Mother-Blaming and the Rise of the Expert

By Ashley Marie Aidenbaum

During times of national uncertainty, concernedzens often turn to experts for
guidance and to restore stability. The challendanilitary training and horrors of World War Il
put notions of American manliness to the test—assumptions of natural male toughness
collapsed under the circumstances. Although thadepAmerican domestic crisis during World
War Il and early years of the Cold War stemmed frdeeply rooted societal and political
limitations, many citizens understood domestic shas a personal or even pathological problem
and sought expert guidance. Rather than examthimgroblematic nature of mutually exclusive
gender distinctions, experts inverted the crisid Blamed mothers for masculine failure. The
legacy of expert mother-blaming lies in their asption that the nation could not fail—only
exceptional, bad citizens within it. From thidatlowed that American manhood contained no
conceptual flaws; only exceptional flaws in pragtdue to bad mothers.

World War Il destabilized American family life artompted difficult transitions for
returning solders and their families. The profesals they turned to produced writings that both
reflected and propagated anxiety about masculifetyjninity, and domestic life on whole. This
reliance on experts points to a broader histotresld: a “therapeutic ethos” in which Americans
have sought private, individual solutions to publnational problems. In this context, the
practice of blaming mothers for societal issues/éat in new forms from the early 1940s to the

early 1960s and served as a means of containingléepower in work and domestic spheres.

This essay will examine the origins of mother-blagnwith Philip Wylie’s_Generation of Vipers
in 1942, follow its multi-decade diffusion into e literature, popular culture and film, and

consider the historical context in which these masiincarnations emerged. Additionally, it will



illuminate the way Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mysgalisrupted this practice in 1963 while still

in the framework of the “therapeutic ethos”.

The political link between motherhood and the gratis firmly rooted in American
cultural tradition. As early as the eighteenthtag) Americans celebrated and practiced
“Republican Motherhood” as a feminine ideal andregpion of patriotism. Through this model,
“Republican mothers” supposedly acquired the iradigolitical responsibility of rearing their
sons to be virtuous citizens of the Republic. Tinisdel has since persisted in myriad forms
throughout American history, such as domestic iigplin the 19505. When the nation
encountered adversity during World War 1l, expaidpped into the modern form of this
Republican ideal and blamed mothers for a broagerah societal problems.

Two conditions of World War Il catalyzed concerrmat masculinity and femininity:
inadequate male soldiers and able female workddsth of these developments challenged
gender norms and propelled anxiety about maleriesft” and female toughness. Apprehension
regarding masculine failure in the war contributedthe expansion of expertise, ultimately
facilitating a mother-blaming trend throughout thestwar and Cold War era in the United
States. Newspapers and magazines from this paddcessed these concerns and attest to the
instability that emerged as a result of wartimedibons.

Instances of men who dodged the draft or who somdhied to perform adequately as
soldiers deflated the notion of natural or inheremdle toughness. Military personnel and
civilians alike became alarmed at frequently regaifiacts regarding such failures. Reportedly,
1,825,000 men were rejected from military service tb psychiatric disorders, nearly 600,000
were discharged from the Army for neuropsychiatricelated problems, and 500,000 additional

men attempted draft evasion. Timeagazine described the crisis from a military cafis
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perspective: “Four-fifths of those discharged hadcked up under training-camp discipline
before they saw any fighting. General Cooke fourshyna plain and fancy coward.”Such
degradation of American manliness left many in geasf an explanation. This inquiry led
ultimately to a close examination of childhood exgece and the impact of mothers on sons as
future soldiers.

Motherhood and the proper “role” or “place” for fales was of primary concern during
and after wartime. The need for factory workerslevimen were at war increased female entry
into the public work sphere. The departure ofstai men for war disrupted family life and left
many women to fill their jobs. Experts expressedoerns about familial disruption and female
employment, but “Rosie the Riveter” demonstrated swatability for jobs outside of domestic

life in the face of skepticism. In her book Homesv&ound: American Families in the Cold

War Erg Elaine Tyler May argues that the “independenceattime women” gave rise to fears
of female sexuality and capability. Anxiety about female dominance eventually found
expression in an emergent expert ideology that dantj overbearing mothers were a societal
menace.

The rigid expectations that once defined mascyliaihd femininity in American life
proved unsustainable in the conditions of the whr.response to the instability, cultural and
political works of the time attempted to sustairmsosemblance of traditional feminine
delicateness and subordination. For example, n@gmadvised working women to navigate

their new roles in careful, discreet ways. In 19&bod Housekeepingublished “How a

Woman Should Wear a Uniform,” a prescriptive aetion how to maintain “the quiet air of a

woman” while in work attire. It included such insttions as:
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Don’t cut your hair very short. A mannish effesthe last thing you want.

Don’t swagger or stride along in masculine fashion.

Don’t assume a self-righteous air, as if you wessg more for your country than other

women are.

Dgn’t wear a uniform unless it has real significarand you are fully qualified to wear
it.

As reflected in this example, the didactic artiadésvartime advised women to fill “manly” jobs,

but in a “womanly” manner.

The army poster pictured on the left holds the
caption "WOMAN’S PLACE IN WAR' and features a woman
in uniform, working at the sewing machine in a traih
setting. Posters frequently featured women inaumnif
but never postured in a dominant stance. Theynate

pictured with weapons or other seemingly masculine

objects.

As female visibility in the public sphere increased
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MAN’S PLACE IN WAR . . " . , ,
LS Army of the United Statos: during wartime, political figures took a clear irgst in
has 239 kinds of jobs for women.
THE WOMEN’S ARMY CORPS

private matters of home and family. Although the
wartime economy relied on female employment, pmditis frequently insisted that women
should never work at the expense of their sacréyg akimothers. J. Edgar Hoover, then director
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, declaredna women’s magazine, “The mother of small
children does not need to put on overalls to ptosepatriotism. She already has her war job...
There must be no absenteeism among motAerdames M. Wood, president of Stephens

College in Columbia, Missouri cautioned against demabandonment of familial duties:
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“Mothers are still being lured from their homes lwipay checks, are still being told their
patriotic duty lies in the factory... Her patriotiaty is not on the factory front. It is on theme
front!”®  Furthermore, popular literature emphasized feneieployment as a temporary
condition—an exception to their proper, naturalereland constantly reminded women to
relinquish their jobs once the soldiers returhed.

