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Introduction:
Welcome to Motherhood! You’re Fired.


Self-reliant, self-made, independent—these are quintessential American compliments. To call someone a rugged individualist amounts to saying he’s a real American. On the other hand, dependent, co-dependent, needy are not only insults but diagnoses of psychological defect. These values are so ingrained in our culture that most of the time we don’t notice that they are symptoms of a toxic mythology that I call the “myth of autonomy.” In this myth, independence is always good, and dependence always bad. Indeed, simply to be associated with dependency is to be tainted. Not coincidentally, the positive sides of these values are all manly virtues. Women are traditionally associated with dependency and assigned the work of caring for needy dependents, so denigration of dependency is fundamentally misogynistic. The autonomy myth has been deployed in different ways over time, but always in the service of power, especially power over women and their reproductive capacities.

My own family embraced the value of autonomy. I was raised to be independent, praised for my ability to take care of myself, entertain myself, think for myself. I was an only child and was expected to take responsibility for myself each day after school while my mother worked. I spent summers at our family’s mountain cabin, roaming the woods and creeks unsupervised. As a young adult, I went to college thousands of miles from home, backpacked alone, drove across the country alone, and was fiercely insulted when a boyfriend tried to tell me I shouldn’t do this. I considered independence my birthright.

But when I became a mother, I experienced a wrenching reversal of identity. I felt deep love, wonder, and joy at the remarkable being I had birthed, but I also felt cast out of the world of work and independence—exiled from the society of adults. Even while I was pregnant, I noticed some people’s eyes slide quickly past my swollen form, as if they saw me only as an uninteresting and faintly grotesque container. I was awed by my new superpower, but the world processed only subtraction. I had added a new person to the world, yet somehow that meant I was no longer a full person.

Much of the day I was alone with a tiny, helpless, nonverbal, half-formed creature. Even as I experienced the deepest bond possible between myself and another human being, I was deeply isolated. I also felt kinship with every mother everywhere, each of us doing the work of making the human world go on. The dissonance between those feelings made me fiercely angry. At the moment that should have brought me into the center of society, I felt shunted to the margins.

With a totally dependent human intertwined with me—first in me, then literally hanging off my body—I was dependent on my spouse’s assistance even to take a shower or go to the bathroom. My citizenship no longer computed. I had run smack into the autonomy myth, one aspect of which is that autonomy is a given and takes no work to achieve.

I have come to believe that the US’s autonomy myth is the taproot linking the isolation I felt as a mother and the dysfunctions plaguing our politics. In this myth, the natural state for a person and the essential condition for full citizenship is autonomy, understood not only in its literal meaning of self-governance but also as self-sufficiency and lack of dependence on others. Therefore, the flip side of the autonomy myth is a dependency myth: If autonomy is the norm, then dependency must be either pushed out of sight or vilified as deviance. The thesis of this book is that this myth is both false and harmful as an ideal, warping US politics and stunting our country’s ability to meet basic needs. Most especially this myth harms those who do the work of caring for dependents, including, and especially, mothers.

I didn’t put it into words like this at first. I just knew that as much joy as motherhood brought me, it seemed a lot harder—and more unfair—than it had to be.

Before motherhood, I was almost comically naive. Our society is bizarrely segregated by life cycle; motherhood in the United States is a separate universe, of which those who are not parents can stay blissfully ignorant. I was white and middle class, but I was the child of a single mother, which should have given me some clue. My response to my exile from the world of adults was to want to get back in. When my maternity leave came to an end four months after my first child was born, I was delighted to return to paid work. But there was no going back. I was in for a rude awakening.

I had been warned. Other women had told me to keep my pregnancy a secret at work as long as possible. Many women get demoted or fired when their employers learn they are pregnant. When a friend of mine returned to work from maternity leave and refused to work more than full-time, she was told by her boss she was not being a team player and that she would have to wait for the promotion she had been expecting. There is no federal law forbidding discrimination against mothers, nor do most states bar it.

But I didn’t work in the corporate world. I worked at a small, progressive nonprofit (I’ll call it SPN). SPN was committed to social justice, community, supporting families, and walking our talk. After all, we had recycled carpet on the office floor and a worm bin out back where we composted our lunch scraps. We were all committed to the same idealistic project, and that brought kindness and warmth to the work. What I gave up in salary was more than made up for by the pleasure of working for a cause I believed in and the decency with which I was treated. I made more than the poverty rate for a single person, but less than what the local paper calculated would cover the basic costs of living for a person with a child in Seattle. Still, I knew that our executive director made only 17 percent more than I did. We were all in this together. So although the organization was too small to be covered by the Family and Medical Leave Act and had no maternity policies, I wasn’t worried.

