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Introduction

“I am tired of writing dainty little biographical things that pretend that I am a trim little
housewife in a Mother Hubbard stringing up appetizing messes over a wood stove,” begins
Shirley Jackson’s late-1950s unpublished personal essay, “The Real Me.” In her essay, Jackson
paints a gothic picture of her home as a haunted house where “a ghost stomps around in the attic
room” and she uses “black crayon on all the door sills and window ledges to keep out demons.”
On full moons, she can be found “in the backyard digging for mandrakes” within her garden.!
She cooks with bat wings and breaks the bones of those who offend her. Jackson’s short essay
reveals key aspects of her identity, including her struggle to reconcile her life as an author with
her life as a mother/wife and her use of humor and gothic thematic elements, including the power
of witchcraft, to describe domestic life.

Jackson, a prolific writer, cartoonist, mother of four, and housewife, captured the
psychological, emotional, and isolating reality of the expectations faced by women and mothers
in the United States during the 1950s. Her domestic semi-autobiographical comedies use humor
to shed light on the chaos of the nuclear family while her gothic fiction unveils the cruelties and
hypocrisy of Cold War gendered expectations. These aspects of Jackson’s life show how she
explored womanhood and the feminine identity in the 1950s. Jackson’s anger at the restrictions
placed upon women within heteronormative Cold War society, such as their confinement to the
domestic sphere, echoes throughout the entirety of her literary work. A feminist historical
analysis of her life and work in the Cold War Era reveals how her work anticipated Betty
Friedan’s arguments on the loss of women’s identity in The Feminine Mystique (1963) and the
broader women’s movement in the 1960s and the 1970s.

Despite being widely published, male literary critics of the late 1940s-1960s ignored the
legitimacy of Jackson’s work. They questioned how a housewife could publish humorous
domestic vignettes while also being a significant author within the Gothic literary genre.® Critics
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compared Jackson to male contemporary authors of her time as a way to measure her success, a
comparison she disliked. In a 1949 letter to her parents, Jackson expressed her displeasure at
being compared to the authors Truman Capote, Saki, and John Collier (“none of them writers I
admire particularly”) during the promotion of her highly successful short story, The Lottery.*
These comments reveal how literary critics could not reconcile Jackson’s identity as a housewife
with her work as a gothic writer. Throughout her life, she contradicted 1950s understandings of a
housewife writer.

Feminist scholars of the era also overlooked Jackson as part of the 20" century feminist
literary cannon. Betty Friedan, a notable feminist and key figure in the Second Wave of
Feminism, made remarks about housewife writers in her feminist manifesto, The Feminine
Mystique, which contributed to the dismissal of Jackson’s works. In the chapter titled “The
Happy Housewife Heroine,” Friedan uses Jackson as an example of how 1950s women’s
magazines and housewife authors made light of the struggles women faced within their homes
and personal lives. To Friedan, Jackson is an ‘Uncle Tom’ who uses humor to deny women “the
lives they lead, not as housewives, but as individuals.”” These comments contributed to the
misconception that housewives could not be feminists in the 1950s and 1960s.5 As a result,
authors like Jackson were overlooked and under analyzed for feminist themes, such as her
critiques on heterosexual marriage, nuclear families, gender roles, and Cold War patriarchy. A
closer examination of Jackon’s work reveals the ways she pushed against Cold War gender
boundaries, imagining a life removed from men’s authority. Fortunately, in recent years there has
been renewed interest in Jackson’s life and literary work which has created a substantial
historiography.

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, scholars have used literary and psychological
lenses to examine Jackson’s life and work. They have analyzed the influence of psychology in
her gothic and domestic narratives revealing how Jackson utilized split personalities to represent
her own struggle with identity and Freudian themes to critique the inherent misogyny of
psychoanalysis.” In the 1950s, a common trend amongst psychologists was to utilize the
psychology theory of “momism” to target “mothers as the principal agents behind the greatest
catastrophes of the twentieth century,” such as the loss of masculinity, children’s unruly behavior,
and the spread of communism.® Literary scholar Lynne Evans argues that Jackson uses “Freudian
theories of mothers in order to interrogate and critique the subject position of mother as
conceived by psychoanalysis itself” within her gothic text, The Haunting of Hill House.’ Jackson
also uses psychology in her domestic novels and short stories, such as Life Among the Savages
and Raising Demons, to explore the tension between motherhood, children, and the home.
Literary scholar Andrew Smith’s analysis of the female gothic language Jackson employs reveals
the “specific mood of pessimism...in which social, emotional, and intellectual advancement
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seems to be an impossibility” for women in the 1950s.!® When taken together, these
psychoanalytic readings of Jackson’s writing reveal how Cold War American society utilized
psychology as a tool to confine women within their homes, convincing women they would find
equality and fulfillment within marriage and motherhood.

Scholars have also examined Jackson’s personal relationships with her husband, the New
York Times critic, Stanley Hyman, and her mother, Geraldine Jackson, in order to understand
their impact on her writing. Outside of 1950s society, Jackson faced pressure to adhere to
heteronormative gender roles within her personal life. While Hyman supported Jackson’s writing
career, which provided financially for their family of four, he still expected her to take on all
domestic duties, including childrearing and his own care. Similarly, Jackson’s mother expected
her to perform perfectly within the domestic sphere. When she failed to meet her mother’s
expectations, she received letters from Geraldine criticizing her appearance, home, cleanliness,
and the way she raised her children.!! These societal pressures are continuously reflected
throughout her literary work in which she critiques men and marriages. Literary critic Michael T.
Willson argues that Jackson’s work shifts “beyond the idea of marriage itself” to “a life lived
without male control and authority” and female independence.'? Closer analysis of Jackson’s
personal relationships with her mother and husband provides additional insight into her already
fractured relationship with domesticity, as they expected her to perfectly perform her domestic
duties, keep with 1950 beauty standards, and raise the perfect White nuclear family.