If manliness equaled toughness and femininity exflalelicateness, men who were
unable or unwilling to fight and women who wereeabhd willing to work in factories required
some special explanation. These two circumstantes-military’s failure to produce adequate
soldiers, and increased female presence in the plaar&—magnified societal anxieties about
gender and family dynamics in general. The wided®yd belief that motherhood and male
military service were imperative to national setyuresulted in a sizeable public response to
instabilities in these traditional institutions.

In the face of national crisis, concerned Americamsied to experts to restore and
scientifically inculcate traditional gender role$his regard for professionals as authorities was
part of a broader social phenomenon, facilitatedab@old War political context that heavily
relied on science and expertise. Scientists atadied engineered the Cold War on multiple
levels: “Physicists developed the bomb, strategistated the cold war, and scientific managers
built the military-industrial complex®” Citizens resorted to experts on matters of safety
Magazines like Lookold readers not to worry about understandingdidnegers of radioactivity;

if circumstances did some day necessitate it, &kperts will be ready to tell yod.” Thus,

® Wood, James M. “Should We Draft Mothers?” Womatésne Companior21 January 1944Rpt. inWalker, Nancy A., ed. Women'’s
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America’s use for science in the Cold War seemedl¢vate experts to a hero-like status. In

Homeward BoundMay calls this phenomenon the “the era of thesetXp

In 1949, historian Arthur Schlesinger characterizeéd Cold War as the “age of
anxiety”!® Anxiety and expertise in this time required oneother; people looked to
professionals for advice about war, safety, bugd alsout how to manage their personal life. This
public discourse between uneasy citizens and exmpemnstantly reinforced and promoted the
importance of avoiding divergences from “normalhbeior. Americans referred to specialists
more than ever before. A study of over 4,000 Acaars demonstrated that reliance on expertise
was one of the most salient trends in the postwat'eAlthough the ‘cult of expertise’ did not
surface suddenly, Americans’ needs in the postwanemt allowed it to expand rapidly.

Two very different figures emerged in this contekgender panic, each espousing their

own views on motherhood. These experts embody@ecdichotomy: Philip Wylie, author of

Generation of Viperspresented a mother-blaming argument regardingtsd@roblems, while

Dr. Benjamin Spock, most famous for his book Babg &£hild Care represented a mother-

worshiping response. Still, Spock and Wylie bothpbasized the importance of motherhood,
and both were men who issued instructional liteeatabout how women ought to conduct

themselves with their children. As Ruth Rosen nateehe World Split Openthe coexistence of

these two writers in the postwar period gave Anarimothers the sense that they walked a fine
line: “If they worked outside their homes, theykgd creating a generation of juvenile
delinquents. If they stayed at home and smothéned children, they risked producing a
generation of denatured, sissified young men”In this way, each of these male experts

informed and propagated the same belief in therakytof motherhood to democratic stability

10 Schlesinger, Arthur._The Vital Center: The Potitof Freedom Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1949.
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of American life; the notion that women constartgtered between aiming for the perfection

that Spock advised and descending into the denm@uoticism against which Wylie cautioned.

Wylie coined the term “momism” in 1942 in his besiling book Generation of Vipers

According to this passionate diatribe, “momism” veasocial ailment resulting from frustrated
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women who channeled their sexual suppression into

| overbearing, overly affectionate motherhood. Wylie

made a distinction between mothers and “moms”;
mothers enacted the celebrated ideal and remained
virtuous and true to the Republic, and moms, “the
thundering third sex,” threatened the nation bysing
unmanly sons unfit for battfé. He argued “mother-
worship” had brought America to the verge of social
disaster, “It is time for man to make a new ap@lacf

himself... The United States of America is still icitabut

its material safety is by no means guaranteed tammsichological future is in black doubt.”

Wylie portrayed bad mothers—*moms”—as an intermadray to the United States, “Our

society is too much an institution built on theaejpy of loving mothers... it is the moms who

have made this war> The “mealy look of men today,” he claimed, was tisult of momisnt®

Wylie even likened “moms” to Adolph Hitler, and ddlA new slave population continually

goes to work at making more munitions for momismg amom herself sticks up her head... to

find some new region that needs taking oVér.He also accused mothers of controlling the

3 \Wylie, Philip. Generation of Vipers: Newly Annata by the Authar 1942. New York: Rinehart, 1955. 204.
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economy and using the war for their own agefidetis language exploited paranoia about
communism, fascism and treason, and sexual deviance
Wylie’s claims, although partially based on the utgble psychological insights of
Sigmund Freud, lacked apparent substantiation nsic method. In a later edition of the
book, he included an introduction expressing a hbpethe “learning of science, logic, reason
and especially the logics of dynamic psychologytildgprevent the downfall of a great natioh.
He employed a pseudo-Freudian analysis to explan who seemed emasculated, and called
for an undoing of ‘smother-love’:
‘Her boy’, having been ‘protected’ by her love, awdrefully, even shudderingly,
shielded from his logical development... is cushioragghinst any major step in his
progress toward maturity. Mom steals from the gatnen of women behind her (which
she has, as still a further defense, also steadilafentegrity and courage) that part of her
boy’s personality which should have become the i@ female contemporafy.
To Wylie, moms who smothered their sons rearedt wsdidiers, and in war “what he has
permitted her to do to him has rendered him unwoothconsideration?* Only in this special
context of war and crisis could Wylie so succesgfiokcate an audience for such a poleffic.

Wylie’s book elicited a wide variety of responsedXeriodical material concerning

Generation of Viperdrequently acknowledged the contentious naturé\gfie’s thesis. An

advertisement in the New York Timeead: “This book has been greeted by everything bu

indifference.”® Reviews certainly echo this claim. The Los AegeTimesfeatured a three-

page article on Wylie, “The Man Who Hates ‘MomThe author notes:

His most celebrated attack was on that most saotosé figures, the American Mother.
During the war, when almost everyone was glorifyingr, Wylie turned on her
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savagely... It is worth noting that although he geinpy of squawks from the moms, he
got few from sons and husbarfds.

