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Dedication

For all my siblings in diasporic feels




Epigraph

I am trying to invent a new way of moving under my dress: the room squares off against this

—C. D. Wright
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Introduction

WHEN ASKED TO DESCRIBE MY mother I’ve often said, “She’s a natural-born caretaker.” It wasn’t an answer I thought about deeply; it was simply that every story I heard about her, everything I observed in my childhood, made it clear. As a girl growing up in Mandaluyong, one of sixteen cities that make up the crowded Metro Manila area, she found a frail chick in the courtyard of her family’s house. The bird was small and bedraggled, its feathers dirty, and it had trouble walking. She vowed to nurse it back to health—feeding, stroking, and tucking it into her bed at night. Eventually, the bird recovered, and she decided to keep it as her pet. One morning she woke to find it lifeless. She was devastated when she realized that, deep in sleep, she had rolled over and suffocated her beloved bird.

This early tragedy didn’t deter my mother from pursuing a career caring for others. Nursing was a relatively new but flourishing career option for Pinay women in the 1960s, and she decided to become a registered nurse, training at Philippine General Hospital before immigrating to the United States. For the majority of her career in America she worked as a hospice nurse, driving to people’s homes to care for them during their last stages of life. By the time she met her patients, death was imminent. She administered medications, bathed them, drew blood, communicated with doctors, rotated bodies to provide relief from bedsores, and sat with loved ones. She often worked thirteen-hour days and grew intimately close to these families. To this day, she receives Christmas cards from some of the people she served.

I experienced the power of her caregiving as her child, but also as someone who saw what she did in the world, how much other people appreciated her. At times, she told me recently, she felt more valued by her patients’ families than her own. Shame flooded my system as she said it, because I know that in my youth I barely acknowledged the labor she put into our family.

It took being pregnant with my first child to start considering the care I took for granted. How had I felt but never really understood the roughness of my mother’s hands, callused and cracked from so much hand and dish washing? How did she raise three children while working full-time? How had I forgotten, until I found myself doing it, the way she slapped her cheeks with one hand, the other on the steering wheel, to stay awake while driving? One of the luxuries of my childhood was to remain oblivious to all the work that went into raising me.

My parents wanted to protect their children from having to think about the complexities of the world, particularly its cruelties. Each fluent in two or more languages, they chose to raise me to speak only English. It wasn’t until I was a teenager, pushing the issue, that my father finally admitted their decision wasn’t based on my unwillingness to learn Tagalog, as he had once claimed, but instead his refusal to subject his children to the discrimination he endured because of his accent. I sometimes feel they did me a disservice by not passing the language on to me. Whatever anger I feel, though, is abated by my own guilt over never having mastered Tagalog. Of speaking better Spanish, which I learned in high school, than our native tongue.

I heard Tagalog spoken every day; I’ve never believed English should be the language everyone in America speaks. I’ve loved Filipino food since I was a child, only ever wanted to eat more, try more, to understand its roots and ingredients—from China, Spain, Mexico. I’ve been obsessed with being able to identify Filipinx people wherever I go, priding myself on just being able to look at them—a bridgeless nose, a point with the lips, a certain wideness of the cheeks—and intuiting that they are one of my people. I honed these skills during a childhood spent searching faces and names, desperate to find anyone like me.

I was curious about who I was—who I really was. I was hungry, desirous of my Filipina identity. More so, it seemed, than my two older brothers. I’ve been collecting clues and mining information all my life: from recipes, immigration stories, books, figuring out who the men on Philippine pesos—Ninoy Aquino, Emilio Aguinaldo—were, piecing together a trail of crumbs.

At times, my parents were reticent to answer my questions. Now, as we get older, information flows more easily. Now, I ask more questions. I take the time to really listen. In turn, they begin to be open to what I have to say, the history I’ve found in books and in conversations with other first-generation Filipinx Americans. We can all see our story as part of a larger one, one that is sometimes painful, one that sometimes threatens to erase their individual triumphs. We’re no longer talking at or through each other. Finally, we are in conversation.

MY PARENTS MIGRATED TO THE United States in 1971, just after earning their nursing and medical degrees at the University of the Philippines. Eventually they settled in rural central Pennsylvania, where my brothers and I grew up. Our small town was almost entirely white. Each fall, the first day of deer hunting season meant we got the day off from school.

