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Dedication
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For the women who hold the world together.

The mothers who get up before the alarm. The daughters on the late-night call about their father. The home-health aides on the long bus ride to the next house. The teachers who buy the supplies out of their own pay. The nurses who held the line through the pandemic and have not slept since. The friends who showed up when nobody else could.

You are the majority.

This book is the recording of what you already know.

With gratitude,

J.J. Ramos
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Disclaimer

THIS BOOK IS A WORK of non-fiction. The author has made every reasonable effort to ensure that the information contained in this book is accurate and current as of the date of publication. However, the author and publisher make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information, statistics, organizations, policies, or political analysis contained in this book. Any reliance the reader places on such information is strictly at the reader's own risk.

This book is intended for general informational, educational, and political-discussion purposes only. It is not intended as, and should not be construed as, legal, financial, tax, medical, psychological, employment, immigration, or professional advice of any kind. Readers should consult a qualified professional before making any decision based on the information in this book. Statistics, policy proposals, and organizational descriptions reflect the author's research at the time of writing and may have changed after publication.

The views and opinions expressed in this book are those of the author alone. References to specific organizations, advocacy groups, public officials, scholars, or other public figures are made for informational and analytical purposes and do not constitute endorsement by those parties of the author, the book, or any of its arguments, nor do they constitute endorsement by the author of every position taken by those organizations or individuals. The author has used publicly available information and has not received compensation or material from any organization named in this book in exchange for inclusion.

References to third-party books, articles, websites, organizations, programs, and individuals are provided for the reader's reference and do not constitute the author's or publisher's endorsement of, or responsibility for, the content of those external sources. The author and publisher are not responsible for the accuracy, legality, content, or any other aspect of any third-party material referenced in this book, and such references may have changed or become unavailable after the date of publication.

In no event shall the author or publisher be liable to any reader or third party for any loss or damage, including without limitation any direct, indirect, incidental, consequential, special, exemplary, or punitive damages, or any loss of profits, revenue, data, opportunity, or use, whether in an action in contract, tort, statute, or otherwise, arising out of or in connection with the reading of, use of, reference to, or reliance upon this book or any of its contents. Some jurisdictions do not allow the exclusion or limitation of certain damages, so portions of the above limitation may not apply to every reader; in such jurisdictions the liability of the author and publisher is limited to the maximum extent permitted by applicable law.
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About the Author
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, democracy, and the systems that decide who counts.

Not in the language of the seminar.

Not in the cadence of the manifesto.

In the plain words a reader can carry back into her life.

Her earlier books named what is happening now: the algorithmic patriarchy, the synthetic woman, the inheritance women carry, the body in the algorithm's reach, the civic-democratic crisis, the construction already underway. The Care Majority makes the political-economic argument: that the largest constituency in the country is the people whose lives turn on the work of holding each other together, and that a feminism organized around their common good is the most viable winning politics of the next decade.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory, labor economics, and constructive political organizing rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her work, a consistent idea appears:

The constituency that has been told it is a special-interest group is, in fact, the majority.

The work it does is the foundation every other politics is standing on, whether the rest of the politics admits it or not.

Practical observations that explain why the parents, the adult children of aging parents, the paid caregivers, the teachers, the nurses, and the recipients of care are not one issue among others but the central political object of the next decade. Why a politics organized around their common good is both the most defensible feminism and the most viable winning coalition.

Ramos's work does not try to comfort the reader.

It tries to clarify what is at stake, in plain language, so that more readers can recognize themselves as part of the majority that the politics has been pretending was a minority.

Because once you see the care majority as the majority, you stop apologizing for asking for what holds the world together.

You start organizing for it.

That is where this book begins.
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Why I Am Writing This Book
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There is a story we have been told about politics, and there is the politics itself.

The story says that the issues women care about — childcare, eldercare, paid leave, fair wages for care workers, the conditions of teachers and nurses, the support for parents and adult children of aging parents — are special-interest issues, secondary to the real economy, downstream of the bigger arguments about growth and trade and tax.

The politics itself, when anyone bothers to count, says something else.

