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The Divorced Mother, Her Body is Not Her Own 

Anna, in The Good Mother by Sue Miller, transforms into a sensual, expressive and 

content woman with Leo, her new lover, after years in a stifling marriage, but happiness and 

independent actions such as these do not go unpunished, even in Anna’s mind. Anna is quickly 

reminded of the limitations our patriarchal society imposes on mothers. Her body is not her own, 

not really. The constricting label of mother is strongly imposed on Anna as society comes down 

on her for daring to express herself in alternative ways.  

 Why do we, as strong capable women, with brains and bodies and voices, allow society 

to dictate who we are? Our bodies, desires, and choices become subject to public scrutiny at the 

moment we give birth. Why is it not OK for women to continue to be themselves? Why must 

Anna’s identity be limited to simply being Molly’s mother? Why must Anna forsake her multi-

faceted identity which includes musician, lover, and friend for the solitary role of mother? Can’t 

we balance the many facets of who we are and simultaneously be recognized as good mothers 

with the ability to make sound choices for ourselves and our offspring? 

 Anna has struggled all her life with negotiating her own identity and desires.  Under the 

rule of her family, enduring the scrutiny of her mother and aunts, and subjected to her ex-

husband Brian’s uptight inhibitions, Anna never quite felt comfortable in her own skin. Anna 
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never felt at ease with all the intricate aspects that make up Anna until she meets Leo Cutter.  

 Like an uninhibited angel, Leo appears in Anna’s life. Leo inspires Anna to be herself and 

express herself freely. Anna begins to live her life in a way that seems natural and right to her, 

although apparently in contradiction to many of the ideals of mainstream society. Anna is blissful 

with Leo until “social reality intrudes: Brian accuses Leo of sexual misconduct with Molly and 

sues Anna for custody of Molly” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 81.)  

 The Good Mother is the journey Anna takes in discovering herself and her body and what 

she is willing to give up of her newly embraced identity in order to keep her daughter. “With 

erotic and maternal needs now in conflict, Anna scarifies her love for Leo in the struggle to keep 

Molly. But to no avail.” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 81.) Although Anna offers to give up everything 

when faced with losing the fulfilling life she has established with Molly, she is still punished for 

being herself, for attempting to be more than just a mother.  

 The limited definition of mother leaves no room for individuality, or the many facets of a 

woman’s complex personality.  The role of mother severely limits a woman’s opportunities 

immediately with the birth of her child. The divorced mother is especially restricted by her role. 

 Single motherless women, like Ursula in The Good Mother, are free to find fulfillment wherever 

they choose. They can date who they want, dress how they want, and express themselves with no 

restrictions. Women like this may endure negative judgment from others but they are not 

punished legally. On the opposite side of the spectrum, the married mother, like Brenda, Brian’s 

new wife, with “her tidy asexuality” (Miller 10) and her “crisp, businesslike manner” (Miller 11) 

is rewarded.  
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 The definition of the acceptable mother is the one who is married, puts her family before 

herself and lives a life of servitude to her husband and children - one who agrees that it’s 

“...taboo to take seriously the idea that women may well come to see mothering as one element 

in life, not its defining core” (Snitow 41.) Education and career goals, along with any form of 

self-expression, are discouraged. A mother is allowed to be herself but only after her duties are 

fulfilled. 

 The ideals of our patriarchal society are the structure which girdles women into these 

narrow definitions of mother. Ann Snitow, in her book Feminism and Motherhood: An American 

Reading asks, “Do we want this presently capacious identity, mother, to expand or 

contract?” (43) Patriarchal society fights against such expansion with restrictions that are deep-

rooted and upheld through generations. This societal structure allows a small group of men with 

money and privileged positions in society (and the women who conform and support them by 

imposing their judgments) to maintain control. Our judicial system mirrors this structure.  

 This privileged group makes the rules and the others are expected to behave properly: 

don’t question, don’t rebel, don’t be fully yourself. Your body, actions, mind, and voice can be 

expressed but only within the framework of these constraints. “Ourselves and Our Children of 

1978...says such things as: ‘we, as women, grow up in a society that subtly leads us to believe 

that we will find our ultimate fulfillment by living out our reproductive function and at the same 

time discourages us from trying to express ourselves in the world of work” (Snitow 37.) We, as 

women, are made to believe that we’re free to express ourselves but shamed into believing that 

nudity, sex, and art (any uninhibited expressions) are bad. Only marital sex seems acceptable.  
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 Marriage seems to ensure your privacy since you apparently abide by the rules. Women 

are expected to conform to proper behavior with an acceptable partner. If you live by the rules: 

cook, clean, reproduce, and don’t seek fulfillment outside of this, you avoid scrutiny and 

negative judgment. One who fails to conform faces prosecution. “The Good Mother suggest[s] 

important connections between fictional and actual assumptions the legal process makes about 

the sexual conduct of women, particularly mothers” (Sanger 1341.) With divorce, one loses the 

right to privacy. The divorced single mother’s body and, unjustly, her sex life become public 

domain and are frequently used against her.  