The first thing I knew about my father’s life outside of our home was that “he takes care of dead people”—or at least this is what a slightly dismayed preschool teacher relayed to my parents the day I shared the information at circle time. My father, more accurately, is a pathologist who performed the occasional autopsy, dissecting a body to discern what caused a person’s death. In reality he spent most of his days peering through a microscope, searching thin glass slides smeared with tissue samples for cell irregularities, diagnosing disease. I wanted to be able to look at things the way he did, see the hidden things that only he saw. Though they didn’t capture my childhood imagination the way cadavers did, I thought the slides were beautiful, stained gradations of pink and purple unfurling like nebulae in space.

My parents worked hard. They were both good at their jobs. They quickly ascended from new immigrants with very little to homeowners with savings. In many ways, we were a typical middle-class American family. My parents could afford to send us to a private Catholic elementary school. They were thrifty; I remember regular trips to a store called the Cannery, where my mom bought dented cans of generic brand soup. But we lacked nothing. We ate dinner together every night, mostly Filipino food like sinigang and adobo, but also stir-fries and Old El Paso hard-shell tacos (my favorite). Despite the outward signs of success, I saw how their adaptability, even their exceptionalism, couldn’t protect them from small, lancing indignities such as being condescended to socially and professionally, having their accents mocked, their competency questioned, and their food looked at askance. For as long as I can remember, though we never spoke of it, I was aware that we existed outside of things: respectable but always on the edge of acceptance.

As the poet Cathy Park Hong writes, “one characteristic of racism is that children are treated like adults and adults are treated like children. . . . To grow up Asian in America is to witness the humiliation of authority figures like your parents.”1

As a child I didn’t have the capacity to name what my parents experienced as racism, but I can instantly recall the confusion it caused me. I was embarrassed both by and for them, how they weren’t able to hide the alien parts of themselves, how they made me foreign and weird by association. I was angry that they could be degraded so easily, often by people who I understood to be common, basic, uninteresting. I wanted to defend them as much as I wanted to hide and disappear. Mostly, I wanted to translate the world we lived in for them: tell them how to get by unnoticed, explain to white people that they were normal, smart, and funny.

I approached everything slightly sideways, eyes open and observant, head tilted: distrustful, ready to be defensive or feign indifference to those around me. As I grew up, I felt myself to be made of irreconcilable layers and parts. Being the child of immigrants gave me a sort of double consciousness, which, while exhausting, led to a distinct perspective. I can’t help but always try to sense things from multiple points of view. I am always trying to protect and safeguard our dignity.

What my mother and father did, day in and day out, illuminated my body’s many needs and vulnerabilities. The bodies my parents cared for were the backdrop of our lives. The simple question “How was your day?” was typically answered with stories of ailments, demise, recovery, survival. Their work democratized human bodies, made care part of everyday life and conversation. I consider this my most valuable inheritance, one that I hope to pass down to my own children.

IN MANY WAYS, FILIPINX PEOPLE are the care workers of the world.

Since the mid-1960s, the Philippines has made human labor its greatest export. Each year, more than two million Filipinos leave their homeland. About one in seven Filipinos works abroad, and the $32 billion that these overseas foreign workers (or OFW, as they are commonly called) send back accounts for 10 percent of the country’s gross domestic product.2

Between 1965 and 1988, more than seventy thousand foreign nurses entered the United States, the majority coming from countries throughout Asia. The Philippines is by far the leading supplier of nurses to America. Paul Ong and Tania Azores estimate that at least twenty-five thousand Filipino nurses migrated to the United States between 1966 and 1985, arguing that a discussion of immigrant Asian nurses, of foreign-trained nurses in general, is “predominantly about Filipino nurses.”3

Approximately one in four working Filipinx adults are frontline health-care workers.4 In California, almost 20 percent of RNs are Filipinx.5 Additionally, because these nurses are more likely to work in ICU nursing and acute care, since March 2020 they are most likely to care for Covid-19 patients.

Thanks to my parents, care work is always at the top of my mind, the underlying force that sustains our lives. It is no longer something I take for granted, certainly not now that I am the mother of two children.

During this long season of pandemic living, I recommitted myself to care work. Because there was so much of it to do, yes, but also because what, each day, could I actually control? I couldn’t stop a racist president from telling the country that “Kung Flu” and the “China Virus” would just go away. My daughters and I could send posthumous birthday cards to Breonna Taylor via the Kentucky attorney general’s office, but I couldn’t make him charge the officers who killed her with murder. I might feel some relief that we were driving less and lowering climate emissions; I could not stop wildfires from consuming the West Coast, choking the air black, and keeping us inside our homes, coughing, for weeks.

