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To the women who came before,

Whose work made it possible to even name the patterns this book describes. The suffragettes, the second-wave organizers, the third-wave theorists, the fourth-wave reporters and survivors who refused to be quiet. This book stands on the foundation you laid. Any clarity it offers is borrowed from your labor.

To the women working now,

In labs and courtrooms and group chats and union halls, who are already building what the next wave will require. The researchers auditing models that were not designed to be audited. The lawyers translating algorithmic harm into legal language that judges can recognize. The organizers patiently making the case to people who have never read a feminist text. The mothers and aunts and teachers preparing the next generation for a world that does not yet have a word for itself. Your work is the book; this is only a notebook held next to it.

To my family and the women in it,

Who taught me, by example, what dignity looks like when no one is watching, what solidarity looks like across difference, and what it means to keep showing up. Every line of this book has your voices in it.

With gratitude,

J.J. Ramos
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The information presented in this book is provided in good faith for general informational, educational, and discussion purposes only. It does not constitute, and should not be construed as, professional advice of any kind. By reading this book, the reader acknowledges and agrees to the following terms.

No Professional Advice

NOTHING IN THIS BOOK constitutes legal, financial, investment, tax, accounting, medical, psychological, psychiatric, therapeutic, nutritional, educational, career, vocational, parenting, marital, child-rearing, or any other form of professional advice. The content is the author's analysis, opinion, interpretation, and commentary based on publicly available information, published research, journalistic reporting, scholarly literature, and the author's own perspective at the time of writing. Readers seeking advice about their specific circumstances should consult a qualified professional who is licensed, credentialed, or otherwise appropriately authorized in the relevant jurisdiction.

No Warranty of Accuracy or Completeness

WHILE THE AUTHOR HAS made reasonable efforts to verify the facts, statistics, references, names, dates, events, statutes, court decisions, and other information cited in this book at the time of writing, the author and publisher make no representation or warranty of any kind, express or implied, regarding the accuracy, adequacy, validity, reliability, availability, completeness, currency, or fitness for any particular purpose of any information herein. Facts may change. Research findings may be updated, retracted, or superseded. Laws, regulations, court decisions, and government policies may be amended or overturned. Products, companies, and services described in this book may cease to exist, change ownership, alter their practices, or be replaced. The reader assumes all risk arising from any reliance placed upon any information in this book.

No Liability for Actions or Outcomes

UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES shall the author, publisher, distributors, retailers, licensees, agents, contributors, editors, designers, translators, or any affiliated parties be liable for any direct, indirect, incidental, special, exemplary, consequential, punitive, or other damages whatsoever, including but not limited to loss of profits, loss of income, loss of employment, loss of business opportunity, loss of clients, loss of data, loss of goodwill, loss of property, financial loss, emotional distress, mental anguish, physical injury, personal injury, reputational injury, family conflict, marital conflict, loss of relationships, or any other form of harm or damage, arising from or in any way related to any reader's reliance on, use of, interpretation of, or actions taken in response to any information, opinion, prediction, forecast, framework, recommendation, suggestion, observation, or commentary contained in this book. This limitation of liability applies regardless of the legal theory under which damages are sought (whether in contract, tort, negligence, strict liability, or any other theory) and regardless of whether the author or publisher has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

No Guarantee of Results

THE AUTHOR MAKES NO guarantee, representation, or warranty, express or implied, regarding any outcome or result that may follow from any reader's interpretation, application, or use of the material in this book. Outcomes depend on countless individual circumstances, including but not limited to the reader's judgment, effort, skill, prior experience, resources, location, market conditions, social conditions, economic conditions, political conditions, family circumstances, health conditions, and many other factors entirely beyond the author's knowledge, observation, or control. Examples, anecdotes, case studies, and analogies presented in this book are illustrative and do not predict, guarantee, or imply future results in any reader's situation.

Forward-Looking Statements and Predictions

THIS BOOK CONTAINS predictions, projections, forecasts, scenarios, modeled outcomes, and forward-looking statements about institutions, the economy, society, culture, demographics, politics, and related subjects. All such statements reflect the author's reasoning, analysis, and judgment at the time of writing and are inherently uncertain. They are not promises, guarantees, or warranties about the future. Actual future events may differ materially, and in some cases dramatically, from any forecast, scenario, or prediction presented in this book. The reader should not make any consequential decision in reliance on any prediction in this book without independently evaluating the underlying reasoning and seeking qualified guidance.

