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For my mother, who taught me how to be brave.

For my father, who taught me how to be honest.

For Alex, S., and M., who taught me how to be grateful.





Introduction This Was a Bad Idea or, Why I Should Lie to People More

Writing this book may have been a bad idea.

This thought first crossed my mind the summer of 2023, when I was at my husband’s boss’s birthday party in Vermont. Our two kids—Harry, then six, and Marco, age ten monthsI—were with us, and the entire evening was a performance of dutiful wifedom, chuckling at jokes and expressing intense interest in other people’s kitchen renovations. I tried to maintain a balance between getting as buzzed as possible and making sure that my children did not run into the road and get dragged underneath a Green Party voter’s Subaru.

At one point, I was talking to a middle-aged couple when they asked, with the routine manner of a dentist asking a patient to open wide, what I did for a living. They were from Arizona, a state that, prior to this meeting, I did not fully believe existed outside the context of the caffeinated beverage brand and the 1987 romantic comedy Can’t Buy Me Love.

“I’m a writer,” I said. “In fact, I just sold my first book.”

“Wonderful!” they said. “And what is it about?”

“Bad moms,” I responded breezily.

Within a single second, I watched their eyes flicker to me, holding a glass of rosé, to Marco in his BabyBjörn, going to town on a piece of Camembert, then back to me again. Their expressions took on a different cast. They looked as if I had just announced, with great pomp and circumstance, that I had to retire to the facilities to empty out my DIVA Cup.

“Well,” the woman finally said after a lengthy silence, “I can think of one bad mother in particular.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. “Who?”

“My mother-in-law,” she said.

She laughed. Her husband laughed. Marco laughed, spitting out bits of Camembert in the process. And I laughed, wondering what had just happened.

This occurred a few times that evening: There was the same scan from me to baby to wineglass, followed by the inevitable mother-in-law joke. At first, I thought I was just imagining things, but as I downed rosé after rosé, my baby strapped to my chest, I realized these people didn’t see my book as a book at all. They saw it as an admission of guilt.

As naive as it may sound, I was surprised by this reaction. The guests at this party were all blue-state voters, art collectors, New Yorker cartoon–understanders. Many of them were mothers themselves. I had assumed that they, like me, would be skeptical of the concept of the “bad mother,” viewing it as an outdated and somewhat misogynistic cultural trope, like paying a bridal dowry or using a tanning bed. I was mistaken.

Over the past few months, I’ve gotten similar reactions when I’ve told people I was working on this book. And I think I understand why: Women in particular have been so deeply inculcated with the stigma surrounding bad mothers—and perhaps feared they might be perceived as one—that my interest in the subject was enough to arouse suspicion. They must have been wondering: Who was this rosé-guzzling, infant-wearing reprobate? Why was she so interested in bad moms, anyway? And why was her baby permitted to eat so much cheese?



What I should have told those Arizona-based interlocutors is yes: By lots of people’s standards, I am a bad mom. I text my friends Patti LuPone TikToks while Marco is on the floor playing with his toys.II I don’t enjoy pretend play or cooking or cleaning or birthday parties. There are times when I don’t particularly like being a mom. There are times, though they are far fewer, when I don’t particularly like my kids. I drink (sometimes). I curse (often). And one night, when Harry was a toddler, I got so bored reading If You Give a Mouse a Cookie over and over again that I opted for Vincent Bugliosi’s Helter Skelter instead.III

I know that I am not alone in this regard, and there are plenty of mothers who feel the same way that I do. But it’s extremely easy to feel otherwise. I once saw a thread on X (formerly known as Twitter) where women were sharing the most “controversial” things they do as parents, and the responses ranged from things like “We don’t put any limits on TV when we are at home” to “I let my kids pick out their clothes” to using a backpack with a leash for an autistic child at risk of running away. Without exception, these were all either things I had done or could completely understand why another parent would do, particularly if safety issues were involved. I concluded that these women were either lying for fear of being judged or had so deeply internalized this fear that they had been led to believe their parenting choices were “controversial,” instead of totally normal and understandable (or, in some cases, the safest and most reasonable option).

