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Mother Nature has shown her hand. Faced with climate change, dwindling resources, and

species extinctions, most Americans understand the fundamental steps necessary to solve our

global crises-drive less, consume less, increase self-reliance, buy locally, eat locally, rebuild

our local communities.In essence, the great work we face requires rekindling the home fires.

Radical Homemakers is about men and women across the U.S. who focus on home and hearth

as a political and ecological act, and who have centered their lives around family and

community for personal fulfillment and cultural change. It explores what domesticity looks like

in an era that has benefited from feminism, where domination and oppression are cast aside

and where the choice to stay home is no longer equated with mind-numbing drudgery,

economic insecurity, or relentless servitude.Radical Homemakers nationwide speak about

empowerment, transformation, happiness, and casting aside the pressures of a consumer

culture to live in a world where money loses its power to relationships, independent thought,

and creativity. If you ever considered quitting a job to plant tomatoes, read to a child, pursue

creative work, can green beans and heal the planet, this is your book.
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show, it was answering Mary Jo’s questions that led to this book. Thanks also to the members

of the Hunger and Environmental Nutrition practice group for all your support and

encouragement with this project.A super-huge I-Owe-You is due to the hundreds of men and

women who never even met me, but who sent e-mails telling me about their lives, pushing me

to keep going with the Radical Homemaker research. It can be very hard to get up in the
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Homemaking could manifest itself.A very deep and special thanks are owed to the twenty

individuals and families across the country who welcomed me into their lives, opened

themselves up to me on tape, and allowed me to explore the workings of their minds. You fed

my mind, gave my family and I food and soft pillows as we traveled, and filled us with hope and

inspiration. Some of you have now become very dear friends. I wish I could name each of you,

since you are the stars of this book, but I don’t want to infringe on your privacy. You know who

you are, and I am indebted to you. Special thanks go out to Dennis Olmstead and Julie

Gleason who, when they learned of our traveling research project, insisted that we use their

home as a resting place.Another round of thanks are owed to the Radical Homemakers who’ve

been great friends, book reviewers, and emotional support over the years. Holly Hickman

happened to call me on the first day I thought of the book and pushed me to keep going with

the idea. Dr. Kristen Case kept me talking about the research process, which kept me from

feeling lost and overwhelmed. Nancy Kelly gave me free massage therapy and energy

sessions to help me decompress and stay focused. All of you gave me faces to be accountable

to as I wrote the book, reviewed my work, and filled me with confidence.Thanks are also owed
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supported the printing and production costs of this book; to Linda McFall, who lent her

professional editorial expertise and bought chickens; to those of you who helped critique cover
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introduction — before she even read it. I honestly believe true editors are born and not made,

and Fran has that gift. Thanks are also due to the folks who helped produce this book and take



it to the world. Melissa Goldberg, my committed publicist (and another fellow RH); Kelly Beers,

who tirelessly transcribed all those interviews; Steve Hoare, for the proofreading; Jill Shaffer

Hammond for the cover and book design; and Charlotte Russell, the powerful beauty who so

generously allowed us to photograph her (multiple times over) for the cover image. Thanks are

also due to Dr. David Korten, whose profound thinking has so heavily influenced my work, and

whose generous support when I finally worked up the courage to contact him was

magnificent.My name is on the cover of the book. I wrote the words. But the life that brings

them about is a result of my family. My mom and dad, Adele and Jim Hayes, have made room

for me on the family farm, enabling me to earn the money and grow the food I need to support

my book habit and feed my family, while simultaneously making sure I have the flexibility to

balance family, farm and writing. Dad was especially helpful in fleshing out ideas for the book;

Mom was great at telling me to shut up when she’d heard me prattle on enough about it. She

also suggested that I join her book club and engage in pleasure reading to spend some time

outside my head. She’s a smart lady, my mom.Thanks are owed to my daughters, Saoirse and

Ula, who quietly crept into my office each morning to give me kisses and hugs while I worked,

who (admittedly with some coercion) eventually left me to get things done, then welcomed me

back into the rest of the house with cheers and hugs when I finished writing each day. You

traveled across country with the spirits of true adventurers, made friends wherever you went,

and didn’t really break all that much stuff during our home-stay visits. I’m very proud to be your

mom.Thanks, most especially, are owed to Bob. Words just aren’t going to cover what this guy

does. He keeps the girls quiet every morning while I work. He brings breakfast to my desk and

keeps my coffee cup full so that I don’t have to be interrupted. He sits with me for hours,

reviewing ideas, challenging concepts, helping me to interpret research. He listens to the radio,

tracks news stories and reads magazines, finding bits of information that contribute to my

research. He sells books at every lecture, does all my PowerPoints for me, chooses and irons

my clothes, packs my suitcase, washes my dishes, does the laundry, edits every one of my

books and articles and claims to love my cooking. He cherishes me, makes me laugh, and fills

my life with friendship, joy, humor, and unconditional love.PREFACETOMATO-CANNING

FEMINISTS“For national and social disasters,for moral and financial evils, the cure beginsin

the Household.”— Julia M. Wright, The Complete Home, 1879“Idon’t know why I’m doing this.”

The deep heat of summer has found her way north to a pocked parking lot outside a peeling

six-unit apartment building on the outer fringe of Durham, New Hampshire. Bob puts the car in

park, but doesn’t turn off the engine. Sensing my discouragement, he turns and stares at me

head-on.“Do you have enough data? We could skip out on this one.” Skipping out sounds

positively delicious. We’re five hours from home. Five hours from our girls, who are staying with

my parents at the farm. We could leave now, grab lunch on the road, and be home for bedtime

stories. I let out an exhausted sigh and pull Susan Colter’s paperwork out of my folder.In the

course of eighteen months, I’d received well over two hundred letters from women and men

who were pursuing homemaking as a vocation for saving family, community, and the planet.

After finding a time when I could break away from my family’s farm, I chose which families I

would visit in New England, carefully plotted each address on a map, then painstakingly

scheduled each homemaker at a convenient time, with minimal back-tracking. When Susan’s e-

mail came in, I promptly put her name on the “must interview” stack. She was fresh out of a

prestigious college, significantly younger than anyone else who had written to me, and was

already pursuing homemaking and farming. I felt her young age would enable her to provide

unique insights. Susan was my last stop on a carefully orchestrated research trip.A few weeks

prior, she had written a letter conveying her eagerness for our dialogue. Two days before we



were to meet, however, she e-mailed me to express apprehensions about doing the interview.

She was reconsidering her life direction and wasn’t sure if she fit the “radical homemaker”

description any longer. At that time, I decided to hold to my original schedule and follow

through with her. Besides, this young woman, more than any other respondent, seemed, from

the nature of her correspondence, to want to talk with me. In my mind, this had become an

interview I wouldn’t need — done more for Susan’s benefit than for my own. Now, road-weary,

hot, hungry and homesick, Bob’s idea to skip out seems logical. Logic doesn’t prevail.“I have to

do this.” In this style of qualitative research, dissonance and serendipity contribute as much to

discovery as meticulous literature reviews. I grab my recording gear, step out of the car, and

head for the sloped landing tacked to the apartment on the back side of the building. Bob goes

looking for an iced coffee. I approach the rotting steps, wondering if they will bear my weight.

Susan greets me at the door. I enter her apartment, which she shares with her boyfriend and

two other young women. I am immediately engulfed in a steam sauna from tomatoes canning

in a boiling water bath.“Both the farms where we work had bumper tomato crops,” she explains.

