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REVIEW ESSAY: Second Thoughts 
on the Second Wave 

Deborah Rosenfelt and Judith Stacey 

A rapidly growing body of literature that documents, reacts and 
sometimes overreacts to the circumstances of women in the contem
porary United States has generated the new and awkward concept of 
'postfeminism'. 1 Most frequently, journalists use this term to describe 
views expressed by relatively affluent and ambitious women in their 
late twenties and early thirties about the difficulties they face in 
attempting to combine satisfying careers and family lives under present 
social and economic conditions. More broadly, postfeminism demarcates 
an emerging culture and ideology that simultaneously incorporates, 
revises and depoliticizes many of the fundamental issues advanced by 
Second Wave feminism. 

Because it seems to imply the death of the women's movement, and 
because of the revisionist and depoliticizing aspects of the ideology it 
promotes, the term 'postfeminism' itself troubles many feminists. Many 
would agree with the author of a New York Times oped that adherents of 
the new ideology use the term 'only to give sexism a subtler name'.2 

Although we share the concerns of those who recoil from its usage, we 
believe that there are important distinctions between the ideologies and 
constituencies of postfeminism and those of antifeminism, distinctions 
that make it worthwhile to grapple with rather than simply dismiss the 
literature and issues of the former. 

From a panoply of postfeminist texts we have selected three to 
discuss in some detail: the Newsweek cover story of 2 June 1986, 'Too 
Late for Prince Charming'; Sylvia Hewlett's A Lesser Life: The Myth of 
Women's Liberation in America; and The Good Mother, a novel by Sue 
Miller. 3 We selected these because they have commanded so much 
media attention and because we believe they exemplify both what is so 
disturbing about and what is worth engaging with in postfeminism. 
Many feminists have reacted with hostility to these works and to their 
popularity with the media establishment; they read the texts as 
antifeminist and the media acclaim as further evidence of the backlash 
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of this period.4 We too find much that is offensive in these texts, and we 
agree with most of the substantive criticisms of them voiced by feminist 
critics. But to overreact to these texts obscures their complexities as well 
as those ofpostfeminism generally. 

The overreaction stems, we believe, from the difficulty of this 
moment for feminism as a social movement and for many feminists in 
our personal lives. In an era in which Reagan, an astonishingly popular 
president, can use the term 'liberal' as an epithet, left feminists in 
particular often find find ourselves struggling against a sense of 
political paralysis. Defeats in the political arena coincide with signifi
cant shifts in the personal needs and priorities of many who were in the 
vanguard of Second Wave feminism, and together the public defeats and 
the personal changes have taken their toll on the confidence, vision and 
solidarity of the left feminist community in the United States. Ques
tions of intimacy and loneliness absorb and divide left feminists today, 
generating between the single and coupled and the mothers and 
'childfree' among us tensions rooted in feelings of competition, betrayal, 
envy, resentment and guilt. These often unacknowledged tensions 
undergird and complicate political differences over how to respond to 
the pro-family ideology of the present period, a conflict that overlaps 
with a debate over the issue of equality and difference, particularly as it 
impinges on the development of legislation to reform US family and 
work policies. 

This essay emerges from our own struggles with these issues. One 
of our hopes in co-authoring this article is to bridge the gulf between 
single and coupled feminists by bringing our perspectives as a single, 
new (adoptive) mother and a married, co-parenting mother to bear on 
problems confronting and dividing left feminists today. More important, 
we engaged this dialogue as an attempt to find a constructive forum for 
our own struggles against political despair, for our efforts to identify a 
political ideology and programme that seem viable in this period. As 
new left feminists, we find it sobering to recognize that social democracy 
and even old-fashioned liberalism currently look good to us - perhaps 
the best we can hope for in the foreseeable future as a soil for 
regenerating more utopian visions. 

From this admittedly sombre perspective we hope to provide an 
alternate reading of selected postfeminist texts in order to provoke 
constructive discussion of the issues we think they raise for left 
feminists and of our relationship to the emerging contours of main
stream feminist ideology and politics. For however problematic these 
texts can be, we believe they address important issues and constituen
cies for a new wave of feminism, a feminism already taking shape. Left 
feminists who hope to influence the emerging directions of a renewed 
movement need to give serious second thoughts to texts like these and to 
the texts' criticisms ofthe Second Wave. 

Cumulatively, the Newsweek cover story, A Lesser Life and The 
Good Mother transcend their generic diversity - popular journalism, 
social science and fiction - to express a profound uneasiness with the 
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quality of contemporary life for working women in this country, an 
uneasiness that may be the dominant mood of postfeminism. 
Respectively, these texts address the experiences in the United States 
today of single women without children, of working mothers (usually for 
Hewlett, married ones), and of single mothers. They feature the 
loneliness of women without families, the frustration and exhaustion of 
mothers who also must or wish to work, and the anxiety of single 
mothers trying to reconcile heterosexual adult relationships with 
maternal responsibilities, although they do so with scant regard to 
variations in class or race or sexual identification. Both their media 
popularity and their notoriety in feminist circles suggest that these 
texts touch sensitive social nerves. 

