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Judy Brady's essay "I Want a Wife," published in 1972, is a powerful feminist
statement that critiques the traditional roles and expectations placed upon
women in society. Through the lens of irony and satire, Brady explores the
multifaceted responsibilities of a wife, illuminating the systemic
inequalities that permeate domestic life. This article analyzes the themes,
literary techniques, and social implications of Brady's work, reflecting on
its relevance both in the context of the 1970s and today's societal norms.



Context and Background

Brady wrote "I Want a Wife" during the height of the feminist movement, a
time when women were increasingly challenging traditional gender roles. The
1970s saw a surge in women advocating for equal rights, reproductive freedom,
and greater representation in various spheres of life. As a response to the
patriarchal structures that dictated women's roles, Brady's essay serves as
both a personal reflection and a broader societal critique.

The Structure of the Essay

The essay is structured as a list, which allows Brady to enumerate the
various duties and expectations associated with being a wife. This format is
significant because:

1. Highlighting the Complexity of Domestic Labor: By outlining the numerous
responsibilities, Brady illustrates the overwhelming nature of the tasks
expected of women.
2. Use of Repetition: The repetitive use of the phrase "I want a wife"
emphasizes the absurdity of these expectations and underscores the societal
norm that women should fulfill these roles without question.
3. Irony and Satire: Brady's tone is both earnest and ironic, as she
articulately expresses her desires while simultaneously critiquing the
societal structures that dictate these roles.

Thematic Analysis

Brady's essay touches on several key themes that are integral to
understanding her critique of traditional marriage and gender roles.

1. The Burden of Domestic Responsibilities

One of the central themes in "I Want a Wife" is the overwhelming burden of
domestic responsibilities placed on women. Brady outlines a long list of
tasks, such as:

- Cooking and serving meals
- Caring for children
- Managing household finances
- Providing emotional support for her husband

This enumeration of duties serves to illustrate the extent to which women's
labor is often undervalued and taken for granted. By presenting these
responsibilities in a straightforward manner, Brady exposes the reality of a



wife's life, which is often romanticized or overlooked by society.

2. The Desire for Autonomy

Brady's essay also reflects a longing for autonomy and self-identity beyond
the confines of traditional marriage. She expresses a desire for a partner
who can share the burden of household responsibilities, rather than one who
expects her to fulfill them alone. This desire for equality within the
marriage highlights the need for women to assert their independence and
challenge the societal norms that restrict their roles.

3. The Role of Irony in Feminism

The use of irony is a powerful tool in Brady's essay, as it allows her to
subvert traditional narratives surrounding marriage. By presenting her
desires for a wife in a tongue-in-cheek manner, she forces readers to
confront the absurdity of societal expectations. This irony serves as a
vehicle for criticism, prompting readers to question the legitimacy of such
expectations and consider the implications for women's rights and roles in
society.

Literary Techniques

Brady employs several literary techniques to enhance her argument and engage
her audience.

1. List Format

The decision to present her essay in list format is a deliberate choice that
emphasizes the multitude of tasks expected of a wife. This technique not only
conveys information efficiently but also creates a rhythm that underscores
the overwhelming nature of domestic responsibilities. The repetitive
structure reinforces the notion that these tasks are never-ending and often
taken for granted.

2. Satirical Tone

Brady's satirical tone is pivotal in conveying her message. The humor
embedded in her writing serves to disarm readers and make them more receptive
to her critique. By adopting a seemingly lighthearted approach, she
highlights the serious implications of the traditional wife role, making her



argument both accessible and thought-provoking.

3. Personal Anecdotes

While Brady's essay is largely focused on societal commentary, she also
incorporates personal anecdotes that lend authenticity to her argument. By
sharing her own experiences and desires, she creates a relatable narrative
that resonates with readers, particularly women who may have faced similar
challenges in their own lives.

Societal Implications

Brady's essay is not only a critique of traditional marriage but also a
broader commentary on societal structures that perpetuate gender inequality.
The implications of "I Want a Wife" extend beyond the confines of the
household, as it calls into question the very foundation of gender roles in
society.

