to save. I pray that our heavenly Father may assuage the 

anguish of your bereavement, and leave you only the cherished memory of 

the loved and lost, and the solemn pride that must be yours to have laid so 

costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.27

Here, the war mother appears only in a dim outline, as the object of Lincoln’s 
tender feelings and noble sentiments. She did not come forward to proclaim 
her own loss and grief; her case was brought to Lincoln’s attention by a third 
party. This self-effacing passivity was no minor detail but rather part of what 
made her worthy of presidential consolation.

The organizations for war mothers that emerged in the interwar period 
present a striking contrast to this image of the isolated and apolitical grieving 
mother. War mothers first came together locally and informally, but they 
eventually established two major national organizations, the American War 
Mothers, founded in 1919, and the American Gold Star Mothers, founded 
in 1928.28 Open to any mother with a son or daughter who had served in 
World War I, the American War Mothers had a predominantly Anglo-Saxon 
constituency, with a small number of Jewish and African-American mem-
bers. The American Gold Star Mothers, composed of women whose sons or 
daughters had perished in World War I, admitted only women of the “Cau-
casian race.” Though ostensibly nonpolitical, the American War Mothers 
and the American Gold Star Mothers advocated military preparedness and 
consistently aligned with the forces of antiradicalism, as G. Kurt Piehler has 
noted.29 Their emergence should be viewed as part of a larger trend, the rise of 
the nation’s first broad-based conservative women’s movement. Historians 
have been slow to appreciate the scale and import of this movement, but, as 
Christine Erickson and Kirstin Delegard have demonstrated, it played a cru-
cial role in fracturing the coalition that had supported maternalist initiatives  
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prior to the war.30 In 1925, a group of right-wing women, determined to 
counter the influence of the Women’s League for International Peace and 
Freedom, established the Women’s Patriotic Conference for National De-
fense, an umbrella organization that aimed to coordinate the activities of 
conservative and patriotic women. By the late 1920s, as many as one million 
women, associated with some forty organizations, had coalesced under the 
WPCND’s rubric.31 

The history of the pilgrimage legislation, which unfolded over a ten-year 
period beginning in 1919, reflects the growing influence of conservative and 
patriotic women’s groups in general, and war mothers’ organizations in par-
ticular. The idea of government-funded pilgrimages to European gravesites 
did not, in fact, originate with war mothers, nor did the initial proposal 
privilege maternal grief. In 1919, the decorated war veteran and congress-
man Fiorello LaGuardia devised a bill that would have subsidized trips for 
fathers, mothers, or widows, so long as the family consented to having the 
body interred in one of the eight American military cemeteries scheduled 
to be built in Europe. But the bill failed to receive a hearing; as LaGuardia  
subsequently explained, “Everything was concentrated on getting those  
bodies back.” (In the end, roughly 70 percent of family members exercised 
their right to have the bodies of their loved ones repatriated.)32 Organized war 
mothers subsequently began to call upon the government to provide trips for 
mothers who had allowed the bodies of their sons to remain in Europe and 
could not afford to travel there to witness the gravesite. In 1924, Congress 
held hearings on such a bill, but it floundered due to disagreements over 
logistical issues. The third bill, introduced in September 1927 and enacted in 
March 1929, succeeded primarily because organized war mothers persistently 
lobbied Congress, supported after October 1928 by the powerful American 
Legion. By restricting eligibility to those who had not previously visited their 
loved one’s grave, the legislation retained the basic idea of a needs-based pro-
gram, but government officials waived this provision once the pilgrimages 
got underway.33 As will become clear, what began as a proposal to serve poor 
war mothers ultimately evolved into a program that showcased American 
wealth and governmental munificence.

The women who led the campaign for the pilgrimages differentiated 
themselves from special interest groups by emphasizing that they were not 
paid lobbyists seeking government handouts but rather helpless ladies urg-
ing a benevolent government to do a noble deed. “We have no paid lobby-
ists,” proclaimed Mathilda Burling, national representative of the Gold Star 
Mothers, proclaimed. “We have but ourselves and our hearts to crave a favor 
our country should grant. Surely the great Senate must see this case through 
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our eyes. Surely it must know what it means to us who bore the loss.”34 This 
stance of deferential supplicant, however, concealed a strong sense of entitle-
ment. When the congressmen failed to live up to the chivalric role imputed 
to them, the mothers did not attempt to hide their frustration. At the end 
of a hearing in which some objections had been raised, Burling scolded the 
congressmen for delaying the bill. “May I ask you gentlemen why all of this 
discussion . . . ?” she demanded. “It is something that we mothers should not 
be pleading for.”35 In an ideal world, she implied, the congressmen would 
have already taken it upon themselves to enact the appropriate legislation. 
A properly grateful son, after all, did not require prodding to attend to his 
mother’s needs and desires.

These women’s feelings of entitlement derived from their view of mother-
hood as an experience rooted in physical suffering and self-sacrifice that pro-
duced a unique bond between mother and child. Emphasizing the pain they 
had endured in childbirth and the care they had expended in raising their 
sons to adulthood, they presented their losses in a highly possessive manner: 
the bodies that fell in Europe were their bodies—the bodies that they had 
produced and sustained. “It is a part of [the mother’s] body that is lying over 
there,” Mrs. Effie Vedder asserted. “She spent 20 years . . . in bringing up that 
boy; she gave her time, both day and night.”36 Ethel Nock urged the congress-
men to remember that the “body under the little white cross was once a part 
of the mother’s own heart, nourished by her in her own body.”37 “It was the 
mothers who suffered to bring these boys into the world, who cared for them 
in sickness and health, and it was our flesh and blood that enriched the for-
eign soil,” declared Burling.38 Men could never understand the pain of ma-
ternal loss, the mothers argued, because they never experienced such intense 
feelings of identification and attachment to another human being. As Vedder 
stated baldly at the outset of her testimony in 1924, “I want to begin by telling 
you that you are all men and you have not and cannot feel the way a mother 
feels. . . . none of you can realize what a mother’s loss is.”39 Such rhetoric not 
only privileged maternal suffering to the exclusion of wives and fathers but 
also blurred the boundary between mother and son, virtually equating the 
mother’s sacrifice with that of her fallen son.

A few of the mothers, believing that the husband-wife relationship paled 
in significance to that between mother and son, went so far as to suggest that 
the trips should exclude all widows. The bill debated in 1928 included only 
those widows who had not remarried, thereby ensuring that the pilgrimages 
would honor women’s undying devotion. Yet these parameters did not satisfy 
Ethel Nock, who warned that including widows might transform the sacred 
pilgrimage into a “junket” or “pleasure trip.” “You must remember,” she 
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testified, “that many of these widows are girls whom the boys would never 
have met had it not been for the contingency of camp life. . . . Many of these 
widows are not worthy.” When pressed by a senator, she turned the question 
back to him, asking if he knew of any wife to whom the words of Rudyard 
Kipling’s poem “Mother o’ Mine” could apply.40 (The senator conceded that 
he did not.) No wife, Nock insisted, could love a man as much as his mother: 
“I think that mother love is greater than anything in the world. The widows, 
those who have not married again, perhaps it is the result of circumstances 
and not of wish. The mother lets no one take the place of that boy, and we 
mothers are carrying on, but there are times in the night when it is hard, 
when we think we ought to have him back.”41 Mrs. Charles Haas, New York 
state president of the War Mother’s Association, seconded Nock’s position, 
claiming, “We have also a great many mothers who object very much to the 
widows going over. . . . We have in our own city a great many wives of sol-
diers who are divorced, and a great many of those who have remarried a 
short time after the boy was gone.”42 These women felt that the mother alone 
should be entitled to make the pilgrimage, because only she could be trusted 
to remain true to “her boy.”

As for fathers, the legislation excluded them entirely.43 Fatherhood lacked 
the civic dimensions and emotional intensity attributed to motherhood, 
which meant that paternal claims carried less weight.44 Fathers very rarely 
spoke of “giving” their sons to the nation, in part because men did not typi-
cally define their relationship to the state through their paternal role, and 
in part because cultural norms barred fathers from adopting such a posses-
sive stance toward their sons. Although several people testified on behalf of 
gold star fathers, even those who argued for their inclusion in the pilgrimages 
readily acknowledged the superiority of maternal claims. For example, the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars proposed an amendment that would have allowed 
gold star fathers to make the journey to Europe, but only in cases in which no 
mother or wife survived. The father “probably feels not quite, but almost as 
keenly the situation as the mother,” the VFW representative noted, hastening 
to add that his organization would not want to press for the amendment if it 
in any way imperiled the legislation for the mothers.45 Similarly, a father from 
Bridgeport, Connecticut, argued that the government should fund trips for 
fathers, but he did so on the grounds that their inclusion would facilitate the 
trips for the mothers, since “a great majority of them are not used to travel 
[sic] alone.” Only then did he issue his own appeal as a father, describing 
how he had encouraged his younger son to enlist even after his firstborn had 
been killed, mildly concluding, “It seems that gold star fathers deserve some 
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consideration.”46 The restrained character of his appeal suggests the pow-
erful role that gender norms played in determining how men and women 
understood and expressed their losses. As one gold star father explained to 
a reporter, “We prefer to stay at home, let our losses remain memories, and 
our grief under cover of our daily lives.”47

In marked contrast, the mothers publicly proclaimed their suffering and 
justified the pilgrimages as a salve that promised emotional and psychologi-
cal restoration. Most of the women who testified at the hearings had already 
visited their sons’ graves, some on multiple occasions, and they spoke pas-
sionately about how such trips had revived them to health. In a 1924 hearing, 
Jennie Walsh described the palliative effects of a pilgrimage she had made in 
1921: “I think that it helped cure me; it gave me a little solace, and I feel cer-
tain if you send over the poor mothers who cannot afford to pay their own 
way, you will save the minds of a great many of them.”48 Ethel Nock related 
a similar story to the Senate subcommittee in 1929. “During the nine years 
intervening between my son’s death in 1918 and my pilgrimage in 1927, I was 
a broken, grief-stricken woman, avoiding all contacts outside my home and 
wrapped in a great sorrow,” she testified. “I have tried to show you, through 
my own experience, how greatly a mother may be improved mentally and 
physically by the pilgrimage.”49 According to Nock, statistics gathered by the 
American War Mothers indicated that gold star mothers were dying at twice 
the rate of those women whose sons had returned home uninjured.50 Only 
the experience of witnessing the actual gravesite, she argued, would help to 
restore the mothers’ debilitated bodies and minds.

In the face of these emotional appeals, the pilgrimage bill proved “im-
possible to resist politically,” as G. Kurt Piehler has noted: the House of Rep-
resentatives paid homage to the mothers by passing the bill without debate 
and without a single dissenting vote.51 Maternalist claims not only served as 
the pilgrimages’ primary justification but also stood essentially unchallenged, 
even by those who opposed the bill’s passage. Indeed, the only notable group 
of dissenters were those who believed that the funds would be better spent 
caring for living, disabled veterans—or their mothers and wives. “What’s the 
idea of giving the gold-star mothers a trip to Paris and doing absolutely noth-
ing for the mothers of the disabled soldier…?” demanded one woman who 
wrote to Senator Hiram Bingham to protest the proposed legislation. “They 
had to witness those promising lads, the fruit of their life’s work, returned 
wrecks.”52 But in the flush times that prevailed in 1928, most Americans, and 
virtually all politicians, seemed disinclined to weigh the mothers’ claims of 
worthiness against those of others who had suffered because of the war. 
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This seeming unanimity, however, masked significant differences of opin-
ion as to the fundamental meaning of the pilgrimage program and the form 
that it ought to assume. Most leading war mothers viewed the pilgrimages as 
a social provision designed to meet the special needs of a uniquely deserving 
group of citizens. But some of the women, along with a number of congress-
men, also imagined the pilgrimages as a grand commemorative gesture, akin 
to the 1921 entombing of the Unknown Soldier.53 Although pilgrimage advo-
cates rarely perceived these two visions as incompatible, in fact they entailed 
strikingly divergent conceptions of the program and indeed of the pilgrims 
themselves. Defined as a form of compensation, the pilgrimages cast each war 
mother as an individual beneficiary, and the emphasis fell on the emotional 
catharsis that she would experience at her son’s gravesite. Defined as an act 
of commemoration, the pilgrimages cast the war mothers as American icons, 
and the emphasis fell on the pathos and patriotism that they would evoke in a 
national audience.54 In the end, the pilgrimage program reflected elements of 
both models, never resolving the contradictions between them. Yet whereas 
an emphasis on compensation predominated during the congressional hear-
ings, the idea of a grand patriotic gesture ultimately proved more crucial in 
determining how the pilgrimages unfolded. In particular, three important 
decisions—to have the War Department oversee the pilgrimages, to portray 
the program as an unprecedented and exceptional form of social spending, 
and to segregate the black gold star mothers—served to further the govern-
ment’s nationalist aims.

The War Department’s oversight of the program represented a signifi-
cant victory for those who believed that the pilgrimages should affirm an alli-
ance between the military and the nation’s mothers. Reflecting the pervasive 
antiwar and antimilitarist sentiments of the 1920s and 1930s, a number of 
congressmen had initially promoted a very different vision of the program, 
construing it as an internationalist gesture that would promote the cause of 
world peace. Representative Thomas Butler, who introduced the 1927 pil-
grimage bill, claimed that the gold star mothers would “do more to promote 
the peace of our country and the peace of the world than marching armies.”55 
Representative LaGuardia concurred, declaring, “When these American 
mothers arrive in France, they will come in contact with the Gold Star Moth-
ers of France, and they will create a common understanding that will be far 
more lasting than any peace treaty that we can negotiate.”56 In keeping with 
this view, Butler believed that the program should be run by the American 
Red Cross, an organization long associated with the relief of wartime suf-
fering.57 Such “missions of mercy . . . can be better attended by keeping the 
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soldiery out of it,” he argued, adding emphatically, “These people are not to 
be taken on a parade.”58 But a number of war mothers objected to this pro-
posal, insisting that the program should fall under the auspices of the War 
Department. “My hope is that the mothers will [go] over as a sacred pilgrim-
age,” Ethel Nock stated, “and if our Quartermaster Department conducts it I 
am sure that is the way the crusade will be accomplished.” War mothers like 
Nock probably also wanted to avoid association with pacifist initiatives, such 
as the Peace Pilgrimage to London organized by the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom in 1926, that had been framed in similar terms. 
In keeping with the war mothers’ wishes, responsibility for the pilgrimages 
ultimately fell to the Quartermaster Corps, which conducted the pilgrimages 
as quasi-military ventures, steeped in patriotic ritual. For instance, at the cer-
emony marking the first group’s departure, brass bands played old wartime 
favorites like “Over There,” and dozens of Navy fighting planes roared over-
head as the ship disembarked.59 Just as Butler had feared, the gold star moth-
ers found themselves in the spotlight of a highly choreographed nationalist 
spectacle. The conduct of the program thus reinforced rather than challenged 
the alliance between the military and the nation’s mothers.

In the end, the pilgrimage program also came to be represented as an 
incomparable and sacred undertaking—one that should be exempt from 
standard political vetting and fiscal concerns. Here again, this particular 
approach was by no means inevitable, and in fact represented a significant 
departure from ideas articulated in the 1924 hearings. When Representative 
Samuel Dickstein first introduced his bill, he compared it to measures on be-
half of disabled veterans and to the World War Adjusted Compensation Act 
(the Soldiers’ Bonus Act), enacted by Congress that same year.60 Likewise, the 
mothers who testified requested brief, no-frills “tours” for women who could 
not afford to pay their own way; they had yet to adopt the lofty language of 
“pilgrimage.” Effie Vedder stated that the women would need to spend only 
four nights in France, explaining that they did not “care about the fine things 
of Europe,” and Mathilda Burling suggested that the government could use 
one of its own ships that would otherwise be standing idle, assuring the con-
gressmen, “We are not asking to be sent across as a pleasure trip.”61 But this 
emphasis on economizing appeared more muted in the 1928-29 hearings and 
all but vanished in the publicity leading up to the first pilgrimage. Instead, 
congressmen and journalists extolled the lavish accommodations that the 
pilgrims would enjoy as “guests” of the U.S. government. An article in the 
Quartermaster Corps’ official publication, for instance, promised that each 
pilgrim would feel “as though some ‘influential’ friend, with ‘means,’ had 
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invited her to take a trip to Europe, which is exactly the case.”62 Rather than 
running the pilgrimages like a social program for poor women, the govern-
ment seemed determined to treat the gold star pilgrims in a grand style. 

Critics of the Pilgrimages

Unless, that is, the women were black. Proponents of the pilgrimages had 
championed them as a manifestation of the nation’s democratic spirit, in 
which poor and rich alike would be accorded equal honors, but in March 
1930 the War Department announced that African-American gold star moth-
ers and widows would be required to travel separately. In response, fifty-five 
black mothers and wives (out of 219 who had indicated their intent to partici-
pate in the pilgrimages) heeded a call by the NAACP and declared that they 
would refuse the trips unless the government reversed its decision. “Twelve 
years after the Armistice, the high principles of 1918 seem to have been forgot-
ten,” they wrote in a letter to President Herbert Hoover. “We who gave and 
who are colored are insulted by the implication that we are not fit persons to 
travel with other bereaved ones.”63 But Hoover refused to address the matter, 
and the War Department released a disingenuous statement asserting that 
segregation was in “the interests of the pilgrims themselves” and promising 
that all would receive “equal accommodations, care and consideration.”64 In 
fact, the accommodations for the black women who ultimately participated 
in the program differed significantly: whereas the white pilgrims stayed at 
first-class Manhattan hotels and traveled on luxury liners, the black pilgrims 
stayed at the Harlem YWCA and sailed on second-tier passenger ships.65 In 
France, however, the black women enjoyed first-class accommodations and 
received an especially warm public welcome from Parisians and African-
American expatriates.66

The decision to impose segregation reflected the institutionalized racism 
of the day, but it can also be viewed as the government’s awkward attempt 
to fulfill its two mutually incompatible goals. When viewed as an act of com-
memoration, what seems remarkable about the pilgrimage program is that 
it included black women at all, considering the extent to which they were 
either excluded or demeaned in the national iconography of the time. Only 
a few years before enacting the pilgrimage legislation, the Senate passed a 
bill (spearheaded by the United Daughters of the Confederacy) that would 
have resulted in the erection of a national monument, on the Washing-
ton mall, designed to commemorate the “faithful colored mammies of the 
South.”67 Although the legislation ultimately stalled in the House, its popu-
larity in Congress provides a rough indication of how resistant most white 
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Americans would have been to honoring black women as war mothers. As a 
national icon, the caricature of mammy, who showered unconditional love 
on her white charges, could not have differed more from the dignified “race 
mother,” who reared proud African-American soldiers. When the pilgrim-
ages are viewed as a form of compensation, however, the black pilgrims’ in-
clusion appears less surprising, for in the realm of social provisions there was 
at least some precedent for recognizing black women’s civic status. During 
the war, despite intense opposition from southern elites, black servicemen’s 
wives received allotments, monies that many used to free themselves from 
the very jobs the mythical mammy so cheerfully performed.68 But, of course, 
unlike allotments, the pilgrimages were designed to be patriotic spectacles. 
Thus, the government tried to compensate the pilgrims while simultaneously 
upholding the racial construction of the all-American war mother—an ut-
terly contradictory undertaking.

In segregating the black pilgrims, the government not only denied them 
the equal rights to which they were entitled as citizen-mothers but also with-
held from them the special privileges they deserved as honorable “ladies.” 
Long after suffrage, as Linda Kerber has shown, white women’s rights as citi-
zens tended to be subordinated to, or even defined as, the “right” to enjoy 
special privileges (especially exemption from certain onerous civic duties).69 
The pilgrimage program’s emphasis on providing “first-class” accommoda-
tions reflected this gendered conception of citizenship, just as the segregation 
of its black participants exposed its racial limitations. By imposing segrega-
tion, the government signaled its reluctance to assume the role of chivalrous 
host and to treat the black pilgrims as ladies—a status it enthusiastically ac-
corded the white pilgrims, regardless of their class or ethnicity. Stories in 
the black press repeatedly described the government’s policy as an “insult” 
to the black pilgrims. For example, the Chicago Defender pointedly reported 
that a white woman arrested for selling liquor would be allowed to sail with 
the other mothers (though she had clearly forfeited any right to call herself 
a lady), whereas law-abiding and virtuous black pilgrims would be forced to 
travel separately.70 Indeed, it is impossible to say which outraged the black 
community more—the violation of the women’s rights or the social slight 
against them, for the gendered construction of citizenship made the two of-
fenses indistinguishable. Thus, black participants tried to defend their deci-
sion to sail to the broader community by demonstrating that they had, in 
fact, been treated as ladies. “Uncle Sam is doing his best for us,” Mrs. Bas-
comb Johnson of Pittsburgh told the Afro-American. “Why, I had a private 
French maid all to myself on the ship. Nothing more could be done for us un-
less they presented us with a sack of gold.”71 By emphasizing the extravagant  



70 c h a p t e r  t w o

manner in which they had been treated, the black pilgrims argued that, de-
spite segregation, their civic status had been honored in the same gendered 
manner as that of their white counterparts.

The government’s policy confronted African-American war mothers and 
wives with a wrenching dilemma, forcing them to weigh their commitment 
to racial justice against their most cherished personal attachments. Many 
could not reconcile themselves to the high cost of standing on principle, for 
the government-funded pilgrimages represented the only chance that they 
would likely ever have to witness the graves of their loved ones. “Ever since I 
lost my son in 1918 I have been wanting to come,” one pilgrim explained. “I 
would have come over on a cattle-boat. I would have swam over if possible.  
I love my race as strongly as any other but when I heard that the United States 
was going to send us over I could not refuse.”72 In this woman’s mind, there 
was no question but that mother love trumped racial solidarity. Her feelings 
for her race were strong, but comparatively impersonal: she loved her race “as 
strongly as any other.” But she loved her son as did no other. To drive home 
the point, she asserted that she would have submitted to far worse indignities 
than segregated accommodations in order to witness his grave. In the minds 
of those who organized and supported the boycott, however, acquiescence 
to segregation could never be justified by appeals to mother love, because it 
violated the principles for which black soldier-sons had sacrificed their lives.

The charges that critics leveled against the black pilgrims reflected  
African-American appropriations of maternalism, which held black mothers 
responsible for instilling and cultivating racial pride.73 Writers and activists 
viewed the pilgrims’ capitulation to segregation as a maternal failure, which 
helps to explain the strikingly harsh manner in which they condemned the 
women.74 “Surely the dead will rise again to undo the wrongs of these moth-
ers who accepted the morsel of the honor due a mother of one who died for 
his country,” the Chicago Defender thundered when the first group of black 
gold star mothers and wives sailed for Europe in July 1930. The editors went 
so far as to list the names and hometowns of all the pilgrims, prefaced with 
the stinging rebuke: “Their Sons Died for Segregation.”75 In the same issue, 
the celebrated sportswriter Frank A. Young accused the mothers of having 
“set back” the entire black race. He singled out the Atlanta educator Willie 
D. Rush, arguing that if her son could “look down from above and commu-
nicate with her,” he would insist “that the principle at stake was worth more 
than one look at the marble slab at the head of his grave.”76 Another lead-
ing black paper, the Baltimore Afro-American, emphasized the valor of those 
women who elected to remain at home, recognizing that “there are some 
factors in human feelings which outweigh even mother love.”77 A caption 
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for a photograph that portrayed the pilgrims holding small American flags 
noted derisively: “War Mothers Waving the Flag which Allows Them To Be 
Jim Crowed.”78 Having failed to measure up to the ideal of the proud “race 
mother,” the pilgrims found themselves accused of complicity with a racist 
state and all but blamed for the perpetuation of Jim Crow.

White liberals also denounced the segregation of the black pilgrims, but 
their critiques sometimes seemed inspired less by outrage over institutional-
ized racism than by antagonism toward the American Gold Star Mothers 
and other patriotic women’s groups. Thus, whereas African-American crit-
ics focused their attacks on those who had the power to reverse the deci-
sion—President Hoover and the War Department—their white counterparts 
appeared equally intent on deriding organized war mothers as hypocritical 
and self-righteous prigs. An editorial in the Nation, for example, argued that 
those women “so delicately constituted that they could not endure to travel 
on the same ship with a black woman whose son or husband were killed in 
France” should have cancelled their passages.79 This tendency to view racism 
as a form of feminine snobbery gained strength over the course of the de-
cade, as evidenced by the uproar that ensued when the DAR barred Marian  
Anderson from performing in Constitution Hall in 1939. According to a  
Gallup poll, most Americans supported Eleanor Roosevelt’s decision to re-
buke the organization by resigning her membership, but this result surely 
revealed more about the depths of populist scorn for the DAR than it did 
about the strength of white Americans’ commitment to ending segrega-
tion.80 Similarly, although the controversy surrounding the black pilgrims re-
inforced negative perceptions of organized war mothers as small-minded and 
undemocratic, such sentiments did not reliably translate into a principled 
stance on racial issues.

If relatively few whites criticized the pilgrimages for perpetuating racism, 
however, a growing number did denounce the program as an unjustifiable 
use of federal resources. The idea of sending war mothers on “first-class” 
European pilgrimages, without any regard for cost, had attracted little dis-
sent in 1928, but the Depression prompted closer scrutiny of the program in 
light of competing claims for government assistance. In March 1930, a New 
York woman, herself a gold star mother, wrote to President Hoover that she 
opposed government spending on “free excursions” when “our reconstruc-
tion work goes so slowly” and “shattered men . . . suffer so desperately still.”81 
A few months later, a disabled veteran’s wife, exhausted from pounding the 
pavement in search of work, exploded with fury upon reading a newspaper 
account about the pilgrimages to France. “Think what all that money could 
have done for the men who were disabled for life and who cannot, even on 
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their knees, get the sum of $50 a month for all the horror they went through 
overseas,” she wrote in a letter that appeared in the Los Angeles Record. En-
raged at the government’s refusal to honor what she saw as its obligations to 
her husband and herself, she vowed never to play the part of the patriotic war 
mother: “I would kill a son of mine with my own hands rather than let the 
government ruin him for life, then turn him loose like a whipped cur to beg, 
steal, or commit murder in order to live.”82

The belief that the government had failed to meet its obligations to World 
War I veterans seemed dramatically confirmed in the spring and summer of 
1932, when thousands of destitute veterans converged on the nation’s capital 
in what came to be known as the Bonus March. The veterans demanded im-
mediate payment of bonuses that, according to legislation enacted in 1924 
(over President Coolidge’s veto), would be disbursed to them in 1945. The 
amount of money due to each veteran differed according to the particulari-
ties of his service, but the certificates’ average value would have been around 
$1,000 in 1945; by way of comparison, the government was spending an  
average of $850 on each of the gold star pilgrims.83 After Congress defeated 
the so-called Bonus Bill on June 17, some eight thousand men refused to 
leave their shantytown in Anacostia Flats, and tensions mounted. On July 28  
violence broke out, culminating in General Douglas MacArthur’s notorious  
destruction of the veterans’ makeshift dwellings—a shameful display of force 
that seemed to epitomize the government’s imperviousness to the prevailing 
desperation.84 That very same day, representatives from the Quartermaster 
Corps ferried a contingent of gold star pilgrims about on sight-seeing excur-
sions outside Paris.85 

It requires no leap of imagination to understand why the pilgrimage pro-
gram, which proponents had championed as above all financial consider-
ation, might have aroused popular resentment. Still, the fact that veterans 
often directed their anger toward the pilgrims, rather than the congressmen 
who had enacted the pilgrimage legislation, suggests that they were not simply 
critiquing government policy. Just as African-Americans lashed out at black 
pilgrims because they compromised the ideal of the proud “race mother,” 
veterans criticized the pilgrims on the grounds that they failed to embody the 
ideal that the program allegedly honored. “Many of us are actually hungry, 
and insufficiently clothed; yet, through taxes, we are compelled to pay for 
these expensive trips to European countries,” complained one man in Janu-
ary 1933. “It does not seem human, or even possible, that these ‘War Mothers’  
would expect or could enjoy this visit to the graves of their loved ones which 
would add to the burden of suffering in a country for which their boys 
gave all.”86 Another man expressed amazement that the gold star mothers  
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could even “think of accepting a trip abroad, increasing the expense from 
an already depleted Treasury” and thereby “lessening their sons’ sacrifice.” 
“Cannot they see,” he wondered, “that giving them the trip abroad was sim-
ply a gesture of politicians who were not at all patriotic but simply thought 
a scheme like that would draw votes for them at the next election?”87 This 
man expected politicians to be self-serving and insincere, but he seemed in-
credulous that war mothers would actually fall prey to their tactics. Any truly 
patriotic war mother, he believed, would have considered the nation’s plight 
and selflessly declined the government’s offer.

Similar criticism emanated from peace advocates, who tended to view 
the pilgrimage program as a publicity stunt designed to silence criticism of 
the government’s wartime activities. As numerous Americans retrospectively 
questioned the nation’s participation in the war, patriotic displays like the 
pilgrimages became targets of mounting anti-militarist sentiment. The pub-
lisher George Palmer Putnam, for instance, claimed that the War Depart-
ment employed the ruse of “protecting” gold star mothers in order to censor 
materials that would expose the true nature of modern warfare. He quoted 
an official who, upon denying his request for graphic wartime images, had 
instructed him to “Think of the Gold Star mothers” who “carried home in 
their minds beautiful pictures of . . . well-kept resting places.”88 Other com-
mentators portrayed the gold star pilgrims as unwitting accomplices in the 
government’s attempts to whitewash the war. The San Francisco Examiner, 
for instance, ran an anti-interventionist editorial in 1938 that derisively char-
acterized the pilgrims as “a pathetic little band of American mothers” who 
had “shed futile tears . . . over little white crosses.”89 Although these critics 
stopped short of denouncing the gold star pilgrims themselves, they strongly 
implied that the women had been duped, and that the government had cyni-
cally used them as props and decoys in order to pursue its militarist agenda.

The reaction to one renegade student group in the mid-1930s illustrates 
the tendency to associate criticism of the gold star pilgrims with support for 
the broad-based peace movement. In 1936, after Congress finally passed a 
Bonus Bill (over President Roosevelt’s veto), some cheeky Princeton un-
dergraduates expressed their dissent by founding an organization called the 
Veterans of Future Wars. Students at Vassar College joined the hoax by es-
tablishing a women’s auxiliary, the Association of Gold Star Mothers of the 
Veterans of Future Wars. Striking a pose of dead seriousness, the students 
demanded $1000 bonuses for every man under age thirty-six who expected to 
be drafted, along with government-financed trips to Europe for every woman 
in the same age bracket. The soldiers of the next war, they reasoned, ought to 
be given money before they met their “sudden and complete demise,” just as 
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future mothers should be granted the opportunity to visit their future sons’ 
burial grounds before war ravaged the landscape.90 Staunchly conservative in 
their political views, the students did not set out to make an antiwar state-
ment but rather to ridicule veterans and war mothers who used lofty patriotic 
rhetoric to demand government “handouts.”91 (Their salute was the fascist 
salute, but with the palm turned upward.) However, as Veterans of Future 
Wars chapters sprang up on colleges and universities across the nation, along 
with Gold Star Mothers of Veterans of Future Wars auxiliaries, the organiza-
tion assumed the character of an antiwar movement, attracting supporters 
like the well-known pacifist and advocate for racial justice, Oswald Garrison 
Villard.92 In an editorial in the Nation, Villard mocked those veterans and 
war mothers who rose to the students’ bait. “Do the Gold Star Mothers wish 
to reserve for themselves the precious patriotic experience that is theirs of 
having given their sons at their country’s behest in the most futile of wars, 
or are they willing to have others ennobled by this experience?” he acidly 
inquired.93 Assuming that only confirmed leftists would debunk the nation’s 
veterans and gold star mothers, Villard and others misread the students’ ir-
reverent cultural style as signaling a radical political outlook, which was not 
the case at all.

