10.
REVOLUTIONARY
PARENTING

During the early stages of contemporary women’s libera-
tion movement, feminist analyses of motherhood reflected the
race and class biases of participants. Some white middle class,
college-educated women argued that motherhood was a serious
obstacle to women’s liberation, a trap confining women to the
home, keeping them tied to cleaning, cooking, and child care.
Others simply identified motherhood and childrearing as the
locus of women’s oppression. Had black women voiced their
views on motherhood, it would not have been named a serious
obstacle to our freedom as women. Racism, availability of jobs,
lack of skills or education and a number of other issues would
have been at the top of the list—but not motherhood. Black
women would not have said motherhood prevented us from
entering the world of paid work because we have always
worked. From slavery to the present day black women in the
U.S. have worked outside the home, in the fields, in the facto-
ries, in the laundries, in the homes of others. That work gave
meager financial compensation and often interfered with or
prevented effective parenting. Historically, black women have
1identified work in the context of family as humanizing labor,
work that affirms their identity as women, as human beings
showing love and care, the very gestures of humanity white
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supremacist ideology claimed black people were incapable of
expressing. In contrast to labor done in a caring environment
inside the home, labor outside the home was most often seen as
stressful, degrading, and dehumanizing.

These views on motherhood and work outside the home
contrasted sharply with those expressed by white women’s
hhberationists. Many black women were saying “we want to
have more time to share with family, we want to leave the
world of alienated work.” Many white women’s liberationists
were saying “we are tired of the isolation of the home, tired of
relating only to children and husband, tired of being emotion-
ally and economically dependent; we want to be liberated to
enter the world of work.” (These voices were not those of work-
i{}g class white women who were, like black women workers,
tired of alienated labor.) The women’s liberationists who
wanted to enter the work force did not see this world as a world
of alienated work. They do now. In the last twenty years of
feminist movement many middle class white women have
entered the wage earning work force and have found that
working within a social context where sexism is still the norm,
where there is unnecessary competition promoting envy, dis-
trust, antagonism, and malice between individuals, makes
work stressful, frustrating, and often totally unsatisfying.
Concurrently, many women who like and enjoy the wage work
they do feel that it takes too much of their time, leaving little
space for other satisfying pursuits. While work may help
women gain a degree of financial independence or even finan-
cial self-sufficiency, for most women it has not adequately
fulfilled human needs. As a consequence women’s search for
fulfilling labor done in an environment of care has led to re-
emphasizing the importance of family and the positive aspects
of motherhood. Additionally, the fact that many active femi-
nists are in their mid to late 30s, facing the biological clock, has
focussed collective attention on motherhood. This renewed
attention has led many women active in the feminist move-
ment who were interested in childrearing to choose to bear
children.

Although early feminists demanded respect and acknowl-
edgment for housework and child care, they did not attribute
enough significance and value to female parenting, to mother-
hood. Itis a gesture that should have been made at the onset of
feminist movement. Early feminist attacks on motherhood
alienated masses of women from the movement, especially
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poor and/or non-white women, who find parenting one of the
few interpersonal relationships where they are affirmed and
appreciated. Unfortunately, recent positive feminist focus on
motherhood draws heavily on sexist stereotypes. Motherhood
is as romanticized by some feminist activists as it was by the
nineteenth century men and women who extolled the virtues of
the “cult of domesticity.” Theonesignificant differencein their
approach is that motherhood is no longer viewed as taking
place primarily within the framework of heterosexual mar-
riage or even heterosexual relationships. More than ever
before, women who are not attached to males, who may be
heterosexual or lesbian, are choosing to bear children. In spite
of the difficulties of single parenting (especially economic) in
this society, the focus is on “joys of motherhood,” the special
intimacy, closeness, and bonding purported to characterize the
mother/child relationship. Books like Phyllis Chesler’s With
Child: A Diary of Motherhood rhapsodizes over the pleasures
and joys of childbirth and child care. Publication of more scho-
larly and serious works like Jessie Bernard’s The Future of
Motherhood, Elisabeth Badiner’s Mother Love, Nancy Fri-
day’s My Mother/ My Self, and Nancy Chodorow’s The Repro-
duction of Mothering reflect growing concern with mother-
hood.