But, I could ask: Would you like oatmeal for breakfast? Do you have to go potty? Are you sure? Are you having a big feeling? Do you want to tell me about it? Do you need a snack? Do you need a hug? These questions were the foreground of my mornings, afternoons, and evenings—and they were of vital significance. A good day could grind to a halt if blood sugar crashed or a feeling went unaddressed, only to assert itself later in the form of a tantrum. The smallest details became of the utmost importance.

Early on in quarantine, I found myself thinking, “What is the most valuable thing I could be doing with my time?” The answer clearly wasn’t writing an article or making a podcast, but rather keeping my family, and my community, safe and healthy. It is an honor to care for them; they are parts and extensions of myself.

AFTER PUBLISHING MY FIRST BOOK, about the science and culture of pregnancy, I wanted to move away from writing about motherhood. I know it’s a subject relevant to everyone, but I bristled at the way “mom books,” whether they are fiction, advice books, nonfiction, or memoir, tend to get lumped together and covered generically as a timely trend or topic. I resisted being pigeonholed in a genre that many consider niche. Mother is just one aspect of my identity.

I learned a lot writing my book, but I’ve learned even more since. The terrain of mothering is not limited to the people who give birth to children; it is not defined by gender. While “mother” is an important identity for many women who still provide the majority of care to children in America, no one cares for children entirely on their own. My perspective has grown to consider the work of raising children as mothering, an action that includes people of all genders and nonparents alike. I think of my daughters’ bilingual preschool teachers, native Spanish speakers who have instilled values of community responsibility in them, while always encouraging joy and play. There is my mother, who is a regular and beloved presence in their lives. I am grateful for our babysitter Penelope, now twenty years old, who has been caring for our girls since before she could drive. And, over the last two years, I came to rely on my friends Becca and Jondou, our “pod” co-parents, who care for my children as though they are their own, and for whose two children I hold an affection I thought was reserved for my daughters.

I owe this understanding to writers and thinkers including Dani McClain, whose book We Live for the We: The Political Power of Black Motherhood inspired me to reread the anthology Revolutionary Mothering, edited by Alexis Pauline Gumbs, China Martens, and Mai’a Williams. Rather than viewing care work as characteristic of the noun “motherhood,” I now see it as the action of mothering, which includes anyone who is engaged in “the practice of creating, nurturing, affirming and supporting life.”6

What these people cemented in me is the fact that raising children is not a private hobby, not an individual duty. It is a social responsibility, one that requires robust community support. The pandemic revealed that mothering is some of the only truly essential work humans do. Without people to care for our children, we are lost. Writing about mothering—right now—is more consequential than ever.

Mothering is hard work. It’s mentally, physically, and emotionally exhausting. For millions of Americans, the home is where the real work—the work that never changes, never stops, never goes away—gets done. Weekends aren’t time off for parents; they are two long days of caregiving.

American society values work in terms of how much we produce, and how efficiently we can do it. It tells us that our output is our worth. Caregiving, conversely, is inefficient. But it pays dividends. If we were to think about work in terms of our humanity—making people feel dignified, valued, and whole—then caregiving is the most important work we can do with our time on earth.

When you become a mother, you engender life, endless possibilities. Mothering is creative in a very literal sense—it is cultivating all that potential, bringing a small person into consciousness. In the pandemic, even as I mourned the loss of the creative outlet of my writing, I discovered that my best moments of mothering happen when I redirect my energy and come to my children with a sense of play and curiosity. It happens in my body—when I get down on all fours and meow with my toddler, as well as my mind, when I think of the truest, most age-appropriate way to answer my seven-year-old, a new reader who recites every condiment label out loud, when she asks, “What’s a GMO?”

IN A SOCIETY THAT STILL believes a “normal” person to be a cis, straight white man, so many of us are made to feel that we are, in some way or another, anomalies. But this is simply untrue. As caregivers, we can affirm each child’s existence, praise them for their uniqueness, celebrate their idiosyncrasies. When children are greeted with such acceptance, they are likely to be more accepting and tolerant themselves. But they need to be taught, actively. Mothers and caregivers are our first teachers.

“Enormous reversals and revisions of our thinking patterns will have to be achieved somehow, and fast. And to accomplish such lifesaving alterations of society, we will have to deal with power: we will have to make love powerful,” the poet June Jordan wrote in 1977.7

The urgency Jordan insisted upon still applies. How might our world be different if, from the beginning of life, we were taught that our bodies are nothing less than glorious; that we are enough exactly as we are; that all people, no matter what they look like, are deserving of love, pleasure, and ease?