“We’re trying not to let them go to waste.” Her boyfriend sweats over a half-sized stove in a tiny

kitchen that was clearly designed by a slumlord who thought “home cooking” meant boiling

water for instant oatmeal. A copy of The Ball Blue Book of Preserving lies open on the kitchen

table, covered with jar lids and spatters of tomato juice.Susan shows me to a sofa in a

makeshift living room. We sit down. Before I turn on my recorder, she hits me with my own

words. “I don’t know why I’m doing this.” But now we are both committed to our process. There

is nothing to do but run the tape.“I grew up in a fairly wealthy suburban household,” she begins.

Her parents both had demanding professional careers. But there was a trade-off for the

upscale lifestyle.We sacrificed home. . . . My parents had to work so much, and we were eating

a lot of take-out and convenience food, and it felt like that sense of building family around food

got lost in the lack of time.Susan explains that neither of her parents liked to cook, and they

hired someone else to do the housekeeping. She reflects:. . . there was never a sense that they

were particularly invested in having a home. . . . It was sort of ”let’s do as little as we can just to

get by and make sure we’re fed, and the house isn’t an absolute disaster.” The sense that I got

was that that [homemaking] was something to be avoided.Susan’s parents had high

expectations of their two children, and she dutifully fulfilled them. She was a good student, she

played sports, music, and pursued other extra-curricular activities. She earned admittance into

a highly competitive, expensive private university. In her senior year of college, however, she

spent a term in South Africa, and witnessed widespread hunger and poverty. Upon returning

home, her university-centered career trajectory seemed meaningless. “The high pressure,” she

says, “became unattractive to me.” She “wanted to slow things down,” so she spent the next

summer working on an organic vegetable farm. “Over the course of just a few months . . . my

lifestyle really changed. . . . I was more focused on people and on needs.” She tuned in to

issues regarding sustainability and social justice. When she returned to school in the fall to

finish her bachelor degree, Susan felt lost. “[I felt] this tremendous disconnect from it, as

though we were going to class, and we were doing this sort of robotic classwork that felt

irrelevant.” She managed to complete the term, then returned home to an even more sobering

situation. Her mother, now divorced from her father, was dying of cancer.Ironically, as she

assumed the role of her mother’s caregiver and watched what remained of her family fall away,

Susan began to experience what it meant to have a home:I got to take more of an active role

as caretaker which . . . allowed me to sort of do it my way. And one of the ways I did it was by

cooking for her. She couldn’t do it herself, and really that was a way that I could be in the house

and physically be near her and also give something to her which felt really powerful. . . . [Having



a home] was something that seemed to just sort of evolve as she was dying, and it felt so good

to have it. It felt so good to have my family in our home, in our physical home, and to all eat

together and to talk together and spend time together, which we had never done a whole lot

of.That alone was great data to make the case for homemaking as a vocation. I could have

turned off the recorder and joined Bob for an iced coffee. But I remembered that last e-mail

Susan had sent me, where she was considering stepping back onto the formal career track.

Why did she think she had to do this? “So you’ve identified that you want this,” I say to her, “you

want to have a family, to be with them full-time . . . and you don’t think you can have it? You

must feel — ”“Torn on a fairly daily basis,” Susan finishes my sentence.The people my age I do

know, who become interested in an alternative lifestyle, if you want to call it that, or who have

come out of college . . . if they’re interested in farming or arts, things that just don’t enter into

the traditional workplace . . . [they] come out bewildered by how to do it, or is it right to do it? Is

it responsible to do that? — To not be building up a savings account, whatever, for whatever

may come next? There’s a sense of constant planning, and I’m totally guilty of that, of always

planning for needing more, whether it be money, or space in a home, or that next degree. . . .

there’s always this pull to go and to keep forging ahead on that . . . societal scale.I want to turn

off my recorder. I want to whisk Susan out to the car and take her to meet some of her New

England neighbors I’d just visited, to show her the many ways they have found to build a viable

life in the world as a homemaker. Money becomes a marginal chit when a family can cultivate

self-reliance and community interdependence. But she’s not finished with me. She tells me

about a conversation she had recently with a fellow woman farm worker:It just sort of bubbled

out of both of us. . . . [We] got into this conversation about farming and feminism and

relationships and home . . . about feeling very conflicted about making money or not making

enough money. We were really drawn to the idea of working with a partner, but did that

somehow mean that we had failed at living up to the feminist ideal of going ahead and having

this independent identity? That sense of independence, do we have to cast it aside in order to

live on a humbler scale, or can you still . . . have your own identity within a family unit, or a tight

community unit, and still have your own successes, however you define them? [Can you] have

both of those? Is that possible? And if we forego the success image, are we then rejecting

feminist ideals, are we just going back to the homemaker role that we were taught to think was

primitive . . . a symbol of oppression for women?I want to assure her of so many things.

Whatever life path we choose, building an identity is important. Contributing to society in a

meaningful way, challenging ourselves, and being true to our core are ideals present in all

feminist theory. Working alone or with a partner to create a nurturing home is not antithetical to

progress. Indeed, in a time of climate crisis, peak oil, and worldwide economic and social

unrest, it may be the only thing that saves us. It is possible to be a feminist and to can

tomatoes. These are the things I want to say to her. But I can’t. Knee-deep in a quagmire of

interview data, social science research, histories of domesticity and ancient cookbooks, on this

particular August day I myself am still trying to figure out just what it means to be not just a

homemaker, but a Radical Homemaker. How might I advocate for a meaningful and sustainable

domestic life without inadvertently condoning the further subjugation of women?The steam, the

stewing tomatoes, this bright young woman who seriously questions her future, and the topic of

my research, all suddenly feel too dangerous. It would be so easy to get this wrong, to steer

her wrong. I blunder through the remainder of the interview, offer some limp-wristed tips for

tomato-canning success, then hustle out the door to find my husband, to get back home to the

unquestioning love and acceptance of my own kids, in my own home.“How’d it go?” Bob looks

refreshed, caffeinated, and ready to travel.“I don’t know.” For what feels like the hundredth time



this year, I question whether I even have the right to be probing these issues. “But if I can

answer her questions, then we’ve got a book.”INTRODUCTIONRADICAL HOMEMAKING —

POLITICS, ECOLOGY ANDDOMESTIC ARTSInever intended to write this book. My mother’s

generation fought for the right to go to work, to achieve personal fulfillment through

professional accomplishments. I charged through high school and college at full throttle,

ravenously ambitious, eager to start my own career as soon as possible. At age sixteen, I

attended high school during the day and I took college courses at night. My first college paper

was about the psychological benefits of enrolling children and babies in day care. Full-time. I

completed college before I was of legal drinking age, spent a year working overseas, another

year administering a housing rehabilitation program for flood victims, then enrolled in Cornell

University and had a Ph.D. by the time I was twenty-seven. I was ready to conquer the world in

a big way.My ambition was probably fueled by the fact that my primary and secondary

schooling took place in a town on the rural-suburban fringe, in Cobleskill, New York, the only

town in our county with not one, but two exits along the newly built interstate. It seemed

