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AFTERWORD

MATERNALISM TODAY

Rebecca Jo Plant

Sociologist Ann Shola Orloff has recently argued that wealthy democracies 
in Western Europe, North America and the Antipodes are in the midst of 
a series of ‘farewells to maternalism’. By this, she means that policymaking 
is shifting decisively away from a model in which mothers were expected 
to stay home and care for children toward a new model that encourages 
‘employment for all’. As she puts it, the ‘explicitly gender-differentiat-
ed maternalist logic of politically recognizing, and financially support-
ing mothers’ caregiving’ has been losing ground to ‘ostensibly gender-
neutral notions’ that attempt to foster independence through workplace 
participation. At the same time, she argues, maternalism as a political 
ideology is ‘on the decline among advocates of women’s equality’.1 Orloff 
presents a compelling analysis that, in its general contours, is borne out 
by developments in numerous countries. But it is worth pausing here to 
briefly note some countervailing trends, both within and beyond the na-
tions that she analysed.

Perhaps most striking is the rise of proposals to address growing con-
cerns over ‘depopulation’ – a trend evident in nations as diverse as South 
Korea, Russia, Greece and Australia.2 As women have seized new oppor-
tunities in education and employment, they have in many cases elected 
not to have children or to bear only one child; in other cases, they have 
reluctantly remained childless because of the difficulty of combining work 
and motherhood. Today, most wealthy nations have fertility rates well 
below replacement level, leading to fears that the young will be burdened 
with the support of a larger, rapidly aging population.3 The obvious solu-
tion to this problem – large-scale immigration – is highly controversial, 
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since so many people in wealthy nations still define national identities in 
exclusionary ethnic and racial terms. As a result, policymakers in many 
countries have enacted measures designed to boost fertility among the 
‘right’ kind of people. In Western Europe, for instance, the stigma that 
has adhered to explicit pronatalism since the end of World War II appears 
to be fading.4 

It remains to be seen whether this wave of pronatalism will be accom-
panied by renewed efforts to define all women as potential mothers or to 
connect women’s citizenship more tightly to their reproductive capaci-
ties. But there are some disturbing signs that such classic formulations are 
indeed being revived. For instance, today in Russia, one can see numerous 
billboards that amount to pronatalist propaganda, like one with a young 
woman and three children that reads: ‘Love for your nation starts with 
love for family’.5 The Prime Minister of Turkey, Recep Ayyip Erdogan of 
the conservative Justice and Development Party, has become increasingly 
bold in voicing his belief that all Turkish women should bear at least three 
children.41 Likewise, in a report aired on the radio in 2005, the Austral-
ian Treasurer Peter Costello (of the Liberal Party) urged women to do 
their national duty by producing three children apiece: ‘If you can have 
children,’ he stated, ‘you should have one for your husband, one for your 
wife, and one for the country.’6 In nations that had witnessed a decisive 
shift away from biologically based conceptions of female citizenship, the 
re-emergence of such rhetoric is jarring, to the say the least.7 

At the same time, in certain parts of the world, women themselves 
continue to embrace maternalist politics to retain or acquire welfare ben-
efits. This has been particularly notable in Eastern Europe, where, under 
socialism, ‘feminism’ became widely associated with state-backed efforts 
to compel women to enter the workforce. In these countries, women 
have often espoused maternalist arguments as a way of legitimizing their 
public influence and asserting their political independence. For instance, 
Angela Argent has shown how feminists in the newly established Czech 
Republic articulated a form of maternalist feminism in the 1990s as a 
way of legitimizing their claims to power. These women recognized the 
public’s antipathy for the ideal of the ‘superwoman’ who worked full time 
while still performing the vast majority of housework – a model that, un-
der state socialism, had served to legitimize the heavy burdens placed on 
women. Moreover, they understood that, given the special importance 
of the private realm during socialist times, a political language that em-
phasized women’s private roles as mothers would resonate more strongly 
than an ‘equal rights’ discourse that had become widely discredited due 
to its association with the former regime. By arguing that women alone 
possessed the ‘moral virtue and life sustaining energies’ needed to regen-
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erate society – because they alone had remained distant from state power 
in socialist times – Czech feminists insisted that women should play a 
prominent role in the emergent political order.8 

Resistance to a more gender neutral, neo-liberal model is also evident 
Eastern Europe on a policy level. Indeed, according to Christy Glass and 
Éva Fodor, the widespread ‘farewell to maternalism’ that Orloff has chart-
ed is not occurring in Hungary and Poland, where policy regimes ‘show 
marked continuity with socialist era maternalism, which supported wom-
en’s extended retreat from paid work following childbirth’.9 In her impres-
sive study of Hungary, sociologist Lynne Haney has charted how the so-
cialist government’s maternalist policies in effect helped to create a nascent 
political constituency of mothers– one that mobilized in 1995–6 when the 
new government proposed a restructuring of the nation’s comparatively 
generous system of maternity and family leave. Middle-class women, who 
opposed the shift from a universal to a needs-based system, protested out-
side welfare agencies in Budapest, shouting ‘We are still mothers!’ Subse-
quently, maternalist ideology proved effective in uniting conservative and 
liberal Hungarian women, who have joined together to protest a proposed 
reduction in maternity benefits from three to two years.10 

