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It was back in October 2006 that “The Motherlode – a 
Complete Celebration of Motherhood,” was held in 
downtown Toronto, at the Marriott hotel on Yonge 

Street. The 10th annual conference, presented by York 
University’s Centre for Feminist Research, Association 
for Research on Mothering, addressed topics like teen 
mothers, raising bi-racial children, post-partum depres-
sion and mommy blogs, alongside raising transgendered 
children, sex-trade workers and mothering and global-
ization.1 Certainly a mix from the usual to the deliber-
ately unusual: A discussion of transgendered children 
and mothering is, after all, an academic pre cament.2 

These academics self-define as “feminists.” But 
the term has little meaning left. If it refers to the idea 
that women are equal to men, we are all feminists now. 
A 2001 survey of adolescent girls showed 97 per cent 
believed “lifestyle choices” should not be limited by 
sex.3 Indeed, young women today have every oppor-
tunity open to them – and that includes motherhood 
and a meaningful career.4 Yet for a time, second-wave 
feminists saw things a little differently. Strongly anti-

motherhood, these feminists thought of mothering 
as “drudgery,” something that women should not be 
expected to do, unless men did precisely half. Raising 
children was no longer a respectable feminine calling, 
but a chore. It’s a reputation feminists today, arguably 
the third wave, are struggling to overcome.5

Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) acted 
as a force behind second-wave feminism. And if her 
book sounds offensive, it’s likely because writing that 
motherhood is “domestic drudgery” and a “waste of 
human self,”6 is indeed an assault on the natural incli-
nation to view the self-sacrifice of mothers as a positive. 
Modern feminists have not left that negative image be-
hind: In 2004 the authors of The Mommy Myth: The Ide-
alization of Motherhood and How It Has Undermined 
Women mimicked Friedan’s sentiments, writing about 
the self-realization of women in the 1960s and onwards: 

“[y]oung women started wondering why they should 
get married at 21, let alone 18, if that meant getting 
chained to the diaper pail all the sooner.”7 Statements 
like these are the best proof that second-wave feminism, 
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very much unlike first-wave suffragettes, did indeed 
image motherhood as a prison cell in which women are 
chained.8  

Today media reports tell the stories of mothers 
who are indeed in chains – yet the new prison cell is 
stress and harried attempts at work-life balance. It ap-
pears the press presents this negative view time and 
again because that is how we live. A search for fam-
ily stories during a two-week period in February9 re-
vealed headlines revolving tirelessly around the stress 
of balancing work and parenting.10 Parents – especially 
mothers – are confined to a life that makes the sweat 
shops of India sound relaxing. 

Is there not one woman nationwide who finds 
peace, a sense of fulfillment and strength through 
motherhood, a notion which is, or rather could be, 
beautiful for its simplicity? 

Media in the middle: 
Creator or purveyor of news? 
The news media are constrained by certain standing 
rules on how and what they report, which may lead to 
a skewed view of motherhood. They must focus on that 
which is new, which doesn’t bode well for front-page 
motherhood headlines. Second, the media have a ten-
dency to expose, even exaggerate, the negative: A ris-
ing divorce rate in adults over age 50 makes the cover 
of Maclean’s; that other cohorts are experiencing lower 
divorce rates is not a cover story.11 All in all, the disin-
tegration of family structure is more newsworthy than 
Norman Rockwell-esque photo albums. 

Finally, there’s the second wave of feminism to 
ride: And the media trend towards credulity on femi-
nist mantras.12 Headlines that assume a patriarchal 
conspiracy, that assert a job bias against women who 
have spent time as mothers at home are some evidence 
of that.13 There is the notion that being “just” a mother, 
working inside the home, is a waste of valuable col-
umn inches, unless balanced with working. The result? 
The media report on the screaming stress levels of do-
ing both, with stories that focus on making careers 
successful, with little or no emphasis on successfully 
raising a family. 