 Anna’s mother’s family is a model of the patriarchal society. Her grandfather controls the 

money and this control extends to all family members and their actions. According to Anna, in 

this family, “they were all dominated by my grandfather” (Miller 31.) This overbearing patriarch 

upheld the structure of a patriarchal society within the family: “We were all, somehow, victims of 

his largesse” (Miller 36.) Anna’s grandfather ruled the roost with Anna’s mother and aunts 

maintaining his chastisement. One typical example of this was at the memorial service for Babe, 

one of Anna’s aunts, when “shortly after the fruit cup the aunts began to chatter” (Miller 45.) 

Like a bunch of clucking hens, most of the women in the family serve this judgment through 

their constant gossip. 

 In Anna’s family, the roles of each family member are clearly defined. Each family 

member is pressured to comply. Anna described her place, “I, the oldest granddaughter, was 

expected to help, and to learn from helping about the responsibilities of being wife, mother, of 

serving others” (Miller 190) and nothing more. Anna was also restricted within her marriage. 
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(Brian is an attorney, after all, and part of this system of patriarchy.) During her marriage to 

Brian, Anna dutifully conforms but with a peculiar detachment from Brian as well as herself.  

 After the divorce, Anna endures the scrutiny of her family. Divorce is not a subject this 

family is comfortable with. Her mother leaves the shame of informing everyone to Anna. 

Without understanding and support from her mother, Anna is on her own. While writing the 

letters, Anna feels the condemnation of her family. Outside the loop of the family gossip, she 

begins to feel distanced. Anna realizes, “But what I was aware of in not communicating was a 

growing sense of freedom, a sense of actively extracting myself from what I thought of as their 

sticky grip” (Miller 64.) Confronted with the thought of facing her family at Thanksgiving, Anna 

chooses to “go as the divorcée, to defiantly represent failure in that nest of 

accomplishments” (Miller 67.) In this distance Anna begins to find herself.  

 Anna gets to know herself and becomes aware of her body again. “And when I swung my 

legs out of bed in the mornings, they seemed immense and curved” (Miller 82-83.) She gets a 

job, buys new clothes, makes a new, single friend (Ursula) and considers playing the piano again. 

Anna recognizes the change in herself, “I was aware of feelings, of an appetite that I hadn’t 

known in a long time. A divorcée. Yes. I liked that” (Miller 82.) She believes that she has 

escaped the stagnant life she had with Brian; her life is now an adventure. She imagines Molly as 

a kind of a Robin to her Batman.  She leaves the cushy suburban institution and moves to 

Harvard Square - a mecca, of sorts, for art and self-expression. And she dares to fall in love. “It 

felt like the beginning of a voyage” (Miller 103.) Anna begins to live contrary to the expectations 

of her family, her ex-husband, and society. 
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 The expectations of mothers  have not changed significantly through the generations. Yes, 

it is more acceptable for a woman to work outside the home but she better put her family before 

anything else and have dinner on the table at an acceptable hour every night! Each generation of 

women experiences similar impositions but at varying times. This experience is described in a 

time line by Ann Snitow in Feminism and Motherhood: An American Reading. Snitow says, 

“Precision about generations is particularly important in a discussion of motherhood...‘when and 

where I enter’ matters. Each one has her own point of entry on this line. None the less, the line 

has its own power to impose similar conditions, pressures, meanings on women of different ages, 

races, classes” (34-35.) When we examine the struggles of mothers we must consider mothers of 

all ages and generations. We can see these struggles among the women in Anna’s family.  

 In The Good Mother, dominated by Anna’s grandfather, the matriarch of the family is 

typically and consistently silent. Anna remembers her grandmother as “just a silent presence: a 

cool hand on my forehead through a feverish night” (Miller 32.) Anna’s memories don’t seem to 

include a description of her grandmother as a full body. It’s as if in succumbing to the role of 

mother fully, her grandmother loses her body almost completely. She’s not a complete character 

with thoughts and feelings and desires early on, and therefore, not a solid female role model for 

Anna. It’s not until Anna is an adult that she gets the opportunity to really get to know her 

grandmother. Did her grandmother even want to be a mother or did she just go on resentfully 

reproducing as her duty? Did she question this duty?  