The Christian Science Monitaritiqued Wylie’s articulation of “the Americanate’s still-too-

frequent suspicion of the woman who ‘think&’.” One psychoanalyst praised his writing,
arguing that it performed a “necessary and mentaftyienic function.?® Another enthusiastic
reviewer said it should be “compulsory readingevery institutiort’ Regardless of whether

Americans endorsed or rejected Wylie’s perspect@eneration of Vipergenerated a lengthy

debate about mothers and sons that stimulatedcootimon and “expert” discussion.

The popularity of Spock’s bestselling Baby and Glfllareattests to a widespread faith

invested in expertise. Spock stressed that mostersld devote constant attention and love to
their babies, and provides detailed instructionshimw to do so. Rima Apple notes the social

meaning of his book in_Perfect Motherhod@he ‘Spock Generation’. a familiar motto in

postwar United States and into the Cold War... Spoaeme became shorthand in the popular
media for modern child-care advice—the mid-twehtiegntury version of scientific
motherhood.® Spock begins his book with the sentence, “Youkmaore than you think you
do,” but the 596 pages of comprehensive instrusttbat follow suggest that instinct and love is

insufficient without the detailed advice of a ped@an. In 1946, the New York Timdeatured

a glowing review of the book, “Dr. Spock interpratee best in modern thinking on these
subjects, underscores it with his own wide expegekindliness and good seng@.The review
included the following observation: “Sociologistsgimt read this book for its reflection of parent

anxieties in our contemporary culture. In his pic&; as a consultant and pediatrician, Dr.
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Spock seems to have been on the receiving endeof &il.*° In this regard, the popularity of
his book reflected not only faith but also reliarme professional guidance. In a section on
“cooperating with other child specialists,” Spoclled for a whole network of experts in some
cases,

The teacher should even be able to get in touch thi¢ child’s scoutmaster, minister,

doctor, and vice versa... When there is no guidaomcmselor or psychologist, or when

the teacher finds that the problem is deep-roatasd,wise to turn to a private children’s
psychiatrist or to a guidance clinic, if such isiable>
A close reading of passages like these suggestxadmmessage; Spock told parents to trust
themselves, yet at the same time he reminded tloeoorifer with guidance counselors and
psychiatrists.

Although the majority of the book consists of direns for physical and emotional
childcare, at times it seems as though his boolesrdor its own importance. Spock noted the
expanding role of mental health professionals, ¥8at the nineteenth century, psychiatrists
were mainly concerned with taking care of the imsanBut as psychiatrists have learned how
serious troubles usually develop out of mild orieey have turned more and more attention to
everyday problems® Indeed, long-term private therapy reached anesgatented popularity in
the 1950s, suggesting a change in perceptions ofaikealth services from a narrow use for
insane persons to a broader use for average Ameritta manage daily life and personal
concerns?

During this time, American culture largely subsedbto scientific motherhood by

Spock’s desigri* Time said of Spock:

%0 |bid.

%1 Spock, Benjamin,_Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Cat846. New York: Dutton, 1998. 402-403.
#bid. 411.

% May. Homeward Bound?21.

% Apple. Perfect Motherhood08.

10



R. BENJAMIN SPOCK is not a public figure, but heshaore leverage on tomorrow
than many men who are. In six years his 35¢ PoBkek on baby care has sold more
than 4,000,000 copies, which puts it in a clasé Wit dictionary and the Bible. Millions
of mothers regard him as an oracle, parents tur®»®00 strong to hear him lecture, and
other pediatricians joke that their main job isrtierpret him
As Time suggests, Spock’s message resonated beyond the stmothers. Although he may
not have been a full-fledged “public figure,” hi®rk and its permeation into popular discourse
carried heavy political implications. Spock proeobt democratic methods for rearing
psychologically fit citizens through carefully calated childrearing: “Democracy builds
discipline... This training, this spirit, is what makes the batizens, the most valuable workers,
and even the finest soldier®” Through psychological language, Spock echoedséméiment
that good mothers were a “precondition to healitigens and a strong democracy.”

Politicians validated Spock’s modernized ‘Repudnianotherhood’ notion of a political
bond between mothers and sons, and his positiamtbthers were important to the strength of
the nation and responsible for the outcome of # generation. In 1950, Spock addressed the
delegates at the White House Conference on Childneth Youth. President Truman’s
attendance at the conference attested to the gadlisignificance of the status of the next
generation. One article observed:

Not even the presence of British Prime Minister..r émergency conferences on the

Korean and world crisis prevented President Trufmam keeping a speaking date which

he considered of the utmost importance, and onecttyr bearing on the day’s vital

problems®®
In his speech, President Truman further pronouribedink between youth and democracy in

the context of the Cold War, “The President caligdn American educators, parents, religious

leaders, and social workers to help strengthennti@n’s youth [against the] mental and

% “personality.” _Time 21 July 1952. 19 December 2006 <http://www.tnen/time/magazine/article/0,9171,859880,00.html>.
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physical aggressiveness of communisth.”Thus, Truman and Spock both envisioned an
important link between childrearing and democracy.

In this era of the expert, necessitated by anxd@etibout gender and nation-strength,
Americans came to see mothers as responsible mptfanthe physical and educational well-

being of their children but also for psychologiee¢ll-being. In_Motherhood in Black and

White, Ruth Feldstein notes this extension of motheulyes and its political significance:

After World War I, psychological and political dgsis increasingly overlapped.

Categories like repression, neurosis, paranoiacurgty, and frustration became vehicles

for analyzing both personal and political problerasd for determining who and what

was a healthy American citiz&f.
The belief in the importance of motherhood to aleidand the nation as a whole set the stage for
both the idealization and condemnation of mothewréng this time of crisis for democracy and
domestic life. The connection between childreaand citizenship enabled mother-blaming as a
public, political phenomenon rather than just aqe discussion among elite “experts.”