The people whose lives are organized around the work of caring for someone else are the majority.

I am writing this book because the gap between the story and the count is now too large to maintain.

When you add the parents of young children, the adult children of aging parents, the paid care workers, the partners and friends who pick up the slack, the recipients of care, and the teachers and nurses and social workers whose jobs are care work whether or not anyone calls it that, you have a constituency that is most of the country.

It is also a constituency that has been politely told, for decades, to wait its turn.

To trust that the system will get to its concerns once the big economic questions are settled.

To accept that childcare is a private problem, that paid leave is a luxury the market will figure out, that nursing-home conditions are someone else's family business, that the wages of the people who hold our parents' hands at the end are a labor-market question.

So when the bill comes — and the bill has been coming, in the form of childcare deserts, healthcare worker burnout, family-leave bankruptcies, eldercare crises that destroy savings, the rolling collapse of the systems that hold the country together — the constituency that has been told to wait its turn is unprepared to name what is happening.

Not because it is inattentive.

But because it has been told the story so many times that it has half-believed itself a minority.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by demanding the impossible. The work of building a care-economy politics is already underway. The National Domestic Workers Alliance is twenty years old. Caring Across Generations is fifteen. MomsRising, Paid Leave for All, Family Values @ Work — the infrastructure is real, the organizing is patient, the policy program is converged. What has been missing is the recognition, by the constituency itself, of how large it is.

Because the change is not really about whether one party or another wins an election.

It is about whether the people who hold the world together recognize themselves as a political bloc.

It is about whether the feminism of the next decade is organized around the common-good claim that the work of caring for each other is the foundation of every other politics.

It is about whether the women who have been told their issues are special-interest issues finally name the constituency that has been pretending to be a minority and is in fact the majority.

I am writing this book because that naming is the political work of the next decade.

The litigators, organizers, candidates, coalition builders, journalists, and policy advocates are doing the construction.

The work of clarity is to name what they are building so that more readers can see themselves as part of it.

This book is for any reader who has worked a paid job, a domestic shift, and a coordinating role inside the same twenty-four hours and wondered what to call that life.

It is for any reader who has spent a sleepless month on the phone with siblings about an aging parent.

It is for any reader who has paid the wages, or earned them, of the people who hold our families together.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify what is at stake.

Because clarity, when the constituency has been told it is a minority, is the first thing a writer can offer the majority that is still discovering itself.
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Chapter 1: The Mother Who Holds Two Jobs (and the Hidden Third)
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❦

The alarm goes off at five-thirty. She does not need it. She has been half-awake since four, running an unconscious inventory of what the day will require, the way some people run through the words of a song they cannot quite remember. The permission slip for the field trip. The pediatrician's office that calls back only between eight and nine. The work email from last night that asked, in the polite phrasing of someone who knows he is asking too much, whether she could "take a quick look" before the nine a.m. meeting. She turns off the alarm before it can wake her partner. He has a long day too. They have negotiated, over years, a roughly even split of these small mercies, and this morning is hers.

She is thirty-eight. She works full time as a project manager at a midsize firm, an hour from the house if traffic cooperates and ninety minutes if it doesn't. Her partner is a high-school teacher. They have three children, ages four, seven, and ten. The mortgage is what it is. The childcare bill, when the four-year-old's preschool tuition and the older two's after-school program are added up, is roughly the size of a second mortgage. They are, by any reasonable American measure, doing fine. They are also, by the same measure, exhausted in a way that does not feel temporary.

In the dark of the kitchen, before she turns on the overhead light, she fills the coffee maker and starts it. While it runs she opens the fridge and begins assembling three lunches. The four-year-old will only eat the cheese if it has been cut into circles; she uses the rim of a small glass. The seven-year-old has decided this month that sandwiches are an insult; she packs a thermos of leftover pasta. The ten-year-old has soccer practice after school, so his lunch needs an extra granola bar and a second water bottle because his coach has been talking about hydration. She knows the coach is right. She also knows nobody is going to take the time to put the second water bottle in his backpack except her.