I am also aware that the fact that I am openly admitting some of these things—in both the indelible and increasingly irrelevant form of print, no less—reflects a position of privilege. For middle-class white women like me, there are few long-term material consequences for calling yourself a “bad mom,” other than possibly being yelled at by other middle-class white women on the internet.IV For low-income women and women of color, however, that is not the case. It’s terrifyingly easy to find news stories of such women being arrested for neglect for leaving their kids in the car while they do a quick gas station run, or of moms who are reported to child protective services (CPS) for paying too much attention to their phones while their kids are at the playground. Many of these women are not “bad” mothers at all—they are simply women who, for various reasons, fall outside the (impossible) standards for “good” motherhood as established by our culture. As a result, they are far more likely to face social or practical consequences for publicly admitting to reading their infant a true crime classic than I ever would.

So what are the qualifications for being a “good” mom? The way I see it, they’re fairly self-evident. A good mom shows up to class field trips, remembers to bake peanut-free cookies for the PTA bake sale, and never, ever raises her voice at Target. She leaves crudités out for her guests when they come over and limits herself to only one glass of sauvignon blanc (it’s always sauvignon blanc, the Blake Lively of white wines). Her kids hit their developmental milestones on time and eat gluten-free pea-and-mango-infused organic gummy snacks and never, ever do things like hit or push or yell “Slayyyyyy, bitch!” to a friend as a message of encouragement at the playground.V She has an expertly curated Instagram presence, an endless collection of nap dresses, and she never, ever has to hand off the stroller to her husband when she gets diarrhea in the middle of a family nature walk at a botanical garden.VI

The qualifications for being a Bad Mom, however, are harder to pin down. If you need evidence of this, look no further than the range of results for the phrase “bad mom” on Google News. When I first started working on this book, I created a Google Alert for the phrase, and in one day alone, I saw it had been used to describe the following:


	Game of Thrones’ Sophie Turner, who had recently been photographed drinking at a bar with her coworkers on the brink of a contentious divorce from her then-husband, Joe Jonas.1

	Ruby Franke, the mommy vlogger who pleaded guilty to aggravated child abuse charges after her twelve-year-old son showed up at a neighbor’s doorstep appearing malnourished, with tape on his arms and legs.2

	A mother in the New York Post who practiced “gentle parenting” and did not sufficiently chide her three-year-old son for wetting his pants.3

	An octogenarian Irish woman whose only crime, as far as I could tell, was dying with her middle-aged son in a house fire.VII4



When I was looking at these search results, I was reminded of something Steven Mintz, a professor of history at the University of Texas at Austin who studies the nuclear family model, told me about the expansiveness of the “bad mom” label when I interviewed him for this book. “What’s great about the concept of the bad mom is it’s unlimited,” he said. “A bad mom can be overly intrusive or neglectful. A bad mom can be permissive, or a bad mom can be authoritarian.”

With the bad-mom label, says Mintz, “any behavior is susceptible to criticism.”5 The woman who ties up her kid and deprives him of food; the celebrity who goes out for a night of drinking with her colleagues; the geriatric Irishwoman who has stopped converting oxygen into carbon dioxide: all of them are grouped together in the same grimy bucket, mired in an amalgamation of misogyny and shame. The term “bad mom” is used so often, and with so little differentiation, that it should be almost totally devoid of meaning. But it still has the power to shame us, to subjugate us, to force us to sit down and shut up and stay in line. Not even Sansa Stark is impervious to its sting.

This didn’t necessarily have to be the case. During the early 2000s, there was a mounting backlash against the idea of the perfect mother, with books like Ayelet Waldman’s Bad Mother and Judith Warner’s Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety skewering helicopter parenting and modern-day mommy myths. The internet also played a huge role in destigmatizing speaking out against the pressures of motherhood, thanks to mom bloggers like Heather Armstrong, a.k.a. Dooce, writing frankly about her experiences with postpartum depression or sex after having kids.

With the advent of Instagram and other image-based social media platforms in 2010, as well as brands increasingly entering the mom blogger space, showing “the dirty side of the room” of the mothering experience—as Armstrong once put it in an interview with me—fell somewhat out of favor. Still, there was a sense that women were collectively pushing back against the narrative that they had to be pretty and perfect and self-sacrificing all the time, that they were angry and exhausted and just wanted the rest of the world to give them a fucking break. TV shows like CBS’s Mom, Bravo’s Odd Mom Out, as well as the hit 2016 film Bad Moms, reveled in showing nice suburban mothers smoking, drinking, and having sex with PTA dads. Moms on social media proudly posted memes like “The most expensive part of having kids is all the wine you have to drink” and “Motherhood—powered by love, fueled by coffee, sustained by wine”6—content that would have had them drawn and quartered by the mommy police just a few years prior.