From the students’ perspective, Villard’s unwelcome defense no doubt 
confirmed what they had already been forced to concede: that, for the vast 
majority of Americans, a satirical attack on gold star mothers simply went 
beyond the pale. Even as they continued to goad irate veterans—“National 
Commander” Lewis Gorin proudly reported that one veteran had taken a 
swing at him, only to miss—they shrank from confrontation with the Gold  
Star Mothers and sought to make amends by renaming the women’s aux-
iliary.94 (They settled on the nondescript “Home Fires Division,” which,  
Gorin privately conceded to a female friend, was “not so good as the former 
name.”)95 Speaking to the New York Times, Gorin claimed, rather implau-
sibly, that he and his conspirators had never intended to satirize gold star 
mothers. But he acknowledged that they had badly misjudged “the general 
feeling throughout the country” and found themselves “accused of trampling 
sacred sentiments.”96 Writing to his friend at Vassar, where the college presi-
dent had forced a chapter to disband, Gorin reflected more frankly, “I sup-
pose the name Future Gold Star Mothers was responsible [for the uproar]. 
That name turned out to be a little too bitter a satire for sensitive people 
to stand.”97 The lesson seemed clear: a satirical attack on veterans aroused 
passions but was deemed permissible and even daring on the playing field 
of American politics. A similar attack on gold star mothers was judged an 
egregious foul.
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Thus, by the mid-1930s, the gold star pilgrims had been attacked by dis-
gruntled citizens on numerous grounds—for their discriminatory practices, 
uncritical patriotism, and consumption of scarce national resources in a time 
of economic crisis. Yet none of this criticism directly engaged their central 
claim—the notion that, as war mothers, they had performed a civic duty 
co-equal to that of their soldier sons for which they deserved recognition 
and compensation. Nor did most of these critics directly challenge the iconic 
status of the all-American war mother. But that which remained largely pro-
scribed in political discourse surfaced in popular culture. In the 1930s and 
1940s, a number of popular authors produced highly unflattering depictions 
of gold star mothers that betrayed a profound suspicion of mother love and 
intense anxiety about male psychological autonomy. For instance, in 1933, 
the final year of the pilgrimage program, Hollywood released a major picture 
about a ruthless war mother who ultimately finds redemption during her 
pilgrimage. Directed by John Ford, Pilgrimage centers on Hannah Jessop, a 
pious farmwoman who sends her son Jim to war rather than accept his love 
for a local girl.98 “I know her kind,” she carps. “She’d take you away from me. 
She’d poison your mind against me.” In a later scene, Hannah hunts down 
the girlfriend and warns her to stay away from Jim, declaring, “I’d rather see 
him dead than married to you.” True to her word, when the young lovers still 
refuse to part, Hannah instructs the local Army recruiter to draft Jim, and 
soon thereafter he is killed overseas. On the pilgrimage, Hannah repents her 
fatal misdeeds and deeply mourns her loss, returning home to embrace Jim’s 
former girlfriend and illegitimate son. Still, the film’s emotional climax, in 
which Hannah begs forgiveness at Jim’s grave, does not efface the powerful 
image of a mother bent on either possessing or destroying her son.99

Still more monstrous images of gold star pilgrims appeared in satirical 
works that conflated fears of maternal aggression, masculine vulnerability, 
and the power of the modern state. In 1935, the new men’s magazine Esquire 
published a biting piece—subtitled a “monologue in the true spirit of sacri-
fice by one who proudly gave her sons to the slaughter”—written in the voice 
of a pilgrim who describes her experiences to a gathering of women.100 To 
emphasize the docile and dim-witted character of the assembly, the writer 
depicted the women as cows (Mrs. Holstein, Mrs. Jersey, and so on). The 
speaker is portrayed as both ignorant (she makes many grammatical errors) 
and bigoted (she disdains the “great black cow,” Mrs. Guernsey). Above all, 
she comes off as a vacuous stooge who mouths platitudes about the “Spirit 
of Sacrifice” and revels in her status as a gold star mother. Recalling the 
mechanized killing of “Our Dear Boys,” she exclaims: “They never stopped, 
but only whimpered a little for their mothers, and marched straight head of 
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them, their eyes open, to make the Supreme Sacrifice before their Maker. 
And when the twenty-pound sledge fell and their front legs collapsed and 
the blood spurted I thought: How morvelous! [sic].” While elements of this 
dark satire—the debunking of racial bigotry and patriotic ritual—echoed 
earlier critiques, Esquire writer Philip Stevenson presented a new and truly 
nightmarish vision: war mothers who gladly supported the state’s attempt to 
sanitize the deaths of their own sons.101

A similarly hostile and satiric view of gold star pilgrims surfaced in Philip 
Wylie’s Generation of Vipers, even as a new generation of American mothers 
confronted heartbreaking losses. Indeed, the pilgrimages must have made a 
strong impression on Wylie, for nearly a decade after the program’s conclu-
sion, he referred to it with undiminished outrage:

I have seen the unmistakable evidence in a blue star mom of envy of a gold 

star mom: and I have a firsthand account by a woman of unimpeachable  

integrity, of the doings of a shipload of these supermoms-of-the-gold-star, en 

route at government expense to France to visit the graves of their sons, which 

I forbear to set down here, because it is a document of such naked awfulness 

that, by publishing it, I would be inciting to riot, and the printed thing might 

even rouse the dead soldiers and set them tramping like Dunsany’s idol all the 

way from Flanders to hunt and haunt their archenemy progenitrices—who 

loved them—to death.102

Like Stevenson, Wylie accused war mothers of reveling in the accolades and 
prestige that their sons’ deaths afforded them. Being Wylie, he went even 
further, implying that the gold star mothers had somehow murdered their 
own sons. No longer the self-sacrificing figure soldiers fought to defend, the 
American war mother had become the self-aggrandizing figure from whom 
they needed defending.

During World War II, few (if any) large-circulation magazines would have 
been willing to print such a slur against gold star mothers. But letters writ-
ten to Wylie suggest that his sensationalist attack struck a chord with readers 
who had come to view self-identified war mothers with deep skepticism. In 
1943, an “ex-soldier” declared that he was “most grateful to see a capable 
writer . . . fan the hell out of the self-pitying gratification found in the current 
momism of the blue and gold star cult.”103 Another reader reported that she 
had been “ranting for years . . . against Gold Star mothers who ‘give’ their 
sons to their country.”104 Even a correspondent who took issue with Wylie’s 
momism critique seemed prepared to make an exception in the case of gold 
star mothers: “I don’t know about the gold star mothers. I can’t understand 
anyone ever claiming to be one.”105 War mothers’ claims had not rankled so 
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much during World War I, when issued within a cultural context that still 
assumed a harmonious mutuality between mothers and sons, and a political 
context in which women’s exclusion from power had been more formal and 
complete. But by the 1940s, the rhetoric of patriotic maternalism resonated 
differently. Those Americans who recoiled from organized war mothers did 
so in part because they felt the identity of “war mother” implied an overly 
possessive stance, and in part because they had grown uneasy with the long-
standing tradition of Republican motherhood, at least in its most undiluted 
form. Once women began to vote and even serve in the military, war mothers 
who continued to define their civic identities and wartime contributions in 
exclusively derivative and relational terms began to strike some observers as 
anachronistic, if not parasitic.

American women continued to identify as war mothers and to join war 
mothers’ associations during and after World War II, but they would not 
be honored on a national scale in a manner comparable to that of their pre-
decessors. In the 1920s, organized war mothers succeeded in promoting the 
pilgrimage program because they could draw upon a long-standing, senti-
mental ideal of motherhood, and because many Americans were receptive to 
the notion that mothers performed a civic duty that should be duly recog-
nized by the state. But by the end of World War II, the assault on pathological 
mother love and the discrediting of patriotic maternalism had rendered an 
undertaking like the pilgrimage program virtually inconceivable. Too closely 
associated with a possessive maternal stance now deemed pathological, with 
ethnocentric and racist views increasingly attacked as antidemocratic, and 
with ritualized forms of patriotism that struck many as foolish or even sinis-
ter, the American war mother had been diminished as a symbol of national 
unity.106 Though women would still be lauded for raising citizen-soldiers, 
they would no longer be viewed as “mothers of the nation” whose sacrifice 
and suffering equaled that of their sons, entitling them to compensation and 
acclaim.

Competing Images of War Mothers during World War II

During World War II, patriotism and sentimental maternalism remained 
close allies in mainstream American culture. Yet numerous commenta-
tors began to portray “mother worship” as overly emotional and irrational. 
Attachment to one’s mother or to the abstract ideal of motherhood, they 
argued, was no substitute for a rational commitment to democratic prin-
ciples. To these critics, the appropriation of maternalist rhetoric by fascists 
abroad and right-wing extremists at home exposed the dangers of combining  
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motherhood and politics. Though maternalist and antimaternalist impulses 
coexisted and competed throughout the war years, World War II would pave 
the way for a more decisive repudiation of the iconic middle-aged mother in 
the cold war era.

It is highly fitting that the incident that provoked Wylie to coin the word 
“momism” was a Mother’s Day event at a military base. Such celebrations 
united sentimental maternalism and patriotic ritual to evoke a sense of mu-
tual obligation between servicemen and the homefront. Especially during 
the early phase of American participation in World War II, Mother’s Day 
commemorations assumed a markedly florid quality. In 1942, a Life feature 
covering celebrations at two military bases documented precisely the type of 
activity that Wylie’s friend Hervey Allen had mocked. At Langley Field, Vir-
ginia, a group of servicemen gathered in a heart-shaped formation to salute 
Mrs. Blanche Carr, who stood in the heart’s center, holding her son’s hand.107 
On the accompanying page, pictures portrayed a wrinkled and bespectacled 
old woman, Mrs. Covington, riding in a military jeep to a ceremony at Camp 
Forrest, Tennessee, where she was crowned “Dear Mom.” A large photo-
graph of Covington at her coronation, flanked by military men and smiling  
young women, looks to us like a high school homecoming gone horribly  
awry.108

Such rituals were not simply southern phenomena; New Yorkers, for ex-
ample, regaled the nation’s mothers in a similarly effusive manner. Speak-
ing to a crowd of 2,500 gathered in Central Park on Mother’s Day in 1942, 
a lieutenant colonel proclaimed that “the names of America’s war mothers 
should be inscribed in the nation’s hall of fame along with its military he-
roes.” Meanwhile, U.S.O. clubs featured “adopt-a-mother” celebrations that 
brought together mothers whose sons were serving abroad with servicemen 
separated from their own mothers. As the New York Times reported, across 
the midtown area, “gray-haired women, proudly leaning on the arms of uni-
formed sons, crowded entertainment places in celebration of their reunions 
or strolled along enjoying the bright, sunshiny day.”109

This blend of patriotism and public visibility characterized Mother’s Day 
celebrations throughout the war, with mothers of servicemen predictably 
drawing the greatest accolades. “Pastors will preach sermons on ‘Mother,’ ” 
the New York Times reported in 1943. “Everywhere special prayers will be of-
fered for the mothers of men in our armed forces, and tribute will be paid to 
mothers whose sons have made the supreme sacrifice.”110 Mothers of deco-
rated soldiers and high-ranking officers were accorded special praise. In 1942, 
the mother of John D. Bulkely, a lieutenant famed for his heroic exploits in 
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the Philippines, headed a Mother’s Day parade in Queens accompanied by 
her son.111 That same year, Mary P. MacArthur, mother of General Douglas 
MacArthur, received the following message from the residents of the Brook-
lyn Hebrew Home and Hospital for the Aged: “Love from all 389 mothers in 
our home to a mother endowed with kindliness, patience, and courage, who 
has given to the world a hero to free men the world over.”112 Honors were 
also bestowed on women who had a large number of children in the service. 
For example, in 1944, the Mother’s Day Commemorative League selected 
Emma Van Coutren, “a mother who has given eleven of her twelve children 
to the armed services,” as the outstanding Mother of the Year.113 Like their 
World War I predecessors, the war mothers of World War II could expect to 
gain recognition based on their sons’ deeds and sacrifices.

Of all American mothers, the woman who attained the terrible pinnacle 
of maternal sacrifice was Aletta Sullivan, the “champion gold star mother of 
World War II.”114 The Sullivans, an Irish-American family from Waterloo, 
Iowa, lost all five of their sons in November 1942 when the cruiser Juneau 
went down in a naval battle off the Solomon Islands. (Defying Navy policy, 
the Sullivan boys had insisted that they be allowed to serve together on the 
same ship.)115 After receiving confirmation of their sons’ deaths, the parents 
agreed to a request by the Industrial Incentive Division of the Navy to tour 
defense plants in order to help speed production.116 According to Mrs. Sul-
livan, her husband Thomas was initially “a little shaky” about the idea and 
reluctant to leave his railroad job. But they soon embarked on a nationwide 
speaking tour that involved as many as ten stops a day. “The Navy told us 
that every time we appeared at a defense plant,” Aletta Sullivan later wrote, 
“the production record of the plant went surging magically upward.”117

The Sullivan tragedy captivated the nation, leading to an outpouring of 
sympathy and sustained press coverage. Accounts of this episode, however, 
tended to focus more on Mrs. Sullivan than her husband, reinforcing the 
primacy of maternal sacrifice. The New York Times, for example, reported 
on the Sullivans’ visit to the Todd Eerie Basin shipyards in Brooklyn, New 
York, where the couple had urged speed-ups so that “many more sons will 
come home to their mothers.” Speaking “in a voice that at times threatened 
to break,” Mrs. Sullivan appealed to workers “as a mother who lost five sons.” 
“Now we have more sons in action,” she implored. “We must give them  
everything they need.” The article then noted that her husband—“a slight 
man with graying hair”—had also issued a “brief plea.”118 This tendency to 
efface Thomas Sullivan is even more pronounced in the layout that accom-
panied a story Aletta Sullivan wrote for American Magazine. Entitled “I Lost 
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Five Sons,” the article featured a photograph of the handsome, beaming Sul-
livan boys in Navy uniforms, along with an insert of their mother. The family 
patriarch did not appear.119

The maternal figure also predominated in The Fighting Sullivans, a movie 
about the family released in 1944.120 The film focuses almost entirely on 
the boys’ childhood and teenage years, presenting the band of brothers as 
a high-spirited and cooperative democratic unit. The father appears as the 
typical bumbling American Dad, forever losing his hat to the clothesline as 
he trudges off to work. Yet he is also shown to possess a volatile Irish tem-
per that could lead to abusive behavior toward his sons. Ultimately, it is the 
mother—called “darling” by her doting boys—who serves as the family’s 
stable, guiding force.

Images of patriotic war mothers surfaced in a number of other wartime 
movies, including the 1943 release, So Proudly We Hail! In this film, “Ma” 
McGregor—a middle-aged “battle ax,” widowed while pregnant during 
World War I—serves as a commanding nurse in Bataan. Her grown son 
has followed in his father’s footsteps by enlisting in the military. Near the 
film’s end, he is badly injured; after having both legs amputated, he dies in 
his mother’s arms. “I bore a son and he’s dead,” the grief-stricken McGregor 
cries. “I bore a son, a healthy, muscular child who was a good son. It used 
to break my heart just to look at him, he was so beautiful. The handsomest 
son in the world. But now I have no heart to break.” Her mother’s lament, 
however, quickly transmutes into an affirmation of the national cause. “Like 
his father, he died for what he knew was right. He was right, my son and his 
father. And this time, if we don’t make it right, my son and his father and all 
our dead will rise up and destroy us.” In this stilted fashion, So Proudly We 
Hail! attempted to reinforce the public’s commitment to the war effort by 
dramatizing the theme of maternal sacrifice.121

Though highly successful at the box office, several reviewers criticized So 
Proudly We Hail! as overwrought and mawkish. James Agee cleverly alluded 
to the film’s excesses while praising the sober realism of British war docu-
mentaries; he entitled his review of the movie for the Nation “So Proudly 
We Fail.” Hollywood productions, Agee insisted, indicated that Americans 
“remain untouched, virginal, prenatal, while every other considerable pop-
ulation on earth comes of age.”122 This tendency to link sentimentality to 
political and psychological immaturity became increasingly pronounced as 
the war progressed. To critics wary of emotionalism, the nation’s reverential 
attitude toward motherhood demonstrated that Americans were ill prepared 
to assume the responsibilities of international leadership.
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Preston Sturges’s uproarious 1944 comedy, Hail, the Conquering Hero, 
suggests the extent to which skepticism regarding the all-American mom 
could achieve articulation within the dominant culture, or at least within 
wartime Hollywood. When the film opens, a narrow-shouldered young man 
burdened with the preposterous name “Woodrow Lafayette Pershing True-
smith” sits despondently at a bar while a vocalist sings “Home to the Arms 
of Mother.” The son of a decorated World War I marine who was killed on 
the day of his birth, Woodrow had long dreamed of joining the U.S. Ma-
rine Corps. But after only a month in the service, he was discharged due to 
chronic hay fever. Ashamed to return home, he is hiding out and working in 
a shipyard, while a friend stationed overseas posts his letters to his mother.

After relaying his sorry tale to six Marines who stumble into the bar, 
Woodrow finds himself suited up in a decorated uniform and forcibly re-
stored to his hometown. (The driving force behind the charade is a mother-
obsessed Marine who sternly reprimands Woodrow, “You shouldn’t do that 
to your mother. . . . That’s a terrible thing to do to your mother!”) The rest 
of the film chronicles the mass hysteria that ensues as the townspeople wel-
come their local “hero” and draft him to run for mayor. Eventually, Wood-
row summons up the courage to reveal the truth, at which point he prepares 
to exile himself from the community. But the upstanding “Doc” Bissell in-
tervenes to redeem his reputation, proclaiming, “If to act out a little lie to 
save one’s mother humiliation was a fault . . . in other words, if tenderness 
toward, and consideration of, one’s mother was a fault, it was a fault any man 
might be proud of.” The townspeople then rush to reclaim Woodrow as their  
chosen leader. 123

On the surface, Hail, the Conquering Hero promotes a sentimental and 
populist vision of small-town America, in which a devoted son and his loving 
mother ultimately prevail over the unsavory local elite. But the film also por-
trays maternal influence as an irrational force capable of disrupting both in-
dividual lives and the sociopolitical order. Although Mrs. Truesmith emerges 
as a sympathetic character, her naive patriotism and unreasonable expecta-
tions are what compel her son to follow a course of deception. It is Wood-
row’s protective attitude toward his mother—and his inability to confront 
her with disappointing realities—that initiates the chain reaction culminat-
ing in hysterical mob behavior. The film thus draws the same association 
between sentimental mothers and democratic fragility that Wylie advanced 
in Generation of Vipers.

If the nation’s penchant for mother-worship could provide comic relief 
to some, others viewed the situation more seriously. The sociologist Robert  



82 c h a p t e r  t w o

Merton, for example, developed a highly critical analysis of the political  
impact of maternalist and sentimental rhetoric in his 1946 study, Mass Per-
suasion. Merton conducted interviews with radio listeners who had tuned 
in to a war bond drive led by the singer and radio personality Kate Smith 
on September 21, 1943.124 Famed for her debut of Irving Berlin’s “God Bless 
America,” Smith enjoyed immense popularity in the late 1930s and early 
1940s.125 (Indeed, one poll indicated that she was among the three most ad-
mired women in America, along with Eleanor Roosevelt and Helen Hayes).126 
Although single and childless, Smith’s stout frame and folksy ways allowed 
her to be widely perceived as a maternal figure.127 She was also known to be 
an earnest patriot as well as a tireless promoter of various charitable efforts.

Mass Persuasion sits squarely within the genre of social scientific literature, 
yet it parallels Generation of Vipers in important respects. Echoing Wylie’s 
jaundiced view of the all-American mom, Merton expressed a deep suspicion 
of Smith’s persona. His writing is characterized by a muted but persistent 
strain of debunking; acerbic descriptions of Smith as “a flag-wrapped sym-
bol” and a “patriot nonpareil” punctuate the staid presentation of data.128  
The singer’s celebrated “sincerity,” according to Merton, was difficult to rec-
oncile with her commercial sponsorship of various products, and her self- 
effacement was contrived to call attention to her own “sacrifice.” (For the bond  
drive, Smith stayed on the air a full twenty-four hours). Above all, Merton 
sharply criticized Smith and her scriptwriters for turning the purchasing of 
war bonds into a “sacred act” by appealing to “pathos-laden sentiments”—an 
approach that “found its most typical and complete expression in portraying 
the desperate fears and glorious sacrifices of American mothers.” According 
to Merton, because Smith neglected to explain how war bonds helped to con-
trol inflation, relying instead on “large, delusive statements,” she deprived 
the public of an “opportunity for education in vital present-day economics.” 
“For a manipulated public opinion in a fascist state, where only immediate 
results need to be taken into account, this might be of little consequence,” he 
dryly concluded, “but in a democracy the quality of public understanding is 
not irrelevant.”129 In other words, Merton suggested that Smith’s rhetorical 
tactics and general outlook were more befitting a fascist regime than a demo-
cratic state.

Critics who believed that potentially fascistic impulses lurked under the 
guise of sentimental maternalism did not have to take on a superpatriot like 
Kate Smith to draw their point. Instead, they could readily point to a coalition 
of ultraconservative mothers’ groups that emerged between 1939 and 1941 to 
lobby against U.S. involvement in the war. Concentrated in the Midwest, the 
roughly 150 groups that comprised this movement boasted names like “We, 
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the Mothers Mobilize for America,” “Mothers of the U.S.A.,” and “Mothers 
and Sons Forum.” According to Laura McEnaney, their constituencies were 
consistently “white, middle class, and middle-aged.” Employing maternalist 
rhetoric charged with nativism and fundamentalist religiosity, these women 
staged sensational protests against the Lend-Lease Act in early 1941. Inter-
vention in the European conflict, they argued, would disrupt families and 
strengthen the intrusive power of the state, thereby undermining “good old-
fashioned Americanism.”130

Even after Pearl Harbor, some of these women continued to oppose the 
war, fueling fears that dogmatic mothers might undermine the war effort. 
Elizabeth Dilling, a well-known anticommunist, anti-Semitic demagogue 
who had spearheaded a “Mothers’ Crusade to Defeat H.R. 1776” (the Lend-
Lease Act), was even charged with sedition.131 Although self-identified fascists 
constituted a minor fraction of the right-wing mothers’ movement, the me-
dia seized on the notion of a feminine “fifth column.” In a July 1944 article 
called “The Menace of the ‘Mothers,’ ” Liberty urged American mothers to 
beware that “certain ‘mothers’ groups” were seeking “to exploit their war-
time worry and grief to foment racial strife and disunity.”132 Similarly, an ar-
ticle in Women’s Home Companion lamented, “The word mother has always 
stood for goodness, tenderness, dignity and charity, but today this sacred 
name is being exploited by some who would make it a national epithet for 
intolerance and hate.”133

Those who attempted to alert the public to the danger posed by certain 
mother’s organizations took pains to distinguish between bad, disloyal moth-
ers and good, democratic ones. For example, the author of the Liberty article 
consistently used quotation marks around “mothers” when referring to the 
reactionary women, as if to shield the word from negative connotations. 
“Perhaps the challenge of these ‘mothers’ groups,” the authors concluded, 
“will be answered by organizations of intelligent and loyal women like the 
Gold Star Mothers and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs.”134 Like-
wise, when Women’s Home Companion exposed “The Mother Racket,” the 
editors included a sidebar story entitled “Mothers: The American Way” that 
praised groups like the Blue Star Mothers of America and MOMS (Mothers 
of Men in Service).135

Yet even as commentators attempted to redeem democratic motherhood 
from its usurpers, they also suggested that sentimentality and emotional-
ism made all mothers vulnerable to subversion. For example, the journalist 
John Roy Carlson, who wrote about the right-wing mothers’ movement in 
his 1943 exposé Under Cover, emphasized the disparity between the wom-
en’s benign maternal appearance and the seemingly hysterical behavior in 
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which they engaged. Reporting on one of their rallies, he noted, “As I took 
leave of the thundering herd, I looked for the last time on the decent, kindly 
mothers transformed into screaming fish wives and trying desperately to re-
main respectable under the wild leadership of their herd leader.”136 Adorned 
with floral hats and pocketbooks, the reactionary mothers who stormed  
congressional offices and saluted Hitler looked like Everyman’s Mother, 
prompting observers to wonder: Did the all-American mom harbor irrational  
inclinations that, if exploited by a skillful demagogue, could be transformed 
into a truly dangerous political force? In 1944, Harvard English professor 
Howard Mumford Jones argued that American mothers were “in a fine  
position to lose the war” should they begin demanding their sons’ immedi-
ate return. Recalling the recent episodes in which “certain subversive groups 
dressed up like mother and went to Washington,” he declared “organized 
motherhood” to be a potentially “ominous force.” His more pressing fear, 
however, was that “real” American mothers might prove just as dangerous 
as their imposters. “If a vast tidal wave of mother love and mother longing 
should sweep the country,” he warned, mothers might “march to the polls” 
without pausing “to distinguish between a statesman and a demagogue.” Ac-
cording to Mumford, when maternal sentiment fueled political behavior, the 
result could mean capitulation to antidemocratic forces.137

Mm

The growing skepticism about mother love as a political force did much to 
undermine the already waning tradition of organized womanhood and to 
decenter maternalist rhetoric within middle-class women’s associations. 
Historian Sylvie Murray, who has explored suburban women’s activism in 
Queens during the postwar period, found her subjects’ “self-identification 
as political actors and citizens” to be “characterized by an uneasy relation-
ship to their culturally prescribed gender roles.” Though “undoubtedly con-
scious of the power that their maternal role could yield politically,” these 
women “chose to downplay their feminine identity when entering the public  
and political arena” by presenting themselves as “ ‘rational’ citizens, there-
fore operating on the basis of objective knowledge as opposed to maternal 
instinct.”138 Historian Jennifer Stevens has reached strikingly similar conclu-
sions about women who engaged in environmental activism in Western cities 
in the decades following World War II. These white, middle-class women 
managed to exert substantial influence over development and development 
policies, but they typically entered the public sphere “without reference to 
their domestic roles as housewives and mothers.” Indeed, Stevens found that 
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their references to children and motherhood were so rare as to be “a glaringly 
conspicuous absence.”139

Of course, maternalist rhetoric never disappeared from the political land-
scape. But from 1950s through the 1980s, those women most likely to frame 
their political demands in the language of motherhood tended to be situated 
on the far ends of the political spectrum. On the one hand, as Michelle Nick-
erson has shown, conservative women associated with the Republican Party 
continued to emphasize their roles as housewives and mothers. Portraying 
themselves as the party’s industrious “housekeepers,” they argued that moth-
ers had “moral and spiritual responsibility . . . to protect their families and 
communities from godless Communism.”140 On the other hand, in the late 
1960s and 1970s, poor and minority women who spearheaded the welfare 
rights movement sought to legitimize their demands by emphasizing their 
labor and civic contributions as mothers and housewives.141 Yet the very con-
stituency that had previously represented the bulwark of maternalist reform 
efforts—white, middle-class women who saw themselves as moderately lib-
eral or nonpartisan—increasingly left the politics of motherhood behind.142 
Compared to their predecessors, these women were far less likely to view 
their maternal and civic roles as inextricably intertwined. The decline of  
maternalism, however, would be accompanied by strident claims about the 
centrality of motherhood to women’s private identities—the subject to which 
we now turn.



3

Pathologizing Mother Love: 
Mental Health and Maternal Affectivity

Oh, the unselfishness of it! And then the patience and long-suffering of it. There is 

nothing quite like it in this world of ours—nothing so morally beautiful: a self-fed, self-

sustaining love, yet, under any circumstances, chiefly a sorrow-bearing love, of which 

the joys are cares, the duties are inflictions of pain upon itself, the pride is nourished to 

be bestowed elsewhere, and the fondest gain is the sorest loss. About every true mother 

there is a sanctity of martyrdom—and when she is no more in body, her children see 

her with the ring of light around her head.

Godey’s Lady’s Book, 1867

Self-made martyrs are unnecessary, tiresome people. And their exaggerated opinion of 

what their children owe them does untold harm to everybody concerned.

e l i z a b e t h  c o o k , American Home, 1935

In 1957, Mrs. O. of Napa, California, wrote a letter to Philip Wylie in which 
she recollected the thoughts that had passed through her mind nearly two de-
cades before, after she had given birth on her own twenty-fifth birthday:

I remember lying in the hospital bed and thinking what a terrible responsi-

bility that was. Projecting myself forward, I saw myself at forty: one of those 

white haired, charming, terrible octopus women in a smart lilac colored suit, 

violets, and immaculate gloves. I was sitting in a fashionable restaurant with 

a handsome young man, and we were celebrating “our” birthday. That vision 

frightened me. I saw how easily I could forge a chain out of the accident of 

these simultaneous birthdays. I imagined how he could be summoned from 

school, from his job, and later from his own family, because it was “our birth-

day, and we have always celebrated it together.” And I made a quiet vow there 

and then that where ever else I succeeded or failed in motherhood, this was 

one tragedy I would not bring about.1

Contemplating her new role, Mrs. O. had immediately envisioned an image 
of the type of mother that she did not want to become. That image was vivid 
in details: a middle-aged woman who relied on the accessories of respect-
able femininity—violets and white gloves—to conceal her “terrible octopus” 
nature. Such a woman would regard her handsome young son as but an-
other accessory, and she would exploit the fact that they shared a birthday to 
strengthen her hold over him. To be a truly good mother, as opposed to the 
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type of mother lauded by society, Mrs. O. believed she would need to resist 
the temptation to cultivate an intimate relationship that might prove satisfy-
ing for her, but only at the expense of her son.

Why would a new mother in the late 1930s have been haunted by the fear 
that her love for her helpless newborn might one day prove detrimental? Or, 
granting the fickle character of memory, why did a middle-aged mother in the 
late 1950s recall having had such ominous postpartum reflections? The histor-
ically specific nature of her anxiety appears in sharp focus when her account 
is compared with that of Sarah Huntington, a middle-class Bostonian who 
recorded the following diary entry in 1820, after giving birth to her first child: 
“Deeply impressed with a sense of the vast importance of a mother’s duties, 
and the lasting effect of youthful impressions, I this day resolve to endeavor, at 
all times, by my precepts and my example, to inspire my children with just no-
tions of right and wrong, of what is to be avoided and what pursued, of what is 
sacredly to be deserved and what unreservedly depreciated.”2 Although both 
women experienced an overwhelming sense of responsibility on becoming 
mothers, their fears as to how they might fail their children could scarcely 
have differed more. Sarah Huntington, fearful that she would not be mother 
enough, pledged to follow a course of self-vigilance and intervention, molding 
her newborn and future children into virtuous adults. Mrs. O., fearful that she 
would mother too much, vowed to practice self-restraint, lest she stymie her 
son’s ability to function as an unfettered and autonomous adult.

The difference between these two women’s reflections points to a trans-
formation in the cultural construction of maternal affectivity that signifi-
cantly influenced middle-class mothers’ behavior and emotional lives.3 In 
the twentieth century, the ideal of mother love that had taken root in Sarah 
Huntington’s day came under vigorous assault. Cultural critics and psycho-
logical experts rejected three of its tenets with particular vehemence: the con-
viction that mother love was the purest of all human sentiments, entirely 
unrelated to sexual desire; the notion that motherhood entailed tremendous 
self-sacrifice, and that children owed a debt to their mothers that could never 
be repaid; and the belief that mothers should forge emotionally intense rela-
tionships with their children, especially their sons, to keep them on the path 
of virtue. By the 1950s, psychological experts and their popular exponents 
had all but inverted these views. Portraying motherhood as the pinnacle of 
feminine fulfillment, they jettisoned the concept of maternal self-sacrifice 
and reversed the trajectory of indebtedness between mother and child. They 
warned that maternal attachment could be narcissistic and that women’s 
unmet sexual desires could easily—and disastrously—become misdirected 
toward their children, especially their sons. And finally, they insisted that, 
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after a period of intense attachment during the child’s first few years, mothers  
should restrain their maternal impulses and work to encourage emotional 
separation and independence. Particularly in the decade that followed World 
War II, commentators and experts expressed a wariness of mothers and ma-
ternal influence that Victorian Americans could scarcely have fathomed.

It is difficult to reconcile the extent and intensity of postwar mother-
blaming with standard views of the era as one that glorified motherhood 
and suburban domesticity. Scholars have often suggested that, in the wake of  
World War II, motherhood came to be conceptualized as an all-consuming  
role, akin to the nineteenth-century ideal of moral motherhood.4 But the 
type of mother-child relationship that experts prescribed in the 1940s and 
1950s—and that many women embraced—is in fact much closer to contem-
porary views than to nineteenth-century conceptions of maternal obligation. 
Victorians idealized “Mother” because she sacrificed herself for the good of 
her children and because her moral guidance was deemed so indispensable 
to proper character formation. In contrast, postwar psychological experts of 
various schools portrayed motherhood as the pinnacle of feminine fulfill-
ment and construed the benefits of mother love in narrower and more psy-
chological terms. The mother’s most crucial task, most argued, was to equip 
her children with a sense of “security” by following her “natural instincts” 
and providing warm and loving care during infancy and early childhood. 
As Nancy Pottisham Weiss has noted, this new permissive childrearing ide-
ology—articulated most effectively by the phenomenally popular Benjamin 
Spock—actually intensified maternal obligations, for it tethered mothers 
more closely to young children and heightened their responsibility for emo-
tional as well as physical well-being.5 What has not been widely recognized, 
however, is that the same prescriptions simultaneously delimited the mater-
nal role. By portraying the need for intensive maternal care as concentrated 
in the earliest years of life, and by stigmatizing prolonged mother-child (es-
pecially mother-son) intimacy as pathological, postwar experts urged women 
to adopt a more self-conscious and wary view of their maternal emotions.6 
Rather than ushering in a resurrection of the Victorian ideal of Mother Love, 
the 1940s and 1950s witnessed its demise in mainstream American culture.

Pathologizing Mother Love

In 1928, a longtime member of the Mother’s Club of Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, reflected on the ways in which motherhood had been transformed by 
the rise of the psychological professions. Speaking at the club’s fiftieth an-
niversary celebration, Mrs. Crothers noted that, although motherhood had 
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been more “laborious” in her own day, she considered herself fortunate to 
have raised children in an era when “our attention was focused on physical 
and moral defects.” Her own generation, she explained, had experienced “no 
haunting doubts as to the desirability of the job and not many as to our abil-
ity to do it.” Instead, their “doubts or misgivings” had “largely centered on 
the children. It was the children who were difficult.” Crothers pitied contem-
porary young mothers, who seemed to her poised before the “bottomless pit 
of the Subconscious”:

If the present-day mother is conscientious and not too busy, she dips into 

Freud, or even goes on to Watson on behaviorism or Ternan [sic] on mental 

tests. After that we advise her to “come up for air,” for not only will “the 

child” seem an insoluble mystery, but she will find that the non-matured ego 

of the parent is a greater threat than the tubercle bacillus, and not as easily 

recognized. We escaped all that. We did not know that our ego was immature; 

we thought we were quite grown-up, and so did the children; and I can not 

help feeling that the children’s misplaced confidence helped to mature their 

inadequate parents.7 

Crothers’ observations capture something essential about the changing em-
phasis and tenor of childrearing literature. Whereas Progressive Era experts 
had concentrated primarily on maternal practices (what mothers actually 
did), after World War I, they increasingly focused on maternal attitudes and 
emotions. What mothers felt, and how they manifested those feelings, be-
came a subject of intense preoccupation.

In the Victorian era, mother love had been lauded as the purest of human 
emotions—a benevolent force that constructed the moral self. As Michael 
Rogin has expressed it, “The domestic mother created moral character by 
giving and withholding love. She entered the self, formed it, understood its 
feelings, and thereby at once produced it and protected it from corruption.”8 
Victorian ideals of motherhood did not encourage mothers to foster auton-
omy and emotional independence in their children. On the contrary, as Mary 
Ryan has demonstrated, a “tight, indeed controlling bond between mother 
and male child was at the very core of the cult of domesticity.” A mother’s 
duties were “time-consuming and exhausting”: she was required to maintain 
a “constant moral vigilance” over her children until that hazardous moment 
when they left the parental home.9 Even then, the importance of maternal 
influence did not diminish, for affective ties to the mother served as a rudder, 
guiding the adult throughout his or her life course. To be powerless in the 
face of mother love did not imply a loss of self but rather a recall to the values 
and relationships that anchored the self and gave it meaning.
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This view of mother love remained potent in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Consider the following exchange between Douglas MacArthur and his 
mother, “Pinky,” in 1901, when young Douglas had been called to testify be-
fore Congress about the hazing of cadets at West Point. Shortly before he 
took the stand, Pinky slipped him a piece of paper, on which she had cop-
ied the final stanzas of the following late nineteenth-century poem, “Like 
Mother, Like Son”:

Do you know that your soul is of my soul such a part,

That you seem to be fibre and core of my heart?

None other can pain me as you, dear, can do,

None other can please me or praise me as you.