Expert discussion of motherhood in the postwaiogeembodied strong, opposing views
of mothers. Americans invested in experts likecpelebrated and placed great importance on
motherhood; but when mothers were neglectful orlmea&ring, they could become “the decade’s
villains” as described in Wylie’s formulatidii. Society, in essence, created a monster by over-
sentimentalizing motherhood and idealizing™1€entury domestic ideology. In “Kiss Me
Deadly: Communism, Motherhood, and Cold War Moviddichael Rogin’s analysis supports
this explanation: “Domestic ideology... was doubleed in its impact on both family privacy

and female power... Domestic ideology justified worsatonfinement in the home by making

mothers into the guardians of public moralif§.”In this model, women traded their economic

% Ibid.
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and political agency for moral empowerment as nrstheAs Feldstein suggests, “Praise for
mothers and criticism of them insisted on the @dityr of women to the private sphere and on
the centrality of the private sphere as a sourc@ythological health?® Thus, even the
idealization of motherhood did more to contain wontlkean to elevate their political or social
status.

The idealization and condemnation of mothers ist henderstood as two different
phenomena emerging from the same cultural practemaphasis on the importance of mothers,
and reliance on experts to regulate and informirtegtution of motherhood. Momism, Rogin
argues, is the “demonic version” of the domestieoldgy?® Because the ‘Republican
motherhood’ model emphasized feminine power througbtherhood, under the special
conditions of the era, Americans and their trusiepgerts came to fear that power and to blame
women for masculine crisis. The aforementionedenkaions of scholars like Rogin and
Feldstein reinforce the presence of this dialestimother-praising and mother-blaming, and the
necessary interconnectedness between the two.

Wylie’s Generation of Vipersvas an immediate best seller, and other writingsth/

surfaced espousing the same ideology of condenm#digards mothers. Dr. Edward Strecker
introduced his highly political version of momismamedical convention in New York City in

1945. The New York Timeseported his lecture in the article “Moms’ Denaed as Peril to

Nation.” Strecker titled his speech “Psychiatrye&ks to Democracy,” and in it he explained
that many men were unfit to fight in the war dueapwon-stringing “Moms” who ruined them

emotionally?® The following year, he published his book Theiotlers’ Sons In the foreword

to his book, Eugene Meyer, then Chairman of theddat Committee on Mental Hygiene said

43 Feldstein, Ruth, Motherhood in Black and Whits.
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of his speech, “Dr. Strecker pulled no verbal pwsc indicting the doting ‘mom’ for her sins
of commission and omission against her children thrdefore against the natioff.” Strecker's
writing style was slightly less bizarre than th&Wdylie’s dogmatic doctrine, but his indictment
of “Mom” bore striking resemblance just the same.

As a well-known psychiatrist and military consualta Strecker solidified the

pathologization of neurotic motherhood. _In Theiothers’ Sonshe argued that although many

cases of homosexuality result from “biological déMins,” often “it seems reasonable to
implicate an immaturity determined by mom and heiesv*” In his chapter called
“Momarchies,” he linked fascism to national momisidaziism was... a mom surrogate with a
swastika for a hearf® Of Japan he said, “Nipponese fatalistic braveasw.. armed with a
Samurai sword and bedecked in a ceremonial rob&eading the most gigantic and cruelest
mom fraud ever perpetuated upon millions of sogiattmature human beingé? Using the
language of “immaturity” to describe the purporteducts of momism, Strecker tied bad
mothers to sexual, social, and political devianc—tmeats to the stability of democratic
nationhood.

In the same year, Timeagazinefeatured Strecker and his book in an article titled
“Mama’s Boys,” which discussed the Army discoveryaver 2,400,000 “psychoneurotics,”
rejected in the draft or later discharg@d.According to the article, “Four-fifths of those
discharged had cracked up under training-camp plisei before they saw any fighting"”

Strecker, an expert, helped diagnose such soldigrsStrecker argues that ‘smother love’ was

46 Meyer, Eugene. Foreword. Their Mothers’ Sonse Pychiatrist Examines an American ProbleBy Edward Strecker. Philadelphia:
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the root of the psychoneurotics' troubté.”An editorial in the Washington Poatso featured

Strecker as an “outstanding authority on ‘Momiseaid its “menace” to national security.No
work of mother-blaming would be complete withoutmantra similar to that of Wylie. The
author, who endorsed Strecker, summarized his b@okimely warning concerning a system
which condemns enormous numbers of men to a misgn@aladjusted life because ‘Mom’ has
never weaned her son emotionafl§.”"Over-bearing mothers supposedly condemned thes s
to emasculation and misery. In her advice coluMary Hayworth recommended Strecker’'s
book as a “constructive study” of momism that prbss “recuperative measures” for afflicted
offspring® Through his psychiatric work in and after Worldail, Strecker heightened
awareness about momism as a threat to nationahreead security.

In 1950, A.L. Weiner wrote an article for a medigaurnal titled “ ‘Momism’ and the
American Family” in which he endorsed Strecker'stimeo-blaming works. Like Strecker,
Weiner blamed “dominant” mothers for homosexualityd other aspects of societal cri&is
Like Wylie, he claimed that the American family hiaecome increasingly matriarchal and thus
failed at producing individuals capable of functimmnin American democratic society, “In doing
this, we have weakened ourselves by producing maate descendents to maintain and develop
our culture, and perhaps are sowing the seedsrofwn destruction® In Weiner's analysis,
preservation of American culture and democracy seglsnhinged on the maintenance of rigid
gender roles. Although less extreme than that gfiaMand Strecker, Weiner employed the
rhetoric of mother-blaming to subtly argue for @ntnent of female power at home and in the

workplace. He criticized female dominance in tlmnle, yet argued that the emancipation of
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women and female employment also compromised fahidy Hence, Weiner's perspective
embodied one of the most astounding contradictiais mother-blaming, because he
simultaneously condemned both “negligent” and “bearing” mothers in a context where it
took so little to be characterized as either ondweth.