But even as many progressive mothers and momfluencers proudly self-identified as “bad moms” and argued for the relaxation of the rigorous standards surrounding motherhood, the discourse around being a “good” or “bad” mother was still incredibly confusing.

When I had my oldest, Harry, in 2017, and my youngest, Marco, in 2022, I learned this firsthand. Sure, there was a movie with Mila Kunis doing Jell-O shots7 and fucking the guy from Crazy/Beautiful; sure, people were telling me it was fine if I formula-fed and it was OK to give my kids an iPad every once in a while and I should just do whatever I could to take care of myself, ’cause you got this, ma-ma. But on the other hand, I was also constantly fielding questions about why I didn’t breastfeed and seeing studies that screen time raised the risk of children exhibiting symptoms of autism8 and having art school students stare daggers at me when I tried bringing my stroller into a coffee shop.

Even if a handful of social media influencers told me it was fine to be a “bad mom,” I learned fairly quickly that nothing could reduce the intense feelings of judgment, shame, and scrutiny I felt—particularly in the age of social media, when total strangers have unlimited power to police others’ parenting. At best, becoming a mother makes you feel like you are constantly taking up other people’s valuable space; at worst, it makes you feel like you are a criminal (and if you are poor or nonwhite or neurodivergent or gender nonconforming, you may be treated like one).

As I write this today in early 2025, the cultural climate for mothers in the United States has only gotten worse. The GOP’s battle against reproductive rights coincides with the popularity of “trad wives” like Nara Smith and Hannah Neeleman, a.k.a. Ballerina Farm, who seemingly preach total self-abnegation for wives and mothers while making gummy worms from scratch and chugging raw milk. On social media, there are countless threads and subreddits criticizing women for being too poor, too rich, too self-sacrificing, or not self-sacrificing enough, to the point where it is not uncommon for commenters to report total strangers to CPS. It’s never been easier to be considered a bad mother, and in some ways, the stakes accompanying the very act of mothering in the United States have never been higher.

Because of this perpetual state of surveillance, and because I am a mother myself, I’ve become obsessed with the concept of the “bad” mother in popular culture: where it came from, how it has evolved, and what purpose it serves in controlling women. I started researching the quote-unquote bad mothers throughout history and pop culture, women whose actions are reviled by mainstream society and whose aesthetics are incorporated into gay men’s Halloween costumes: the Joan Crawfords, the Momma Roses, the Mrs. Robinsons, the dance moms. I found that if we take a closer look, we might find that we could actually learn something from them—though they are not necessarily the lessons those in power may want us to glean.



I have to start by listing a few things that this book is not: For starters, it’s not comprehensive. I am a white, middle-class woman, so my examination of many of the issues in the book will by default be through this lens. And though I felt it was important to speak to people from a wide range of backgrounds, there are almost certainly going to be voices and experiences that are going to be left out. For instance, while I’m sure there are many examples of bad mothers in, say, ancient Mesopotamian mythology, I’ve chosen to largely limit the scope of this book to American history and popular culture, which means there will be a lot more references to Kris Jenner than to, say, Gilgamesh’s mother.VIII

Further, though I do, like 70 percent of mothers in the United States, work full-time (as a senior writer for New York magazine), it is a comparatively low-stress job (though I can’t say I enjoy constantly being yelled at by anti-Semites, misogynists, and Swifties on X) and one that affords me the resources to pay for high-quality childcare, a luxury that many working mothers in the United States cannot afford. As a result, my perspective on these issues is informed by privilege, and I’d be doing the reader a disservice if I did not acknowledge that.

This book is also not a defense of bad mothers, nor is it an argument that all the women we perceive of as bad moms are, in an M. Night Shyamalan–esque twist, actually good parents after all. It does not, for instance, focus at length on women who are actually convicted in a court of law for being bad mothers—or, more to the point, women who physically harm their children. I hesitate to refer to these women as “actual” bad moms or “objectively” bad moms because such a binary is counter to the goal of this project. We are all unfortunately well aware that cruelty and violence exist in the world, and mothers are no less likely to display these traits than anyone else. I’ll be discussing a few of these women, but I am less interested in defending them, or drawing the distinctions between who actually is and isn’t a “real” bad mom, than in examining the sociocultural factors that contribute to this perception in the first place.