I requested a three-month unpaid maternity leave and to return to work half-time. My boss, S., said she would consider the request. There was silence for a month. Then S. said no to half-time. My coworkers got mad, marched as a group on the executive director. S. reversed herself, said I could come back half-time—as an “independent contractor.” There was no room for bargaining. My choice was to take the job as a contractor or leave it. I didn’t have the luxury of pondering the fact that the deal was manifestly illegal (there are clear criteria for independent contractor status, none of which my work fulfilled) or that there might be a reason my boss wanted to make me easy to dispose of.

As my spouse and I began puzzling out the problem of childcare, we learned that childcare is not like elementary school, where all you have to do is walk your child in the door. In the United States, you’re on your own when it comes to childcare. There simply isn’t enough quality care to fill all the need, so there are long waitlists for decent daycare centers. Full-time infant care typically costs several thousand dollars a month, easily as expensive as a mortgage, even in cities with expensive housing, such as Seattle. We decided to join forces with several friends and together hire a nanny, so that we could share the cost and be able to offer full-time work. But even so, for three days a week of care, the cost would be about the same as our monthly mortgage payment.

We would be paying more than half what I would be earning, before taxes. It was nearly irresistible to think this way, deducting the cost of childcare from my earnings alone, even though our daughter is as much my husband’s child as mine. This is both because of the social assumption that childcare is the mother’s responsibility and because of the structure of the US tax code, under which married couples file jointly. This means that the second earner’s income is taxed at a higher rate than if she were single, and her income may very well push the family into a higher tax bracket. My spouse and I resisted this logic. We valued my having a career because it promoted equality in our relationship and brought me satisfaction. We also realized that proper financial accounting had to consider the future earnings I gained by keeping my career going. These factors are luxuries many families cannot afford.

When I returned to work, nobody pressured me to work extra hours. But somehow there was no longer a desk set aside for me. Where I once had an office with huge windows and a door that shut, now I shuttled between desks in cubicles as they were available. Even my voicemail seemed not to work consistently. I couldn’t get our tech guy to make solving this problem a priority.

These were Very Bad Signs, but I was blithely unaware.

I was no longer included in most meetings, didn’t get to help plan the organization’s direction. I was no longer a full member of the team. Should it tell us something about the tilt of the playing field, that sports metaphors so dominate in our language about work?

I counted myself lucky to be allowed to play at all.

My contract was only six months long and was due to expire at the end of May. Since there was no suggestion that my work was no longer needed, I wasn’t worried.

In early May, S. fired me.

She said my work had been unsatisfactory, mainly because I had been unavailable on the days I didn’t work—though she never asked me to be available or to adjust my schedule. Because I was only an independent contractor and not an employee, she didn’t technically fire me, didn’t have to say or even think those words. Instead, she simply told me she was not renewing my contract.

When I applied for unemployment compensation, SPN contested my unemployment. The organization claimed that I hadn’t been fired but instead had quit when I switched from full-time to half-time and became an independent contractor. I received an email from the operations manager of SPN:

Just wanted you to know we received notice of your unemployment claim. On the form, they asked for the reason for separation. Given your desire to not return from maternity leave to your full-time staff position, the most accurate choice was “quit” rather than “discharge” or “lack of work” for example.

In this process, I also learned that if you collect for even a couple of months, it would double our tax bill for four years, costing us $8,000 more in taxes. Since the decision to leave full-time, direct employment after your maternity leave was yours, SPN’s unemployment tax rate shouldn’t be increased.

I don’t think there’s much either of us can do to influence their decision. We just fill out the forms they send us and the system will figure it out based on their policies.

Take care.

I read this letter and sensed all its nuances of niceness and guilt-tripping and I wanted to throw up.

Soon after, I received six fat envelopes from the Employment Security Department. One letter read:

You need to include an explanation for your failure to report the correct reason for your separation from this employer. Failure to report a material fact, in order to obtain benefits that you might not otherwise be entitled [sic], is considered misrepresentation (fraud) and carries an additional penalty . . . 

It also asked when I began self-employment:

What is your financial investment in this self-employment venture? What was your net income from self-employment during the last calendar year?