From the mid 1940s to the mid 1950s, momism peregepodpular media more than ever
before. The enormous postwar expansion to the rbabentailed new conditions that
precipitated fears of “suburban matriarchy” ande“tear that wives and mothers were powerful,
perhaps more powerful than their husbarfdsThe roots of this concern grew partly out of the
structure of suburban life in which fathers typigdéft to work for the greater part of the day,
leaving mothers as the sole caretakers of theldm@n and managers of the home. Writers often
saw suburban life as a feminizing force carryinggative cultural repercussion. A

Washington Posarticle titled “Feminine Suburbia, Mental HealtlisR discussed Dr. Leonard

Duhl’'s argument that the suburban “matriarchallggteaused mental health hazards:

Dr. Duhl does not blame women... The suburban wifadgessity has to spend her days
in a round of chauffeuring, marketing, attendindaimily business. She must assume the
complete administration of the home and disciploiethe children. The absence of

industry from the suburbs and of men teachers ftoenelementary schools results in

many suburban children having no daytime contatit mien except through the postmen

and garbage collector®.

Duhl warned that feminized suburban life might léadnental illness or juvenile delinquenty.
The absence of fathers—tied to the corporate od¢mu@d sphere—exacerbated concerns

regarding overbearing mothéfs.

%8 Breines, Wini._Young, White, and Miserable: GrogiUp Female in the FiftieBoston: Beacon Books, 1992. 43.
% Gilbert, James. _Men in the Middle: SearchingM@sculinity in the 1950sChicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005..191
 Lindsay, Malvina. “Feminine Suburbia, Mental HbaRisk.” Washington Post3 October 1955. 18.
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In the same year that Weiner’s article appearettheénneuropsychiatry supplement of a

medical journal, Frank Colby’s article “Take My Wbifor It” in the Los Angeles Timelssted a

few new words and terms recently entering the volaap of Americans. ‘Momism’ appeared
on this short list, which attests to popular awassnabout the topfé. In an entertainment
column, one writer observed:
Momism, a scathing word invented by Philip Wyliedescribe more excessive forms of
mother worship in this country, runs rampant oreviled soap opera too, but the
variations on TV, it seems to me are even more mouseand malignarff.
Magazines and newspapers featured quizzes, potlghatorical questions like “Who'’s the Boss
in Your Family?” and “Are American Moms a Menac®?'Such articles frequently cited Wylie
and his expert posse, and furthered prescriptiveeador “doting mothers,” such as:
1. Don't breast-feed or bottle-feed your boy angger than absolutely necessary, and
don’t dress or bathe him beyond the time he cam farhimself.
3. Don't treat your son like a lover. Avoid exse® fondling and kissing (particularly
“mouth kissing”).
10. If you are widowed, or divorced, don't try tiarn your son into a substitution for
your husband, or make him feel that he will beragrate if he marries and has a home of

his own®®

In the _Ladies’ Home Journahn expert-authored article titled “The OverpratecMother” told

a cautionary tale about Ronnie, an “overindulgedéryear-old child whose parents had to seek
his advice to remedy the misdoings of his smothether®” This exemplifies the postwar trend
in which male experts advised female readers ontbawnduct themselves with their sons.

The dichotomy between Spock’s beloved mothers hadrillainous “moms” of Wylie’s
invention emerges in such articles. While manyclad endorsed Spock’s form of attentive

parenthood, articles in the same time period watheatl if mothers smothered their children,

% Colby, Frank. “Take My Word For It; Words To Ledr Los Angeles Times14 Aug 1950. A5.

& Crosby, John. “Momism Running Rampant On TeleliSeap Opera.” Washington Po& September 1953. 29.

% “Who's the Boss in Your Family?"Washington Pos® February 1952. B4.; Scheinfeld, Amram. “Armerican Moms a Menace?”
Ladies’ Home JournaNovember 1945Rpt. inWalker, Nancy A., ed. Women’s Magazines 1940-1@&éhder Roles and the Popular Press
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1998. 108.
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they could damn their sons to “sissification” andasculation. In a 1948 Washington Post

article, one writer expressed skepticism of scapggg mothers for masculine weakness:

Nearly everyone is taking a whack at ‘mom’ thesgsdaShe is blamed not only for all

the psychoneurotics that the war uncovered, buthieNation’s alarming mental illness

and juvenile delinquency, for the boyishness of Aca men, for virtually all adults

who are soft, weak, selfish, maladjusted, incommuéfe
In her article “Politics in an Age of Anxiety: Col&/ar Political Culture and the Crisis in
Masculinity,” K.A. Cuordileone cites this populariof experts like Wylie and Strecker as proof
of American apprehension regarding the status af, fiéhe dread that American men had
grown soft was voiced in widely read and best1sgllpublications... weak men and helpless
boys victimized by parasitic womef” Regardless of whether articles proposed or ompose
mother-blaming, they always underscored the peececonnection between female power and
masculine crisis.

As Cuordileone suggests, concerns about malentssdt appear continuously throughout
American history. However, in the 1940s and 19%0gics and experts extended problems
beyond physical capacity into the realm of the psyc This extension carried greater
significance in the postwar period, because “loksealf was no small concern in the Cold
War.”® The language of momism represents a “new idecébgtontext in which men’s
problems were often framed™ In the Cold War context, concerns about masdyliand
femininity could reach existential proportions @rponal and national catastrophe.

The rigidity of gender roles during this era isittal to decoding the social, political, and

cultural implications of blaming mothers for suppdsnale inadequacies. With women entering

the work force in record numbers and simultaneopalyicipating in the highly celebrated “cult

% |indsay, Malvina. “Society’s Scapegoat.” The \Magton Post 18 Jan 1947. 4.
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of domesticity” in which they managed all mattefs o

*I was guilty to this
extent, Mother, We
were very intimate. ..
very intimate,indeed.”

ol

the home, many men felt that they had truly been

undermined on multiple fronts. Close textual analys

of psychiatric literature like that of Strecker angkiner
reveals motives far beyond concern for the mental

health of young boys: their works engage in a teoa

I
Helen Hayes }
TRICMPHANTLY RF .

TO THE SCREE

LEO MeCAREYS

My Son John

Starring

 HELEN HAYES - VAN HEFLIN
ROBERT WALRER, - DEAN JAGGER.