Throughout the writing of this book, however, I kept being reminded of something Mintz told me. In his view, many child abuse cases adjudicated in court are not instances of physical abuse, but could more accurately be characterized as “cases of parenting under poverty,” as he puts it. Some hypothetical examples he cited were, say, a mother being charged with neglect for unknowingly leaving a child under the care of a relative who sexually abused them, but they could also include a low-income mother leaving her child at a park in order to go to work because she doesn’t have childcare,9 or a single woman being charged with abuse and neglect for serving fast food to her obese child.IX

When Mintz says that most cases of child abuse are really cases of parenting under poverty, he is not saying that there are not truly evil or deranged women out there who intentionally harm their children, nor is he letting mothers accused of harmful or neglectful behavior off the hook. But he is saying that many cases of mothers mistreating children stem not from a lack of love or care but from mothers in desperate and incredibly difficult circumstances.

Consider the tragic case of Raquel Nelson, the Black single mom convicted of misdemeanor vehicular homicide when her four-year-old son was hit by a drunk driver while they were jaywalking across a busy highway, because she couldn’t afford a car and the bus dropped her off far from a crosswalk.10 Or Niveen Ismail, a Kuwaiti-born single mother who lost custody of her toddler after leaving him in his crib to go to work. (A jury found her innocent, but her parental rights were permanently revoked.) Or Beata Kowalski, the woman who took her own life after she was falsely accused of Munchausen syndrome by proxy and barred from seeing her ailing daughter, Maya, as documented in the Netflix series Take Care of Maya.11 There are so many of these stories, all of which stem, at least to some degree, from a social infrastructure that fails to support women trying to care for their children in deeply trying and complex situations.

I am keenly aware there is a large, highly profitable market for vilifying such women (I, too, have subscribed to true crime podcasts where two drunk ladies giggle about dismemberment between hawking smart toothbrushes). But if there is one thing I hope to accomplish with this book, it is to invite people, particularly other mothers, to resist the urge to join the chorus calling for such women’s heads. Indeed, I would go so far as to say that it’s our responsibility to decry the horrific nature of such tragedies while pushing for systemic social change to prevent them from occurring again. When we deem someone a “bad” mother, we are often referring to some of the choices she has made as a parent, and it’s important to note these choices are not made in a vacuum—they are a product of a complex web of individual circumstances and social, economic, and political forces working in tandem to deprive women and children of much-needed assistance.

I wanted to write this book in part to deconstruct the myth of the bad mom—where it comes from, what purpose it serves, and the insidious ways it continues to pop up in our culture. In doing so, I wanted to reevaluate some of the women who have been reviled throughout history—and, in the process, take some much-needed pressure off ourselves.

But there was also another reason, one that came up when I was doing an interview with a source for this book. Linda Seidel, a professor emerita of English at Truman State University, wrote Mediated Maternity: Contemporary American Portrayals of Bad Mothers in Literature and Popular Culture—one of a very small handful of books on the subject of bad mothers in contemporary popular culture—so, naturally, I was curious about what drew her to the subject. Her response to my question staggered me.

“I was interested in writing about bad moms because I was a bad mom,” she said.

When she told me this, I initially didn’t know how to respond. My first instinct was to make her feel better about herself and reassure her that wasn’t true, or ask her all sorts of qualifying questions. Well, sure, you may have done this, but don’t all moms do that at one point or another? I asked her. Or: At least you didn’t do that. Only a truly bad mom does that. I was trying to assuage what I assumed to be her deeply ingrained sense of guilt, and in doing so, I suppose I was trying to assuage my own.