The lunches go into three insulated bags lined up on the counter. The bags are color-coded; she labeled them at the start of the school year with a roll of washi tape and a pen. The school clothes are already laid out in three small piles on three little chairs, one in each room. She did that last night, after the kids were finally down, because she has learned that mornings without laid-out clothes are mornings where someone melts down at seven-twelve and the whole house follows. Laying out clothes the night before is not a chore. It is an investment in the next morning's solvency.

By the time the coffee finishes she has emptied the dishwasher, started a load of laundry, signed a permission slip, written a check for the school fundraiser, and made a mental note that the four-year-old's preschool needs the next-quarter tuition by Friday. None of this is on a list. The list is in her head. The list has been in her head, in some form, for the entire decade that she has been a mother.

Her partner comes down a little after six. They exchange a look. He pours coffee. He pours her a second cup without asking. She has already started writing the day's after-school schedule on the whiteboard that hangs by the back door, because today is one of the days when the schedule does not fit a single brain. The ten-year-old has soccer until five. The seven-year-old has a piano lesson at four-fifteen, which is twenty minutes from the school in the wrong direction. The four-year-old's preschool pickup is at three. Her partner can do the four-year-old and the piano. She can do soccer, which means she has to leave work by four-fifteen, which means the report her boss wants by end of day will have to be drafted between five-thirty and six a.m. tomorrow. She writes it on the whiteboard, makes a small noise that is almost a laugh, and circles the soccer time twice so she does not forget.

He kisses the top of her head on the way to his car. He is a good man. He does a real share. He does the dishes most nights. He does the bedtime routine for the four-year-old. He coaches his daughter's chess club on Saturdays. He has, over years of patient conversation, learned what she means when she says she is tired, which is a different thing from what he means when he says the same word. She loves him. He is not the problem. The problem is something else.

By seven-fifteen the kids are dressed, fed, packed, and on their way. The seven-year-old has cried once, briefly, about a sock. The ten-year-old has produced, in the last sixty seconds before leaving, a worksheet that was due yesterday and that she now has to email a photograph of to his teacher with an apologetic note. She does this in the driveway, on her phone, while the engine warms up. She gets to her own desk at eight forty-five and her boss is already asking about the report.

She has been at work for fifteen minutes. She has been at work, by any honest accounting, since five-thirty.

Most descriptions of a "working mother's morning" stop somewhere around here, as if the scene we have just watched is mostly logistical. It is not mostly logistical. The logistical part is the visible surface of something larger. Underneath the packed lunches and the laid-out clothes is a continuous act of attention. She is tracking, all morning, the weather (because the four-year-old's coat is in the wash and she has to decide whether the sweatshirt is enough), the dispositions of her three children (because the seven-year-old is in a sock mood and may need to be redirected), the state of the marriage (because her partner has had a hard week at school and she has clocked, without meaning to, that she should ask him about it on the way to the car), the calendar for the rest of the week (because the camp registration she has been putting off closes Friday and she has to remember to do it), and the state of her own body (because she has had a headache since yesterday and the over-the-counter painkillers are in the bag she will not unpack until lunch). All of this is happening at once, in the back of her mind, while her hands cut cheese into circles.

What is happening in the kitchen at five-forty-five in the morning is, in the strict sense, parallel processing. Most jobs do not require it. Most jobs require sequential attention to one task at a time. The work she is doing requires sustained attention to a dozen tasks at once, with the additional cost of the attention itself: a kind of low-grade vigilance that does not switch off when she leaves the kitchen, because the kitchen will still be there at six o'clock tonight, and so will all of the people in it, and the morning's failures will have consequences she will be cleaning up at bedtime. This is the part of the work that does not show up in a time-use survey. It does not show up because the survey asks what you did, not what you were holding in your head while you did it. The holding is the work.

* * *
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WHAT SHE HAS JUST DONE has a name. The sociologist Arlie Hochschild gave it one in 1989, in a book called The Second Shift. Hochschild interviewed dual-earner couples in the Bay Area through the 1980s, watched what happened in their homes after the paid workday ended, and named the pattern: the women, almost without exception, were performing a second full shift of unpaid labor on top of their paid jobs. Cooking, cleaning, the bath, the bedtime, the laundry, the homework, the school forms, the doctor's appointments, the gifts for the birthday parties. Hochschild measured the hours. She added them up. She concluded that the average working woman was performing roughly an extra month of twenty-four-hour days of unpaid labor per year, compared to her husband. A month. Not a metaphor. Hours, counted.