 Anna gets no knowledge of the inner workings of her grandmother until she is a grown 

woman herself, trying to fill in the blanks of the unanswered questions from her youth. Later 

Anna discovers that her grandmother felt a true connection with only one of her children, Babe, 
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the only child she felt was hers. This unsuccessful strategy of near invisibility and silence, of 

passivity to patriarchal forces within the confines of this traditional family, don’t seem to satisfy 

the multiple aspects of a woman’s identity. Anna’s grandmother later confides in her: “There was 

a period in my life where I used to wake up and wish I was dead” (Miller 191.) Exhausted by a 

life limited exclusively to the role of mother and wife, Anna’s grandmother withers away “lost in 

grief” (Miller 308) after the deaths of her closest daughter and her husband. 

 As we examine another generation in Anna’s mother we see this stereotype of mother and 

wife exemplified again. She dutifully fulfills her role, with no other conflicting interests. But 

Anna’s mother only had one child - Anna. Was this by choice? Did she really want children?  An 

excerpt from The Dialectic of Sex says, “For a woman to come out openly against motherhood 

on principle is physically dangerous. She can get away with it only if she adds that she is 

neurotic, abnormal, child hating and therefore ‘unfit’” (Snitnow 36.) Anna’s mother never openly 

expresses that she did not want to have children; also she never seems content. Instead, she is 

ever intent on imposing judgment on Anna. Her mother would serve adolescent Anna food with 

“the self-satisfied certitude in her correct mothering that usually made [Anna] unable to eat more 

than a few bites” (Miller 49.) Anna’s mother heaps unfair expectations on her.  

 When Anna attempts to express herself through her body with emerging teenage 

independence, dancing provocatively to rock and roll music, her mother displays disgust. She 

discourages Anna from perusing her musical interests of playing the piano. Anna later mourns 

the loss of music from her life: “By tacit agreement with my mother, we hadn’t looked for a new 

teacher. When I’d practiced...the painful concentration was visible on my mother’s face as she 

passed in and out of the room. She was listening for, but unable to hear, I knew, the quality in my 
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playing that made it deficient, that had made my teacher suggest I not go to music camp again. 

My playing, competent as it was, could give her no pleasure” (Miller 59.) Anna’s relationship 

with her mother fails to improve.  

 Post-divorce Anna reveals that: “My relations with my mother were strained - it was clear 

that she blamed me for having lost custody of Molly” (Miller 308.) It seems Anna’s mother 

wants no more for her daughter than she had, implying that Anna should have been content with 

just being a mother. Her disapproval never seems tempered with much love and acceptance. 

Anna endured harsh judgment from her mother in place of a nurturing mother-daughter 

relationship. Anna’s mother, with her harsh scrutiny, fails as a positive female role model.  

 Women are expected to reproduce, but only if they’re married, only under acceptable 

conditions. When Babe, Anna’s favorite aunt, refuses to conform to these standards, she loses 

control over her own reproduction. As a young woman, Babe becomes pregnant by a boyfriend 

who does not meet the family’s standards. She is shipped off the Europe to secretly give birth 

and relinquish the baby for adoption. Once they took away Babe’s child, they lost the one thing 

they could have controlled her with.  

 After losing her child, Babe lived how she wanted, embracing her independence and, in 

turn, solidifying her position as the family outcast.  Despite being a rebellious vixen, Babe was 

an idol for Anna. It was probably because Babe was so different from the rest of the family that 

Anna felt such a strong connection to her. Anna reminisces about Babe: “she bent her head and 

gently kissed first one, then the other of her bare knees...never, even later in her most overt 

wildness, did she seem more aberrant to me, more separated from what I understood my family 

to be, than in that moment of tenderness to her own body” (Miller 128.) Babe, as one who 
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embraced her identity and celebrated her own body, was a constant and complex inspiration for 

Anna.  

 Anna exemplifies divorced mothers in our society. Like many other divorced women, 

Anna faces unfair biases because of her unconventional ideas of family, love, and marriage. 

Anna’s identity is solely dependent on being a mother and, therefore, her body is not her own. 

The expectations imposed on Anna’s body are enforced simply because she is a mother, and 

therefore not allowed to be an individual, a lover, a musician, or to think of anything except her 

child every minute of the day. It seems Anna is so profoundly impacted by these expectations 

that she imposes these restrictions on herself. Still Anna dared to fall in love with Leo - not an 

acceptable partner, but an artist.  

With Leo, Anna allows herself to open up and indulge her sexual side. When she gets 

pregnant she exercises her right to choose abortion, taking control of her own body. Anna 

expresses, “I’m grateful how much has changed in my life since I would wake in high school 

feeling trapped by my body, my circumstances, by what my parents seemed to want to make of 

me” (Miller 28.) For the first time in her life Anna is on her way to becoming independent, 

recognizing her worth and allowing herself to have and do the things she wants.  