Remember the world will be quick with its blame

If shadow or strain ever darken your name.

“Like mother, like son” is a saying so true

The world will judge largely the “mother” by you.

Be yours then the task, if task it shall be,

To force the proud world to do homage to me.

Be sure it will say, when its verdict you’ve won,

“She reaped as she sowed.

Lo! This is her son.”10

Asserting a unity between mother and son, the poem admonishes the son  
to behave honorably, since his actions will both deeply affect his mother  
and be viewed as a reflection upon her. Moreover, it urges the son to act as the  
mother’s emissary and defender in the public world from which is she is largely 
excluded: although she lacks power, he will force the powerful to pay her  
homage. By the 1920s, this type of maternal glorification—so ubiquitous in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—would appear not merely old- 
fashioned but downright sinister. “There is no female in the world more dread-
ful than the determined mother who has ambitions for her son or daughter. 
There is no greater social menace,” the journalist Burton Rascoe declared in 
1935. “Iron-willed, frustrated, self-sacrificing mothers, trying to live a dream 
life through their progeny, have wrecked more lives than has syphilis.”11

Similarly, romanticized depictions of mother-son relationships that had 
earlier seemed innocuous or laudable would be regarded as disturbing and 
unnatural by the mid-twentieth century. For instance, it is hard to imagine 
a military newspaper during World War II publishing the following poem, 
“The Little Mother,” which appeared in the Stars and Stripes in 1918:

I am writing this little poem

To the mother I left behind,
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And it tells of my longing for her

Over here in the daily grind. . . .

How I long for your smiles of gladness

That are haunting my mem’ry still,

And the love in your eyes beseeching

Even now makes my pulses thrill.

How you held me with hands so gentle,

Closely pressed to your throbbing breast;

In that last fond embrace I promised

To live true through the crucial test.

The caress of your hair, soft silver,

On my cheek how I fain would feel,

And from lips that are soft as roses,

A sweet kiss I would like to steal.

Little mother, for you there’s burning

A deep love that will never die,

Spurring on the fight before us

Where the Angel of Death doth fly.12

This soldier pines for his mother in a manner that would later seem ap-
propriate only when directed toward a female contemporary. He dreams of 
stealing a “sweet kiss” from her lips and longs to feel the “caress” of her soft 
hair against his cheek; the very memory of her causes his pulse to race. The 
poet could frankly express this desire for physical contact with his mother 
only because he retained a pre-Freudian sensibility, in which the expression 
of passionate and romantic desires had a purview beyond the heterosexual 
couple. But in the 1920s and 1930s, commentators and experts recast such 
expressions of mother love as decidedly pathological. For instance, in 1938, a 
writer for the American Mercury sarcastically provided mothers with a blue-
print of “How to Make Your Son a Misfit,” in which he facetiously encour-
aged them to refer to their sons “Mother’s Lover,” “Mother’s Little Lamb,” or 
“Sweetie Pie,” and to “act in public as though the boy were really your lover. 
Slobber his face with kisses; pat him as though he were a lamb; teach him to 
be the Model Little Gentleman who treats his mother with that consideration 
which a young man bestows upon his best girl.” The mother who faithfully 
followed these instructions, he promised, would reap her just reward: a son 
who refused to face “unpleasant realities” and “avoided responsibility.”13

While it is difficult to gauge the degree to which such cultural representa-
tions reflected or influenced individuals’ actual behavior and emotional lives, 
at least some mothers and sons in the early twentieth century did fashion 
their relationships in highly romantic terms. For instance, as a young man 
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in the 1910s, Supreme Court justice Frank Murphy routinely opened his let-
ters home with the salutation “Darling Mama” and concluded them with a 
string of x’s. In one letter, written shortly before he returned from serving 
overseas during World War I, he pined, “I will be home with you in a few 
days and we will walk and talk just like the lovers we are,” while in another, 
he wrote, “Tonight if I could sit near you or brush your hair or stroke your 
forehead or just feel your presence I would be in paradise.”14 Similarly, in her 
1925 memoir, Annie Kilmer depicted her rivalry with her daughter-in-law, 
Aline, in remarkably forthright terms. Describing the emotional departure 
scene before her son went off to war, she wrote, “Before I got in the car I said, 
‘Aline, you may kiss him last,’ though had I known it was to be the last time 
his dear lips would touch mine, I doubt if I could have been brave enough 
to have said it. He kissed me . . . , first on the mouth and then on the left 
cheek—always that cheek! Then I got in the car. He kissed Aline, and she got 
in beside me. . . . His dear brown eyes looked so steadily in mine—then at his 
wife—but last, at me, thank God!”15 Though one might wonder whether her 
son, Joyce Kilmer, would have described the scene in similar terms, he clearly 
did not recoil from his mother’s attentions. In what would turn out to be his 
final letter to her, Joyce requested an additional copy of a photograph that 
he had cropped to fit in his wallet. “All the rest of the fellows have pictures 
of their mothers,” he confided, “but none of them so good looking as mine.” 
The coveted photograph depicted Annie gazing at a framed photograph of 
Joyce: in other words, the image that Joyce cherished was an image of his 
mother cherishing him.16 

Though historians and other scholars have commented extensively on 
mother-blaming in popular and psychological literature, few have noted that 
the experts who railed against sentimental mother love were repudiating a set 
of attitudes and behaviors with some basis in social reality.17 In other words, 
experts and commentators were not only scapegoating mothers (though they 
were certainly doing that as well), they were also attempting to alter Americans’  
perceptions of acceptable maternal affect and behavior.18 For instance, in the 
nineteenth century, domestic literature urged mothers to use the “silver cord” 
of love—the emotional bond between mother and child—as a kind of disci-
plinary tool: a good mother taught her children the difference between right 
and wrong, but she relied on her emotional power over them to ensure that 
they would internalize her lessons. She sought to raise an adult son who would 
strive to be “the man my mother thinks I am”—a son who would not hurt 
or disappoint her. But in the twentieth century, childrearing techniques that 
had once been praised as proper and Christian came to be regarded as ma-
nipulative and pathogenic. The internalization of the moral mother no longer 
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appeared to be a way of helping the child to achieve proper self-governance  
but rather seemed like a threat to the child’s developing sense of self.

Indeed, if nineteenth-century Americans “seem never to have dreamed 
that a mother’s love might be a source of ill,” by the 1920s experts had begun 
to display a reflexive suspicion of maternal influence as the primary obstacle 
to self-realization.19 Psychoanalysts and behaviorists alike developed a “sting-
ing critique of American motherhood” during the interwar period that was 
readily embraced by practitioners within child guidance clinics.20 Experts 
routinely indicted a certain type of woman: the “overprotective” or posses-
sive mother who stymied her son’s psychological development while relegat-
ing her husband to the sidelines.21 According to behaviorists, who dominated 
childrearing advice in the 1920s and early 1930s, the solution resided in strict 
“scientific” schedules and limited physical contact.22 In the best-known  
childrearing manual of the era, Psychological Care of Infant and Child, the 
behaviorist John Watson railed against “The Dangers of Too Much Mother 
Love,”23 and offered the following advice: “Treat [children] as though they 
were young adults. . . . Never hug and kiss them, never let them sit in your 
lap.”24 To Watson and others, a stance of detached objectivity offered the 
best defense against maternal pathology, because it introduced an element of 
distance and rationality into the mother-child relationship. As the psycholo-
gist and early childhood educator Ada Hart Artlitt put it, the home should be 
governed not by “mother love,” but rather by the “kitchen time-piece.”25

Still, even as interwar experts routinely condemned sentimental mother 
love as a potentially pathological force, it continued to figure prominently 
in American popular culture throughout the interwar era. Indeed, it is im-
possible to comprehend their tirades without appreciating the ubiquity of  
sentimental paeans to motherhood. For instance, in Life Begins, a popular 
1932 Hollywood film set in a maternity ward, a Miss Layette—an unwed 
sophisticate—asks the other women on the ward if they are interested in 
the “psychological conditioning of infants.” She then reads a passage from 
Watson’s book that excoriates mothers who “pet” their children. Mrs. West, 
the oldest and most traditional of the bunch, indignantly protests, “Of all 
the ridiculous nonsense!” to which Miss Layette replies, “It’s not ridiculous 
nonsense. Of course women have got to get over this slobbering over their 
babies.” But once she gives birth, Miss Layette forgets all about Watson’s ad-
monitions; fawning and cooing over her infant, she wholly capitulates to the 
lure of mother love. The woman in the next bed, Florette, a hard-drinking 
showgirl who plans to sell her newborn twins, mocks her sudden conversion: 
“Oh, scientific Rosie, getting slushy over the joys of motherhood.” But of 
course, Florette soon undergoes her own conversion. When the would-be 
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adoptive mother arrives to take the babies and talks of placing the less robust 
one in an orphanage, Florette’s maternal instincts are finally aroused. After 
shooing the woman away, she picks up the ailing baby for the first time and 
begins to fret over its shallow breathing. “You can’t depend on anyone but 
yourself. It’s love the little one needs,” advises Miss Layette, revealing how 
fully she has discarded the precepts of scientific motherhood. Utterly enam-
ored, Florette can only gush, “Oh gee, I feel like I got religion or something.” 
If Life Begins dramatizes the rise of new sexual mores and psychological ex-
pertise, it nevertheless portrays mother love as a redemptive force lurking 
within the hearts of modern women—a force capable of transforming a cool 
devotee of science into a fount of maternal wisdom and a hard-living floozy 
into a fiercely protective, anxiously doting mother.26

Or take the 1938 film, Of Human Hearts, which an acerbic reviewer for 
Time derided as “dedicated to the proposition that a boy’s best friend is his 
mother.”27 Set in the antebellum and Civil War years, the film stars a young 
Jimmy Stewart as Jason Wilkins, the ungrateful only child of a forbidding 
minister and a doting, angelic mother (played by Beulah Bondi). After his 
family struggles to send him to medical school, Wilkins joins the Union  
forces and wins renown for his compassion and skill. Yet for a full two years, 
he neglects to write his now widowed and impoverished mother. Assuming 
the worst, she contacts the White House for assistance in locating her son’s 
grave. Her plea animates the sympathies of President Lincoln himself, who 
summons the wayward young surgeon to the Oval Office and commands him 
to sit down at once and write a letter to his mother. The president then warns 
Wilkins that he will be court-martialed if he fails to write to his mother at least 
once a week for the remainder of his service. The movie ends with the chas-
tened doctor rushing home to atone for his neglect. To the modern viewer, 
the reunion scene is downright shocking, for mother and son lock in a pas-
sionate embrace, kissing one another on the lips. Perhaps the filmmaker felt 
able to depict the mother-son bond in this manner because the film was set in 
the nineteenth century: after all, Bondi played a true, self-sacrificing Victorian 
mother, not a pampered and cloying “modern” mother. But after World War 
II, Hollywood films would never feature such a kiss between a mother and 
her son, unless the intent was to underscore the deeply pathological nature of 
their attachment, as in the horrifying incestuous kiss between Angela Lans-
bury and Laurence Harvey in the 1964 film, The Manchurian Candidate.

The growing skepticism of mother love is evident in changing attitudes 
toward women who reared children without men, whether as widows, adop-
tive single mothers, or unwed mothers. In the interwar period, psychologi-
cal experts and popular commentators increasingly argued or implied that a 
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woman could not be a good mother outside of a sexually satisfying marriage, 
for they regarded unmitigated mother love as a burdensome force, tinged 
with repressed sexual desire. Thus, whereas the young widow who declined to 
remarry so that she could devote herself fully to her children had been viewed 
as admirable in the nineteenth century, she more frequently appeared as a 
pathogenic figure by the 1920s. As the psychiatrist William A. White warned 
in 1919, a young widow raising an only son was apt to lavish on him “love 
which is not just a mother’s love . . . but in addition a love which should have 
had an adult form of expression.” Boys raised under such circumstances, he 
argued, tended to be “ill-adapted to withstand the hard knocks of reality” and 
frequently never married.28 Similarly, the psychologist Lorine Pruette asserted 
in 1932 that widows who chose not to remarry were acting out of “a mistaken 
sense of duty.” Such women would be better mothers if they led “a normal, 
adult life with other objects than children for love,” she insisted, adding, “No 
child should have to bear the full burden of an adult’s love.”29 This shift-
ing view of young, widowed mothers—from admirable martyrs to unhealthy 
neurotics—reflected not only a new emphasis on fathers’ contributions to 
child development but also the mounting suspicion that, in the absence of a 
paternal figure, mother love could mutate into a dangerous force.

The 1949 film, A Holiday Affair, conveyed these messages quite clearly. 
The film focuses on the emotional journey of Connie Ennis, a young war 
widow and mother of an eight-year-old son, Timmy, as she struggles to re-
linquish the past. Although Connie is depicted as a conscientious and loving 
mother, the film also intimates that her protective and possessive tendencies 
will cause problems for Timmy in the absence of a new paternal figure. The 
climactic scene occurs on New Year’s Eve: Connie has broken off an ami-
cable but passionless engagement while also rebuffing the attentions of Steve  
Mason, the man she truly loves. As she sits before a mirror applying make-
up, Timmy begins talking of how he will someday marry and perhaps move 
to another city. Stunned to realize how quickly he is growing up and jolted by 
the idea that another woman will one day claim her son’s affections, Connie 
races to the train station (with Timmy in tow) to catch Steve before he de-
parts. The audience is given to understand that, by yielding to her desire for 
Steve and allowing him to disrupt her exclusive relationship with Timmy, she 
is saving both herself and her son from the dangers of maternal pathology.30

This belief that children needed more than mother love also influenced 
attitudes toward adoption, as historian Julie Berebitsky has shown. In the 
early twentieth century, before adoption had become a widely accepted 
practice, reformers who promoted “child rescue” often viewed mature  
single women as ideal adoptive parents, for they assumed that such women  
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possessed a surfeit of unexpended mother love. But in the 1920s, professional 
experts, newly convinced that children needed to be protected from such 
pent-up maternal desires, began to reject single women as potential adoptive 
parents. Berebitsky rightly attributes this shift to the growing preoccupation 
with lesbianism and the increasing emphasis on fathers as agents of gender 
socialization.31 One might add that it also reflected a waning belief in mother 
love as a benevolent force that lurked within the hearts all virtuous women, 
whether or not they birthed children of their own.

The notion that an unmarried woman could not be a successful mother 
(even if she had already proven herself the most “maternal” of women) 
also informs the 1941 film Blossoms in the Dust, one of MGM’s top-grossing 
releases of the year. The film dramatized the true story of Edna Gladney, 
founder of the Texas Children’s Home and Aid Society in Fort Worth, Texas. 
After Edna and her husband lose their only son in an accident, she eventually 
founds an orphanage. Among her first charges is Tony, a very ill and crippled 
baby whom she nurses back to health and comes to love as her own. Several 
years pass, during which time her husband dies. At the film’s end, her trusted 
friend and adviser, who is also the children’s doctor, tells Edna that he has 
located a new home for Tony. At first, Edna refuses to relinquish the boy, ar-
guing, “But I gave him his life.” The doctor, however, insists that Tony needs 
a father and argues that Edna should continue to champion the cause of all 
children rather than devoting herself to a single child. Although the orphan-
age is as homelike as any institution could possibly be, and although Edna 
has already established a deep emotional connection with Tony, she must 
ultimately accept that she cannot provide him with the home life he needs.32

This new tendency to view unmarried women as inherently inadequate 
as mothers can also be seen in shifting policies governing maternity homes. 
As historian Regina Kunzel has shown, evangelical women who established 
and ran maternity homes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
went to great lengths to keep mothers and babies together, for they viewed 
motherhood as a “rehabilitative force” that could redeem the fallen. “There is 
a God implanted instinct of motherhood in every woman’s heart,” explained 
Katherine Barrett, founder of the Florence Crittenton Mission, “that needs 
only to be aroused to be one of the strongest incentives to best living.” Yet by 
the 1940s, a younger generation of social workers, who gradually usurped the 
authority of evangelical women, had begun to promote adoption as a prefer-
able alternative for white women’s babies. Influenced by the growing prestige 
of psychiatry and especially psychoanalysis, caseworkers came to view white 
unwed mothers as “neurotic” young girls, wholly lacking in maternal capaci-
ties and credentials.33 Thus, whereas young white women who gave birth in 
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maternity homes prior to the 1940s had been heavily pressured to assume the 
responsibilities of motherhood, those who did so after World War II were all 
but denied the option of mothering their babies.34

In sum, as the assault on sentimental mother love gained steam during 
the 1920s and 1930s, it contributed to new childrearing prescriptions and new 
approaches to social issues such as adoption and unwed motherhood. Yet 
throughout the interwar period, highly sentimental depictions of middle-
aged mothers continued to surface in Hollywood films and other cultural 
venues. As late as the 1940s, popular culture frequently idealized a sentimen-
tal style of maternal affect that psychological professionals had uniformly 
condemned since the 1920s. At the same time, public and patriotic events like 
the gold star mothers’ pilgrimages and Mother’s Day celebrations reinforced 
a pathos-filled image of the self-sacrificing, all-American mother. But dur-
ing World War II, as the United States battled an enemy that made a cult of 
hypermasculinity, an increasing number of critics would portray Americans’ 
attitudes toward mothers as the nation’s Achilles’ heel—a disturbing weak-
ness that threatened to undermine the struggle to defeat fascism and defend 
the American “way of life.”35

Combat Exhaustion and Mother-blaming

In early 1947, the wife of a World War II veteran sat down at a typewriter 
and pounded out a letter to Philip Wylie in which she vented her frustration 
and disappointment. The nation’s former war wives, she believed, had been 
“let down” by husbands who, upon their return, had failed to measure up as 
strong household heads and capable providers. To make matters worse, she 
and other young women had to contend with experts who dispensed mad-
deningly contradictory advice:

As one of the millions of war wives I am told repeatedly that my husband has 

just been through a terrible ordeal . . . that he is nervous and confused and it 

will take time and infinite patience and understanding from me to help him 

return to normal. Then again I am told as a wife and mother that our service 

men suffered from a new disease called “Momism” and it is up to we mothers 

to teach our children to be independent—to help them stand on their own 

feet and think for themselves. Those two attitudes contradict each other.36

This woman landed upon two key themes that any peruser of the popular 
press would likely have encountered in the mid-1940s: first, the claim that 
pathological mothering had contributed to the high incidence of neuro-
psychiatric casualties among American troops; and, second, the notion that  
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returning veterans needed supportive mates to help them regain their emo-
tional equilibrium. Whereas the former chastised women for imperiling the 
mental health of American men by nurturing too much, the latter urged 
women to help restore the mental health of American men by nurturing 
more. Yet these messages were in fact not as contradictory as they first ap-
peared, for they targeted two different generations of women—middle-aged 
mothers and young wives—perceived as having very different roles to play in 
relation to servicemen and returning veterans.

In extensive discussions concerning the mental health of servicemen and 
veterans, experts and popular commentators articulated the new emotional 
norms, or “feeling rules,” that would help to structure affective relations be-
tween middle-class mothers and their adult sons during the postwar era.37 
Typically, advice writers depicted servicemen’s and veterans’ attachments to 
their mothers as neurotic and regressive, while portraying their relationships 
with loyal girlfriends and wives as healthy and mature. From a contemporary 
perspective, this might seem unremarkable, but it had not always been so. 
During both the Civil War and World War I, popular culture had lauded the 
soldier’s emotional bond with his mother even above that which he shared 
with his wife, and his homecoming had often been represented as a tender 
mother-son reunion.38 In contrast, during and after World War II, experts 
and cultural producers frequently identified excessive mother-son attach-
ment as the root cause of maladjustment and prescribed heterosexual ro-
mance and marriage as its therapeutic antidote.39 Thus, even as middle-aged 
mothers found themselves castigated as “moms,” young women won praise 
for guiding boyfriends and husbands to “maturity.”40

World War II heightened the concerns about American manhood that 
had surfaced during the interwar period by exposing what appeared to be a 
veritable epidemic of mental illness among the nation’s young men. Over the 
course of the war, Selective Service examiners rejected some 1,846,000 men—
amounting to 12 percent of all recruits—from induction into the Armed Ser-
vices on neuropsychiatric grounds. Yet despite these screening measures, 
more than half a million servicemen received an “NP” or neuropsychiatric 
discharge—a number that accounted for an astonishing 49 percent of all 
medical discharges.41 Because of censorship restrictions, the magnitude of 
the problem was not fully publicized until the war’s end.42 But well before 
then, commentators who sought to explain the problem had begun to re-
produce the arguments about maternal pathology that had become so firmly 
entrenched in Americn popular culture and psychological thought.

Repeatedly, psychiatrists traced servicemen’s emotional difficulties to 
mothers who consciously or unconsciously attempted to maintain a bond 
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of mutual dependency with their sons. For instance, a 1943 article in Mental 
Hygiene detailed the case of “Private L.,” an eighteen-year-old soldier, still in 
training, who appeared “emotionally distressed” and “cried frequently.” A 
psychiatric interview revealed that he had never previously been away from 
home and remained “excessively attached” to his ailing mother, who wrote 
to him almost daily, “complaining of her ‘sufferings’ and of her difficulty in 
adjusting to his absence.” In psychotherapy, Private L. gained “insight into 
the neurotic nature of his relationship to his mother.” The psychiatrist also 
sent “a sympathetic, but frank” letter to the private’s mother, “eliciting and 
securing her cooperation.” By redirecting Private L.’s emotional attachment 
toward his company, while restraining his emotionally demanding mother, 
the psychiatrist and company adviser together strove to transform Private L. 
into a “ ‘good soldier,’ as well as a mature man.”43

Similarly, after studying two hundred neuropsychiatric patients at an 
Army hospital in the South Pacific, medical officers J. L. Henderson and 
Merrill Moore concluded that war neuroses were “made in America”— 
particularly by the nation’s mothers.44 In their 1944 study, published in the 
prestigious New England Journal of Medicine, they argued that the single most 
important factor predisposing servicemen to psychological breakdown was 
not traumatic combat experience but rather “distorted” familial relations. 
“In nearly every case, a mutually dependent neurotic relation existed be-
tween mother and child,” they claimed, sketching the typical background of 
a psychoneurotic soldier:

The mother was found to stand out. She was usually a “nervous woman” and 

had often had a nervous breakdown but was rarely hospitalized for it. . . . She 

tended to worry, particularly about her children, and to be overly concerned 

about them. For example, most of the mothers had waited up for their boys 

to come in at night up to the time that they entered the service. The father 

seemed to be in the background. . . . From these observations the following 

interpretation is made: The mother is an immature person who feels herself 

insecure and in her marriage tends to establish a childish, dependent relation 

to her husband.45

Significantly, Henderson and Moore traced the problem of neuropsychiat-
ric breakdown to maternal weakness: if the mother herself remained “child-
ish” and “dependent,” her son could not develop into a mature and capable 
adult.46

Other psychiatrists interpreted the very symptoms that predominated 
among neuropsychiatric casualties as evidence that too many American men 
could not control their dependent longings. Roy Grinker and John Spiegel, 
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psychoanalysts who served as medical officers during the Tunisian campaign, 
were initially puzzled by the low incidence of cardiac symptoms (which had 
been rife among shell-shocked soldiers during World War I) and the com-
paratively high incidence of gastrointestinal problems. In a classified mili-
tary report that would become a groundbreaking work on the diagnosis and 
treatment of war trauma, they attempted to decode the psychological mean-
ing of gastrointestinal symptoms. Because of the stomach’s association with 
“passive reception” of food, they argued, it served as “the organ for express-
ing passive intaking trends.”47 In other words, servicemen’s gastrointestinal 
problems could not be understood simply as somatic reactions to stressful 
situations, for they also reflected a deep longing to remain protected and 
dependent.48 Elaborating on their findings in 1945, Grinker and Spiegel sug-
gested that the discovery of pronounced passive trends “among so large a 
portion” of the nation’s young men called into question Americans’ con-
ception of themselves as a self-reliant people. Instead of fostering rugged 
individualism, various aspects of modern-day American life, including the  
“increasing feminine dominance of family life” tended to prolong depen-
dency “beyond its usual biological duration.” “We have been struck,” they 
noted, “by the different ways, some subtle, some forthright, in which parents, 
especially mothers, attempt to bind the boys to the family bosom.”49

Given the pervasiveness of mother-blaming within midcentury psychia-
try, it was perhaps inevitable that Wylie’s momism critique would come to 
figure in discussions of traumatized servicemen and veterans. Indeed, a few 
readers of Generation of Vipers drew this connection on their own. “We have 
just completed . . . a war in Europe where the greatest objective was to get 
back home to ‘Mom’ and her pies,” an embittered Information Education 
Officer who worked for the Army Air Force wrote in 1945. “Of course you are 
aware of the staggering mental casualties suffered overseas and in this coun-
try. Surely ‘mom’ killed as many men as a thousand German machine guns.”50 
In more temperate language, a medical resident in psychiatry at Winter Gen-
eral Army Hospital in Topeka, Kansas, explained in 1946 that his experience 
treating veterans had alerted him to the pervasiveness of momism. He had 
“taken too many histories, seen too many cases,” he wrote, to dismiss Wylie’s 
charges lightly.51 Because Wylie leveled his attack on moms just as commenta-
tors began to voice concerns about the mental stamina of American draftees 
and servicemen, these and other respondents readily linked the two issues.

The man most responsible for injecting the term “momism” into discus-
sions of neuropsychiatric casualties was Edward Strecker, chair of the Depart-
ment of Psychiatry at the University of Pennsylvania and one of the nation’s 
leading psychiatrists. During World War II, Strecker served as a consultant 
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to the Surgeons General of the Army, Army Air Forces, and Navy, as well as 
an advisor to the Secretary of War, so he well understood the concerns of 
military psychiatrists and medical officers.52 In November 1944, he delivered 
a speech in which he speculated that the high numbers of neuropsychiatric 
rejections and casualites could be traced to “defects in childhood training.” 
However, nothing in his talk, or in any of his previous work, suggested that 
he regarded maternal influence as uniquely problematic.53 But on April 27, 
1945, just a few days before V-E Day, Strecker confidently claimed to have 
located the primary culprit underlying the rash of neuropsychiatric rejec-
tions and casualties: American moms. In a lecture entitled “Psychiatry Speaks 
to Democracy,” delivered before some two hundred medical students and 
physicians at the New York University College of Medicine, he asserted that 
a significant portion of neuropsychiatric casualties had never endured the 
grueling ordeal of combat but had instead succumbed to the minor strains of 
military life. “Now I am on dangerous terrain,” he forewarned his audience, 
“because . . . I am about to indict a certain considerable number of Ameri-
can mothers, part of a time-honored and revered national institution and 
popularly and collectively known as ‘Mom.’ ” Predictably, Strecker’s speech 
caused quite a stir, generating interest that extended far beyond the medical 
community; the New York Times reported on it under the headline “ ‘Moms’ 
Denounced as Peril to Nation.”54

Strecker no doubt relished the Times coverage, for he actively pursued 
connections in the publishing industry that would allow him to disseminate 
his message to a broad popular audience. Prior to his lecture, he had written 
to Ellis Bacon, an editor at Lippincott, informing him of the event and sug-
gesting that his remarks could be developed into a book.55 Bacon attended 
the talk with his junior colleague Lynn Carrick, a former Marine who im-
mediately sensed the market potential of Strecker’s attack on moms. Carrick 
encouraged the psychiatrist to regard his “general thesis” as one of “great 
value and significance” that should have “as wide a circulation as possible.” 
“In this instance,” he added, “I’m able to speak not only as an editor but 
as an ex-Marine who has returned from service in the Pacific.”56 Within a 
matter of weeks, Strecker had contracted with Lippincott to produce a book 
geared toward a popular audience.57 He then approached the popular science 
writer Greer Williams about the possibility of previewing an excerpt in the 
Saturday Evening Post. Williams reported back that a mere “three minutes’ 
conversation” was enough to convince his superior that the Post should pub-
lish Strecker’s “declaration of war on moms.” The article, “What’s Wrong 
with American Mothers?” appeared in October; the book, Their Mothers’ 
Sons: The Psychiatrist Examines an American Problem, followed in December 
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and became an instant bestseller.58 Assisted by writers and publishers eager 
to capitalize on the public’s increasing fascination with psychiatry, Strecker 
transformed himself into a nationally recognized expert who enjoyed a broad 
readership.59 Having appropriated a concept from popular culture, he pro-
ceeded to recycle his own version back into the popular press, with the added 
endorsement of psychiatric authority.

While Strecker openly acknowledged his debt to Generation of Vipers, he 
sought to distinguish himself as a dispassionate professional by criticizing 
Wylie’s approach as “too vindictive . . . to satisfy a trained psychiatrist.”60 In 
truth, Their Mothers’ Sons was also extremely vitriolic. But Strecker’s indict-
ment of American mothers departed from Wylie’s in a number of ways. He 
differentiated between two, equally destructive types of moms—the “sweet, 
doting, ‘self-sacrificing’ ” mom and “the stern, capable, self-contained, domi-
neering” mom—as well as a variety of subtypes. He also acknowledged the 
existence of “mom surrogates” and admitted that, paradoxically, “sometimes 
‘pop’ is ‘mom.’ ”61 Moreover, unlike Wylie, Strecker portrayed moms them-
selves as victims of “a social system veering towards matriarchy in which each 
individual mom plays only a small part.”62 And finally, whereas Wylie used 
the phrase “maturity” only in passing, Strecker discussed the concept in great 
detail—as did many of his postwar contemporaries.63 “Why did the desire 
for self-preservation defeat one group of men, to their discredit, and not the 
other?” he asked. “The answer in ninety percent of the cases can be given 
in one word, immaturity.”64 The mature democratic character, Strecker 
argued, was established in infancy and childhood through the give-and-take 
of the mother-child relationship. All mothers confronted the dilemma of 
meeting children’s needs while simultaneously steering them toward inde-
pendence, yet too many American mothers kept their children in a state of 
abject dependency, bound by a “silver cord.” To promote greater maturity 
among the nation’s citizens, Strecker urged Americans to combat momism 
just as they had sought to eradicate diseases like tuberculosis, by launching a 
“three-fold program—talking about [moms] freely, presenting the cold hard 
facts for all to see, and continuous unrelenting public education.”65

Despite its popular success, critical reception of Their Mothers’ Sons was 
mixed. A reviewer for Mental Hygiene noted that the only thing new about 
Strecker’s book was the severity of his charges: “The smothering mother was 
pretty thoroughly exploited during the first ten years of the child-guidance 
movement, though I can’t remember any statement of that period that is as 
devastating . . . as this.”66 E. B. Garside of the New York Times conceded that 
Strecker had “performed a genuine service by striking with all his authority 
at the root of a social ill,” but he found it “regrettable” that the psychiatrist 
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had resorted to a “vehement, even contemptuous, style that hardly becomes 
a healer of psyches.”67 The most damning review, however, was written by 
none other than Philip Wylie. Wylie agreed that the high rates of neuropsy-
chiatric disorders had proven that “momism is the deadliest disease of the 
nation,” and he claimed to welcome Strecker’s “quasi-official sanctioning” of 
his terminology. But in contrast to those who found the book’s language in-
temperate, Wylie dismissed Strecker’s approach—and Strecker himself—as 
“very mild and inadequate.” “Indeed, the farther one gets into Their Mothers’ 
Sons,” he wrote, “the more clearly one perceives that Dr. Strecker is trying to 
analyze Moms and Momism without saying a word that would violate the 
ruinous tabus of a single Mom.”68

Despite the criticism it garnered, Their Mothers’ Sons had a lasting impact. 
By linking the problem of maternal influence even more firmly to the ques-
tion of national security, Strecker helped to transform the momism critique 
from a raucous satire into a quasi-diagnosis taken seriously by a battery of ex-
perts. Even an article designed to counter those who “rant against ‘momism’ ” 
bowed before the psychiatrist’s authority, conceding, “Still, you can’t laugh 
it off. . . . Not when Dr. Edward A. Strecker . . . points to the 2½ million men 
rejected or discharged from the services for neuro-psychiatric reasons and 
says they’re Mom’s handiwork.”69 Well into the postwar period, commen-
tators continued to refer to draftees’ and servicemen’s psychological prob-
lems as evidence of pervasive maternal pathology and faltering masculinity. 
A 1956 article in Life noted that “the increasing emotional immaturity of the  
American male was borne home . . . most strongly during the war” and cited 
statistics of neuropsychiatric casualties to support its point.70

Yet while the popular media latched onto Strecker’s findings, some ob-
servers remained skeptical of the notion that American mothers had eroded 
the nation’s masculine fortitude. The actor and consummate cold warrior 
Ronald Reagan expressed his reservations in 1952 when speaking before the 
graduating class of William Woods College for Women in Missouri. “During 
World War II a new word was coined . . . the term ‘momism,’ ” he recounted, 
and, soon thereafter, numerous articles began to appear in popular magazines 
“deploring the influence of the American female on the men of this man’s 
world.” Reagan declined to “take issue” with psychiatrists who held moth-
ers responsible for servicemen’s psychological difficulties. But he did reason 
that, if momism was to blame for men who had failed the test, then momism 
must also be credited with the successes of those who had served valiantly. 
To illustrate the point, he told a story of heroic self-sacrifice by an Air Force 
pilot whose plane had been hit during World War II. After ordering his crew 
to bail out, the pilot chose to stay with his gunner, who remained trapped in 
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the ball turret. As the others parachuted out, and the young man grew in-
creasingly desperate over his predicament, the pilot took his hand and calmly 
reassured him, “Never mind, son. We’ll ride it out together.” By becoming a 
selfless mother to a helpless and terrified boy, the pilot exemplified the very 
highest of martial values; Reagan concluded the story by stating, “Congres-
sional Medal of Honor posthumously awarded.”71 The lesson for the women 
graduates was clear: the pilot could behave so nobly only because his mother 
had once bestowed such selfless devotion upon him. Clearly, Ronald Reagan 
did not believe that sentimental mother love threatened American manhood, 
leaving the nation vulnerable to communism; on the contrary, he retained 
an older notion of internalized mother love as the force that made men  
moral. 

