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Strong Mothers, Weak Wives: The Search for Gender Equality.
By Mirigm M. Johusen. Los Angeles: University of Califormia Press, 1953,

« 9 by Phyllis Chesler

Stiwaa by fvee de Miriao Joknsen dars fe conrexne des dorits ou Brviviseme raoddical
des ammees & of T, Phoollis Chesler, elfleméme SBministe radicele of airéine biem
conrie felle a eorlf motammens Women and Madness ef Mothers on Trial) évalice le
cowiribulion oe oelffe outeare an devedoppemend de da Nidraivwee sur la matermie,
Vepalitd of In parde des enfonis. Ele partage o oritigue que foid Vnuieure dy
“wtantermage”” por les kommes, gu'elle perenil comaone wee cxteasion de s
prvilEpes @ son pas comme une incermaiion de fealite entre Tex geves, Elle e
refanly parncelieresient du  fadr e Mautdirs developpe une theorle de In
difiérence. contrrleement g celle qui prfannl eouellement o que proment les
Jeminisres Nibfrales ew malidee o ealind. Elfe e modng serisfaile, par coatre, de
la maniere dont Pawiewre rralte des cooiredicifons profonded mos inkereates ol
swied fui-mame du discowrs fEminishe ser o grucstion felle relive de nombrenses
contradictions dans g pensee exprimee par Uawtewee sir e suier) ainsi que des
divergences dex foiristes enire elles of dex conséguenoes de sa propre aralfise
i Vdevealt Tewiraimer @ praeer Deboliies Cef the male domimaied family™ L
fhams Vensemble, Phvlis Chesler esibme gue o8 livee serq particiliérement wrile
X Jrirrites ferministes, tand pawr fes preficiennes que parr cetles qui fravailfent o
Velnboraitor de potitigmes fepirfatives,

Locating Mivias Johnsops s ook i relarion b the Nievardee of radieal feminiam
that emerged (o rhe Foods agad FOR0s, Phellis Chesler — heesell @ wideh-
rablished redival fenvdaier her dinfes fncfede Women and Madness amad Mothers on
Trialy = eoplivgees s comrriburior ne e growiee sohelerly  temfune on
modkeriiord, equatite, and child costody. Phylls Cheesler applaads the anihor’s
critfiue af male “mothering.’” which she sees af am exiensfon of the principlé aff
male prividege, Al as the eorbodionead oF fex egiralily. She Is _wE.:.n._....—_qn_w._ﬂ._._..._._.._:..ﬁ_
thar fhe author fecks o do gway with male domidarce b refaining gewaer
ipecificiy — ar approack el aos couaner fo prevalling Nberel fereinisr themnies
o equaline. She iy less pleased with the way the arrbor hondler the dedp
carfradictions inhevenl in thiz areg of feminin disconrte fthe decoriber how Dhe
auifar “says gamerhing ard then recamis oF rempers (10) diferences among
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Featinisrs, and the full implicastons of fer enm analviis (er aralysis “thandd fend
her e call fov the . ohelivan of the male-dominared familv™k Ohwerall, the
revicwer concledes thar ikis beak will be particadady wsefll to femtinise Towaers
Wi are involved fa liigaiion ard the formilarion of legislerive polio:

In Sreomg Mothers, Weok Wiver: The Search for Geader Eguaiin, Miriam M.
Johnson has written a schalarly and exceedingly sensible book. She makes expert
distinetions: between wormen as socially powerless “wives™ and a5 psychologically
powerful “mothers;” between gender and sexualily, sexuality and heterosexuality;
and between male “parenting” amd lemale "nwdherng” Miriam Johnson
fiscinses on patriarchal fathering and heterosexual mardiage a5 the means by
which sexism is reproduced. She clanles thal whal oppresses women 15 nol
rfinsicilly or necessarily female reproductive Biology or mothethood, but “the
wity i which heterosexual relationships themselves (especaally in marmage) ane
siruclured !