Third-Party References

THIS BOOK REFERENCES real public figures, companies, products, services, organizations, agencies, institutions, statutes, court cases, research studies, news reports, books, and historical events. Such references are used in their public, factual, journalistic, scholarly, educational, commentary, or critical capacity under recognized principles of fair use, news commentary, and scholarly discussion. No endorsement, partnership, sponsorship, affiliation, or commercial relationship with any third party is implied or claimed unless explicitly stated. References to third parties in this book do not constitute the author's endorsement of those parties, their products, their services, their views, or their conduct, nor do they imply those parties' endorsement of the author, this book, or any view expressed herein. The author is not responsible for the content, accuracy, availability, security, privacy practices, business practices, or actions of any third party, website, organization, product, or service mentioned in this book.

Composite and Illustrative Examples

WHERE THIS BOOK DESCRIBES general patterns or composite examples (such as "a woman doing the morning shift," "a daughter on the eldercare phone call," "a household renegotiating the mental load"), such descriptions are illustrative and do not refer to any specific identifiable individual. Any resemblance of such illustrative examples to actual persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental. Where real public figures are named, the references are to their public statements, public conduct, or publicly reported work, drawn from the public record.

No Professional Relationship

READING THIS BOOK DOES not create any doctor-patient, therapist-client, attorney-client, financial-advisor-client, accountant-client, coach-client, teacher-student, or other professional relationship between the reader and the author. The author is not, by virtue of this book, the reader's professional, advisor, counselor, mentor, or representative. Communication or interaction with the author related to this book is not confidential and does not create any privileged communication.

Reader's Independent Judgment

THE READER IS SOLELY responsible for evaluating the material in this book, for any decisions made in response to it, for any actions or omissions undertaken in light of it, and for all consequences of such decisions, actions, or omissions. The reader is encouraged to think critically about the contents, to consult additional and independent sources, to verify facts from multiple references, and to seek qualified professional guidance whenever a consequential decision is at stake.

External Links and References

IF THIS BOOK REFERENCES external websites, applications, services, or other digital resources, those references are provided for convenience only. The author has no control over and assumes no responsibility for the availability, content, accuracy, security, privacy practices, or commercial conduct of any external resource. Any external resource accessed in connection with this book is accessed at the reader's own risk.

Mental and Emotional Health

SOME MATERIAL IN THIS book may discuss difficult subjects, including but not limited to caregiver burnout, family conflict, financial precarity, eldercare and end-of-life care, mental-health decline, and the documented costs of long-term caregiving. The author has made reasonable efforts to discuss these subjects with care, but reading about them can nonetheless be distressing. If reading this book causes distress, the reader is encouraged to set the book aside and, if needed, to consult a qualified mental-health professional, a crisis line, or a trusted person in their life.

Reservation of Rights

ALL VIEWS EXPRESSED in this book are the author's own and not those of any employer, client, institution, organization, or affiliate with which the author may be associated. The author reserves the right to update, revise, correct, or amend any portion of this book in future editions or publications. Earlier or later editions of this book may differ in their content; the reader is reading the edition in their hands.

Jurisdiction and Severability

TO THE MAXIMUM EXTENT permitted by applicable law, the author and publisher disclaim all liability arising in connection with this book. If any provision of this disclaimer is held to be invalid, unenforceable, or contrary to law in any jurisdiction, the remaining provisions shall continue in full force and effect. This disclaimer is governed by the laws of the Republic of the Philippines, where the publisher resides, without regard to conflict-of-laws principles. Nothing in this disclaimer excludes or limits any liability that cannot be excluded or limited under applicable law in the reader's jurisdiction.
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BY CONTINUING TO READ this book, the reader acknowledges that they have read, understood, and accepted the terms of this disclaimer.
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, 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 work focuses on the labor that holds the visible economy together and the women who perform it. The morning shift of care that begins before anyone notices it has started and ends well after the visible workday is over. The cognitive labor of remembering, anticipating, scheduling, holding the list in mind so the rest of the household can be relieved of it. The emotional repair work that maintains family networks across years. The paid care work that supports it where it cannot be sustained at home. The places where the abstract category of "the economy" meets the concrete bodies that are actually making it run, and where those bodies have been quietly absorbing costs that the economy does not record.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Care theory, household-labor research, care-worker organizing, and the journalism of the present care crisis rarely sit in the same room. Her writing tries to put them there.

Across her writing, a consistent idea appears:

The labor is real.

It has been there all along. It has been measured by women's exhaustion, women's career arcs, women's retirement balances, women's bodies, women's mental-health metrics. It has not been measured by GDP, by productivity statistics, by national-income accounts, by any of the instruments through which the visible economy understands itself. The argument is that closing the gap between the labor and the metrics is not a measurement problem with a technical fix. It is a political project, and the work of the next phase of feminism is making that project the central one.