Scrernplay by MYLES CONNOLLY and LEQ McCAREY

project of attempting to restore traditional genddes.
In this regard, momism can be understood as a

rhetorical and political strategy which male expert

propagated to contain female power and self-
determination.
Deferment to experts continued as mother-blamimgaspto the more visible medium of
popular film. Rogin argues, “The feminine mystiqgeeeme to dominate American culture and
society at the same time that the cold war took @aditics. Cold War cinema emerged from

that conjunction.” Cold War films like_ My Son Johmnd Manchurian Candidatre highly

illustrative of the “expert” position that bad meti threatened national security. They each link
the mother figure to treason by proxy of their commist sons.

The 1952 film_My Son Johmarks a key moment in the mother-blaming trajgetean
expansion from print to performance. Furthermane, movie embodies fears of communism
coupled with fears of bad, powerful mothers. Tiredor, Leo McCarey, portrayed fears of
homosexuality and momism in the film. Rogin poitdghe film as a blatant example of mother-

blaming, and how “Cold war films imply that domestteology, far from protecting America

2 Rogin. “Kiss Me Deadly.” 6.
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against alien ideas, generated aliens from witkénbosom.” As with many other anti-
communist Cold War films, My Son JoHmked communism to deviance, and deviance to
improper childrearing? The “demonic” version of domestic ideology emerdkrough this
connection between mothers and communism.

In My Son Johnthe father is threatening but ineffective, whhe mother is possessive
and influential” John, the main character, associates with acageanid argues politics with
his father Dan, an American Legionnaire. The fatisean old-fashioned schoolteacher who
can't seem to command the respect of his son, ié@lly hits John over the head with the
family Bible in response to his insolen®.On the other hand, John’s flirtatious mother Liaci

“adores and defends hiM’” In Running Time Nora Sayre highlights the mother/son

relationship in the film as an “exotic mutation’mapared to other films of the Forties and Fifties
that emphasize mother/son relationsHfps.

Excessive mothering leads to sexual and politiealiahce in_My Son Johf! Sayre
describes John’s mother as evoking a being “whom wouldn’t want to unleash in any
nursery.® Lucille is a textbook “mom® She passionately embraces her adult son, and
frequently recalls moments from his childhood wateeemingly demented nostalgia. “You were
the gurglingest baby,” she tells hfth.John’s flirtations with his mother and hostil&tieowards

his father are code for homosexuality and commufifsm

bid. 13.
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John loves his mother, but also can not stand finatiebehavior at times. His intimacy
with her ultimately yields both psychological andlifical danger, “John has become a
communist, the film implies, because of the libédelas and sexual availability of his moth&t.”

In The Culture of the Cold WaBtephen Whitfield explains that because it waspagsible to

criticize economic or social conditions in the W&witStates that produced such “deviance,” many
Cold War films depicted family as the primary saraf communism and internal thré&at.
Therefore, films like My Son Johdrew attention to “moms,” even when the primarypasn
was an anti-communist message.

Predictably, My Son Johgenerated a fair amount of controversy and disonssThe

Los Angeles Timegeatured the film in an article titled “M’Carey ddure Valiant in Purpose,”

and described the film as containing more “psyctgldhan “melodrama,” perhaps alluding to
the film’s use of expert mother-blaming ideoldgyThe Catholic Institute of the Press awarded
McCarey the 1952 Literary Prize partly in recogmitiof the film. Although My Son Johdiid

not create a lasting impression in the way thaewotbold War films did, it clearly conveyed

Wylie’'s message through an anti-communist frameli@dlanchurian Candidaten years later.

The 1955 film_Rebel without a Caussnerged in a time of increasing worry about

deviant behavior of any kind—be it sexual, legalpolitical. Breines offers insight into the

postwar panic regarding delinquency in Young, Whated Miserable

Juvenile delinquency, a major 1950s preoccupati@s, construed as evidence of social
and familiar disintegration. Parents worried albdooy to raise well-adjusted children. It
was argued that fathers were too absent or nomaleseugh; that mothers were too
involv??j in their children’s lives, especially theson’, creating homosexuals and
sissies.

8 Rogin. “Kiss Me Deadly.” 14-16.
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During this time, popular newspapers and magazipedrayed both delinquency and
homosexuality as epidemics on the rise.

Delinquency statistics and headlines prevailed awspapers, featuring heated debates
over the nature and cause of the problem. One Hghde titled “Delinquency Blamed on
Home Failure” is particularly illustrative; it regped a forum on curbing delinquency in which
speakers emphasized that “the major cause of jlevelelinquency ‘rests in the home and its
failures’.”® Another article from the same year described teeiah concern for delinquency:
“Senators... have urged the Senate to authorize \@stigation of juvenile delinquency by a
Senate Judiciary subcommittee.” The article wentoosay that “home factors” as the cause for
delinquency are clear “to experts” but often naiognized by the parents themself&dn such
media, experts frequently cited working mothers asuse for delinquency—which revealed the
delinquency panics as an additional instance wlgperts subjected mothers who stepped out of
traditional roles to criticism.

Male crisis emerged

The most devastating exposure of the American male since Bermuda shorss

ring World War Il in the
during THE DECLINE OF THE AMERICAN MALE

form of inadequate soldiers By the editors of Look Magazine
Allustrated by Roben Ouboin Mhmqm..uw... Mowi st your bookstore, $2,95

in the context of Cold War

suburbs, dominated father

and the delinquent sons the

produced signified anothel

form of masculine failure

JuNE 3, tom

thanks to “Mom.” Female advancement in the workglgaired with the supposed “matriarchal”

8 “Delinquency Blamed on Home Failure.” WashingRwst 31 January 1953. 18.
8941.S. Probe Urged of Juvenile Crime.” Christiarié®ce Monitor 5 March 1953. 3.
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nature of domestic suburban life, perpetuated dloening sense that American men lost their
autonomy and strength in the postwar era: “At titae, critical observers of middle-class life
considered homemakers to be emancipated and nendppressed

In 1955, a psychiatrist of the National Instituté ldealth declared suburbia as a
conformist “woman’s world” which produced delinquemnd increased mental illn€ssA few

years later, The Decline of the American Mdlescribed this masculine crisis. One skeptical

New York Timesreviewer wrote: “Whither, my masters, are we drgP Well, it would seem

that on the gee-whiz evidence of these feveristepdigat we are entering a time of Amazonian

matriarchy”®? In Men in the Middle James Gilbert describes the book as a “grim assa# of

conformity and impotence’® Cuordileone cites The Decline of the American Make an

example of popular fear that “men left passiveaiigied by the many burdens now placed on
them” might become deviant, sexually impotent, 8light from masculinity.”®* Although

Rebel without a Causerecedes The Decline of the American Mdkee book provides cultural

context for the film, because it draws a correlatlmetween female empowerment and male
disempowerment, and frames masculine crisis ag ®eteeen men and womeén.