Still, Seidel was unwavering. She insisted that over the course of her son’s upbringing, she had been a bad mom: ill-prepared and emotionally distant. She wrote the book because she “didn’t want to just depict these other people who were supposed to be bad mothers without owning up to my own behavior,” she told me. But while she says she takes responsibility for her poor parenting decisions, “It’s easy to be a bad mother in this culture. Because it’s made so difficult to be a good one,” she said.12

I have no way of knowing whether Seidel was right, but I do know exactly what she means. I feel like a bad mom basically every day of my life, and not in a cutesy, #winemom, “reasons why Mommy drinks” type of way. I feel like a bad mom when I let Marco cry for a few seconds in his crib so I can wash some dishes. I feel like a bad mom when I’m writing this book and Harry begs me for the twentieth time to put down the computer and stop working. And I feel like a bad mom when Harry has a meltdown because we go a different way to school in the morning, and Marco is crying, and the dog is pulling at his leash, and I have a meeting in five minutes, and I lose my cool and yell at him. And I can honestly say that while I don’t regret having children, I have had plenty of moments when I have regretted becoming a parent, when I thought that I wasn’t cut out for any of this and someone else could do a much better job than I could. I don’t know whether this is true. But I do fight like hell every day to prove this feeling of unworthiness wrong.

So I am taking this opportunity to admit, to any readers of this book or Arizona-based party guests: I’m not a very good mom. I’m impatient, and selfish, and frequently I get frustrated that parts of my life don’t look the way that I’d like them to, and I really, really love being on my phone, and I acknowledge that these traits may do harm to my kids in the long run, in ways that may take years to fully become clear. But as bad of a mom as I may be, I try every day, in ways both big and small, to be a better one. And I’ve learned to let go of the idea that I am entirely to blame for my badness. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in writing this book, it’s this: As quick as we are to accuse women of being bad moms, no one wants to talk about how the world makes it very, very hard to be a good one.



Around the time I was finishing this book, Donald Trump was reelected president. At first, it wasn’t immediately clear how, if at all, it would affect the day-to-day of how I parent, as my kids are still too young to really be cognizant of politics. (I would like to say that Harry, who was seven at the time, said something adorable and heartbreaking and insightful the morning I told him Trump won, but really he just asked to play NBA 2K24 on his Switch.)

Raising a thoughtful, compassionate, and, above all else, happy child is near impossible under the very best of circumstances. Obviously, we are not living under the very best of circumstances. Under the current president, we have already seen the mass deportation of migrant children, the removal of protections for gender nonconforming kids, the near ban on life-saving reproductive health care in many US states. He has made it abundantly clear he plans to make life more difficult for women and children, and it’s only going to get worse, not better.

And as we enter this new age of uncertainty, reminding oneself that you are an imperfect person striving constantly to become a better one, that you have the hardest job in the world and you are showing up day after day to do it the best you can, seems all the more imperative.

This book is not for the women who, against all odds, somehow become “good” moms. If you have balayage hair and great Botox and a closet full of nonelastic pants, if your kids hit all their milestones on time and eat their greens and say cute things about Ruth Bader Ginsburg that you post on social media, and you had absolutely no trouble breastfeeding, please feel free to put this away and buy Girl, Wash Your Face instead. This book is for the moms who kinda get why Joan Crawford freaked out about the wire hangers. It’s for the moms who get drunk after their kids go to bed and text their friends gossiping about whether Ms. Rachel has a secret nipple piercing. It’s for the moms who know the cards are stacked against us to be good but keep trying to be better anyway. You got this, ma-ma.


	I. These are pseudonyms, in case my children ever want to run for public office someday. Which they won’t, for reasons that will become apparent over the next 275 pages.

	II. Though in my defense, there’s an argument to be made that watching Patti belt a G5 during the 1980s Tonys performance of Evita’s “A New Argentina” serves an educational purpose.

	III. I don’t think it did any long-term harm, though. I just asked him if he knew what Spahn Ranch was, and he said no.

	IV. These types of women are often referred to as “Karens,” but that seems highly unfair to the Karen (pronounced kuh-REN), a Southeast Asian tribe that is one of the largest ethnic minorities in Myanmar and presumably does not share a predilection for leaving one-star ratings for cruise line buffets on Tripadvisor.

	V. Yes, this happened once; and yes, it was embarrassing, but obviously I’m kind of proud of it.

	VI. See above.

	VII. To be fair, I think this was more the result of bad search engine optimization than of an anti-mom bias in the Irish Examiner.

	VIII. No disrespect intended to Gilgamesh’s mother, Ninsun, the goddess of wild cows, who, according to her Wikipedia page, seems like a very nice lady.

	IX. These are both real cases. In 2014, Debra Harrell was charged with criminal neglect for dropping her nine-year-old daughter off at a park a few blocks away from her workplace at McDonald’s. And in 2009, Jerri Gray was similarly charged with neglect when social services expressed concern about her fourteen-year-old son, Alexander, weighing more than five hundred pounds. Harrell’s case was dismissed in 2016. As of 2011, Gray still did not have custody of her son.