Other scholars have analyzed Jackson’s use of literary gothic tropes and witchcraft to
characterize the domestic sphere and a woman’s relationship to it. Through the use of
supernatural elements, such as the haunted house, Jackson could “create vivid images of what
domestic life is like for women, and the dangers and terrors inherent in such a life.”!* This
extended to Jackson’s published domestic stories and essays where she combined both gothic
themes and humor to highlight the absurdity of the gendered expectations placed upon women
and mothers.'* Jackson’s awareness of post-World War II print commercial culture, as argued in
Benjamin Mangrum’s article on Jackson’s use of humor in women’s magazines, forced her to
adapt her domestic stories to fit consumer needs and to utilize satire to criticize “the patriarchal
norms structuring the public sphere.”!® Jackson’s housewife humor, while garnering criticism
from Friedan, curated a fanbase of fellow housewives who resonated and felt inspired by
Jackson’s domestic publications. Critical analysis of housewife fan letters sent to Jackson by
historian Jessamyn Neuhaus reveals the women found “ways to speak as authors, as authorities,
utilizing the domestic experience to push the boundaries of domesticity itself.”!® Analyzing
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Jackson’s use of gothic tropes and humor illuminates the way she navigated the 1950s publishing
industry in order to preserve her literary voice.

Despite this extensive historiography, there has been little analytical focus on Jackson’s
expression of literary feminism in the historical context of the 1950s.!” Feminism critiques the
limitations placed upon women by a patriarchal society and advocates for the equality of the
sexes. Feminist action and theory emerged in the First Wave of Feminism within the 19th and
early 20th-century, as White suffragettes focused primarily on child/family welfare and White
women'’s right to vote. By the early 1960s, following the Civil Rights Movement and the
Vietnam War, the Second Wave of Feminism broadened the goals for women’s equality and
addressed topics such as sexuality, psychology, abortion, domesticity, and the intersectionality of
gender, race, and class. Between the 1960s and the 1990s, feminist scholars began to re-examine
the history, lives, and work of female artists, authors, scientists, and intellectuals from the past.
This provided new insight and analysis into historical periods, societies, and people through the
eyes and voices of women. Thus, a feminist historical analysis illuminates how Jackson used
humor and horror in both her domestic non-fiction and gothic fiction to portray women’s mental
and physical confinement within the home and domestic sphere as a result of the political, social,
and economic norms that developed during the early Cold War.

While not declaring herself a feminist, Jackson expresses the discontent and split-
personality that Friedan describes in The Feminine Mystique. Indeed, within her domestic and
Gothic work, Jackson captures the lived-in experiences and psychological complexities of
women confined to the home, the harm of the U.S. patriarchy and psychoanalysis on women, and
the fracturing of the feminine identity. Friedan’s criticism dismisses Jackson’s ability to
creatively express the discontent, loss of identity, and longing that she and other women felt in
the 1950s as a result of a nationwide push towards conventional White gender norms and
dynamics. Jackson’s use of psychology, humor, and gothic tropes reveal her critique of Cold War
gendered expectations on women and mothers and anticipates the growing “proto-feminist
consensus during the post-war era about the constrictions that the institution placed upon
women.”!® It is vital to consider the entirety of Jackson’s literary career and experiences as a
female author and working woman in the late 1940s to early 1960s United States, as her work
bridges the gap in feminist literature post-World War II. Jackson’s proto-feminism is
demonstrated throughout her literary work and personal life. As the primary financial provider of
her family and an established author, Jackson rejected heteronormative 1950s expectations and
beauty standards. She pushed against the boundaries of the domestic and public sphere, using her
work to criticize the limitations put on women’s identities as wives. In doing so, Jackson
challenged the 1960s-1970s American cultural assumption that housewives did not express
feminist thinking.

Cold War Fears and Housewife Writers

Born in 1916 to an upper-middle class family in the suburbs of San-Franciso, California,
Shirley Jackson was an unconventional child. Preferring to read fairy tales, write in her journals,

17 Additionally, Jackson’s historiography is extended by two published biographies written by Ruth Franklin (Shirley
Jackson: A Rather Haunted Life) and Judy Oppenheimer (Private Demons: The Life of Shirley Jackson). However,
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18 Wilson, ““When you get married, you’ll know more about these things:” Shirley Jackson’s Sustained Critique of
Husbands and Marriage,” 420.

4



FOOTNOTES: A JOURNAL OF HISTORY

and craft stories, Jackson first stumped her mother, Geraldine Jackson. Later in life, Geraldine
would admonish Jackson for always being “a willful child...who insisted on her own way in
everything — good or bad.”" Jackson would continue to be “willful” her entire life. After
graduating with her bachelor’s degree from New York City’s Syracuse University in 1940,
Jackson once again rebelled against her conservative Republican parents by marrying her college
sweetheart, Stanley Hyman, a bohemian Jewish literary critic.

Jackson began her journey to become a published author in her 20s, often having her
short stories published in The New Yorker. From the late 1940s to the early 1960s, Jackson
became one of the most in demand and popular women’s writers in the United States after the
success of her 1949 short story, “The Lottery.” Her literary legacy spans over 200 short stories in
popular women’s magazines, such as Good Housekeeping, six novels, and two semi-
autobiographical memoirs. She also frequently drew satirical slice-of-life cartoons derived from
her marriage, literary career, and raising her children. Jackson’s work captured the mind and
attention of the American public and literary world as she was not only an established female
author but a mother of four and a housewife. In the 1950s, a time where it was highly unusual for
middle to upper-middle class White women to be anything but a wife and mother, Jackson
confounded many.

After the end of World War II, there was a nation-wide yearning for reassurance and the
return to the familiar after the mental trauma of the war, the economic instability of the Great
Depression, and the destabilization of American cultural norms. Post-World War 11, heterosexual
gender roles were reinforced to push women out of their wartime jobs, which were typically
reserved for men. While the public sphere became re-masculinized as American men returned to
the workforce, the domestic sphere became hyper-feminized with the expectation that women re-
embrace their roles as wives and mothers. The push for the return of gender norms accelerated
with the Cold War (1947-1991) as new fears helped secure the gender binary that a woman’s
primary role was within the home. Cold War anxieties, such as the threat of nuclear fallout and
communism, prompted American politics and culture to ensure that American women were
committed to “the promise of domestic security and happiness.”?* Women, especially White
middle-class mothers, were expected to secure and protect the sanctity of the nuclear family and
American home from Cold War threats. In a 1953 speech, Katherine Howard, the deputy
administrator of the U.S. Federal Defense Administration, expressed this ideal stating, “it is in
the hands of the American housewife and mother that the defense of our home front must lie.”?!
Yet, despite this expectation, Jackson merged the two worlds together, blurring the lines between
the domestic and public sphere.