How long have you been beating your wife, Mr. Smith?

Another letter in the pile asked when I had decided to voluntarily quit and whether I quit because of a new job offer, relocation, domestic violence, unsafe working conditions, reduction of hours, illness, or disability.

Are pregnancy and childbirth disabilities? Pregnancy felt more like a heightened ability, my body suddenly displaying the capacity to build weird and miraculous alien life inside me. And childbirth unleashed tremendous reserves of endurance and willpower. Yet it had disabled my ability to keep a job, apparently.

After an initial panic, I contested the claim that I had quit and that I had been an independent contractor. Eventually I won unemployment benefits. But that wasn’t the end of the struggle.

After finally qualifying for unemployment, I received another letter from ESD, telling me that I had been “selected and scheduled” to participate in worker reemployment services that would assist me in my job search efforts. The class was three hours long, starting at 8:30 a.m. on Thursday, two days away. Attendance was mandatory. As if added as an afterthought, in a different font from the rest of the letter, the bottom of the page read:

Our facility is not equipped for the safety of children. Please do not bring them to the workshops.

I pondered chickens and eggs. If I had enough money to pay for full-time childcare without a job, why would I need unemployment checks? Or a job, for that matter. I considered what the people who wrote the rules of unemployment insurance were thinking when they made these rules. The possibilities seemed to be one or more of the following: (a) they assumed workers had no children and that people sprang full-grown like mushrooms from the ground, just like the philosopher Thomas Hobbes said; (b) they assumed all workers had wives to take care of their children, a wife being a very nice thing and something I’ve always wanted for myself; or (c) the thought of how we all arrive on this planet and achieve the ability to hold a spoon, use a toilet, and say our names—never mind operate a forklift or a cash register or a computer—never crossed their minds.

Ninety percent of women become parents at some point in their lives. Given biology and our work culture, that will most likely happen smack in the middle of their working lives. But very few women have stay-at-home wives or house-husbands to care for their children. Lots of mothers will find themselves unemployed, yet the unemployment system is designed to exclude them. Among other things, if you’re looking for part-time work, you’re ineligible for benefits in most states. This matters not only because women need unemployment benefits but also because unemployment insurance helps to define what an ideal worker is, even who counts as a worker at all—who is an autonomous breadwinner and who is a needy dependent.

It seems to be all or nothing. You can stay at home or work full-time—or more than full-time. This is how the Mommy Wars between non-wage-earning and so-called working mothers was invented: Offer women a choice between two unhappy alternatives, then insist that their choices define their identities. And of course, divide them from each other. It was, as would eventually dawn on me, a classic autonomy myth trap.

As it happened, I was privileged enough to have childcare three days a week. But not at 8:30 a.m. on Thursdays. I called and rescheduled, but a few days later, I received a letter warning me that I had failed to report to a mandatory Job Hunter Orientation and demanding an explanation. Then a sweet-voiced investigator called to ask about my reason for not attending the Job Hunter Orientation. She asked me carefully if I lacked childcare just that one day or in general. I took the cue and said just that one day. Soon after, I received a bill to repay one day’s worth of benefits: $37.

I went to the rescheduled Job Hunter Orientation and spent several hours waiting alongside women receiving TANF (welfare as we no longer know it) with their children in tow. We were eventually sorted into separate rooms, where we sat and waited. Finally I was called to see a counselor, who looked at my resume, tried to find a code to type in for “editor,” and shook her head. “I’m getting nothing.” She scanned further down my resume and saw I’d taught college courses, so she typed in a code for “teacher.” Back came “Childcare Worker, $9/hour.” That was the end of my orientation.

I eventually interviewed for a contract position with a major online news site. I did well in two rounds of interviews and was confident I was on my way to an offer. I casually asked if any of the work could be done from home. No, it couldn’t, I was told, but the interviewer assured me that the department worked “banker’s hours”—8:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. and only some Saturdays. I choked down a chortle as I realized how amnesiac our wired culture is. Once upon a time, banker’s hours were 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., Monday through Friday.

My spouse and I conferred about childcare. We realized there was no way he could cover the days I would be at work, plus my commuting time. Even if there were a way to somehow line up additional childcare, I wouldn’t want to spend twelve hours a day, five days a week, away from our daughter. It was only a temporary job, anyway.