The Newsweek cover story was, perhaps, the best known ofthe myriad of 
recent media scare stories about an ostensible 'male shortage' for 
college-educated women born in the mid-fifties. Based on an unpub
lished demographic study by social scientists at Yale and Harvard, the 
story forecasts a drastic decrease in the odds of marriage among 
college-educated women of the baby boom generation. Members of that 
cohort who are still single at age thirty reportedly have only a 20 per 
cent chance of marrying; by age thirty-five, the odds are 5 per cent; and 
(in the most notorious line from the Newsweek story), 'forty-year-olds 
are more likely to be killed by a terrorist: they have a miniscule 2.6 
probability of tying the knot' (p. 55). These statistics result partly from 
the discrepancy between the huge baby boom cohort and the smaller 
pool of slightly older men women typically have married. Yet the article 
also pushes its interpretation of these demographics toward a 
cautionary moral: women who choose education and career may never 
marry. This moral is graphically illustrated by vignettes of single 
women reacting with dismay and panic to news of the original study. 
The authors blame women of the Yuppie generation, and implicitly 
feminism itself, for contributing to the dilemma by setting unrealisti
cally high standards for men. 'For many economically independent 
women,' the writers conclude, 'the consequences of their actions have 
begun to set in; even though they say they want to marry, they may not 
want it enough. . . . Chastened by the news that delaying equals 
foregoing, they [younger women] just may want to give thought to the 
question sooner than later' (p. 61 ). 

While the Newsweek article features the loneliness of single career 
women, A Lesser Life by Sylvia Hewlett emphasizes the frustrations of 
women attempting to combine motherhood and work. The core of the 
book is an unremitting critique of the incompatibility of paid work and 
motherhood in the United States today. Hewlett documents the bleak 
economic conditions and lack of family support policies American 
working women encounter in contrast with those in advanced industrial 
European societies. She argues that, despite two decades of activist 
feminism, American working women have made virtually no progress in 
closing the income gap with men, which now is wider here than in any 
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other advanced industrial society. (Women earn approximately 64 per 
cent of men's wages in the United States, compared with 81 per cent in 
Sweden, 86 per cent in Italy, 73 per cent in West Germany, 78 per cent in 
France, and 86 per cent in Denmark.) And many women who work full 
time year-round do not earn enough to support families above the 
official poverty level. For example, Hewlett points out that in 1984, one 
out offour such women earned less than $10,000 annually (p. 71). 

Even greater is the contrast in family support policies in effect here 
and in Europe. Although mothers of young children are the fastest 
growing portion of the US labour force (by 1984, 48 per cent of children 
under one year old had mothers in the labour force), they labour against 
all odds. Sixty per cent of mothers have no maternity leave rights at all, 
40 per cent of working mothers have no maternity insurance coverage, 
and childcare subsidies, always meagre, have been cut by 21 per cent 
since 1980. In fact, the United States is the only industrial country 
without a statutory maternity leave policy, and it is the stingiest with 
maternity and childcare benefits. 

Mothers in the United States are working much more yet earning 
less because of insufficient wages, inadequate maternity benefits and 
escalating divorce rates (which are much higher in the United States 
than in Europe). Indeed, single working mothers and their children are 
the fastest growing poverty population in the United States; the average 
income of single mothers is $9,000 a year. Yet 60 per cent of divorced 
fathers contribute no financial support to their children, even though 
many can afford child support. Hewlett borrows heavily from Lenore 
Weitzman's startling study of the 'unanticipated consequences' of 
no-fault divorce in California to paint a bleak portrait of how divorce 
generally impoverishes women and their children, while benefiting 
men.5 More broadly A Lesser Life accuses feminism of many negative, if 
unanticipated, consequences for women in the United States. 

As its dust jacket indicates, our third text, Sue Miller's The Good 
Mother, inscribes a different kind of conflict for contemporary women, 
especially for the growing number of single mothers: 'a tragic conflict ... 
between two powerful sets offeelings, the erotic and the maternal'. This 
compelling novel begins shortly after the negotiation of an unusually 
amicable divorce between Anna, a rather passive and repressed woman, 
a 'good mother' offour-year-old Molly and a part-time piano teacher, and 
Brian, also repressed and orderly, an upwardly mobile young lawyer. 
Anna takes custody of Molly, refusing alimony and accepting only 
minimal child support. Scarcely have the burdens of single motherhood 
begun to register when Anna's encounter with Leo, an artist, interrupts 
the quiet rhythms of Anna's and Molly's new life together. Anna and Leo 
become lovers, passionate, joyous, enmeshed lovers. Leo is attracted by 
Anna's reserve, Anna by Leo's wildness, 'because I became with him, 
finally, a passionate person' (p. 116). Briefly, Anna reduces her 
maternal involvement with Molly, but gradually she includes Molly and 
Leo in a circle of love, a 'new world ... where I was beautiful, sex 
together was beautiful, and Molly was part of our love, our life' (p. 236). 
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Soon, however, social reality intrudes: Brian accuses Leo of sexual 
misconduct with Molly and sues Anna for custody of Molly. With erotic 
and maternal needs now in conflict, Anna sacrifices her love for Leo in 
the struggle to keep Molly. But to no avail. The court awards custody to 
Brian and his new wife, Brenda, and Anna painfully reorganizes her life 
around the effort to maintain her now limited relationship with her 
daughter. 