 Anna wrestles with reconciling her submissive female role models with her ambitions of 

independence and free expression. She has no solid role model to guide her when sex and 

motherhood collide. The Good Mother “inscribes a different kind of conflict for contemporary 

women, especially for the growing number of single mothers: ‘a tragic conflict...between two 

powerful sets of feelings, the erotic and the maternal’ (Rosenfelt and Stacey 80.) So Anna relies 

on her intuition when it comes to her sexuality and her new found identity.  
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 This new life with Leo and Molly seems right and natural to Anna.  Anna felt “that we 

were really just filling in gaps in a framework we’d already intuitively set in place” (Miller 114.) 

Convinced that what she was doing was right, Anna is floored when her sexual activity becomes 

a topic in court and is used against her. Anna is punished for these subversive actions by the ones 

in power. She is simultaneously judged by, and compared to, Brenda, her ex-husband’s new and 

socially acceptable wife.  

 Anna is condemned for striving to be an independent and happy woman and mother. Why 

can’t one be both mother and independent? Why is Anna frowned upon for having a part-time 

job and putting Molly in daycare while it’s perfectly acceptable for Brenda to continue being a 

lawyer while she has additional children? It’s perfectly fine for Brenda to keep her career as she 

pays a nanny to care for the children. Brian and Brenda are clearly not being held accountable 

according to the same standards they are imposing on Anna. Brenda’s body and what she does 

with it is not scrutinized as Anna’s is. In fact, Brenda’s body is not described at all.  

 Why does Brenda, as a woman, enjoy the same freedom and power, as Brian? Is it 

because she plays by the rules? Is it because she’s a lawyer - a member of the privileged 

contingent of our patriarchal society? Brenda gets to be a mother and avoid a debate over 

whether or not she’s a good mother. Perhaps Brenda is guilty of “superwoman syndrome, an 

expectation that women can and should do everything and do it well - work (and work out), 

mother, make love. The Good Mother questions these expectations of women” (Rosenfelt and 

Stacey 88.) However, Brenda is rewarded for being a “superwoman” with support from her 

husband and approval from the court, unlike Anna. 
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The Good Mother renders a significant, if quiet, critique of the attitudes and  

institutions that constrain the personal lives of women like [Anna.] The narrative exposes  the 

double standard applied when the state intervenes to assess the relative merits of the  home 

Anna offers Molly and the home her remarried ex-husband can offer. Although  Brian has been 

sleeping with Brenda before his divorce from Anna, wedlock has  legitimated their relationship 

in a way that Anna as a single women cannot match. The  presence of a lover makes things 

worse for her, not better. The judge ignores the quality  of relationship assuming the 

superiority of the conventional family. (Rosenfelt and  Stacey 89) 

 The scrutiny that Anna endures is not only justified by her prosecutors because she is a 

divorced mother, but also because she is a woman with a lover. A divorced woman is judged by 

how she uses her own body and with whom. Anna takes a bold step in choosing Leo as her lover. 

But she herself is an artist at heart too, a musician. “‘Artist’ has gradually become a form of 

identity which (as every artist knows) often carries with it as many drawbacks as 

benefits” (Bayles and Orland 7.) Anna falls for someone quite opposite from her ex-husband, the 

acceptable attorney. As an artist, Leo is considered unacceptable, a deviant! Brian finds the 

ammunition he needs to get back at Anna: Leo. 

 In Anna’s eyes Leo is beautiful, refreshing, open, pure...and safe. Leo “is too good to be 

true: a handsome, verbal, sexual, nonsmoking, successful, single artist” (Sanger 1352.) Anna 

describes him as almost angelic: “He had a long narrow face with very white, smooth 

skin” (Miller 98.) “Leo’s body emerged white, nearly incandescent as he removed his clothes 

(Miller 111.) Anna, amazed, declares, “And suddenly I had the same sense that I’d felt with a few 



Taylor !12

other powerful people in my life - that their energy, their passion could transform me” (Miller 

105.) Leo seems almost like an angel or a saint with the power to transform Anna.   

 As we see Anna and Leo’s love grow, we see nothing but positive characteristics in Leo. 

“Interestingly, Leo exhibits the top three qualities that readers of romance novels desire most in 

their heroes - intelligence, tenderness, and a sense of humor” (Sanger 1352.) But because Leo 

supports himself in a way that’s different from most of society - with his art, with expressions of 

himself, through his body - he is considered subversive and deviant and, therefore, a threat. 

“There’s a big difference between pursuing a life in the arts, and doing something society more 

obviously values” (Orland 32.) 