Cobleskill students were cultivated to gaze longingly at those highway on-ramps, to dream of

the day they would lead us away from an otherwise backward rural county. The trouble was, in

my heart, I never wanted to leave home. My family’s farm was just barely inside the district

lines. We didn’t actually live in Cobleskill, but in the next town over, with no interstate to be

seen. West Fulton was far above the valley floor, at the northern edge of the Appalachian

mountain chain, and the Appalachian agrarian culture was still very much alive throughout my

childhood. During the week I worked to get straight A’s in town. On the weekends and

summers, I worked in the hills on a neighboring farm, where the inhabitants lived very well on

only a few thousand dollars per year.Ruth, the farm matron, kept chickens and a garden. She

put up her vegetables for winter, sewed her clothes, and made pies and jams from berries

picked on the field edges. Sanford, her octogenarian boarder, took care of the beef herd that

supplied their winter meat, and kept the house, outbuildings, tractor and car in good repair. I

loved every minute I spent with them, repairing fences, shoveling manure, cutting their grass,

stacking firewood, raking leaves, and most especially, collecting my wages, which came in the

form of midday feasts. I loved being on my family farm as well. I took great joy in spending time

with my folks, spent endless days roaming the hills, and countless summer nights sleeping out

under the stars.Nevertheless, I faithfully adhered to my career track. But in an effort to find a

path back to my own community, I studied subjects that I thought would help me get a job

there, that would make me an asset to the local agricultural college or county government —

rural sociology, sustainable agriculture, community and rural development, adult and extension

education. So committed was I to finding a way home that Bob (my soon-to-be husband) and I

took out a mortgage and bought a small cabin on fifteen acres even deeper into the hills, just

seven miles from the family farm. Two weeks later he was fired from work. I never even got a

job interview. The writing seemed to be on the wall. Sell the house, find jobs someplace else,

leave town.Bob and I were heartbroken. Our dream had been to help my family on the farm, to

enjoy Ruth’s and Sanford’s friendship until the end of their days, to start a family in the place

where I grew up, surrounded by a supportive community. Instead, we faced the same future

that seemed inevitable for so many American couples — leave home to find work, fracture the

extended family into nuclear units, and hope for ample salaries that would pay for the day care

and assistance that loving relatives and neighbors could have offered at home.My education

had prepared me to accept this inevitability. But Ruth, Sanford and my family had, rather

unwittingly, prepared me to reject it. Unlike so many people my age (I’m thirty-five), basic

homemaking and self-reliance skills were part of my childhood foundational knowledge. My



community and family practiced subsistence farming, food preservation, barter and frugal living

as a matter of course. I had been taught in school to plan for a six-figure income in a dual-

earning family. But I learned growing up that there was an arsenal of resources available that

could offer a happy alternative lifestyle. Bob and I did the math. We could move away, take on

dual careers, get a new house, own two cars to get to work. By the time we subtracted out

what we’d pay for commuting, a new house, professional wardrobes, taxes, and buying rather

than growing our food, we were only $10,000 ahead in annual income than where we would be

if we stayed home and put our hearts and minds to work on our grassy hillsides. That was

before we had figured in the costs for day care. Thus, Bob and I officially joined my parents on

the family farm, I wrote cookbooks about sustainable food, we started a family, and we became

homemakers.The trick that Ruth and Sanford had taught us was simple. Mainstream American

culture views the household as a unit of consumption. By this conventional standard, the

household consumes food, clothing, household technologies, repair and debt services,

electricity, entertainment, health-care services, and environmental resources. In order to be a

“successful” unit of consumption, the household must have money. Ruth’s and Sanford’s

household was not a unit of consumption. By growing their own food, living within their means,

providing much of their own health care, and relying on community, family and barter for

meeting their remaining needs, their household was essentially a unit of production (just not by

the standards of a market economy). Thus, their income wasn’t critical to their well-being. In

fact, over the course of her life, Ruth even amassed considerable financial savings.This was

the model that Bob and I, together with my parents, adopted for our own lifestyle. Admittedly,

there are some modern twists and indulgences on Ruth and Sanford’s ways. We are not the

sort of folks who would willingly don sackcloth. The month of May will find me out in the fields

with my father during lambing season, while Bob watches the girls and Mom prepares the

gardens. By the end of the month, our farmers’ market season is in full swing, and Bob and I

are selling Sap Bush Hollow meats every Saturday. Our daughters come to the market to meet

their friends, or stay at the farm with Grammie and Pop Pop. During the week, the kids join me

as I help move fence, milk the family cow, and do chores. On chicken processing days, Bob

heads down to the farm, and the girls and I stay home to go for hikes, visit the neighbors, or

explore the woods in search of fairies. The entire family labors throughout the season, tending

livestock, cutting meat, making sausages, keeping records and weeding gardens, but there is

ample time for us to take turns with vacations, canoe trips, afternoon swims and naps, and

evening cocktails. As late summer rolls around, like Ruth, I pull out my canning gear and work

’round the clock to put up peaches, pears, plums, green beans, beets, tomato sauce and even

some homemade stews. A giant crock fills first with sour dill pickles, then myriad fermenting

mixtures of summer vegetables, then finally, at the season’s end, with cabbages for a winter’s

supply of sauerkraut. Before mid-October, we team with friends to press cider; Mom pulls

mountains of bright orange, yellow and deep green squashes out of the garden, which we stow

away in our coldest rooms; I render pork and beef fat for lard and tallow for soaps and cooking;

a fellow farmer swaps us a supply of storage onions and potatoes in exchange for meat; and

the farmers’ market closes for the season. We harvest the turkeys for Thanksgiving, and then

begin our winter’s rest . . . and play. Where Ruth and Sanford lived most of their lives in the

confines of Schoharie County, during the winter months we take a different path. Our incomes

and ecological concerns don’t allow for cheeky weekends in Paris, but they do, every few

years, allow for some pretty extraordinary extended travels. . . . Those trips have included

renting a home for three months in rural France (where cheeky weekends in Paris were

doable), a winter in Argentina researching a book, or extended trips across the country by train.



The years that don’t find us boarding planes or trains during our resting months are still full of

fun. We take the girls to area museums or on short mini-vacations for home-school study to

learn about the pilgrims, our colonial history, witch trials, Native Americans, or to hear some

live music. We do science experiments at our kitchen table, read long novels aloud at night,

play music and sing by the fire, enjoy cider and popcorn while playing games (or fighting over

toys), or pile up on the couch to watch a movie. Sunny wintery days find us out for walks, hiking

through the woods on snowshoes, or sledding down the road.My family has always understood

that the key to success as farmers wasn’t necessarily how much money we made, but how

much money we didn’t have to spend. What’s good for farming is also good for homemaking.

There are, admittedly, some things we do without. We limit restaurant visits, take advantage of

local thrift stores, wear our clothes until they are threadbare, have only one car in our family,

and we forego health insurance, both from inadequate finances and a conscientious objection

to corporate health care (this will be discussed in further detail later in the book). We pay cash,

make use of sliding scales and barter for the health-care services we require. We celebrate

birthdays and holidays with verve, but Bob and I do not exchange gifts (although we do find or

make a few things for our daughters). We make very heavy use of our library, and commit to

keeping our car off the road at least one day each week during the growing season and two to

four days a week during the winter. Because we produce so much of our own food, grocery

shopping only needs to happen every other month. Using such tricks and accepting a few

limitations, Bob, the girls and I have lived very, very well on less than $45,000 per year.Along

this path, naturally, I became a local-food advocate. After writing two cookbooks about working

with sustainably raised meats, I found myself taking on the role of a spokesperson for the

integration of ecologically sound, humane animal production into a sustainable diet. (I felt like

the dairy princess for the grass-fed meat movement.) As a result, in 2007, I was invited to

speak at the national conference of the American Dietetic Association. My charge was to

explain to several hundred dieticians what exactly this grass-fed meat movement was, why the

darn thing wouldn’t go away, and to justify why Americans should be willing to spend money on

food that was so much more expensive than what could be found in the grocery store.As I

tooled away on my presentation, the final requirement was the most troubling. I could come up

with lots and lots of reasons why we should be willing to pay more for our food. Social justice.