It was this duality of her identity, as author and housewife, which perplexed many 1950-
1960s literary critics who struggled to understand Jackson’s domestic and gothic work. The
literary world during the Cold War Era was primarily dominated by men who were baffled at
Jackson’s ability to write about dark subject matters. Critics first failed to grasp Jackson’s
examination of the consequences women face under the patriarchy with the publication of “The
Lottery.” In 1948, Jackson received hate mail (with one reader threatening to drown himself) for
writing about such a gruesome subject; a story about a wife, a mother, falling victim to the
ritualized stoning in her small American-like town. Literary critics believed Jackson simply
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“didn’t understand” what she wrote and attributed the story’s success to her husband.?? They
dismissed her story by labeling her as merely a “housewife writer.”?* Men could not understand
why a woman, let alone a housewife, would write psychological horror novels about the cruelty
of humanity and hypocrisy of American society. Furthermore, critics could not decide what they
wanted out of Jackson’s writing, as even her domestic work disturbed them.

Male critics often dismissed Jackson’s domestic stories in favor of her gothic work and
even suggested that Jackson confine herself to specific genres. In 1959, a reviewer expressed that
if having to choose between Jackson’s gothic novel, The Haunting of Hill House, or her domestic
work they would “prefer, literally, the ghosts.”>* Once again in 1966, Granville Hicks, a literary
critic, praised Jackson’s gothic novels but felt “thrown off by the many pieces she wrote about
her children,” in fact he “could do with less of it.”>> While these critics appreciated Jackson’s
exploration of human psychology, they did not understand it was the female psyche she was
analyzing. Throughout the entirety of Jackson’s gothic work, she intentionally exposes the
“causes and consequences of female victimization and alienation.”® By dismissing her domestic
stories, critics ignored the impact of Jackson’s experiences as a mother and wife in the 1950s and
how she questioned “the extent to which femininity can be separated from domesticity for the
housewife.”?” Jackson would continue to elude critics, and later feminists, as she refused to be
confined to literary genres and the gendered expectations assigned to housewife writers.

Jackson’s domestic stories also confounded 1960s feminists. Once a housewife writer
herself, Friedan labeled housewife authors, and Jackson specifically, as key figures behind
women’s oppression. She pointed out that they utilized their stories to laugh at the idea of
women wanting to be more than wives and mothers. “Do they think their frustrated abilities and
their limited lives are a joke? Shirley Jackson makes the beds, loves, and laughs at her son — and
writes another book.”?® Friedan’s portrayal of 1950s housewives and housewife writers
contributed to the dismissal of Jackson’s work by later Second Wave feminists. Jackson’s use of
humor as a literary tool to explore the complexities, chaos, and the yearning for freedom that she
feels alongside the responsibilities of motherhood was ignored.

While her domestic narratives are humorous, they are also filled with gothic motifs, such
as haunted houses, magic, and poltergeists, to represent the discontent that she at times felt
within the home. For example, in the undated story “Good Old House,” published posthumously
in Let Me Tell You (a collection of unpublished essays, lectures, fiction, and autobiographical
stories), Jackson writes, “I awoke with nightmares of the old house shaking over me, malevolent
and cruel, and...I frequently found myself awake after having walked toward the front door, and
once I found myself out between the pillars, as if running away.”?® The nuclear family and
motherhood was not something Jackson wanted “sentimentalized or idealized.”® As Jackson
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expressed in her memoir Life Among the Savages (1953), there were times she would have liked
to escape to a life with no children and “in an apartment hotel where they do the cleaning for you
and send up your meals and all you have to do is lie on a couch.”! Despite the public’s and
Friedan’s perception of 1950s housewives and housewife writers, Jackson did not always relish
adhering to her domestic duties and motherhood.

Contrary to Friedan’s understanding of Jackson’s work, female critics of the era took note
of the anger and discontent Jackson held towards being confined to the home and her domestic
duties. In a 1957 review of Jackson’s domestic novel Raising Demons (1957), critic Mary
McGory worries about the impression Jackson’s domestic work would have on young women.
To McGory, Jackson “ought to go back to frightening people frankly. Lots of impressionable
girls reading her unvarnished recital of domestic life might take a vow of spinsterhood, and then
where would we be?*> Whereas Friedan was concerned that Jackson’s humor made light of
women’s confinement to the home, McGory is worried that Jackson’s domestic language would
encourage women to flee it. Jackson demonstrated the dangers of marriage and the taxing
responsibility of raising children which could have influenced young women to stray away from
Cold War gendered norms. Jackson was not the “happy housewife heroine” that Friedan
portrayed in The Feminine Mystique.

It was because Jackson “did not conform to stereotype” that made her so confounding to
literary critics and feminists as they maintained the popular cultural assumption that 1950s
housewives could not be both mothers and career driven people.>*> American societal and cultural
norms in the late 1940s-1950s recycled imagery of a woman, typically a White woman, giving
up her career once a man entered into her life. Popular film and literature, such as the 1950
Hollywood film A/l About Eve and the 1955 novel Marjorie Morningstar by Herman Wouk,
reinforced the idea that the career woman accepted conventional gender roles once faced with the
choice of pursing her career or entering into a marriage. One of Jackson’s cartoons references her
frustration with this cultural perception. She depicts an onlooking couple observing a woman
dragging her husband off by his hair. One makes remarks, “I understand she’s trying to have both
a marriage and a career.”** Housewives were also targeted by American corporations and
politicians who utilized propaganda playing on Cold War anxieties to stress how “American
superiority rested on the ideal of the suburban home.”*> In a 1955 letter sent to U.S. President
Dwight Eisenhower, the vice president of the Boeing Company stated, “It has always been our
policy to encourage women to stay in the home...[W]e all should work closely together in an
effort to get our women back in the home where they, and they more than anyone else, can make
it the shrine it should be and the solid foundation it has been for building real Americans.”>® Yet,
for a majority of 1950s American women, this was not the reality they experienced.

31 Shirley Jackson, Life Among the Savages (Penguin Publishing Group, 1953), 2.

32 Mary McGory, “Unsparing Album of Family Snapshots Sans Retouching,” Washington, D.C., Evening Star, Jan.
6, 1957, from Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn83045462/1957-01-06/ed-
1/?sp=37&q=+shirley+jackson+the+lottery&r=0.433,0.981,0.613,0.473,0, accessed on Apr. 21, 2025.