Evolutions of feminism 
Friedan’s “problem that had no name” was not that 
women faced discrimination in the workplace or that 
they had few choices outside mothering, but mother-
ing itself. “The feminine mystique permits even en-
courages women to ignore the question of their iden-
tity. The mystique says they can answer the question 

‘who am I’ by saying ‘Tom’s wife … Mary’s mother.’”14 
As a result, Friedan says, women could not know who 
they were. “American women no longer know who 
they are. They are sorely in need of a new image to 
help them find their identity.”15 American women had 

an identity, of course, but Friedan didn’t like it. Moth-
erhood and homemaking could no longer be the all-
consuming tasks that they most certainly were; moth-
erhood would become a part-time affair, as women 
balanced their “missing” identity with work outside 
the home. 

Friedan’s footprint has been larger than most give 
her credit for; she is very much with us today. Would 
not the reasonable woman today merely be happy 
she has choices and move on? Indeed, the reasonable 
woman would – but law professor Linda Hirshman, 
author of Get to Work: A Manifesto for Women of the 
World, well, she isn’t one. She recently used her pul-
pit for yet another modern incarnation of Friedan’s 
words; this time more totalitarian in nature: Educated 
women must work.16 In an earlier article17 Hirshman 
criticized “choice feminism” – she explained herself 
in an interview with ABC news. “I think it’s a mistake 
for these highly educated and capable women to make 
that choice [to stay home],” she said. “I would like to 
see a description of their daily lives that substantiates 
that position.” She went on: “One of the things I’ve 
done working on my book is to read a lot of the diaries 
online, and their description of their lives does not 
sound particularly interesting or fulfilling for a com-
plicated person, for a complicated, educated person.”18

So the struggle between sisters continues. 

Mothers in the media: 
The battle of the Crittendens 
Ann Crittenden is a former reporter for the New York 
Times, a writer for Fortune and Newsweek and the 
author of two books. The mother of one, she lives in 
Washington, D.C.

Danielle Crittenden is a writer for the Wall Street 
Journal and the New York Times and author of two 
books. Mother of three, she too lives in Washington, 
D.C. 

Both are journalists, both are now mothers and 
writers at the same time. Both hold professional dis-
tinction, both are attractive, both are working in and 
outside the home. 

And there the similarities end. 
Ann’s most famous book is The Price of Mother-

hood: Why the Most Important Job in the World Is Still 
the Least Valued.19 She is concerned that mothers are 
taken for granted by society. “Even our children have 
absorbed the cultural message that mothers have no 
stature. A friend of mine gave up a job she loved as 
the head of a publishing house in order to raise her 
daughter. One day, when she corrected the girl, the 
child snapped, ‘Why should I listen to you? You’re just 
a housewife!’”20 

Ann writes that feminism hoped that domestic 
drudgery, as described by Friedan, would be swept 
into the dustbin of history “as men and women linked 
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arms and marched off to run the world in a new egali-
tarian alliance. It never occurred to me that women 
might be at home because there were children there; 
that housewives might become extinct, but mothers 
and fathers never would.”21

She posits that women are discouraged from taking 
on that very task we claim to think is the most important 

– mothering – because of a lack of recognition and even 
penalties, for the (thankless) labour. How this is done 
is through an inflexible workplace that does not allow 
for part-time work, furthermore, she asserts that mar-
riage is not an equal partnership and that government 
social policies don’t recognize the care of one’s family 
members as work. Nannies – legal ones, anyway – earn 
social security credits in the U.S., mothers at home do 
not.22

Enter the second Crittenden: Danielle, author of 
What our Mothers Didn’t Tell Us: Why Happiness Eludes 
the Modern Woman.23 The problem in her study is dif-
ferent, yet it again features the discontented female. 
Danielle argues that in a way, women have been sold 
a raw bill of goods: We have been told that we can be-
come a doctor or a journalist, or have a baby, or prob-
ably both, when in reality many realize at age 40 that it 
is too late for motherhood, thereby denying women that 
possibility. “Feminism,” she writes, “for all its efforts, 
hasn’t been able to banish fundamental female desires 
from us, either – and we simply cannot be happy if we 
ignore them.”24 Young women today believe they can 
achieve anything – but they further believe that moth-
erhood is not actually the greatest of achievements. 