During the pandemic, I witnessed all my wild, racing thoughts and frustrations about the state of caregiving in America showing up in newspapers, on television, and in Zoom conversations. As I saw how many other people were talking about this issue, I felt a need for us to take advantage of this moment, to blow the conversation open, invite in new perspectives, and imagine new possibilities. Doing this requires knowledge of the history of mothering and care work—how they came to be seen as naturally female, which is to say invisible and undervalued. When we understand the origins of this predicament, we can not only reject it, but offer better, more equitable solutions in its place. We can finally, properly acknowledge the role of care in our society and honor its place in all of our lives. It is time to double down on the radical power of mothering.

In the first part of this book, I explore how we got to where we are today: a wealthy country with an invaluable force of women, most of them brown and Black, performing our most important work for free or at poverty wages. The history is long and complicated, so I am grounding it in what I know best: my own family’s story, a story of gendered and racialized care beginning in the Philippines and set in motion by American imperial force. I place mothering in a global and national context of care—the invisible economic engine that has been historically demanded of women of color. I highlight commonalities with other laborers, and opportunities for solidarity among mothers, caregivers, and domestic workers.

In the second part of the book, I dwell in the details of caregiving; the small decisions that make up each day, reminding us of the weight they carry, how their importance accumulates to become a major force in our children’s lives. Mothering means tending to children’s physical needs, which is where we can begin teaching them progressive, inclusive, freedom- and pleasure-centered ways of understanding human bodies and their places in the world.

To be clear, I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m making up my parenting as I go along, unlearning so much of what I’ve been taught or assumed for much of my life, and trying to figure out what and how, exactly, to teach my children. Drawing from my own questions, mistakes, experiences, and research, I offer space to reimagine the chores that often seem overwhelming and laborious as opportunities to craft meaning and—this is the dream—contribute to positive social change.

“Everyday life is the primary terrain of social change,” writes Silvia Federici, one of the founders of Wages for Housework, an international grassroots campaign formed in 1972 to demand payment for care work. The repetitive tasks of mothering—wiping butts, cleaning food off the floor, reading books over and over, keeping track of clothes that are on the verge of being outgrown—constitute everyday life. This is essential work that makes all other work possible. It is vital to the economy, yet it is underpaid, if compensated at all.

What I have found working in the home is a profoundly satisfying way to be of use. In these strange and difficult years of instability, loss, and grief—both general and intimate—I’ve learned that showing up every day and doing something real, however small, is the best thing you can do. Each day spent with children offers so many opportunities to shape a more caring and equitable world.

For years, I’ve been asking myself the same question over and over: How, under our current circumstances that leave mothers and caregivers so depleted, might we demand more from American family life? Raising children should not be as lonely, bankrupting, and exhausting as it is. While we must demand recognition and remuneration for care work, we can’t afford to wait around for governmental support. Our needs are urgent.

Reimagining our approach to mothering can birth its transformative potential. Day in and day out, this work can be our most consistent, embodied resistance to patriarchy, white supremacy, ableism, and the exploitation that underlies American capitalism. I think of the bodies that my parents cared for—bodies that provided for us, gave me a safe and comfortable upbringing. I want to give all bodies—brown, Black, disabled, queer—the attention and tenderness we deserve but that this country has never granted us.

“The aim of each thing we do is to make our lives and the lives of our children richer and more possible,” writes Audre Lorde.8 I love her directive for both its vagueness and expansiveness. It calls on each of us to take stock of our priorities, to get creative with what we know we can do, with the belief that our actions take root in our children and we can grow the world we want starting right now.

Love and care, like social change, are slow and follow circuitous paths—they take days not hours, years not months. The work may seem inefficient, but love doesn’t play by the same rules as the economy. The economy could stand to bend to the will of decency and care. What if we built a system that lets us actually care for the people who care for us? When we are parenting from within, feeling confident and secure in our bodies, rooted in pleasure and love, we are better able to meet the goals Lorde set forth. Embodied mothering, which leads to embodied children who become the next generation of adults, can be our best offense and defense against the inhumane, distinctly American lifestyle.

Raising a child requires profound strength and hope. You must believe in your ability to forge a future that is better than the present we currently inhabit, even if you never live to see it. We should think of ourselves as actively raising people who will never think less of someone based on the shape of their body or the color of their skin; who will feel as welcome in the forest as they do at the head of a table; who understand that their lives are intimately tied to the lives of others; who have full body autonomy. We are raising future community members and leaders—adults who will never put children in cages, never ask someone to choose between their health and a paycheck.