That was 1989. The men in those interviews would, in many cases, describe themselves as "helping." Some of them would describe themselves as doing more than their fathers had done, which was true, and would conclude from this that the division was now fair, which was not. The women would smile politely and continue carrying the second shift. Some marriages broke under the weight. Others rebalanced. Most simply absorbed the imbalance into the texture of family life and called it normal.

A great deal has changed since 1989. The percentage of married mothers in the paid workforce is now higher than it has ever been. Fathers do, on average, more unpaid household work than they did in their own fathers' generation. The cultural script has shifted; nobody publicly defends the proposition that domestic labor is women's work. And yet, more than three decades after Hochschild's research, the basic finding remains intact in survey after survey. In dual-earner households in the United States, working mothers still perform roughly twice the unpaid domestic labor of working fathers. The gap has narrowed. It has not closed. In the years when it has narrowed fastest, the narrowing has mostly come from women doing somewhat less, not from men doing dramatically more.

There is an honest argument to be had about why this is. Some of it is preference; some couples really do divide the work this way because that is what they want, and the political analysis owes those couples respect, not lecture. Some of it is biology; in households with infants, the early months of nursing produce a temporary asymmetry that has nothing to do with patriarchy and everything to do with milk. Some of it is wage inequality; when one earner makes meaningfully less than the other, the household sometimes rationally reassigns more unpaid labor to the lower earner, and that earner is, on average, the woman. Some of it is socialization; girls are still raised, more than boys, to anticipate the needs of other people, and that anticipation does not switch off in adulthood.

But preference and biology and wage gap and socialization do not, taken together, explain the size of the residual gap. Something else is also true, and it is the something else that this book is trying to name. The work the woman in our opening scene has been doing since five-thirty is not legible to the economy. It does not appear in gross domestic product. It does not appear on her tax return. It does not appear on her résumé. It does not appear in the political analysis of her demographic. When journalists describe her as a "working mother," the word "working" is doing one job and her life is doing another. The economy she is keeping alive is not the one the country knows how to count.

* * *
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HOCHSCHILD, WHO HAS continued to write about the family economy for the four decades since The Second Shift, returned to the theme in The Time Bind in 1997 and again in The Outsourced Self in 2012. The arc of her work is a story of the boundary between paid and unpaid labor becoming more porous, more contested, and in some ways more punishing. The Time Bind studied a company that had introduced flexible scheduling and family-friendly policies and found, to its researchers' surprise, that mothers were not using them, because the office had become the place where they could finally sit down for a minute. Home was where the second shift was waiting. The Outsourced Self studied the way late-capitalist services have moved into the intimate work of family life: the wedding planner, the potty-training consultant, the professional family-photo coordinator, the elder-care navigator. Hochschild's argument across these books is not that outsourcing is bad. Her argument is that the unpaid labor is real, that it has weight, and that the question of who carries it is not a private preference but a structural fact about how the country organizes work and care.

The popular treatment of this question has moved, in the last decade, toward a slightly different vocabulary. The word that has caught on is mental load. The mental load is the cognitive labor of running a household: the tracking, the remembering, the anticipating, the coordinating. It is what the woman in our opening scene was doing when she lay half-awake at four a.m. running an inventory of the day. The mental load is the operating system the household runs on. It is what makes the difference between a household where the laid-out clothes appear on the chair at night and a household where, every morning, somebody is running around looking for a missing shoe.

What the mental-load literature has made visible is something Hochschild's data measured but did not fully name: the second shift is not just additional physical labor. It is additional managerial labor. The woman in our opening scene is not only packing lunches. She is also project-managing three children's lives, a marriage, a household budget, a school-fundraiser commitment, a piano lesson, a doctor's appointment, an after-school pickup chain, a permission slip, and a quarterly tuition bill, while also holding down a paid job that, by itself, is supposed to be a full-time occupation. She is performing a role that, in a corporation, would be called chief of staff. She is performing it without a title, without compensation, without backup, and without the cultural recognition that what she is doing is even work.