The tendency to blame American mothers for U.S. servicemen’s alleged 
psychopathology resurfaced during the Korean War when, in 1953, twenty-
one released POWs chose to defect to North Korea. A number of commen-
tators alighted upon maternal failure and homosexuality as key factors that 
helped to explain the POWs’ treasonous behavior. In contrast, a California 
chapter of the American Legion proposed that the POWs’ mothers be flown 
to Korea to persuade the men to return.72 The legionnaires apparently as-
sumed that if anyone could recall the defectors to their sense of duty and true 
values, it would surely be the men’s own mothers. Here again, the episode 
is revealing: not only does it belie the assumption that mother-blaming and 
conservative politics went hand-in-hand, it also reminds us that, even in the 
early 1950s, when psychological authority was arguably at its most powerful, 
some Americans preserved an older, more idealized conception of maternal 
influence. 

Veterans, Mothers, and Wives

As in the national discussion of neuropsychiatric casualties, psychiatrists’ 
concerns about maternal influence played a central role in the debates about 
returning veterans. Well before the war ended, a vast array of books and 
articles on veteran readjustment began to appear. While such works var-
ied widely, nearly all portrayed readjustment in psychological terms, as an 
emotionally fraught process that could result in serious difficulties if mis-
handled.73 The effect of this literature, as historian David Gerber has noted, 
was “to cast doubt on the mental stability of every demobilized man. . . . Ev-
ery veteran was a potential ‘mental case,’ even if he showed no symptoms.”74 
Numerous writers, including veterans themselves, deplored this tendency to 
construct a “veteran problem.” (The columnist William Lynch, for instance, 



pa t h o l o g i z i n g  m o t h e r  l o v e  105

lambasted “those half-baked popularizers of psychology who are responsible 
for the hundreds of articles and lectures that would have us believe that every 
veteran will return hateful, maladjusted and resentful.”)75 Yet the therapeutic 
framework proved so pervasive that even dissenters had trouble conceptual-
izing the issue of veteran readjustment in alternative ways.76

According to prescriptive literature and popular dramatizations, the vet-
eran’s best hope for recovery resided in a girlfriend or wife who could steer 
him toward greater self-reliance, if necessary by acting as a buffer between 
him and his mother. Should the wife herself need guidance, experts urged her 
to turn not to an older, more experienced woman, but to the veteran’s psy-
chiatrist or doctor, who embodied the paternal authority deemed so sorely 
lacking in the typical American home.77 Together, the wife and the doctor 
formed a therapeutic team, supplanting the sentimental mother who had 
tended to the veteran in previous eras. To them fell the duty of restoring men 
who had suffered not only the trauma of war but also the effects of pathologi-
cal familial relationships.

Successful readjustment, as portrayed in the advice literature and popu-
lar culture, entailed several steps: leaving the security of the hospital or the 
parental home; finding a job or enrolling in school; and assuming or re-
assuming the role of husband and father. Experts stressed that it was especially 
imperative for married veterans to attain emotional and financial indepen-
dence from their parents. According to a professor at New York University, 
the less young couples depended on their elders, the better their chances for a 
successful marriage: “Above all, parents should not subsidize their children. 
The further geographically removed the young and old generations are, the 
better.”78 Similarly, Charles Brown, chief of the New York Mental Hygiene 
Service, decried the acute housing shortage—which forced many young 
couples to reside at least temporarily with parents—as “one of the biggest 
factors in making many veterans mentally sick.”79 Even if the decision to live 
with parents seemed freely chosen, experts took exception. The psychiatrist 
George Pratt, for example, warned of two types of cases: those in which a 
young war wife felt unable to assume “independent living away from . . . her 
mother,” and those in which a married veteran, who remained “immature 
and dependent on his mother,” wanted to move back to his childhood home. 
Such couples, Pratt insisted, needed to strike out on their own.80

In case histories and dramatizations, the veteran’s decision to leave his 
parents, especially his mother, often figured as a critical step on his road to 
recovery. For instance, an article about psychodramatic theater, a new tech-
nique being employed with returning neuropsychiatric casualties, related 
how a serviceman named Bill struggled to break free from his possessive  
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mother. “How can I get loose from mamma?” he asked, enacting his di-
lemma before an audience of patients and hospital staff. “She wants me to 
stay home forever when I get out of the Navy. . . . I’m afraid to hurt her, but 
I’ve got a job waiting for me in Texas that I want to take.” When Bill then 
attempted to rebut his mother’s protests, he came across as timid and uncon-
vincing, prompting a fellow patient to remind him, “There’s not much place 
for a mamma’s boy in the Navy or in Texas.” Finally, after reenacting the 
same scene over the course of three months, Bill acquired the psychological 
strength to defy his mother and accept the job—a decision that culminated 
with his discharge from the hospital.81

A veteran who wrote to Philip Wylie in 1947 portrayed his decision to 
leave his widowed mother’s home in very similar terms, suggesting how in-
dividuals drew upon the dominant therapeutic discourse to comprehend 
and alter their own circumstances. Realizing that he needed “to be weaned, 
mature, face it,” he braved his mother’s tears and his relatives’ disapproval 
and moved into an apartment of his own. Though he lived only some ten to 
twelve blocks away, it felt to him like “a million miles.” “I might never have 
known my predicament had I not seen a close friend go through all this with 
much more suffering,” he confided to Wylie. “Much to his mother’s sor-
row . . . he is getting along fine, marrying a wonderful girl in a few weeks.” 
The writer further noted that he had acquired “insight into the whole situ-
ation” by observing the plight of “two other fellows . . . who had the same  
trouble—they left, but I guess it was too late—they are both homosexual—
terrific persons, both of them.” Echoing countless postwar experts, this young 
man suggested that separation from the mother could foster healthy hetero-
sexuality, whereas prolonged mother-son attachment might lead to homo-
sexuality. Depicting his own separation in therapeutic terms, he boasted, “I 
have never felt better, my school work is easier to cope with and, in general, 
I’m living a normal existence.”82

In cases of veterans who suffered from serious physical illnesses or inju-
ries, experts tended to be particularly wary of anxious mothers who might 
undermine the efforts of health care professionals. A Psychiatric Primer for 
the Veteran’s Family and Friends described the disruptive behavior of one 
“distraught mother”: “When she came to visit her son, she walked on tiptoe, 
shushed everybody in sight, peered nervously around the door before enter-
ing the room, and . . . cautioned and questioned until the doctor began to 
wonder whether it wasn’t she who should be in the hospital instead of her 
son.”83 The psychiatrist George Pratt related a similar dynamic involving a 
veteran, Arthur, who had suffered severe facial disfigurement. After working 
with a psychiatrist to conquer “his oversensitiveness and morbid preoccu-
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pation” with his scars, he returned home, only to contend with his family’s 
“artificial Pollyanna-like treatment”:

It annoyed him beyond words to have Mother tiptoe about the house, shush-

ing everyone who talked loudly, to have her fuss over him and to see the tears 

of silent pity course down her cheeks as she begged him to ‘rest’ on the couch 

in the living room. . . . He strove manfully to stifle his exasperation when his 

mother insisted on his reciting over and over again the intimate details of 

his wounding; how it happened; when it happened; did it hurt much; did he 

lose quantities of blood . . . until her well-meaning interrogations into these 

personal matters hurt worse than the surgeon’s probing for embedded mortar 

fragments.84

Arthur’s mother erred in numerous ways, according to Pratt: she failed to 
contain her own grief over his injury; she attempted to nurture him in in-
appropriate ways; and, worst of all, she violated his privacy by insisting that 
he revisit the scene of the trauma. When she urged her son to recall and ar-
ticulate his traumatic experiences, the result was neither catharsis nor greater 
insight but regression and loss of initiative. In contrast to a psychiatrist, who 
could help a young man come to terms with his past, a mother presumably 
could not absorb the “intimate details” of wartime trauma without absorbing 
the man himself.

Case histories like these implied that the veteran’s mother should follow 
a highly constrained course of action—a view that sociologist Willard Waller 
voiced explicitly in his 1945 Ladies’ Home Journal article, “What You Can 
Do to Help the Returning Veteran.” Though Waller allowed that returning 
veterans might need maternal “warmth and tenderness,” he urged mothers 
to be circumspect. If a son wanted to talk, the mother should be available to 
listen; if he preferred to remain silent, she should not pry. Yet Waller deemed 
even this modest role appropriate only for mothers of unmarried sons. The 
mother of a married veteran, he counseled, faced “a much more complex sit-
uation” that demanded “great self-restraint.” “There is only one bit of advice 
that one can honestly give to such a mother, and that is: Let the young people 
alone! . . . Every generation has the right to make its own mistakes. . . . You 
will meddle but to mar. Let the young people alone!” As Waller’s emphatic 
refrain made clear, mothers of married veterans could do little if anything to 
assist their sons, except in the negative sense of making themselves scarce.85

In contrast, Waller prescribed a far more active role for young wives. He 
urged the wife of a returning veteran to engage in “serious study of the vet-
eran and his psychology” by forming reading groups to discuss the literature 
of World War I as well as articles and manuals on veteran psychology. She 
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should then scrutinize her husband “in the light of what she has learned,” 
striving “to understand his particular case.” In essence, Waller urged the wife 
to assume the stance of a therapist, regarding her husband with the requisite 
detachment to assess his “case” and determine a proper course of action. He 
was quick to add, however, that the well-informed wife would “realize when 
she needs professional help” and take the lead in convincing her husband to 
seek mental health care. Thus, whereas Waller found it necessary to restrain 
or even banish servicemen’s mothers during the delicate phase of readjust-
ment, he believed that young wives, backed by mental health care specialists, 
could act in a therapeutic capacity.86

Numerous postwar films dramatized this basic idea by portraying veter-
ans and their young wives (or girlfriends) who overcome the effects of paren-
tal failure by turning to one another. In the somber 1949 film Not Wanted, for 
example, a veteran with a prosthetic leg encounters a pregnant, unmarried 
girl who eventually gives her child up for adoption. The film portrays the 
girl’s mother as a frightful nag and household drudge; in fact, the audience is 
given to understand that the mother, by creating such an unpleasant home 
environment, is actually responsible for her daughter’s moral lapse. The vet-
eran has no family at all. Not Wanted endorses marriage as the only solution 
for these two lost souls. At the film’s end, they literally save one another: 
the girl’s grief over her child is so unbearable that she rushes to a bridge to 
commit suicide; the veteran attempts to stop her, but his physical disability 
prevents him and he winds up prostrate on the bridge, pounding his fists in 
frustration. It is his raw display of neediness—more than his evident love—
that finally makes her stop, turn toward him, and choose life. She will nurture 
him; he will take the place of her relinquished baby. Yet the final image of 
the film, in which she cradles him on the bridge, suggests how desperate and 
wounded both individuals are, and how isolated they are from other sources 
of emotional support. Not Wanted thus holds out marriage as the answer, but 
it does so in strikingly unromantic terms, with the promise of sexual gratifi-
cation downplayed in favor of safety and emotional security.87

The 1945 film The Enchanted Cottage also depicts a healing union between 
an emotionally wounded young woman and a physically wounded veteran. 
An Air Corps pilot returns home with a lame arm and a disfigured face, only 
to have his fiancée recoil in horror when confronted with his injuries. Seek-
ing refuge, he flees to the remote cottage that they had intended to rent after 
their marriage. Here he meets a homely young woman, Laura, who provides 
him with constant reassurance and physical care. Ultimately, the two marry, 
but both suspect that the marriage is a farce: he fears that he has selfishly 
saddled her with a broken man, whereas she fears that he can never truly love 
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her, nor know how much she loves him. The tension is resolved through a 
miraculous transformation on their wedding night, a none-too-subtle allu-
sion to the powers of the nuptial bed: she becomes beautiful, and he is made 
whole. Their newfound happiness, however, is shattered when the veteran’s 
mother and stepfather arrive for a visit, and the mother’s insensitive reaction 
reveals that their transformation is illusory. (When the camera portrays them 
from one another’s perspective, they appear whole and beautiful, but when 
portrayed from the mother’s perspective, they appear as before.) The En-
chanted Cottage thus drives home quite conventional themes: love can heal; 
beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Yet at the same time, it alludes to the 
fragility of the marital union, which could blossom only in a remote location, 
far from meddling relatives who threatened to break the spell that binds the 
two in mutual happiness.88

Wherever young couples looked—in popular magazines, Hollywood 
films, or professional literature—they found their desires for autonomy 
validated and their ambivalence and antagonism toward their parents, espe-
cially their mothers, legitimized. Of course, many veterans scorned literature 
that depicted them as a social problem, and women could be highly skepti-
cal of expert advice and idealized portraits of wifehood and motherhood. 
Still, though impossible to measure, the discussion surrounding returning 
veterans had important consequences. By lauding the therapeutic capabili-
ties of girlfriends and wives, it helped to validate the trend toward youthful 
marriage and inward-looking nuclear families that characterized the postwar 
era. And by reinforcing the critique of American “moms” as overly involved 
in their children’s lives, it condoned attitudes and behavior toward mothers 
ranging from the dismissive to the contemptuous.

Initially, a mutual disdain for middle-aged mothers could fuel a couple’s 
sense of independence and solidarity. But such a stance could not easily be 
sustained over time, particularly if the couple became parents themselves. 
Consider the following account of a veteran’s wife, who wrote to Philip Wylie 
in 1947. As she explained, her husband had spent more than three years in the 
Army, and his denunciations of “mom” made Wylie’s own acerbic critique 
“seem almost kindly”:

For he fully believes that most of the disgraceful acts of the American soldier 

were due to too much coddling and not enough discipline from dear old you 

know who, that the outrageous behavior of our occupation troops was trace-

able to mom, that she preferred to feed, feed [sic] her own ego rather than 

instill the true attributes of manliness in her son. And the Veterans psychiatric 

wards are full of the boys who couldn’t take it thanks to Mom’s depleting 

influence.
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My son is only four months old, but I intend, instead of using the more 

orthodox books on child rearing, to keep “Generation of Vipers” close at 

hand. And my husband has a very successful method of controlling me. He 

merely says, “Don’t be a mom.”89

One can only wonder how this couple dealt with the difficulties of readjust-
ment, and whether or not the specter of wartime horrors haunted their re-
lationship. What seems clear is that the husband’s fervent antimaternalism 
profoundly affected his wife’s views, feelings, and behavior. Yet even though 
the wife pledged to avoid the dangers of momism, shunning any sense of 
identification with the women of her mother’s generation, she still had to 
suffer her husband’s corrective jabs. In prescriptive literature and popular 
depictions of veteran readjustment, antimaternalist sentiment generally cen-
tered on middle-aged mothers, but in private life, young wives and mothers 
found themselves targeted as well.

Raising a New Generation

In 1949, the child psychoanalyst Sibylle Escalona commented on the “remark-
able change in cultural attitudes toward specific child-rearing practices” that 
had occurred in the prior decade. It seemed incredible to her that, less than 
ten years before, psychological authorities and “public opinion” still favored 
strict schedules and limited physical contact during early childhood. “From 
the vantage point of the present,” she mused, “it is difficult to recapture the 
feelings and expectations on which such convictions about child-rearing 
practices were based.” According to Escalona, the emphatic rejection of be-
haviorist principles reflected a more general disillusionment with the notion 
that science and technology could “solve the problems of human existence.” 
In the new atomic age, she observed, “scientists and everyone else” had come 
to view “the unconscious, or whatever it is that determines human behavior” 
as “the main source of threat to future security and well being.”90

The political upheavals of the 1940s dramatically influenced attitudes to-
ward mothering. Intent on curbing human aggression and irrationality, nu-
merous experts came to view the mother-child relationship as the cornerstone 
of a peaceful and democratic order. Although their anxieties about clinging 
and overprotective mothers did not diminish, they increasingly turned their 
attention to the problems of maternal deprivation and rejection. Influenced 
by Anna Freud’s wartime studies of orphans, which were widely publicized 
in the United States, experts and commentators began to emphasize young 
children’s presumed need for intensive, uninterrupted maternal care.91 The 
withholding of maternal solicitude in infancy, previously regarded as a sound 
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approach to the irrational impulses of mother and child alike, came to be 
perceived as a denial of legitimate need—a denial that actually produced the 
dependent tendencies that it sought to prevent. More broadly, the behaviorist 
view of infants as blank slates to be molded by all-powerful parents ceased to 
appear as a positive good—an opportunity to engineer a modern society free 
of the inhibitions that had marred prior generations. Instead, psychiatrists 
and psychologists of varying theoretical persuasions invested their hopes for 
the future in a more favorable view of the infant as a nascent individual who 
would naturally develop into a reasonable, democratic citizen, provided that 
he or she received loving and physically indulgent maternal care during the 
earliest phase of life.

Thus, during the 1940s, as a newer set of concerns about mothering 
augmented the old, the anxiety surrounding motherhood grew even more 
high-pitched. The dilemma that presented itself was this: How could experts 
prescribe a style of mothering that allowed for infantile bonding, without 
reverting to a sentimental and moralistic notion of mother love? For most 
experts, the solution resided in a notion of maternal instinct that stripped 
mother love of its broader cultural dimensions and demoted it to a manifes-
tation of psychological and biological drives. In fact, many abandoned the 
expression “mother love” altogether, no doubt because it was so freighted 
with older meanings. On those occasions when experts did refer to “mother 
love” in a nonderisive sense, they tended to present it as something so  
elemental that it was practically secreted from the maternal body.

This valorization of maternal instinct is also apparent in experts’ ten-
dency to reduce mother love to a physical substance by comparing it to  
nutrients—an analogy that had rarely surfaced in earlier eras. As Margaret 
Ribble wrote in 1943, “Mother love is a good deal like food. It has to be ex-
pressed regularly so that the child expects it; a little at a time, and frequently, 
is the emotional formula.”92 Or, as Benjamin Spock patiently explained, “Ev-
ery baby needs to be smiled at, talked to, played with, fondled—gently and 
lovingly—just as much as he needs vitamins and calories.”93 The British psy-
choanalyst John Bowlby drew the same analogy in 1951 when he complained 
that governments, social agencies, and the public still failed to appreciate that 
“mother-love in infancy and childhood is as important for mental health as 
are vitamins and proteins for physical health.”94 Only a physically intimate, 
nourishing relationship to the mother, nearly all postwar experts agreed, pro-
duced the necessary emotional “security” that allowed a child to develop into 
a well-balanced adult.

Indeed, many childrearing experts in the 1940s and 1950s defined their role 
as helping women to recover their true maternal “instincts.” This of course 
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distinguished them from prewar advocates of “scientific motherhood,” who 
tended to regard the very notion of “maternal instinct” as an old-fashioned 
myth that perpetuated dangerously misguided practices.95 The psychoanalyst 
Margaret Ribble, for instance, bemoaned the fact that contemporary women, 
after decades of being subjected to heavy-handed expert advice, had come to 
distrust their own maternal impulses. “Our highly impersonal civilization 
has insidiously damaged woman’s instinctual nature and has blinded her 
to one of her most natural rights,” she wrote in 1943, “that of teaching the 
small baby to love, by loving it consistently through the period of helpless 
infancy.”96 Likewise, a psychiatrist quoted in Collier’s in 1947 described how 
he handled cases in which the mother became so intent on studying advice 
literature and visiting psychiatrists that her child developed a neurosis. “As 
soon as she has unlearned her collection of fancy and conflicting theories and 
learned what nature is reputed to teach most mothers via instinct,” he ex-
plained with dripping condescension, “she is discharged and returned to her 
family.”97 These and other experts praised the rise of permissive parenting in 
large part because they believed that it would help to restore motherhood to 
a more “natural” basis.

A similar (though ultimately more complex) view of maternal nurturance 
informed the experimental psychologist Harry Harlow’s 1958 presidential ad-
dress to the American Psychological Association, “The Nature of Love,” in 
which he discussed his widely publicized experiments with rhesus monkeys. 
Separating babies from their mothers soon after birth, Harlow provided the 
young monkeys with two types of surrogates. The first consisted of a wooden 
block covered with rubber and terry cloth and equipped with a “uni-breast” 
that held a bottle; a light bulb warmed the “mother” from behind. The second 
surrogate, made of bare wire mesh and also equipped with bottle, differed 
only in its inability to provide “contact comfort.” Harlow and his researchers 
found that, when given a choice, a baby monkey would spend nearly all its 
time with the cloth surrogate, even if it could receive milk only from the wire 
surrogate. They therefore concluded that babies cling to their mothers not 
only because they need food but also because they crave warm, physical con-
tact: infants, in other words, needed “love” as well as food.98 Both at the time 
and later in historical account, Harlow’s experiments have been viewed as 
reinforcing the cultural idealization of mother love. But, as historian Marga 
Vicedo has shown, his conclusions suggested that any warm and reliable care-
giver—including a father—could meet an infant’s needs equally as well as his 
or her biological mother.99 In fact, Harlow actually implied that an inanimate 
object, entirely devoid of personality, could be a successful mother—indeed, 
an ideal mother—since the infant’s primary emotional need was for a warm, 
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soft, ever-present entity. If other psychological experts demystified mother 
love by portraying it as an instinctual drive, Harlow went even further by de-
taching it from female biology: his “mother love” dispensed with the mother 
altogether. In this respect, however, Harlow was rather unique, for most post-
war experts celebrated the physicality of motherhood and maternal care. 

The growing emphasis on the importance of warm, physical care led some 
commentators and experts to advance a new set of claims about the relation-
ship between race, class, and maternal capacities. In the early twentieth cen-
tury, when infant mortality rates remained high, reformers who championed 
“scientific motherhood” frequently denigrated the maternal traditions of im-
migrant and African-American women. Although cultural producers often 
romanticized the loyal and nurturing mammy, they rarely did so in a manner 
that called white women’s maternal capacities into question. In the 1940s and 
1950s, however, a number of experts who denounced the excesses of “sci-
entific motherhood” unfavorably compared affluent white mothers to black 
mammies or immigrant nursemaids. Ribble, for example, suggested that old-
school “Negro mammies of the South” had a better understanding of babies’ 
needs than well-educated white women.100 Likewise, the writer Della Cyrus 
speculated that the “superstitions and vulgarities” of the “much maligned 
‘dumb’ nursemaid” might have been “far less dangerous than the overanx-
ious, impatient expectations of the intelligent and discontented mother.” Of 
course, such claims did not reflect a genuine appreciation of contemporary 
African American or immigrant mothers; after all, both writers invoked  
stereotypical figures from the past. Rather, this tendency to romanticize 
“other” mothers’ nurturing capacities underscores the fear that “modern” 
women had become alienated from their instinctual selves and thus could 
not provide the indulgent love that the experts now prescribed.

Yet even as psychological experts placed greater emphasis on the need for 
intensive maternal care during the very earliest years, they continued to warn 
against the dangers of momism. Typically, they counseled mothers to pro-
vide intensive care in infancy, while consciously striving to lessen children’s 
emotional dependency as they grew. For instance, in 1955 the psychologist 
Elizabeth Hurlock exhorted readers of Health that “Mothering Does Not 
Mean Smothering.” The newborn baby, she wrote, “is helpless and needs 
and demands your constant attention. . . . [b]ut nature does not permit this 
state of helplessness to last for long.” The mother who thwarted her child’s 
early attempts at self-reliance should not be surprised if he later demanded 
“unnecessary help,” for she had effectively “made him a helpless dependent, 
a victim of ‘Momism.’ ” Likewise, Representative Katharine St. George, a 
longtime proponent of the Equal Rights Amendment, offered the following 
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advice to women students at George Washington University in 1949: “If we 
sacrifice our children’s infant years to any career, no matter how successful 
and useful, we are doing them and ourselves an irreparable injustice. How-
ever, in a very few short years this part of our lives is over and we must have 
the courage and intelligence to untie the apron strings to let these children 
of ours stand on their own feet and to strike out and have lives and careers 
of their own.” Warning that “momism” was “one of the curses of life in the 
United States,” St. George suggested that mothers and children alike would 
benefit from greater emotional autonomy and self-reliance.101

The extent to which good mothering came to be defined as the ability 
to refrain from intervening is well illustrated by a passage from Ferdinand 
Lundberg and Marynia Farnham’s 1947 bestseller, Modern Woman: The Lost 
Sex, an antifeminist polemic that presented motherhood as the pinnacle of 
female fulfillment. Although women’s historians have often cited this book 
as a classic articulation of the postwar “feminine mystique,” they have not 
noted how radically the maternal ideal that its authors advocated departed 
from prior conceptions. Consider, for instance, how Farnham and Lundberg 
described the ideal, truly “feminine mother”:

Is she so very wise? No, hers is not wisdom in the sense of intellectual knowl-

edge. She just likes her children. . . . Being in balance, she feels no need to 

inquire into every detail of their lives, to dominate them. Instead, she watches 

with somewhat detached interest to see what each one takes. . . . She can tell, 

without reading books on child care, what to do for the children by waiting 

for them to indicate their need. This method is infallible. She does not fuss 

over them. If they are too cold, too hot, too wet, hungry or lonesome, they let 

her know it and she meets the need. Otherwise she leaves them pretty much to 

their own devices, although keeping a watchful eye on them.102

Here, the mother emerges as a curiously affectless figure, the very antith-
esis of the Victorian matron who sought to bind her children with a “silver 
cord” to better scrutinize the state of their souls. In fact, Farnham and Lund-
berg seemed determined to avoid all reference to maternal “love”: their ideal 
mother merely “liked” her children and offered them “reassuring support” in 
infancy and early childhood, thereafter viewing them with greater emotional 
detachment. In essence, these and other experts urged mothers to refrain 
from attempting to mold their children and instead to serve as a loving yet 
blank background against which children could define themselves.

The notion that the woman who mothered least mothered best surfaced 
even in an article designed to counter the hostile attacks on American moth-
ers. Published in Better Homes & Gardens in 1947, “You Can’t Talk That Way 
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about Mother!” featured seventy-two-year-old Janette Murray, a “kindly 
but unsentimental” woman who had raised five successful children while 
contributing to a wide array of reform movements. Murray, the writer ap-
provingly noted, “never had time to bind her children in emotional coils.” 
Instead, she won praise for serving as a constant but unobtrusive presence; in 
her daughters’ words, she was “always there, in the background, to help out 
in an emergency, to greet our friends, or to set out breakfast for the school 
friend who stayed overnight.” Describing the Murrays’ childrearing philoso-
phy, the writer succinctly expressed what one astute contemporary observer 
dubbed the new “fun morality.”103 “They shared their lives with their chil-
dren in whatever they did. It was no sacrifice. It was just more fun.” One of 
the few passages that quotes Murray directly, however, struck a quite differ-
ent note. “Love your children and share your life with them, and they’ll come 
out all right,” she advised. “Share the work, the sacrifices, the burdens and 
the joys—everything—and you won’t have to worry.” Though Murray her-
self spoke an older language that recognized “sacrifices” and “burdens” as an 
inevitable part of motherhood and family life, the article tried to transform 
her into an exemplar of the new childrearing ideology, one in which notions 
of maternal self-sacrifice had no place.104

Indeed, contrary to popular views of the era, experts in the 1940s and 
1950s repeatedly condemned “self-sacrificing” mothers who concentrated 
all of their energies on their children. “The mother who devotes herself ex-
clusively to her child may have the satisfaction of playing the martyr, but 
she may dangerously handicap her offspring,” warned the psychiatrist David 
Levy. “Mothers have the difficult job of restraining onrushing, embracing, 
helping impulses; they must learn that ‘they also serve who only stand and 
wait.’ ”105 Edward Strecker cautioned that mothers lauded by the community 
should be regarded with skepticism; though they were “spoken of as ‘giving 
their lives’ for their children,” in truth they demanded “full payment in the 
emotional lives of their children.”106 The psychiatrist Herman Bundesen sin-
gled out one such mother—a woman “known as an unselfish, devoted par-
ent” of a maladjusted nine-year-old boy, whose neighbors would frequently 
comment, “She gives her whole life to that boy!” In truth, Bundesen argued 
in a 1950 Ladies’ Home Journal article, the mother’s self-sacrificing behavior 
lay at the root of her son’s problems.107 These experts regarded maternal self-
sacrifice with such deep skepticism because they did not view it as genuinely 
selfless: what appeared like maternal selflessness, they argued, was often an 
attempt to fulfill  a self-centered desire.

Mothers in the 1940s and 1950s also heard from many sources that they 
should not focus solely on their children and their homes. Psychological  
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experts often urged women to cultivate identities beyond that of “mother,” 
while popular culture for the first time began to condone mothers’ employ-
ment outside the home on the grounds that it benefited children.108 Psychol-
ogist Anna Wolf argued in 1941 that the woman with a “strong” personality 
needed “larger worlds to conquer than her home and family,” if only because 
“her energies need deflection.”109 Similarly, Zuma Steele, writing for Good 
Housekeeping in 1945, alerted readers to the dangers of focusing exclusively 
on home and family. “The woman who gives up everything for her home is 
doing herself and her home a disservice,” she stressed. “Variety of interest 
gives a rounded viewpoint and a sense of balance indispensable to a happy 
home.”110 In 1956, a psychoanalyst quoted in American Weekly went so far as 
to argue, “If staying home is depressing [the mother] and failing to stimulate 
her creatively, then I believe her husband and children are better off if she 
gets herself a job outside the home for eight hours a day. She can’t try to 
please friends, neighbors or relatives. She has to please herself first, then try 
to please others.”111

Such sources should not, however, be read as evidence that the postwar 
cultural climate was actually more favorable for women than feminists and 
scholars have previously suggested. Rather, what they suggest is that the wide-
spread discontent among middle-class women cannot be attributed solely to 
a “feminine mystique” that exiled women to the domestic realm. The di-
lemma that such women confronted is better understood as a vicious double 
bind. Still largely barred from constructing their identities as autonomous 
individuals, and still prevented from competing on equal terms with men 
in the workplace and the broader public realm, they were now also discour-
aged from constructing their identities as selfless nurturers, whose sacrifices 
entitled them to certain emotional rewards. Instead, experts and popular cul-
ture promoted the dominant therapeutic ethos by insisting, somewhat para-
doxically, that truly “feminine” women achieved fulfillment as individuals 
through motherhood. Thus, when Life celebrated the “American Woman” 
in 1947, the magazine praised the outlook of a young mother by emphasizing 
the personal satisfaction that she derived from homemaking: “Because as an 
individual she likes the job that she does, she has no problem right now. Like 
most busy housewives, however, she gives little thought to the future—to  
satisfactory ways of spending the important years after her children have 
grown up and left home.”112 No longer a sacred calling and duty, motherhood 
and homemaking came to be construed as an emotionally fulfilling “job”—
one that would ultimately end. The problem with this model, of course, is 
that unremunerated homemaking and childrearing did not fit easily into a 
therapeutic model that privileged individual self-realization: the demands of  
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caring for a family frequently often did require women to subordinate their 
own interests and desires, yet they were increasingly prohibited from seeking 
recognition for their sacrifices, or even from viewing them as such.

Mm

When the historian Anne Kuhn published a book about motherhood and 
education in antebellum New England in 1947, she closed by drawing a sharp 
contrast between her own era and her period of study. Though Kuhn ap-
plauded the expansion of women’s rights and opportunities in the twentieth 
century, she suggested that those gains had been accompanied by a devaluing 
of the maternal role. During the antebellum era, when “every slightest mood 
and gesture of the mother was thought to be influential in the formation of 
child character” and her “incessant activity and vigilance . . . was believed 
essential to the carrying out of democratic purposes,” middle-class mothers 
had entertained few doubts as to the importance of their task. In contrast, 
contemporary American mothers, charged with fomenting all manner of psy-
chological and social ills, seemed to her to have adopted a “defeatist attitude” 
that distinguished them markedly from their predecessors. Though Kuhn 
had no desire to resurrect antebellum gender ideals, she closed by venturing, 
“One thing the mid-nineteenth century can surely offer the mid-twentieth is 
to suggest ways in which maternal self-confidence may be restored.”113

The “feminine mystique” that flourished after World War II was indeed 
a far cry from the Victorian idealization of moral motherhood. For although 
experts and producers of popular culture repeatedly reminded mothers of 
the crucial role that they played in sustaining democracy, a deep suspicion 
of maternal influence underlay their exhortations. By the 1940s and 1950s, 
the fear of pathological “mother love” had grown so pronounced that the 
ideal mother tended to be defined negatively, with the emphasis falling on 
her ability to refrain from objectionable behaviors: she did not undermine 
her husband’s authority, guilt-trip her children, pry into their personal lives, 
or look to them to meet her emotional or physical needs. As a result, even 
the mother who managed to raise successful, “mature,” and well-adjusted 
children might be left with little sense of personal accomplishment. For if 
she believed the experts, once she had equipped her children with a sense of 
“security” during their very earliest years, her most important contribution 
had been to stay out of their way.
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Banishing the Suffering Mother: 
The Quest for Painless Childbirth

My friend once said to me . . . “My dear since last I saw you, you have been through the 

valley of the shadow of death. That is where we women go to get our children.” And she 

was quite right. That is where we all go—that path our feet must tread. We enter upon 

it with high hearts, happily . . . but even with the most loving care, even with the most 

scientific aid, some of us never return. . . . Let us . . . take away the stain from our flag 

and hold out a hand of love and feeling and understanding to all the women who must 

tread that lonely path that so many of us here have trod.

m r s .  t h e o d o r e  r o o s e v e l t , speaking at a Mother’s Day  

luncheon hosted by the Maternity Centre Association, 1931

Wherever women are gathered together and the subject of childbirth arises, the general 

trend of the remarks is that childbirth is a martyrdom which, though probably best 

forgotten, is satisfactorily recalled with obvious pride.

g r a n t l y  d i c k - r e a d , obstetrician and natural childbirth advocate, 1944

In her 1959 book, Thank You, Dr. Lamaze, Marjorie Karmel recounted her 
struggle to find an obstetrician willing to deliver her baby without anesthet-
ics, and with her husband in attendance as her labor coach. Karmel had pre-
viously given birth in Paris using the Lamaze method, and she wanted to 
ensure that her second birth would be a similarly positive experience. Finally, 
she located an “elderly and distinguished” obstetrician in New York who 
agreed to her conditions. But when she and her husband sat down with him, 
they soon realized how radically his notion of “natural childbirth” differed 
from their own. As he reflected on how his practice had changed since the 
1920s, when he had routinely delivered babies without recourse to medica-
tion, the doctor explained:

That’s the way we were in my day. We believed in letting nature take its 

course. No pampering. . . . Women knew they had to suffer to bring forth and 

that was that. You shall bring forth in pain. No one tried to dodge the issue. 

Childbirth is painful. Now we know how to alleviate suffering somewhat. But 

is it really worth it? . . . Out of a woman’s suffering springs her mother love.