Miram Johnson wants o present a strong pro-maother line (Yo feassess
wornan's modhering in o mase posilive light™) witforr aferading mavome (a FEagic
act iF] hawe ever scem one), Like psychodogiss Paala Caplan® (whiom she does nol
citeh, the author opposes mother-hating and mother-blaming. $he also
understands that the right mar i bear or rear a child & as imperant (mayhs mone
impoartant) & the right o be a mother, she “emphasizes [that] mothering nead
[neM] b central in the lives of the women who [bear oF rear] chibidnen,™

Miriam Johnson models ihe “feminisi ability 10 see connections instead of
conflicls” She reinterprets “confliciing” schools of feminist ihought in e
meaternal fashion: she wants feminists to behave respectiully, appreciatively
tosvard cach other. she does nod like to throw anyone, anything out; she wants us
e gt along and 10 use everyihing we have, {1 admire this goal.) Thus che shiows
deep respict os Maney Chodooow?! and 1% m nooway “malricidal™ ioward her — as
some feminist inielleciuals sometimes are wward Faremothers who commitied
thie sin doriginally, matemally ) of being there Dest, Citing Pauline Bart's (but nod
Iznice Baymond'sh work,* she 1akes Mancy Chodorow gently o task for her
blind:sightedness an leshian motherhoosd and on hetersexuality itsellf, As she
puls i “Chodorow cannat guite bring hersell 1o separale woman’s mothering
from heterosexual marriage ™

L. Miraam M. Mohnson, Strong Mok, Beak Wives: The Sranck for Geader Eganaliy (Los Anpeles
Lramienily & Caliloenia Peeis, 160K, 1

2, Fagia ). Caplan. The Sk of Hoseas Maiockivs (Mew Yol E B Dunon, B85t Paala

Caplam ard lan Hall-MoCorguodale, © Mother Blaming i Magsd Clinical Journals”™ dmerfran

Fowrmgl of Dhwlaprrehdare (leng 1985E Paula | Caplan and Tan Hall-McConguodalz, =The

u.".-.m.”.nu.....r_u.:._-..u.n Nhochers & Calll Bt Change™ Amencae NMosvas)! aff Dabapgeldans | Deeober

(phd ]

Tesd.,

.__...:..m__m_“__ Chealorars, Fhie Reprodeciion of Morbkerae (Los Anpeles: Unmeraly of Califsmia Provs,

Spe Fadline Han, “The Momasd and he Minonus & Fihy Steer Thats Pari Bull®

Convrmpanary Povbolage 29T BH.35; lankoe Raymond, 4 Pacson fr Frieady: Toward @

Phifoiaphy of Remale Affovon (Boiboer Beagon Fres, 1988
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Meriam Johnsan, wha acknowledpes her husband as her “dearesy [T ¥
mamlesis a sirong prosJeshion sensibility, Ofen, her frame c_.qnuwaﬂ_ﬂ_.wum“_mﬂﬁﬁ__m
tesbian maother ar pag leshian commothers whose needs will “hardiy be Served™
by the paychalogical re-structuring of hetersexual marfiage. She realizes thy
__,_J qﬂnnn.,_a__._w___-q .nx._:,_nﬁ would work against any kind of [lesbian gg

slermsexual] female i i 3 A%l . i
e ___..p_..__:_._r._____._..._.u bonding and further cmphasirg the male-dominageg

._.._?,. author views men's Fathering as mrg “directly ros i
ﬂ::i:...:..r. male dwminance than :&%....:..... E__.._:n:_._“ﬂ m:.....;ﬂmﬂﬂ..ﬂn___._ﬁ““
men's Apgresseon, distancing and  sex objectification of women™ e