All three of these texts have provoked strong criticisms from feminists 
who view them as exemplars of an antifeminist backlash. Although we 
do not read these texts as antifeminist, they do seem to us to represent 
the disturbing postfeminist retreat from sexual politics to a more 
conservative pro-family vision, one that simply assumes the inevita
bility or superiority of heterosexual marriage and motherhood. How
ever, we also hear other, less conservative voices in these texts, voices 
that intimate some potentially fruitful inconsistencies in postfeminism 
itself. 

Feminist reactions to the Newsweek article have been especially 
uniform and vehement, and for good reason. The language and imagery 
of the essay irresponsibly sensationalize a deeply problematic set of 
statistics to paint a picture of desperate women doomed to perpetual 
singlehood. As one of the co-authors of the original study himself points 
out, Newsweek and other journalistic stories distorted 'various subtle
ties' of their research. Newsweek does point out that the study pertains 
to one specific cohort of women, the mid-fifties' baby boomers, and to a 
highly select group of that cohort, college-educated women; that eight 
out of ten college graduates probably will marry; and that the data 
presented are demographic predictions that could change if, for 
example, women started marrying younger men or began to marry 
much later than the current mean age of twenty-four. But, as the 
demographers themselves have complained, Newsweek does not point 
out that they could not estimate what percentage of the women over 
thirty were unmarried by choice,6 nor that other studies predict far 
lower .rates of non-marriage. 7 

Much of the Newsweek story does seem to regard the spectre of 
singlehood for women as conservatives view the advent of AIDS among 
male homosexuals: as a fitting curse brought on by the transgressions of 
the 'victims'. In this case, the sins consist of getting a college education, 
seriously pursuing a career, and raising one's expectations of an 
acceptable spouse. Although the essay foregrounds the 'dire' demogra
phic statistics, it implicitly blames feminism for giving women such 
unrealistic expectations. 

The essay, however, is not consistently committed to the notion that 
single career-oriented women inevitably face unhappy or lesser lives. 
Its authors, the majority of whom appear to be women, point out that 
many women prefer to be single, that many view their friendships with 
women as the more permanent of their relationships, that many are 
bearing or adopting children on their own, and that women in this group 
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are benefiting from both an economic and sexual independence that 
makes them far less dependent on marriage than were their prede
cessors. Iffeminism and its legacy in heightened career expectations for 
women are blamed implicitly for the dilemma of singleness, so too do we 
find evidence that, thanks to feminism, being single no longer carries 
the stigma and humiliation once reserved for the old maid. 

The essay as a whole, then, is oddly uneven, as though it cannot 
decide finally between pity, admiration and horror (identification, 
perhaps, as well) as an appropriate attitude toward this highly educated 
and potentially unmated cohort of women (all of whom it presumes to be 
heterosexual). The impulse to mock and minimize this problem has been 
remarkably consistent among both mainstream and left feminists. 
Some, like Susan Faludi and Katha Pollitt, have raised serious ques
tions about the validity of the statistics featured by Newsweek; some, 
like Pollitt and Catherine Johnson, have suggested that only a consel"
vative social construction offemale singlehood makes it seem undesira
ble; and some, like Barbara Ehrenreich, have laughed off the 'male 
shortage' as a red herring distracting women from the economic issues 
we ought to be confronting. 8 Almost all have argued that the 'male 
shortage' is a crisis manufactured by the media to police women's 
behaviour. 

Although we too are outraged by the article, and are grateful for 
both the rebuttals and the ripostes, we are also troubled by what seems 
to us a denial of a genuine problem, the problem of women's loneliness. 
True, the Newsweek demographics paint a grimmer picture for younger 
women than seems likely. True, if heterosexual women could turn in 
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larger numbers to younger men or even to men their own age, if 
lesbianism were a less stigmatized option, and if work in America were 
structured to accommodate instead of ignore the demands of non
patriarchal family life, the demographics of the baby boom would have 
less gender-biased consequences. Still, it does seem likely that large 
numbers of educated women now in their thirties will not marry, even if 
they want to do so. In addition, the rates of remarriage after a divorce 
are far higher for men than for women, some of whom would like to 
marry again. In this age of historically unprecedented marital insta
bility, any of us can become single at any time. And, of course, as women 
move into later life, the proportion of single women increases dramati
cally. It seems futile to deny the pain of the many women, whether 
lesbian or heterosexual, who are single and who would prefer not to be, 
as though we could cure the pain by pretending that it does not exist. 