Practical observations that explain why the strategies of the previous waves are necessary but not enough on their own. Why the demand for representation, accountability, and audit is one part of the project, and the demand for the counting, paying, and sharing of care is another. What feminism looks like when its central object of effort is the invisible foundation under everything else.

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

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see how much of the visible economy is being held up by labor that is not counted, paid, or shared, you stop asking why women are tired.

You start asking what would make the work sustainable.

And that is where care feminism begins.
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Most books on care are written to make you feel one of two things.

They want you grateful, that women have always done this work and that the work is its own reward, that the satisfaction of holding a family together is what makes a life. Or they want you outraged, that women have been tricked into doing this work and that the proper response is to refuse it, to off-load it, to demand the men in your life do half of it. And while both of those framings have something to recommend them, both of them are missing what is actually happening.

The labor is real.

That is the first thing this book wants you to see. The morning shift that begins before anyone else is awake. The mental list that holds the household together. The phone call to check on an aging parent. The text to a sibling about a third sibling's marriage. The defrosting and the dressing and the calling and the remembering and the soothing and the holding. None of this is metaphor. None of this is feeling. It is labor, performed in time, on objects (children, parents, partners, friends, communities) that depend on it.

The labor is necessary.

That is the second thing. The visible economy, the one that gets measured and credited, is not free-standing. It rests on the foundation of the invisible labor. The worker who shows up at the office at nine is not the only person who did the work of getting her there; somebody fed the children, called the doctor, picked up the prescription, remembered the field trip, organized the carpool. The economy that prints the productivity statistics is not the whole economy. It is the visible half of an economy whose other half does not appear in the statistics at all.

The labor is being eroded.

That is the third thing. The paid-care infrastructure that previously absorbed some of the labor is breaking down in real time: the post-pandemic care-worker shortage, the childcare-cost crisis, the eldercare-facility staffing collapse, the documented patterns from countries with extreme demographic transitions. The unpaid-care infrastructure that always carried most of the labor is being asked to absorb more, by women who already have less time than the women who carried the same load a generation ago.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working women are still being told that the work they are doing every day is private, optional, somehow not the real economy, somehow not the real politics, somehow not the real labor.

They are told the morning shift is what mothers do.

They are told the mental load is what wives carry.

They are told the eldercare phone calls are what daughters provide.

They are told the network maintenance is what good friends perform.

So when she is tired, when her career has scarred, when her retirement balance has thinned, when her mental health has bent under the cumulative weight, the framing she has been given does not name what is happening.

Not because she is naive.

But because the framework she was given treated her labor as if it were not labor, and the framework does not bend to fit what she is actually doing.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by sentimentalizing the work. Not by demanding she refuse it. By naming it for what it is, by walking through what the research actually shows about its costs, by tracing how it has been quietly written out of the visible economy, and by sketching the political program that would make it visible, payable, and sharable.

Because the change is not really about whether women care about their families.

They do.

It is about whether the labor that care requires gets counted as labor, paid when it has to be paid, shared when it could be shared, and supported by an infrastructure that takes its existence seriously.

It is about what we owe to each other, as members of a polity that has been running on the unpaid labor of half its population and is reaching the point where the labor cannot keep being unpaid without breaking the labor force that performs it.

This book is for any woman who has ever, after a long day of doing all of it, asked herself what she has actually been doing.

It is for any reader, of any gender, who suspects that the visible economy is being held up by something the visible economy does not name.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify.

Because clarity, at a moment when the labor that holds the world together is being asked to hold more while being given less, is the first and most important thing a writer can offer.
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Chapter 1: The Woman Who Cannot Be Replaced
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❦

The kitchen at 6:47 in the morning has a particular quality of light, neither night nor morning, lit mostly by the under-cabinet bulbs she replaced herself in March because nobody else noticed they had gone out. The coffee is brewing. The dishwasher she ran at eleven the night before is humming through its dry cycle, and she has already opened it once to pull out a single bowl, the one with the cartoon fox on the bottom, because the eight-year-old will not eat cereal from any other dish and there is no time this morning to litigate it.

She has been awake since 5:53. She did not set an alarm. She does not need one anymore. Some internal mechanism wakes her at the moment when the day's work first becomes possible, and she has stopped trying to explain to anyone, including herself, what that mechanism is or where it lives. She gets up. She puts on a sweatshirt. She walks downstairs without turning on the hallway light because the four-year-old's room is two doors down from the staircase and the hallway light wakes him, and if he is awake before 6:30 the entire choreography of the morning collapses.