This resurgence of interest in motherhood has positive and
negative implications for feminist movement. On the positive
side there is a continual need for study and research of female
parenting which this interest promotes and encourages. In the
foreword to Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich states that shefelt
it was important to write a book on motherhood becauseitis‘“a
crucial, still relatively unexplored area for feminist theory.” It
is also positive that women who choose to bear children need
no longer fear that this choice excludes them from recognition
by feminist movement, although it may still exclude them from
active participation. On thenegativeside, romanticizing mother-
hood, employing the same terminology that is used by sexists
to suggest that women areinherently life-affirming nurturers,
feminist activists reinforce central tenets of male supremacist
ideology. They imply that motherhood is a woman’s truest
vocation; that women who do not mother, whose lives may be
focused more exclusively on a career, creative work, or political
work are missing out, are doomed to live emotionally unful-
filled lives. While they do not openly attack or denigrate
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women who do not bear children, they (like the societv as a
whole) suggest that it is more important than women’s other
labor and more rewarding. They could simply state that it is
important and rewarding. Significantly, this perspective is
often voiced by many of the white bourgeois women with suc-
cessful careers who are now choosing to bear children. They
seem to be saying to masses of women that careers or work can
never be as important, as satisfying, as bearing children.

Thisis an especially dangerousline of thinking, coming at
a time when teenage women who have not realized a number of
goals, are bearing children in large numbers rather than post-
poning parenting; when masses of women are being told by the
government that they are destroying family life by not assum-
ing sexist-defined roles. Through mass media and other com-
munication systems, women are currently inundated with
material encouraging them to bear children. Newspapers carry
headline stories with titles like “motherhood is making a
comeback’; women’s magazines are flooded with articles on
the new motherhood; fashion magazines have special features
on designer clothing for the pregnant woman; television talk
shows do special features on career women who are now choos-
ing to raise children. Coming at a time when women with
children are more likely to live in poverty, when the number of
homeless, parentless children increases by the thousands
daily, when women continue to assume sole responsibility for
parenting, such propaganda undermines and threatens femi-
nist movement.

To some extent, the romanticization of motherhood by
bourgeois white women is an attempt to repair the damage
done by past feminist critiques and give women who mother
the respect they deserve. It should be noted that even the most
outrageous of these criticisms did not compare with sexismas a
source of exploitation and humiliation for mothers. Female
parenting is significant and valuable work which must be
recognized as such by everyone in society, including feminist
activists. It should receive deserved recognition, praise, and
celebration within a feminist context where there is renewed
effort to re-think the nature of motherhood, to make mother-
hood neither a compulsory experience for women nor an
exploitative or oppressive one, to make female parenting good
effective parenting whether it is done exclusively by women or
in conjunction with men.
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In a recent article, “Bringing Up Baby,” Mary Ellen
Schoonmaker stressed the often made point that men do not
share equally in parenting:

Since the early days of ambivalence toward motherhood,

the overall goal of the women’s movement has been a quest

for equality—to take the oppression out of mothering, to

join “mothering” to “parenting,” and for those who choose

to have children to share parenting with men and with

society in general. Looking back over the past twenty years,

it seems as if these goals have been among the hardest for

the women’s movement to reach.

If men did equally share in parenting, it would mean
trading places with women part of the time. Many men
have found it easier to share power with women on the job
than they have in the home. Even though millions of moth-
ers with infants and toddlers now work outside the home,
many women still do the bulk of the housework...

Men will not share equally in parenting until they are taught,
ideally from childhood on, that fatherhood has the same mean-
ing and significance as motherhood. As long as women or
society as a whole see the mother/child relationship as unique
and special because the femalecarries the child in her body and
gives birth, or makes this biological experience synonymous
with women having a closer, more significant bond to children
than the male parent, responsibility for child care and child-
rearing will continue to be primarily women’s work. Even the
childless woman is considered more suited to raise children
than the male parent because she is seen as an inherently
caring nurturer. The biological experience of pregnarcy and
childbirth, whether painful or joyful, should not be equated
with theidea that women’s parenting is necessarily superior to
men'’s.