The young couple nodded politely and fled as quickly as possible, dissolving 
into laughter once they reached the street. The next day, Karmel phoned the 
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doctor’s office with a concocted excuse as to why they would not be employ-
ing his services after all. For in light of his “philosophical convictions of forty 
years standing,” she felt it would be futile to attempt to explain that her own, 
more recently acquired convictions allowed her to anticipate a delivery that 
would be at once “natural” and painless.1

The chasm in perspective that separated Karmel from the elderly ob-
stetrician reflected seismic shifts in the experience and representation of 
childbearing in twentieth-century America. In truth, very few doctors in the 
1950s (or even the 1920s) would have asserted that mother love sprang from 
childbirth suffering. But until the 1940s, childbirth continued to be widely re- 
garded as an intensely painful, debilitating, and potentially life-threatening 
ordeal. Some obstetricians promoted this perspective for reasons at least  
partially self-serving, as it helped to justify their interventions and enhance 
their professional prestige.2 But the association between childbearing and 
suffering also reflected long-standing cultural traditions and demographic 
realities. Until maternal death rates began to decline precipitously in the mid 
to late 1930s, childbirth retained its aura of sacrifice, as evidenced by the reli-
gious language and martial analogies used to characterize the experience. Just 
as the soldier risked life and limb for his country, so the childbearing woman 
bravely descended into “the valley of the shadow of death” to bring forth the 
nation’s future citizens.

By the late 1930s, however, a growing number of obstetricians, writers, and 
mothers themselves had begun to challenge this view of childbirth by depict-
ing it as a wholly “normal” and “natural” event. While fascists like Mussolini 
continued to proclaim that “war is to man what maternity is to woman,” 
Americans increasingly adopted the view of British obstetrician and natural 
birth advocate Grantly Dick-Read, who argued that “pregnancy should be as 
normal for a woman as wage-earning is for a man.”3 Especially after World 
War II, experts and popular writers assured women that modern medicine, 
equipped with its arsenal of safe and effective anesthetic techniques, had made 
giving birth almost as routine as a trip to the dentist. More radically still, a 
small but influential group of childbirth reformers joined Read in asserting 
that without anesthesia, childbirth could be the most pleasurable experience 
of a woman’s life. In either case, whether medicalized or naturalized, child-
bearing ceased to be viewed as an act of painful self-sacrifice, and birthing 
women lost their status as pitiable yet courageous martyrs.

The normalization of childbirth in the 1940s and 1950s helped to fuel, 
but was also fueled by, the broad cultural shifts this book has traced. As the 
previous chapter illustrated, postwar childrearing experts largely repudi-
ated the ideal of maternal self-sacrifice by recasting maternal obligations as 
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sources of feminine fulfillment. But for motherhood to be truly modernized, 
with the emphasis shifted from self-sacrifice toward self-realization, child-
birth itself had to be transformed from a dangerous and dreaded ordeal into 
an exhilarating experience. The decline in maternal deaths was no doubt a 
necessary precondition for such a reorientation. Yet even as medical devel-
opments helped to render the figure of the suffering mother anachronistic, 
so the widespread repudiation of that ideal influenced medical thinking and 
practice. The cultural assault on the moral mother can be detected not only 
in mainstream obstetrics, with its heavy reliance on anesthesia and analgesia, 
but also in the postwar natural childbirth movement that arose to challenge 
standard obstetrical procedures. For in both cases, physicians and childbear-
ing women themselves pledged to banish not only pain and suffering but 
also maternal martyrdom and the burdens of guilt and indebtedness that it 
implied.

Pain and Suffering: Childbearing before the 1940s

The history of American childbirth prior to the 1940s is one of enormous 
change and surprising continuity. Over the course of two centuries, as Judith 
Walzer Leavitt and other historians have detailed, childbearing evolved from 
a bodily and spiritual trial overseen by women into a medical procedure con-
trolled by men.4 This transformation originated in the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury, when a few elite women began enlisting male physicians instead of mid-
wives to attend their births. By 1930, physicians attended roughly 85 percent 
of all births, with midwifery persisting only in the rural South and Southwest 
and within some urban immigrant communities.5 Yet medicine’s triumph 
over childbirth was still far from complete. As late as the mid-1930s, more 
than half of all births occurred in private homes, and high maternal mortality 
rates continued to shame the medical profession. In fact, the rise in hospital 
births did not initially lead to fewer maternal deaths; if anything, women 
who gave birth in hospitals during the 1920s and early 1930s faced greater 
risks than those who delivered at home.6 “To every nubile woman,” Time 
magazine observed in 1936, childbirth “still evokes the Lord’s words to sinful 
Eve: ‘I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception. In sorrow thou  
shall bring forth children.’ ”7 Thus, despite the dramatic changes wrought by 
medicalization, childbearing continued to conjure up images of suffering, 
debilitation, and even death well into the twentieth century.

Basic assumptions about the essential nature of childbirth also endured, 
even as anesthesia, first introduced in obstetrics in 1847, altered the child-
bearing experiences of many middle-class women. Euro-Americans had long 
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indulged in racial fantasies about Native American and slave women who 
gave birth with ease, and some antebellum health reformers disputed the no-
tion that labor pain was natural or inevitable.8 But most nineteenth-century 
Americans simply assumed that childbirth entailed severe pain. Some physi-
cians and moralists continued to insist that childbed suffering was the price 
women paid for Eve’s transgression. For instance, when the social scientist 
Lorine Pruette’s mother gave birth in Tennessee in 1876, the doctor with-
held chloroform on the grounds that childbearing women ought to suffer.9 
More typically, physicians viewed excruciating labor pain as a consequence 
of advancing “civilization,” which they believed had caused affluent white 
women to become more sensitive and delicate. In either case, childbirth and 
suffering remained inextricably linked, even in the language of the times; 
as Martin Pernick has noted, nineteenth-century Americans used the same 
word—“pains”—to describe both labor contractions and the distressing 
physical sensations that accompanied them.10

Yet if assumptions about the painful nature of childbearing held con-
stant, the meanings attributed to childbirth suffering evolved considerably 
over course of the nineteenth century. Victorian culture tended to accentuate 
the experience of childbirth suffering in ways that reflected the new ideal of 
refined “true womanhood” and the growing intensity of the mother-child 
bond. The term that colonial Americans used for labor—“travail”—“con-
noted not simply pain but effort, especially strenuous or self-sacrificing ef-
fort,” according to historian Laurel Thatch Ulrich.11 Yet by the 1830s, many 
elite and middle-class women had begun to refer to labor as a time of “sick-
ness” or “illness,” suggesting that they saw themselves more as victims of a 
pathological process.12 Rather than a punishment to be endured, childbirth 
pain increasingly came to be construed as a torment that sanctified the suf-
ferer, like Christ’s trial on the cross. Both women and men described labor as 
an unparalleled form of suffering, and both portrayed it as the crucible from 
which “mother love” emerged.13 Indeed, some doctors and clergymen went 
so far as to oppose the use of anesthesia in childbirth, claiming that it might 
diminish maternal devotion. As one physician expressed it, “The very suffer-
ing which a woman undergoes in labor is one of the strongest elements in the 
love she bears her offspring.”14

Although middle- and upper-class women objected to this glorification 
of maternal pain, insisting that physicians had a moral obligation to dispense 
anesthesia, many nevertheless embraced the notion that childbearing was 
a painful, even pathological condition. Historian Sylvia Hoffert has argued 
that they did so in part because such a view fit their “preconceived notions 
about the process” and in part because displays of “delicacy” testified to their 
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family’s class status.15 At the same time, the emphasis on maternal suffering 
appears to have afforded some affluent women a means of leverage within 
the family circle.16 Whereas the colonial husband had been “presented” with 
his newborn—a term that underscored his superior “legal and moral right 
to the child”—the Victorian father tended to be depicted as a humble and 
grateful witness to his wife’s agonizing ordeal.17 The greater deference that 
nineteenth-century men displayed for maternal suffering helped women to 
control their fertility while also allowing them to assume a more proprietary 
stance toward their children. Of course, the ideology of moral motherhood 
left women with no recourse, save further martyrdom, when husbands re-
fused to follow the approved cultural script. But given the reality of wom-
en’s subordinate status and the real risks associated with childbearing in the 
nineteenth century, it is hardly surprising that many middle-class and elite 
women not only accepted the association between motherhood and physical 
suffering but also attempted to use it to their advantage.

Accolades to maternal suffering assumed a more political cast in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as conservatives and progressives 
alike increasingly portrayed motherhood as a civic obligation that women 
rendered unto the state. In 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt declared, 
“The woman who has had a child has that claim to regard which we give to 
the soldier . . . who does a great and indispensable service which involves pain 
and discomfort, self-abnegation, and the incurring of risk of life.”18 When 
Governor Marion E. Hay of Washington proclaimed Mother’s Day a state 
holiday in 1910, he struck a similar tone, urging every citizen to wear a white 
flower “in acknowledgment and honor of the one who went down into the 
valley of the shadow of death for us.”19 At the same time, progressive re-
formers emphasized maternal pain and suffering to advocate such causes as 
mothers’ pensions, funding for maternal health initiatives, birth control, and 
even suffrage. Whether expressed by traditionalists who hoped to shore up 
sentimental ideals of motherhood, or by progressives who sought to advance 
women’s status, an appreciation of the pain and peril of maternity formed 
the emotional core of maternalist ideology.

Of course, this is not to suggest that Americans accepted the inevitability  
of  maternal suffering and death. During the twentieth century, agonizing labor  
pain and maternal mortality increasingly came to be viewed as inexcusable 
travesties rather than inescapable tragedies. In 1914, a group of middle- and 
upper-class clubwomen founded the National Twilight Sleep Association to 
assert women’s right to experience “painless childbirth” through the use of a 
new obstetrical technique pioneered in Germany.20 According to its propo-
nents, twilight sleep, induced by combination of morphine and the amnesiac 
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scopolamine, obliterated all memory of childbirth and allowed women to 
awaken from the experience feeling refreshed and vigorous. Although the 
movement quickly unraveled after one of its leaders died during a twilight 
sleep birth, it nevertheless helped to promote the idea that women had a right 
to demand—and physicians the obligation to provide—pain relief during 
childbirth, as well as the notion that an ideal birth was a wholly unconscious 
one.

In the interwar period, medical literature and the popular press grew 
more emphatic in urging physicians who attended childbearing women to 
intervene to alleviate pain. The extent to which childbearing women actually 
received anesthesia and analgesia is difficult to determine, but contemporary 
accounts suggest that, as late as the 1930s, a majority of American women 
still delivered their babies with no pain relief at all.21 This helps to explain the 
crusading tone that informed much writing on the topic. “Modern obstetrics 
not only includes but demands analgesia and anesthesia,” the obstetrician 
C. O. McCormick argued in a 1933 article in the American Journal of Nurs-
ing. “Shock prevention and surgical asepsis make it imperative, and with the 
mental and physical ordeal of childbirth increasing as civilization advances, 
the humanitarian demand can no longer be ignored.”22 In 1935, an article in 
the same journal observed that experiences over the past decade had proven 
conclusively that pain relief could be provided without risk to either mother 
or baby “and in fact with beneficial results to both.” Noting the wide range of 
anesthetic options, the authors advocated techniques that rendered women 
wholly unconscious, resulting in “complete relief of suffering from the very 
onset of labor, throughout its entire course, and for several hours following 
delivery.”23 Articles in popular women’s magazines during the 1930s echoed 
this view; for instance, the childbirth reformer Constance Todd, writing for 
Good Housekeeping in 1937, praised techniques that allowed women to de-
liver in a state of “complete oblivion,” with “the whole period of labor . . . 
wiped out of consciousness.”24 Although many physicians objected to such 
heavy reliance on medication, medical literature and the popular press alike 
increasingly depicted the “complete relief of suffering” during childbirth as a 
realistic and desirable ideal.

Physicians who promoted such techniques during the interwar period 
tended to regard childbirth as a pathological process, comparable to a surgi-
cal operation. One of the nation’s most prominent obstetricians, Joseph B. 
DeLee, famously described childbirth as a “pathologic process” that left “only 
a small minority of women” undamaged. “So frequent are these bad effects,” 
he wrote in 1920, “that I have often wondered whether Nature did not de-
liberately intend women should be used up in the process of reproduction,  
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in a manner analogous to that of salmon which dies after spawning.”25 Simi-
larly, a Yale physiology professor explained to listeners of a 1931 radio ad-
dress, “Child-bearing is an illness of nine months, requiring constant care 
and supervision; then an episode as grave as a surgical operation, needing 
as excellent medical care; and finally a period of convalescence, as from an 
operation, lasting several weeks.”26 Popular writers frequently admonished 
women that, if they failed to appreciate the medical risks associated child-
birth, they could face the most dire of consequences. “While motherhood is a 
natural event in the life of a woman, it may not be normal; many abnormali-
ties and complications may arise that demand expert medical care,” an article 
in the journal Hygeia warned in 1937. “The public must realize that death may 
be the price for negligence.”27

Indeed, the maternal death rate remained alarmingly high in the 1920s 
and 1930s, even as the medical profession succeeded in combating death and 
disease from a wide range of other causes. Maternal mortality gained wide-
spread recognition as a public health problem beginning in 1917, when Grace 
Meigs of the Children’s Bureau published a study demonstrating maternity 
to be the second leading cause of death for American women between the 
ages of fifteen and forty-five. (Only tuberculosis claimed more victims.)28 In 
1915, 61 women died per 10,000 live births; throughout the 1920s, the rate 
fluctuated between 65 to 70 deaths per 10,000 live births.29 This meant that 
roughly one woman died for every 150 births, amounting to about 15,000 
deaths per year nationwide. (By way of comparison, the maternal death rate 
today is one per 10,000 births.)30 Moreover, official statistics almost certainly 
underestimated the extent of the problem, since physicians tended to at-
tribute maternal death to other causes when the victim had suffered from 
preexisting conditions.31 Although maternal mortality began to decline in-
crementally in the early 1930s and rapidly in the late 1930s, experts remained 
unsure as to whether they were witnessing a permanent downward trend. 
“Is this temporary good luck or is childbirth actually becoming safer in the 
United States?” pondered obstetrician Alan Guttmacher in 1937. “We do not 
know; the next ten years will tell.”32

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, government agencies, nonprofit orga-
nizations, and the press worked to draw public attention to the problem of 
maternal mortality. Articles in leading newspapers and women’s magazines 
routinely decried the fact that the United States had one of the highest mater-
nal mortality rates among industrialized nations. At times, discussions of the 
issue assumed a melodramatic and alarmist tone. For instance, in 1936, the 
Ladies’ Home Journal ran a high-profile series, entitled “Why Should Women 
Die?” that relied on somewhat misleading statistics to portray the “profes-
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sion of motherhood” as “more dangerous than that of soldiering.” “In the 
past twenty-five years, 375,000 of our women have died from pregnancy and 
childbirth, while in all our country’s wars since the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, only 244,000 men were killed in battle,” asserted the author, popular 
science writer Paul de Kruif.33 (In fact, some 620,000 men died in the Civil 
War alone, though the majority had succumbed due to disease.) In 1940, the 
U.S. Film Service released a docudrama about childbirth, The Fight for Life, 
that opened with a harrowing scene of childbirth death; one reviewer found 
the film so “grueling . . . to watch” that he suggested, “possibly women should 
not see it at all.”34

This pervasive fear of maternal death led both physicians and the broader 
public to view childbirth as a debilitating medical event that required a 
lengthy convalescence. From the nineteenth century through the 1940s, ob-
stetrics textbooks advised a minimum of nine days complete bed rest after 
delivery, based on the mistaken belief that early ambulation increased the 
risk of thromboembolism (blot clots) and uterine prolapse.35 In the 1920s 
and 1930s, women who gave birth in hospitals typically remained hospi-
talized for fourteen days, with private patients often staying even longer.36 
Maternity wards adhered to a rigid protocol, according to historian Judith 
Walzer Leavitt: “Women stayed in bed exactly 10 days following the deliv-
ery, they dangled their legs on the 11th day, they sat in a chair on the 12th 
day, they walked on the 13th, and went home on the 14th.”37 The obstetri-
cian Alan Guttmacher, writing in 1937, reported that some doctors allowed 
“completely normal patients” to sit in a chair on the eighth day postpartum, 
whereas more conservative practitioners kept all patients confined to bed for 
a minimum of two weeks. Upon release from the hospital, he noted, new 
mothers were advised to avoid climbing stairs for another week, to remain 
housebound for at least a full month, and to refrain from driving for six  
weeks.38

The same guidelines that structured hospital procedures also helped to 
determine the care of women who experienced home deliveries. Throughout 
the first third of the twentieth century, many prosperous families hired live-
in nurses or domestic servants to assist after childbirth, absolving women of 
household duties for several weeks or even longer. Consider the case of Violet 
D’Arcy Muriel, the wife of a New England businessman who gave birth to 
her third child in 1908. On October 29, Muriel’s labor commenced with “very 
bad pains” at 2 a.m. and progressed so quickly that the doctor and nurse 
barely arrived in time for the delivery. Though she suffered “after-pains” and 
sore nipples in the following days, within a week she could record in her  
diary, “Things began to settle down although its still hurts me to nurse 
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Baby.” Nevertheless, it would be another full week before Muriel “sat up out 
of bed.” On November 20, she recorded feeling “very glad” that her hus-
band John had arranged for a Miss Johnson—presumably a nurse—to stay 
for an additional three weeks. Two days later, she wrote, “John carried me 
down to the drawing room: we had a fine time.”39 In other words, a full three 
weeks after an uncomplicated birth, neither Muriel nor her husband be-
lieved her capable of descending the stairs, let alone resuming her domestic  
responsibilities.

Similarly, Gladys Whitney Neil, a resident of Pittsford, Vermont, was still 
being attentively nursed two weeks after giving birth to her first child on Janu-
ary 10, 1921. Within three days, she felt wonderful; the entry that she later re-
corded in her diary for January 13 reads: “Our nurse takes good care of my 
little angel and me, we are living in the only heaven there is on earth.” Four 
days after the birth, she sat up in bed and did some writing; on the fifth day, 
she had her hair combed; on the sixth day, she ate her dinner at a little table. 
On the tenth day postpartum, she dressed, played cards, and held her baby 
“quite a lot,” and on the eleventh day, she ventured downstairs for the first 
time. At two weeks, she washed and dressed the baby herself and took her 
midday meal downstairs. But that evening, the nurse dissuaded Neil from re-
turning downstairs for supper; instead, she bathed her, gave her an enema, 
and put her to bed. Though Neil appeared physically well and in the best of 
spirits, she continued to be treated as a patient who required rest and attentive  
care.40

Nor were such lengthy confinements limited to the elite. In 1931, Helen 
Berklich, a working-class Minnesotan who gave birth to her first child at 
home, attended by both a doctor and a midwife, recalled: “And then you had 
to stay in bed 10 days you know. You couldn’t even breathe for 10 days, you 
had to stay in bed.”41 African-American midwives who practiced in Virginia 
during the 1920s and 1930s insisted that new mothers spend between nine 
days and three weeks confined to bed in a darkened room, as anthropologist 
Gertrude Jacinta Fraser has shown, followed by another two to four weeks 
during which they adhered to special dietary restrictions and limited their 
activities to the house and yard.42 Similarly, Mexican-American midwives 
followed the tradition of dietá, in which newly delivered mothers stayed 
in bed for eight days, remained in the house for two weeks, and for forty 
days avoided certain foods and slept separately from their husbands.43 Of 
course, many poor and working-class women had no choice but to resume 
work soon after giving birth. But across the lines of class and race, interwar  
Americans viewed childbirth as a debilitating affair that should ideally be fol-
lowed by a period of extended convalescence.44
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Such attitudes came to be widely challenged in the 1940s, as numerous 
experts, writers, and childbearing women themselves began to portray child-
birth as a wholly “normal” and “natural” experience. This transitional mo-
ment, when the tendency to view childbirth as inherently pathological began 
to wane, can be glimpsed in an article that appeared in Parents’ Magazine in 
1940. Like many prior articles, “New Techniques in Childbirth” described 
childbirth pain as “unendurable” and lauded the “infinitely kinder” hospital 
methods that rendered women completely unconscious during delivery. Yet 
while this depiction of modern medicine as the solution to childbirth agony 
sounded familiar themes, the article concluded in a manner that suggested 
newer tendencies on the horizon: “Looking back, you may not be able to 
say, as does a friend of mine, ‘I’d much rather have a baby than a bad cold!’ 
But with science on your side and confidence in your heart, you are certain 
to find it an interesting, not-too-uncomfortable experience that proves to 
be 100 percent worth while.”45 All of these assertions—that a woman could 
remain dispassionate enough to deem her labor “interesting,” that childbirth 
could entail mere discomfort rather than pain, and that the experience of giv-
ing birth might be favorably compared to that of suffering a bad cold—would 
have seemed quite novel in 1940. But within a decade, such claims would be 
ubiquitous.

Normalizing Childbirth

In the late 1930s, and increasingly in the 1940s and 1950s, a variety of critics, 
acting from very different motives, began to dispute the notion that child-
bearing entailed immense suffering and sacrifice. On the one hand, a small 
number of women downplayed the pain of “normal” or “natural” childbirth 
because they objected to the growing reliance on anesthesia, which they  
regarded as both physically and emotionally harmful. On the other hand, an-
timaternalist commentators like Philip Wylie pointed to the increasing avail-
ability of anesthesia in order to challenge widely shared views of childbirth. 
The idea that childbearing women risked their lives and braved extraordinary 
pain, they argued, no longer reflected social and medical realties, but had in-
stead become a weapon in the battle of the sexes. These critics did not seek to 
improve women’s birthing experiences; on the contrary, they sought to lib-
erate men, whom they saw as vulnerable to guilt and manipulation. Around 
the same time, many obstetricians discarded prior notions of childbearing 
as an inherently pathological process. Particularly after World War II, they 
portrayed childbirth as a wholly “natural” event that neither exacted a heavy 
physical toll nor necessitated a prolonged confinement. Thus, as with the 
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broader assault on moral motherhood, the repudiation of maternal suffering 
included protofeminist, deeply misogynist, and medical strains, which over-
lapped and intersected in complicated ways.

In the mid to late 1930s, a few individuals began to criticize medicalized 
birthing practices in ways that anticipated the postwar natural childbirth 
movement. For instance, Dr. Gertrude Nielsen, a middle-aged mother of 
three—all delivered “without the use of modern painless methods”—pas-
sionately denounced “painless childbirth” during a session of the American 
Medical Association’s 1936 convention. The session featured several presen-
tations on new techniques in obstetrical anesthesia and analgesia. In one, 
the presenters reported on their use of a mixture of paraldehyde and benzyl 
alcohol, which had successfully eradicated all memory of childbirth in 90 
percent of their cases. Appalled by this complete erasure of the birth event, 
Nielsen spoke out during the discussion period that followed. “Childbearing 
is so essential an experience for a woman that the thwarting of its normal 
course through the excessive use of analgesics may cause great damage to her 
personality,” she argued. Obstetricians could better assist women by striving 
to allay fears instilled by “sensational magazine articles” that grossly exag-
gerated the pain of childbirth. Nielsen’s comments clearly struck a nerve, 
for they received extensive coverage in the mainstream press; the New York 
Times carried a front-page story about the controversy she ignited, and Time 
quoted her at length in a cover story entitled “Nature v. Drugs.”46

Soon thereafter, a few women began to publish testimonials in which 
they portrayed unmedicated childbirth as a wholly bearable and profoundly 
meaningful experience. In 1939, the American Mercury ran an article by a 
mother of four who criticized “ ‘painless’ methods” as “often dangerous and 
cowardly.” “Normal birth can be a relatively easy process—if you can learn 
how to take it,” she argued. “Women can enjoy the birth of their children to 
the full, physically, mentally, and emotionally. It is their right to participate 
in the greatest thing that happens in their lives.” The writer did not deny that 
childbirth hurt, but she favorably compared the pain of labor to that of a bad 
toothache or headache. “There is even (and I am prepared for sneers),” she 
added, “a certain ecstasy in it.”47 That same year, a woman named Lenore 
Friedrich published an account of her experience with “natural birth” in the 
Atlantic Monthly. Unable to locate an obstetrician in the United States willing 
to deliver her baby without recourse to anesthesia, Friedrich had traveled to 
Switzerland to bear her fourth child. While she labored, her physician related 
tales of his formative years as a country doctor, when he had had to “toil on 
foot through the snow, hour after hour up the mountainsides.” “To such a 
man a little ‘suffering’ does not seem very important,” Friedrich wrote, “and 
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with him you find yourself being brave.”48 While these women celebrated 
birth as an “exhilarating” and “ecstatic” moment, they also normalized the 
physical experience of labor by comparing it to more mundane types of 
bodily suffering—suffering endured by men as well as women.

Many women who encountered such views in newspapers and maga-
zine articles responded with outrage. Invoking long-standing analogies that  
likened birthing women to wounded soldiers or Christ on the cross, they 
argued that maternal suffering should at the very least be acknowledged and 
respected. One “Old-Fashioned Mother,” who noted that her own “agony” 
would always “bring a shudder,” allowed that it might be preferable to refrain 
from using pain-relieving medications for reasons of safety. “But for heaven’s 
sake, don’t minimize the mother’s pain,” she insisted. “Let that, at least, stand 
to her credit.”49 Another woman wrote that Nielsen’s claims were “enough 
to infuriate a woman who has spent fifty hours in child-birth” and known 
“pain that is a crucifixion.”50 Yet another respondent argued, “Medical his-
tory tells us more than I can read without a shudder about childbirth in the 
days before anaesthetics. It is comparable to the sufferings of wounded men 
in the same period.”51 In the 1930s, the assertion that childbearing women 
could forgo medication without suffering extraordinary pain struck many 
American women as not just ludicrous but downright offensive.

Prior to the 1940s, even hard-core motherhood debunkers often paused 
to acknowledge the reality of maternal suffering. For instance, when a writer 
mocked the tradition of Mothers’ Day in a 1932 Literary Digest article, he 
opened with the caveat: “It should be said at the outset, however, that one im-
portant feature of Mothers’ Day, often forgotten, is to call attention to those 
thousands of mothers who annually die in childbirth for lack of proper care 
and attention.”52 Likewise, in The Influence of Women and Its Cure, an acerbic 
account of American social life published in 1936, John Erskine grudgingly al-
lowed that “the danger and agony of child-bearing, especially in those regions 
which lack proper medical care, are still so great that no man can withhold 
his respect for the woman who by intention has a second child.”53 So long 
as maternal mortality remained a pressing problem, and many women con-
tinued to give birth without anesthesia, very few Americans questioned the 
assumption that childbearing women braved great pain and danger.

The 1940s and 1950s, however, witnessed dramatic improvements in ma-
ternal health that helped to alter Americans’ attitudes toward childbearing. 
Over the course of the 1940s, the maternal mortality rate fell more rapidly 
than ever before or since, declining from 37.6 deaths per 10,000 births in 1940 
to 8.3 deaths per 10,000 births in 1950.54 At the same time, the percentage of 
hospital births rose sharply: whereas only 55 percent of all American births 
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took place in hospitals in 1940, hospital births accounted for 88 percent of 
total births in 1950. By 1960, only a small percentage of women living in rural 
areas continued to give birth in their own homes.55 The trend toward hospi-
tal births also meant that an increasing percentage of women received some 
form of anesthesia or analgesia. After World War II, the general sentiment, 
expressed in both medical journals and the popular press, was that modern 
medicine had finally conquered the age-old problem of childbed suffering 
and death.

As childbirth became notably safer, and as the medical profession con-
solidated its control over the process, obstetricians increasingly rejected the 
notion that pregnancy and childbirth constituted pathological states. “The 
first thing that should be particularly impressed upon a patient is that she is 
undergoing a purely physiologic and not a pathologic condition,” Clifford B. 
Lull and Robert A. Hingson argued in Control of Pain in Childbirth, a leading 
obstetrical textbook reissued in 1948. “Too many women think that when 
they become pregnant they have been stricken down by disease, whereas the 
chief role of womanhood is to bear children.”56 Some physicians, influenced 
by the rise of psychosomatic medicine and the growing prestige of psycho-
analysis, even began to attribute labor pain to psychological factors. As early 
as 1936, the American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology carried an article 
by the psychiatrist F. W. Dershimer that traced the suffering of “civilized” 
women to their “emotional attitudes.” “Society in general,” he complained, 
made “every possible effort to prevent the pregnant woman from accepting 
pregnancy and labor as a natural physiologic function”; as a result, women 
tended to view of pregnancy and birth as a “martyrdom” for which “both 
their husbands and children would be eternally indebted to them.”57 Though 
many obstetricians remained skeptical of the psychosomatic paradigm, such 
arguments became commonplace in both medical journals and the popular 
press during the 1940s and 1950s. According to numerous experts, a woman’s 
unconscious rejection of femininity could easily disrupt her sexual and re-
productive life, resulting in disorders ranging from “frigidity” to infertility.58

The normalization of childbirth and the rise of psychosomatic medicine 
emboldened antimaternalist critics like Wylie, who increasingly attributed 
women’s pain and suffering to either unconscious conflict or conscious 
manipulation. In Generation of Vipers, Wylie argued that American women 
perpetuated an obsolete view of childbearing as an “unnatural and hideous 
ordeal” to gain “respite from all other physical and social responsibility,” de-
spite the fact that “modern medical practice” could usually transform the 
experience into “no more of a hardship than, say, a few months of benign 
tumor plus a couple of hours in a dental chair.”59 The journalist Ferdinand 



b a n i s h i n g  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  m o t h e r  131

Lundberg and psychiatrist Marynia Farnham went even further in their 1946 
polemic Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, dismissing the notion of “ ‘agony in 
childbirth’ ” as a “pet fantasy” promoted by man-hating feminists. “Today, 
of course, the free use of anesthesia has made the actual delivery often into a 
bagatelle from the point of view of pain felt,” they wrote. Even without an-
esthesia, “Many women in their twenties and thirties, healthy physically and 
psychologically, effect delivery . . . with minimum pain and discomfort.”60 
No longer constrained by the indisputable reality of maternal suffering, some 
extremists questioned whether pregnancy and childbirth exacted any sort of 
physical toll.

As perceptions of childbirth itself evolved, so, too, did practices and at-
titudes surrounding postpartum recovery. As late as 1940, articles in women’s 
magazines emphasized that hospital births had the advantage of assuring new 
mothers “two weeks free from domestic cares.”61 But during World War II, 
overcrowding and a severe nursing shortage forced hospitals to curtail post-
partum stays, sometimes to a mere two or three days.62 Medical research soon 
validated protocols adopted for reasons of expediency; in 1944, the Journal of 
the American Medical Association published a study that showed that women 
who walked within three to four days of birth fared better than those who 
remained bedridden the standard ten to twelve days.63 Although the average 
hospital stay lengthened again to about five or six days after World War II 
(roughly half that of the prewar norm), maternity wards never reinstituted 
the severe restrictions on mobility. After decades of counseling prolonged 
bed rest, obstetricians reversed course and began to portray childbirth as a 
normal biological process that, barring complications, required a recovery 
period of only a few days.64

Physicians and popular writers also increasingly rejected the notion that 
middle-class and elite women required particularly attentive and indulgent 
care, given their presumably more delicate and refined nature. In 1914, a phy-
sician quoted in Good Housekeeping had argued that, though “some leather-
nerved and slow-witted woman” might resume work soon after childbirth, 
most women—and certainly “those of the more intelligent and highly de-
veloped types”—needed a minimum of ten to fifteen days of complete bed 
rest.65 In contrast, at the 1947 annual Congress of Obstetrics and Gynecology, 
William F. Mengert, chief of obstetrics at the Southwestern Medical Founda-
tion, urged his fellow practitioners to abandon “the practice of making [new] 
mothers feel they’re ill and need lots of attention” by having their patients 
rise from bed soon after giving birth. As Mengert explained, his experience 
working on a segregated maternity ward, where he had observed African-
American women “sneaking out of bed to do the family wash” a day or two 
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after giving birth, had convinced him that new mothers did not need an ex-
tended period of recovery.66 Thus, whereas physicians in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries had maintained that the needs of “civilized” women 
could not be compared to those of working-class women or women of color, 
many experts in the 1940s and 1950s suggested that the birth experiences of 
racial and cultural “others” held important lessons that could be applied to 
white, middle-class American women. Though such arguments reflected the 
discrediting of scientific racism within medicine and the social sciences dur-
ing the 1940s and 1950s—in the sense that they assumed all women expe-
rienced childbirth similarly—they nonetheless perpetuated noxious racial 
assumptions. Mengert, for instance, evoked a stereotypical image of African-
American women that thoroughly effaced their own experiences of pain and 
suffering.

As these sources suggest, changing attitudes toward childbirth reflected 
not only actual improvements in maternal health but also broader shifts in 
gender and racial ideologies that undermined the image of white women as 
frail victims in need of chivalrous male protection. Indeed, in the 1940s and 
1950s, some experts and commentators even began suggesting that husbands 
could become the real victims of childbirth. “Many women, after giving birth 
to a child, feel as though they have done their bit for the rest of their lives,” 
Drs. Edward Weiss and O. Spurgeon English cautioned in Psychosomatic 
Medicine. “They ‘never get their strength back’ because they never wanted 
to assume very much responsibility in the first place,” and they used their 
alleged weakness to “live a thoroughly self-centered life,” avoiding “marital 
responsibilities such as sexual intercourse.”67 In 1950, one physician conveyed 
similar ideas directly to his patient, who recorded his comments in a lengthy 
diary that she kept during her pregnancy. “He said many women like to use 
the pain of labor as a weapon for beating their husbands;” she wrote, “that 
for some men this is such a terrible experience that it may be said that the 
father has been lost, since it is something he can never forget, or remember 
with peace of mind; and since it makes some men dread intercourse and even 
abjure it.”68 Clearly, these physicians feared that women who assumed the 
role of invalid or maternal martyr might effeminize their husbands, reducing 
them solicitous caregivers deprived of their sexual prerogatives.69

To avoid such threats to masculinity and paternal authority, experts 
cautioned husbands not to treat their pregnant wives in an overly solicitous 
manner. In their 1951 book, Fathers are People, Too, O. Spurgeon English and 
coauthor Constance Foster warned readers that some women believed “they 
were making an extraordinary contribution to society—doing it a favor—in 
giving birth to a child.” The authors counseled husbands to prevent their 
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wives from developing such unreasonable views by adopting and enforcing a 
matter-of-fact attitude toward childbearing. “The prospective father can be 
thoroughly considerate of his wife during her pregnancy and still not encour-
age her in any such unsound attitude,” they wrote. “He is justified in taking 
for granted the normality of the processes of pregnancy and childbirth, and 
expecting her to do likewise.”70 Foster and English thus explicitly rejected the 
claims of early twentieth-century maternalists who had argued that child-
bearing did constitute “an extraordinary contribution to society.” More in-
sidiously, they encouraged men to view their wives’ health complaints with 
skepticism, as potentially manipulative attempts to gain attention or shirk 
responsibilities.

