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WOMEN AS FATHERS:
Motherhood and Child Care
Under a Modified Patriarchy

BARBARA KATZ ROTHMAN
Baruch College and the
Graduate Center, City University of New York

Although the modern American kinship system 1s nominally a bilateral system, the
very definition of kin ties is based on the principles of patriarchy. Women do not gain
their rights to their children in this society as mothers, but as father-equivalents,
sources of genetic matenial. In child rearing as in childbearing, women may take on the
role of fathers to their children, substituting poorer women to do the traditional
mothering work. Theresultant recasting of the classic Oedipul drama in terms of class
and race rather than gender is described. This article argues that we must move beyond
patniarchal definitions of the relations between parents and children, and beyond
modifications that simply extend to some women, most often at cost to other women,
some of the privileges of patriarchy.

Patriarchal kinship is the core of patriarchy: Paternity is the central
social relationship. A very clear statement of patriarchal kinship is
found in the book of Genesis, in the “‘begats.”” Each man, from Adam
onward, is described as having “‘begot a son in his likeness, after his
image.”’ After the birth of this first-born son, the men are described as
having lived so many years and begot sons and daughters. The text
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then turns to that first-born son and, in turn, his first-born son.
Women appear as the ‘““daughters of men who bore them offspring.”
In a patriarchal kinship system, children are reckoned as being born
to men, out of women. Women, in this system, bear the children of
men.

The essential concept here is the seed, the part of men that grows
into the children of their likeness within the bodies of women. Such a
system 1s inevitably male dominated, but it is a particular kind of
male domination. Men control women as daughters, much as they
control their sons, but they also control women as the mothers of
men’s children. It 1s women’s motherhood in particular that men
have to control to maintain patriarchy. In a patriarchy, because what
i1s valued 1s the relationship of a man to his sons, women are a
vulnerability that men have: To beget these sons, men must pass their
seed through the body of a woman.

In matrilineal societies, where a shared mother produces the
lineage or family group, men may still rule the women and children
who are related to them through their mother’s line, but they do not
rule as fathers. Women in such a system are not a vulnerability, but a
source of connection. As anthropologist Glenn Petersen says, 1n a
matrilineal system “women, rather than infiltrating and subverting
patrilines, are acknowledged to produce and reproduce the body of
society 1tselt’” (1982, p. 141).

The modern American kinship system is not classically patriarchal,
though remnants of patriarchy can be seen in such things as the
strong pressure to give children their father’s surname. Modern
American kinship is a bilateral system, in that individuals are
considered to be equally related to their mother’s and their father’s
kin. Yet the very definition of kin is based on the principles of
patriarchy. A patriarchal kinship tie s, by definition, a connection by
seed. Kinship through fathers is based on the act of impregnating and
therefore glorifies genetic connections. In a mother-based system, a
“blood’ relative does not mean simply a genetic relative; the blood tie
is the mingled blood of mothers and their children; children grow out
of the blood of their mothers, of their bodies and being. When the
shared bond of kinship comes through mothers, the tie is based on the
growing of children, a social connection.

Fach type of kinship system leads to different ideas about kin
identity and what a person is. In a mother-based system, a person is
what mothers grow—people are made of the care and nurturance that
brings a baby forth into the world and turns the baby into a member of
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the society, intimately related to those who had the same care and
nurturance. In a patriarchal system, a person is what grows out of
men’s seed. The belief that the essence of the person is there in the seed
when 1t 1s planted in the mother still persists as the various forms of
genetic determinism. And of course remnants of the classical patri-
archal valuing of men’s seed also persist. In 1987, the director of a
California sperm bank distributed T-shirts with a drawing of sperm
swimming on a blue background and the words “Future People.”
Using the principles of a patriarchal system, shared identity—or
kinship—comes from shared genes.

THE SEEDS OF WOMEN

Modern procreative technology has been forced to go beyond the
sperm as seed. Modern science has had to confront the egg as seed also.
Modern scientific thinking cannot possibly hold onto old notions of
women as nurturers of men’s seeds. The doctor who has spent time
“harvesting’’ eggs from women'’s bodies for in vitro tertilization fully
understands the significance of women'’s seed.

The old patriarchal kinship system had a clear place for women:
the nurturers of men’s seeds, the soil in which seeds grow, the
daughters of men who bear them offspring. When forced to acknowl-
edge that women’s genetic contribution is equal to men’s genetic
contribution, Western patriarchy could have foundered. But the
central concept of patriarchy, the importance of the seed, was kept by
extending it to women. Valuing the seed of women, the genetic
material women also have, extends to women some of the privileges
of patriarchy. That 1s, when the significance of woman’s seed 1is
acknowledged 1n her relationship with her children, women too have
paternity rights in their children.

In this modified system based on the older ideology of patriarchy,
women can be seen to own their children, just as men do. Unlike what
happens in a mother-based system, this relationship between a
woman and her children is not based on motherhood per se, not on
the unique nurturance, the long months of pregnancy, the intimate
connections with the baby as it grows and moves inside her body,
passes through her genitals, and sucks at her breasts. Instead, women
are said to own their babies, have “‘rights” to them, just as men do:
based on their seed.