I received an offer to teach part-time at a local community college. The classes ran five days a week. I asked about the childcare center on the campus, but the dean told me it had no affiliation with the college itself, so he couldn’t help me get a slot. Still, I called the center. They didn’t accept children under three.

I thought venomously about Linda Hirshman, the author of a much-ballyhooed article that garnered her appearances on Good Morning America and discussion in New York Times columns. She said women were choosing to drop out of the labor market. They had chosen badly, she scolded, and she dismissed the problem of lack of childcare. “Even with all the daycare in the world,” women would have to make better choices.

“All the daycare in the world”—the phrase made me drool.

My husband and I decided that if I took the earliest teaching slot, from 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m., and ran right home, he could just cover childcare for those times. Somehow we would find time for my course preparation. I turned down the well-paid, resume-building job with the major news site and accepted the modestly paid, dead-end, temporary teaching job. I also arranged to teach a night course at a local university extension program. I would be working full-time, without full-time childcare. I had made my choice, and I felt exhausted already.

In September, when my daughter was one year old, I started teaching. As if cued, my daughter woke each morning at 5:30 a.m., just before my alarm went off. I nursed her in the predawn dark, then slipped out of the bedroom, revving myself to liveliness as I drove toward the college.

I was frustrated and demoralized. I felt caught between impossible and contradictory demands. In the grip of the autonomy myth, our society has complementary assumptions about the nature of good workers and good mothers that make them mutually exclusive. A good mother—but not a good father—is someone who is available to respond to her child at any and every moment. On the other hand, a good worker is someone who is available for work at any and every moment. If a worker is not available at all hours, then she doesn’t count as a good worker—or as a worker at all. In most state unemployment systems, you aren’t entitled to unemployment benefits if you aren’t available for any and all work hours in your field. As Evelyn Murphy and E. J. Graff say in Getting Even, their book on gender pay inequality, mothers in the workplace are often subjected to tests, to see if they choose family or work. They may be scheduled for extra-long hours or be asked to show up for meetings in the evenings or on weekends—but they weren’t subjected to these demands before having children, and the men around them aren’t subject to them regardless.

Eventually, I found my way out by earning a law degree, the badge of power and authority I needed in order to command a family-wage job. It gave me the chance to do battle with the likes of ESD and SPN on behalf of others. Going to law school while parenting small children was challenging, but while my classmates agonized over their class ranking, my babies kept me grounded with their smiles and first words and absolute needs.

My experience was peculiar to my race and social class, of course, and shaped by personal luck. My experience is not universal even among all American mothers. I don’t know that many low-wage workers experience waged work as a source of independence, or that mothers in subcultures built on extended families feel as isolated as I did. But as I struggled to make sense of my experience, I believed it shared common causes with the experiences of every mother in this country, where the work of mothering doesn’t count as work at all. This book is the product of my effort to understand those causes.

Although I have worked as a journalist, editor, and lawyer, I was also trained as a philosopher, and so this book is in part a search for the deep roots of the ideas that shape the culture of motherhood in the United States. To see women as fully human requires seeing dependency as an essential part of the human condition. This is the great unfinished business of feminism: As long as we devalue dependency work, women will never achieve equality.

The myth of autonomy is a major force contributing to the staggering rise in inequality in the United States in recent decades and our inability as a society to address it, let alone redress it. My focus is on mothers and motherhood and the puzzle of why this country so devalues mothers and makes motherhood, along with all forms of dependency work, a formidable barrier to equality.

Contrary to Hobbes, humans are not sprung like mushrooms from the earth. Our species is characterized by dependency. Unlike other species, our babies go through extended periods of helplessness and vulnerability. Whereas a giraffe baby, say, is up and running within hours of birth, human babies cannot even lift their own heads for months after birth and require years of intensive care if they are to survive. Humans need care at the other end of life as well, and many of us experience permanent or temporary disability at other points in our lives.

A full-grown healthy person, able to care for her own basic daily needs, is not the human norm. She is in fact a precarious achievement, made possible by infusions of work. Her ability to care for herself is a wonderful thing. To attack the myth of autonomy is not to deny that autonomy has value. It is rather to seek an ideal of autonomy that is not the opposite of dependency. For human beings, autonomy always arises from care work. It is always fragile, and it is never absolute.

In erasing the sources of autonomy, the myth of autonomy robs care providers of their autonomy and threatens the claim to full humanity of anyone who is dependent or even associated with dependency. This book seeks to place autonomy in its rightful context against a background of dependency, which must be understood as normal and not shameful. Another aim of this book is to demonstrate the profound derangement in the calls to “end dependency.”