Remarkably, some women adopted virtually the same language in seek-
ing to dispel widely held assumptions about childbirth suffering. In 1937, the 
American Mercury published an article by a woman who, after giving birth 
to her first child, had come to believe that “all this talk about what women 
‘go through’ to bear children is just so much bunk.” As if seeking to bust up 
a corrupt political machine, she proclaimed it high time “that someone ex-
posed this motherhood racket.” Women played the victim card so convinc-
ingly, she argued, that most men had been completely “taken in” by their act. 
As a case in point, she noted that her own husband had heard such terrible 
stories from his mother and sister that he expected the entire nine months of 
her pregnancy to be period of “horrible agony.” Yet she did not suffer from 
morning sickness, continued to work during the first trimester, and expe-
rienced no labor pains “severe enough to make me cry out.” “After all the 
hysterical talk I had heard from women about having babies,” she concluded, 
“I could hardly believe that this was all there was to it.” While this woman 
disputed the notion that childbirth reduced women to afflicted invalids, her 
critique clearly had an antimaternalist rather than a feminist inflection, for 
she did not address the fact that employers routinely fired pregnant women, 
nor did she criticize men who treated childbearing women in a paternalistic 
manner. Instead, she positioned herself as men’s ally and defender: “If any-
one gets the worst of it in child-birth, it is the father,” she asserted, noting 
that her husband now had “to struggle from daylight till dark” to support her 
and the baby. For those women who fashioned themselves maternal martyrs, 
she had only contempt. “The next time I hear a mother telling a son about 
‘all I have gone through for your sake,’ ” she wrote, “I am going to laugh in 
her face.”71

A number of Philip Wylie’s fans spurned the role of the suffering mother 
in equally emphatic terms. Writing in 1946, one woman avidly embraced his 
momism critique, even though doing so compelled her to acknowledge that 
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she felt “utterly and completely useless.” “Unless I sit and tell myself I ‘gave 
the best years of my life to my husband’ and ‘went down into the valley of the 
shadow of death’ for my sons, I can’t see what earthly use they have for me,” 
she confessed. “But—my husband gave me the best years of my life, and I had 
deliveries as safe and practically as quickly as any alley cat’s. And I’ve never 
been one to kid myself.”72 Another fan of Generation of Vipers, who wrote in 
1945, debunked popular notions of childbed suffering in even more acerbic 
terms. Expanding on Wylie’s harsh denunciation of middle-aged moms, she 
added:

We don’t expect whelps to adore the bitch that produced them. Why, then, 

expect human young to adore the—I almost said “bitches”—that brought 

them forth? (And that goes for me, too.) Why assume that because a woman 

has had a child, said child must spend the rest of its mother’s days circum-

spectly bowing to her every whim, supplying her needs and being labeled “un-

filial” if, because of some streak of individualism, it doesn’t?73

This woman presumably advocated a healthier, more natural view of child-
birth as a way of liberating children from the clutches of their unreasonable 
mothers. Yet the intensely hostile nature of her remarks suggests a deeply 
personal investment in the issue. While she appeared to be disavowing any 
expectation of “adulation” from her own child, her parenthetical comment 
could also be read a different way—as an assertion that she, too, should be 
free of her own mother’s excessive demands. Indeed, the fact that this pas-
sage appears in a letter originally addressed to her mother, which on second 
thought she sent to Wylie instead, suggests that she harbored repressed hos-
tility toward her mother, which found expression in a more general anti-
maternalist diatribe.

The growing suspicion of maternal suffering expressed by commenta-
tors, experts, and even some women themselves should not be taken as evi-
dence that people suddenly began to treat pregnant and childbearing wives 
less kindly. But such sources do underscore the fact that American culture 
shifted away from depicting childbearing women as suffering victims dur-
ing the 1940s and 1950s, while displaying greater concern for the role of the 
expectant father.74 This is best illustrated in what was no doubt the era’s most 
famous depiction of a couple preparing for childbirth, Lucy and Desi Arnaz 
of the popular television show, I Love Lucy. The 1953 episode “Lucy Goes to 
the Hospital,” which drew an estimated 44 million viewers—the largest in 
the history of the new medium—won praise from reviewers for portraying 
childbirth as “one of the most natural and normal things in the world.”75 In 
truth, the episode focuses much more on Desi’s emotional journey toward 
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fatherhood than on Lucy’s physical and emotional journey toward mother-
hood. When it is time to head to the hospital, Lucy remains serenely calm, 
while Desi falls into a state of panic. By the time they arrive at the recep-
tion desk, Lucy is carrying her own bag, while her hapless husband, having 
fainted, is being pushed in a wheelchair. The message seemed clear: now that 
science had conquered the age-old fear of maternal death, mothers could face 
childbirth without anxiety, even if their husbands could not. The final shot 
of Lucy, which occurs midway through the episode, shows her taking leave of 
Desi after imploring a nurse to “take care of him.”76 Of course, the humor of 
the scene is premised on the audience’s faith in what will happen next—on 
its confidence that modern medicine now virtually guaranteed Lucy a safe 
and humane delivery. Ironically, it was this very assumption that thousands 
of middle-class women had already begun to question.

Natural Childbirth in Postwar America

In 1952, a woman from Bakersfield, California, wrote to Philip Wylie, detail-
ing how her obstetrician—“a doctor of excellent reputation and one whom I 
trusted”—had ignored her expressed desires concerning her labor and deliv-
ery. As she explained:

I had talked with him on a number of occasions about the anesthetic he 

planned to use. I made it clear to him that I had had my first child with some 

demerol . . . and some gas. The first birth was an exciting and thrilling expe-

rience and I hoped to have even less anesthetic the second time. I was very 

emphatic with the doctor about this. . . . I also told him I wanted a conscious 

delivery. He assured me I would be conscious. There could have been no op-

portunity for him to misunderstand.

Nevertheless, toward the end of her labor, the doctor ordered an injection—
which the nurse described as “only something to relax me”—that caused 
her to lose consciousness. She awoke six hours later feeling sore, with no 
recollection of birth. Only through “insistent questioning” did she and her 
husband learn that the injection contained Demerol and scopolamine, the 
amnesiac used to produce twilight sleep. The scopolamine had caused her 
to become so agitated that she had proven impossible to control in the de-
livery room. “If I had been deprived only of the conscious delivery of my 
baby and the first show of my husband’s pride, it would not have been so 
tragic, although still unfortunate,” she concluded, “but the physical injuries 
I received, the details of which I will spare you, have caused me extreme 
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discomfort and mental anguish. I have had to limit the size of my family 
because of them.” By conveying her story, this woman hoped to encourage 
Wylie to investigate and expose the continued use of scopolamine, for she 
suspected that many obstetricians dispensed the drug without their patients’ 
knowledge or consent.77

Four years after this woman’s traumatic birth experience, a young woman 
named Maria Elena Ortega gave birth under similarly appalling yet radically 
different circumstances. Ortega, who would later work as an organizer for 
the United Farm Workers in California, was born in Brownsville, Texas, and 
grew up in the Rio Grande valley. Married at age fourteen, she delivered her 
first child the following year in a small hospital in Post, Texas. As Ortega 
recounted in an oral interview, she experienced a “natural childbirth.” But 
she did not use this term in the way that it had come to be defined by the 
dominant culture—as a birthing technique in which women chose to forgo 
anesthetics (or rely only drugs that did not dramatically dull consciousness) 
in order to experience the thrill of childbirth. Rather, Ortega described her 
birth as “natural” because the doctor had cruelly withheld pain relief to teach 
his adolescent patient “what motherhood was”: “[H]e said that he knew I 
could have a normal childbirth and that he was not going to give me any 
medication because he wanted me to experience what it was so next time I 
would think, whenever I wanted a child.” As she recalled, the birth was “pain-
ful, very, very painful.”78 In an era when middle-class women could not rest 
assured that physicians would heed their requests for minimal medication 
during childbirth, poor and nonwhite women could not assume that doctors 
would dispense the pain relief they needed or desired.79

While the first story points to the experiences that lay behind the emer-
gence of the natural childbirth movement of the 1940s and 1950s, the second 
helps to explain the movement’s limited appeal outside of the white middle 
class. Beginning in the early 1950s, small groups of well-educated, middle-
class women began to found organizations in cities throughout the nation 
to promote natural childbirth and “family-centered maternity care.”80 Such 
groups condemned standard birthing practices, including what they re-
garded as physicians’ excessive reliance on anesthesia, while also calling for a 
more central role for husbands in the birthing process. One such organiza-
tion, the Boston Association of Childbirth Education (BACE), founded in 
1953, defined its mission as preparing the prospective mother for “a birth in 
which she is a conscious participant, a birth which is a genuinely satisfying 
physical, emotional and spiritual experience, and one in which her husband 
also shares.”81 To achieve this end, BACE and similar groups designed and 
ran childbirth courses, often out of private homes, that taught women the 
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basic physiology of pregnancy and childbirth as well as exercises to prepare 
for labor. Although instructors did not dogmatically insist that childbearing 
women renounce all forms of pain relief, they stressed the importance of 
remaining active and conscious throughout the birthing process.

Until the early 1960s, the individual who exerted by far the greatest influ-
ence over the natural childbirth movement was the charismatic and icono-
clastic Grantly Dick-Read. Read began to advocate natural childbirth in the 
1930s, but his influence within the United States remained minimal until 
after World War II, when his 1944 book, Childbirth without Fear, became 
a bestseller, and his ideas began to circulate widely in popular women’s mag-
azines.82 Read waxed lyrical about motherhood, calling for a return to the 
“Victorian mothers of seven and ten children” who might restore “the quiet 
but irresistible goodness of true motherhood.” But whereas Victorians had 
interpreted childbirth as physical and spiritual trial, Read portrayed it as “a 
normal, natural function” that “should cause no more distress than any other 
function of the body.”83 Women experienced labor as painful, he argued, 
because they had been taught to fear childbirth: fear caused their bodies to 
become tense, which in turn produced pain. As he put it, “fear, pain and 
tension are the three evils which are not normal to the natural design.”84 To 
reconcile this belief with Christian theology, Read went so far as to retranslate 
Genesis 3:16 to read, “In hard work shall thou bring forth children.” Although 
his moralism, sentimentality, and religiosity set him apart from other leading 
commentators on motherhood, who tended to be more secular and psycho-
analytically oriented, Read fully shared his contemporaries’ desire to sever 
the long-standing association between motherhood and suffering.

In Childbirth without Fear, Read argued that success in natural childbirth 
depended on the doctor’s ability to command his patient’s complete trust. 
For he believed that the same phenomenon that lay at the root of childbear-
ing women’s troubles—the power of suggestion—also held the key to allevi-
ating labor pain. Characterizing suggestion as “the greatest and most harm-
less anesthetising agent that we have,” Read urged physicians to exploit its 
potential by “firmly but quietly offering to the subconscious the required 
instruction.” Labor progressed most smoothly, he argued, when “the con-
scious, reasoning, inhibiting brain is put out of action.” “It is the ‘subcon-
scious’ woman . . . at whose fortitude we marvel,” he effused. “Her violence 
is reflex, without reason; her language may not be discriminating and her 
behavior not always discreet, but how susceptible to suggestion, if she is  
well and properly controlled!”85 Not coincidentally, Read viewed women’s 
social networks—which in the past had proven so crucial in sustaining 
women during pregnancy and birth—as negative influences to be defused 
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and counteracted. Only by lessening the patient’s emotional dependence on 
others and redirecting it toward the obstetrician, Read argued, would a doc-
tor gain his patient’s “complete confidence.”86

Like the childrearing experts discussed in the previous chapter, postwar 
natural childbirth advocates invested enormous hopes in the restoration of a 
more “natural” mother-child bond, viewing it as the key to both individual 
happiness and social stability. In addition to critiquing standard obstetrical 
procedures, they championed breastfeeding and the new practice of rooming-
in, which allowed newborns to remain with their mothers rather than being 
carted off to a centralized nursery.87 One mother of five, who wrote to Wylie 
in 1950, predicted that momism and other social problems would be resolved 
when natural childbirth and rooming-in came to be widely adopted. The fact 
that hospitals had begun to institute such practices, she believed, “will have 
a greater effect in helping those mothers become good mothers instead of 
moms, and on the future mental and emotional stability of the nation than 
anything else possibly could.”88 Others portrayed natural childbirth as a kind 
prophylactic that would prevent pathological attachments from taking root 
by allowing women to sate their maternal instincts. For instance, a woman 
who wrote to Read in 1952 compared the overwhelming love she felt for her 
older two children, whose births had been heavily medicalized, to her more 
tempered feelings for her newest addition, a natural birth baby. “I just simply 
love him—not so desperately as I love the others, but naturally and better for 
him and myself I feel,” she explained. “I think that having a child naturally 
uses up enough mother instinct or whatever it is so that one does not dote 
upon the baby or be too possessive.”89 According to these women, natural 
childbirth fostered a healthy attachment between mother and child—a bond 
wholly unlike cloying mother love.

Scholars and activists differ widely in their interpretation of the early natu-
ral childbirth movement. Margot Edwards and Mary Waldorf have portrayed 
the childbirth reformers of the 1940s and 1950s as pioneers who laid the founda-
tion for subsequent feminist critiques of medicalized childbirth.90 In contrast, 
Margarete Sandelowski has depicted the movement as “distinctly nonfeminist, 
if not antifeminist, and promedical in control of the childbirth arena.”91 Either 
interpretation can seem convincing, depending on whether one emphasizes 
the movement’s basic ideology or its grassroots organization and practical  
effects. Childbirth education groups in the 1950s and early 1960s did not di-
rectly challenge medical authority, nor did they advance a feminist critique 
of motherhood or gender roles.92 Yet the movement did embolden individual 
women to assume a more proactive stance in regard to their own medical care, 
sometimes to the point of questioning or defying medical authorities.
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Rather than assessing the natural childbirth movement of the 1940s and 
1950s in relation to subsequent developments, an alternative approach is to 
compare it to earlier movements that addressed the issue of maternity. As we 
have seen, reformers who campaigned for twilight sleep, birth control, and 
improvement in maternal and infant health during the Progressive and inter-
war eras generally viewed unmedicated childbirth as quite harrowing. They 
also portrayed childbearing as a kind of duty or service that female citizens 
rendered unto the state. Though marred by elitist and sometimes overtly rac-
ist assumptions, these campaigns often drew support from working-class and 
minority women, no doubt because they addressed the material realities of 
motherhood and childbearing. In contrast, the women who spearheaded the 
natural childbirth movement of the 1940s and 1950s rejected the association 
between maternity and suffering, dispensed with the notion that childbearing 
had a civic component, and repudiated the idea that affluent white women 
were fated to suffer in childbirth more than nonwhite or so-called primitive 
women. Yet because the natural childbirth movement focused so narrowly 
on the biological and psychological experience of birth, it attracted a less di-
verse constituency than its predecessors. Neither the critique of medicalized 
childbirth nor the celebration of “natural motherhood” held much appeal for 
women struggling to obtain basic medical care.93

Moreover, while postwar childbirth reformers rejected the scientific rac-
ism of the pre–World War II era, their depictions of non-Western women 
who gave birth with ease would surely have been off-putting to many women 
of color. Just as postwar writers and experts often idealized the childrearing 
practices of so-called primitive women, Read and other proponents of natu-
ral childbirth urged white, middle-class women to embrace their “primitive” 
maternal instincts. For instance, in a 1943 article in Parents’ Magazine, one 
woman described how well-wishers reacted when they heard about her re-
markably easy birth, which had lasted a mere three and a half hours. As they 
regarded her with “an amused twinkle in their eyes,” she knew they were 
mentally comparing her to “Indian squaws, Eskimos, buxom peasants, or 
perhaps just with Mother Rabbit.” Yet she took no offense, for she “much 
preferred” to be grouped with “Mrs. Rabbit and Co.” than to “go back to . . . 
the group that finds childbirth unimaginable torture and utterly terrifying.” 
The article went on to quote the psychiatrist F. W. Dershimer, who argued 
that the comparative ease with which “primitive” women gave birth could 
be attributed to their “mental attitude toward childbirth.” Here again, by  
sharply distinguishing white women from their racial or cultural “others,” 
experts suggested that they, too, could recover their “primitive” maternal 
selves and give birth with relative ease. In the process, they reinforced the 
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racist assumption that nonwhite women delivered babies without notable 
pain or suffering.

For all the problematic aspects of Read’s theory and method—his pa-
ternalistic conception of the doctor-patient relationship, his mystical and 
romantic view of motherhood, his embrace of primitivism—it nevertheless 
represented the most “woman-friendly” critique of medicalized childbirth 
widely available within the United States during the 1940s and 1950s. Thou-
sands of women wrote to Read after reading Childbirth without Fear—a re-
markable response that testifies to the dehumanizing character of most estab-
lished obstetrical practice.94 Women respondents especially appreciated his 
insistence that physicians should be attuned to their patients’ emotional as 
well as physical needs. Read urged obstetricians to show a level of compas-
sion that few medical men at the time (or today) would have been comfort-
able displaying. “Your patient may wish to hold your hand,” he wrote, “she 
may wish to lie with her head in your arm; she may call for you to be beside 
her, but most certainly she desires the unwavering strength of the confidence 
that you share with her in the successful issue of her trial.”95 In an era when 
laboring women were routinely strapped down in uncomfortable positions 
and left alone for long periods of time, it is easy to understand why so many 
readers found Read’s ideas appealing.

Along with Read’s correspondence, the records of the Boston Associa-
tion of Childbirth Education shed light on women’s responses to the postwar 
natural childbirth movement. Beginning in the late 1950s, Justine Kelliher, a 
founding member of BACE and its first instructor, encouraged former stu-
dents to send letters detailing their childbirth experiences.96 These reports, 
which women typically wrote within a month or two of giving birth, reveal 
how those who attempted natural childbirth understood and narrated their 
experiences. Unlike women’s diaries from the early twentieth century, which 
typically refer in very general terms to falling “ill” or suffering “pains,” most 
BACE reports draw heavily on medical terminology; many respondents dis-
cuss the stages of labor, the timing of contractions, the dilation of the cervix, 
as well as what type of medication, if any, the doctor used. This ability to con-
ceptualize their labor and delivery in medical terms seems to have afforded 
women a greater feeling of control over the process, while also allowing them 
to regard their experiences with a certain degree of distance, as if viewing 
themselves as a “case.”

The BACE reports also reveal why it is difficult to generalize about the 
kind of agency exercised by women who attempted natural childbirth in 
1950s and early 1960s. Many students felt exhilarated and empowered by 
their experiences, which they portrayed as far superior to heavily medicalized 
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childbirth.97 As one woman exclaimed, “The discomfort is nothing compared 
with the satisfaction of cooperating consciously in the birth of the baby, being 
fully aware of the birth, and feeling so wonderful afterwards!”98 Even when 
the birth did not proceed as they had expected or hoped, the vast majority of 
respondents clearly appreciated the instruction they had received. “Knowing 
more about what to expect, both of myself and of a normal delivery, helped 
a tremendous amount,” another woman explained.99 Yet while numerous 
reports suggest that natural childbirth offered women a genuine alternative 
to mainstream obstetrics, other letters point toward a less positive assess-
ment. For instance, one respondent, who made it through labor and delivery 
without pain relief, emphasized the praise that her performance elicited from 
medical professionals. “Everyone said I had done a wonderful job—even a 
doctor who wasn’t there! They couldn’t get over the fact that I hadn’t made 
a sound (except breathing).”100 Another woman, who described the birth 
of her third child as “completely natural” and “so satisfying,” claimed that 
her powerful contractions, “instead of being painful,” had proven “some-
how very satisfying.”101 Reports like these, which reveal a strong desire for 
the physician’s approval, or seem to parrot Read’s rhetoric, present a more 
ambiguous picture of the early natural childbirth movement. While many 
BACE students felt wonderful because they had relied on their own physical 
strength and emotional resources, others appear to have derived satisfaction 
from measuring up to a certain ideal of “natural” womanhood.

Moreover, many BACE students betrayed extreme self-consciousness, 
which at times seems to have bordered on self-censorship, when discuss-
ing pain or discomfort. The frank confession of one woman—“I’m afraid 
I’ll never make it all the way with nat. childbirth. I find hard labor unbear-
able”—was a virtual anomaly.102 Far more typically, BACE students referred 
to pain in highly qualified terms or skirted the issue entirely. For instance, 
a woman who found massage helpful when the “going seemed particularly 
rough” placed the word “pain” in quotation marks, thereby defusing its im-
pact: “It was one more thing to do and to think about rather than the ‘pain’ 
of the contraction.”103 Describing the importance of her husband’s support, 
another woman changed course midsentence, as if suddenly recalling the 
need to tailor her story to fit the standard natural birth narrative. “I hung 
onto him for dear life,” she wrote, “and I know his close presence minimized 
my discomfort (I hesitate to use the word pain—I think a visit to the dentist’s 
office would mean pain but not this).”104 Even a woman who acknowledged 
that she “definitely felt pain” made a point of clarifying, “it was always a 
bearable pain—I suppose because it is such a different kind of thing than the 
usual pains of sickness.”105 Whether or not these women ultimately resorted 
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to anesthesia, the vast majority did not portray pain as a central feature of 
their birthing experiences.

Even when BACE students had faced complications that forced them to  
abandon their hopes for a natural birth, many continued to endorse the theory  
and method. For instance, a woman who “started to holler for a pain killer” 
after four hours of laboring with a baby in the breech position later reflected, 
“In all fairness, I should say the natural childbirth techniques worked for me 
as far as I could apply them. I felt rather like a sissy for weakening, but maybe 
I had an excuse. Hope to behave better with next one.”106 Similarly, a woman 
who had to be put under for a forceps delivery—the baby presented in the 
posterior position, and her cervix never fully dilated—expressed her desire to 
try again, “this time carrying through with it naturally.” Curiously, she even 
cited her trying experience as proof that natural childbirth was both feasible 
and desirable: “Now that I’ve had one child and know what labor is (and 
probably in about its worst form), I am convinced that natural labor is pos-
sible and well within a person’s limit of ability to endure. The reward which 
I was denied I think is well worth the discomfort.”107

Other sources also indicate that natural childbirth enthusiasts proved re-
luctant to relinquish their views when their own experiences did not wholly 
accord with their ideal of a pain-free, drug-free labor and delivery. For in-
stance, in 1947, the husband of a Mrs. O typed up a four-page report that 
reveals how much the couple struggled to reconcile her actual labor with 
their belief in natural childbirth. As Mr. O recounted, six to twelve hours 
before the expected time of delivery, his wife appeared “in real distress” and 
complained of a “terrible feeling” in her back. At the time, he explained, “I 
believe we both felt as though our whole experiment was wrong, though Mrs. 
O denies it now.” Yet Mrs. O’s distress wholly “vanished” just fifteen minutes 
later, when the doctor examined her and reported that she would soon be 
moved to the delivery room. Looking back on the episode, Mr. O explained, 
the couple had come to believe that, “the distress was probably more from 
worry that the system was failing than from physical discomfort.” They now 
suspected that, if she had fully understood the progress of her labor and felt 
free to bear down, “there would not have been even the small amount of dis-
comfort there was.” “We should have known from Mrs. O’s feelings that the 
baby was on his way,” he concluded, “and that knowledge alone would have 
eased the psychological discomfort.”108

What is striking about this account, especially in light of prior views of 
childbirth, is Mr. O’s reluctance to accept even short-lived pain or suffering 
as an inevitable consequence of the birthing process. Though he reported that 
his wife had spoken of a “terrible feeling” in her back and appeared desperate 
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for relief, in the end he acknowledged only a “small amount of discomfort.” 
There is no reason to doubt Mr. O’s claim that his wife regained her compo-
sure upon learning that her labor had progressed further than she expected. 
But someone less committed to the ideology of natural childbirth might well 
have interpreted her recovery in more commonsensical terms, as evidence 
that she could bear the pain or discomfort more stoically with the end in 
sight. Instead, Mr. O questioned his wife’s earlier distress, first attributing 
it to an imperfect understanding and performance of labor, and then going 
so far as to suggest that its origin might have been “psychological.” Clearly, 
this was no simple case of a callous brute denying female suffering: Mr. and 
Mrs. O appear to have constructed the labor narrative collaboratively, and in 
her own version of events, she may well have downplayed her “discomfort” 
to a still greater extent.109 It would seem that both husband and wife needed 
to explain away her labor pain, because both believed that childbirth should 
be a pleasurable experience that, from start to finish, remained well within a 
couple’s comprehension and control.

Why did a significant number of middle-class women feel compelled 
to achieve a “successful,” painless natural birth? And if they “failed,” why 
did many continue to believe such a birth was possible? There is, of course, 
something intrinsically appealing about the notion that the “natural” is fun-
damentally “good”—that the problem resides not with the physiology of hu-
man birth, but rather with the ways that humans have perverted the experi-
ence. But if the basic idea of natural childbirth was (and remains) compelling 
in and of itself, the postwar natural childbirth movement also reflected larger 
historical trends. Fueled by an aversion to medicalized birthing practices, 
it equipped many women with the knowledge and training they needed to 
transform a potentially harrowing medical event into a joyful experience—
one that they could understand and at least partially control. Yet at the same 
time, it incorporated and promoted a new ideal of “natural” motherhood 
that had a pernicious tendency to turn a woman’s performance of pregnancy 
and labor into a gauge of her mental health or a test that revealed the degree 
of her adjustment to femininity. Because postwar natural childbirth advo-
cates deemed severe labor pain unnatural, women who struggled with the 
technique at times felt compelled to diminish whatever suffering they did 
endure, lest they be judged somehow insufficiently “feminine.”

In the 1960s, as the influence of Grantly Dick-Read declined and that of the 
French obstetrician Fernand Lamaze ascended, the natural childbirth move-
ment evolved in ways that would made it more compatible with the emerging 
feminist critique of postwar gender ideology.110 Lamaze, who developed his 
technique after studying the Soviet “psychoprophylactic” method, did not 
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portray childbirth as the pinnacle of feminine fulfillment, nor did he exhort 
women to relax and embrace their primitive, womanly selves. Envisioning 
childbirth more like an athletic event, he sought to train childbearing women 
to control their labor both mentally and physically.111 One young woman, 
who wrote to Betty Friedan in 1965, articulated the crucial distinction that she 
and many other women perceived between the two methods. Lamaze, she 
insisted, did not perpetuate the pernicious “feminine mystique” that Friedan 
decried: he urged the childbearing woman “to respond to labor, not passively, 
but actively, controlling labor, not submitting to it.” As a result, the woman 
who employed his method emerged from childbirth with “a strong feeling 
of her own competence” that strengthened “her ego and her determination 
to mold her own life.”112 In the late 1960s and 1970s, increasing numbers of 
women would come to view natural childbirth in similar terms—as a way of 
standing up to the male medical establishment and asserting their right to 
control their own bodily experiences. But in the 1950s and the early 1960s, 
such a feminist perspective still lay on the horizon. In these years, natural 
birth advocates, intent on challenging the old associations between child-
bearing and perilous suffering, focused primarily on transforming childbirth 
into a “satisfying,” “fulfilling,” or “enjoyable” experience—not an empower-
ing one.

Mm

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women had every reason to 
stress the physical toll of maternity, whether trying to exert greater control 
over their own lives or promoting policy measures designed to improve ma-
ternal health. But as the maternal death rate declined and anesthesia became 
more widely available, the association between childbearing and self-sacrifice 
grew more tenuous, and claims to maternal authority premised on pain and 
suffering lost credibility. One can easily imagine Philip Wylie’s exasperated 
reaction to the following letter, written in 1950 by a mother of two teenage 
boys:

You have never been pregnant and therefore have never spent nine miserable 

months carrying a baby, neither have you ever gone thru a delivery which is 

the most agonizing pain imaginable. Did you know that a mother loves her 

baby before it is born and will do everything in her power to protect her baby 

before it is born? You cannot possibly know or feel any of this, just like I can 

never know what it means to be a famous author.113

Having given birth in the 1930s, this woman may well have delivered her 
babies at home, with little or no anesthesia. To her, it seemed utterly self-
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evident that mothers suffered to bring children into the world, and that the 
reality of their suffering helped to explain the powerful and enduring char-
acter of maternal love.

Such views might still have been widely held in 1950, especially by older 
Americans, but they were no longer countenanced within the dominant cul-
ture. After World War II, young women did not speak of pregnancy as “nine 
miserable months,” nor did they refer to childbirth as “the most agonizing 
pain imaginable”—at least not without risking censure. In popular culture, 
the woman who viewed childbearing as a trial or act of self-sacrifice tended 
to be portrayed as an unappealing narcissist, as in the 1955 film, Rebel without 
a Cause. This classic portrait of postwar familial pathology includes a pivotal 
scene in which Jim, the troubled teenage protagonist, desperately appeals to 
his parents for guidance in a moment of crisis; in response, his mother be-
gins to prattle—infuriatingly and irrelevantly—about how she nearly died 
giving birth to him. In the Victorian past, a wayward youth who recalled his 
mother’s suffering might have been led to right his course. But in postwar 
suburbia, maternal self-sacrifice had lost its power to redeem.

Most American women no doubt welcomed the normalization of child-
birth as a badly needed corrective to what one feminist writer called the 
“concept of woman as semi-invalid.”114 They embraced the notion that child-
birth—whether medicated or natural—could be viewed as predictable and 
even satisfying rather than dangerous and incapacitating. Still, the postwar 
celebration of childbearing as “natural” and “normal” carried troubling im-
plications all its own. Prior to the 1940s, white, middle-class women who 
suffered during pregnancy and childbirth could at least feel that the broader 
culture acknowledged and honored their experience, even if it often did so 
in an overwrought and sentimental manner. But after World War II, those 
who experienced more than “discomfort” received little validation from the 
culture at large; still worse, they might find themselves subjected to an un-
flattering psychological diagnosis. Now, the woman who suffered least—who 
thrived during pregnancy and experienced little if any pain during childbirth 
and its aftermath—came to be deemed most worthy of that increasingly cov-
eted adjective, “feminine.” Yet as society shifted from valorizing to denying 
maternal suffering, one thing remained constant: the cultural ideal of mother-
hood subtly influenced attitudes and practices surrounding childbirth in 
ways that made it difficult to acknowledge and accommodate the full range 
of birthing women’s experiences.



5

Mother-Blaming and The Feminine Mystique : 
Betty Friedan and Her Readers

I think of my own uneasiness, being called “mother” of the women’s movement—not 

because of modesty, but because of the way I felt about being a mother altogether. An 

uneasiness, an unsureness, a fear about being a mother because I certainly didn’t want 

to be like my mother. How many generations of American women have felt like that?

b e t t y  f r i e d a n , 1981

In February 1963, a young mother wrote to the popular women’s magazine 
McCall’s to voice her objections to an article entitled “The Fraud of Feminin-
ity,” a preview of Betty Freidan’s forthcoming bestseller, The Feminine Mys-
tique.1 “I suspect Mrs. Friedan has been reading too many books by Philip 
Wylie,” she wrote:

I guess I used to believe it too, because I recall how I used to refer to “those 

women” who never seemed to think about anything but home and family, 

who didn’t really have much to say, I thought. Only every time I thought I had 

someone “pegged” in this category, I turned out to be wrong, until I realized 

that there is a great deal more to most women than meets the eye.2

The notion that any reader would associate Betty Friedan with Philip Wylie 
is confounding, for her book has long been viewed as the first sustained femi-
nist critique of the oppressive cultural climate that Wylie and like-minded 
commentators helped to create. As the oft-told story goes, by giving voice to 
the inchoate frustrations of countless middle-class women, Friedan helped to 
spark the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Less well known is the 
fact that Friedan also alienated countless other middle-class women by por-
traying American mothers as parasitical and pathological. To these full-time 
homemakers, her exposé of suburban domesticity read less like a ground-
breaking feminist manifesto than a discouragingly familiar assault on moth-
ers and housewives.

In essence, The Feminine Mystique reproduced the antimaternalist critique 
that figured so prominently in postwar psychological literature and popular 
culture. Citing numerous social scientific and psychiatric studies, Friedan 
reiterated many of the specious charges that experts and commentators  
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like Wylie had leveled at American moms. She blamed them for the mental 
problems of World War II servicemen, the traitorous behavior of Korean 
War POWs, the difficulties of children suffering from severe mental illnesses 
like autism and schizophrenia, and “the homosexuality that is spreading like 
a murky fog over the American scene.”3 In terms of sheer hyperbole, her 
analogies rivaled those of confirmed misogynists: she compared suburban 
housewives to “male patients with portions of their brain shot away” and de-
humanized concentration camp victims who had “surrendered their human 
identity.”4 What Friedan did that mom-bashers like Wylie did not, however, 
was to draw out the logical implications of momism in a forceful and system-
atic way. If suburban mothers had become mired in psychopathology, then 
for everyone’s sake, she argued, they needed to be liberated from the confines 
of domesticity.

Although scholars have offered numerous revisionist interpretations of 
The Feminine Mystique, its debts to postwar mother-blaming have so far at-
tracted relatively little attention.5 Yet the fact that Friedan portrayed full-time 
mothers and homemakers in such a negative light goes a long way toward 
explaining both the appeal and the political limitations of her critique.6 As 
legend would have it, the vast majority (roughly 90 percent) of readers who 
wrote in response to The Feminine Mystique avidly embraced its message.7 
These women found Friedan’s critique of suburban motherhood both practi-
cally useful and emotionally invigorating, for most were already seeking to de-
fine themselves in ways that went beyond the mother-homemaker role. But 
the vast majority (more than 80 percent) of those who responded to the ex-
cerpt that appeared in McCall’s rejected Friedan’s arguments on the grounds 
that she devalued motherhood and homemaking.8 These women, who hoped 
to command respect and maintain self-esteem as mothers and homemakers, 
found Friedan’s article either infuriating or demoralizing.