Dictionary definitions of the word “father’ relate its mean-
ing to accepting responsibility, with no mention of words like
tenderness and affection, yet these words are used to define
what the word mother means. By placing sole responsibility
for nurturing onto women, that is to say for satisfying the
emotional and material needs of children, society reinforces
the notion that to mother is more important than to father,
Structured into the definitions and the very usage of the terms
father and motheris the sense thatthese two wordsrefertotwo
distinctly different experiences. Women and men must define
the work of fathering and mothering in the same way if males
and females are to accept equal responsibility in parenting.



138 Feminist Theory: from margin to center

Even feminist theorists who have emphasized the need for men
to share equally in childrearing are reluctant to cease attach-
ing special value to mothering. This illustrates feminists’ wil-
lingness to glorify the physiological experience of motherhood
as well as unwillingness to concede motherhood as an arena of
social life in which women can exert power and control.

Women and society as a whole often consider the father
who does equal parenting unique and special rather than as
representative of what should be the norm. Such a man may
even be seen as assuming a “maternal” role. Describing men
who parent in her work Mother Love, Elisabeth Badin’er
comments:

Underthe pressure exerted by women, the new father moth-
ers equally and in the traditional mother’s image. He creeps
in, like another mother, between the mother and the child,
who experiences almost indiscriminately as intimate a con-
tact with the father as with the mother. We have only to
notice the increasingly numerous photographs in maga-
zines showing fathers pressing newborns against their
bare chests. Their faces reflect a completely motherly ten-
derness that shocks no one. After centuries of the father’s
authority or absence, it seems that a new concept has come
into existence—father love, the exact equivalent of mother
love. While it is obvious that women who parent would
necessarily be the models men would strive to emulate,
(since women have been doing effective parenting formany
more years) these men are becoming parents, effective
fathers. They are not becoming mothers.

Another example of this tendency occurs at theend of Sara

Rudick’s essay "Maternal Thinking”. She envisions a time in
which men will share equally in childrearing and writes:

On thatday there will be no more “fathers,” no more people
of either sex who have power over their children’s lives and
moral authority in their children’s worlds, though they do
the work of attentive love. There will be mothers of both
sexes who live out a transformed maternal thought in
communities that share parental—care practically, emo-
tionally, economically, and socially. Such communities will
have learned from their mothers how to value children’s
lives.

In this paragraph, asin theentire essay, Ruddick romanticizes
theidea of the “maternal” and places emphasis on men becom-
ing maternal, a vision which seems shortsighted. Because the
word “maternal’” is associated with the behavior of women,
men will notidentify with it even though they may be behaving
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in ways that have traditionally been seen as “feminine.” Wish-
ful thinking will not alter the concept of the maternal in our
society. Rather than changing it, the word paternal should
share the same meaning. Telling a boy acting out the role of
caring parent with his dolls that he is being maternal will not
change the idea that women are better suited to parenting; it
will reinforceit. Saying to a boy that heis behaving likea good
father (in the way that girls are told that they are good mothers
when they show attention and care to dolls) would teach him a
vision of effective parenting, of fatherhood, thatis the same as
motherhood.

Seeing men who do effective parenting as “maternal” rein-
forces the stereotypical sexist notion that women are inher-
ently better suited to parent, that men who parent in the same
way as women are imitating the real thing rather than acting
as a parent should act. There should be a concept of effective
parenting that makes no distinction between maternal and
paternal care. The model of effective parenting that includes
the kind of attentive love Ruddick describes has been applied
only to women and has prevented fathers from learning how to
parent. They are allowed to conceive of the father’s role solely
in terms of exercising authority and providing for material
needs. They are taught to think of it as a role secondary to the
mother’s. Until males are taught how to parent using the same
model of effective parenting that has been taught to women,
they will not participate equally in child care. They will even
feel that they should not participate because they have been
taught to think they areinadequate or ineffective childrearers.