If maternalism appeals to many Eastern Europeans who hoped to pro-
tect welfare benefits, women in the United States have in recent years 
invoked maternalist arguments as a way of protesting the lack of a nation-
wide system of paid maternity (and paternity) leave, affordable health-
care, subsidized childcare and other benefits. One might even argue that, 
since around 2000, the U.S. has been witnessing a new wave of ‘neo-ma-
ternalism’; it is no longer accurate to say, as Lisa Brush observed in 1996, 
that ‘Maternalism is … remarkably absent from current debates if by ma-
ternalism we mean a claim that motherhood should among other things 
empower women within the state and that the state should help support 
motherhood’.11 Anne Crittenden advanced precisely these arguments in 
her surprise bestseller, The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most Important 
Job in the World is Still the Least Valued, which detailed the financial losses 
(she called it the ‘mommy tax’) that American women incur by becom-
ing mothers. Strikingly, Crittenden even resurrected the analogy between 
mothering and soldiering, claiming, as did so many early twentieth-cen-
tury maternalists, that mothers ‘render an indispensable national service 
to their country’ and therefore ought to be materially rewarded.12 Aus-
tralian Anne Manne made a similar splash with her book Motherhood: How 
Should We Care for Our Children.13 Criticizing the ‘neo-liberal’ approach, 
Manne argued that policies designed to return new mothers as quickly as 
possible to the labour market are bad for children and many mothers as 
well. According to Manne, feminists who have made ‘the workplace the 
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arena of women’s liberation’ are out of step with the majority of parents, 
who overwhelmingly prefer for mothers to remain at home when children 
are very young.14 

Of course, most feminists are still committed to deconstructing gen-
der roles and de-gendering care work so that women can participate in 
employment and public life on equal terms with men, and many remain 
highly sceptical of maternalist approaches. Yet in the face of stubborn 
realities– the fact that women still perform the vast majority of caregiving 
and still, in sheer economic terms, pay a high price for doing so – some 
have cast aside their reservations about reviving maternalist approaches in 
a strategic manner. American political theorist Eileen McDonagh’s recent 
book, The Motherless State: Women’s Political Leadership and American 
Democracy, exemplifies this trend. Concerned with understanding why 
American women remain so badly underrepresented in government, she 
argues that the explanation resides in fact that the U.S. state is so ‘un-
motherly’. According to McDonagh, in nations that have a more robust 
welfare system, people tend to perceive the state in more ‘maternal’ terms 
and, as a result, women are more likely to be seen as having an important 
role to play in governing. McDonagh anticipates the feminist objection to 
her argument, namely: why must ‘caregiving’ be associated with ‘mater-
nal’ rather than ‘paternal’ or ‘parental’? And why should women pursue a 
strategy that reinforces the tendency to conflate the idea of ‘woman’ with 
that of ‘mother’ when they have long sought to challenge such thinking? 
Her response, in essence, is that so long as women are still perceived as 
caregivers, strategies to increase their political power simply have to take 
such perceptions into account in order to be effective.15 

The progressive netroots group MomsRising has apparently arrived 
at a similar calculation, for it deploys the cultural role of ‘mom’ (rather 
than a gender-neutral identity of parent or caregiver) to lobby for ‘family-
friendly’ policies, such as paid maternity and paternity leaves and flex-
ible work options. When asked why she wrote a ‘Motherhood Manifesto’ 
rather than a ‘Parenthood Manifesto’, one of the group’s cofounders, 
Joan Blades, bypassed the issue of ideology and instead referred to the 
specific disadvantages that mothers face, especially discrimination in the 
workplace. Clearly, this organization has chosen to focus on ‘real-life’, 
practical problems, rather than addressing the underlying issue of how 
‘motherhood’ is conceptualized and defined.16

Perhaps today’s neo-maternalists feel less ambivalent about maternal-
ist politics than an earlier generation of feminists because women have 
made significant headway in breaking down barriers in the public realm. 
In affluent democracies, the fear of being reduced to the role of wife and 
mother is no longer as palpable as it is was for second-wave feminists; 
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indeed, many working mothers, particularly in the U.S., long for more 
flexible work schedules that would allow them to devote more time to 
family life. It remains to be seen whether these initiatives are the begin-
ning of a lasting trend that will result in significant political or cultural 
change. Still, it seems that caution is in order. If there is one thing that the 
history of maternalism tells us, it is surely that motherhood is often a pre-
carious basis on which to stake political claims. The idea of recognizing 
and compensating mothers is always accompanied by a broader political 
agenda, and that agenda can all too easily shift from a progressive ideal 
of more inclusive social citizenship to a reactionary one of state-enforced 
gender conformity.
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