1. Gender Inequality

Brady's work highlights the pervasive gender inequality that exists within
marriage and family structures. The expectation that women should fulfill the
role of caregiver, homemaker, and emotional support often leaves them with
little time or energy for their own aspirations. This inequality is not
limited to domestic life; it extends to the workplace, education, and other
areas where women continue to face systemic barriers.

2. The Evolution of Marriage

"I Want a Wife" also prompts a reevaluation of the institution of marriage
itself. Brady's critique suggests that traditional marriage, as structured in
the 1970s, may not be conducive to the equality and partnership that modern
relationships strive for. As societal norms continue to evolve, the need for
equitable partnerships that recognize both partners' contributions becomes
increasingly important.

3. Ongoing Relevance

While Brady's essay was written over fifty years ago, its themes remain
relevant today. Women continue to grapple with the expectations placed upon
them, both in their personal and professional lives. The rise of the



"superwoman" stereotype, which glorifies the ability to balance career,
family, and personal interests, reflects the ongoing struggle for women to
find autonomy and fulfillment outside of traditional roles.

Conclusion

Judy Brady's "I Want a Wife" is a seminal work that captures the struggles
faced by women in the context of marriage and domestic life. Through her use
of irony, satire, and personal anecdotes, Brady effectively critiques the
societal expectations placed on women and advocates for a reexamination of
gender roles. The essay serves as a reminder of the importance of equality
and partnership in relationships, and its themes continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions about gender and societal expectations. As we
reflect on the progress made since the 1970s, "I Want a Wife" remains a
powerful call to action for continued advocacy and reform in the pursuit of
gender equality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'I Want a Wife' by Judy
Brady?
The main theme of 'I Want a Wife' is the exploration of gender roles and the
expectations placed on women in marriage. Brady critiques the traditional
notion of a wife as a self-sacrificing caregiver, highlighting the
inequalities and burdens that come with that role.

How does Judy Brady use irony in her essay?
Brady employs irony by listing the qualities and duties she desires in a
wife, which ironically reflects the demands placed on women, rather than
expressing a genuine desire for a traditional spouse. This technique
underscores the absurdity of these expectations.

What rhetorical strategies does Brady use to convey
her message?
Brady uses repetition, humor, and sarcasm as rhetorical strategies. The
repetitive structure reinforces her points about the various roles a wife is
expected to fulfill, while humor makes the critique more accessible and
engaging.

In what ways does 'I Want a Wife' reflect the



feminist movement of the 1970s?
The essay reflects the feminist movement by challenging societal norms
surrounding marriage and advocating for women's rights. It articulates the
frustrations of many women who felt trapped by traditional roles, resonating
with the broader goals of the feminist agenda at the time.

How does Brady's essay address the concept of unpaid
labor?
Brady's essay highlights the extensive unpaid labor that wives perform, such
as caregiving and household management, which is often overlooked and
undervalued in society. This critique raises awareness about the economic and
social implications of this invisible work.

What impact did 'I Want a Wife' have on discussions
about marriage and gender roles?
The impact of 'I Want a Wife' has been significant in discussions about
marriage and gender roles, as it opened up conversations about the
unrealistic expectations placed on women and contributed to the discourse
surrounding equality in relationships.

How does Brady's portrayal of a wife differ from
traditional depictions in literature?
Brady's portrayal of a wife contrasts with traditional depictions by
emphasizing her dissatisfaction and the burdensome nature of her role, rather
than romanticizing it. This shift encourages readers to reconsider the
narrative surrounding marriage and domestic life.

What is the significance of the closing lines of 'I
Want a Wife'?
The closing lines of 'I Want a Wife' serve to reinforce the satirical nature
of the essay. By reiterating her desire for a wife, Brady leaves the reader
with a powerful call to reflect on the absurdity of the expectations placed
on women, prompting a reevaluation of societal norms.
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