Men are socialized to avoid assuming responsibility for
childrearing and that avoidance is supported by women who
believe that motherhood is a sphere of power they would lose if
men participated equally in parenting. Many of these women
do not wish to share parenting equally with men. In feminist
circles itis often forgotten that masses of women in the United
States still believe that men cannot parent effectively and
should not even attempt to parent. Until these women under-
stand that men should and can do primary parenting, they will
not expect the men in their lives to share equally in childrear-
ing. Even when they do, it is unlikely that men will respond
with enthusiasm. People need to know the negative impact
that male non-participationin childrearing has on family rela-
tionships and child development.
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Feminist efforts to point out to men what they lose when
they do not participate in parenting tend to be directed at the
bourgeois classes. Little is done to discuss non-sexist parenting
or male parenting with poor and working class women and
men. In fact, the kind of maternal care Ruddick evokes in her
essay, with its tremendous emphasis on attention given child-
ren by parents, especially mothers, is a form of parental care
that is difficult for many working class parents to offer when
they return home from work tired and exhausted. It is increas-
ingly difficult for women and men in families struggling to
survive economically to give special attention to parenting.
Their struggle contrasts sharply with the family structure of
bourgeois Their white women and men who are likely to be
betterinformed about the positive effects of male participation
in parenting, who have more time to parent, and who are not
perpetually anxious about their material well being. It is also
difficult for women who parent alone to juggle the demands of
work and childrearing.

Feminist theorists point to the problems that arise when
parenting is done exclusively by an individual or solely by
women: female parenting gives children few role models of
male parenting; perpetuates the idea that parenting is a wom-
an’s vocation; and reinforces male domination and fear of
women. Society, however, is not concerned. This information
has little impact at a time when men, more than ever before,
avoild responsibility for childrearing and when women are par-
enting less because they work more but are parenting more
often alone. These facts raise two issues that must be of central
concern for future feminist movement: the right of children to
effective child care by parents and other childrearers; the res-
tructuring of society so that women do not exclusively provide
that care.

Eliminating sexism is the solution to the problem of men
participating unequally or not at all in child care. Therefore
more women and men must recognize the need to support and
participate in feminist movement. Masses of women continue
to believe that they should be primarily responsible for child
care—this point cannot be over emphasized. Feminist effortsto
help women unlearn this socialization could lead to greater
demands on their part for men to participate equally in parent-
ing. Making and distributing brochures in women’s health
centers and in other public places that would emphasize the
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importance of males and femalessharing equallyin parenting
is one way to make more people aware of this need. Seminars
on parenting that emphasize non-sexist parenting and joint
parenting by women and men in local communities is another
way more people could learn about the subject. Before women
become pregnant, they need to understand the significance of
men sharing equally in parenting. Some women in relation-
ships with men who may be considering bearing children do
not do so because male partners make it known that they will
not assume responsibility for parenting. These women feel
their decision not to bear children with men whorefusetoshare
parenting is a political statementreinforcing theimportance of
equal participation in parenting and the need to end male
dominance of women. We need to hear more from these women
about the choices they have made. There are also women who
bearchildreninrelationships with men who know beforehand
that the man will not participate equally in parenting. It is
important for future studies of female parenting to understand
their choices.

Women need to know that it is important to discuss child
care with men before children are conceived or born. There are
women and men who have made either legal contracts or
simply written agreements that spell out each individual’s
responsibility. Some women have found that men verbally
support theidea of shared parenting before a child is conceived
or born and then do not follow through. Written agreements
can help clarify the situation by requiring each individual to
discuss what they feel about parental care, who should be
responsible, etc. Most women and men do not discuss the
nature of childrearing before children are born because it is
simply assumed that women will be caretakers.

Despite the importance of men sharing equally in parent-
ing, large numbers of women have no relationship to the man
with whom they have conceived a child. In somecases, thisisa
reflection of the man’s lack of concern about parenting or the
woman’s choice. Some women do not feel it is important for
their children to experience caring, nurturing parenting from
males. In black communities, it is not unusual for a single
female parent to rely on male relatives and friends to help with
childrearing. Asmore heterosexual and lesbian women choose
to bear children with no firm ties to male parents, there will
exist a greater need for community-based child care that would



142 Feminist Theory: from margin to center

bring children into contact with male childrearers so they will
not grow to maturity thinking women are the only group who
do or should do childrearing. The childrearer does not have to
be a parent. Childrearersin our culture are teachers, librarians,
etc. and even though these are occupations which have been
dominated by women, this is changing. In these contexts, a
child could experience male childrearing. Some female parents
who raise their children without the mutual care of fathers feel
their own positions are undermined when they meet occasion-
ally with male parents who may provide a good time but be
totally unengaged in day-to-day parenting. They sometimes
have to cope with children valuing the male parent more
because he is male (and sexist ideology teaches them that his
attentions are more valuable than female care). These women
need to know that teaching their children non-sexist values
could help them appreciate female parenting and could eradi-
cate favoritism based solely on sexist standards.