Nearly every adult—let alone parent—I know has talked about having to reckon with, and unlearn, values and rules that they were taught as children. For many women, the importance of taking up as little space as possible and putting other people’s needs before your own. For men, the idea that showing emotion is a sign of weakness. For both, that vulnerability and interdependence are bad. We see now that this way of living does not lead to our health and well-being, as individuals and a society.

I reject silver-lining approaches to the pandemic because there is just too much loss and grief to ignore. But I am interested in what can be taken from it, what it has revealed, how these truths might change us and our perspective. When I reflect on this time, I know that removing my self-worth from achievement and ambition, from thinking what people in the “outside world” think of me, has been life-changing.

In 2020, mothering, as it did for so many people, became my most urgent and important work. But mothering also led to sense-deadening feelings of boredom and claustrophobia, despair that parents, caregivers, and domestic workers have been abandoned by society, expected to keep everything together without acknowledgment. The rage of mothers in America has been mighty. If we are able to harness even a fraction of the frustration, creativity, ingenuity, and commitment we’ve seen over the last two years, it could be nothing short of revolutionary.

OVER THE COURSE OF THE PANDEMIC, many people came to understand—for the first time, deeply, or with renewed urgency—that American life is not working for families. Phrases like advance child tax credit, direct stimulus payments, prison abolition, and care as infrastructure have entered everyday conversation. The shift was sudden and powerful. It reminds me of the early days of parenting, when whole lifetimes are held in a single day: the way time simultaneously collapses and expands, becomes both blink-of-an-eye quick and interminable. The hours since the last feeding, how many minutes the child napped, how many ounces were consumed, what color the stool was—the smallest details matter, they become the universe. Our consciousness becomes multi-stream. In the pandemic, as in parenting, we adapt as we are meant to. We restructure and rearrange the way we live, how we define our lives, and what we value.

The Filipinx culture writer Ligaya Mishan observes that, “When you are raised in two cultures at once—when people see in you two heritages at odds, unresolved, in abeyance—you learn to shift at will between them. You may never feel like you quite belong in either, but neither are you fully constrained.”9

Mishan is writing about first-generation kids like myself, kids of immigrants, but I think many of us now—particularly white people finally awake to their privilege but unsure what, exactly, to do with that—can relate. We are caught between how we were raised and how we really want to live. We should feel free rather than limited. Free to try new ways of supporting families, free to possibly fail. Free to, as the kids say, “fuck around and find out.” We need everyone, and there’s no better time to start than right now.

There is a tension to parenting, between the vast possibilities you work toward and the limits of what we caregivers can do. Children grow up, and a necessary part of maturation is moving away from family, developing independent thinking. There are no guarantees.

I am nothing like my parents and yet I am everything like them. I absorbed what they taught me, but the American and global cultural landscape that I was raised in has formed me too. My life and identity have grown far beyond what my parents pictured for me—into a distinct sense of self that I have forged from my own will and ambition. As a Filipinx American, I am acutely aware of how my life differs from that of my parents. But as a first-generation Fil Am, I also identify strongly with my mother and father, the first of their families to step into uncertainty and make their own path. We are all trailblazers in our own ways. Now I look to the leadership of younger people. I see how my daughters, mixed-race Filipina American white Czech Germans, will be the first of their kind too—growing up in a digital, burning world that is constantly being made and remade and pushed forward. Now my vision stretches beyond me and into the future, into what sort of world our children will exist and, hopefully, be free and thrive in.

My daughters are young, and I know that my influence over them is still the dominant force in their lives. It hurts to admit that I find myself thinking of the outside world, American culture, with fear—as dogs coming to nip at their heels, snatch their confidence with bared incisors, the full force of institutions behind those sharp teeth. I want to believe that what I teach them will stick, what I model for them will last. The truth is, I don’t know. But I am certain that if I don’t at least try, they will never know the full potential of their lives.

Let’s let it rip, go hard in the paint, let it all hang out. Let’s raise our children as well as we can, together. Let’s instill in them deeply rooted, undeniable, impenetrable, unshakeable beliefs in their own worth, their right to liberation and to feel pleasure in their bodies, to see themselves as inextricably linked to other humans, all other life on earth.

Let’s raise our children to know these things in their bones and cells, their meat and marrow, have it be part of them. For that understanding to be so strong that it cannot be undone by the colonial and capitalist systems that will insist their worth is how much they can produce, how thin their bodies are, how dedicated to work they are. So strong that instead these systems will crumble in the face of young people who—simply by existing, joyfully and fully—insist on a better world.
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