reinferced"™ by male sp segregated peer groups and by fathers = pat by women
or marhers.® Apparenily she has mot read my work, .__._.:.:_ isheartened me — by |
decided w __w& her boak anyway. She remings ws, a5 [ doin Wamen and Madmess 9
L.___._E.___ Mer ™ Wath Chite 1 Morhers an Trigl: The Harrle for Chiterem a_._.r.
Cerrroate ™ and = psychologisi Deborah Luepnitz does jn her secent and truly
exce|loni ?.__.._r The Family Iverprered: Featimisr Theary in Chintcal Practioe 2 yhay
patrarchy is based on the mnle legal ownership of children; that the
male-dominated family is tather-absent, male-dominaied, andl mother-bla ingg
that the “disconnected" men whe have been socialized to reproduce SEXIETY Are
the very men whom leminists teave been calling upon 1o pantcipate “egqually™ in
n_.__E,...._._H.:_u_ many (some? maost?) patriane hal fathers do physically and
E_._“::_cm_ﬁ____w. neglect or abuse their children andfor seduce their daughiers
m,.._..arn._,_:EE:w and sexually = which is precisely what lurns doughters inin
good" litlle daddy's girls or “wives,™ that patriorchal fathers o mathers) foree
both sans and daughtcrs o “prefor™ Fathers, to break with Eheir real-life nesthers,
and (in the case of sonsh with their wn “materal” selves, Mitiam Iohnson
_.._..Ea_:n_n.._.m ._._.,: fathers — not  mothers conted and  deminale ﬁE_M_nﬂ
...F_E._H_H_._._._E.m... She asks: woull not such men “carry Aheir dominating
E:E..:_..__p...., by the nursery? Do we waist such men invelved in “mealhering T

Miriam Johnson is powerful andt very clear on fow CONces of gender

fewiraliy = M caw bart are — being used to hur warmen in Fammily law, Drawing
On twenly-five years of her own work, on the work of Judith Herman, " Adricnne
Rich.* Lenore Weilzman " and Cathurine MacKinnon' (she does not cite

& Chasler, Womem awd Madeens | Mew York: Doubleday, 1073
m.__“_x__ .u._....s._. Hiumen, Wem asd Feser [New Yook Simnen and Nclegrifer, 197R)
o m._.. .'qu. B CATAE A Taw o Alarkevhond | Mew Yk Lippincot-Croueli, 1050},
__mn_“m._ s lseiler, Aarhers ox Tl Pl Baims o Chibilren awd s | M ew York I.mn.h.qu:. N
_._. I = = i i iy
_._u_u._q__..—x.-...._..._““n___w.w“%_.__.... T Family faterpeeted Frmwiaar Theoey ta Oiaivel Poaeice {Mew York- [k
_wm “.J_._.ﬂ._.q_ Eivmder Egualin: 133
uthin Herman Feokar Daughper Lacewr (Cambn die Harvaed |
1 duou : : tibi atd Ulmiversity Presa, 1981
n._.”_q.._:ﬂr.____..___._ﬂ.u_m“__..__._. O Wivmpn Borm: urbesbun g Experivare and fmirimaros (New York: W
I7 Enofs Wenznaan Ty Dhvover Bredaiian Fike Lin 7
f 1 ) a g FEETI Sewtnal o Ei Tl 3
i .._”.m_. Weomipn .q.__._.__..m..”.n_.,.... o Amgnioa | New Yok Macrsifian _..:_n_...;__n._n... _.“_m““...._.. Semim
s n.H“”h.___.q H.. "._".__.s.v.'...__.__.__._.f.nr __....u..:..h:___ _....._.__.“.n_,m__..1.___n.._=..2____.._.. Maresed Unareristy Prcis, Mty
I A MacKinngn, = ism, i 2 :
Tiirprudae «.._E._._n.n_.____“_.___.“”..x arsism, Meihod, and the Stie Towand Feminsin
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Amdica Dworkin®™) she knows that men snd women are i “the same™ spd
need nol be “identical” in order (o be treated s “equals;” thal feminisi concepls
of gender neutrality are themsehies " male-orienied;” thut *gender blindness can
cover oves the handicaps under which women operate [and | can have unintended
and negaive consegquences for women, "™

Ninety-five porcent of husbands and fathers simply do ot do the same
things, us mauy things x5 offes, or for & long a perind of time (see Leny
Pogrehin's excellent review of this literature!) as wives and mothers do. Fathers
are heeld v dilerent and much lower standards and aee {custodiallv) rewandad for
deing Far less than what mothers are routinely expected 1o do. Even when e
and women do the exact same thing (change a diaper, visit a child's teacher), it is,
is wewed as, and 15 evperienced diflferently, For cxample, the Michipan aifiliate of
the ACLL recently amgued thar if an infertile man couwld legally hire a Guber
Usurrogie” (e, s sperm donor) then it is sex discrimination and
uncenstitutional 1o prohibit an infenile woeman from hiring 3 mother
“surrogate” or birthmather. But is the time it takes to donate sperm equal 1o the
much longer time it takes fora woman to be successfully inseminated, L0 carry @
child for nine months with all its anendant discomforts (nausca, phlebing,
toxentin, swallen ankles, eic), and o give birth wilh all its risks amd
consequences? Are the male ond female reprodictive experences idenibcal
psychologically or biologically? lsn't the woman's contribution imcamparakile?