Because women are doing most of the parenting, the need
for tax-funded public child care centers with equal numbers of
non-sexist male and female workers continues to be a pressing
feminist issue. Such centers would relieve individual women of
the sole responsibility for childrearing as well as help promote
awareness of the necessity for male participation in child rais-
ing. Yet this is an issue that has yet to be pushed by masses of
people. Future feminist organizing (especially in the interests
of building mass-based feminist movement) could use this
issue as a platform, Feminist activists have always seen public
child care as one solution to the problem of women being the
primary childrearers. Commenting on the need for child care
centersin her article “Bringing Up Baby,” Mary Ellen Schoon-
maker writes;

As for child care outside the hnme, the seemingly simple
concept envisioned by the women’s movement of accessible,
reliable, quality day care has proven largely elusive. While
private, often overpriced sources of day care have risen to
meet middle class needs, the inadequacy of public day care
remains an outrage. The Children’s Defense Fund, a child
advocacy and lobbying group in Washington, D.C., reports
that perhaps six to seven million children, including pre-
schoolers, may be left at home alone while their parents
work because they can’t afford day care...

Most child care centers, catering either to the needs of the
working classes or the bourgeoisie, are not non-sexist. Yet until
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children begin to learn at a very early age that it is not impor-
tant to make role distinctions based on sex, they will continue
to grow to maturity thinking that women should be the prim-
ary childrearers.

Many people oppose the idea of tax-funded public child
care because they see it as an attempt by women to avoid
parenting. They need to know that the extent to which the
isolated parenting that women do in this society is not the best
way to raise children or treat women who mother. Elizabeth
Janeway makes this point in her most recent book Cross Sec-
tions, emphasizing that the idea of an individual having sole
responsibility for childrearing is the most unusual pattern of
parenting in the world, one that has proved to be unsuccessful
because it isolates children and parents from society:

...How extreme that family isolation can be today is indi-
cated by theseinstances listed in a study undertaken for the
Massachusetts Advisory Council on Education...This group
found:

1. Isolation of wage earners from spouses and children,
caused by the wage earners’ absorption into the world of
work.

2. The complementaryisolation of young children from
the occupational world of parents and other adults.

3. The general isolation of young children from persons
of different ages, both adults and other children.

4. The residential isolation of families from persons of
different social, ethnic, religious, and racial backgrounds.

5. The isolation of family members from kin and
neighbors.

Such isolation means that the role of the family as the
agent for socializing children is inadequately fulfilled at
present whether or not mothers are at work outside the
home. Children are now growing up without the benefit of a
variety of adult role models of both sexes and in ignorance
of the world of paid work. Returning women to a life cen-
tered in home and family would not solve the fundamental
loss of connection between family and community. The
effort by the women’s movement to seethat centers for child
care are provided by society is not an attempt to hand over
to others the duties of motherhood but to enlist community
aid to supplement the proper obligations of parents, as was
often the practice in the past.

Ideally, small, community-based, public child care centers
would be the best way to overcome this isolation. When parents

must drive long distances to take children to day care, depen-
dency on parents is increased and not lessened. Community-
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based public child care centers would give small children great
control over their lives.

Child careis a responsibility that can be shared with other
childrearers, with people who do not live with children. This
form of parenting is revolutionary in this society because it
takes place in opposition to the idea that parents, especially
mothers, should be the only childrearers. Many people raised
in black communities experienced this type of community-
based child care. Black women who had to leave the home and
work to help provide for families could not afford to send child-
ren to day care centers and such centers did not always exist.
They relied on people in their communities to help. Even in
families where the mother stayed home, she could also rely on
peoplein thecommunity to help. She did not need to gowith her
children every time they walked to the playground to watch
them because they would be watched by a number of people
living near the playground. People who did not have children
often took responsibility for sharing in childrearing. In my
own family, there were seven children and when we were grow-
ing up it was not possible for our parents to watch us all the
time or even give that extra special individual attention child-
ren sometimes desire. Those needs were often met by neighbors
and people in the community.