Ecological benefits. Stronger local economies. Superior nutrition. Animal welfare. Saving

farmland. Reversing global warming. Reducing our reliance on fossil fuels. But I realized then,

that why was never going to matter if Americans couldn’t figure out how to afford it. Up until

then, the grass-fed movement had been pegged as a niche farming vocation that appealed to

the wealthy folks who were in search of higher-quality foods. It was not regarded as an option

for the rest of America.But truth be told, when I crunched the numbers, a farmers’ market meal

made of a roasted local pasture-raised chicken, baked potatoes and steamed broccoli cost

less than four meals at Burger King, even when two of the meals came off the kiddie menu.

The Burger King meal had negligible nutritional value and was damaging to our health and

planet. The farmers’ market menu cost less, healed the earth, helped the local economy, was a

source of bountiful nutrients for a family of four, and would leave ample leftovers for both a

chicken salad and a rich chicken stock, which could then be the base for a wonderful soup. But

when push came to shove, I knew that Burger King would win out. The reason? Many people

don’t even know how to roast a chicken, let alone make a chicken salad from the leftovers or

use the carcass to make a stock. Mainstream Americans have lost the simple domestic skills

that would enable them to live an ecologically sensible life with a modest or low

income.Ordinarily a calm public speaker, my hands shook when I stood in September of 2007



before an audience of 600 professional registered dieticians, many of whom were women. I

had a painful message to deliver, one that I considered leaving out every time I rehearsed my

speech. Eating local, organic, sustainably raised, nutrient-dense food was possible for every

American, not just for wealthy gourmets or self-reliant organic farmers. But to do it, we needed

to bring back the homemaker. As I made this claim, my toes curled in the tips of my shoes. The

room was completely still. And then, before I could continue on, the crowd burst into

spontaneous applause. I learned in conversations afterward that I had called attention to the

elephant in the room, a simple truth that was felt by so many dieticians who were trying to help

families reclaim good nutrition and a balanced life.As I looked more closely at the role

homemaking could play in revitalizing our local food system, I saw that the position was a

linchpin for more than just making use of garden produce and chicken carcasses. Individuals

who had taken this path in life were building a great bridge from our existing extractive

economy — where corporate wealth was regarded as the foundation of economic health,

where mining our earth’s resources and exploiting our international neighbors was accepted as

simply the cost of doing business — to a life-serving economy, where the goal is, in the words

of David Korten, to generate a living for all, rather than a killing for a few1, where our resources

are sustained, our waters are kept clean, our air pure, and families can lead meaningful and

joyful lives.More than simply soccer moms, Radical Homemakers are men and women who

have chosen to make family, community, social justice and the health of the planet the

governing principles of their lives. They reject any form of labor or the expenditure of any

resource that does not honor these tenets. For about five thousand years, our culture has been

hostage to a form of organization by domination that fails to honor our living systems, where

“he who holds the gold makes the rules.” By contrast, Radical Homemakers use life skills and

relationships as a replacement for gold, on the premise that he or she who doesn’t need the

gold can change the rules. The greater our domestic skills, be they to plant a garden, grow

tomatoes on an apartment balcony, mend a shirt, repair an appliance, provide for our own

entertainment, cook and preserve a local harvest or care for our children and loved ones, the

less dependent we are on the gold.These thoughts led me to wonder if salvation from our

global woes — the rampant social injustices, climate change, peak oil — was going to be

dependent upon the women, upon questioning all the hard-fought battles of both the first and

second waves of feminism that have swept this country. Women, after all, have been the

homemakers since the beginning of time. Or so I thought.Upon further investigation, I learned

that the household did not become the “woman’s sphere” until the industrial revolution. A

search for the origin of the word housewife traces it back to the thirteenth century as the feudal

period was coming to an end in Europe and the first signs of a middle class were popping up.

Historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan explains that housewives were wedded to husbands, whose

name came from hus, an old spelling of house, and bonded.2Husbands were bonded to

houses, rather than to lords. Housewives and husbands were free people who owned their own

homes and lived off their land. While there was a division of labor among the sexes in these

early households, there was also an equal distribution of domestic work. Once the industrial

revolution happened, however, things changed. Men left the household to work for wages,

which were then used to purchase the goods and services that they no longer were home to

provide. Indeed, the men were the first to lose their domestic skills as their successive

generations forgot how to butcher the family hog, how to sew leather, how to chop firewood.As

the industrial revolution forged on and crossed the ocean to America, men and women

eventually stopped working together to provide for their household sustenance. They

developed their separate spheres — man in the factory, woman in the home. The more a man



worked outside the home, the more the household would have to buy in order to have the

needs met. Soon the factories were able to fabricate products to supplant the housewives’

duties as well. As subsequent chapters in this book reveal, her primary function ultimately

became chauffeur and consumer. The household was no longer a unit of production. It was a

unit of consumption.The effect on the American housewife was devastating. In 1963, Betty

Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, documenting for the first time “the problem that has

no name,” housewife’s syndrome, where American girls grew up fantasizing about finding their

husbands, buying their dream homes and dream appliances, popping out babies, and living

happily ever after.3 In truth, pointed out Friedan, happily-ever-after never came. Countless

women suffered from depression and nervous breakdowns as they faced the endless

meaningless tasks of shopping and driving children hither and yon. They never had

opportunities to fulfill their highest potential, to challenge themselves, to feel as though they

were truly contributing to society beyond wielding the credit card to keep the consumer culture

humming. Friedan’s book sent women to work in droves. And corporate America seized upon a

golden opportunity to secure a cheaper workforce and offer countless products to use up their

paychecks.Before long, the second family income was no longer an option. In the minds of

many, it was a necessity. Homemaking, like eating organic foods, seemed a luxury to be

enjoyed only by those wives whose husbands garnered substantial earnings, enabling them to

drive their children to school every day rather than putting them on the bus, enroll them in

endless enrichment activities, oversee their educational careers, and prepare them for entry

into elite colleges, and to win a leg-up in a competitive workforce. At the other extreme,

homemaking was seen as a realm of the ultra-religious, where women accepted the role of

Biblical “help meets” to their husbands. They cooked, cleaned, toiled, served and remained

silent and powerless. Bob and I fell into neither category. And I suspected there were more like

us.I was looking for a different type of homemaker — someone who wasn’t ruled by our

consumer culture, who embodied a strong ecological ethic, who held genuine power in the

household, who was living a full, creative, challenging and socially contributory life. For lack of

a better word, I wanted to find folks who were more . . . radical. I began writing and speaking

more on the subject, and in November of 2007 I posted a call on my Web site, seeking such

homemakers:If you have learned to live on less in order to take the time to nourish your family

and the planet through home cooking, engaged citizenship, responsible consumption and

creative living, whether you are male, female, or two people sharing the role, with or without

children, full or part-time, please drop me a line and tell me your story.With the help of a full

page story that appeared in The New York Times and a few other magazines, blogs and

newspapers, my inbox filled up with over two hundred letters. Unable to fully document the lives

of all these people, I selected twenty homemakers to interview, seeking a balance of young

and old, rural, urban and suburban, single and married, male and female, with children and

without. I wanted to know who these people were, how they chose their life paths, how they

were faring in our American economy. I wanted to see their domestic lives with my own eyes, to

gauge the balance of power in their relationships, to gain insights about their impact on their

local communities. I wanted to know if they were able to thwart the chronic depression that

Betty Friedan wrote about, and if so, how they did it. I wanted to understand their tactics for

both surviving and thriving. I packed up my family whenever we could squeeze away from the

farm, and we eventually worked our way across the country, from Maine to Los Angeles.As I

got to know each of these families, I learned that most Radical Homemakers do not have

conventional jobs. They simply refuse to work to make the rich richer. They do have some form

of income that comes into their lives. But they were not the privileged set by any means. Most



of the families that I interviewed were living with a sense of abundance at about 200 percent of

the Federal Poverty Level. That’s a little over $40,000 for a family of four, about 37 percent

below the national median family income and 45 percent below the median income for married

couple families.4 Some lived on considerably less, few had appreciably more. Not surprisingly,

those with the lowest incomes had mastered the most domestic skills and had developed the

most innovative approaches to living.I learned that Radical Homemaking is a domestic choice

made by all the adults in a household. It is true that a man may work outside at a job that

honors the four tenets of ecological sustainability, social justice, family and community, while

the woman stays home. But the reverse may also be true. Sometimes neither partner works

outside the home. As we’ll see later on, this is in no way a throwback to the 1950s household.