 Leo lives and works in his studio - “that space that glowed like the inside of a 

cloud” (Miller 114.) It’s like an idealistic dream world, almost heavenly. Artists have the 

audacity to live in an idealistic way, creating their own reality according to what makes sense to 

them. The way they live and where they live is an extension and expression of themselves. Leo’s 

not rebelliously giving the world the finger; he’s simply allowing himself to explore the world in 

ways that he wants. However, he’s perceived as an unemployed free loader. Anna’s own attorney, 

Muth, sums him up like this: “You know, there’s a certain way of looking at this stuff - I hate to 

tell you, but it’s how a lot of the world sees it - and what we’ve got here is a guy, a guy kind of 

down and out, with no regular job” (Miller 182.)   

 Typically, Leo is not recognized for his artistic achievements. “Artmaking, however, 

seems to be work whose value is conceded, but not rewarded. Becoming an artist means creating 

your own path and in all likelihood going it alone. It means relying almost entirely on yourself in 

a world that’s more or less indifferent to all that you do. Art may be recognized as a noble 
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profession, but it rarely gets mistaken for a useful occupation” (Orland 32.) Leo is not 

unemployed, he is self-employed. In court he explains, “I’m a painter. An artist. I paint. I sell 

paintings” (Miller 257.) Because Leo had created an alternate way to make a living, they refuse 

to recognize it as a legitimate way.  

 Leo didn’t look at his life in the same way. “Although Leo was keenly aware of the way 

he lived as having a seedy romance, though he cultivated his own bohemianism, it was at the 

same time the honest outgrowth of a balance he had struck in his life having to do with the 

importance of his work to him” (Miller 162.) Even though Anna understands and accepts Leo, 

she “couldn’t help realizing as [she] went through Leo’s things how they would strike someone 

else, how they would strike Brian” (Miller 161.) Most people do not understand or accept the 

way artists live, the idea that their work is their priority, even more important than a comfortable 

suburban house and a green lawn. Most people see different and automatically think foreign and 

therefore bad.  

 Despite his difference, his nonconformity, Anna believed that Leo was a smart choice. 

“He was a Professional. He had a Career. He was safe, appropriate” (Miller 100.) Leo was 

successful. He made a living from his art. He had established himself with his work in all the 

finest galleries in Boston. He had secured a solo show in a prominent gallery in New York City, 

proof of his advancing career in the art world.    

 Initially Anna went with her instinct about Leo. She reflected with, “My own minimal 

history with this man gave me a sense of safety with him, and I found him attractive, but in a 

way I can perhaps characterize as vulnerable enough to make me feel almost 

comfortable” (Miller 98.) Anna was given no reason not to trust Leo as he assumed a parental 
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role with Molly. “As for Leo, he was again following my lead. It was a fatal part of his sweetness 

to follow me, even in my confusion” (Miller 122.)  Then “in the interests of modern 

parenting” (Sanger 1352) Leo lets inquisitive Molly touch his penis. This isolated and innocent 

incident between Leo and Molly ignites Brian’s resentment toward Anna. 

 The qualities of Leo (his identity and his body) that illicit in Anna a realization that “I had 

never felt so free of myself” (Miller 107) also taunt the straight and narrow in society. Brian and 

the court system seem to see only audacity in Leo’s choices. Anna paints a picture of Leo as 

being almost boyish. She says, “He was tall, lean, wearing a jeans jacket” and “He had dark hair, 

almost the same color as his eyes, that curled slightly over the collar of his jacket” (Miller 98.) 

We see Leo: “Shirtless, barefoot, in jeans, his hair wild around his head [like the halo on a saint], 

he made Molly’s favorite, French toast” (Miller 123.) Angelic and boyish Leo is considered a 

threat by men like Brian - lawyers and judges. 

 Being affiliated with an artist is considered risky for Anna. Before court, Anna’s attorney 

warns, “Now remember...Cutter’s got to be completely out of the picture. That could really foul 

us up here” (Miller 215.) Why isn’t Anna’s judgment of what is right and who is safe to be 

around her daughter validated? Perhaps the same qualities in Leo that excited and attracted Anna 

intimidated her ex-husband and the lawyers.  

 As an artist, Leo has the ability to express himself through his body. What’s in his heart 

flows through his arms and onto canvas. “As a maker of art you are custodian of issues larger 

than self. Some people who make art are driven by inspiration, others by provocation, still others 

by desperation. Artmaking grants access to worlds you may otherwise never fully engage. It may 

in fact be the engagement- not the art- that you seek. The difference is that making art allows, 
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indeed guarantees, that you declare yourself” (Bayles and Orland 108.) Leo’s declaration of self 

through his work, his blatant confidence, seems to discomfort the ones who conform in society, 

who avoid expressing themselves. 