In the early days ofthe women's movement, we felt ourselves part of 
a supportive feminist community whose bonds and beliefs made finding 
a mate seem far less imperative than it does for many women now. 
Lesbian or heterosexual, many of us now find ourselves ageing in a 
period in which our old communities have become fragile and frag
mented. This loss deepens the desire for committed partnerships to 
meet our needs for intimacy, for continuity and for reliable inter
dependence. 

Ninety per cent of all Americans try at least once to fulfil such needs 
through marriage, in spite of its problems and its rising rate offailure. 
Feminist criticism of the injustices of marriage helped to deconstruct 
this ailing institution without adequately foreseeing how difficult it 
would be to forge alternatives that would provide even comparable 
levels of stability. This is one major reason so many young women 
sympathetic to feminist aims today hold their distance from a feminist 
identity. They seem to fear that otherwise men will find them guilty by 
association with the anti-marriage aura of the women's liberation 
movement. A text like that in Newsweek fans the flames of this anxiety, 
but denying the existence of a problem some have designated as the 
feminization ofloneliness will only privatize the pain. 

Although it would be difficult for the most militant feminist to present a 
more scathing critique than Hewlett has of the social conditions 
afflicting working women in the United States today, A Lesser Life, like 
the Newsweek essay, has provoked considerable feminist wrath. This is 
no paradox, because much of the text serves as an outlet for Hewlett's 
own unresolved, and generally misdirected, anger toward Second Wave 
feminism. Indeed, she places much of the blame for the sorry state of 
working mothers in the United States today at Second Wave feminism's 
doorstep, a charge she levels in an infuriatingly superior tone, with 
swipes at 'shrieking sisters', 'strident feminists', and 'Yuppies on the 
fast track- the constituency of NOW' [The National Organization of 
Women]. The gist of her criticism seems to be that US feminists 
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misunderstood and failed contemporary women by pursuing a mis
guided equal rights strategy that attempted 'to clone the male competi
tive model' (p. 33) while overlooking and denigrating the primacy of 
motherhood in women's lives: 

The feminists of the modern women's movement made one gigantic 
mistake: they assumed that modern women wanted nothing to do with 
children. As a result, they have consistently failed to incorporate the 
bearing and rearing of children into their vision of a liberated life. 
(pp. 179-80) 

Like most postfeminist literature, A Lesser Life retreats from 
sexual politics and completely fails to analyse male power or to hold men 
accountable for sustaining the unjust economic and social conditions for 
women that Hewlett deplores. Thus, despite a rather devastating 
discussion of the 'male rebellion' against the traditional responsibilities 
of marriage and breadwinning (a discussion that recapitulates, but 
mysteriously fails to credit, Barbara Ehrenreich's The Hearts of Men), 9 

Hewlett often seems more willing to blame feminists for the dilemma of 
contemporary women than men or the new right or capitalist employ
ment policies. And she treats Phyllis Schlafty and her ideology with 
greater respect and sympathy than she accords American feminists. 

Left feminists have further reason to be troubled by Hewlett's 
elitist reform strategy for family policy. As director of the Economic 
Policy Council (EPCl of the United Nations Association of the USA, 
Hewlett selected some of this country's most powerful male business, 
labour and political leaders to serve on an EPC policy panel called 
Parents and Work. Hewlett 'never thought it appropriate to involve a 
large contingent from the women's movement' but she did handpick two 
feminists whose views and actions later disappointed her: 'All of which 
confirmed me in my view that family policy hardly figures on the 
feminist agenda' ( p. 371 ). 

So deep is Hewlett's fear of radicalism that she retreats from the 
implications of her own better observations and insights, The policy 
changes concerning income disparities and family support measures 
she advocates would require a radical restructuring of economic and 
political power relations, including, of course, those between women and 
men. Yet when, by Hewlett's own embittered account, her elite reform 
strategy for implementing family support policies failed, an experience 
she found 'profoundly disturbing, even radicalizing' she could envision 
no structural alternatives. Shunning a feminist analysis of power, 
Hewlett finds it 'truly hard to explain why these powerful people were 
much less interested in family policy than in immigration reform or the 
International Monetary Fund' (p. 381 ). 

Clearly, then, A Lesser Life is a text deeply offensive to most 
feminists. Particularly galling is the way it exaggerates the power of the 
US women's movement and denigrates its achievements. Had the 
movement ever achieved even a fraction of the power to determine the 
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social conditions of women's lives that Hewlett's analysis presumes, 
Hewlett would have had much less to write about. The power of Second 
Wave feminism lay as much in its grassroots appeal and activism as in 
its impact in corporate boardrooms and legislative chambers. And this 
grassroots legacy remains considerable, reflected in continuing popular 
and public concern with women's movement issues like health care, 
rape, battering, pay equity, poverty, and, contra Hewlett, even 
childcare. 