Tos her credit, Miriam Johnson is eritical of those feminist theamiss whie
have advocaled “doing away with gender in order 10 do away with male
dominance” She in fact wams w do away with “male daminance by Fefaining
gender specificaily” She says: “gender identity per se does ot have to be
eliminated 1o chiminate sexism. . I feminists were tocall Bsr a *hirth strike” in
my view it should not be in order o end women's mothering but 10 end the
ties that this society exacts from women formothering. . . . Equal parenting
sobve nothing: indeed it will reinforee male dominance unless hushand and
wife are mare truly equal "™

She is aware that contradiclions exist, questions remain. For example; when
iwhite) fathers so choose, aren't they {They have the pevwer e be) more enabling
of heroism in their daughters than mothers ever are? Studies and
autobiographical sccounis suggeit this is so. Aren't patrinechal mothers stil
comphicit i the reproduction of sexism? Don't they, in Samh Ruddick's words,
carry aul “The Father’s Will”™ — even or especially in His absence™ Aren’t

10, Andiea Dwoalian, Wemar Mavise (New Yook Dullon, 19741 Andres Dsilkin, Sar Biosd:
Propleties asd Diemare sa Seoat! Fitined (New York: Hasper s Roww, 19761 An v Moo,
Houampeaphe Men Pocterding Hewnes (New Yorb: Perigee Books, G, P Pufnam. 1979k Amdves
Mhmcikin, Ruphr Wisg Momen {MNew ork: Pengee Books, G, P Puinam, FE2E Andres Dworkis,
feeana Hoee | London: Secker and Warkamp, 19281 Andres Dworkin, Mesrsars|Now York: The
Free Press, 1987k Andma Iraorkin, Latierr Frem o Bar Foar (London Seckoy and Warburg,
58]

M. Felherisa, Geeder Eguaiir, 149 :

. Letly Pogrebin, family Rairics {Rew Yori: MeGraw. FL I985), eqpecially chagier thioe

1. Johmeon, Geder Egadivne, B0

2, Sam Heddek, “Matomal Thasking™ and ~Preservitive Live and Mllilitary Dhesiructics: Somss
Refleenions on Mothering atd Peaoe” in Monkerier: Einsyr in Femsmiry Thoovr, ed, Joyee
Trghilial (New York: Rowsaan and Allenheld, 15843
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patriarchg) mothers, in Mary Daly's wards, their awn daughters’ “logan
Whlurers™ ™ 4 reny women anly maternally “virtupus" _"_E_.Eu&____:m__”,
NUAUring) toward their "own” young or male children and toward Efrwn
MEN = but Aol ioward prer women's children or toward Other grown women?

Miriam Fohnson is *rang on child abuse. She writes: “We know that womep
Aceount for slighly M child abuse than men * [ she forgetting her own SUperh
review of the literamre an rape, battery, and incese? (Women da not abandon o
mpe their chilfren as much 35 Men do, el Or 5 she only thinking abay
:E;E;EB&E.%E;.,._si:.&..__n__._ i la Alice Milgepis If 35, she shou)d LAV %,

Miriam Johnson's haok 5 ambitkous. [y deserves — and | hope wi)
be — widely read. How e¥er, et considerah)e srempths are alsn her Weaknessas
Her writing siyle i obscure, circuilous agonized, incomprehensinte, (Exarmple:
“Feminists who de-emphnsize gender difference gre aciually ‘woman centereg:
in the senge tha) ey see that an IMpariant virtiee of women i that they are ey
tikely to ertphasize difference than men, Femints who emphasize difference
aecepl this larger truth tha gonder dilference shoulyd nat b as satigns a5 it o s
m mabe-femnale intoraction hut nevertheless wang ig CXEMine the natupe of the
dilference in arder 1y CRIIE & woran-ceniened definition ") por language
Atakes her idens vinually innceessible 1 FIOE Women and gn Mot nom-acad emie
Clickans, bwyers, and legislators,