33 Lynette Carpenter, “Domestic Comedy, Black Comedy, and Real Life: Shirley Jackson, a Woman Writer,” in Faith
of a (Woman) Writer, ed. Alice Kessler-Harris and William McBrien (Greenwood Press, 1988), 143-148.
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Despite public and media perception, employment rates of 1950s wives and mothers
continued to rise throughout the United States.>” These working women often had to face gossip
and scrutiny from their communities and American society as “there was a concerted effort to
define the limits of what was acceptable.”*® Low wages, limited employment, and work place
discrimination helped move women away from the workplace and back into the home. Jackson
faced similar hostility within her own community of North Bennington, Vermont due to her
career as an author. Strengthening the divide between Jackson and her community was the
reversal of gender roles within her marriage as she would become the main financial provider of
her family.

The common cultural belief in the 1950s depicted the U.S. mother as “a homemaker in a
male-breadwinner family.” This was not Jackson’s marriage as her husband Stanley, a professor
at Vermont’s Bennington College, did not earn enough money to sustain their family of four,
their frequent house parties, rising debts, numerous pets, and personal habits such as buying
lavish presents and antique books. It was Jackson’s writing, specifically her domestic stories,
which kept their family afloat. This caused tension and hostility between Jackson and Stanley
who, as a struggling author himself, did not find as much success as his wife. Jackson’s domestic
stories became immensely popular in women’s magazines and, at one point, her domestic work
sold for “a minimum of one thousand dollars for each short story and essay appearing in a mass-
market magazine.”° Despite this success, Jackson had to constantly navigate the 1950s literary
world where at times she felt that women’s magazine editors would “deliberately seek out bad
stuff because they say their audiences want it.” She was able to maintain her literary voice (“I
won’t write love stories or junk about gay young married couples”) by offering “readers
absurdity and satirical defiance” within her domestic stories that spoke to the inner-feelings and
anxieties of 1950s wives and mothers.*

Jackson’s domestic work inspired women, specifically housewives, to write and pursue
having their own works published. She became an example of a woman who gained financial
independence by combining two worlds, literary and domestic, together. Jackson would offer
advice in select letters to her female fans about how they could cultivate their writing. She
encouraged them to ignore their domestic duties in order to nurture their writing pursuits. This
became a way for “ordinary women in ordinary households” to enact “strategies of resistance”
against the heteronormative expectations of 1950s society.*! Jackson was unique in that she toed
the line of Cold War gender norms, as a housewife, while being her family’s main financial
provider. She worked within both the feminized domestic sphere and the patriarchal public
sphere.

1950s Domestic Sphere, Psychoanalysis, and Momism

Jackson wanted to push the boundaries of women’s magazines and the very definition of
housewife writing. In a 1954 letter, she wrote to Betty Pope, the editor of Good Housekeeping, to
ask that women writers be allowed to try out “a kind of off-beat...series” that offers stories on
“the various small terrors and guilts of the mother every day.” She requested stories that targeted

37 Stephaine Coontz, “The Contradictions of Womanhood in the 1950s,” in 4 Strange Stirring: The Feminine
Mystique and American Women in the Dawn of the 1960s (Basic Books, 2011), 59.

38 May, Homeward Bound, 61.

39 Hattenhauer, “Some Conditions of Production,” 19.

40 Jackson, “To Geraldine and Leslie Jackson, October 12, 1949,” in Letters, 139; Mangrum 59.

4! Neuhaus, ““Is it Ridiculous for me to Say I Want to Write?*” 125.
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various age groups, opening the magazine to a wider audience and including child-centered
narratives that “shouted down the children-are-monsters people.”** Jackson was not interested in
portraying neat short stories about women being content with domestic family life. Her use of
sardonic wit and humor “trained a spotlight on the tensions and frustrations women experience as
wives and mothers.”* As a result, Jackson’s domestic stories resonated with many housewives
who sent in a slew of fan letters testifying to how they related to the domestic chaos of the
nuclear family and isolation they felt within their gender roles. “I am delighted to find there is at
least one, lonely, solitary woman who feels as I do,” states one housewife fan.**

Jackson explores her relationship with the domestic sphere by critically observing the
negative impact of Cold War patriarchal society and psychology on women’s psyche and identity
in her work. “Writing is therapy,”* stated Jackson, as she utilized her gothic fiction and semi-
autobiographical domestic stories to unravel her identity as housewife and author. As a result,
Jackson’s work aligns with Friedan’s concept of women’s identities suffering from a
“schizophrenic split.”*® In the postwar era, women’s predefined roles as wives and mothers were
justified with psychology. Psychologists intensely fixated on the damaging consequences of
women’s failure to fulfill their duties to their husbands and children. From female employment to
childrearing, psychoanalysis commonly placed the blame upon American women, specifically
mothers, for the failings of American society.

Pioneered by Sigmund Freud, psychoanalytic theory, a practice of psychology focusing
on the mind’s subconscious ability to shape a person’s behavior/thoughts/feelings, was
established in Europe and the United States during the late nineteenth century and early 20"
century.*’” During the 1950s-1960s, there was a revival of the practice and psychoanalysis that
saturated American culture and media. This time period is often referred to as the “Era of the
Expert” or “the Golden Age” of psychiatry. Psychoanalysis became another tool that amplified
Cold War anxieties as it provided American citizens with the rationale for the state of the world
and their places within American society. As a result, psychologists centered their attention on
the way “public dangers merged with private ones™® and emphasized the importance of women
adhering to heterosexual gender dynamics, the domestic sphere, and motherhood as the means of
maintaining American societal and psychological stability.

Psychologists helped with the adoption of the Cold War ideology that American
democracy hinged upon a woman’s ability to maintain the ideal nuclear family. By utilizing
psychoanalysis, psychologists tried to convince women they should naturally be fulfilled
(emotionally and sexually) within the domestic sphere. 1950s books, newspapers, and
advertisements often touted “experts” who offered women advice on how to raise happy
American children, maintain their homes with new household appliances, and most importantly,
how women should appease the male ego. For example, in a 1954 magazine article, a Dr. Ashely
Montague advises wives not to show off their intelligence around their husbands or employers as
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this could cause resentment and be unfeminine. It was best for a wife to be modest and allow the
man to feel like his opinion was superior, that way she can be “honest about showing her
knowledge and his ego is appeased at the same time.”*’ Experts advised women to quit their jobs
to focus on their marriages. “Nothing in this world is more important than being a good wife and
mother — creating a happy home for a husband and child.”° Instead of a job, psychologists
demanded that a housewife center her sole identity around her home and husband’s employment
to reach the fullest extent of achievement for her sex. However, Jackson’s work speaks to the
anger she felt at societies expectations that women be confined solely to her housewife persona
and husband’s identity.