Ann also points out that mothers and fathers can 
never cease to exist. And polls bear this out: Not only 
do women today want to be mothers, but fertility rates 
in every OECD nation with the exceptions of Mexico 
and Turkey fall well below the number of children 
women desire to have.25 For example, in Canada, the 
fertility rate is approximately 1.5 – Canadian women, 
however, desire something closer to three children. So 
what’s the problem? 

Friedan feminism is one answer, which dimin-
ishes mothering and indeed, parenting, by accepting 
the description of a lot of motherly tasks as “domestic 
drudgery.” Neither Friedan nor Ann Crittenden have 
chosen to see working an 80-hour week, not uncommon 
for journalists, at a low pay scale as corporate drudg-
ery, or a grind. The endless interviews, transcriptions, 
fact checking and demurely deferring to some head 
honcho’s crackpot story ideas strike them as fulfillment 
and working toward something meaningful.

Journalism, of course, is rife with those intrinsic 
benefits more than present in mothering: Self expres-
sion, issue analysis, creativity. That is precisely Danielle 
Crittenden’s point – not Ann’s – on the motherhood 
front: Motherhood is intrinsically valuable, irrespective 
of wages, pensions, or rights. Ann might like extrinsic 

benefits to be applied to motherhood that it be made 
meaningful enough to actually do it, Danielle might say 
that powerful intrinsic benefits are what makes mother-
ing valuable; and furthermore, to make matters for the 
friends of Friedan worse – feminist notions on mother-
hood are at least partly to blame for a lack of respect for 
mothering in general.

Recovering feminists and regenerating 
mothers 
It is a testimony to the power of motherhood that in 
spite of largely negative headlines, in spite of second-
wave feminist mantras, most women say they would 
like to be mothers, and the most recent World Values 
Survey shows that women consistently say that being a 
housewife is as fulfilling as working in a paid job.26 

Many women may believe that being a housewife 
is as fulfilling as work outside the home but can’t afford 
to mother full time on economic grounds. Others sim-
ply don’t want to. But we without a doubt also absorbed 
those feminist mantras – the negative second-wave no-
tions – in the media, in our schooling and in our work. 
Steeped in this environment, it is highly unlikely that 
we notice where that view took us – into the land of 

“fulfilling” career advancement – with an order of kids 
on the side. 

The media portray motherhood as a part-time af-
fair, to be balanced with the Blackberry as one would 
balance a lunch meeting with the CEO, because that is 
precisely what we are doing. It will take a generation 
of new young women to form a new set of headlines 

– headlines we can hope reflect a less harried reality. 
And perhaps that is already starting. 

There were two writers present in the February 
2007 media review who seemed confident that having 
kids and caring for them was not a bad thing: Kathy 
Woodard, family affairs columnist for the Western 
Standard, and Jennifer McDougall at the Calgary Her-
ald. McDougall wrote this on February 9, explaining 
her decision to have four kids: “So why did we do it? Be-
cause having multiple siblings – likewise, being parents 
to multiple children – is a fascinating experience that 
never dulls. Besides, I’m convinced that through occa-
sional chaos and a demand for flexibility, open-minded, 
tolerant adults emerge. Best of all, my siblings are the 
best friends I’ll ever have. They’re the greatest gift my 
parents gave me.”27 Woodard, mother of nine, expresses 
constant fascination with her children’s lives – it’s not 
stress-free, yet it is meaningful. She is not trying to be 
Martha Stewart and Hillary Clinton at the same time, 
in one body. These two writers are lone voices in a har-
ried wilderness – but positive voices for motherhood 
nonetheless and a basis on which to build. Motherhood 
may, after all, resurrect itself on its own merits, as more 
women rise up to take back this, the proudest of femi-
nine, if not feminist, legacies. 
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