
Get to Work 

 

I just finished Linda Hirshman’s book Get to Work which was a long-overdue read.  

Much of the book resonated with me, as it seems this work-life thing has become a point 

of negotiations in my relationships with men, and, often, a reason to dissolve the 

relationship.  The work/child issue is one that comes up often for me, and early in my 

relationships.  Without knowing where a man stands on the issue of women working or a 

women’s right to an abortion, I can’t move forward.   

 

I’m sure that I’m Hirshman’s target demographic – she even pulls from our favorite 

predecessor of chick lit novels, Pride and Prejudice.  Of course we all identify with 

Elizabeth!  She’s smart and spunky and a man falls for her for who she is.  I’m highly 

educated and extremely motivated.  More days than not I am grateful and honored to be 

able to do the work I do, and strive to learn ways to improve the quality of my work.  My 

life has meaning, to a large extent, from the work I do.  Without it, I’m not sure how I 

would identify myself.  Somebody’s wife?  Someone’s mother?  I don’t know that such a 

situation would work for me. 

 

Years ago I was talking to my then-boyfriend and his mother about family, kids, and 

work.  She had stayed home until her two sons were in high school, spending her days 

shopping, having lunch with friends, going to the gym, and making the men of her family 

snacks, dinners, and lunches for the next day.  After the conversation my boyfriend 

turned to me and said “I think my mom’s right, I think someone should stay home with 

the kids.”  “Great,” I said, “you do it.”  He thought about it, and said “Nevermind.”  I 

pushed the point a little, “No, if it’s important to you, that’s fine.  You’re welcome to stay 

home.  I’m working.”  He completely backed off, and never mentioned it again. 

 

Hirshman makes the cogent point that if work is so horrible, and staying at home is so 

awesome, as many people proclaim, then why aren’t men doing it?  Further, she insists 

that women who give up their careers, even for a short time, have less bargaining power 

in the relationship.  Women often move to be near their husband’s job, or make major 

sacrifices; men’s sacrifices include NOT working on weekends or changing the odd 

diaper or emptying the dishwasher once in a while. 

 

I just stopped seeing an absolutely wonderful man recently.  It’s not that we didn’t get 

along, because we did, but that his life was going to be about his career.  There’s 

absolutely nothing wrong with that, but I knew that I would always have to compromise, 

and I would have to follow him around.  Regardless of my level of education and my 

career goals, his life would always be about his training and his career goals.  My soul 

just can’t take that.   

 

And today, I was feeling grumpy because I’m having some problems getting work done, 

and I have a constituent calling to tell me what a jerk I am for not getting it done.  

Repeatedly.  I emailed a man with whom I have gone on a few dates, saying that I am 

feeling better after starting Get to Work, and that this book really perked me up.  He 

responded, basically telling me that I was a fascist, that women should be able to choose 



motherhood, that family is of the utmost importance, that I was a bad Jew, and that he 

didn’t think it was going to work between us (I think that part was redundant, but I’m just 

a woman, so I’m glad he made it clear).   

 

Hirshman decries what she calls “choice feminism” – the belief that if a woman chooses 

to stay home with children we cannot criticize her choice.  She says that women who stay 

home, especially well-educated former career-women, weasel out of hard questions 

regarding staying at home by declaring grandly that it was their choice, and therefore the 

topic is no longer up for discussion.  I think she makes a good point when she points out 

that the criticism of the right wing is that feminism wants to tell people how to act, but, 

really, so does the anti-feminist movement!  Isn’t that the whole point of any movement?   

 

The personal is political, and the public-private divide isn’t really useful anymore, if it 

ever was.  We regulate domestic violence - a matter of private concern by its very nature 

- as well as numerous private business transactions, including discriminatory pay at a 

private company.   The private sphere has long been, and still is, up for regulation and 

comment, from the very institution of marriage to sodomy laws to mandatory education 

of all children in the United States.   

 

It’s hard to imagine that we need political clout to negotiate who picks up the dry-

cleaning, but I’m swayed by Hirshman’s arguments, at least to some extent.  I have yet to 

meet a man who plans on staying home with his children, no matter how much he says 

someone should stay home with them, or how much he says he’d love to stay home.  

Maybe I don’t know the right men but none of the men I meet who talk about stay at 

home parents are talking about themselves.  (None of these men who talk about a family 

having the same last name are talking about their option to change their last names either, 

but that’s another story.)   

 

Hirshman may rely on the market too much – in a market economy we are valued at our 

pay – but she admits that it’s not just a matter of pay, but a matter of fulfillment and 

power.  Without bargaining power in the relationship, the woman is dependent on her 

husband and subject to his whims regarding location and fidelity, among others.  She 

does, however, echo a sentiment I often express when discussing relationships, both 

platonic and potentially romantic: the person who is coming into my life must make my 

life better than it was before.  Hirshman urges women to consider this when making 

major life decisions like marriage – mostly because women do more housework, even 

working women, after marriage, and men do less. 

 

The problem is, of course, that someone does have to pick up the dry-cleaning, and raise 

the children, and I don’t think I would want to be uninvolved in my child’s life.  But why 

is someone the woman?  Hirschman is only talking about well-educated middle-class 

women – women with choices.  Women who can’t afford to not work, or women who 

will do the mopping and laundry for pay aren’t really a part of this equation.  

 

Regardless, I think Hirshman echoes what many people my age are considering as we 

move forward in our personal and professional lives.  We are familiar with equality, and 



date men who can cook (most men I date cook better than I do) and negotiating family 

dynamics, including childcare and housework, is an important part of our quality of life, 

and will remain so as long as we remain in these relationships.   

 

 

 