Nor can it be confused with some form of ultra-conservative religious sect. Radical

Homemakers draw on historical traditions to craft a more ecologically viable existence, but their

life’s work is to create a new, pleasurable, sustainable and socially just society, different than

any we have known in the last 5,000 years. While they learn from history, they do not seek to

recreate it in all forms. Women are not second-class citizens. The governing tenet of social

justice precludes treating any member of the family as subservient.Some of the Radical

Homemakers I came to know professed a strong spiritual faith. Others did not. If there was one

unifying belief among them, it was to question all the assumptions in our consumer culture that

have us convinced that a family cannot survive without a dual income. They were fluent at the

mental exercise of rethinking the “givens” of our society and coming to the following

conclusions: nobody (who matters) cares what (or if) you drive; housing does not have to cost

more than a single moderate income can afford (and can even cost less); it is okay to accept

help from family and friends, to let go of the perceived ideal of independence and strive instead

for interdependence; health can be achieved without making monthly payments to an

insurance company; child care is not a fixed cost; education can be acquired for free — it does

not have to be bought; and retirement is possible, regardless of income.As for domestic skills,

the range of talents held by these households was as varied as the day is long. Many kept

gardens, but not all. Some gardened on city rooftops, some on country acres, some in

suburban yards. Some were wizards at car and appliance repairs. Others could sew. Some

could build and fix houses; some kept livestock. Others crafted furniture, played music or wrote.

All could cook. (Really well, as my waistline will attest.) None of them could do everything. No

one was completely self-sufficient, an independent island separate from the rest of the world.

Thus the universal skills that they all possessed were far more complex than simply knowing

how to can green beans or build a root cellar. In order to make it as homemakers, these people

had to be wizards at nurturing relationships and working with family and community. They

needed an intimate understanding of the life-serving economy, where a paycheck is not always

exchanged for all services rendered. They needed to be their own teachers — to pursue their

educations throughout life, forever learning new ways to do more, create more, give more.In

addition, the happiest among them were successful at setting realistic expectations for

themselves. They did not live in impeccably clean houses on manicured estates. They saw

their homes as living systems and accepted the flux, flow, dirt and chaos that are a natural part

of that. They were masters at redefining pleasure not as something that should be bought in

the consumer marketplace, but as something that could be created, no matter how much or

how little money they had in their pockets. And above all, they were fearless. They did not let

themselves be bullied by the conventional ideals regarding money, status, or material

possessions. These families did not see their homes as a refuge from the world. Rather, each

home was the center for social change, the starting point from which a better life would ripple



out for everyone.Home is where the great change will begin. It is not where it ends. Once we

feel sufficiently proficient with our domestic skills, few of us will be content to simply practice

them to the end of our days. Many of us will strive for more, to bring more beauty to the world,

to bring about greater social change, to make life better for our neighbors, to contribute our

creative powers to the building of a new, brighter, sustainable and happier future. That is

precisely the great work we should all be tackling. If we start by focusing our energies on our

domestic lives, we will do more than reduce our ecological impact and help create a living for

all. We will craft a safe, nurturing place from which this great creative work can happen.A note

on how this book is organized: This volume is divided into two sections. Part One is more in-

depth and theoretical. It looks at the history of domesticity and feminism, and provides an in-

depth critique of our current cultural and economic systems. My aim is to demonstrate how

Radical Homemaking can function in rebuilding a life-serving, socially just and ecologically

sustainable economy while honoring the values of feminism. In Part Two, the Radical

Homemakers themselves speak out. Rather than listing each family I interviewed and rattling

off the pertinent lessons they offered, I have organized Part Two as a discussion of the

overarching themes and lessons I gleaned from their interviews and letters in aggregate. My

intent is to give a clear picture of the many ways this lifestyle can work, to explore the

homemakers’ most common decision-making processes and their tactics for thriving.

Essentially, Part One is the theory and Part Two is the practice. My hope is that the two parts,

in balance, create for readers an opportunity to evaluate this way of life and to see how it fits

into a picture of great social change. Naturally, each of the people who participated in the study

is a worthy subject on their own. And since their lives reflect different segments of our

American culture, I assume that their personal stories will also be of interest. Thus, the

appendix includes in-depth stories of all the different people who participated in this research,

arranged alphabetically.AUTHOR’S NOTE: All of the quotes and anecdotes are taken directly

from interviews and letters with twenty different Radical Homemaking families. In order to

honor their privacy, their names, along with a few details about their lives, have been changed.

The only exceptions are three individuals — Erik Knutzen, Kelly Coyne and Nance Klehm — all

of whom write and speak on subjects that tie in very strongly with the Radical Homemaking

movement.Part One WHYCHAPTER ONEA WOMAN’S PLACE“[W]oman’s work within the

home[is] not directly useful to society, produces nothing.[The housewife] is subordinate,

secondary, parasitic.”— Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949)“So in a way, you could

say I’m just anotherunprepared youngster in this, but . . . I know I’m notgoing to starve. . . . I can 

be more self sufficient.And what’s more liberating than being self-sufficient?”— Stormy

McGovern, Radical Homemaker“We are not wiser, we are not better,we are not stronger than

our predecessors,but we have their accumulated knowledgeand wisdom to build upon.”—

William Coperthwaite1In running the homemaking banner up the flagpole, I understand that I

may garner two different salutes — one with a full hand lifted respectfully at eyebrow level, and

a second where only a single finger is raised. For generations now, the homemaker banner has

come to represent two primary struggles. In the first, the homemaker is viewed as a

subservient loser in the battle of the sexes, where a man has presumably gained power over a

woman if she stays home. In the second struggle, woman faces off against woman; the

struggle for autonomy, self-fulfillment and economic independence is pitted against society’s

need for nurturers.The trouble with both positions is that they are framed by a model for

organizing human affairs based on domination. David Korten calls this the “Empire” model, and

it has presided over human history for the last five thousand years. In it, he explains, society

maintains “a system of dominator power and elite competition. Racism, sexism and classism



are endemic features of Empire.”2 Within this model, a woman’s struggle for autonomy and self-

fulfillment is satisfied if she participates in the market economy in a way that gains her prestige

and economic power. In other words, she only gains respect if she’s got a good job. If she opts

to forego the job, a woman is valued as a nurturer only if there is a dollar figure attributed to

her services, demonstrating how she, too, empowers the economic machine both by enabling

her husband to spend more time at work and by helping children to grow up with a greater

capacity to compete in the global marketplace. Interestingly, we tend to think of the conflict

between self-fulfillment and the need to nurture as a female issue, leaving men no honorable

option but to participate in the race for prestige and power, almost entirely ignoring their own

need to nurture.It is natural that men today assume that their life path will be defined by the

struggle for power, as history by and large only tells us such stories. We rarely learn about the

glories of great egalitarian and peaceful cultures; our stories center on how one culture or hero

has “won a victory” over another. And in most instances, the central characters in these tales

were almost exclusively men. Even our prevalent religious traditions have taught us that the

gender of the almighty and powerful God is male.ANCIENT LESSONSWe didn’t always live

this way. Human civilization was not always defined by the quest for power and the worship of

the powerful. In fact, for a large part of human history (about 10,000 years), egalitarian cultures

were the norm. While there may have been a division of labor between the sexes, difference

did not imply superiority or inferiority. That is because, according to feminist scholar Riane