In the United States, the autonomy myth has apotheosized into privatism—that is, the notion that there is nothing higher or more transcendent than private property. This rests on an assumption that only waged work has value, and that a higher wage equals a higher value. This necessarily devalues those who provide care for dependents, overwhelmingly women who are typically unpaid or underpaid.

In our current political moment, when our social safety nets and public institutions are under attack and a toxic libertarianism is ascendant, this book’s effort is urgent. The autonomy myth treats care work as a free natural resource, and, as a result, the United States has failed to sustain the labor that knits the fabric of our society together. That fabric is now dangerously frayed. The problematic concepts of debt and subsidy are also bound up with the myth of autonomy: Libertarians claim that hardworking grownups owe nothing to anyone and shouldn’t have to subsidize anyone else. It’s no coincidence that libertarianism tends toward a certain machismo. Reminding each libertarian that he had a mother who changed his diapers is to begin demonstrating the untenability of libertarianism.

Sections of the book explore the nature and sources of the myth of autonomy and the functions it serves. Then, across a range of issues, I use it to explain otherwise mystifying phenomena and opaque American debates. Throughout it all runs the deeper point that, until we confront and reject the myth of autonomy, we cannot achieve a just society in which women achieve full equality, in which women, too, can have autonomy.

Race is an inescapable element of the story, along with gender. Women and African Americans have, throughout America’s history, been treated as twinned problems, raising related irritating questions about citizenship and democracy. Like women, African Americans have frequently been responsible for providing subsidies of reproductive labor for which they have not received recompense or even recognition. America’s attitudes about gender are inescapably bound up with its attitudes about race. “African Americans” and “women” are not mutually exclusive categories, of course; misogyny and racism intersect. I have repeatedly found that satisfying explanations of puzzling facts emerge only when race is taken seriously. As a white woman, I cannot make sense of gender in the United States without accounting for race.

A note on terminology: Throughout the book, I have tried to avoid the term caregiver, in favor of care provider or care worker, in order to emphasize that care is work—and that it is not always freely given. Some authors writing on this subject, including the excellent Joan Williams, use the term “family work,” but I don’t find that phrase helpful. The word “family” tends to make my hackles rise, perhaps because I grew up in a unit—single mother and child—often smeared as “not a family.” The word is too often used by the Right to label certain relationships legitimate and others illegitimate. The label also serves as a black box—or rose-blurred glasses—obscuring flows of labor and differentials of power within families. I find it more useful to consider dependency relationships between individuals, on the one hand, and the question of who benefits from a given system for the work of reproducing human beings and human society, on the other. The fundamental unit for discussing dependency and autonomy, as I see it, is care provider and care recipient. The most common instance of this unit is mother and child. The structure served by the autonomy myth is capitalism.

In general, I will refer to care providers as women, and use feminine pronouns for them. This is not to say that all—or only—women provide care. (I’m lucky enough to know some wonderfully caring men and nonbinary people.) But reproductive labor has long been socially coded as feminine and assigned to those gendered female. To paraphrase Silvia Federici, in capitalist society, “woman” is a work function—the function of reproducing the workforce—disguised as biological destiny. Therefore, it seems to me that avoiding feminine references would distort and obscure the power relations I aim to illuminate.

Capitalism profits both indirectly and directly from reproductive labor. Profit is extracted indirectly when one member of a family performs unpaid labor to create or restore another family member’s ability to perform paid labor. Profit is extracted directly from waged or enslaved reproductive labor. The line between the indirect and direct extraction of profit from reproductive labor is drawn along class and racial boundaries, and both types have existed throughout the history of capitalism. To describe paid work in terms of care as emotion tends to obscure the hard, underpaid labor involved, as if it is done for love rather than money. This justifies its low pay. For that matter, this same trick of calling it “love” rather than “work” applies to unpaid care work, justifying both its lack of support and women’s consignment to it. Whether this work is paid or unpaid, as historian Premilla Nadasen has pointed out, whatever emotion the worker does or does not feel, care work is simply work that must be done to reproduce human life and society.1 Therefore, the most precise and demystifying term for the work I discuss throughout this book is reproductive labor. But I will also use the term care work, because care is a short and familiar word, whereas reproductive labor is multisyllabic and unfamiliar to many. Furthermore, humans need to give as well as receive tender loving care.