Like My Son JohnRebel without a Caudaghlighted the tragedy and danger of parental

failure, delivering a cautionary message for pareviio stray from traditional gender roles in the
family. In this way, the film is an indictment oferbearing mothers but also the failing fathers
who allow suburban “matriarchy” to taint the nexngration of would-be manly men. Stewart
Stern, the film’s screenwriter, explains that thretagonist, Jim Stark is a “mixed-up rebel”

because his father “lacks decisiveness and stréeagth doesn’t stand up to Jim’s domineering

% May. Homeward Bound14.
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mother?®® Jim is an affluent, distressed youth who strugdte come into manhood and gain
acceptance from his seemingly more masculine pedfie experiences great difficulty in
balancing his inner sensitivity with trying to mem a masculine facade. When Buzz, the tough
alpha-male of the high school gang challenges Jmasculine courage, Jim defers to his father
and asks, "What can you do when you have to ber®ffaBut Frank is no help in matters of
manliness; he allows his domineering wife to rum hlousehold. Jim’s ambiguously homosexual
friend Plato represents the figure of sexual desgan the film, and he stirs up the most trouble
of them all. Plato’s rich parents virtually abandd him, thus his character serves as an
additional connection between deviance and the home

Rebel without a Caugeresented delinquents as victims of bad parentieviews of the

film indicate that viewers understood the film agls “ ‘Rebel without a Cause’ points the
finger of blame, in a kind of cold fury, at pareht® Reviews described Jim's father as
“spineless” and incapable: “Dean’s father is a blemthis mother is a nagget’” Although Jim

is a “deviant,” the blame rests on “mom”; she makes apron-wearing, emasculated husband
panicky, and afraid of her, and her son a “chickem'the eyes of his peet¥ The film's
inception exemplified more broadly how anxiety nefyag the decline of traditional masculinity

related to the feminization of suburban life. Reb#hout a Causevon nominations for three

Oscars and conveyed the mother-blaming messagehimaal viewer base through popular
culture.
In the 1940s, Spock and Wylie presented oppospgraaches to motherhood and

national wellbeing: Spock idealized mothers andssted their importance to a healthy nation,

% Crowther, Bosley. “The Screen: Delinquency.” Néark Times 27 October 1955. 28.
%7 Rebel without a Causel955. Dir. Nicholas Ray. Warner Home Video, 200
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while Wylie demonized mothers and blamed them fdramal problems. In the 1950s, as seen

in My Son Johnand Rebel without a Caysthe glorification and condemnation of mothers

became increasingly political as the Cold War isieed. In 1959, Vice President Richard
Nixon and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev engaged heated debate at the American
Exhibition in Moscow. In the lengthy exchange, dlixboasted of the attainable American
dream with all its comforts and conveniences, wKieushchev promoted Communist ideXls.

In this ideological battle dubbed the “kitchen deljaNixon espoused his firm belief that
suburban domesticity and separate gender sphefieedi@merican greatned®’ For Nixon,
the American kitchen—furnished with modern applesie-liberated women. He presented
capitalism as the core of democratic freedom, dadfigd female domesticity as that which set
America apart from the Soviet system that glorified work of wives and mothers outside the
home!® The “kitchen debate” reemphasized the bond betwemthers and American
democracy by virtue of comparison to the Soviet whlfe.

While Nixon idealized domestic motherhood as @dniv American democracy, other
cultural works focused on the supposed politicaig#a of powerful women. In Young White
and Miserable Breines discusses how Cold War propaganda spgheadnaternal dominance
theme, “Subversion was blamed on women who wereirtdependent or who seduced men,
sometimes their sons, into being pawns or agent®mimunism.*** While My Son Johrand

Rebel without a Caudaoth feature dominant mothers, weak fathers aetiaied sons, the 1962

film Manchurian Candidatérepeated that triangle and made it demonologicakplicit” by
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making the mother a communist villdi¥f. Based on Richard Condon’s 1959 thriller, Wylie’s
claim that bad mothers were a national threat jplayg to the extreme in the movie.

In Manchurian CandidateMrs. Iselin, a communist conspirator uses hetand John

and son Raymond to her own ends. Raymond is sgpblf his mother but is completely under
her spell. As a domineering, overbearing wife aradher, Mrs. Icelin speaks to her husband and
son condescendingly and calls them her “two liibgs.”* She tries to enable communism by
using them as pawns and allows communists to beshwRaymond into killing his fellow
soldiers and others upon his return from war. $&he inappropriate sexual feelings for
Raymond, and kisses him passionately in a privaimemt'®’ Raymond eventually shoots his
mother and commits suicide, believing than no odse ®ill stop his mother and her wicked
plan. The recurring symbol of the Queen card—whitdlymond repeatedly encounters—
reminds the viewer that Raymond’s mother drives ¢k scheme throughout the film. A
moment of ambiguity in which Mrs. Icelin expressegret about what the communists did to her
son suggested she may also be a victim in somelw&yrogin offers an alternate interpretation:
“Incest is stronger than Communism in this filmfh other words, Mrs. Icelin experiences
remorse for what the Soviets did to her son onbahse of her perverse love for hiffi. A Los

Angeles Timesarticle suggests that some viewers agreed: “Constauare the villains also—

but less ingenious one&”®

Reviews of_Manchurian Candidagggest viewers understood the centrality of the

mother figure as sexually and politically demorfiBut the most chilling portrayal is reserved

for Angela Lansbury as Raymond’s politically amnits mother; it will live, as the saying goes,