Eisler, men and women worked together in these early cultures as partners.3Evidence from

several Neolithic societies and the Catal Huyuk (one of civilization’s first towns, 6500 bc–5000

bc) indicates that worship centered around the ability to create, rather than to destroy. A

common religious image from this period depicts a birthing woman. Eisler tells us that all of the

cultures that had significant technological breakthroughs had one common feature — they

worshipped a goddess. An important distinction she points out, however, is that while these

cultures were matrilineal (meaning they traced family history through the mother), they were

not matriarchical or patriarchical. They did not rank one half of humanity over the other. Rather,

Eisler says, they organized their society on a partnership model, or what Korten today calls

“Earth Community.”4 By such an orientation, human partnerships lay the foundation for creative

cooperation, in which the aim of society is to grow the potential of the whole, rather than to

expand the power of a few.Under this model, Eisler points out, these early societies had

phenomenal accomplishments, including breakthroughs in agricultural production, livestock

domestication, housing improvements, and the invention of weaving and sewing. The arts

flourished. According to conventional archaeology, social organization and the earliest

technologies among humans were a result of men working together to hunt and kill. Alternative

evolutionary models advanced by Nancy Tanner, Jane Lancaster, Lila Leibowitz and Adrienne

Zihlman suggest that initial evolution and social progress were brought about by relationships

between mothers and children.5 These scientists argued that our erect posture was a result of

freeing hands not for hunting, but to advance from foraging (eating as one moves) to gathering

and carrying food so that it could be stored and shared. The first handmade artifacts were not

weapons, but vessels for carrying food and offspring, and tools used by women to soften foods

for their babies. Interestingly, in Catal Huyuk and other neolithic societies, archaeologists have

also found sculptures of elderly men, sometimes sitting in poses similar to Rodin’s The Thinker.

According to Eisler, this suggests all elders, both male and female, had important and

respected roles in these societies.Thus, for thousands of years, human history was defined by

creative achievements and cooperative relationships until, as Eisler explains, nomadic tribes

invaded these agricultural settlements. The nomadic tribes had a different social system, where



male gods of war were worshipped, violence was more prevalent, and authoritarian social

structure was normal. “The way they characteristically acquired material wealth,” says Eisler,

“was not by developing technologies of production, but through ever more effective

technologies of destruction.“6 Rather than worshipping the power to create, these cultures

worshipped the power to conquer, and therefore dominate.The cultural shift from a partnership

to a dominator (or Empire) society was not completely owing to these conquests. However, this

was the point where the ability to dominate gained strength over the ability to cooperate. Eisler

is quick to point out that the root of the problem was not men as a sex; rather, the change came

about through the adoption of a social system that revered the power to take life more than the

power to give it. Anyone, male or female, who did not conform to this ideal was marginalized,

as was their contribution to society.DARWIN’S AWARDFlashing forward to the late 1800s, we

meet the premier contributor to our initial understanding of evolutionary biology, Charles

Darwin. There is hardly a scholar alive who will question the importance of his work, and it is

fascinating to consider its inadvertent impact on American domestic culture and the role

women played in it. While admittedly there are many who would disagree, historian Glenna

Matthews argues quite convincingly that Darwin’s interpretation of women’s roles in evolution

contributed greatly to modern prevailing views that the role of nurturing and creation is

secondary to physical dominance.7 Matthews asserts that Darwin held a highly reductionist

view of women, suggested that their reproductive capacities were their only contribution to

human evolution, and explicitly stated that women were biologically inferior to men.

Investigating the history of domesticity, Matthews argues that Darwin’s theory of sexual

selection, or perhaps more accurately, the public’s interpretation of his work, played a major

role in our emerging cultural disdain for matters of the home. Claiming that the genesis for

human evolution was in the male struggle for mates, Matthews suggests Darwin appointed

male activity as the front line for its progress. To oversimplify a bit, the guys had to keep

coming up with new tricks to win over the girls. Thus, the guys kept evolving, while the girls just

stood around and picked the best mate to breed with. Each new generation of humans became

more evolved as a result of these male advancements. On the other hand, it could also be

argued that woman’s power to select her mate and determine the most desirable traits for

future generations indicates that evolutionary advancement was directed by the girls (my

personal vote was that it was probably a team effort, since it takes two to tango).Either way,

since his writings were a clear departure from the serpent and the apple story, Darwin’s work

stimulated the secularization of our society and changed the way we talked about the home.

Until that point, the merits of a home were often described using the transcendent (and value-

laden) language of religion, such as “loving” and “nurturing.” Once society became more

secular, transcendent values seemed old-fashioned and unscientific.8 Functioning from the

premise that human societies only advance through domination, Darwin, or more likely the

interpreters of his work, attached a scientific validity to the notion that matters of the home

were trivial and marginal to progress and relegated to “the weaker sex.”Domination, either by

males or females, is a relatively newfangled notion for the organization of human societies. As

David Korten points out, it “is no more than a five-thousand-year blip in the four-to-five-million-

year arc of human learning about ourselves and our possibilities.”9 Nevertheless, it plays a

central role as we attempt to understand our views of home and domesticity, and how they

have changed in the last fifty years. More importantly, shedding the dominator model and

embracing a cooperative ideal will be central to clearing the path for the truly egalitarian

homemaking that can serve as our foundation for radical cultural change and ecological

restoration.THE MONEY-MAKING POTENTIAL OF A HOUSEWIFE:“WHAT DOES IT PROFIT



A MAN?”The diminishment of homemaking’s greater value and its consignment to women

became firmly ensconced throughout the 19th century. In the years following World War II, the

vision of the American Housewife primly dressed on the steps of her suburban home as she

kissed her husband good-bye, shuttled her children off to school in the station wagon, then

returned home to iron her sheets and wax her floor was so powerful, it inspired the iconic Suzy

Homemaker Doll and toy appliance series. Americans had a renewed picture of happiness, and

it was the job of the housewife to embody it, until Betty Friedan shattered the image with her

1963 classic, The Feminine Mystique.10 Friedan pinpointed the “mystique of feminine

fulfillment” as the core of Post-War American culture. Girls were raised to believe the greatest

challenge in their lives would be to win their husbands, and the rest of life would be a happily-

ever-after of new ovens and dishwashers, and the perpetual birthing of children as a way to

ensure eternal youth. “The feminine mystique,” explained Friedan, “says that the highest value

and the only commitment for women is the fulfillment of their own femininity.”11The trouble lay

beneath the surface of the dream, referred to by doctors as “housewife’s syndrome.” According

to Friedan, most women suffered the condition in silence, thinking they were alone in their

experience of emptiness, depression, anxiety and desperation. “It was a strange stirring,” she

writes, “a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered . . . As she made the beds,

shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her

children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night — she was

afraid to ask even of herself the silent question — ‘Is this all?’”12By and large, the prevailing

thought was that there could be no problem with American housewives, as they enjoyed more

material wealth than any other women in the world. The problem could not be identified in

terms of poverty or sickness. In fact, Friedan noted, “it may not even be felt by women

preoccupied with desperate problems of hunger, poverty or illness. And women who think it will

be solved by more money, a bigger house, a second car, moving to a better suburb, often

discover it gets worse.”13 The middle-class American housewife’s life had become, essentially,

meaningless. The industrial revolution and subsequent rise of America’s consumer culture had

demoted homemaking from a craft tradition to the mindless occupations of primping the house,

shopping and chauffeuring.Magazines and television bombarded American women with a

public image about who she was supposed to be, and she lost the “private image to tell her

who she is, or can be, or wants to be.”14 Friedan reviewed magazines from 1939 through the

early 1960s and found they depicted a changing image of the American woman. In 1939 the

magazines featured stories about plucky, fearless women with both professions and adoring

men, but ultimately with some goal or vision entirely their own; but by the 1960s they had

degenerated to the point where they were “crammed full of food, clothing, cosmetics, furniture

and the physical bodies of young women, but where [was] the world of thought and ideas, the

life of the mind and spirit?”15 The true role of the American housewife, Friedan explains:. . . is

to buy more things for the house. In all the talk of femininity and woman’s role, one forgets that

the real business of America is business. . . . Somehow, somewhere, someone must have

figured out that the women will buy more things if they are kept in the underused, nameless-

yearning, energy-to-get-rid-of state of being housewives.16Indeed, she was quite right.