In the kitchen, before the coffee finishes brewing, she does the thing she always does, which is to stand at the counter for thirty seconds and run the list. The list is not written down. The list has never been written down. She has tried, more than once, to write it down, on the theory that if she wrote it down she would not have to carry it, and someone else could carry it, and the carrying would be a sharable thing. But the list does not survive being written down. Written down, it becomes a dead inventory of tasks, none of which connect to any of the others. In her head, it is alive. The pediatrician's appointment on Thursday connects to the prescription refill, which connects to the call she has to make to the insurance about the prior authorization, which connects to the fact that she has to be off the phone by 9:15 because she has a meeting, which connects to the question of whether the four-year-old can be dropped off at preschool by her husband, which connects to whether her husband remembered that today is the day he said he would do drop-off, which connects to whether she has to text him a reminder at 7:10 without making it sound like she is reminding him, because the last time she reminded him he said he did not need to be reminded.

The list runs. She lets it run. She pours the coffee. She does not drink it yet, because the eight-year-old will be down in four minutes and the coffee will need to be cool enough to gulp.

The phone on the counter buzzes. It is her brother. He has texted at 6:51 a.m. on a weekday, which is what he does when he wants something but is trying not to seem like he wants something. The text reads: hey can u call me when u have a sec. She looks at the text. She knows already what it is about, because there has been a slow-rolling conflict for three weeks between this brother and her other brother about the other brother's upcoming wedding, specifically the seating chart, more specifically whether their cousin who has not spoken to either of them since 2019 will be invited, even more specifically whether the brother sending this text gets to weigh in on the answer or whether the answer was already decided by the other brother and his fiancée. She knows this. She has been knowing this for three weeks. She has been the one absorbing the long phone calls from both brothers and translating each brother's grievance into a version the other brother could conceivably hear, and last Tuesday she spent forty-one minutes on the phone with the fiancée doing the same translation in reverse, and she has not told her husband about any of it because her husband does not have the bandwidth this month and also does not particularly want to know.

She types back: at school dropoff, call u after. She does not say yes. She does not say no. She buys herself ninety minutes, which is what she needs, because the four-year-old is now padding down the hallway in mismatched pajamas and the eight-year-old is shouting from the top of the stairs that she cannot find her library book.

The voicemail icon is also lit. She knows what the voicemail is, because the assisted-living facility where her mother lives calls between 6:30 and 7:00 most weekdays when there is something that requires a decision before the day shift changes over. She presses play. She puts the phone on speaker and sets it on the counter so she can hear it while she pulls down the cereal and the bowl with the fox on the bottom. The voicemail is from a nurse she likes, whose name she remembers without having to check, and the nurse is calling because the geriatrician has suggested adjusting her mother's blood-pressure medication, and the change requires the family to sign off, and the nurse needs her to call back before ten so the pharmacy can be notified. The nurse also mentions, in the warm peripheral way the nurse always does, that her mother had a hard night, that she was up for some of it, that she was asking for someone she has not been able to ask for in a long time. The nurse does not say her mother was asking for her father. She does not have to.

She does not have time to absorb the voicemail. She files it. The filing is itself a labor she has stopped noticing. Things that arrive at 6:54 a.m. and cannot be addressed at 6:54 a.m. are placed in a part of her mind that holds them, intact, until they can be addressed, and the placing is precise, and the placing has a cost. She moves the voicemail to the part of her mind that will be opened at 8:45, after drop-off, before the brother call, in the eleven-minute window she has between the parking lot at the school and the parking lot at the office.

The eight-year-old appears in the kitchen doorway. The eight-year-old is in underwear and a Halloween T-shirt from two years ago. The eight-year-old says she is not wearing pants today. She says it the way someone announces a foreign policy. The four-year-old, who is one step behind, hears this and immediately says he is not wearing pants either. The eight-year-old says that is different because he is little. The four-year-old says he is not little. The eight-year-old says yes he is. The four-year-old begins to cry. None of this is a crisis. All of this is a morning. She crouches down to the height of the eight-year-old and does not say what she wants to say, which is I do not have time for this, because the eight-year-old has already, at eight, learned to hear that sentence as a referendum on her worth, and the long arc of being eight is at stake in this thirty-second exchange even if the immediate arc is only about pants.