1% Rogin. “Kiss Me Deadly.” 16.
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in infamy.”™° In an interview, Lansbury described her charaeter‘a good example of
unadulterated evil®*!  Viewers noted the “psychological sidelights” thfe film—perhaps

alluding to Mrs. Icelin’s momist, incestuous lo%8. One article described the mother with
words that could have come straight from Wyliewitdly tense, raging Fascist... evil queen in

the raging flesh*® The Manchurian Candidagarned two Oscars nominations, and represents

a “last hurrah” in the trajectory of mother-blaming

The year after The Manchurian Candidd&etty Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique

which significantly decreased American regard fqgperts, and consequently their belief in the
culpability of mothers for societal problems. Sthiicized America’s seeming obsession with
psychoanalysis and tried to expose the flawed lofyraother-blaming:
Under the Freudian microscope... it was suddenlyodised that the mother could be
blamed for almost anything. In every case histirg troubled child... could be found a
mother ... A rejecting, overprotecting, dominatingthey. World War Il revealed that
millions of American men were psychologically inespe of facing the shock of war, of
facing life away from their ‘moms’. Clearly somety was ‘wrong’ with American
114
women.
She highlighted the “never-ceasing” capitalisticegaures and “purposeless work” for
corporations that kept men from feeling masculit®afer to take it out on his wife and his
mother than to recognize a failure in himself otlie sacred American way of lifé® Rather
than accepting that some men had somehow failettras men” due to their own innate
limitations or false societal constructions of masuty; rather than considering the possibility

that some men subverted laws or the political sydbecause of flaws or shortcomings in the

American system itself; Wylie and his followersibked a disease in mothers—momism.

bid.
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Friedan traced the beginnings of mother-blaming Sgmund Freud, “The old
prejudices... merely appeared in the forties, in i@u disguise*® She analyzed Freud'’s
upbringing in the culture of Victorian Europe, “Foeud... women were a strange, inferior, less-
than-human species? Thus, when modern social scientists and psychystsareinterpreted
Freud's theory of femininity—and applied it litegalto American women—it resulted in
misunderstanding’® Worth mentioning then is Wylie’s unusual upbrimgji his mother died
when he was five, and his father was a fire-anthétone Presbyterian minister who constantly
reprimanded him, which he deeply reserltéd Perhaps Freudian theory appealed to Wylie in
part because women seemed mysterious to him aslithéy Freud in his youth.

In a collection of essays called Not June Clea¥eanne Meyerowitz offers insight into

the importance of Friedan’s book, “In Friedan’snfodation, the writers and editors of mass-
circulation magazines... were the ‘Frankensteins’ \had created this ‘feminine monstet“®
Friedan discredited the claims of Wylie and hisdwkrs and criticized the voice that magazines
and other elements of popular culture gave to nndifeaning and the inculcation of rigid gender
roles.

In the first chapter titled “The Problem That Hés Name,” Friedan described the silent
suffering of suburban wives, “dependent on thestateord from the experts.” She argued that
with motherhood under such a critical spotlighmédfalse step could mean disastét.”In her
discussion of Spock, she points out that many Acaerimothers are too unsure of themselves:

“They bring up their children literally according his book—and call piteously to him for help
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when the book does not worké? Experts upheld the “feminine mystique” and undeed the
authority of women on their own lives. Women listd:
Experts told them how to catch a man and keep hiow to breastfeed children and
handle their toilet training... how to dress, lookdaact more feminine and make
marriage more exciting; how to keep their husbainds) dying young and their sons
from growing into delinquents?
Friedan encouraged women to reassess their contirgjatus as mothers and wives, and
guestion the “feminine mystique” which limited thefulfillment. According to Friedan,
personal concerns did not always require defeorakperts:
Even the best psychoanalyst can only give her tlueage to listen to her own voice...
To face the problem is not to solve it. But once&@nan faces it, as women are doing
today all over America without much help from theerts... she begins to find her own
answers... see through the delusions of the femimiystique®?*
She argued the gender anxiety that turned so mangridans to experts after World War i
resulted in part from larger national problems gvatate inquiry could not resolV&> However,
in spite of this critique of the nation, the bo@kdely called for “self-realization” rather than

feminist policy*?®

In spite of the limitations of the book, The FemmiMystigueempowered women to

guestion the authority of experts. _A Los Angeléndsreviewer wrote: “What is wrong, asks

Betty Friedan, with American women who ‘have eveiyy’ yet... are running to doctors and
psychiatrists... Because, she answers, there is iaifeermystique.**” One professor wrote that
the book touched on the contributions of “Amerigaen to problems of American women”.

Another reviewer said it was a “must” for all conoed with family life or who “care about the
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future of our society**® Ironically, it seems likely that Friedan’s work a clinical psychologist
afforded her esteem among many critics.

As an expert herself, Friedan derived much of lndiucal relevance from the persistence
of a “therapeutic ethos” in American culture. ¥een in the context of this striking continuity,

the Feminine Mystiqusaid something entirely new about the 1940s dialéetween mother-

praising and mother-blaming which Spock and Wylrecapsulated; she argued they both
propagated the problematic “mystique” which consttd women to the advice and direction of
male experts. Friedan emerged in the 1960s affeades of male-authored books, articles and
films that emphasized the importance of motherhoodational wellbeing, and blamed mothers
for masculine failure and broader societal problemEhe postwar rise of expertise—noted
especially in the form of mother-blaming—reflectaddesire to defend or salvage traditional
gender roles—even if they did not exist to begithwi
Although Wylie, Weiner and the other mother-blammasy seem wildly misogynistic to

a contemporary reader, they operated under anneglyeconstrained framework. That so many
Americans turned to them in the first place demmatstl mainstream inability or even
unwillingness to broaden notions of masculinity dachininity to more inclusive parameters.
Experts did not criticize the national propagatainunrealistic and rigid gender roles. Rather
than acknowledging the fluidity and instability génder in real life, they defined such behavior
as pathological, and blamed mothers for it. Fmeldi@hlighted the oppressive consequences of
this dynamic, and she encouraged women to seaknmdht outside of their prescribed gender
norms. In doing so, she inverted the prevailingjebehat mothers were either saints or

villains—and exposed how this binary paradigm wiizied all women.

28 The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan. Adverismt. New York Times 30 June 1963. 171.
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