1 The Marvelous Mrs. Mommy Paradox Why Being a Working Mother Is Like Doing Ayahuasca

The last years of the 2010s—that period between Trump’s first election and the Covid-19 pandemic—were a more innocent time. It was a time when we all thought that Ellen DeGeneres was nice, that vaping was actually good for you, and that Jack Antonoff’s involvement with Taylor Swift’s career was on the whole beneficial.I

One reflection of that optimism was the popularity of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, the Amazon Prime series starring Rachel Brosnahan as an upper-middle-class housewife who becomes a stand-up comedian. Created by Gilmore Girls showrunner Amy Sherman-Palladino, Maisel was perfectly suited for the pussyhat era: a portrait of a scrappy self-made woman who becomes a successful comic, triumphing over obstacles such as her gender, her genteel upbringing, and the fact that not a single one of her jokes is funny.II

When the first season aired in 2017, it was praised for many things: its warmth, its attention to detail, its portrayal of 1950s gender dynamics, and its casting of Brosnahan, who imbued the frustrated housewife trope with charm and vigor (and slayed in an array of jewel-toned A-line dresses while doing so). And I suppose I appreciated all those things about Maisel as well, as it did prompt me to make some rather ill-advised ModCloth purchases.

There was one thing about The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, however, that left me and my husband a bit confused, to the point that we’d pause an episode a few times every season to discuss. It was about Midge Maisel’s children. Specifically: Where are they?

We are told at the very beginning of the first season that Midge has two children under four: Ethan and Esther. In the first season, however, we hardly see Ethan within Midge’s classic six, and in the rare cases that we do, he is usually exhibiting antisocial behavior for comic effect. And Esther is essentially a wraith, rarely seen and only occasionally alluded to, despite being a member of a demographic that is not exactly known for being chill and under the radar (i.e., a baby). Midge is almost never seen discussing childcare with her parents or her ex. In the context of the show, her being a mother is essentially an afterthought. Maisel erases poor Ethan and Esther, treating them largely as a logistical obstacle to be dealt with.

At the time that Maisel started airing, I had just had my first child. Even when I was writing, or on a call, or catching up with friends, Harry was rarely absent; he was always there, napping or asking for milk or Goldfish or “Baby Shark” on Alexa. Yet here was Midge, raising two little kids essentially on her own, with seemingly ample time to jet off to Paris or flash her boobs to Village beatniks.

I was so struck by the absence of the kids on the show that I wrote about it for Vox a few years ago.1 Some believed my critique was sexist, and that I was inordinately focusing on Midge’s role as a mother rather than the purpose of the show, which was her personal trajectory toward self-fulfillment.III2 The more surprising argument, however, was that Ethan and Esther’s absence was intentional on Sherman-Palladino’s part. Of course Midge was never around for her kids. She was a bad mother. That was the point.

It hadn’t really occurred to me that Midge Maisel was supposed to be viewed as a “bad” mother, or that we were supposed to find anything about her unlikable (after all, she spends the first two seasons charming the pants off literally everyone she encounters, up to and including famously irascible 1960s urbanist Jane Jacobs). I had assumed that the erasure of Ethan and Esther was simply the product of a writers’ room that preferred to focus on the will-they-won’t-they dynamic between Midge and Lenny Bruce, rather than the mundane realities of finding day care and changing diapers. But the more I thought about it, the more it made sense to me—not that Midge Maisel was a bad mom, per se, but that people would view her that way.

The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is about a woman who defies social expectations and norms to forge her own pathway in the world, a narrative that resonates with viewers (many of whom were young mothers themselves) who wish they could do the same. But this is something of a Faustian bargain. Midge’s kids have to be shunted to the side because they would only get in the way; her ambitions can never exist in tandem with her maternal obligations. Both Midge and the Maisel writers view her children as antithetical to her success because that is exactly what they are. She is either the spunky self-starter climbing the ladder to pursue her desires, or she is a mother; she can never be perceived as both.