Jackson and her literary work faced constant invalidation, as seen among literary critics
and feminists, because of her identity as a housewife. For example, when asked for her
employment during the birth of her third child, Jackson’s nurse ignores her answer: “‘Writer,”
said. ‘T’ll just put down housewife,” she said.”®' The delivery nurse dismisses her achievements
as an established female author, placing Jackson’s worth on her contributions to her husband and
children. The constant devaluation created a complicated relationship between Jackson and her
writing, especially her domestic stories. Jackson often “resented her reputation as a domestic
humorist” as she was under immense pressure from Stanley to keep drafting domestic stories for
financial reasons. Stanley at times would go as far as to control the number of pages Jackson
could use to write personal letters: “he usually protests that all these pages would make a
story.”?

While she loved writing about the magical, illogical minds of her children, between
housework and managing her four children, it took away the already little time Jackson had for
her other writing endeavors. From time-to-time Jackson would also play into the public’s
perception in order to protect her privacy and “suggest that her writing was at once a form of
escape from, and an integral part of, her daily housework.”* It did bother Jackson, however, that
people rarely addressed her work: “no one mentions the fact that I also write books, as though it
were not polite to talk about.”>*

When she was not writing and taking care of her children, another aspect of Jackson’s
identity revolved around her husband’s role as a professor; she was a “faculty wife.” In the
1950s, there was a substantial influx of White male students and faculty members on college
campuses due to the 1944 GI Bill which funded World War II veterans’ college education. In
order to accommodate the large male student body (an estimated 78%), colleges reserved class
seats for men, rejected female college applications, and hired only male faculty members.>> As a
result, the population of female students and female professors was reduced from 47% to 3%.¢
This trend also had an impact on women'’s colleges, with female faculty members declining
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“substantially during the 1940s and 1950s.”*” This was the case of Stanley’s position at the all-
girls Bennington College in Vermont; he was a member of a predominantly White male faculty.
During this time period, the 1940s and 1950s, the term “faculty wife” became a popular
identifier for women, such as Jackson, who were married to college professors. These women
were encouraged to give up their intellectual aspirations and career goals in order to maintain a
successful family and happy marriage. A faculty wife was “to concentrate her energy on
organizing social activities and supporting her husband’s work.” Faculty wives were encouraged
by 1950s psychologists to feel pride in their husband’s profession and domestic duties, instead of
their own accomplishments, becoming women without faces.*®

Critiques of the faculty wife role are pervasive throughout Jackson’s gothic and domestic
work. For example, the male characters in her 1951 gothic novel, Hangsaman, Mr. Waite
(father), and Arthur Langdon (professor) bear a striking resemblance to Jackson’s husband as
each man embodies certain personalities traits of Stanley, such as his harsh literary criticism and
his constant flirtation with female students. This anger appears again in the 1957 domestic novel,
Raising Demons. Jackson’s anger is thinly disguised with sarcasm but her annoyance at the new
role she is now expected to fulfill is blatant. For a faculty wife “it is considered probable that ten
years or so ago she had a face and a personality of her own, but if she has it still, she is expected
to keep it decently to herself,” writes Jackson.>® Her career as a published women’s author not
only separated her from her peers, but her “housedress and causal demeanor” sharply contrasted
with the rest of “the neatly-put-together faculty wives.”®° This role would be another identity
that, alongside the housewife label, splintered Jackson’s sense of self into another persona that
she had no control over.

In many ways Jackson’s work aligns with Friedan’s arguments on the loss of women’s
identities to the domestic sphere. Jackson, like Friedan, was worried about losing herself within
the home, as she separated her identities between mother, faculty wife, and author: “The
mystique says they [housewives] can answer the question ‘Who am [?’ by saying ‘Tom’s
wife...Mary’s mother.”®! Jackson, again similar to Friedan, speaks to the importance of women
finding meaning outside of their domestic duties within the majority of her gothic novels. Her
gothic heroines are often strange, lonely young girls and older women who are struggling to find
their identity and make their way in a world that will not accept them. Typically, their fate results
in resignation, erasure of identity, and death when they enter back into society. In rare cases,
these unconventional young women are able to obtain freedom and a life away from men.

Friedan did not recognize Jackson’s work as proto-feminist. Despite advocating for
women to have an identity outside of their homes, she believed that a woman’s chief
responsibility was to raise her children.5? Although she critiqued the misogyny within
psychoanalysis, Friedan utilized “momism” to warn against “domineering mothers whose
excessive energy suffocated and infantilized the young generation of American citizens,
potentially leading them into homosexuality and divorce.”®® Jackson’s work, which portrayed the
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destructive nature of the nuclear family, toxicity within parent-child relationships, especially
mother-daughter relationships, potentially added to Friedan’s and Second-Wave feminists’ ire.%
Like 1950s psychoanalysts, Friedan dismissed housewives and blamed mothers and working
women for the failings of American society. American 1950s psychology was used to blame
mothers, especially working mothers, as “the cause of all childhood ills, including delinquency,
insanity, and all forms of criminality.”

First seen in Philp Wylie’s 1942 book, Generation of Vipers, the term “momism” rose in
popularity over the next two decades. Alongside Freud’s theories on childhood development,
psychologists used “momism” to blame high crime rates, homosexuality, and communism on the
ways mothers raised their children. Maintaining American motherhood became a matter of
“national survival.”® In the eyes of Cold War society, mothers were either too loving,
smothering their children, or neglectful, not providing them with enough attention and love. In
the end, according to psychologists, both resulted in damage to the child-psyche and an
onslaught of behavioral issues. What mothers needed was a guiding hand, an expert’s opinion to
assist her in raising her children. In her 1960 short story, “The Mother of My Kittens,” Jackson
sardonically requotes a magazine article that rings with a similar sentiment: “Instinct alone is not
enough. Today’s mother must call upon science and all its resources before she can raise her
children” for “what would we think, today, of a mother who depended entirely upon what she
thought was right for her child?”®” As with the rest of her domestic and gothic literary work,
Jackson utilized dry humor and satire to highlight the gendered hypocrisies within 1950s
American society and psychology which reinforced the belief that women were not capable of
raising their children without professional assistance.