When she misses something, she is judged. When she handles everything, she is invisible. This is the structural reality the mental-load literature names, and it is the structural reality that any honest accounting of the care economy has to start from.

There is another thing to say about the mental load before we move on. It is not equal opportunity exhaustion. The wealthier the household, the more of this work can be outsourced. The poorer the household, the less of it can. The middle-class mother in our opening scene can pay for after-school care, which means somebody else watches her ten-year-old until five. The single mother working two retail shifts cannot. She is performing the same coordination work, plus a second paid shift, plus the labor of figuring out what to do with her kids during the two hours between when school ends and when her shift ends. The mental load is regressive. It bears down hardest on the women with the fewest resources to manage it. Any politics that names the care economy honestly has to name this too.

A useful way to see the asymmetry is to look at what happens when one person in a couple leaves town for a week. When the woman in our opening scene goes on a business trip, she does not stop coordinating. She prepares. She makes a written schedule of every pickup and every activity for every day she will be gone. She buys the birthday gift in advance for the party her seven-year-old will attend on Saturday and wraps it and labels it with the friend's name. She fills the fridge. She leaves a note about the after-school program's lateness policy and the soccer coach's emergency number and the location of the spare house key. She does, in advance, the work that will otherwise default to her partner, because she knows from experience that if she does not do it, it will not be done, and the children will arrive at school in unmatched socks for a week and the seven-year-old's friend will not get a birthday present and the soccer pickup will be missed once and somebody at the school will have to call her in another time zone to ask where the child is.

When her partner goes on a business trip, by contrast, he leaves. There is no equivalent advance prep, because there does not need to be. The coordination infrastructure is already in his partner's head. She runs it for both of them, as a matter of course, and his absence does not break it. This is the asymmetry the mental-load literature is trying to name. It is not that men do nothing. It is that the operating system runs on her, and his contribution, however genuine, is built on top of her continuous attention. When she steps out of the room, the operating system goes with her.

The asymmetry has a quiet cost that does not show up in any single moment. It shows up across a life. Women in dual-earner households are, on average, more sleep-deprived than their partners. They are, on average, more likely to report chronic stress and more likely to develop the health conditions that follow it. They are more likely to step back from the paid workforce in the years their children are young, with the income and pension consequences that follow. They are more likely, by middle age, to also be the primary caregiver for an aging parent. The cumulative effect across a lifetime is not just exhaustion. It is a structural reduction in the capacity to invest in one's own life, one's own health, one's own income, one's own retirement, and, eventually, one's own old age. The second shift is not just unpaid labor. It is a tax on the laborer.

* * *
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THERE IS A THIRD JOB. It does not appear in the time-use surveys because it does not fit a single category. It does not have a name in the household-labor literature because it is not, in the strict sense, household labor. It is the labor of holding the people in your life together, and it is the work that the woman in our opening scene will be doing for the rest of the day, alongside her paid job and her unpaid household job, without ever calling it work.

At ten-thirty her mother calls. Her mother is seventy-two, still living alone in the house where she was raised, three states away. Her mother has a doctor's appointment next week and wants to know whether she should mention the new pain in her shoulder, or whether the doctor will think she is making a fuss. The phone call is twelve minutes. The actual content of the call could have been delivered in two. The other ten minutes are the work of being someone's daughter at seventy-two minus thirty-eight: of reassuring her mother that she is not a burden, of asking about the neighbor whose husband died last month, of making her mother laugh once before they get off the phone. She takes the call standing in a hallway outside a conference room, because there is no other moment in the day when she can take it.

At one-fifteen the school counselor calls. The seven-year-old has been crying at recess again. The counselor wants to talk through some strategies. The counselor is patient and well-meaning and is also, without quite saying so, suggesting that it might help if there were "more structure at home." The call lasts twenty-two minutes. She sits in her car in the parking lot to take it, eating a granola bar that is supposed to be her lunch, and she comes back into the office with a tightness in her chest that she cannot afford to feel and pushes down for the rest of the afternoon.