This kind of shared responsibility for child care can
happen in small community settings where people know and
trust one another. It cannot happen in those settings if parents
regard children as their “property,” their “possession.” Many
parents do not want their children to develop caring relation-
ships with others, not even relatives. If there were community-
based day care centers, there would be a much greater likeli-
hood that children would develop ongoing friendships and
caring relationships with adult people rather than their par-
ents. These types of relationships are not formed in day care
centers where one teacher takes care of a large number of
students, where one never sees teachers in any context other
than school. Any individual who has been raised in an envir-
onment of communal child care knows that this happens only
if parents can accept other adults assuming parental type care
for their children. While it creates a situation where children
must respect a number of caretakers, it also gives children
resources to rely on if their emotional, intellectual, and mate-
rial needs are not met solely by parents. Often in black com-
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munities where shared childrearing happens, elderly women
and men participate. Today many children have no contact
with the elderly. Another hazard of single parenting or even
nuclear family parenting thatis avoided when there is commu-
nity-based childraising is the tendency of parents to over-
invest emotion in their children. This is a problem for many
people who choose to have children after years of thinking they
would not. They may make children into “love objects” and
have no interest in teaching them to relate to a wide variety of
people. Thisis as much a problem for feminist women and men
who are raising children as it is for other parents.

Initially, women’s liberationists felt that the need for pop-
ulation control coupled with awareness of this society’s con-
sumption of much of the world’s resources, were political rea-
sons not to bear children. These reasons have not changed
even though they are now ignored or dismissed. Yet if there
were less emphasis on having one’s “own” children and more
emphasis on having children who are already living and in
need of child care, there would be large groups of responsible
women and men to share in the process of childrearing. Lucia
Valeska supported this position in an essay published in a
1975 issue of Quest “If All Else Fails, I’'m Still a Mother”:

To have our own biological children today is personally and
politically irresponsible. If you have health, strength, en-
ergy, and financial assets to give to children, then do so.
Who, then will havechildren? If the childfreeraise existing
children, more people than ever will “have” children. The
line between biological and nonbiological mothers will
begin to disappear. Are we in danger of depleting the popu-
lation? Are you kidding?

Right now in your community there are hundreds of
thousands of children and mothers who desperately need
individual and community support...

Some people who choose not to bear children make an effort to
participate in childrearing. Yet, like many parents, most peo-
ple without children assume they should be uninterested in
child care until they have their “own” children. People without
children who try to participate in childrearing must confront
the suspicions and resistance of people who do not understand
their interest, who assume that all people without children do
not like them. People are especially wary of individuals who
wish to help in childrearing if they do not ask for pay for their
services. At a time in my life when my companion and I were
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working hard to participate in childrearing we had child-
ren stay with usin our home for short periods of time to give the
parent, usually a single mother, a break and to havechildren in
our lives. If we explained the principle behind our actions,
people were usually surprised and supportive but wary. [ think
they were wary because our actions were unusual. The difficul-
ties we faced have led us to accept a life in which we have less
interaction with children than we would like, the case for most
people who do not have children. This isolation from children
has motivated many feminists to bear children.

Before there can be shared responsibility for childrearing
that relieves women of the sole responsibility for primary child
care, women and men must revolutionize their consciousness.
They must be willing to accept that parenting in isolation
(irrespective of the sex of the parent) is not the most effective
way to raise children or be happy as parents. Since women do
most of the parenting in this society and it does not appearthat
this situation will alter in the coming years, there has to be
renewed feminist organizing around the issue of child care.
The point is not to stigmatize single parents, but to emphasize
the need for collective parenting. Women all over the United
States must rally together to demand that tax money spent on
the arms race and other militaristic goals be spent on improv-
ing the quality of parenting and child care in this society.
Feminist theorists who emphasize the hazards of single par-
enting, who outline the need for men to shareequallyin parent-
ing, often live in families where the male parentis present. This
leads them to ignore the fact that this type of parenting is not
an option for many women (even though it may be the best
social framework in which to raise children). That social
framework could be made available in community-based pub-
lic day care centers with men and women sharing equal
responsibility for child care. More than ever before, there is a
great need for women and men to organize around the issue of
child care to ensure that all children will be raised in the best
possible social frameworks; to ensure that women will not be
the sole, or primary, childrearers.