I am a middle-class, cisgender, heterosexual, healthy, and nondisabled white woman. My insights come from my own experience, and no doubt I have blind spots and limitations, but I trust that I gesture at the full picture and inspire others to fill it in. This is a personal story as well as an analytical and journalistic one. I want to understand what I experienced when I was mothered, when I became a mother, and when I began caring for my aging mother. What will my daughters experience? How are these experiences shaped by those of my mother, grandmother, and foremothers stretching back beyond memory? How did we come to this particular, impossible moment in American history, and how can we get beyond it?





CHAPTER 1:Children as Pets


When my children were small, during the phase when I was struggling to cobble together bits of freelance work, I wrote an article for a local news website about efforts to create a modest paid parental leave program in Washington state. The proposal was extremely modest: up to a couple hundred dollars a week for up to five weeks. By comparison, our neighbor to the north provides about a year of paid family leave. Most European countries are at least that generous, and Estonia provides more than a year and a half of paid parental leave.1 2 (Estonia!) Or compare it with the US unemployment compensation system, which pays up to half a worker’s wages for up to twenty-six weeks (more during economic crises, such as the COVID pandemic).

You might have thought there wouldn’t be much opposition to this little bill. You’d be wrong. Republican legislators named the bill one of the top two worst bills of the year and the business lobby worked to kill it. But the blame can’t stop there—Democrats controlled the state house, senate, and governorship, and they failed to fight for the program. While these forces didn’t quite succeed in killing the law, they put it in a coma. The law did not receive any funding, and for ten years there was still no paid leave program in Washington. Progress has been similar in other states. As of 2017, a total of four states offered paid parental leave, but none provided more than six weeks’ leave.3 Meanwhile, nationwide, the United States remains one of only a few countries in the world that offer no paid parental leave, in company with Papua New Guinea and several tiny island nations.4 In 2017, after years of effort by activists, the Washington legislature finally provided funding for family leave and increased the benefit to 90 percent of the worker’s salary for up to twelve weeks. The first claimants began receiving benefits in 2020.5 By 2025, the number of states offering paid leave had increased to thirteen, and in late 2020, the federal government finally began offering paid parental leave to its own employees.6 But there is still no nationwide leave.

This struggle over a small state benefit provides a window into the autonomy myth and its importance in the smooth functioning of American capitalism. To begin to understand why creating a family leave program was so hard, I start with the comments on my article. There were a lot of them, and two-thirds expressed the same feeling: The legislation is “a token for the irresponsible,” a “confiscation of my tax dollars” for “social parasites.” One reader even called the legislation morally depraved. “Time off is good. All of that is fine, but just don’t expect someone else to pay for it.” “People should set priorities: By what right do these leave-takers confiscate my tax dollars to further their ‘have it all’ personal agenda?” “It’s OK, Seattle, the government state will be your lifelong surrogate parent!”

These weren’t mere trolls spewing the usual vitriol. There were no attacks on me personally, no profanity. By internet standards, the comments were high-minded and coherent. In fact, they reveal a whole philosophy: Start with the charges of irresponsibility and parasitism and getting someone else to pay for you to “have it all.” To claim that a parent who receives social assistance for childrearing is irresponsible is to claim that childrearing is the responsibility of the parents alone. Having children is a personal agenda, and the “time off” (that is, from paid employment) to do it is a luxury for which one should expect no handout from the rest of society. Money taken in taxes and given to support childrearing is confiscation that in turn fosters, in the recipients, dependency on the state (“lifelong” dependency, no less). Independence is good and normal; dependence is depraved and abnormal. Indeed, the goal should be to end dependency.

Presidential candidate Ben Carson said as much in a 2015 speech to the Conservative Political Action Conference. “I’m interested in getting rid of dependency.”⁷7 US Senator Jim DeMint has written, “America must end its addiction to . . . subsidies . . . that lead to debt and dependency.”⁸8 The House Ways and Means Committee declared that the major goal of the 1996 welfare reform act was to “attack dependency.” Nor is this antipathy to dependence limited to the Right; as great a liberal lion as Eleanor Holmes Norton advocated for “weaning from public assistance” and stated that welfare is problematic because it “deepens dependence.” Indeed, FDR himself said in his 1935 State of the Union address to Congress, “the government must and shall quit this business of relief.”⁹9 The roots of this attitude go further back still, to the abolition of slavery and the end of the Civil War. One of the arguments against providing any assistance to the newly freed was that it would breed dependence. Even in the face of terrible epidemics among freed people in the war-ravaged South, and the danger that disease would spread to the white population, Congress refused to properly fund the medical division of the Freedmen’s Bureau, let alone provide the promised forty acres and a mule. The argument went that assistance would only prolong the inevitable extinction of the inferior race.10