 Leo exemplifies freedom, while Brian, as an attorney, lives his life making judgments, 

twisting evidence and winning arguments. There seems to be a fear that expressive people, like 

Leo, threaten the perceived stability or control that these proper people strive for. The audacity to 

express oneself, to be oneself, is threatening! 

 Anna has not chosen Leo as a form of rebellion. She has touched the hem of a reality that 

she has only dreamt of before, inspired by her aunt Babe. This new reality, this way of life - the 

artist’s way- felt natural to Anna. Why is it that what Anna choses to do with her body with Leo 

is considered evidence of a crime - the crime of being an unfit mother?  

 Anna believes she is independent, a woman capable of making her own decisions, 

believing she is free to choose what’s best for herself and her daughter. Later we see that Brian’s 

uptightness fuels his jealously as he sees Anna begin to blossom after the divorce. He admits that 

he still has feelings for Anna while he is informing her that he’s going to assume custody of 

Molly. This jealousy fuels his desire for revenge. Even though he has rejected Anna, how dare 

she be happy with another man.  

 This twisting of Anna and Leo’s sublime love into something subversive, rebellious, and 

bad, is used to achieve justice for Brian and Brenda. This more traditional family possesses the 

power to utilize the patriarchal justice system, complete with its critical and conservative judges 

and court appointed-entities, to their benefit. The Good Mother “seems to us to represent the 

disturbing postfeminist retreat from sexual politics to a more conservative pro-family vision, one 
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that simply assumes the inevitability or superiority of heterosexual marriage and 

motherhood” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 81.) Despite the comforting and nurturing environment Anna 

and Leo’s love created, it is considered bad for Molly.  

 According to Anna, “Our lives seemed magically interpenetrated, commingled...I had 

never expected it to seem so graceful and easy, but Molly’s seemingly complete comfort with 

Leo was like a benediction on all aspects of the relationship, even the sexual” (Miller 123-124.) 

Molly’s desires are not taken into account by anyone except Anna. Her mental state and her little 

body show no evidence of being in a negative, detrimental environment with Anna and Leo. 

However, Anna’s judgment of how to live while she has a daughter is called into question 

because she is unmarried.  

 The idea that Anna, Leo, and Molly could equal “family” is considered preposterous by 

the court. During the Reagan era of the 1980’s, when The Good Mother takes place, “the word 

‘family’ was a grave in which the word ‘woman’ got buried. The problem with defining any 

cohabitating group as family and leaving it at that was the disappearance of any discussion of 

power with that group” (Snitow 40.) Because Brian and Brenda are married, they exemplify this 

circumscribed definition of family and therefore their sex life is not exposed and examined.  

 Why do Brian and Brenda get to enjoy such privacy and protection? Nobody accuses 

them of indecent behavior. The judge and the attorneys impose their ultra conservative views 

unfairly on Anna. “The real adversaries are not Brian and Anna but tradition and 

experimentation; the real prize is not Molly but the vindication of an ideology. Anna sets the 

engine of retribution in motion when she steps out of her passive role by leaving Brian and 

taking up with Leo” (Drzal 457.)  Anna should not be punished for loving Leo, for attempting to 
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have a daughter and a lover simultaneously. “Anna and Leo are being taught the harsh lesson that 

by refusing to play by society’s rules they have forfeited its protection, all the subtle and not-so-

subtle benefits accorded those who pay their dues through years of uncomplaining conformity 

(Drzal 458.) Anna and Leo are punished by the world they won’t conform to and Molly is 

ultimately the weapon that is used to accomplish this.  

 Molly is closer to her mother than anyone else. Anna knows Molly and her little body, an 

extension of herself, intimately. They share countless tender moments that truly show their bond. 

Anna said, “She leaned against my breast while I read, and her head moved slightly with my 

every breath, as though she were still part of my body” (Miller 8.) She knows every inch of 

Molly, how she looks, how she smells, how she breaths when she is sleeping: “When her breath 

was completely regular...” (Miller 8.) Despite this, Anna is still stripped of her right to decide 

how to raise her daughter. “At the trial Anna’s sexual conduct is taken as the primary measure of 

her ability to mother well” (Sanger 1352.) 