Again and again, she tikes two sieps forsan) and ong and o half steps hack,
says something and then recanis O lempess jf = possibly in order to ward ol
disapprosal os Punishrmene, For sxample, she says tha “the :...E..EEU_E.H;
MAMFNEE Conirag sidrlings wives ang mainstreams men™ urd thit “for women
secking equalizy _:_.,_E_H_EEEE._ FHUEL Femuain pratlomatc®® w— But no, she slsg
5¥5 “the husband-wifes relxlionship is Potentialiy cgalitarian” “ihis btk is nod g
dintribe againgt men " “lesbianiom is o 5 solution to male domination:™ hy
incest respaschar Florence Rugh?” js 1gq “harsh™; that she herseifwill "Il g0 50
far™ as 10 ask: = fas anyone thought of e Fantasiic notign of getling rid of the
father™ Misinm Johnson kas Braved the Pevelrlogically dangerous waters of
..;.T_.,.H.E_.__._.m_._n... Bur she witl paye Rothing 1o do with feal or syrbolie
“father-killing” Far her “the solilion seems to he Winen and men CoHming
logether M as masried vouples but 25 peaple and friends"™ [Ag Payline Ban
favs: " . and if pigs had wings, they opuld Ay,

Miriam Johnson ASSUres ws thal she is nogp feeommending any “specifie
COupse E.._n_Ea.-qﬂﬁ_n_._.,.ri.:__wa_”_. and that “there arne o Gy solutbons ™M S e
is right, [oes (his mean thal all we can di js Biscom e individunlly mgre “awarg™
“eanscious “msychologicaly insighifupr Like Caszsandra, che 208, undersiamds,

. Mary Dy, Porve Liavi: Blrmmearal Fevtimicy Philnsoshr (Bison: Bescon Press,

B Al Milker, Pussmers g L At M ew Yiark Bakic Hooks, Hg Ik Alice Mril=r, For Kiur (e
Leced: Hislden Cruelly jn LRt Brvimme s iy Beoari o Fiodewer (Mew ¥ori Fannae, Sirawes,
Lirown, 19810 Adioe Milies Thois SR vy b v pr: Pt * Bervanal of the CBild | New Yok
Fairar, Mratiss, Uit |9EG)