Continuing her investigation, Friedan met with a motivational researcher, “a man who is paid

approximately a million dollars a year [in the 1960s] for his professional services in

manipulating the emotions of American women to serve the needs of business.”17 “Properly

manipulated (‘if you are not afraid of that word,’ he said), American housewives can be given a

sense of identity, purpose, creativity, the self-realization, even the sexual joy they lack — by the

buying of things.”18 The researcher allowed Friedan to peruse his studies, and indeed, she



found that most of the unfulfilled emotional needs confronting American housewives were

seized upon by advertisers as marketing opportunities.For example, through in-depth surveys,

the researcher discovered housewives’ frustrated need for privacy, which was translated into an

opportunity to sell families a second car. “Alone in the car,” the study suggests, “one may get

the breathing spell one needs so badly and may come to consider the car as one’s castle, or

the instrument of one’s re-conquered privacy.”19 He uncovered the need to do creative work,

and linked it to an opportunity to sell cake mix:Every effort must be made to sell X Mix, as a

base upon which the woman’s creative effort is used. The appeal should emphasize the fact

that X Mix aids the woman in expressing her creativity because it takes the drudgery away. At

the same time, stress should be laid upon the cooking manipulations, the fun that goes with

them, permitting you to feel that X Mix baking is real baking.20In another report, the

motivational researcher capitalizes on the housewives’ need to experience personal

authority:Justify her menial task by building up her role as the protector of her family — the

killer of millions of microbes and germs. . . . Emphasize her kingpin role in the family. . . . help

her to be an expert rather than a menial worker . . . make housework a matter of knowledge

and skill, rather than a matter of brawn and dull, unremitting effort.21The means for doing this,

he suggested, was by introducing new products, because housewives “look forward to new

products which not only decrease their daily work load, but actually engage their emotional and

intellectual interest in the world of scientific development outside the home.”22 The need for a

sense of achievement was met through offering sales and bargains. The “need to learn and to

advance in life” would be filled by the department store. “We symbolize our social position by

the objects with which we surround ourselves,” one of the reports explained. “A woman whose

husband was making $6,000 a few years ago and is making $10,000 now needs to learn a

whole new set of symbols. Department stores are her best teachers of this subject.”23The

most frightening conclusion of the researcher’s analysis was this glaring truth: “The store will

sell her more if it will understand that the real need she is trying to fill by shopping is not

anything she can buy there.”24 Friedan’s pointed analysis of the situation was that housewives

were being manipulated by corporate America, sold an image of happiness, and then were

unable to fulfill their greater potential as human beings.It was no small wonder that Betty

Friedan’s book sparked the revolution that sent American women into the workforce in droves,

seeking opportunities to challenge themselves, fulfill their creative potential, and have a

meaningful impact on society. However, in a grim foreshadowing of the outcome of this shift,

Frieden remarks, “I wonder if the challenge and the opportunities for the American economy

and for business itself might not in the long run lie in letting women grow up, instead of

blanketing them with the youth-serum that keeps them mindless and thing-hungry.”25

American businesses’ efforts to keep women mindless in the home eventually melted away.

Instead, it seized an even greater opportunity, whereby a cheaper labor force could be

recruited and even more products could be sold to fill the empty spaces that were now left at

home.In fairness, not all careers are soul-sucking ventures (if they were, I wouldn’t be investing

so much time in writing this book). The balancing act with a good career is to achieve personal

fulfillment, to contribute to society, but also to honor the four tenets of ecological sustainability,

social justice, family and community. The argument I lay out here is levied against the vast

majority of American occupations that fail to achieve these terms. It is not directed at those true

life-serving vocations that make the world better for everyone.2 EARNERS = 2 INCOMES =

DOUBLE THE BUYING POWERIt is not hyperbole to say that we live in a society where

corporations are fundamentally directing, if not ruling, our economy. They have become the

ultimate dominators in an Empire where the masses have been lured into believing that



corporate survival is essential to the well-being of the common folks. However, for-profit

corporations are not structured to benefit the welfare of society; they are structured to make

money. “Under the prevailing interpretation of corporate law,” policy analysts Lee Drutman and

Charlie Cray explain, “corporations have one primary duty: to make money for shareholders . . .

In pursuit of this one goal, they will freely cast aside concerns about the societies and

ecological systems in which they operate.”26 And when women left the home and entered the

workforce, the corporations’ charge was not to figure out how to accommodate women’s needs

to make money or to hand them opportunities for creative expression and personal fulfillment.

Their intent, their duty, was to find a way to profit from the maneuver.If the household was to be

empty all day, then an assortment of products could be marketed on grounds that they would

minimize domestic duties upon returning home, or fill the void left by family members’ absence

from each other. As women joined men in the workforce, opportunities to spend the paychecks

were plentiful, including professional clothing, labor-saving home appliances, entertainment,

exercise equipment, luxury vacations and, most significantly, processed foods.By the 1950s,

our nation’s food system was rapidly industrializing. Cheap oil made it possible for fresh foods

to be available year-round, and factories made it possible to produce canned foods far cheaper

and faster than a housewife could do with her surplus garden produce. Once both men and

women were working, and no one was home to bag lunches or fix dinner, then an enormous

market opened wide. Processed convenience foods flooded the grocery stores, office

buildings, gas stations, office supply stores, restaurants, street corners, rest stops and schools.

Our dietary habits changed dramatically. In one telling example, U.S. per capita production of

high fructose corn syrup, the essential ingredient in most processed and convenience foods,

and a major contributor to obesity, was about 0.03 pounds per person per year in 1967. By

1977, that figure had jumped to 9.6 pounds per person per year; by 1987 it was 47.7; by 1997 it

was 60.4 pounds per person per year.27 From 1960–1962, 44.8 percent of the U.S. population

was overweight or obese. By the late eighties we crossed the halfway mark, and by 2001 over

66 percent of our population was overweight or obese.28The disruption of having husband and

wife gone from the home all day created opportunities to commodify the needs of the vacant

household. Alise Jansons, who parented and managed a brain injury program prior to joining

the ranks of the Radical Homemakers, describes her family’s descent into the dual-income

home life:The laundry would rot. I would forget about it in the washing machine. And you lie in

bed and these weird lists go through your head, like “Oh my gosh! This is what I have to do

[and] . . . I have to do this . . . and this . . . and this . . . and this.” You’re processing work stuff.