Although A Lesser Life is an appropriate target for feminist 
criticism, we think it a mistake simply to dismiss it as antifeminist. If we 
can move past the defensive hostility the book seems designed to incite, 
there are challenges in even some of the more controversial aspects of 
Hewlett's analysis that might contribute to a constructive re-evaluation 
of the historic role and ideology of Second Wave feminism. 

Hewlett is correct, we believe, to portray the ultra-domestic 1950s 
as an aberrant decade in the history of US family and gender relations 
and one that has set the unfortunate terms for waves of personal and 
political reaction to family issues ever since. Viewed in this perspective, 
the attack on the breadwinner/homemaker nuclear family by the 
women's liberation movement may have been an overreaction to an 
aberrant and highly fragile cultural form, a family system that, for other 
reasons, was already passing from the scene. Our devastating critiques 
of the vulnerability and cultural devaluation of dependent wives and 
mothers helped millions of women to leave or avoid these domestic 
traps, and this is to our everlasting credit. But, with hindsight, it seems 
to us that these critiques had some negative consequences as well. In 
particular, we agree with Hewlett that part offeminism's overreaction 
to the fifties was an anti-natalist, anti-maternalist moment, much 
briefer and less monolithic than she portrays, but with enduring 
consequences. 

The reaction to the fifties' cloying cult of motherhood freed millions 
of women like us to consider motherhood a choice rather than an 
unavoidable obligation, but it also may have encouraged many to deny, 
or to defer dangerously long, our own desires for domesticity and 
maternity. One of the ironic effects of this history is the current 
obsession with maternity and children that seems to pervade ageing 
feminist circles, a romanticization of motherhood that occasionally 
rivals that of the fifties. More serious, our assault on conventional 
domesticity helped to set up feminism to take the major blame for the 
disastrous effects on women of the rising rates of divorce and female 
employment that were well under way before the women's movement. 
Both the Newsweek article and A Lesser Life suggest how easily this 
implication can be drawn. 

A second feminist issue that A Lesser Life prompted us to reconsider 
is the increasingly divisive one of equality versus difference. For good 
historical causes, modern feminism stressed an equal rights strategy 
over special protection for the 'differences' of women. The recent debacle 
of the use of the latter argument in the Sears sex discrimination case 
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highlights the essential wisdom of this choice. 10 But the equal rights 
strategy also has difficulties that are cause for second thoughts. Without 
a radical restructuring of economic and social institutions, particularly 
the male-centred structures and schedules of work, an unnuanced equal 
rights strategy can disadvantage many women, particularly working 
mothers. 

Although socialist feminists have long been sensitive to this irony, 
Hewlett is correct that few of us have made the needs of working 
mothers a central focus of our theory or politics. We suspect this relative 
neglect may have followed unwittingly from another overreaction, the 
determination to avoid all biological determinist theories of gender, 
particularly of women's maternal responsibilities, and thus to avoid 
policies that presume or enshrine these. This may be why maternity 
leave policies have provoked more dissension that activism among 
feminists. 

Hewlett exploits the conflict between equal rights and the needs of 
working mothers in her deeply distorted discussion of the Garland case, 
the battle over maternity leave rights that was decided by the Supreme 

HER LOVER OR HER CHILD
WHO WILL SHE CHOOSE WHEN SHE ... 



Review Essay 87 

Court this year. Lillian Garland lost her receptionist job in a California 
bank when she tried to return to work after childbirth. Her appeal to the 
state's Fair Employment Department prompted the bank to challenge a 
state law protecting women's jobs for four months of maternity leave. 
The bank argued that pregnancy leave is a form of sex discrimination, 
and a federal district judge found in its favour. The case was appealed, 
and the Ninth Circuit court, reversing the lower court, found in 
Garlands's favour. NOW and the American Civil Liberties Union 
[ACLU] filed briefs supporting but modifying the arguments used to 
deny Garland's maternity leave. They wished to preserve the principle 
of equal rights by extending disability leave to all workers but to avoid 
special protection for the specifically female conditions of pregnancy and 
childbirth. When the Supreme Court heard the bank's appeal, NOW and 
the ACLU filed briefs that, by arguing against female maternity and in 
favour of equal rights to parental leave, sought to overturn the Califor
nia law. Yet when the Supreme Court found in Garland's favour early in 
1987, NOW publicly applauded the decision as a victory for working 
women. 

Hewlett misrepresents NOW and the ACLU as opposed to Gar
land's leave and us~s this distortion to recant her own former support 
for the ERA: 'Garland desperately needed job protection in the wake of a 
difficult birth, and feminists lined up against her (and her child) because 
they did not want to discriminate against men. I cannot think that 
Garland will be voting for the ERA' (pp. 217-18). Although Hewlett's 
presentation distorts the goals and complexities of NOW's opposition to 
maternity leave, for both strategic and theoretical reasons it provoked 
us to reconsider part of our own equal rights ideology. First, it does seem 
likely that Garland and millions of working mothers will interpret 
NOW's intervention in terms similar to Hewlett's, thereby diminishing 
the appeal of feminism to one of its most important potential constituen
cies in this period. And second, such women would not be wrong in 
believing that an unmodified equal rights position denies biological sex 
differences they have little wish or cause to deny. Instead, there are 
instances in which sex-differentiated policies are necessary to achieve 
gender justice, II and it seems to us now that a women's movement whose 
commitment to equal legal rights prevents it from seeing this could be 
making a costly strategic error. On these grounds we question NOW's 
strategy in this case. 