sb Rohneon, Gomder Egaaiine, 9,

1. Flrence Rewh, The Bey et Sevret: The Sevmal A o {ulderm § New Yo Frentice.dial,

1801,

I 137

Ihid 2%
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S[haa “the i i Fnew ways of seaing ™ |
- ol act. She calls for “the invention a .
3 an_..”.ﬂ.rﬂnhhag:.__.&n alrocall om ﬁ_.eﬂ.E:_._:._.._c__.__._:n._.pin u._Eu.._nE.._u seize
:ﬂ..;qn_._.np:... ol production and 313."_.._.35:.:?__ ___.E. that is precisely what mighi
h 8 toanvent those “new ways of seeing! .
ai _._nhn.u_._:n..., obscurne the need for women's _._.,..mnE._.., __E__._ e often terrified
by, contemptuous of our attemipls 1o actively achieve i, ..,___q_ﬂ_:.. .“__._ﬁ.#__ﬂn__._ﬂ_“”w
] i i HTs) i — ol an asclivisl; a phi
Fhumanist = not a radical; an ._n,_..._nE-n. 1] . .
_h__ﬂﬂ an empinical researcher; and interestingly (far a sociofogist), .:_u_:w
prsvchological than materialist, It is not surprising that she Beks the Eu:.w_.ﬂ”_:
her own analysis, She hos shows us that as currently siractured,
heterosexuality and marfiage subordinale women o q.._”:..,m_%c_“mwuiﬂa_”__._%_”.
i i her; anad reproduce sexism. She :
{especially as mathers) from each olher: . i
i i Al for the sevelutionany and m a
righi. Her own analysis mrn.n_n_ ?..E.. _.__”.q o ca ot EAE e i
abolition of the male-dominated Family, 11 js :._” asl she % o
“ﬁq__.&_.._h.ﬁn Emma Gobdman here. Or Mare, O m_..a_n_Em_ﬁ Rae Blumberg :".._____.a_uu,.m
work she does not mention), Rae Blumberg's z:..n_n.u shiow that E:nﬂ._ E:..H__r.
contral the fruits of their labors (ng! merely wark _.._Em____....a..“ _Es._.u -5 u...,_u._p g
.__E_.nﬂ Lhal rhey huve mare power within heterasexual marrioge, Midam Johnso :
_...,_Emwnm Kae .E:E_Hnw and gconomic sirecture (or SOOI CONSCHNAISNESS
was] eniimely. o .
ol :__,i..._ﬂ,n::_.u_..u..r_.._uznwmu:___.._n:_ night in :.:mﬁm_.__m .w_....,..b..n un_ah_ﬁrqﬂﬁqu_duﬂ H::..“__HM
i inisls (T Cirses TR
make-dominated fGamily. Many fird .n..u._ “_.E:.a_m e Byan.niling
ki Shutamith Firestone, Elisabeth Fischer, n fun,
_nw”ﬂw_.__f ond Kate Mille1d,"™ to name fust a few), said u_._”n_“.a:_ E.mn_:._““._n Em
6 and early M some are already nﬂu_._.._“_.__. _.#n_q._.a.___n.m_a_hﬂ: . ““__..._ M"“ﬁ__.
: - . ul o print, fod L
omeless, unemploved, under-emploved, ou pr _
”*:_E: Johnson s saying something drue again, | _”,-_.HE _wnﬂn .W__ﬂﬂ”w.
_.E=.___=_u=_”___m,§..._:Eani_nﬂﬂn:“_asznwamwuqn hier such su Crgan
3 : Q. 1 o . -
" _.,_.._ _““._.“ﬁ_a like Mariam Johnson W join us on En E:...niﬁ. in __._..p.g;:-sﬁn_.
anii-rape, andi-bartery, anti-pormaography, anli-prostitution, anli-surrogacy

P N ﬁ. - d .
3l _-__._h_ ._.“_h.u....: Blumborg, Feovad Sreviraras 4 Faradiem of Feeeale Frodwern Praer ond
A {1973 g

i) ._m..”.._m,m_q..u._.......__n .._._"_.r.__.g._..._._.. Aramn Ogbaser {New York Links an.m... _..w“”._

BA. Gew peneully the swve of Andrea mv__:.x.-.:..".._:n in _._._.u_._.... .“. .v_”.n_.....__uq Wi

. m.=.=_._..ﬁ__=_ Firesione, The Daslecric af S [Mew Yodk: William Moo, 1L i ik

35 Eletabeth Fisher, Mamen's Crratian: Sevmal Evlavian and th Skapieg of

. r 'R ?_...ﬁ_u_.. i - . i A

e B R e v D 7 et e
& e b Wolee = A i e .._..... Th Mo P ! __u_ﬂ_.w... Bl Pemfon

< The beveatigation of @ Bioegfad Deark iMew York:
b S i e 0 S . e
T 3 Hh aa8d Nardare; T [ L

2 muH”M_ﬁ“.H _uh.._-_.._.ﬁu...m.u...x and siteacr: Cwlwer T Rrowmpe dpaien Nt | Now York Hasper
: o ; .

B e o e o it e
(M York: Avon Pres, 1972k Bae Ml 1, Flsing L r.m___..._ e porn

fit Cosard, MeCann, and Creoghegan, E liet, A

.“_.__.m__._:_._._u_n_.._..m__m._”_ Hm.u ._"__m._".___“.- u._.m_p..,__...__.r..__ [Mew York Siman and Schusies, |97 Kaie Mlille, Edegy for
Sira {Mew Vork: privately pristed, i
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amd children whig
sminated Family: rira0ms whisr
doseng their children — just bee
wamen, {They have less money and are Blamed, nol fewarn
mothers), What Miriam Johneon iss W inigE must b
sl sl
ng mothers™ ar