The question is: Why? Why is this the case not just for Midge Maisel but for every ambitious woman with small children in the United States, even today? In a way, the erasure of poor Ethan and Esther serves as a metaphor for the state of working motherhood in general: As a string of complex equations, our ambitions and our children are variables that need to be individually isolated and removed before they can be solved.IV It’s like that old optical illusion where if you look at the drawing one way, it’s a picture of a beautiful young girl; and if you look at it another way, it’s an image of an elderly crone. You can see either the girl or the old woman, but you can never see both at the same time.



This is incredibly embarrassing to admit, but in my early twenties, before I had kids, it never occurred to me that I would have any difficulty balancing work with motherhood. I envisioned myself beatifically nursing my infant in conference rooms, effortlessly pairing a gauzy maxi skirt with high-tops like other Park Slope moms, barking out orders to my subordinates between singing lullabies. In this fantasy, my hair was lustrous and shiny, my abs taut, and my coworkers in awe of my multitasking powers. Wow, I imagined them saying. We didn’t think working motherhood could be easy. But if she can do it, so can we. The office would be full of breastfeeding, shiny-haired women inspired by my example, taking conference calls and eating free granola in the kitchen.

Of course, absolutely none of this panned out: not the nursing, not the shiny hair, not the abs, none of it. But it wasn’t until a few years after becoming a parent, when I was over at my parents’ house for Rosh Hashanah dinner, that I finally accepted this was going to be much more difficult than I’d thought. In the midst of ranting about how judged I felt when I left the office at 5:00 p.m., my mother, who worked throughout my entire childhood, rolled her eyes.

“Oh, please,” she said. “You think you’re the first person to ever realize that being a mother and having a job is hard? It’s impossible. Everyone knows that. I cried every day after I came home.”

This was ultimately the tipping point for me: If my mother—a terrifyingly tough and competent person, a woman who is notorious in my family for intimidating customer service representatives and calling Winnie the Pooh an assholeV—never figured out how to balance work with motherhood, then no one possibly could.

For me, it wasn’t the judgment or the guilt that was the hardest. I loved my job and I relished the opportunity to leave the house and talk to adults about subjects that had nothing to do with the color red or what sound a kitty made.VI It was the sheer logistical struggle of it, the physical impossibility of being asked to do so many different things or use so many parts of my brain at the same time. Every day I would wake up and ask myself a series of administrative questions, each one duller and more soul-crushing than the last: Would I be able to make the interview I scheduled at one if Harry had a doctor’s appointment at ten thirty? Could I take that meeting and make Marco his dinner at the same time? It was like an SAT problem: If the train departs at 9:00 a.m. and is traveling at X miles per hour, how fast would it have to go to make it to its destination at Y time, and how could I get there without blowing my brains out?

This is basically all I talk about with my mom friends, though our conversations are mostly limited to saying “Oh my God, it is so fucking hard” over and over again followed by a shoulder shrug.VII And there is no shortage of studies supporting this. Working mothers are up to 40 percent more stressed than women who work full-time with no children.3 They are almost twice as likely as their child-free colleagues to suffer from anxiety or depression.4 And during the height of the pandemic, they were more likely to binge drink as a means of coping with stress.5

The reasons why it’s so hard are too multifarious to recount in detail here. The lack of infrastructural support available to working mothers in the form of state-subsidized day care or mandated parental leave certainly plays a large role, as does institutionalized sexism, racism, classism, and pretty much every other type of “-ism” you can imagine. It also doesn’t help that working moms still do about ten more hours of multitasking per week than our male partners do,6 a statistic that leads me to wonder how exactly my husband is spending those ten hours. (My best guess? Pooping while watching gardening videos.)

I’m more interested in exploring why the difficulties of working motherhood are still very much part of the cultural conversation, despite the fact that, according to 2023 Bureau of Labor statistics, the number of working mothers has been steadily increasing for the past few decades.7 Indeed, more than 68 percent of women with kids under the age of six are currently in the workforce, a number that goes up to more than 77 percent for women with kids over the age of six.8 Working motherhood in the United States is not an aberration—it is, indeed, very much the status quo.