The Good Mother also has generated anger and dismay from some 
feminists who read it as a morality play, as another cautionary tale to 
modern women.I 2 If Newsweek seems to warn against too earnest a 
quest for professional autonomy, Miller's novel has been read as a 
warning against the quest for autonomy in the realm of sexual pleasure. 

To us, The Good Mother's inscription of conflict in a contemporary 
woman's life seems too nuanced and ambiguous to accommodate such a 
monolithic reading, but the text does contain much that can trouble 
feminist sensibilities. Most disturbing, perhaps, is Anna's acceptance of 
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an enormous burden of guilt, an apparent willingness to take responsi
bility for losing Molly and to internalize the moralistic social judge
ments that her staid family, Brian and Brenda, and the court levy on her 
lapse from maternal grace. Rather than expressing feminist rage at the 
injustice of the sexual double standard, the economic disadvantages of 
women and the patriarchal morality that contribute to her court defeat, 
Anna seems willing to accept most of the blame: 'There was no one I 
blamed as much as myself .... It was a chain of events set in motion by 
me, by my euphoric forgetfulness of all the rules' (p. 280). Anna's rage 
turns inward, directed toward the self who sinned because, during her 
passion for Leo, there was a sense in which she 'forgot Molly'. And Anna 
seems to atone ceaselessly for this 'sin' of passion. Denied primary 
custody of Molly, she organizes her new penitent life around her 
painfully limited role as secondary parent. Maternalism regains prim
acy, despite its truncated form, and the novel offers no hint that Anna 
will seek adult erotic love ever again. 

Anna's guilt and despair lead her at times to forget how competent 
and nurturant a single mother she has in fact proved to be. In her loss, 
she yields at moments to a profoundly conservative vision of the 
superiority of conventional family life: 

Brenda is pregnant again, and Molly is part of a family there. She loves 
being a big sister, she loves them- Brian and Brenda and Elizabeth, the 
baby. And sometimes when I imagine how it must be- the order, the deep 
pleasure in what happens predictably, each day, the healing beauty of 
everything that is commonplace- I yearn again myself to be in a family. 
(p. 308) 

The expression of this yearning for a more conventional life does suggest 
the troubling postfeminist recuperation of some of the pro-family values 
that feminism most systematically interrogated and must continue to 
interrogate. Anna's conservative inclinations arise from her fear and 
panic; she lapses at these moments into what Doris Lessing would call 
the danger of nostalgia. Indeed, it is the apparent timidity of the novel's 
'message' that is most troubling. 

The broadest question the book raises for contemporary women 
concerns the nature of 'fulfilment'. Second Wave feminism, as critics 
from the right and the left have noted, emphasized self-realization for 
women, an emphasis that can be attacked as individualistic but that 
also proved an important counter to the prior cult of female self
sacrifice. The emphasis on female selfhood initially may have carried an 
anti-maternalist and anti-male flavour, but that tendency quickly gave 
way in most circles to the well-publicized superwoman syndrome, an 
expectation that women can and should do everything and do it well -
work {and work outl, mother, make love. The Good Mother questions 
these expectations of women. Anna is a protagonist who declines to be 
heroic. She has no career but takes a series of jobs, doing all of them 
competently but dispassionately. She is a pianist, but by her judgement, 
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not a gifted one. Leo, a successful artist, criticizes Anna for not having a 
'commitment to something outside herself. She says, 'I have a commit
ment like that.' 'To music?' he asks. 'To Molly. And to doing carefully and 
well what I do' (p. 118). 

Anna, then, has consciously chosen to make motherhood her 
priority, and an unambitious competence her mode. Although she 
returns to her music at the book's conclusion, she maintains a detach
ment from it that precludes us from reading into the novel a theme of 
self-discovery or self-expression. In this regard, this postfeminist novel 
is distinctly different from most of its feminist predecessors. Anna is no 
feminist hero nor does Miller intend her to be. Rather, her story insists 
that women re-examine the relationships between achievement and 
fulfilment. 

The daring and expansive rhetoric of feminism yields here to a 
bleaker, more troubled vision. Yet, although the text does suggest a 
retreat from visions of a liberated artistry or of a liberated eroticism, we 
do not read it as a didactic morality play, a warning to mothers to behave 
or pay the price. If any voice in the novel is close to Miller's, it is probably 
that of Dr Payne, the court-appointed psychiatrist, who vainly recom
mends that Anna keep custody of Molly. 