In many ways, the controversy surrounding Friedan’s critique of mother-
hood and domesticity brings us full circle, for it exposed the same basic fault 
line that surfaced in 1937, when numerous Americans reacted to Smith Col-
lege president William Neilson’s controversial debunking of “mother love.” 
Like Neilson’s defenders, Friedan’s fans portrayed motherhood as a famil-
ial role and a single component of a more multifaceted identity. Her critics, 
like Neilson’s detractors, depicted it as their central life purpose—a purpose 
they imbued with both spiritual and civic meaning.9 Yet if Friedan’s corre-
spondence reveals important continuities in the ongoing debate over moth-
erhood, it also illuminates how much had changed. For by the early 1960s, 
the assault on mother love had affected even those women who continued 
to defend “traditional motherhood.” Friedan’s critics argued that mothers  
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performed an important civic duty, but they did not envision “organized 
mother love” as a moral and political force, nor did they believe the state owed 
them recognition or compensation for their maternal efforts. They insisted 
that only a full-time mother could provide the love and guidance that children 
needed, yet they avoided highly sentimental language when discussing the 
mother-child bond. And while they lauded the ideal of maternal selflessness, 
they did not portray childbearing itself as a heroic act of self-sacrifice. Finally, 
the very tone of their letters conveys the cultural distance traversed since the 
interwar period. When Neilson derided “mother love” in 1938, and when Wy-
lie attacked moms in 1942, both men received letters from readers who were 
genuinely shocked that a respected cultural figure would launch such an attack 
on the nation’s mothers. In contrast, Friedan’s critics discerned nothing new, 
let alone shocking, about her message, save perhaps for the fact that it had 
been published in a women’s magazine—the housewife’s literary refuge. The 
feelings of exasperation, weariness, and defensiveness that so many of these 
women expressed are perhaps the most powerful testament to how far the 
American Mother had fallen since her elevation in the nineteenth century.

By the 1960s, many middle-class mothers, regardless of their employ-
ment status, felt condemned by a culture that subjected them to unremitting 
criticism. Since World War II, the ranks of working mothers had increased 
significantly: whereas only 28 percent of mothers with children under age 
eighteen had worked outside the home in 1940, 37 percent did so in 1960, and 
by 1970, that number would rise to 43 percent.10 Yet many of the working 
mothers who wrote to Friedan still felt marginalized by a culture that lauded 
homemaking as the ultimate source of feminine fulfillment. In their letters, 
they related encounters with disapproving relatives, neighbors, teachers, and 
counselors who firmly believed in the adverse psychological and social effects 
of maternal employment. Such resistance to maternal employment is hardly 
surprising; it is what the established historical narrative would lead one to ex-
pect. But the letters from Friedan’s critics point to a countervailing trend that 
historical scholarship has not adequately explained—the growing resistance 
to the notion that middle-class women should expect to devote their entire 
adult lives to motherhood and homemaking. Indeed, if anything, the home-
makers who took umbrage at Friedan’s critique appeared to feel even more 
besieged than their employed counterparts. Many believed that the “pendu-
lum has swung in the opposite direction,” as one respondent put it, and that 
society now applauded only working women, while reducing housewives to 
objects of ridicule, pity, or contempt.11

Critics have often condemned second-wave feminism for being “anti-
motherhood” or “antifamily”—an accusation that denies the complexity of 



m o t h e r - b l a m i n g  a n d  t h e  f e m i n i n e  m y s t i q u e  149

the movement’s multiple competing strains.12 What Friedan’s correspon-
dence demonstrates is that this charge also obscures the role that antimater-
nalism played in diminishing respect for motherhood and homemaking 
prior to the resurgence of feminism. Friedan’s critics did not feel devalued 
because of a feminist assault on traditional definitions of womanhood; they 
felt devalued because of the hostile attacks on maternal figures that, for sev-
eral decades, had been a commonplace feature of American popular culture 
and professional literature. In fact, many women who responded to Friedan’s 
McCall’s article did not interpret it as a “feminist” critique at all, but rather as 
yet another negative commentary on the state of American womanhood. (It 
is instructive to recall that, in 1963, most Americans still viewed “feminism” 
as a relic of the early twentieth century, so readers lacked a framework for 
readily classifying Friedan’s argument as such.) However much “The Fraud 
of Femininity” demeaned or antagonized full-time mothers—and it clearly 
did both—the article touched a nerve in large part because it exacerbated 
preexisting feelings of frustration over the lack of respect for motherhood 
and homemaking within the broader culture.

The fact that both full-time homemakers and working mothers felt un-
fairly attacked, however, did not result in a mutual sense of grievance that 
could translate into political or even social unity. On the contrary, whereas 
Progressive Era maternalism helped to unify white, middle-class women, of-
ten by masking over serious differences between fairly conservative home-
makers and progressive reformers, postwar antimaternalism proved to be a 
profoundly divisive force within this same demographic group. In hindsight,  
the responses to Friedan’s critique allow us to glimpse the ambiguous leg-
acy of antimaternalism in the years to come, as it helped to propel liberal 
feminism while simultaneously generating a backlash among conserva-
tive women, who would ultimately rally to defend the embattled American 
mother and housewife.

Friedan’s Critique of Suburban Motherhood

Scholars continue to debate the intellectual, cultural, and political origins 
of The Feminine Mystique. In 1998, historian Daniel Horowitz published a 
groundbreaking biographical study that called attention to Friedan’s student 
radicalism and her subsequent work as a labor journalist in the 1940s and 
1950s. According to Horowitz, Friedan’s feminism owed much to a radical 
past that she later tried to downplay or obscure. Whereas Friedan claimed 
that she had not given serious thought to women’s issues prior to 1957, 
Horowitz shows that she had in fact written about sexual discrimination  
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for the labor press during the early 1950s—a revelation that makes her ne-
glect of working-class and nonwhite women in The Feminine Mystique all the 
more striking. These are fascinating and important discoveries, yet how they 
should alter our understanding of the book and the movement it helped to 
inspire remains less clear. Horowitz contends that Friedan’s earlier radicalism  
fundamentally informed her critique of postwar domesticity, but such influ-
ence is hard to discern in a work that stops short of urging any sort of collec-
tive action to redress women’s grievances, and one that promotes solutions 
(advanced education and self-realization) that tended to be feasible only for 
middle-class and upper-middle-class women.13

Whatever role Friedan’s connections to political radicalism played in 
shaping her work as a whole, the antimaternalist component of her argument 
must be traced to other sources.14 Its origins lay not in the legacy of popular 
front radicalism but rather in the 1920s cultural rebellion against the late Vic-
torian matriarch and the concomitant rise of a therapeutic culture. As Friedan 
recollected in her autobiography, “When Philip Wylie’s book attacking the 
American ‘mom’ came out, and I started studying Freud in college, I would 
say things like: All mothers should be drowned at birth.”15 In the social and 
cultural milieu in which she came of age, such a vehement pronouncement 
may not have seemed all that extraordinary. Friedan enrolled in Smith Col-
lege in 1938, just a year after Neilson delivered his much-publicized speech. 
She graduated in 1942, the same year that Generation of Vipers appeared.16 
When privileged youth of her generation attacked the all-American mom, 
they were not simply airing their views about childrearing techniques; they 
felt themselves to be doing something far more subversive. Mother-blaming 
allowed them to signal a rejection of Victorian moral strictures and a com-
mitment to a more secular, psychologically oriented approach to sexuality 
and the self. It could also be a way of mocking a middlebrow popular culture 
that seemed hopelessly sentimental, or a means of repudiating nativist pa-
triotism in favor of a more democratic notion of American identity. And for 
an ambitious young woman like Friedan, it could be a way of conveying a 
fervent desire for a different kind of life than that which her mother led.

If the cultural climate of Friedan’s youth sanctioned a generalized hostil-
ity toward mothers, her attraction to Generation of Vipers also had deeply 
personal origins. Friedan grew up in the 1920s and 1930s in Peoria, Illinois, 
the daughter of Harry Goldstein, a Jewish immigrant from Kiev, and Miriam 
Goldstein, an American-born Jew. During the 1920s, Harry ran a successful 
jewelry store that supported the lavish lifestyle of his beautiful and much 
younger wife. With a nursemaid to tend the three children and a maid to 
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cook and clean, Miriam was free to spend her time shopping, playing bridge 
and tennis, and pursuing desultory voluntary activities. Nevertheless, to her 
first-born, she often seemed angry and malcontent; according to Friedan, 
she badgered her children, belittled her husband, and suffered from periodic 
bouts of colitis that left her bedridden and “screaming in pain.” Familial rela-
tions grew still more strained during the Depression, when Miriam refused to 
curb her spending and even resorted to gambling. Eventually, Harry’s heart 
began to fail, and Miriam assumed responsibility for running the store, at 
which point her physical problems abated and her incessant nagging less-
ened. But by then, Friedan’s resentment toward her mother had hardened 
into implacable hostility. In 1943, after her father died, she began suffering se-
vere asthma attacks and entered psychoanalysis (or what she called “Freudian 
therapy”). Reflecting on the experience many years later, what she recalled 
was “lying on a couch and talking endlessly about how I hated my mother 
and how she had killed my father.”17

A socially ambitious wife who drives her husband to an early grave and her 
children to a psychiatrist, an economic parasite who consumes with abandon, 
a neurotic who conspicuously suffers from psychosomatic ailments—these 
are, of course, the classic images of midcentury antimaternalism. As Friedan 
recounted in The Feminine Mystique, two negative images of womanhood 
haunted her throughout early adulthood. While she “dreaded” becoming like 
the women she knew who had remained single and childless—“the old-maid 
high-school teachers; the librarian; the one woman doctor in our town, who 
cut her hair like a man; and a few of my college professors”—she also recoiled 
from the model presented by her own mother and her friends’ mothers. “In 
my generation, many of us knew that we did not want to be like our moth-
ers, even when we loved them,” she explained. “Did we understand, or only 
resent, the sadness, the emptiness, that made them hold too fast to us, try to 
live our lives, run our fathers’ lives, spend their days shopping or yearning for 
things that never seemed to satisfy them, no matter how much money they 
cost?”18 To Friedan, Wylie’s mom—the woman who bossed her husband, 
dominated her children, engaged in rampant consumption, and whiled away 
her time with bridge games and charity work—was not simply a misogynist 
caricature. She was a real, all-too-prevalent social type, and she represented a 
potential threat to young women who desired a life beyond the home.19

Still, if Friedan portrayed Miriam Goldstein as a Wyliesque mom, she also 
implied (inadvertently, it would seem) that her mother had played a crucial 
role in her success as a writer and feminist critic. In 1973, when she attempted 
to explain the genesis of The Feminine Mystique, she began with her mother:
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There was my mother, and her discontent, which I never understood. I didn’t 

want to be like my mother. Nothing my father did, nothing he bought her, 

nothing we did ever seemed to satisfy her. When she married my father, she’d 

had to give up her job editing the woman’s page of the newspaper in Peoria. 

She could hardly wait until I got to junior high to put the idea into my head to 

try out for the school newspaper, to start a literary magazine in high school. 

She could hardly wait for me to go to the college she had no chance to go to, 

to edit the newspaper there.

Friedan believed that her mother had pushed her to excel as a student and a 
writer to compensate for her own disappointments—the missed opportunity 
to attend a prestigious college, the reluctantly relinquished newspaper job. If 
one accepts this narrative, then one must conclude that it was at least partially 
because of Miriam’s attempts to live vicariously through her daughter that 
Friedan came to possess the requisite skills and drive to write such a damning 
indictment of domesticity. Years later, when Friedan sent her mother a copy 
of The Feminine Mystique, she seemed to acknowledge as much. “With all the 
troubles we have had, you gave me the power to break through the feminine 
mystique,” she wrote in an enclosed note. “I hope you accept the book for 
what it is, an affirmation of the values of your life and mine.”20

Despite the ambivalence Friedan harbored toward her own mother, she 
enthusiastically embraced the experience of motherhood. Her children, she 
would later write in her autobiography, “seemed like a bonus in my life, an 
unexpected, maybe undeserved, marvelous bonus.”21 In certain respects, 
Friedan was fairly typical of highly educated mothers of the late 1940s and 
1950s. She bore three children (in 1948, 1952, and 1956), avidly read Dr. Spock, 
and chose to breastfeed, despite a lack of support from hospital personnel.22 
But unlike the vast majority of her peers, Friedan also worked outside the 
home, even when her children were quite young.23 Following the birth of her 
first child, Daniel, she took an eleven-month leave from her job with the UE 
News, the official publication of the left-wing United Electrical, Radio, and 
Machine Workers of America. Three years later, when she was pregnant with 
her second child, Jonathan, she lost her job.24 Friedan later claimed that she 
felt angry but also relieved, “because all those negative books and magazine 
articles about ‘career women’ were beginning to get to me.” She had been 
“too indoctrinated in psychology, Freudian psychology and its derivatives 
sweeping America in the years after World War II,” she explained, to easily 
dismiss the notion that professional women “were losing their femininity, 
undermining their husband’s masculinity, and destroying or stunting their 
children.”25 But soon after Friedan had “dispensed with the nursemaid,” she 
grew depressed and experienced a recurrence of severe asthma, driving her 
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back into therapy. Before Jonathan had reached his first birthday, she had 
employed a maid to come three days a week, allowing her to embark on a new 
career as a freelance journalist.26

If Friedan’s own life failed to fit the contours of the “feminine mystique,” 
neither did the messages that she received about motherhood from her doc-
tors and therapists. When she returned to work at the UE News in 1949, her 
“wonderful” pediatrician repeatedly assured her that “despite what Dr. Spock 
said, it did not have to hurt my baby that I went back to work.”27 Similarly, 
the psychoanalyst William Menaker, whom she began to see after Jonathan’s 
birth, questioned why she tried to confine herself to “ ‘playing the role’ of 
suburban housewife.” During one of her sessions, he interpreted a dream 
that centered on the journalist John Hersey not as evidence of “penis envy” 
but rather “as a message to take my own writing more seriously.” In fact, 
Friedan’s experience with Menaker proved so positive that she sought him 
out again in 1958 after signing the contract for what would become The Femi-
nine Mystique. No longer a patient, she asked Menaker whether he would be 
interested in collaborating with her, for she believed that his expertise would 
lend the book “more authority.”28

Thus, had Friedan’s editor not nixed the idea, the name of an “eminent 
male psychoanalyst” might have graced the cover of The Feminine Mystique. 
The notion is mind-boggling, for it is so thoroughly at odds with Friedan’s 
well-established reputation as an ardent foe of psychoanalysis.29 In her book, 
she argued unequivocally that the oppressive “feminine mystique” “derived 
its power from Freudian thought,” and she devoted an entire chapter to 
portraying Freud as a “prisoner of his time” when it came to women.30 Yet 
Friedan always differentiated between Freudian theory and its clinical appli-
cation, and her disdain for popularized Freudianism never translated into a 
wholesale rejection of the psychoanalytic establishment. As she explained:

No one can question the basic genius of Freud’s discoveries, nor the con-

tribution he has made to our culture. Nor do I question the effectiveness of 

psychoanalysis as it is practiced today by Freudian or anti-Freudian. But I 

do question, from my own experience as a woman, and from my reporter’s 

knowledge of other women, the application of the Freudian theory of femi-

ninity to women today. I question its use, not in therapy, but as it has filtered 

into the lives of American women through the popular magazines and the 

opinions and interpretations of so-called experts.31

This surprising defense of psychoanalytic therapy seems to have reflected 
Friedan’s positive experiences as an analytic patient in the 1940s and 1950s.  
At two crucial points in her life, psychoanalysis allowed her to affirm an  
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independent identity that felt threatened by familial ties—specifically, by the 
intensity of the mother-child relationship. As a young single woman strug-
gling to make her way in the 1940s, psychoanalysis helped her separate from 
her own mother and renounce her mother’s bourgeois values and expecta-
tions. As a depressed and newly unemployed mother in the early 1950s, psy-
choanalysis helped her to affirm her ambitions as a writer and thereby retain 
a sense of self amid the relentless demands of rearing young children. In both 
cases, therapy provided Friedan with a means of addressing and resolving the 
difficulties that motherhood posed to individualism.

Friedan’s critique of suburban motherhood in The Feminine Mystique 
strongly reflected her commitment to a psychotherapeutic notion of self- 
realization. She argued that full-time motherhood and homemaking could 
not serve as the basis of a mature identity, and that women who confined 
their energies to the mother-housewife role ultimately harmed both them-
selves and their loved ones.32 “If an able American woman does not use her 
human energy and ability in some meaningful pursuit,” she insisted, “she will 
fritter away her energy in neurotic symptoms, or unproductive exercise, or 
destructive ‘love.’ ”33 Until women learned to “carry more of the burden of 
the battle with the world, instead of being a burden themselves,” she warned, 
their “wasted energy” would “continue to be destructive to their husbands, 
to their children, and to themselves.”34 Friedan’s (rather cursory) proposals 
for combating the “feminine mystique” therefore focused on freeing women 
from the all-consuming demands of motherhood and homemaking: she called 
for maternity leaves; greater access to childcare; and a “GI Bill” for mothers 
and housewives so that women could further their education.35 “The only 
way for a woman, as for a man, to find herself, to know herself as a person,  
is by creative work of her own,” she asserted. “There is no other way.”36

In advancing her argument that women needed to move beyond the 
confines of domesticity, Friedan appropriated and perpetuated psychia-
trists’ specious allegations regarding maternal pathology. For instance, she 
quoted at length from Edward Strecker’s Their Mothers’ Sons, the 1946 best-
selling book (discussed in chap. 3) that blamed American mothers for the 
high rates of neuropsychiatric rejections and casualties during World War 
II. Interestingly, Friedan mischaracterized Strecker as “oddly enough, one of 
the psychiatric experts most frequently cited in the spate of postwar articles 
condemning women for their loss of femininity—and bidding them to rush 
back home again.” The real moral to be learned from his case histories, she 
argued, was that the nation’s immature draftees and soldiers had been reared 
by “mothers who devoted too much of their lives to their children.”37 But as 
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we have seen, this was the lesson that most people drew at the time; very few 
commentators cited Strecker’s work in order to argue women should confine 
themselves to motherhood and homemaking. In other words, Friedan down-
played or denied the genuine concerns about overmothering that existed in 
the 1940s, while exaggerating the extent to which Strecker and other postwar 
commentators had been preoccupied with women’s workforce participation. 
Moreover, she reproduced rather than questioned the anxieties about male 
effeminacy and homosexuality that informed such critiques.38 In these im-
portant respects, the distance separating Friedan from a figure like Strecker 
or Wylie was simply not as great as she (and historians) have suggested.39

Similarly, Friedan opened her discussion of David Levy’s famous study, 
Maternal Overprotection, by attempting to differentiate her own interpreta-
tion of the psychiatrist’s findings from his work’s popular impact in 1943. “No  
headlines marked the growing concern of psychiatrists with the problem of 
‘dependence’ in American children,” she insisted. But here again, the popular  
press had in fact addressed such concerns; for instance, Time carried a review 
of Levy’s work, headlined “Too Much Mother,” that described “the overly 
protective mother who . . . turns her child into a sissy or a tyrant” as one of  
the “greatest problems” that psychiatrists faced.40 Friedan also quickly brushed 
past Levy’s offensive biologism in rushing to appropriate his claim that 
strongly “maternal” women could seriously impede their children’s psycho-
logical development. Summarizing his findings, she wrote, “All these [over-
protective] mothers—according to physiological indexes such as menstrual 
flow, breast milk, and early indications of a ‘maternal type of behavior’—
were unusually strong in their feminine or maternal instinctual base, if it can 
be described that way.”41 Only with the afterthought—“if it can be described 
that way”—did Friedan register any discomfort with Levy’s attempt to cor-
relate a woman’s maternal behavior directly to her reproductive physiology. 
In sum, when referencing studies like Maternal Overprotection that helped to 
advance her feminist argument, Friedan failed to question some of their most  
misogynist or objectionable components.

Yet Friedan also drew two strikingly new conclusions from psychiatric 
studies of maternal pathology. Experts like Strecker generally assured women 
they could avoid the dangers of momism so long as they enjoyed a healthy 
marital sex life and cultivated other interests as their children grew older. 
In contrast, Friedan insisted that women needed to pursue a lifelong com-
mitment to a career or some kind of work outside the home. Second, psy-
chological authorities viewed the threat of momism in very gender-specific 
terms; in regard to daughters, their concerns were typically limited to the fear 
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that moms might undermine girls’ prospects for healthy sexual adjustment 
and marital happiness. In marked contrast, Friedan insisted that momism 
had precisely the same effects on girls that it had on boys. Because Ameri-
cans did not expect women to display “independence, firmness of purpose,  
aggressiveness, self-assertion,” she argued, they failed to perceive a lack of 
such traits in girls as a serious problem. “The insult, the real reflection on our 
culture’s definition of the role of women,” she concluded, “is that as a nation 
we only noticed that something was wrong with women when we saw its ef-
fects on our sons.”42

In the end, Friedan’s largely uncritical appropriation of the momism cri-
tique remains puzzling, for there is evidence she did recognize the pernicious 
character of mother-blaming. In a remarkable passage that appears in an ear-
lier draft of The Feminine Mystique, but not in the final version, she strongly 
condemned the pervasive attacks on American mothers by drawing on ideas 
about scapegoating developed by the psychologist Kurt Lewin (with whom 
she had studied in college). Commentators and experts, she argued, had made 
a scapegoat of the American mother, just as the Nazis had done to the Jews:

The Jews made a good scapegoat in Germany because there weren’t very 

many, and they were “different,” and enough were rich and brilliant to blame 

them for your troubles. You could pretend you were solving everything by 

burning them in furnaces, and getting rid of all that helpless anger, and feel 

important again. . . .

Mothers made better scapegoats in America . . . but Americans wouldn’t 

do anything as mean as furnaces. What did it hurt to write those nasty words 

about the women?43

Here, Friedan leveled the most damning indictment of mother-blaming con-
ceivable. It seems highly doubtful that she cut the passage from the published 
version because she came to view the analogy as too hyperbolic or objection-
able, given that she employed similar analogies elsewhere in the book. More 
likely, she excised the passage because she sensed that it undermined her own 
use of mother-blaming as a tool for critiquing domesticity.

Similar contradictory impulses can be glimpsed in a passage that appears 
in the published version of The Feminine Mystique, in which Friedan ap-
peared to be embarking on an analysis of psychiatric mother-blaming, only 
to shift abruptly toward employing such works as unproblematic evidence. 
In the chapter “The Mistaken Choice,” she described how American mothers 
had found themselves “singled out for special attention” during the postwar 
period, when enthusiasm for psychoanalysis gripped the nation:



m o t h e r - b l a m i n g  a n d  t h e  f e m i n i n e  m y s t i q u e  157

It was suddenly discovered that the mother could be blamed for almost ev-

erything. In every case history of a troubled child; alcoholic, suicidal, schizo-

phrenic, psychopathic, neurotic adult; impotent, homosexual male; frigid, 

promiscuous female; ulcerous, asthmatic, and otherwise disturbed American, 

could be found a mother. A frustrated, repressed, disturbed, martyred, never 

satisfied, unhappy woman. A demanding, nagging, shrewish wife. A rejecting, 

overprotecting, dominating mother.44

While this passage reads like a powerful lead-in to a critical discussion of 
experts’ tendency to trace every conceivable manifestation of psychopathol-
ogy back to the mother, no such discussion follows. Instead, Friedan pro-
ceeded to quote from such studies to illustrate the negative consequences of  
women’s confinement to full-time motherhood and domesticity.

How could Friedan so astutely analyze the pressure placed on women to 
become “feminine” homemakers and mothers, yet not the pressure placed on 
them to constantly police their maternal behavior, lest they irreparably harm 
their children? Some scholars have suggested that Friedan chose to suspend 
her critical judgment, since the prevalent attacks on housewives and mothers 
could so readily be turned to support her central claim.45 There is no doubt a 
strategic element in Friedan’s appropriation of antimaternalist critiques. But 
in light of her own familial and intellectual history, it also seems likely that 
she had so thoroughly imbibed an antimaternalist and therapeutic perspec-
tive that she did not always perceive how psychiatric mother-blaming could 
negatively affect women.

If Friedan’s appropriation of psychiatric mother-blaming is largely de-
rivative, however, her discussion of the cultural climate of postwar pronatal-
ism is more original and discerning. For instance, she criticized the natural 
childbirth movement and related movements like La Leche League for their 
tendency to transform procreation into a “cult, a career to the exclusion of  
every other kind of creative endeavor.” According to Friedan, this impulse 
was symptomatic of the broader “feminine mystique.”46 Yet Friedan also 
noted that the natural childbirth movement appealed to “the independent, 
educated, spirited American woman,” who hoped to “experience childbirth 
not as a mindless female animal, an object to be manipulated by the obste-
trician, but as a whole person, able to control her own body with her aware 
mind.” In short, Friedan supported the notion that women should reclaim 
greater control over the birthing process, even as she remained legitimately 
skeptical of the glorification of “natural motherhood” within the natural 
childbirth movement—a tendency that Lamaze had only recently begun to 
challenge.
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Similarly, Friedan commented astutely on maternalist politics when 
discussing the antinuclear group Women Strike for Peace, an organization 
founded in 1961 by left-leaning, middle-class women who had devoted much 
of their lives to motherhood and homemaking.47 Friedan approved of the 
organization’s goals, and she recognized that its members had actually shown 
restraint in their use of maternalist rhetoric. (They could, after all, have called 
themselves “Mothers Strike for Peace.”) “It is, perhaps, a step in the right 
direction when a woman protests nuclear testing under the banner ‘Women  
Strike for Peace,’ ” she conceded. “But why does the professional illustrator 
who heads the movement [Dagmar Wilson] say she is ‘just a housewife,’ and 
her followers insist that once the [nuclear] testing stops, they will stay happily 
home with their children?” she demanded.48 Friedan believed that women 
should entirely abandon maternalist rhetoric and ideology, regardless of its 
potential value as a political tactic. “Even in politics,” she insisted, “women 
must make their contributions not as ‘housewives’ but as citizens.”49

Thus, The Feminine Mystique did not simply lambaste maternal influ-
ence; it also urged women to cultivate personal, professional, and political 
identities not defined or restricted by sex. But in her McCall’s article, “The 
Fraud of Femininity,” Friedan failed to adequately differentiate her critique 
from earlier attacks on suburban housewives and mothers—a failure that 
would seriously antagonize her audience. The article consists mainly of sen-
tences drawn, more or less unchanged, from The Feminine Mystique. The fact 
that McCall’s readers responded so much more negatively than did readers 
of the book must therefore be attributed largely to important differences be-
tween the two self-selected groups. However, it is also crucial to note that, in 
the process of condensing her argument for an article-length piece, Friedan 
enhanced its polemical character in ways virtually guaranteed to alienate her 
intended audience.

This is particularly evident in the opening paragraphs of the two different 
works. In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan appealed to middle-class readers 
by fostering a feeling of identification or self-recognition:

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American 

women. It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that 

women suffered in the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. 

Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped 

for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with 

her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at 

night—she was afraid to even ask herself the silent question—“Is this all?”50
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Here, Friedan posited a vague feeling of dissatisfaction and desire— 
something that all readers had doubtless experienced at one point or  
another—and then knowingly detailed the moments that filled a typical sub-
urban homemaker’s day. Only at the chapter’s end did she identify the “prob-
lem with no name”—“that voice within women that says, ‘I want something 
more than my husband and my children and my home.’ ”51

This same passage also appears in the McCall’s article, but it is preceded 
by a very different introductory paragraph that set the stage for a much more 
fraught relationship between the author and her readers:

For women of ability, in America today, there is something about the house-

wife state itself that is dangerous. The women who “adjust” as housewives are 

actually in peril. This may seem absurd to the American suburban housewife, 

who leads such a comfortable life; but isn’t her house in reality a comfortable 

concentration camp? Haven’t women who live in the image of the feminine 

mystique—the cult of housewifery—trapped themselves within the narrow 

walls of their homes? Haven’t they become dependent, passive, childlike? 

Given up their adult frame of reference merely to live at the level of food and 

housekeeping? What they do generally does not require mature capabilities; it 

is endless, monotonous, unrewarding. So many millions of American women 

are suffering a slow deterioration of mind and spirit.52

Instead of attempting to draw her readers in, Friedan immediately con-
fronted them with the assertion that housewives are trapped and infantilized. 
Moreover, she advanced her argument in wholly negative terms, referring 
only to the debilitating character of the housewife role rather than to wom-
en’s longing for something more. Finally, Friedan immediately introduced 
her “comfortable concentration camp” analogy—an extremely provocative 
rhetorical device that did not surface in the book until the twelfth chapter. A 
few paragraphs later, she set forth her inflammatory thesis, also drawn from 
the book’s controversial twelfth chapter: “By adjusting to her prescribed cir-
cumstances, a woman becomes a biological robot, preyed upon by outside 
pressures, and herself preying upon her husband and children.”53 By fore-
grounding her most extreme claims, decontextualized from much of the sup-
porting evidence she mustered in the book, the McCall’s article presented a 
particularly severe version of Friedan’s critique.

Nevertheless, Friedan was taken aback by readers’ negative reactions. Her 
notes for a subsequent McCall’s article about the massive response that “The 
Fraud of Femininity” elicited suggest that she agonized over these “Angry 
Letters.” On legal page after legal page, she hand-copied excerpts from read-
ers’ letters, while attempting to summarize and explain their objections:
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Shaken by letters—hundreds, thousands, a great many of which are outraged 

at the very suggestion that the duty of wife and mother is not the end-all, 

the be-all of any woman’s life—and others who have been struggling, against 

odds, with guilt and doubts . . . often alone, to find a personal goal with a 

purpose for their own lives. . . .

Many of these letters attack the very possibility of a good wife and mother 

needing any further identity. . . .

Are there two distinctly different kinds of American women, or merely 

different stages in our growth as women? And if the latter is the case, isn’t it 

possible for women at these different stages to help one another?54

The fact that Friedan could speculate with apparent wonder that there might 
be “two distinctly different kinds of American women” speaks volumes to the 
myopia that prevented her from appreciating the diversity of American wom-
en’s experiences. As bell hooks has observed, Friedan wrote as if working- 
class women and women of color “did not exist”; she “made her plight and 
the plight of white women like herself synonymous with a condition affecting 
all American women.”55 The class and race biases embedded within Friedan’s 
critique are mirrored in her correspondence, for she received hardly any  
letters from women who articulated a sense of working-class identity or de-
scribed themselves as belonging to a racial minority group.

However, within Friedan’s overwhelmingly white, middle-class readership, 
the broad contours of “two distinctly different kinds of American women” did 
in fact emerge. Yet these women were not, as Friedan speculated, at “differ-
ent stages” of “growth” according to some shared standard of development. 
Instead, they viewed their basic identities as homemakers and mothers in pro-
foundly different ways. For one group, the mother-homemaker role was inci-
dental to—and often perceived as an impinging upon—a more fundamental 
sense of self as a distinct individual. For the other group, it constituted the 
very foundation of identity. In retrospect, Friedan’s tentative hope that these 
two constituencies could “help one another” appears sadly naive, for in the 
years that followed, the fault line that divided them would only widen.

Motherhood and the Search for Self-Realization: Friedan’s Fans

The familiar story told about The Feminine Mystique—a story promulgated 
by Friedan herself—is that her book served as a catalyst, awakening subur-
ban housewives to their plight and prompting them to take steps to improve 
their situation. Many women sent Friedan compelling letters that support 
this narrative, such as the following, from a resident of Pomona, California:
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My dear, wonderful, Mrs. Friedan,

I have just finished devouring your “Emancipation Proclamation,” “The 

Feminine Mystique,” and I owe you a debt of eternal gratitude!

You have freed me from such a mass of subconscious and conscious guilt 

feelings, that I feel, today, as though I had been filled with helium and turned 

loose! To feel like a “misfit” for long years; to feel like a wretched ingrate and 

an abnormal mother for so long, and then to find out that perhaps the mold 

was made wrong, has done me more good than years of analysis could have 

done.

Do you know that I have four children, ranging from 5 years to 12 years, 

and I have never once experienced a deep sense of serenity or joy, or an all-

encompassing wave of maternalism at the news that I was pregnant! Also, I 

have never been able to convince myself that there was any satisfaction to be 

derived from housework!

I have attained the Mount Everest of American womanhood! The Goal! I 

have a husband, four children, and a nice home in a nice neighborhood. I am 

31 years old. What do I do now? Retire? At least, you have put me back on the 

road to “somewhere.”56

To this woman and many others who felt chronically dissatisfied as mothers 
and homemakers, Friedan’s message was like a badly needed tonic: it vali-
dated their frustration, assuaged their guilt, and encouraged them to envision 
new ways of structuring their future.

Friedan’s fans conceptualized motherhood in highly individualistic terms, 
drawing few if any connections between their maternal responsibilities and 
the broader social and political world. They did not describe motherhood as 
the basis of female citizenship or as a religious duty. Instead, they portrayed 
it as a component of their personal identity and a private, familial role. These 
women did not take offense at Friedan’s unflattering portrait of the typi-
cal suburban housewife, for most already viewed themselves as deviating in 
some fashion from that norm. For them, the fundamental maternal dilemma 
was the problem of reconciling the demands of motherhood and homemak-
ing with the imperative to cultivate an independent identity.

Predictably, women who had already decided to pursue careers welcomed 
Friedan’s claim that motherhood and paid employment could be success-
fully combined. A young married woman about to embark on a graduate 
program in literature confessed that, prior to reading The Feminine Mys-
tique, she had seriously doubted whether she was “worthy to be a mother,” 
since she “could never bear to completely abandon” her career.57 Similarly, a  
government employee who had suffered from “gnawing guilt feelings” 
thanked Friedan for giving her “the courage of my convictions” that her four 
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children (ages nine through seventeen) did not “need Mama sitting at home 
waiting . . . [for] their return from school.”58 While some respondents clearly 
relished Friedan’s negative portrait of “suburban matriarchs who stayed 
home and tended the children and dabbled in bridge and golf,” others were 
simply grateful to be told they need not “feel guilty about not being a full 
time housewife.”59 Long weary of the barrage of criticism directed toward 
working mothers, these readers viewed The Feminine Mystique as offering 
women a fundamentally helpful and positive message.