 Like Babe, Anna’s desire to raise her daughter is used to manipulate her. I’m rooting for 

Anna, expecting her to fight back, fueled by her new-found independence. Unfortunately, “Anna 

is a protagonist who declines to be heroic” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 88.) Like many other feminists, 

I’m disappointed that Anna assumes a passive role. “The Good Mother also generated anger and 

dismay from some feminists who read it as a morality play, as another cautionary tale to modern 

women” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 87.) Fortunately, despite the cautionary tales, there are many texts 

that inspire us to rebel. “The Feminine Mystique...demonized, apologized for...it’s an amazing 

thing that books in the early seventies dared to speak of women alone, or women against men. It 

was, plain and simple, a breakthrough. Yet we’ve been apologizing for these books and often 
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misreading them as demon texts ever since” (Snitow 35.) We’re still fighting these battles and 

the texts from the beginning of the feminist movement are still valid, even if Anna seems to have 

rejected them.  

 Anna was so profoundly inspired when she first met Leo. She realizes, “I felt I’d been 

traveling all my life to meet him, to be released by him. It was what Babe had promised 

me...what music had promised me: another version of myself, another model for being” (Miller 

95.) She starts to allow Babe’s ways to guide her but then rejects those ideas. 

 Anna touches on these ideas of independence but won’t allow herself to have such 

desires. She resigns herself to being one of the women “characterized as bad mothers, a status 

connected to sexual activity” (Sanger 1339). “Through the powerful coincidence of popularity, 

genre, and theme...The Good Mother reinforce[s] notions about the relation between good sex 

and bad mothering, and advance[s] serious, non-fiction messages for women about law and 

sex” (Sanger 1339.) With resignation, Anna eventually accepts these notions.  

 While still married, Anna started to entertain ideas of independence as she contemplated 

divorce: “The divorce seemed to me a fine, brave thing to do. I had a sense of being about to 

begin my life, of moving beyond the claims of my own family, of Brian, into a passionate 

experiment, a claim on myself” (Miller 10.) Post-divorce, Anna remembers Babe, her favorite 

aunt, only five years older than her. They were inseparable like “two sore thumbs” (Miller 

38.)Babe was the ultimate inspiration for freedom. When forced to stay home by her father, Babe 

“would pace around” like a caged animal and “she made everyone nervous, and we were all just 

as happy, in truth, to have her gone” (Miller 40.) Later Anna reads Babe as “less a model...than a 

cautionary tale” (Miller 44.)   
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 Anna remembers how Babe continued her drinking and reckless behavior. She got a job 

in an art gallery and then a museum, connected to a perceived seedier side of life and the art 

lifestyle and still unaccepted by the family. Tragically, Babe dies young. At her memorial service 

“the eulogy was short and somewhat impersonal, focusing on the untimely nature of Babe’s 

passing instead of saying anything about who she was” (Miller 45.) Her family never truly 

accepted her or allowed her to express herself freely. They prevented her true identity from being 

recognized even after her death. Although Babe was a profound influence on Anna this does not 

fuel her opposition to Brian. When Anna is faced with the unfathomable possibility of losing 

Molly, Babe’s influence quickly disappears along with any ideas of independence and free self-

expression.      

 Anna absorbs the punishment and rationalizes it with guilt. She believes “the perceived 

incompatibility of sexuality and motherhood” (Sanger 1341) as she once again assumes a shame-

filled role. “Most disturbing [to feminist sensibilities], perhaps, is Anna’s acceptance of an 

enormous burden of guilt, an apparent willingness to take responsibility for losing Molly and to 

internalize the moralistic social judgments that her staid family, Brian and Brenda, and the court 

levy on her lapse from maternal grace. Rather than expressing feminist rage at the injustice of the 

sexual double standard, the economic disadvantages of women and the patriarchal morality that 

contribute to her court defeat, Anna seems willing to accept most of the blame” (Rosenfelt and 

Stacey 88.) Anna passively goes along with the court’s decision and refuses to challenge it.  

 Anna does not verbalize a challenge to the court’s decision to grant custody of Molly to 

Brian. Anna attempts to convince Molly, as she convinces herself, that it’s what’s best for Molly, 

despite what Molly wants. Molly protests: “It’s not, it’s not the best. It’s not the best for 
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me” (Miller 300.) Molly is unable to accept the explanation for why she can no longer live with 

her mother.  

 Anna obediently accepts the court’s decision. “Besides, women have made an art of 

turning these defeats into triumphs; women have made a richer world out of their necessities. 

And so the children rarely hear a forthright critique of women come to mother in a patriarchy - 

although, of course, they usually know all about it at one level or another, and the guilt is left to 

fill in the holes of the story” (Snitnow 33.) And so Anna becomes a quiet, obedient role model 

for Molly in her attempts to prevent further upheaval for her.  