She negotiates. She offers the eight-year-old leggings instead of pants. The eight-year-old accepts, because leggings were the goal all along, because the eight-year-old has, also at eight, learned the technique of asking for the bigger thing in order to land the smaller thing. She tells the four-year-old he gets to pick which dinosaur is on his shirt today. The four-year-old stops crying. She straightens up. She has not yet opened the refrigerator. She has not yet taken the chicken thighs out of the freezer to defrost for the dinner she does not have time to cook tonight but will cook anyway. She does it now. She crosses to the freezer, takes out the bag, runs it under cold water for forty seconds, sets it on a plate, places the plate on the second shelf of the refrigerator. The dinner is now possible. The eight-year-old, behind her, has located her library book on the bench by the door, where she left it on Friday and where it has been the entire weekend, and announces this triumphantly, as if the book had been hiding from her.

The coffee, now, is cool enough. She drinks it standing up. It is 6:58 a.m. The morning shift, the one nobody else in the house is aware is happening, the one that has no time card and no time clock and no manager, is eleven minutes old, and the visible part of the day, the part that will get recorded somewhere by somebody as having occurred, has not yet begun.

The four-year-old wants to know if today is a yellow day or a green day on the preschool calendar. She tells him green, even though she has not checked, because the consequence of a wrong guess is a slow-rolling tantrum at the door and she will check it on her phone in the car. The eight-year-old has come back from the bench by the door with the library book in one hand and a sock in the other, and asks where the other sock is. The other sock, she happens to know, is under the couch in the living room, where the eight-year-old threw it on Sunday afternoon during a fight about screen time. She does not say this. She says, try the living room. The eight-year-old goes to look. She has now bought herself another forty seconds, which she spends pulling lunches together. Two lunches. Two different sets of acceptable foods. The eight-year-old will not eat anything that has touched anything else; the four-year-old wants only what his sister has and is willing to refuse food in pursuit of that goal. She wraps each lunch in a way that allows each child to believe his or her lunch is the better one. This, too, is part of the morning. This is also not on any list anyone else can see.

* * *
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WHAT WAS JUST PERFORMED in those eleven minutes was not one kind of labor but four, woven so tightly together that they look, from the outside, like a single uninterrupted gesture. From the inside, the woman knows they are not the same. She can feel the seams. Naming the four is the work of this section, because if the labor cannot be named, the labor cannot be counted, and if the labor cannot be counted, the labor cannot be shared.

The first kind of labor is cognitive. It is the list. Running the list is work in the way that any kind of sustained sequential thinking is work. The list contains hundreds of items at any moment, most of which are dormant most of the time, and a smaller number of which are active on any given morning, and a still smaller number of which require immediate action. The cognitive labor is not the action; the cognitive labor is the maintenance of the list itself, the constant low-grade scanning that asks, at every moment, what is the next thing, what is the thing after that, what is the deadline on the thing I am not thinking about right now, what is the cost of forgetting it. This kind of labor has a metabolic price. People who do it describe a depleted feeling at the end of a day that contained, by external measure, almost no exertion. The depletion is real. The brain is an expensive organ. Running a household-scale logistical operation in the back of one's mind, all day, every day, while doing other things, is the cognitive equivalent of leaving a high-wattage appliance on continuously, and the bill comes at the end of the day in the form of a fatigue that the person feeling it has trouble explaining to anyone who has not also felt it.

The second kind of labor is physical. The dressing of small bodies. The pouring of cereal into bowls. The moving of clothes between the washer and the dryer, which she will do at 7:34 between the toothbrushing and the shoes. The defrosting of the chicken. The crouching down to the eight-year-old's height and the standing back up, which she does forty or fifty times across a morning, and which is, taken across years, a documented contributor to the lower-back problems she has not yet had time to see a doctor about. None of this is heavy work. All of it is work. The household is a small factory in which someone is moving objects from one place to another all day, and the objects do not move themselves, and the moving leaves a mark on the body of the mover, even when the mark does not look, to anyone watching, like the kind of mark a body is supposed to bear.

The third kind of labor is emotional. The eight-year-old's pants. The four-year-old's tears. The careful crouch. The careful tone. The decision not to say I do not have time for this because the long arc of an eight-year-old's self-understanding is at stake in every morning's negotiations. This is the labor Arlie Hochschild named, in 1983, when she wrote about flight attendants and the work of managing one's own feelings on behalf of someone else's. The household contains the same kind of work, on a longer timescale, with much higher stakes. The woman in the kitchen is performing, all morning, an act of self-regulation that allows the children to have the morning they are supposed to have. The cost of the self-regulation accrues to her, not to them. They do not see it. They are not supposed to see it. The labor's success is its invisibility.