Jackson’s Monstrous Motherhood, Gendered Haunted Spaces and Feminine Identity

As demonstrated by Jackson’s short story “Mother of My Kittens,” contemporary
literature and magazine advice columns, published scathing remarks about the dangers of women
prioritizing their career over their children. In a 1955 article, Boston’s chief justice blamed the
rising number of childhood delinquency on working mothers, calling it an epidemic: “Mothers,
in leaving their children...have disrupted what used to be the home life that contributed more
than anything else to the proper upbringing of children.”®® This mass circulated perception
created another double standard for women to live by, using mothers as scapegoats for Cold War
fears. Psychoanalysis formed a “malevolent motherhood” that was inherently misogynistic in its
origin.®® Jackson, well aware of this double standard, employed psychology to create the monster
mother figure in her 1959 gothic novel, The Haunting of Hill House, that Cold War American
society feared would destroy the nuclear family dynamic.
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By consciously utilizing Freud’s theories on the mother, Jackson “reveals that it is
masculinist and heteronormative dictates relating to mothers, and not the maternal figure itself,
that are horrifying.”’® In The Haunting of Hill House, Jackson constructs a monster mother figure
from the haunted house itself. It is a “maternally coded site of horror” that trapped main
character, Eleanor, into its architectural female body. Amongst gothic fiction writers, it was
common for the subject of the gothic house to function “as the embodiment of the mother of
Freud’s pre-Oedipal schema.””! Similar to her earlier gothic work, Jackson has removed the
physical figure of the mother, allowing her spectral figure to haunt the narrative. This empty
space provided Jackson with the means to craft the monster mother, an invisible all-consuming
and oppressive presence, that psychoanalysts warned housewives about.

However, despite the spectral mother, it is the ghostly form of Hugh Crain, the founder
and previous tenant of Hill House, who terrorizes Eleanor with his patriarchal authority. Jackson
uses haunted gendered spaces frequently to embody “her own entrapment within the domestic
structure, and the various modes and expectations of feminine behavior and labor within it.””’ It
is in both her gothic and domestic works that Jackson confronts and tries to resist the domination
of Cold War patriarchal society and the gendered expectations the American public had of
housewives.

In the post-World War II era, there was an upsurge of gothic authors who employed
psychological theories and supernatural elements, such as haunted houses, ghosts, demons and
the occult, to characterize the destabilization of the psyche, nuclear family, and identity within
1950s U.S. society. The female gothic, in particular, used these thematic tropes to capture the
disintegration of a women'’s sense of self, their longing for independence, and their entrapment in
the domestic sphere. Jackson, a part of the female gothic cannon, “employed otherworldly horror
as a means of drawing graphic attention to the...crushing conformity” of postwar
America.”*Thus, her haunted houses, a structure expected to be a woman’s main domain and
identifier, became a living entity that reflected and manipulated its inhabitants’ mental states,
stirring suppressed emotions. To occupy Jackson’s dwellings, “to be haunted by — a house is
always to stage a spectral encounter with a reflection of oneself in some partial or attenuated
form.””* Her ghostly figures represented the looming presence of housework and motherhood
alongside the incessant and constant demands of marriage. Jackon’s gothic narrative devices
echoed her own haunted life, illustrating the patriarchal societal and domestic Cold War ideals
that inhibited and repressed women.

Jackson’s relationship with domesticity was strained not only due to external pressures
she faced within post-World War II society but also internally within the home. Jackson’s mother,
Geraldine, and her husband, Stanley, were two key figures that insisted that Jackson adhere to the
Cold War gender binary and appearances. These relationships had an impact on Jackon’s literary
work and the ways in which she interacted with the domestic sphere. Jackson contained a “deep-
seated frustration with domesticated femininity” as she feared losing her identity and voice to the
demands of motherhood.” Jackson’s fears of confinement would later become a reality. By the
early 1960s, her agoraphobia (the fear of being in an environment or situation with no escape)
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and chronic illnesses flared up, confining her within her home: “I have written myself into the
house.””® It would not be until the process and publication of her final novel, We Have Always
Lived in the Castle (1962), that Jackson would grapple with the possibility of female
independence.

Geraldine, already displeased with Jackson’s choice of career, was a harsh critic of her
daughter’s work, appearance, and the way she raised her children. Similar to those who could not
reconcile with Jackson’s writing due to her housewife identity, she could not understand
Jackson’s fascination with “demented girls” in her gothic works.”” Instead, her mother preferred
Jackson’s domestic short stories and personal letters, saying, “We love getting your letters and
like them better than your stories”.”® From childhood into adulthood, Geraldine would intensely
monitor and harshly criticize her daughter’s physical appearance, going so far as to mail Jackson
a corset.” Jackson, who struggled with her weight, had a difficult time as an adult due to a
mixture of diet pills, mood stabilizers, and tranquilizers prescribed to her for anxiety. Her mother
once shamed Jackson, who rarely allowed pictures of herself to be taken, for allowing her
photograph to be published in 7ime magazine. “Why oh why do you allow the magazines to print
such awful pictures of you? I am sure your daughters at school are proud to show off your
picture and say, ‘this is my mother’...Your children love you for achievements but they also
want you worth looking at t00.”®® Even Jackson’s children and home were not safe from her
mother’s comments, they were either too unruly, or her house was not clean enough to
Geraldine’s standards. Her mother perceived Jackson to have failed to uphold and fulfill her
domestic duties.

“I am far more concerned with my book and the very good review which accompanied
the picture,”! Jackson replied to her mother’s critiques on her appearance in the Time magazine.
As in the 1950s, a key major factor of a housewife’s identity and symbol of her femininity was
the upkeep of her physical appearance. It was expected of a Cold War woman to keep
“themselves thin, beautiful, and impeccably dressed” for their husbands.®? Experts would once
again offer advice to women on the ways to maintain their looks without interrupting their
housework and inconveniencing their husbands. Those who could not maintain or refuse to
comply to this standard were urged to do so and faced intense scrutiny. In a 1957 article, one
expert claims that the negligent housewife who does not beautify herself allows for her husband
to “say goodbye in the morning to an unmade up, uncombed ‘frau’ and hello in the evening to the
same rumpled spouse.”®* Jackson, already an outlier within the realms of femininity due to her
position as a writer, continued her resistance to gendered expectations in her physical appearance
as well. She defied society’s and her mother’s unattainable femininity by slicking her hair into a
ponytail and wearing colorful, casual dresses.