Nonetheless, working mothers are still routinely demonized in mainstream culture, portrayed as frazzled and sexless or as pathological narcissists. From Sarah Jessica Parker’s scatterbrained corporate exec in I Don’t Know How She Does ItVIII to Cynthia Nixon’s chronically stressed Harvard Law grad in Sex and the City to Anne Hathaway’s girlboss CEO in The Intern, the struggles of women to “have it all” have served as a plot driver and punch line for women’s movies and TV shows for decades.IX It’s a major talking point in the political sphere as well, particularly following the considerable rightward swing in American politics in the 2020s. In addition to famously painting career women as “childless cat ladies,” vice president J. D. Vance has suggested that working women are on “a path to misery,” referring to options like universal day care that would alleviate parents’ burden as “class war against normal people.”9 And with their obsessive focus on pronatalism, the conservative-led effort to increase the national birth rate, billionaires like Elon Musk have repeatedly emphasized that mothers’ roles are not in the workplace but at home having children, saying things like “civilization will crumble” if women don’t have more kids, while ironically slashing maternal health care via his Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE).10

All of this invariably raises the question: If working motherhood is the norm for most parents in the United States, why is it still treated as an aberration? Why do we still view the question of whether a woman can have a job and raise a family as a mystifying puzzle to be solved, rather than acknowledge that it is the reality for millions and millions of people in the United States? Why does Midge Maisel get to run around with a pre-MAGA-era Zachary Levi in tight gray slacks, when most moms have to embark on hours of Camp David–level negotiations with their partners to get ten minutes to take a shower? As the kids say: Make it make sense.



The demonization of working mothers is puzzling when you consider that, for much of history, working motherhood wasn’t unusual at all. In fact, with the exception of those in the aristocracy, most mothers were expected to work and were considered unusual if they failed to do so.

In the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, middle-class women played a central role in the economy, assuming the bulk of not only domestic labor but also participating in production and bartering goods in the marketplace. Throughout this time, “I often say, men didn’t bring home the bacon,” notes the author and historian Stephanie Coontz. “Women helped butcher the pig, salt the bacon, and they were the ones who often took it to market.”11

That began to change with the arrival of the Industrial Revolution, when the emergence of a consumer-driven middle class led to men’s and women’s roles becoming much more narrowly defined. With middle- and upper-class white men earning more, it was no longer considered necessary for women to earn their own income. “Their role comes to be as the consumer, the person who organizes the family’s consumption and comfort,” says Coontz. “It becomes the woman’s job to make the home a real place of retreat,”12 a calming, purifying space for their husbands when they returned from the grimy cities.13

This shift resulted in the invention of the “Angel in the House,” a term taken from an 1854 poem memorializing the ideal housewife: “Man must be pleased, but him to please / Is women’s pleasure; down the gulf,” the poem by Coventry Patmore reads. “Of his condoled necessities / She casts her best, she flings herself.”14 Depicted as pure, delicate, nurturing, and selfless, the Angel in the House tied husbands to the home with a “silver cord of love” according to Coontz, which would protect them from the corruptions of the industrial world.15

This thinking, of course, did not apply to Black, immigrant, or working-class women, who were not presumed to have the spiritually purifying regenerative powers of white women and were expected to continue to be productive members of the labor force. By the turn of the century, Black married women were twice as likely to be in the workforce as their white counterparts.16,17 But for middle- and upper-class white women of the mid-to-late nineteenth century, there was an emerging expectation that they would stay at home to spiritually nourish the men in their lives. After a long day toiling in the railroads or the factories, trying to avoid their limbs getting amputated or being set on fire or drowning in a pool of molasses,X all men really wanted—nay, deserved!—was a home-cooked meal and the warm embrace of a woman.

“You begin to see, by the mid-nineteenth century, businessmen and professionals stop praising their wives in their diaries for their good business acumen and their shrewdness,” Coontz says. “They start praising them for their emotional services to them, and to their children.”18

With Victorian ideals of white middle- and upper-class women as domestic “Angels in the House” in full swing, married women started dropping out of the workforce. By the start of the twentieth century, only 5 percent of married women were working, according to census data.19 During the Great Depression, with millions of out-of-work husbands unable to provide for their families, mothers were forced back into the workforce by necessity. This trend continued in the 1940s during World War II,20 when women served as household breadwinners while their husbands were stationed overseas. As a result, the number of women in the labor force increased by almost 50 percent in the span of just a few short years,21 and it didn’t take long for anxieties to emerge about the newfound autonomy women had assumed in the workplace.

One example of this is the 1945 film Mildred Pierce, a domestic drama/noir hybrid directed by Michael Curtiz, starring Joan Crawford as a frumpy housewife
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