You have to do take-out food and you can’t be thrifty and you don’t have the time to recycle or

do anything that’s better [for the environment] . . . Everything is about time saving, time

saving. . . . When you come to that working mom thing, sure you can do it, but you’re cutting a

lot of corners and the corners that you’re cutting, I think, are the important corners for our

society and our environment. . . . The time-saving things that you do, there’s a price that goes

along with that.That price, she feels, was paid not only in earnings spent, but in her family’s

quality of life.THE GOLDEN HANDCUFFSWhen Rosie the Riveter and then her daughters of

the late sixties and seventies joined the workforce, they entered a world that had been defined

as a man’s sphere since the dawn of the industrial revolution, when husbands first left their

positions as co-stewards of the home to take on work for wages. Since that time, the wage-

earning world has revolved around the cycle of a man’s life. Thus, the period of time wherein a

man establishes his value in the workforce and begins his significant career accomplishments

is the same time when women are in their childbearing years.29 As simple biological reality,

women who hope to raise children are handicapped in the workday world from the moment



they enter it. Julie Hewitt, a Radical Homemaker who left a corporate career, had her own

interpretation of the quest for professional advancement: “You broke the glass ceiling or

whatever it was . . . [but] that was something sold; that was a bill of goods.” Pamela Stone, a

sociologist who investigates work-family issues, published a study in 2007 showing how high-

achieving, educated women are forced out of the workplace.The women in Stone’s study had

enjoyed tremendous success in their professional lives, but at a considerable price. “Prestige,

hefty remuneration, a modicum of job security, and generous benefits were offset by long

hours, extensive travel, and unrelenting 24/7 demands.”30 Time demands and family conflict

were an element of their lives to be taken for granted as working mothers attempted to fulfill the

requisite sixty-hour work weeks and round-the-clock requirements for accountability. It was this

pressure, played out in a dramatic unfolding of events, that led Julie Hewitt to step off her

corporate path and begin her life as a Radical Homemaker.Julie’s first pregnancy ended

prematurely with an emergency cesarian-section where she learned she’d given birth to a baby

girl with Down syndrome. “I went back to work kind of . . . numb,” she says. “I got six months

off . . . and then David [her husband] got three, but when he was taking his paternity leave, I

went back to work and really hadn’t absorbed the full reality of dealing with a kid with special

needs.”At the time, Julie didn’t question her obligation to her employer or her commitment to

her corporate career:
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Post-Consumer World, The Homesteader's Herbal Companion: The Ultimate Guide to
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Homesteader's Natural Chicken Keeping Handbook: Raising a Healthy Flock from Start to

Finish, Sweet Maple: Backyard Sugarmaking from Tap to Table, Freeze Fresh: The Ultimate
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Lindsey Jane, “Homesteading. I'll be honest, I picked up this book thinking it was something

else entirely. It is actually a book about homesteading, not homemaking. There is a difference

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/aBonx/Radical-Homemakers-Reclaiming-Domesticity-from-a-Consumer-Culture


between those two in my head. I am a homemaker, not a homesteader. I do not grow my own

food. Yes, I make quite a bit from scratch, but the ingredients are purchased, not grown or

raised by me. However, I did really enjoy this book. The first half was an eye opener into our

consumer culture. The second half are the how-to's of making a go of homesteading and the

values common among homesteaders. The information is presented thoroughly without talking

in circles. It is well written.I found this book to be worth my time reading it. While I do not plan

to become a homesteader, I did take many things to heart. It was a great reminder to be happy

with what we have and not continually strive to have more. (The happiness isn't in the more, it

is in having what you need and enjoying what you do.) My needs are met. I've got time to

spend with my family. I'm a very blessed and fortunate woman. I am also trying to buy more

locally. It also (along with a blog post by Mavis) made me rethink my decision to insist on

traditional health insurance.If you're extremely mainstream, you may want to skip this book for

now. But if you're already thinking about quality of life over making money and helping your

neighbors, this book will be a good read for you, even if you can't or won't make the leap into

full homesteading.”

M. Roberts, “Yes!!! That's EXACTLY it!. I read this book every spare minute and got through it

in 2 days. There were so many YES!!!! moments! This book is wonderfully affirming for people

who value OTHER things (like family, community and time to enjoy life) more than money and

keeping up with the Joneses. I have lived for years on much less than I needed to so that I

could be home with my kids. I have taken low paying work from home jobs rather than use my

masters degree and get a "real" job. But that is because I don't value climbing the ladder and

making tons of money at the expense of family life. This book affirmed that and helped me to

take it a step further - toward becoming even more self-sufficient and living on less. If you want

to live a more eco-friendly, family and community centered life, then you NEED this book. It

gives you the permission to live differently that we just don't get in society. THANK YOU SO

MUCH for writing this book!  Wonderful!”

IG Scott, “The subversive art of domesticity. Firstly, I loved the front cover with its ironic take on

Socialist imagery! Shannon has created an unusual book based on the experience of 20

women and men who have rejected conventional jobs and reclaimed domestic skills to live well

on a low income. One of my favorite books on this topic is (UK) Tom Hodgkinson's "How to be

Free", and "Radical Homemakers" occasionally refers to the same writers and ideas, but from

a more feminine, US, and serious perspective. The historical overview of the status of

homemakers starts off rather speculatively, but is increasingly interesting. Homemakers seem

to have had a spell of strong influence during the struggle for Independence, because of the

boycott on British goods - similar perhaps to how they might opt to "buy local" today.

Industrialisation, on the other hand, seems to have put women back in their place as their role

became increasingly de-skilled (although more slowly than that of male factory-workers). Betty

Friedan's "The Feminine Mystique" is credited as having sent millions into the work-place, only

to find themselves even more of a victim to corporate business, which was only too pleased to

profit from their lack of time to care for home and family.Shannon's solution is threefold. Giving

up on any paid work in the "extractive" (harmful and unsustainable) economy is shown as a

realistic option, sometimes leaving families hardly worse off financially. Secondly, re-claiming

home-based skills (food-production, making stuff, making do, caring for and even educating

children) is shown as highly skilled and satisfying, sometimes enough for a lifetime. However,

for thinking women and men, a third stage is presented (the "radical" bit), where homemakers



seek to participate in and influence life beyond the domestic sphere, through community

involvement.Readers will vary in how far they are willing or able to take the steps described.

One factor which might shock British readers is how much US citizens pay for health insurance

and how this factor might trap them in a job. On the other hand, we over here might be in a

similar position with the mortgages we pay on ridiculously priced homes. The participants in

Shannon's survey have all found different solutions, but the one thing they have in common is

that they have found resourceful and creative ways to live remarkably well on less than the

average income (sometimes much less), and have usually done this as part of a community

(sometimes including the extended family). It was this factor of life in a community which I

found most original and challenging.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A worthwhile read.. What a great book. I read some of Shannon s blog

and thought is she really off the grid. She owns land and employs people. I also thought £11 for

a kindle book expensive, but it's worth it. I thought my eyes were open to how manipulated by

corporations and government I am but nothing to the extent explained. It does have a lot of

inspiration in it even though most of the people in the book have land etc. I loved it and will try

and become as much of a radical homemaker as I can.”

Mary loves reading, “Inspiring and thoughtful. I loved this book. I found it very inspirational and

couldn't put it down. I love the way she looks atthe history and the politics of the home. I loved

reading peoples stories. It made me think a lot about changes ICan make in my life for the

future.”

Alex, “finally !. a very interesting read so far !I wish it was translated in French... or that I had

the time and energy to do it myself  ! They need a book like this one !(*hint to book editors*)”

The book by Shannon Hayes has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 138 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Copyright Page Dedication Contents Acknowledgments Preface: Tomato-canning

Feminists Introduction: Radical Homemaking — Politics, Ecology and Domestic Arts Part One:

Why Part Two: How Endnotes



Language: English

File size: 598 KB

Text-to-Speech: Enabled

Screen Reader: Supported

Enhanced typesetting: Enabled

X-Ray: Not Enabled

Word Wise: Enabled

Print length: 323 pages

Lending: Enabled

Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