The commenters on my article were not expressing weird or fringe ideas; they were espousing a foundational, pervasive American philosophy. It’s so pervasive that it goes all the way down to pets and children. In Seattle, where I live, there are a lot of dogs. There are more dogs than children, actually, a fact that says a lot about this town. I do not have a dog, but I do have cats, so I get that people love their pets. Still, there are limits. Although I think pets should largely fend for themselves, on rare occasions I will take a cat to the vet, and when I do, the staff inevitably refer to me as the cat’s “mother,” sometimes when my actual human child is present. I find this to be both bizarre and telling.

Apparently, many people confuse children and pets. You might be tempted to think this is just Seattle-specific weirdness, but I got this idea from the economist Nancy Folbre, a proud Texan. If you think of children as pets, you will naturally be annoyed by demands that society provide support to parents, much as I am annoyed by the imposition of dogs and their turds in public space. The thinking goes like this: Parents acquire children because they want love and companionship. They want to lavish love on small, cute creatures, and in turn receive the adoration of said small cute creatures. (Sadly, children don’t stay small and cute, and they don’t always provide unalloyed adoration.) That’s understandable, and perhaps it’s more charming to get such pleasure from acquiring warm-blooded children or fuzzy poodles than from, say, purchasing statuary or playing massively multiuser video games. But who’s to say who gets the most pleasure from their hobby: the pet owner, the parent, or the gamer? Either way, clean up the poop yourself, keep the critters quiet, and don’t expect the rest of us to help pay the costs. In this mindset, children are like any other consumer good: a matter of individual preference and responsibility, to which only those who can afford the purchase are entitled.

This is exactly what the US Board of Tax Appeals stated in 1939, when it held that childcare expenses are not deductible as work-related expenses and instead that having children (while working) is merely a form of consumption that one person may happen to prefer. The board refused to consider childcare anything “other than a personal concern.”11 These are the basic assumptions underlying a refusal to provide social supports for childrearing, and in fact of libertarian politics more broadly.

As Folbre points out, however, the analogy quickly breaks down. While poodles will never become productive members of human society, human babies will—the flip side of their not staying small and cute. They will eventually become workers and taxpayers, contributing to Social Security, among other things. While it is a politically useful fiction that each of us pays for our own Social Security funds, in fact current benefits are paid by taxes on current wage earners. Those who are babies now will become the taxpayers who pay for the Social Security benefits of the current generation of wage earners when those wage earners in turn grow old. Of course they don’t just “become” productive members of society; they are reared into grownups through the hard work of care providers. (Also, children are a terrible consumer good. In my experience, raising children is not particularly fun. If you were to set out to make a massively expensive purchase with the goal of maximizing your enjoyment, you’d be insane to pick a child.)

One of the most striking things about human beings that makes us different from other creatures is our long periods of dependency. First there is the nine-month gestation, one of the longer incubation periods among animals. Then comes birth, which is more difficult and perilous for humans than for other creatures, owing to our large brains and the narrow hips required for walking upright. Just getting a human born into the world requires a lot of work.

But that is only the beginning of the work required to get a human being to independent adulthood. A human baby is unable to lift its head for at least a month after birth, unable to eat solid food for six months, unable to walk until about a year. Human children are typically dependent for twelve years or more, depending on the cultural context. Childrearing requires tremendous labor over a long period of time. To get each one of us from infancy to adulthood, someone had to change about six thousand diapers, make at least sixteen thousand meals, carry us for hundreds of miles, patch hundreds of wounds, clean up snot and vomit and urine and feces, bathe and dress and scrub—never mind rock, hold, comfort, say, “I love you.” Each of us started as a parasite on a parent’s labor, and many of us end our lives similarly dependent. Perhaps the idea is that this repugnant state shouldn’t be allowed to spread beyond the helpless. But it can’t help doing so, because someone has to provide care. To do the work of care, the care provider must curtail other, wage-earning work. She therefore becomes dependent on some other source of support. If parenting is the responsibility of the parent alone, it is puzzling how she could ever fulfill it.