The fourth kind of labor is relational. The brother's text. The voicemail from the nurse. The decision to text back call u after instead of yes or no. The translation work she has been doing for three weeks between the two brothers and the fiancée, the calibration she will do, on the way back from drop-off, to keep the family group chat from becoming the kind of thing that takes another month to recover from. This labor is the labor of holding a network together. It is the work of being the node through which the family stays a family. Sociologists call this kin work. The labor is invisible by design, because if anyone could see it, the network would lose the comfort of believing it holds itself together by some natural force.

Kin work has a particular shape. It is the remembered birthday. It is the card sent on time to the aunt who would notice if it did not arrive. It is the call to the cousin after the cousin's miscarriage, made even though the woman and the cousin are not especially close, because somebody in the family has to make the call and the somebody is, by long custom, her. It is the absorption of confidences from people who would not tell each other what they tell her. It is the keeping of the calendar of who is fighting with whom this month and which subjects to avoid at Thanksgiving and which seat to put the divorcing aunt in so that the divorcing aunt does not have to look at her divorcing husband across the table. The work has no formal credential. The work has no salary. The work, when it is done well, looks like nothing, because the relationships it sustains look like relationships that sustain themselves, and the women who do the work have, for centuries, taken some of their compensation in the form of being told that their networks are unusually warm, as though warmth were weather and not the result of someone tending it.

There is a fifth element, harder to name, that runs through all four of the others, and that has, in recent years, begun to be discussed under the heading of the mental load. The mental load is not exactly the same as the cognitive labor of running the list. It is the meta-labor of being the person who is, by default, responsible for the existence of the list at all. The husband, in the household just described, can be asked to do any of the items on the list, and he will, often, do them. What he does not do is hold the list. The holding is the labor. The holding is what makes her wake at 5:53 without an alarm. The holding is what means that, even when an individual task is delegated, the responsibility for noticing that the task needed to be delegated remains with her. The mental load is the labor of being permanently on call for the operation of the household, and it is the form of labor most resistant to being shared, because sharing it requires not the redistribution of tasks but the redistribution of the responsibility for noticing what the tasks are.

The morning shift contains all four simultaneously. The cognitive list is running while the physical defrosting is happening. The emotional negotiation with the eight-year-old is happening while the relational text is being composed to the brother. There is no moment in the eleven minutes when only one is occurring. The work is parallel. The brain is doing all of it at once. This is what makes the labor so hard to describe, and so hard to share. It does not present itself as a series of tasks. It presents itself as a single ongoing condition of being available to everything at once, which is what people mean, usually without knowing they mean it, when they say a household is held together.

Each of the four can be described as work. Each of the four costs energy, attention, time, and a kind of inward resource the language has not yet given a good name to. Each of the four is being performed, in the kitchen at 6:58 a.m., by one person, while the other adult in the household is asleep upstairs.

* * *
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THERE IS A THOUGHT experiment available here that is harder to perform than it sounds. The thought experiment is to imagine the morning if the woman is not there. Not gone forever. Not even gone for the week. Gone, say, for a single morning. Asleep with the flu. Out of the house at a sunrise meeting nobody told the family about. Vanished, for one shift, from her usual position at the counter.

What stops?

The eight-year-old does not get to school. This is the first and most concrete consequence. Nobody else in the house knows where the library book lives. Nobody else in the house knows that the eight-year-old will, in any given morning, declare herself anti-pants and need to be negotiated through to leggings without having the negotiation harden into a power struggle. Nobody else in the house has internalized the eight-year-old's specific morning psychology to the degree required to move her from bed to backpack to car in the forty-three minutes available. The husband, if asked, would say he could do it. He has done it, occasionally, on the rare mornings when she has been out of town for work, and the result has been a kind of triage in which the eight-year-old arrived at school in tears or arrived without lunch or arrived seventeen minutes late and the school had to call. The school did not call him. The school called her.

The four-year-old does not get dressed in clothes that match the season. The four-year-old shows up at preschool in shorts in November, or in a Halloween T-shirt in May, and the preschool teachers do not say anything about it, because they have been trained not to, but a small note goes into the file that they will mention, gently, at the parent-teacher meeting in spring.

The chicken does not get defrosted, which means the dinner does not happen, which means there is takeout, which the family budget can absorb once or twice but not five nights in a row. The dishwasher does not get emptied, which means the bowls are dirty by lunchtime, which means lunch is harder.

The brother's text does not get answered, which means the brother calls the other brother, which means the conflict that the woman has been carefully containing for three weeks erupts on a phone call neither brother is prepared for, which means by Wednesday the fiancée is crying to her own mother, which means by Friday the wedding has become the kind of family wound that will outlast the wedding by a decade.