'What I'm really suggesting is that for Molly the resonant emotional issue 
is feeling that you were pulling away from her .... I think you were 
distracted, withdrawn in a way she could feel. ... But I see you also as 
very hard on yourself. You say I blame you, but I don't feel I have to say 
very much before you supply the blame, the guilt.' (p.238) 

We cannot assume, then, that Anna's feelings of guilt represent Miller's 
final judgement of Anna. The novel contains competing voices. 

Although Anna herself engages in little social analysis of the 
conditions of single motherhood, The Good Mother renders a significant, 
if quiet, critique of the attitudes and institutions that constr;:tin the 
personal lives of women like her. The narrative exposes the double 
standard applied when the state intervenes to assess the relative 
merits of the home Anna offers Molly and the home her remarried 
ex-husband can offer. Although Brian has been sleeping with Brenda 
before his divorce from Anna, wedlock has legitimated their relation
ship in a way that Anna as a single woman cannot match. The presence 
of a lover makes things worse for her, not better. The judge ignores the 
quality of relationship, assuming the superiority of the conventional 
family. 

Miller also reveals in Anna's postmarital life the reduced economic 
means of the divorced woman. Anna watches Brian 'move buoyantly 
forward into his new life while I made arrangements for our more 
marginal existence' (p. 63). Anna takes pride in her chosen 'shabbiness'; 
reversing the 'upward purchasing spiral' that characterized her mar
ried life with Brian becomes a means of asserting her independence 
against the expectations of her achievement-oriented family, until the 
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courts begin to scrutinize the details ofher personal life, to assess what 
she can and cannot give her daughter. One thing she cannot afford to 
give is all her time, and the fact that Molly is in childcare out of the home 
becomes part of the case against Anna. Although both Brenda and Brian 
work full-time, they can afford a nanny. The novel, then, invites us to 
consider the social and economic contexts that marginalize single 
mothers regardless of the subjective experiences of their 'condition'. It 
suggests that Anna's real mistake may have been forgetting not Molly
although she accuses herself of that - but forgetting her own vulnera
bility. Thus, while Anna sifts through the past - a reflection that 
constitutes the textual fabric of the novel - for the failures in her 
character or judgement that might make the court's decision somehow 
tolerable, the reader simultaneously shares her search and situates it in 
a larger social context. The Good Mother, then, like much postfeminism, 
valorizes motherhood, but its literary treatment of the social dangers 
threatening those who mother outside the conventional nuclear family 
partakes of rather than rejects feminist analysis. 

In fact, the ambivalent texture of the novel raises difficult questions 
for feminists. One question concerns the ethics of erotic expression in a 
context both more common and less commonly debated than the arena 
of pornography: the context of the home itself, particularly the home 
with young children. Such questions become particularly poignant in an 
era in which adults change sexual partners so frequently. Is it possible 
for single working mothers to integrate successfully their erotic, 
maternal and working lives? Are there occasions when physical expres
sions of desire and intimacy between adults implicate a child too soon 
and too problematically in the puzzling world of sexuality? Where is the 
line between openness and ease of affection between adults and children 
and an inappropriate eroticism that exploits children's sexual curiosity? 

Feminists have made the sexual abuse of children, particularly of 
female children by adult men, a major target of attack. This novel 
inscribes a whole shadow area where the issues are not so clear-cut, a 
territory that lies between our assertions about the rights of all women 
to seek erotic fulfilment, our sense that an openness about the body and 
eroticism itself is positive, and our rage at the frequency and conse
quences of child sexual abuse. In Anna's case, it is Leo's ostensible 
'abuse' of Molly that leads to the custody case, but it is Anna's 
responsibility for, and guilt about, another episode, an instance in which 
she allows her frightened daughter to come into her bed while Leo is still 
inside her, that proves more disturbing. The incident at the time fills her 
with a 

sense of completion, as though I had everything I wanted held close, held 
inside me; as though I had finally found a way to have everything. We 
seemed fused, the three of us, all the boundaries between us dissolved. 
(p. 24) 

Anna returns to this incident again and again in her efforts to make 
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sense of what has happened, and the incident becomes crucial in the 
court hearings. What are we to make of this episode? How can we judge 
Anna, especially when we must have assented to, envied even, the depth 
of her awakening passion? How can we fail to understand the urge 
toward the joyful sense of fusion with those one loves most in the world? 
Yet can we assent fully to including a child of four in this moment of 
intimacy between her mother and her mother's lover? It is the ambigu
ity of this moment and others like it in the novel that give the book much 
of its power, a power to disturb, to interrogate. The questions this novel 
raises have no easy answers. Having read it, we cannot say with Anna, 
as she does, in agony, in court, 'I didn't think. I didn't think about it' 
(p. 264). Only in that sense is this a didactic novel. 