It would be Jackson’s husband Stanley who had the greatest impact on her domestic and
literary life; he was an all-encompassing presence. While he encouraged Jackson’s writing and
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her intellectual pursuits, he “was also horrendously domineering, even tyrannical and worst of all
an inveterate, incorrigible flirt.”®* Stanley pressured Jackson into an open marriage and did not
try to hide his affairs with his female students and other women, including Jackson’s own female
friends. Stanley, like many 1950s men, “had a modicum of greater power in marriage.”®’
Jackson’s anger at Stanley’s infidelities and dissatisfaction with her marriage are reflected by her
gothic heroines, who are “regularly oppressed, constricted, and driven mad not only by
ambiguous supernatural forces, but even more frequently by the men in their lives.”%

Stanley frequently oversaw Jackson’s writing process and sought to influence the genre
her writing focused on. He preferred her profitable domestic stories. “He will not allow me to
write anything in which I feel that [ am doing more than only writing for money,” Jackson writes
in a 1963 letter to herself. Stanley managed the household finances. ®” In most 1950s marriages,
“ultimate authority, particularly in major financial decisions” was given to the husband.®® As a
result, Stanley controlled Jackson’s domestic and economic labor. Her marriage contributed to
Jackson’s complicated relationship with domesticity as Stanley, who was fully dependent on
Jackson financially and physically, expected her to cater to his every need and the demands of
his job. He could not be inconvenienced, but the housewife could be.

On top of her writing obligations and Stanley’s care, Jackson was solely responsible for
the primary care of her four children. To her children, Jackson “was an imaginative and
unconventional mother” but motherhood threatened to overtake and limit her identity.®® Her
children had the ability to create an idealistic version of motherhood that could potentially “mock
her” for failing to fulfill it.”® It was another expectation for her to live up to within a post-World
War II society that was already obsessed with childrearing. The late 1940s into the 1950s is
commonly referred to as the “Baby Boom,” with birth rates jumping “from an average of 2.3
children to an average of 3.2. children per family.” The rise in birth rates was in part due to the
increase in societal pressure to marry young, a lack of access to birth control, and the emphasis
on a woman'’s patriotic duty associated with having multiple children. To be unmarried and
childless in the 1950s was “equated to being locked in a sort of permanent state of
adolescence.”®! Heterosexual marriage, the nuclear family, and the domestic sphere became a
fundamental principle that women had to adhere to and uphold. As with the majority of 1950s
women, it was expected that motherhood would fulfill Jackson professionally and emotionally,
encompassing and erasing her identity as an author.

Even within her own writing, Jackson became invisible and voiceless in her domestic
stories due to her children. They contained her as a mother and ignored her as a writer. For
example, in her 1960 short story “The Bad Children,” Jackson’s literary voice is erased as she
tries to craft a moral story out of the Hansel and Gretel fairytale for her children’s play. The
moment her play “got into the hands of the children it altered,” morphing away from her
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intended moral lesson on naughty children and tired witches.’*> Motherhood and the domestic
sphere often manipulated Jackson’s identity into “one of ceaseless labor without talking-back or
exemption.”? Jackson loved and respected her children and their imaginations, but there were
times they left her open-mouthed in terror.**

Confinement, We Have Always Lived in the Castle, and Female Independence

Jackson suffered from a nervous break in the early 1960s and became even more
confined to the house than she already was. The little independence that she gained by driving
around her North Bennington community and attending writers’ conferences was stripped away.
While she was under pressure from her mother, husband, and publishers, Jackson’s agoraphobia
struck, making it debilitating for her to leave the house without severe anxiety. While confined to
the house, Jackson wrote and published what is considered her literary masterpiece, We Have
Always Lived in the Castle in 1962. In her novel, Jackson used the main characters Merricat and
Constance Blackwood to separate the two sides of herself once again, author (Merricat) and
housewife (Constance). We Have Always Lived in the Castle is a murder mystery involving a
poisoned family, magic, community ostracization, and “female self-sufficiency” that “threatens a
society in which men hold primary power.”®>

In We Have Always Lived in the Castle, Jackson continues her analysis of women’s
relationships to domestic spaces and nuclear families as either a site of imprisonment or refuge.
In her novel, Jackson concludes that “only a life lived without male control and authority offers
true independence to a woman.””® The Blackwood sisters are alienated from their town village.
Similarly, Cold War society would shame, pressure, and ostracize women who did not conform
to the gender binary.”” The town’s nuclear families mock the sisters as suspected murderers and
eventually the community’s behavior transforms into “physical aggression” with the destruction
of the Blackwood house.”® To combat these attacks, Merricat successfully uses feminine laughter,
rage, and witchcraft to scare her community members and defend her home from the threat of
patriarchal authority. Merricat and Constance isolate themselves from their community and are
happy and content together within the ruins of their home. The sisters’ experiences within their
small-town connect to Jackson’s life in 1950s-1960s North Bennington, Vermont. Jackson’s
appearance, writing life, including her literary friends, and unconventional home, made her
family stand out in the conservative and primarily White neighborhood of North Bennington.*
Jackson’s daughter states, “We knew we were different...Our parents were Democrats, we were
atheists. We didn’t fit in. We were...not paranoid, but a little self-conscious.”!?
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Similar to Merricat, Jackson would guard herself against the scrutiny of her community
and by her neighbors through the use of laughter and witchcraft. Her fascination culminated in
her life-long love of black cats, strange houses, magic, her own children’s book The Witchcraft of
Salem Village (1956), and “an extensive collection on witchcraft and demonology.”!°! Jackson
was not shy about her love of all things supernatural, which unfortunately would be used against
her. Stanley and her publisher played off her witchy attributes to sell her novels resulting in
critics naming Jackson, “Virginia Werewoolf.”!*> However, her love for magic was also a way
for Jackson to demonstrate her agency within her life amid the strains of the domestic sphere. In
relating witchcraft to housework, Jackson exerted “control over the spaces in which she spends
almost all of her time.”!*®> Cooking dinner became a witch’s pot, and a broom became a witch’s
broomstick. In tandem with her witchcraft, Jackson’s sardonic humor allowed her to express her
frustrations within Cold War marriage, motherhood, and womanhood. She created a space for
herself and other mothers to vent about the madness and disruption of children and the
carelessness of husbands. By using feminine laughter, rage, and witchcraft, Jackson rids herself
of the Cold War patriarchy that had confined her for so many years.

