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Introduction to the
AltaMira Press Edition.

AS a nation, we worry about our children. We worry about the quality of their schooling, the appropriateness of their behaviors, the content of the media to which they are exposed. We worry that they’re not smart enough, not safe enough, nor secure enough to negotiate the path to adulthood. We worry that we’re not rich enough, talented enough, vigilant enough, nor patient enough to care for them in the ways we think we should. The paucity of government programs and policies that promote the safety and healthy development of our children make us think that no matter how loudly we shout about “family values,” we don’t, as a nation, value families very much at all.

That’s because we have it backwards, argued Charlotte Perkins Gilman over a century ago. We fret about the wrong things, preferring that our children obey us rather than nurturing their curiosity; preferring to attempt to do everything ourselves rather than providing what is really best for our children.

In Concerning Children, Gilman takes on American society at its core principles: the betterment of our society through the development of our children. In what may be her most radical single work, Gilman relishes her role as self-appointed iconoclast, overturning some of our most deeply held assumptions and forcing us to confront some of our most cherished beliefs.1

It’s an important book, a radical book—and, perhaps most frightening of all—a sane and sensible book.

I.

Gilman was born Charlotte Anna Perkins on July 3, 1860, in Hartford, Connecticut, to one of the nineteenth century’s most prominent families.2 Charlotte’s father was a ne’er do well and a dilettante. He attended Yale but never graduated, studied law but never practiced, and abandoned the family soon after Charlotte’s birth, returning only for occasional visits before the couple formally divorced in 1873. Never particularly feminine—she was physically strong, vigorous, and was passionate about sports—Charlotte first thought to be an artist and entered the newly opened Rhode Island School of Design in 1878. Family problems intervened, and she left school without graduating; her training, however, provided her with the basis to earn a living as a commercial artist.

Early in 1882, she met Charles Walter Stetson, a promising young artist in Providence. Their courtship was difficult and turbulent. Charlotte had resolved to remain single and devote herself to her career. Eventually, she capitulated to Charles’s earnest courtship, and they were married in May 1884.

Charlotte felt constantly torn, however. She viewed marriage as a life or death struggle for women, tearing them between two irreconcilable passions—motherhood and career.3 Charles may have been attentive, dutiful, and even helpful with the housework, but this could not resolve the tensions Charlotte felt, especially after the birth of her daughter, Katherine, in March 1885. At first, Charlotte was overjoyed by motherhood, but she gradually sank into what she described as a “growing melancholia,” a “constant dragging weariness miles below zero.”4

Her emotional distress became increasingly acute. By 1887, Charlotte’s depression had become so serious and debilitating that she sought the advice of Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, the Philadelphia physician who had gained national fame for his treatment of a somewhat trendy, elite condition called “neurasthenia.” Mitchell saw neurasthenia—a nervous disorder marked by both anxiety and depression—as a consequence of the over-civilized modern life, “that of the business man exhausted from too much work, and the society woman exhausted from too much play,” as Charlotte described it.5 In both cases, neurasthenia was marked by gender nonconformity. For men, that meant passivity and lassitude, derived from the sedentary effects of the modern workplace; for women, by contrast, neurasethenia was marked by depression over the balance between work and family, and the inability to function as properly feminine.

Mitchell’s remedies returned to traditional gender norms and a strict separation of spheres. Mitchell told Charlotte to: “Live as domestic a life as possible. Have your child with you all the time. Lie down an hour after each meal. Have but two hours intellectual life a day. And never touch a pen, brush, or pencil as long as you live.” She tried. She “went home, followed those directions rigidly for months, and came perilously close to losing my mind.”6

So, one day Charlotte got out of bed, took her daughter, and left her husband, traveling first to Pasadena and then to Oakland, California, to live with her best friend, Grace Channing. Her diary entry reads: “Thirty years old. Made a wrong marriage—lots of people do. Am heavily damaged but not dead.”

In California, Charlotte threw herself into work and established her lifelong career as a writer and editor. Between 1888, when she left Charles Stetson, and her death in 1935, Gilman published 8 novels, 171 short stories, 473 poems, and 1,472 nonfiction pieces—9 of them books.7 In her Forerunner magazine alone, she wrote critical articles, editorials, essays, poetry, reviews, short fiction, and two serialized books a year; the full seven-year run of the magazine equaled some twenty-eight full-length books.8 Yet, prolific as she was, Gilman’s writing turned on a few dominant themes: the transformation of marriage, the family, and the home.

These themes returned insistently to her central argument, “the economic independence and specialization of women as essential to the improvement of marriage, motherhood, domestic industry, and racial improvement.”9 The liberation of women—and of children and of men, for that matter—required getting women out of the house, both practically and ideologically. It was work that was “the normal life of every human being; work, which is joy and growth and service, without which one is a pauper and a parasite.”

In 1898, Charlotte published Women and Economics, her breakthrough work of nonfiction, and perhaps her single greatest book. Subtitled “A Study of the Economic Relations between Men and Women as a Factor in Social Evolution,” the book was an immediate success, widely read and discussed both in the United States and abroad. The book, which The Nation called “the most significant utterance on the subject of women since Mill’s The Subjection of Women,” established Charlotte as the leading intellectual in the American women’s movement.

In this work, Gilman drew from several different sources to produce an original synthesis. From Marx and others, she took the idea that the central arena of human life is the realm of production, and that the workplace was the site of both oppression and liberation. What’s more she also agreed that the differences among people were not to be found in nature, in biological differences, but rather from the way they were raised.10 But unlike Marx, who had limited his discussion to economic classes, Gilman applied the idea to gender. Women and men were far more alike than they were different, she argued, but they were socialized to be dramatically different—at a cost to both women and men. From Darwin, she took the idea of progress and evolution. We have changed, she observed, and thus we can change and we must change. A theory of evolution underlies all Gilman’s work, from her critique of the home as an anachronistic throwback to her vision of a future of economic independence and professional housework and child-care. From Thorstein Veblen she took the blistering critique of woman as ornament, as a medium of exchange between men. And from the sociologist Lester Ward, she took the idea that women, not men, were the originators of evolution, the origin of the species. Ward was, Gilman wrote, “quite the greatest man I have ever known,” and his “gyneco-centric” theory was “the greatest single contribution to the world’s thought since Evolution.”11

A series of more detailed works followed. The Home—Its Work and Its Influence (1903), Concerning Children (1900), and Human Work (1904) all detailed the deleterious consequences for women, for children, and, yes, even for men, of the subjugation of women. It was the single problem from which all of our current distorted policies—bombs instead of babies, profits instead of people, materialism instead of maternalism, corporate greed instead of compassionate generosity—stemmed.

II.

The themes Gilman raised earlier, in Women and Economics and especially in The Home, are here developed in fuller and richer detail. Published by Small and Maynard in 1900, Concerning Children was the first book published following Gilman’s own marriage, and it is the first book that uses her married name. (Her publishers worried that they would lose readers who had become devoted to reading her under the name Stetson.)

First, she attacks our current model of child rearing as more about us than about our children. The truth is, our child rearing is selfish: we do what we believe to be better for us as parents rather than what we know to be better for our children. It turns out, she argues, that those strategies are wrong for children, wrong for their parents, and wrong for the rest of society. Why else would we demand so much obedience?

Our current model, Gilman argues, is based on obedience
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