Law professor Martha Fineman coined the phrase autonomy myth, and I draw heavily on her work. Fineman explains that there are two basic types of dependency. One is the basic helplessness in which all humans begin their lives and many end it. That helplessness includes raw physical need and also social neediness. Children must be taught how to behave appropriately and succeed as members of a social species, training that takes decades. This in turn generates the second form of dependency: To undertake care work, whether meeting the dependent’s basic physical needs or teaching the social skills a child needs to survive, diverts care workers’ efforts from working on their own behalf, which makes them dependent on support from some other source. Fineman calls this derivative dependency.12

With dependency built into human reproduction, perhaps no one should have children— which is a tenable position only if you prefer the human race to end. Even so, each of us arrives in a state of debt. Far from being pathological, dependency is universal and inevitable. Once you acknowledge this basic human fact, the goal of ending dependency is revealed as truly bizarre.

One of the commenters on my article wrote, “I for one am not planning on being a social parasite in my dotage.” Perhaps he meant that he would off himself the moment he retired. If not, he was ignoring the question of who would be paying for his Social Security or Medicare benefits, let alone who would wipe his bottom in the nursing home in which he might find himself. That person would likely be a low-paid woman of color or immigrant. The comment betrays the seductive fantasy that, as human beings, we can escape indebtedness —“neither a borrower nor a lender be”—and owe nothing to anyone, free to reject the pleas for help of whinging, lesser beings. In Ayn Rand’s novel The Fountainhead, a kind of bible of libertarianism, protagonist Howard Roark puts it this way: “I do not recognize anyone’s right to one minute of my life . . . No matter who makes the claim, how large their number, or how great their need.” Donald Trump, during his 2016 run for president, said he identifies with Roark.13

The autonomy myth makes visible only certain types of dependency and renders other types invisible, distorting questions of who owes what to whom, which is to say, allowing some people to profit from the work of others. It is a twisted notion of autonomy that has grown out of control, to the exclusion of other values and the distortion of a true understanding of human autonomy. The autonomy myth treats autonomy as a fact, a given, when it is actually a capacity created through the provision of care. This myth has deep roots in America’s foundational ideas, but in embracing it, we have taken certain turns that were in no way historically inevitable and that have caused us to abandon other American ideals, among them equality.

One of the annoying features of reproductive labor in the United States is the tendency for it to become invisible. A clean house, well-prepared meals regularly on the table, and flourishing children are hardly ever noticed; it is their absence that disturbs. Sociologist Kari Wærness describes witnessing an incident in a home childcare facility that encapsulated the invisibility of good care: A child spilled a glass of milk at lunch. The childcare worker calmly said, “Uh oh, that’s why we have plastic on the table,” fetched a cloth, cleaned up most of the spill, then handed the cloth to the child to finish the job. He was immediately happy again, and the moment passed, with no one but Wærness noticing the skill involved—the care in preparing a child-proof environment, the “everyone-makes-mistakes acceptance of a small child’s natural clumsiness; the avoidance of blame; the efficient, can-do solving of a problem; the child’s assumption that he was part of the solution, expected to clean up a mess that he had made and presumed to have the competence to do it.”14 Anyone who has done childcare wishes for such skill.

Another annoying feature of reproductive labor is that its rewards bleed out and benefit those who didn’t do the work. It is very difficult for a care provider to recoup all or even a fair fraction of the added value her labor created. I raise a child, who through my lavishing of care becomes a highly successful member of society. That child may care for me in my old age or may move continents away and cut all contact. I can’t ensure that I receive the full return on my investment. It is also easy for the recipients of care work to ignore their indebtedness, at least in a culture that devalues care work.

This problem has arisen not just because we happen to have a large proportion of jerks among us but also because it is built into the structure of dependency work by the logic of individualized negotiation. A mother, or other dependency worker, needs the cooperation of others to obtain the necessary resources to care for her charge. If she is negotiating alone with another individual, this puts her at a disadvantage, because she is in a worse position than the other person if negotiation breaks down. The other person can walk away, but because of the vulnerability of her charge—whether it is a tiny infant, a disabled relative, or an ailing elder—the care provider cannot. Negotiation theorists speak of a BATNA, or Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement, otherwise known as your walkaway point, the moment when you say “forget it” to the rug seller or used car dealer because you know you
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