Friedan’s fans questioned the notion that a “good mother” was a self-
less nurturer, always available to meet her children’s physical and emotional 
needs. Some even argued that the imperatives of full-time homemaking—the 
trivial yet relentless nature of housework, along with the constant focus on 
satisfying others’ needs—actually prevented women from cultivating the 
healthy individualism that effective mothering required. “I just keep telling 
[my husband] I cannot fully love him or the children if I do not in some 
way love myself and I cannot love myself if my mind stagnate [sic],” wrote 
a mother of five small children who had recently become active in local Re-
publican politics. “I cannot make him happy or the children happy if I am 
not happy and I have never equated housework with happiness.”60 Another 
respondent explained how she had begun to see her children as “something 
more than voracious birds with their mouths open” after embarking on stud-
ies to become an English teacher. “I like my children now and think I am a 
better mother since I have learned how important it is to feed their spirits as 
well as their bodies,” she wrote. “Becoming a person one’s self [sic] is a big 
step in recognizing the uniqueness in others.”61 According to these women, 
everyone suffered when mothers felt trapped; to be a truly good mother, they 
argued, a woman first had to be a happy individual.

At the heart of this conception of motherhood lay an emphasis on per-
sonal fulfillment, coupled with the rejection of maternal self-sacrifice as an 
admirable ideal—both central components of the maternal ideal promoted 
by postwar psychological experts. Mothers who strove to be wholly selfless, 
Friedan and her fans believed, incurred psychological damage that inevitably 
redounded on their loved ones. “No one is created an altruist, and the con-
flicts, the resentment, and disillusion in trying to be one . . . is exactly what 
has made so many women—perhaps most women—incapable of . . . objec-
tivity and empathy,” wrote one young unmarried woman.62 Another woman, 
who had gone on to pursue a successful career after her husband left her, 
argued, “If your only reason for living is that ‘somebody needs me’ this can 
be pretty dreadful in the family setting. You have to shift over to ‘I need me,’ 
if you want to stop swallowing others in your need to be needed.”63 Typi-
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cally, postwar experts resolved the threat that such beliefs posed to traditional 
views of maternal obligation by stressing the significance of biologically based 
differences between the sexes: women, they argued, achieved happiness and 
fulfillment when they embraced their biological destiny as mothers. Friedan’s 
fans appropriated the emphasis on happiness and fulfillment but left the bio-
logical determinism behind.

Some respondents argued that mothers had not only a right but also a fa-
milial obligation to pursue happiness and personal fulfillment. For instance, 
one young mother of four (all under the age of five) described her decision 
to return to a graduate program in philosophy as follows: “I have been telling 
myself that when the kids are in school I will take up something seriously, 
but that’s not soon enough. For the sake of my husband, my children, for 
my own sake, I’m going to get my Phd and I’m going to teach.”64 Similarly, 
a part-time nurse and mother of three, who had been deferring her dream 
of returning to school until her children were older, decided upon reading 
The Feminine Mystique that “it would be unfair to them and to me not to try 
right now.” Although her husband and therapist both objected to her deci-
sion, she felt confident that she would be “a better wife and mother” once she 
began “using my capabilities to their fullest.”65 Significantly, these women 
did not attempt to banish feelings of maternal duty or even guilt; rather, by 
redefining maternal failure to include such shortcomings as a lack of courage 
or complacency, they tried to infuse their extradomestic goals with a sense of 
maternal (as well as individual) purpose. 

Such sources provide compelling evidence of the ways in which the pro-
liferation of a therapeutic culture after World War II helped pave the way 
for liberal feminism in the 1960s and 1970s. Although second-wave femi-
nists identified psychology and especially psychoanalysis as primary sources 
of women’s oppression, their own ideas and political practices (such as  
consciousness-raising) often drew heavily on psychological concepts, as his-
torians Ellen Herman and Eva Moskowitz have both shown.66 Similarly, the 
letters from Friedan’s fans indicate that, despite the patently sexist character 
of much midcentury psychological theory, the relationship between femi-
nism and the psychological professions cannot be described as a wholly an-
tagonistic one. In fact, counterintuitive as it may seem, respondents who  
expressed a general receptivity to psychological expertise tended to be much 
more likely to embrace Friedan’s feminist message than those who derided 
it.67 To be sure, some women described deeply unsatisfying therapeutic en-
counters, in which their psychiatrist or therapist seemed unsympathetic or 
made blatantly reactionary pronouncements about woman’s proper role.68 
Yet many other women related how therapy had granted them license to 
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question the “feminine mystique.”69 The crucial point is that the very will-
ingness to pursue a therapeutic solution reflected an attitude toward the self 
and one’s own desires that made a woman more likely to question traditional 
notions of maternal obligation.

Consider, for example, how a former journalist and mother of two young 
children described her experience of “coping with ‘the problem that has no 
name’ ”:

I had even resorted to a psychiatrist, who kept asking me if I was sure there 

wasn’t “Another Man” involved, and whether I really loved my children! All I 

knew was that I had to be me . . . but when I took time off to be myself—writ-

ing occasional feature articles or going to New York by myself for a weekend, 

I was enough brain-washed by the wretched feminine mystique to feel rather 

defiant and guilty about it.

Reading your book has given me a whole new zest for life. I know now that 

I must get back to taking my writing seriously, instead of reconciling myself 

to being an amateur. I’m lucky enough to have an intelligent, perceptive hus-

band who is delighted with my decision.

Also, since reading “The Feminine Mystique” I have hired a baby-sitter 

for a few hours every day, as well as my regular cleaning woman one day a 

week, and I spend that time being me, which is enormously refreshing men-

tally and physically, and is also bringing in money. Hooray for you!70

This woman reacted positively to Friedan’s message in part because of the 
various resources she possessed: a set of skills that allowed her to attain sat-
isfaction and financial compensation for work outside the home; a husband 
who supported her career aspirations; the financial ability to hire both a 
housecleaner and babysitter. But what is also striking about her letter is the 
extent to which she defined “being me” in opposition to motherhood and 
homemaking. For her, the fundamental problem with full-time caretaking 
was that it made her feel alienated from herself. Though she received no help 
from her clueless psychiatrist, the fact that the culture encouraged her to view 
her unhappiness as a problem worthy of psychiatric attention was essential. 
She clearly needed Friedan’s feminist message to distance herself further from 
domesticity, but the therapeutic ethos had played a crucial role in preparing 
her to act on that message.

Some respondents demonstrated a particularly high level of engagement 
with psychological and social scientific expertise; like Friedan, they selectively 
deployed scientific claims to buttress their arguments. For instance, a Cornell 
graduate and mother of two, who had encountered many “extremely anx-
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ious” mothers as the director of a girls’ camp, disputed the notion that young  
children required uninterrupted maternal care. “ ‘Thou shalt not leave thy  
child’ seemed to be the unwritten eleventh commandment,” she complained.  
“And it is this commandment that has been written by the modern psycholo-
gists and psychoanalysts.” Yet even as she assumed a highly skeptical stance 
toward one body of psychological expertise, she uncritically endorsed equally 
questionable findings concerning the dangers of momism and mother-
child symbiosis. Specifically, she applauded Friedan for citing works that 
held mothers accountable for severe childhood mental illnesses as well as 
a sociological article that portrayed maternal overprotection as more haz-
ardous than physical abuse. Despite her evident concern with mothers’ 
emotional well-being, she seemed insensible to the misogynist character of 
much of this literature. To her mind, studies of maternal pathology appar-
ently represented the most effective—or perhaps the only effective—means 
of countering the still-prevalent belief that maternal employment harmed  
young children.71

Indeed, for women who hoped to justify pursuits that took them away 
from their homes and children, the language of maternal pathology could be 
highly useful, even liberating. One woman, having just signed a contract to 
return to teaching full-time, insisted that her four children (ages eight months 
to five years) would be “better off” once they no longer had “such a frustrated 
and nagging mother with them all day.” “I know this,” she added, “because 
I so ‘enjoyed’ the children when I returned home after substituting by the 
day this past year.”72 Another mother of four (ages seven through nineteen) 
reported that her husband had accused her of “running away from home” 
when she began taking courses at a community college. In fact, she wrote, she 
was really “running away from doing too much for my children.” Her two 
younger children, she predicted, would be “much more self-sufficient” than 
their elder siblings, since she was now “too busy to wait on them hand and 
foot” and “somewhat happier myself.”73 Yet another correspondent, fearful 
that she had devolved into the “typical suburban housewife you picture so 
truthfully,” explained her urgent desire to return to school: “I want to be a 
real wife and mother, not just a vampirish shell drawing the life’s blood from 
the very ones I really want to give it to.”74

But in general, only well-educated women—those who could rest assured 
that they would be rewarded for their efforts outside the home—could harness 
antimaternalism to the credo of self-development in a manner that affirmed 
their basic personhood. A final letter, written in 1969, tells a story that sug-
gests, albeit unwittingly, why so many full-time homemakers felt blindsided 
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rather than empowered by Friedan’s critique. “Blindly eager for marriage,” 
Mrs. B. had dropped out of college to marry at age eighteen, abandoning  
a full-tuition scholarship so she could put her husband through graduate 
school by working as a cocktail waitress. Over the next six years, she bore 
four children. “Those were happy years for me,” she recalled. “I really felt 
creative when I made curtains for the living room, waxed the kitchen floor, 
and tucked the babies into fresh, clean cribs. . . . I truly loved to cook and sew 
and make scrap books of each child’s babyhood.” But her husband, now a 
university professor, did not share her feelings of domestic contentment, and 
a few years later their marriage “threatened to split wide open.” Horrified, 
she “dragged” them first to a marriage counselor and then to a psychiatrist, 
who helped her to “see things more clearly.” Her epiphany came when she 
found herself explaining to the psychiatrist, “when I try to look at my self, 
the real me, there’s absolutely nothing there!” Convinced that she 
needed “a new identity other than housewife” in order to “rebuild a worn out  
marriage structure” and “create a more complete individual who in turn 
would be a better wife and mother,” Mrs. B. acted on her husband’s sugges-
tion that she return to school. “It isn’t easy and many times I feel guilty be-
cause the beds aren’t made and the children have to fix their own lunch while 
I’m in the middle of a term paper,” she concluded. “But I don’t feel guilty 
enough to stop my own growth and I can’t tell you how alive I feel.”

Though Mrs. B. wrote to Friedan as an ardent fan who “recognized herself 
on every page” of The Feminine Mystique, hers was not the standard narrative 
of feminist awakening.75 As a mother and housewife, she had not suffered 
from feelings of futility, boredom, or emptiness; only when her husband 
threatened to leave did she conclude that she had a serious problem. More-
over, her psychiatrist did not urge her to “adjust” to her proper feminine 
role; he encouraged her to cultivate a more independent and autonomous 
identity. In other words, Mrs. B. came to appreciate Friedan’s message after 
having been pushed beyond the home by two men, her husband and psy-
chiatrist, who seem to have held a dismissive view of full-time housewives. 
From their perspective, Mrs. B.’s exclusive focus on her family—which most 
Americans would no doubt still have regarded as laudable—had ultimately 
resulted in a lack of self.

Mrs. B.’s story ended well. Her marriage survived (at least for the time be-
ing) and she felt more “alive” once she began to pursue her own, independent 
goals. Still, it is easy to imagine how a different woman—especially one who 
had never won a scholarship nor attended college for at least a year—might 
have proven far less resilient in the same situation. To many women who had 
devoted years of their lives to meeting others’ needs, the growing imperative 
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to cultivate an identity outside the home did not just feel, as Friedan would 
later allege, like a “threat.” It felt more like a slap in the face.

In Defense of Homemaking: Friedan’s Critics

If Friedan’s critique led many women to voice feelings of relief, vindica-
tion, and even exhilaration, it prompted others to express a very different 
range of emotions. “Sigh. What is there about the American housewife that 
makes her an irresistible target?” asked a mother of four who had dropped 
out of college to marry and raise a family. “Am I dependent? I think rather 
that I am depended upon. Am I grasping? Without being in the least resent-
ful, I think rather that I give more than I get.”76 Another woman penned an 
indignant letter after her closest friend—“a magna cum laude graduate, a 
devoted and loving wife, an excellent mother of four, an outstanding asset 
and contributor to her community’s life”—confided that Friedan’s article 
had left her feeling terribly “inadequate.”77 Likewise, a thirty-nine-year-old 
mother of four, who had done well in high school but lacked a college de-
gree, described how demoralized she felt upon discovering that her husband 
concurred with Friedan’s views. “Never have I felt useless or unneeded until 
now,” she wrote. “Knowing my husband agreed so wholeheartedly with the 
article has knocked all the wind out of my sails, it was so unexpected. . . . I 
never felt like he begrudged my staying at home while he earned the living. I 
am crushed.”78 Obviously, these women did not feel validated and inspired 
after reading Friedan’s article; they felt belittled, angry, or depressed.

Reading the letters from Friedan’s critics alongside those from her fans, 
it almost seems as if the two groups of women inhabited alternate universes. 
Whereas many of the latter thought that American society denigrated ca-
reer women while celebrating full-time homemakers, many of the former 
believed the reverse to be true. As one woman complained:

I was brought up to believe that a woman was herself when she made a home 

for her husband and children. That was considered quite an achievement and 

women were looked up to because they were Mothers and wives not scien-

tists, chemists, doctors, lawyers or astronauts. Please, won’t someone come 

to the defense of the women who put in twelve hours a day trying to be good 

Mothers and wives, so they won’t feel that in years to come they too may be 

replaced by another time saving appliance.79

Other McCall’s readers also looked back wistfully to a time when the role of 
mother and homemaker had been held in higher regard. “I wish I had lived 
in my grandmother’s time when a woman could proudly answer the question  
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‘Who am I’ with ‘I’m a housewife and mother,’ ” wrote one respondent. 
“Please no more degrading the housewife.”80 To women who felt “besieged by 
magazine articles that say that [a woman’s] life is wasted, worthless unless she 
finds a career to benefit society outside the home,” Friedan’s article did not 
read like a critique of social norms so much as an articulation of them.81 Con-
vinced that a transformation in women’s roles was already well underway, 
they viewed the article as part of a broader trend toward devaluing home-
making and encouraging women to pursue careers.

Determined to resist this trend, the McCall’s respondents promoted a vi-
sion of the maternal role that echoed the long-standing ideals of Republican 
and moral motherhood, while also subtly registering the cultural assault upon 
those ideals that this book has traced. Friedan’s critics continued to define 
motherhood in fundamentally social terms, insisting that mothers and home-
makers served not only their families, but also their God, country, and local 
communities. They also disputed the notion that motherhood and home-
making thwarted a woman’s self-development, for they believed that women  
realized their deepest selves when they fulfilled their duties as wives and 
mothers. The fundamental dilemma that these women perceived was not the 
problem of reconciling the demands of motherhood with the imperatives of 
individualism; it was the problem of commanding respect and maintaining 
self-esteem in a culture that often demeaned their social role.

Friedan’s critics were not of a single mind, however. Some were uncom-
promising traditionalists who perceived any change in women’s roles as a 
threat to Christian values.82 “Marriage is a vocation, instituted by God for 
the primary purpose of having children, which obviously involves sacrifices,” 
wrote a college graduate from Galveston, Texas. “He never intended that a 
mother should leave her children and home to work, unless by necessity, which 
does not fall under the category of your own selfish ambitions.”83 In contrast, 
other respondents appropriated the more contemporary language of “femi-
nine fulfillment” that Friedan excoriated. One woman, for instance, insisted 
that full-time homemakers were the “happiest, most contented women” she  
knew:

These delightful, feminine women are vitally interested in their husbands’ 

work, and show it by reading the Wall Street Journal, the Automotive News, 

or some such and converse intelligently at superb dinner parties for which 

they have cleaned and cooked and emerged radiantly confident that the eve-

ning will be a success. Their unselfishness does not erupt because they are 

supposed to be martyrs, but rather as a natural outgrowth of a peaceful, con-

tented, love-filled heart.84
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Rejecting older notions of maternal self-sacrifice, this woman portrayed the 
selflessness of the modern wife as a natural manifestation of her femininity, 
as effortless as her seemingly magical transformation from domestic worker 
to refined hostess.

Finally, yet another group of respondents concurred with Friedan’s di-
agnosis of the “problem with no name,” while adamantly rejecting the solu-
tions she proposed. These women felt obliged to remain at home while their 
children were young, but they tended to view motherhood as a “job” and a 
particular life stage rather than an all-encompassing identity. For instance, 
the mother of an infant and a toddler, who had previously enjoyed working 
as a bookkeeper, acknowledged that she found homemaking “boring” and felt 
“trapped, frustrated and guilty.” But whereas some of her friends had gone 
back to work after having children, she remained “very much against” the 
idea, believing that children were “entitled” to a full-time mother. “My chil-
dren are much too precious to me that I’d leave them with another woman,” 
she explained. “It is in their early years that their characters are formed, and 
this is a big job for a mother and it takes all the intelligence, patience and love 
I have to do it.”85 A former nurse, who likewise admitted to feelings of dis-
content, argued forthrightly that her child’s development was simply “more 
important” than her own happiness.86 These women did not laud maternal 
self-sacrifice, nor did they wax lyrical about the joys of feminine fulfillment.  
They simply resigned themselves to suppressing their personal desires, at 
least temporarily, because they accepted the proposition that young children 
had a profound need for intensive maternal care. 

Regardless of how they framed the issue, however, nearly all of Friedan’s 
critics believed that she radically undervalued women’s daily efforts on be-
half of their families, while overemphasizing the importance of achievements 
that required a significant degree of freedom from domestic responsibilities. 
“Who would dare say that doing a good job of raising my four children, be-
ing a good wife, and obeying my Lord, could count less in the eternal scheme 
of things than painting a picture that expresses my ‘self ’[?]” inquired one 
incredulous reader. Another woman, fearful of the impact Friedan’s article 
might have on young mothers, wrote angrily, “It would be a fine thing if all 
the Mothers in America decided to follow her advice to ‘Self Realization.’ I 
would like Miss or Mrs. Friedan to tell me what would happen to the future 
generations of children deprived of having just a plain ordinary ‘Mom.’ ”87 
According to these women, the “plain” and “ordinary” mother should be 
lauded at least as much as the “exceptional” woman who distinguished her-
self through professional or artistic accomplishments.
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As these remarks suggest, most of Friedan’s critics regarded the pursuit 
of self-realization as a shallow and unworthy goal that conflicted with the 
fulfillment of civic and familial duties. In language reminiscent of John F. 
Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address, which famously revived the rhetoric of 
civic republicanism (“Ask not what your country can do for you . . .”), they 
challenged the prevailing therapeutic ethos. “Many women regard the up-
bringing of children and the concomitant housework as a service to society 
and a duty to their husbands,” explained one woman. “Our happiness comes 
unsought as the fruit of unselfish work. Fulfillment is a gift, not a goal.”88 The 
“frustrated neurotic . . . usually has no one but herself to blame,” another 
woman wrote. “She feeds her discontent by asking, ‘Who am I ?’ and ‘What 
shall I do with my life?’ Never wondering, ‘What can I do for my husband, 
family, community?’ or ‘How can I serve my God?’ ”89 When these women 
felt discouraged or frustrated, they did not typically seek out psychologi-
cal counseling (or at least they did not own up to doing so in their letters). 
Rather, they sought sustenance in God or tried to summon a sense of duty. “It 
seems to me that if these trapped, frustrated women would put as much faith 
in God as they put in their psychoanalyst, their problems would be greatly 
reduced,” ventured one woman.90 “Ego is a relatively new word,” wrote  
another. “Has [Friedan] ever heard of these relics?—Patience, Fortitude, 
Faith, Will-Power?”91

The skepticism with which Friedan’s critics regarded her call for self- 
realization is also evident in their view of the mother-child relationship. 
Compared to Friedan’s fans, they referred more frequently to maternal  
“responsibilities,” “duties,” and “obligations,” while placing somewhat less 
emphasis on the importance of “enjoying” their children. They were more 
willing to accept the notion that a child’s deepest needs might sometimes 
conflict with his or her mother’s deepest desires. Indeed, these women would 
have scoffed at the notion that children benefited most from a mother who was 
happy and fulfilled, even if the mother’s happiness and fulfillment required 
her to be away from home for much of the day. As one young mother—a 
college graduate who hoped to resume to her career eventually—explained, 
she would be “ashamed” to ask herself such questions as “Who am I? What 
Should I Do with My Life?”:

I cannot be so selfish when I see my three precious children in front of me 

with their lives in my hands. A child cannot live on all this great education 

from his mother or appreciate her great talents. He cannot survive without 

warmth, love, understanding and a secure home life. And no one can con-

vince me that with a mother home only a few hours of the day she can provide 

this love and secure home.92
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What children most needed, these women firmly believed, was their mother’s 
presence. 

Thus, even as Friedan’s critics rejected the therapeutic emphasis on self-
development, they reiterated the claims of postwar psychological authorities 
regarding the importance of the mother-child bond. Many buttressed their 
defense of full-time motherhood by referencing experts who drew an associa-
tion between maternal employment and juvenile delinquency or disputed 
the idea that group care could adequately meet the emotional needs of young 
children.93 One woman, for instance, rebuked Friedan for promoting nurs-
ery schools when “the modern studies of psychology point more and more 
to the importance of the early years.”94 Another reader flatly asserted, “Only 
the unprofessional love and care of a mother can prepare a child properly to 
face life.”95 Because these women viewed full-time maternal care as so indis-
pensable to children’s mental health, they judged middle-class mothers who 
placed their children in day care quite harshly. “I personally do not believe we 
can place [our children] in a professional nursery for the sake of a career . . . 
as one would place a dog in a reputable kennel while you go on vacation,” a 
mother of three preschool-aged children opined.

Yet while Friedan’s critics perceived intensive maternal care as essential 
for children’s development, their responses nevertheless reveal the extent 
to which they had been influenced by the transformation of motherhood. 
Rather than stressing the role that mothers played in promoting children’s 
moral and spiritual development, some respondents defined the mother’s 
primary responsibility in more psychological terms, as that of equipping the 
child with a sense of emotional security. One woman argued that mothers 
of young children “should be home, keeping their families together, rais-
ing children who are happy and secure.”96 Another demanded, “What is 
more rewarding than meeting the emotional needs of a child as they arise?”97 
Still other respondents echoed the noninterventionist approach promoted 
by experts wary of pernicious maternal influence. For instance, one woman 
argued that mothers could best “guide our families along” by “being avail-
able when small people feel like talking or asking questions,” while another 
went out of her way to clarify, “I do not try to live through anyone. Such 
possession of another’s soul is the worst perversion of love.”98 To be sure, 
many of Friedan’s critics continued to argue that mothers played a crucial 
role in educating children and overseeing their moral, spiritual, and social 
development. But even the most conservative women refrained from using 
effusive language when discussing the benefits of maternal care, and none 
subscribed to the view that mothers should attempt to bind children to the 
home through “silver cords” of love.
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Moreover, while Friedan’s critics insisted that no one could care for a 
child as well as his or her own mother, the very fact that they felt compelled to 
articulate and defend this claim is itself notable. In the past, a white, middle-
class mother could take for granted that society would view her as uniquely 
equipped to care for her own children. Yet many of Friedan’s respondents 
sounded defensive and anxious when emphasizing the importance of their 
maternal labor, presumably because they no longer felt the same degree of 
societal support for their role. As one woman wrote:

I know that it has become fashionable to depreciate the role of the housewife, 

and that to suggest that homemaking is a career in itself is to invite sneers and 

snickers; but, please, Betty Friedan, can’t we poor, misguided souls cling to 

the belief that the welfare of our children is still of some importance and that 

they perhaps benefit just a wee bit from the tender, loving care of a mother? I 

have the outmoded idea that my talents and education enable me to bring up 

my children more capably than any “substitute mother” or day nursery.99

Like this woman, many of Friedan’s critics favorably contrasted their own 
mothering to the inferior care that a paid “substitute mother” would pre-
sumably provide. Yet, their remarks often betray a kind of status anxiety 
arising from the prospect of  commercialized caregiving: if large numbers 
of middle-class and upper-middle-class families began paying other women 
low wages to perform such work, what would it imply about a full-time 
homemaker’s worth? “I see in all articles written about women working out-
side the home, [no] mention is made of babysitters and household life,” 
wrote one woman. “If the care of a house and children is so degrading and 
unrewarding and unfulfilling to a wife and mother, why isn’t it so to other 
women, and why should other women do such work?”100 Another woman 
wondered, “Are the children so unimportant? Am I so unimportant to them 
that just anybody we could afford to pay would have been good enough to 
bring them up?”101 To many of Friedan’s critics, the suggestion that child-
care could be purchased in the marketplace was itself demeaning. However, 
because the culture strongly prohibited mothers from overidentifying with 
their children or taking credit for their children’s successes, these women 
were somewhat constrained in their ability to assert the importance of their 
maternal efforts.

Finally, the broader transformation of maternal ideals is also apparent in 
the ways that Friedan’s respondents referred to pregnancy and childbirth. As 
we have seen, a deep appreciation of the perils of childbirth persisted through 
the 1930s and into the 1940s; recall that both Neilson and Wylie received let-
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ters from respondents who protested that mothers should be shown proper 
deference and respect because of the pain and suffering they endured. Friedan 
did not receive similar responses. In fact, very few respondents referred to 
childbirth at all, and those who did generally downplayed its significance. 
“It takes a lot more than bringing a child into this world to be worthy of the 
name ‘mother’ in its full meaning,” asserted one woman.102 “The act of child-
birth does not create a real mother,” wrote another. “The years spent, not in 
momism, but in real motherhood develop one facet of self-fulfillment.”103 In 
the past, the act of childbirth had often been imagined as a perilous passage 
that did, at least in part, “create a mother.” Yet by the 1960s, respect for the 
physical act of childbearing had diminished, and women no longer tried to 
stake claims on the basis of maternal pain and suffering.

In defending motherhood and homemaking as a serious and “responsible 
undertaking,” Friedan’s critics were fighting a rearguard action against the 
forces of historical change. From the Revolutionary through the Progressive 
eras, such a defense of the mother-homemaker role had been a key strategy 
for American women who sought to enhance their status within the home 
and gain great influence within society at large. But Friedan’s critics did not 
champion motherhood as a way of claiming new rights or responsibilities; on 
the contrary, they did so either to criticize other women who were branching 
out in new directions or to assert their own value and importance in the face 
of social change. The arguments they used were strikingly similar to those of 
their foremothers, but the context lent them a different political valence: as 
historian Linda Kerber has observed, “the language of Republican mother-
hood, once a progressive language (if ambivalently so), increasingly became 
a conservative one.”104 

By the time The Feminine Mystique appeared, a fundamental division had 
already begun to emerge among white, middle-class women. Some women 
felt prepared to minimize, even jettison the traditionally defined roles of 
“housewife” and “mother” (though not necessarily the experience of being 
a wife or mother) in order to cultivate greater autonomy and to compete on 
equal terms with men. But for other women, those roles did not represent op-
pression or constraint but rather the basis of a meaningful identity. In 1963, 
the political significance of this division remained incipient. But as Friedan’s 
correspondence reveals, the intense emotions that women on both sides har-
bored about their roles as mothers and homemakers—their feelings of love 
and resentment, pride and guilt, purposefulness and futility—had already 
been compounded by a sense of grievance in relation to the broader cul-
ture. When feminists and antifeminists built movements that allowed those  
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feelings to acquire political meaning and direction, the result would be ex-
plosive and transformative.

Mm

It is hard not to feel a sense of regret. Was it essential to attack the mother-
homemaker role in order to challenge gender discrimination and fight for 
sexual equality? Considering the cultural images, social norms, laws, and eco-
nomic constraints that determined women’s status and opportunities in the 
1950s and early 1960s, one must conclude that, yes, it was absolutely essential. 
But was it necessary to launch a full-scale assault on the notion that moth-
erhood and homemaking could be the basis of a fulfilling and productive 
life? In retrospect, Friedan’s appropriation of antimaternalism appears both 
ironic and counterproductive, since it played an important role in generating 
the widespread demoralization of suburban women that she decried.

If readers conclude that the crucial lesson to be learned here is that liberal 
feminism was “antimotherhood,” however, then I have failed in my task. It 
is indeed regrettable that the leading spokeswoman of the movement’s ini-
tial phase appropriated the momism critique so uncritically, but the larger 
historical point is that the antimaternalist dimension of The Feminine Mys-
tique was among its least original components. A significant presence within 
American culture since the 1920s, antimaternalism emerged as a notable 
force during the very period renowned for its glorification of motherhood 
and homemaking. By portraying her own appropriation of antimaternalism 
as a new departure, wholly at odds with the dominant culture’s depiction of 
motherhood, Friedan helped to establish a somewhat misleading and con-
fusing historical account of the 1940s and 1950s that sank deep roots. In the 
process, she obscured the extent to which antimaternalist critiques had al-
ready transformed and diminished the maternal role prior to the emergence 
of second-wave feminism.105

Reading Friedan’s correspondence today, it is easy to discern the pas-
sionate beliefs and emotions that would fuel not only liberal feminism but 
also the subsequent mobilization of conservative women. But few feminists 
in the 1960s and 1970s foresaw the coming reaction, in part because they 
did not fully grasp how deeply committed many women remained to the 
mother-homemaker role. Even Betty Friedan, initially “shaken” by all those 
letters from angry McCall’s readers, ended up explaining away the evidence 
before her. Reflecting on the reception of The Feminine Mystique in 1973, she 
noted that the “strange hostility” she had met with from some women at first 
“amazed and puzzled” her, until she realized that, “if you were afraid to face 
your real feelings about the husband and children you were presumably liv-
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ing for, then someone like me opening up the can of worms was a menace.”106 
In other words, Friedan concluded that women who felt offended by her cri-
tique were living in a state of denial that prevented them from acknowledging 
how unhappy they truly felt.

By 1981, Friedan had changed her tune. That year, soon after the New 
Right swept to power following Ronald Reagan’s election, she published 
another book, The Second Stage. Written in part as a last-ditch attempt to 
rally support for the Equal Rights Amendment, the book addressed head-
on a troubling development for feminism—the rise of a grassroots women’s 
movement determined to stymie progress toward feminist goals. Mobilized 
by Phyllis Schlafly’s STOP-ERA campaign, conservative housewives played a 
central role in halting progress toward passage of the Equal Rights Amend-
ment.107 They also formed the main constituency of a new anti-abortion 
movement that emerged in the wake of the 1973 Supreme Court decision, 
Roe v. Wade.108 Confronted with this resurgent conservatism and its valoriza-
tion of traditional motherhood, Friedan reassessed the relationship between 
feminism and the family. The “first stage” of the feminist movement—the 
fight for equal opportunities in the workplace—had basically been won, she 
argued. “But the liberation that began with the women’s movement isn’t fin-
ished. The equality we fought for isn’t livable, isn’t workable, isn’t comfort-
able in the terms that structured our battle.”109 Now, men and women needed 
to move to a “second stage” that would address the difficulties that sexual 
equality posed to familial life. 

If Friedan’s proposal for a “second stage” represented a response to the 
New Right, it can also be seen as a reaction to younger, more radical feminists 
whose critiques of motherhood and the family went far beyond her own. In 
The Second Stage, Friedan voiced regret over the ways in which her earlier 
work had contributed to an antimaternalist strain within the feminist move-
ment. As she explained, the feminists of her own generation had never really 
rejected motherhood or the family; they had been “locked in violent reaction 
against their own identity—in those days when a woman was defined not as 
a person in herself, but as someone else’s wife or mother.” Yet ironically, even 
as Friedan recanted her relentlessly negative depiction of domesticity and 
motherhood, she continued to reproduce Wylie’s momism critique—this 
time as a way of dismissing the views of radical feminists. Quoting Shulamith 
Firestone, who characterized motherhood as “a condition of terminal psy-
chological and social decay, total self-abnegation and physical deterioration,” 
Friedan argued that such “rhetorical extremes” could only be understood as 
a manifestation of the “personal rage smoldering under the excessive, self-
denying ‘smotherlove’ of countless women who took Dr. Spock literally in 
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that era.”110 Even in the 1980s, Friedan remained so enmeshed in the momism 
paradigm that she could critique antimaternalist views only by reviving her 
own, less extreme version of antimaternalism.

There is much to criticize in The Second Stage. Because Friedan conceded 
ground to the movement’s critics, because she prematurely declared victory 
in areas where much work remained to be done, and because she contin-
ued to employ a universalizing “we,” most feminists dismissed the book as a 
contemptible retreat. (Sarah Stage, referencing Booker T. Washington, called 
it Friedan’s “Atlanta Compromise.”)111 Still, there is also something admi-
rable in Friedan’s belated attempt to understand the viewpoint of women 
who strongly identified as full-time homemakers. In one crucial passage, she 
wrote:

The women’s movement did not fail in the battle for equality. Our failure was 

our blind spot about the family. It was our own extreme reaction against the 

wife-mother role: that devotional dependence on men and nurture of chil-

dren and housewife service which has been and still is the source of power 

and identity, purpose and self-worth and economic security for so many 

women—even if it is not all that secure any more. . . .

Something very complex is involved here. Is there a real polarization 

between the feminist who wants equality and “choice,” and the woman for 

whom “the family” is security? Aren’t those feminists who most stridently 

deny the family trying to deny that woman’s vulnerability in themselves? Do 

women who want equal rights really threaten that clean, pure, sacred family 

morality that once made her feel secure? Or are ERA advocates threatening 

because they make her aware of her real insecurity, and her buried wish for 

independence and autonomy?112

Here, Friedan put her finger on the crucial question: was it inevitable that 
feminists who hoped to transcend the roles of wife and mother should find 
themselves at odds with women who continued to construct their identities 
primarily in these terms? Friedan clearly wanted to believe that both groups 
of women could be united in their interests and concerns. But surely this 
was wishful thinking. Though feminists supported a whole host of mea-
sures designed to make housewives less economically vulnerable, committed  
traditionalists would never believe that feminism represented their true 
interests.113 For in truth, the two groups held fundamentally different and  
irreconcilable views of womanhood and motherhood.

By the 1960s, middle-class women, whether liberal-leaning or traditional-
ist, confronted a situation not of their own making—a transformation and 
diminution of motherhood and homemaking. The mother-homemaker role 
commanded less respect than it had in the past, and it could no longer be 
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assumed to be the stable core around which the majority of women would 
build their entire adult lives. For many women, this represented an opening 
or opportunity; for others, it felt like a loss or a threat. But to focus narrowly 
on the conflicts that emerged in the 1970s—as if traditionalists rose up simply 
because a feminist movement threatened their self-conception as mothers 
and homemakers—is to fail to grasp the larger historical dynamics that paved 
the way for such confrontations. In this sense, both liberal feminism and the 
conservative women’s movements of the 1970s and 1980s can be viewed as 
reactions to the decline of maternalism and the transformation of mother-
hood that it entailed.
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