At three-forty her sister-in-law texts. The mother-in-law is having gallbladder surgery next month. The sister-in-law lives closer and will be doing the post-op driving, but she wants to coordinate a schedule for who covers what week. There is talk of meal trains and check-in calls and a possible visit. She types back, between messages from her boss about a vendor contract, that of course she will help, of course she will take a week, of course she will set up a meal train. She does not say what the week will require her to rearrange.

At four-ten, on the way to soccer pickup, a friend calls. The friend is going through a divorce. The friend is the kind of friend who has shown up for her, repeatedly, across fifteen years, including the year her father died. The call is twenty-six minutes. She listens. She does not say much. What the friend needs is for somebody to be on the other end of the phone, and she is, and that is the work.

None of this work appears on any time-use survey. None of it appears in the household-labor literature, because it is not, technically, household labor. None of it appears in any economic statistic, because none of it is paid. It is what the anthropologists call kin work: the work of maintaining the human bonds that make a family, an extended family, a friendship network, a community. It is disproportionately done by women. It is, in the broader sense, what holds the social fabric together.

Notice the shape of the calls. Each one of them is an occasion when somebody in her life needed her to be available, attentive, and emotionally present, in a moment that did not coincide with a convenient slot in her calendar. The mother, the counselor, the sister-in-law, the friend. Each call was, for the person making it, a real need. Each call was, for her, an additional cognitive task on top of a day that was already full. None of the callers were unreasonable. None of them were wrong to call. The problem is not the callers. The problem is the assumption, baked into how American adult life is organized, that there is a person at the other end of these calls whose schedule will simply absorb them. That person is almost always a woman, and almost always a woman who is also holding down a paid job, and almost always a woman who is also performing the second shift, and almost always a woman who is exhausted by Thursday.

There is a further wrinkle. The third job is the part of the work that the woman in our opening scene is most likely to describe, when asked, as meaningful. Calling her mother is not a chore. Listening to her friend through a divorce is not a chore. Coordinating the meal train for her mother-in-law's surgery is not a chore. These are acts of love, and she would not give any of them up. This is part of why the third job is so politically invisible. The people doing it experience it, in the moment, as part of what makes a life worth living. The exhaustion is real and the meaning is real and both are true at the same time. A politics that names the work has to be careful not to flatten the meaning into a complaint. The point is not that she resents the calls. The point is that the country has built an entire civilization on the assumption that somebody will take the calls, and has done nothing to support, recognize, or compensate the people taking them.

By the time she gets home at six-twenty, with her ten-year-old in the passenger seat and his soccer cleats in the trunk, she has performed three full jobs. The paid job, the household-management job, and the relational-maintenance job. If we counted them in hours, they would add up to more than two full-time positions. If we counted them in cognitive load, they would add up to more. She will, after dinner and bath and bedtime, sit on the couch with her partner at nine-thirty, and she will look at him, and she will not be able to find the words for why she is so tired. Because she does not, in the language available to her, have a word for what she has been doing.

She has just done what tens of millions of women in this country do, in roughly this shape, every weekday. And the country has no political category for any of it.

There is a particular kind of invisibility that attaches to this third job, and it is worth pausing on. The mother in the opening scene cannot quit it. She cannot delegate it. She cannot, in most cases, even fully describe it to her partner, because the work of describing it would itself be more work, and at the end of a day like this one she does not have the words. When she tries, she sometimes sounds, even to herself, like she is complaining about being loved. She is not. She is trying to describe a structural fact about her week that the language of love is not built to hold. The mother who calls her at ten-thirty is not a burden. The friend who calls at four-ten is not a burden. The school counselor is doing her job. The sister-in-law is being responsible. The work is real even when the relationships are good. The work would still be real if all of the relationships were better than they are. The work is the work.