The voicemail from the nurse does not get returned by ten. The medication does not get adjusted today. The next opening in the geriatrician's schedule is in eleven days, and in those eleven days the mother's blood pressure runs higher than it should, and a small risk accumulates that will not announce itself as having been the consequence of the missed phone call, even if it eventually announces itself as something else.

The husband, meanwhile, has had what he experiences as an unusually difficult morning. He has had to make his own coffee. He has had to find his keys, which were not where he expected them to be, because the woman has stopped placing them in his coat pocket for him as she did when they first moved in together and as she has continued to do, without ever discussing it, for the eleven years since. He has had to negotiate, badly, with both children, who have refused to wear pants and refused to eat cereal and refused to find their library books. He arrives at his desk twenty-eight minutes late. He arrives at his desk having done his commute and very little else. The infrastructure that allowed the commute to mean anything, the household that he is supposed to have helped sustain and that has, in practice, been sustained by someone else, has visibly buckled in his hands in a single morning.

He calls her on his lunch break. He says, I don't know how you do this every day. He means it as a compliment. She knows, because she has heard the sentence before, that he also means it as a closing of the subject. The sentence functions, almost despite him, as a way of describing the labor as a kind of supernatural ability she possesses rather than as a kind of work he could be doing. The labor's invisibility is doubly enforced by the language available to talk about it. There is no neutral vocabulary in which he could say to her, at six in the morning on a Tuesday, I see that you are doing the cognitive list and the physical setup and the emotional regulation and the relational translation simultaneously, and I would like to take half of any one of them. The vocabulary does not exist. The lack of vocabulary is part of why the labor stays where it is.

The thought experiment can be extended. If the woman is gone not for a morning but for a week, the family infrastructure does not just buckle, it begins to fracture. The eight-year-old's school attendance becomes inconsistent. The four-year-old's preschool teachers begin to ask, gently, if everything is all right at home. The brother calls four times. The mother's medication does not get adjusted. The husband, by Thursday, has begun to lose weight he did not want to lose, because the meals are not happening and he has not had time to figure out how to make them happen. By Friday, three of his colleagues have asked if he is all right. He has missed two meetings, because the school called about the eight-year-old's lunch and he had to leave the office. He does not look like a man who is fine. He looks like a man whose household has collapsed.

The labor is structural. This is the point that the morning has been making, quietly, for eleven minutes and then thirty minutes and then two hours, and it is the point the thought experiment makes louder. The work the woman is doing is not decorative. It is not an enhancement to the household that could be removed without consequence. It is the foundation on which the visible economy is built. The husband's job, the children's schooling, the mother's care, the family's relationships, the meals, the medication, the conflicts not yet erupted, all of it rests on a substrate of maintenance labor that one person is performing, in the kitchen, at 6:58 a.m., while almost nobody, including sometimes herself, fully sees what she is doing.

There is a further consequence the thought experiment exposes, which is that the labor cannot be cleanly outsourced. Pieces of it can. Day care exists. House cleaners exist. Meal kits exist. Home health aides exist for the mother in the assisted-living facility, which is, itself, a partial outsourcing of the eldercare that her daughter would otherwise be doing in her own house. Each of these is a real piece of infrastructure, and each is a partial solution. None of them touches the central labor, which is the labor of being the person who notices what needs to happen, when, and decides. The day-care provider does not call the insurance company about the prior authorization. The house cleaner does not absorb the conflict between the brothers. The meal kit does not crouch down to the eight-year-old at the moment when the eight-year-old has decided she is not wearing pants. The labor of noticing, of holding, of deciding, of calibrating, of carrying, sits with one person, and that person is, in the documented majority of households, a woman, and that is true whether she is also working a full-time wage job, working part-time, working from home, or not working for wages at all. The labor follows her. The labor does not follow the household. The labor follows the person who has been designated, by some combination of inheritance and habit and cultural expectation and pure default, as the one in charge of holding the household together.

* * *
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT that substrate. It is about the labor that allows the visible economy to function. It is about the people doing it, mostly women, in the documented patterns the time-use research has established for decades, in the United States and across the OECD, where women perform roughly three-quarters of unpaid care work globally and a measurably larger share of household work in nearly every country surveyed. It is about why the labor has no name in the metrics, no credit in the wage system, no formal recognition in any national-accounts ledger, even though, by any honest reckoning, the visible economy could not run for a week without it.