Cumulatively these texts, in both their inclusions and omissions, their 
insights and distortions, call attention to some of the major issues we 
must consider as we shape a feminist agenda appropriate to this 
moment in history. The socially conservative, depoliticized climate of 
postfeminism is all too readily, and distressingly, apparent in these 
texts, as in these times. That· all three texts ignore the possibility of 
changing male behaviour underlines the 'post' of 'postfeminism'. Hew
lett, for example, with rare exceptions, speaks repeatedly not of 
parental leave, but of maternity leave, as though the discussions ofthe 
importance of involving men in early nurturing and infant care had 
never taken place. When Brian and Brenda; the 'good parents' of The 
Good Mother, have a second child, Brenda works part-time; Brian never 
considers altering his career pattern to accommodate his children's 
needs, nor, it seems, does the thought of serious !llale parenting occur to 
Miller. Newsweek presents the selfishness of men as a kind of bedrock 
psychological reality. 

Feminists often have been less cynical about the possibility for a 
fundamental restructuring of gender behaviour, of changing men as 
well as women, than have our 'pro-male' opponents. Engaging men 
systematically in this process of change has proved maddeningly 
difficult, but we cannot afford to abandon the posture that holds men 
accountable for their conduct in personal and domestic life, although we 
must proceed with the awareness that many women wish to minimize 
the sexual antagonism such struggles often incite. 

Certainly changes in gender organization and relations of power 
have proved harder to effect than we once anticipated, and the reasons 
for that difficulty are more complex than we once acknowledged. No 
doubt the conservatism of the current political context has affected both 
the production of texts like these and our reading of them, just as it will 
affect the nature of the agenda we construct and are able to implement. 
Like Anna, we must figure out how to get along in reduced circum
stances. 

Yet we believe these texts and times indicate also the potentially 
fruitful inconsistencies in postfeminist culture that suggest grounds for 
modest optimism. The subtexts of feminist social criticism discernible in 
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even the most reactionary of these texts indicate how widely many 
pivotal elements of feminist ideology have been absorbed, how enor
mous and irrevocable the shift in popular consciousness and political 
discourse about gender inequity and women's potential the women's 
movement has achieved. 13 They give evidence as well as of the funda
mental shift in women's relationship to paid work that accompanied, 
indeed helped to generate, the modern women's movement. Irreversible 
changes in the US occupational structure and family patterns reinforce 
the fact that most women today presume accurately that they will be 
employed for a significant portion of their adult lives. Hewlett appropri
ately takes for granted that women want and need to combine employ
ment with motherhood. More revealing, maternalistic Anna and the 
court-approved mother, Brenda, also work at least part-time even while 
married to a man able to support 'his' family. And although Newsweek, 
the most reactionary on this score, challenges women's career ambitions 
and priorities, it too presumes that female employment, rather than 
marriage, is 'here to stay'. 14 Ironically, the integration of women into the 
US labour force is so much more extensive and entrenched in the 
eighties than it was when feminism was at its most militant, optimistic 
height that there may now be a stronger social and cultural basis for 
serious reform of work and family policies, as well as stronger incentives 
for alliances between feminism and the labour movement. 15 Many such 
policy initiatives and coalitions are emerging to brighten these other
wise sobering times. 16 

An economic agenda alone is not sufficient to address the emotional 
needs we have considered here. As we develop policies more supportive 
of the efforts of contemporary parents to reconcile parenting and work, 
left feminists must also renew our efforts to develop cultural forms that 
fill some of the same longings for intimacy, interdependency and 
emotional security that most heterosexuals try to satisfy in marriage, 
however oppressive to women its unequal relations of power. In the 
women's movement and in the new left, we did build a political culture 
that for a time considerably eased the sense of alienation, of aloneness, 
many of us now confront. We need to rebuild and renovate that culture 
now. Such efforts might include planning for living co-operatives to 
anticipate and preclude some of the isolation of old age, working to 
secure the same benefits and social sanctions for unions oflesbians and 
gay men as marriage now provides to heterosexuals, and encouraging 
varying forms of co-operative childcare and babysitting arrangements 
that cross lines of age and family roles. We envisage a pluralist culture, 
one that consciously nurtures many forms to gratify the need for 
support, intimacy, community, and one that acknowledges and tries to 
transcend the painful divide between single feminists and those in 
couples, between parents and those without children. For if we need to 
develop family support policies that will make women's and children's 
lives more tolerable and dignified, we also need to resist the tendency to 
privatism, to reconstruct the relations of power within families them
selves, and to evolve other forms of committed human relations that will 
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help us to survive emotionally in this fragmented, and often mean
spirited, post-industrial world. 

The specific agendas of what some are calling a third wave of 
feminism are already taking shape, and they focus on the kinds of 
recommendations for pay equity, maternity and parental leaves, 
maternal and child health needs, childcare provisions, and revised work 
schedules with which Hewlett concludes her book. Many of the specific 
recommendations are desirable and worth supporting. Left feminists 
can work to frame such proposals in a broader and more progressive 
context, criticizing their privatistic, racist and heterosexist limitations 
and drawing out their more radical implications.17 In this way we can 
foster the revitalization of a feminism neither afraid to exercise its 
capacity for self-criticism nor forgetful of its liberating vision. 
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