It is also work that bends, in distinctive ways, across the life course. In her twenties, before she had children, she did some of this work for her parents and for her friends and for younger siblings, but it was occasional and it had margins. In her thirties, with three small children, the work expanded sideways into childcare coordination and household management and absorbed almost every margin she had. In her forties, which is where we find her now, the work has begun to expand upward as well: her own parents and her partner's parents are aging, and the eldercare component is starting to show up on the calendar alongside the childcare. In her fifties, when the children are launching, the upward expansion will accelerate and the sideways one will narrow only somewhat, because launched children still call. In her sixties, if she is fortunate, she will get a few years where she is mostly only caring for her partner and herself. In her seventies, statistically, she will outlive her partner, and the last decade of the work will be the slow work of caring for him through illness and then living without him. The arc of this third job is not a phase. It is the shape of an adult life.

We talk a great deal in this country about whether work-life balance is possible. The framing has always been wrong. The framing assumes there is a paid job called work and a private domain called life, and the project is to negotiate the boundary between them. The woman in our opening scene does not have two domains. She has three jobs, two of which the country does not count. The boundary problem is not between work and life. The boundary problem is between the work that is counted and the work that is not. Until that problem is named, the conversation about balance will keep producing the same conclusion: she should try harder, sleep less, accept that she will be exhausted, and treat the exhaustion as a personal failure rather than a structural fact about how the country has chosen to organize itself.

* * *
[image: ]


THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT the people who do this work. It is about the mothers in dual-earner households who are running the household-management operation on top of their paid jobs. It is about the single mothers who are doing the same work without a partner. It is about the daughters who are now adding eldercare to childcare as their parents enter their seventies and eighties. It is about the fathers who are doing more than their fathers did, in a structure that still concentrates most of the load on their partners. It is about the paid care workers, disproportionately women and disproportionately women of color, who hold up the parts of the system that families cannot do alone: the home-health aide, the childcare worker, the nurse, the teacher, the social worker. It is about the people on the receiving end of all of this work: the children, the aging parents, the sick, the disabled, the people in crisis. It is about the partners and adult children and friends and neighbors who participate in this work, in whatever measure, because somebody has to.

Add them all up, and what you are looking at is not a niche constituency. You are looking at the largest political constituency in the United States. You are looking at, by any honest count, a majority. Not a metaphorical majority. A numerical one. And that majority does not yet know that it is a majority, because the political system has not given it a name.

The argument of this book is that naming the care majority is the central political work of the next decade. The work the woman in our opening scene has been doing since five-thirty is not exceptional. It is not heroic. It is not a private virtue. It is the work that holds the country together. Multiply her by the millions of households where some version of her morning is unfolding right now. Add the paid care workers who watched her four-year-old today, taught her seven-year-old to read, supervised her mother's last cardiology appointment. Add the recipients of all of that care: every child in this country, every aging parent, everyone who has ever been seriously sick or seriously hurt, everyone with a disability that requires sustained support, everyone in a moment of life when they cannot fully care for themselves. Add the partners and adult children and friends who participate in the work. What you have is the foundation every other politics is standing on. It is the foundation that no other politics has been required to acknowledge.

A feminism organized around this constituency is, on the merits, the most defensible feminism available. It is rooted in work, not identity. It centers the labor that the world actually depends on. It includes paid workers and unpaid workers, women and men, parents and non-parents, the cared-for and the carers. It draws its moral authority not from grievance but from a fact: the country runs on this work, and the country does not pay for it, and the people who do it are tired, and most of them are women, and the political system has been allowed to ignore this for too long.

That feminism is also, on the politics, the most viable winning coalition available. The care majority cuts across every line American politics is currently drawn along. It includes Republican and Democratic households. It includes rural and urban, religious and secular, white and Black and Latino and Asian and Indigenous, college-educated and not. It includes the dual-earner professional family in the suburbs and the working-class single mother in the small town and the home-health aide who drives between three clients a day in a small Toyota with a hundred and ninety thousand miles on it. It includes the daughter in her fifties who is now also caring for her father. It includes the husband whose wife just got a cancer diagnosis. It includes, in some season of life, almost everyone.

What it does not yet include is itself, as a political identity. The mother in our opening scene does not think of herself as a member of the care majority. She thinks of herself as tired. She thinks of herself
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