After the publication of We Have Always Lived in the Castle in 1962, Jackson began to
see a psychiatrist to manage her anxiety and agoraphobia. The psychiatrist, as many did in the
1950s-1960s, failed to address the domestic and personal stressors that caused Jackson’s
condition. Instead, he focused on getting her back to “normal” to perform her housekeeping and
caretaking duties. Through therapy, pills, and an established outside routine, Jackson began to
draft a new novel that would stylistically depart from the rest of her literary work: Come Along
with Me. This time Jackson was considering taking a journey where no one, not her husband and
potentially even her children, could follow her. In a 1963 letter to self, Jackson chants, “I am
proud and alone and I will not be hurt by stupidity...I will not be afraid. I will not be afraid...I
will not.”'% Come Along With Me would have revolved around a middle-aged woman named
Angela Motorman, the same age as Jackson, who “has been freed from her own marriage and
constraints by her husband’s timely death.”!% This novel was going to be Jackson’s attempt at
independence and freedom on her own terms.

Unfortunately, Come Along With Me would remain unfinished due to Jackson’s sudden
death in 1965 at the age of 48. Jackson’s death shocked many fans, friends and those within the
literary world, including Stanley who “had no idea how to manage his day-to-day routine
without Shirley.”!% Her final novel would have continued her exploration of the restrictions and
destruction within Cold War heterosexual marriage. She, “like many women in the constrictive
and troubled marriages of the ‘long 1950s,’” was discovering a way to remove herself entirely
from the patriarchal institution that controlled her identity and limited her freedom.'” Jackson
died before the discourse amongst feminists in the 1960s regarding women’s identity, rights, and
gender equality began. However, her work anticipates the debate.

Jackson’s relationship with domesticity forms her proto-feminist activity. Within her
gothic and domestic novels, Jackson validates Friedan’s argument that 1950s women were
searching for something more outside of marriage and the nuclear family. While Friedan had a
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“All you have to do... is keep writing”

feminist perspective on women’s autonomy, her perspective of women is confined within
“heterosexual love and marriage.”'%® For example, Friedan once asked that her tombstone read,
“she helped make women feel better about being women and therefore better able to freely and
fully love men.”'” In contrast, as Jackson works through her complicated relationship with
marriage and the domestic sphere within her literary narratives, she pushes outside of
heterosexual gender boundaries. We Have Always Lived in the Castle and Come Along With Me
testify to Jackson’s conclusion that a life of female independence was one away from men’s
authority and control.

The external factors of post-World War II society and the internal factors of Jackson’s
personal relationships with her mother and husband influenced how she interacted in the
domestic sphere. Under constant pressure to perform, publicly and domestically, Jackson became
extremely self-conscious. To protect herself and to maintain privacy, she created a persona that
would play into people’s perceptions of her: “Jackson succeeds in constructing a radically
unstable public persona, conforming to the domestic feminine ideal while subverting it from
within.”'? Yet, Jackson still did not delight in the constant housework as she struggled to
maintain a clean house and keep to her busy writing schedule. But this did not stop Jackson from
using humor and horror to explore and push at the extent a housewife can exercise power and
control within her home. Jackson was not afraid to venture and expose the darker side of human
nature, highlighting the consequences of the loss of women’s identity to a male dominated
society.

Jackson found ways to articulate a “challenge to the seemingly ubiquitous gender
ideology of that period [1950s].”!!! After closer examination, it is clear how Jackson used her
gothic and domestic works to articulate her inner-anxieties, fears, and anger at women’s
confinement to the home and American society’s idealization of motherhood. She fought to
maintain her literary voice in the 1950s publishing industry that was primarily dominated by men
who published stories that perpetuated and idealized the societal image of housewives and
mothers. As a full-time mother and author, Jackson unified other housewife readers who
identified with her struggles. “She was one of us, and greater and smarter than any of us...It was
so good to know she was there,”''? stated one housewife reader in the wake of Jackson’s death.
Jackson’s success as a working mother and housewife inspired many of her fans to try their own
hand at writing stories in order to gain some semblance of financial independence from their
husbands.

In an undated lecture on “Memory and Delusion,” Jackson relays to a crowd the
importance of a writer’s ability to indulge in the strange, fantastic, and delusion of the world.
“All you have to do — and watch this carefully please — is keep writing. As long as you write it
away regularly, nothing can hurt you.”!'!® Despite the societal and personal demands that ate
away at Jackson’s time to write, she always found a way to express her thoughts and indulge in
her fantasies. Escaping into her writing, Jackson created a world based in her own personal
experiences and “demented” women representative of her own identity that she used to work
through her inner-emotions and longing for personal freedom— “to be separate, to be alone, to
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stand and walk alone,” as she put it.''* Through the use of humor, psychology, and horror,
Jackson critiqued men’s psychological and physical oppression of women.

Jackson forms “a powerful counternarrative to the ‘feminine mystique’ [the societal
concept that women are fulfilled emotionally, physically, and sexually within their domestic
roles], revealing the unhappiness and instability beneath the housewife’s sleek veneer of
competence.”!!® Jackson expressed proto-feminist ideas in ways that challenged Friedan’s
assertion that feminism did not occur within housewives and the duplicity of housewife writers.
In fact, careful examination of Jackson’s work in relation to Friedan reveals striking similarities
as both authors argued the importance of women sustaining an identity that did not hinge on her
value of being a mother and wife. The failure to address the gap in scholarship surrounding the
ways women pushed against the gender boundaries of the Cold War Era allows for other proto-
feminists similar to Jackson to slip through the cracks of cultural and historical analysis. It 1s
important to consider the works of 1950s women who expressed their feminism in
unconventional ways as they can offer a deeper introspection into the ways women, and
housewives, navigated and subverted gender expectations in post-World War Il American
society.
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