 But who’s the advocate for Anna? “The law fails a sexually active mother” (Sanger 

1352.) Anna was cast out of this privileged club when Brian left her for Brenda. Who’s fighting 

for Anna’s right to keep her daughter? Certainly not her own attorney. Anna’s says, “Muth 

coached me in his possessive, comforting way” (Miller 224) but he seemed flippant about the 

verdict. Muth says, “It was just the luck of the draw” and that the judge was “strict about sexual 

issues” and Muth had “known that when we went in” (Miller 276.) Muth deliberately kept things 

from Anna during the trial. She rationalizes this with, “He’s said nothing to me because he didn’t 

want me to worry” (Miller 277.)  

 Why did Anna trust Muth so explicitly? He let her down by keeping her in the dark 

regarding certain aspects of the trial. He asserted control over her as an attorney by assuming 

what was best in the situation. “I find a great cynicism among us about even getting men’s help, 

or the state’s. Because we have won so few tangible victories, women tend to adopt a sort of 

mother courage stance now - long suffering, almost sometimes a parody of being 
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tireless” (Snitow 43.) Instead of speaking up, Anna suffers and demands almost nothing for 

herself after the trial. 

 Anna reconciles her loss with guilt, believing that her sexual desires caused her to lose 

Molly, that it’s her fault. “Miller’s novel has been read as a warning against the quest for 

autonomy in the realm of sexual pleasure” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 87.) Anna accuses herself of 

forgetting about Molly, distracted by delicious sex with Leo. Of course she did. Who really 

thinks of their children while they’re having sex? This sexual desire and pleasure produces a lot 

of guilt within Anna.  

 Anna holds a tremendous amount of guilt for loving people. Contrary to her lack of 

feelings for Brian: “Each tentative confession of a feeling of distance by one of us brought a 

relieved parallel confession from another.” (Miller 9.) Anna and Brian were not close. Anna says, 

“He seemed in every way peripheral to me” (Miller 9) and described “the unabridged distance 

between us” (Miller 11.) Anna does not feel guilty for not loving Brian anymore. Instead, Anna 

suffers guilt when she loves someone. Anna articulated her feelings for her grandmother, 

“Loving her pulled at me in some way I was only barely conscious of. It made me feel 

uncomfortable, guilty” (Miller 32.) 

 Along with the guilt, Anna is left with an immense feeling of loss. She says, “Not just the 

loss of Leo, but the loss of the part of myself that believed he was possible for me, a part of 

myself that feels as elemental in its absence as taste or touch or sight” (Miller 93.) So why did 

she push Leo away after trial? Did she not think she was worthy or deserved love? Was she 

punishing herself for being happy in the first place? Why are Brian and Brenda allowed to be 

happy? Why does Anna accept this?  
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 We, as feminists, ask these questions and are troubled that Anna does not. “The Good 

Mother [and other novels] commanded so much media attention because we believe they 

exemplify both what is so disturbing about and what is worth engaging with in postfeminism. 

Many feminists have reacted with hostility to these works and to their popularity with the media 

establishment; they read the texts as antifeminist and the media acclaim as further evidence of 

the backlash of this period” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 77.) 

 Anna found an inspiring new reality and let it slip away.  Even “Leo wants her to want 

more for herself” (Sanger 1354.) She laments, “But I thought something was possible with 

Leo...Some kind of...life without limits or something. And it’s not. It’s just not. It’s as though I 

was dreaming, and now I’m awake. This is real. Brian’s real. He’s really Molly’s father” (Miller 

213.) Anna later demands almost nothing for herself after the trial, instead she conforms and 

adjusts her life to fit in with Brian and Brenda’s and seems resigned to take any scraps of Molly’s 

time that they leave behind for her.  

 Women who provide a loving, nurturing, and healthy home for their children do not 

deserve to have their children taken away simply because some people feel they don’t deserve to 

have love in their lives. Anna’s struggle is not uncommon. The Good Mother “address[s] the 

experiences in the United States today of single women without children, of working 

mothers...and of single mothers. They feature the loneliness of women without families, the 

frustration and exhaustion of mothers who also must or wish to work, and the anxiety of single 

mothers trying to reconcile heterosexual adult relationships with maternal 

responsibilities” (Rosenfelt and Stacey 79.) Anna, and women like her who are rejected by ex-
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husbands, are considered worthless by the courts and sentenced to live lonely martyr’s lives of 

only serving their children. They risk losing their children if they don’t submit to these roles.  

 In this case the authority of the patriarchal society over the female body wins. Anna is a 

mother and that means her body is not her own. Although Anna seems to have given up on her 

aspirations of being fully herself, being in love, and being happy, other women will continue to 

question these expectations and challenge the injustices “about women who enjoy non-marital 

sex and are punished for it” (Sanger 1339.) As more women challenge the system, instead of 

submit to it, we can begin to expand the definitions of woman and mother and break the barriers 

that restrict us and dictate who we are and who we can be.  
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