The book that follows is going to ask five questions. What is the labor, in concrete terms, when you inventory what is actually being done. What does it cost the person doing it, in her body and her career and her relationships and her time. Who does it, across lines of gender and race and class and immigration status. Why is it invisible, in a society that prides itself on being able to measure things. And what would it take to make it visible, payable, sharable, organized, counted as work.

The book refuses two registers in which the labor is usually discussed and in which neither register is honest. The first is the sentimental register, in which the labor is described as a gift the woman gives because she is naturally suited to give it, in which her capacity for the labor is treated as a virtue rather than as a skill she developed under pressure, in which the household's dependence on her is described as love. There is love in the morning. There is also work. The two are not the same, and conflating them has, for a long time, been a way of making sure the work does not get paid for or shared or counted. The book refuses the conflation.

The second register the book refuses is the resentful one, in which the labor is described as something done to her, by a system that tricked her into doing it, against her own interest, and from which she should refuse to do any more of it. There is some truth in the resentful register, more than the sentimental register concedes. The labor is structurally undervalued. The arrangements that produced the situation are not arrangements she designed or consented to in any meaningful sense. The wage scar is real. The retirement gap is real. The depleted-at-the-end-of-the-day feeling is real. But the refusal stance does not work, because the labor is real labor, performed on real people who need it, and a politics that ends in stop doing it ends in children who are not raised and parents who are not cared for and conflicts that are not absorbed and meals that are not made. The work has to be done. The question is by whom, under what terms, with what recognition, with what support, with what compensation.

This is the question the book sets out to answer. It is not a question with a single answer. It is a question with several intersecting answers, drawn from the research of the scholars who have spent careers on it: Marilyn Waring, whose 1988 book argued that the national accounts had been built in a way that systematically excluded the labor performed in households, and that the exclusion had political consequences; Arlie Hochschild, whose work named emotional labor as a category and documented the second shift that working women came home to; Joan Tronto, whose theoretical writing has been making the case for decades that care is the foundation of democratic life and that a polity that does not organize care does not last; Nancy Folbre, whose economic work has been mapping the cost of unpaid care and the structural reasons the market does not price it; Eve Rodsky, whose recent work has given a generation of households a usable vocabulary for the cognitive imbalance Hochschild named four decades ago; Ai-jen Poo, whose organizing has built, over fifteen years, the largest movement of paid care workers the United States has ever seen. The book draws on all of them. It draws on the documented findings of the American Time Use Survey and the OECD time-use comparisons. It draws on the patterns the demographic research has been showing for decades. It draws, also, on the morning in the kitchen, because the morning is the unit in which the labor is actually performed, and a book that loses sight of the morning loses sight of what it is trying to describe.

What is being described, in the end, is something simpler than the literature sometimes makes it sound. It is the work of holding a household together. It is the work of holding a family together. It is the work of holding a community together. It is the work, on a longer scale, of holding a society together, because societies are made of households and families and communities, and when the labor that holds those together fails, the society begins to fail with them. The labor is structural. The labor is, in every meaningful sense, foundational. The labor is what the title of the book is referring to when it asks who holds the world together. The answer, by every measure currently available, is mostly women, mostly without pay, mostly without acknowledgment, mostly in the kitchen at 6:58 in the morning while everyone else is still asleep or just now stirring.

The chapter that follows begins by asking the question this chapter has been circling. The labor has been described as care. The word care has done a lot of work in the foregoing pages without yet being defined. It has been used as though it referred to a single thing, when in fact it refers to several things at once, and the conflations among them are part of why the labor has been so easy to overlook.

A word about what this book is not. It is not a household-management guide. There are good ones already; Fair Play is one of them, and the work it has done in giving women a vocabulary for the cognitive imbalance in their households has been one of the more useful contributions to the discussion in a generation. This book takes the household conversation as a starting point and asks the larger question. The cognitive imbalance Eve Rodsky names inside a single marriage is the same imbalance, scaled up, that Marilyn Waring named inside a national accounts system, that Ai-jen Poo names inside an industry of paid care workers, that Joan Tronto names inside the structure of democratic life itself. The fight for the household is the fight for the economy is the fight for the polity, because the same labor is being undercounted and underpaid at every scale



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE VISIBLE ECONOMY RESTS ON AN INVISIBLE ECONOMY.

Who Holds
the World
Together

ON THE LABOR THAT KEEPS EVERYONE ELSE WORKING

THE LABOR IS REAL.
THE LABOR IS NECESSARY.

THE LABOR IS
BEING ERODED.

J.J. RAMOS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
Who Holds
the World
Together

J.J. RAMOS





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