This modification does not end patriarchy, and it does not end the
domination of the children of women by men. Instead, by main-
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taining the centrality of the seed, the ideology maintains therights of
men in their children, even as it recognizes something approaching
equal rights of women in their children. Since men’s control over
women and the children of women is no longer based simply on their
(no longer) unique seed, their economic superiority and the other
privileges of a male-dominated social system become increasingly
important. Children are, based on the seed, presumptively ‘““half his,
half hers’’—and might as well have grown in the backyard. Women
do not gain theirrights to their children in this society as mothers, but
as father-equivalents, sources of seed.

And if the nurturance of mothers 1s discounted, so too 1s the
nurturance of fathers. There are men who mother, who intensively,
actively, intimately nurture children, as prime parents in families 1n
which the mother’s role 1s reduced (Pruett 1987), or as single fathers
(Risman 1987), or in families in which parenting is shared equally
(Ehrensaft 1987). In our society their fatherhood has no more legal
weight than that of men whose paternity is based entirely on a single
sexual encounter. The principles of a patriarchal kinship system
denigrate all nurturance, that of women and that of men, in favor of
genetic ties.

THE GENETIC TIE

What precisely is the physical nature of this highly valued genetic
connection between parent and child? The closest genetic connection
a human being can have is an identical twin. Identical twins have the
same chromosomes, the same genes. The next closest relations are
those between parent and child and between full siblings. If an
individual carries a certain gene, the chances that a sibling will carry
the same gene are fifty-fifty, the same as the parent-child relationship.
Genetically, ““there is nothing special about the parent-offspring
relationship except its close degree and a certain fundamental
asymmetry. The full-sib relationship is just as close”” (Hamilton 1978
p- 191).

Genetic connections exist as percentages: the 100 percent con-
nection of identical twins, the 50 percent connection of siblings and
of parents to children, the 25 percent connection of grandparents to
grandchildren and of half-siblings to each other, and the 12.5 percent
connection of cousins, and so on. In strictly genetic terms, your sister
might as well be your mother. The genetic connection 1s the same.
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But parenthood is not just a genetic connection, a genetic
relationship. Anditis more than the age difference that distinguishes
the parent-child relationship: The social relationship of a 17-year-old
sibling to a newborn baby is quite different from the relationship of a
17-year-old parent to a newborn baby. It may be six-of-one and a
half-dozen of the other genetically, but socially these are not
interchangeable relationships.

The parent-child relationship is invested with social and legal
rights and claims that are not recognized, in patriarchal societies, in
any other genetic relationship, because that genetic connection was
the basis for men’s control over the children of women. The
contemporary modification of traditional patriarchy has been to
recognize the genetic parenthood of women as the equivalent of the
genetic parenthood of men. Genetic parenthood replaces paternity in
determining who a child is, who i1t belongs to. I believe it is time to
move beyond the patriarchal concern with genetic relationships.

We can recognize and appreciate the genetic tie without its being a
determinative connection. We do so in most of our genetic relations.
American society recognizes no special claims of a sibling on a
sibling, or of aunts and uncles on nieces and nephews. We recognize
the relationship, we allow people to make what they will of it, but it
carries no legal weight. If my brother does not like the way I am
raising his niece, so i1t goes. Even though he 1s closely related to her
genetically, even if she were to look more like him than like me, it
gives him no legal claim to her. He has no basis to challenge my claim
as parent, short of showing me to be untit—and even then, no
assurance that the child would be turned over to him. And if my son
doesn’t like the way I am raising my daughter, even though he is just
as closely related to her genetically as I am, there is no way he can
challenge my custody, and that will still be true when he is over 21.
But my husband, as her father, can challenge my custody, without
showing me to be unfit, as I can challenge his custody. We are parents,
and that gives us special legal rights over the child.

While notdenying the reality of geneticrelationships, the question
I am asking is: Just how much weight do we need to give this one
genetic tie? How much can it hold? Stripped of all the social supports,
1s that genetic tie sufficient to define a person, to establish a kinship?
Am I my mother’s daughter because of our chromosomes? If a woman
donates an egg, or a man turns over to a lab technician a vial of semen,
does that make the person a parent to the child created with those
chromosomes?
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PATRIARCHAL IDEOLOGY AND
NEW PROCREATIVE TECHNOLOGY

The new procreative technology being developed 1s based on the
patriarchal focus on the seed. The seed, the genetic material, is the one
absolutely i1rreplaceable part of procreation, as science now ap-
proaches it. The procreative technology continues to substitute for
one after another of the nurturing tasks, but makes no substitute for
the seed. Breasts became unnecessary quite some time ago, as artificial
formula substituted for human milk. The act of giving birth becomes
increasingly unnecessary, as doctors work on surgical removal of
babies to the point that now one of five American babies 1s born by
cesarean section. The nurturance of late pregnancy becomes increas-
ingly unnecessary as neonatal intensive care units develop the skill to
maintain younger and younger, smaller and smaller premature
babies or “extrauterine fetuses’’ in incubation. And the nurturing
environment of the Fallopian tube becomes replaceable by the
nurturance of the glass dish, the in vitro environment. None of these
techniques of artificial nurturance works as well as the natural
mothering experience, though as one or another becomes ‘“faddish”
there 1s a tendency for doctors to proclaim its superiority over the
natural mother.

But once a substitute for a thing is possible, the thing itself loses its
mystique. By their very existence, substitutes denigrate the original.
What is the value of penmanship in a world with typewriters? Who
needs to do long division in a world with calculators? What happened
to oral history in a world that learned to write? Once a substitute, or
justa “‘man-made’’ alternative is available, what’s so “special’’ about
the original? Think about how the mystical meaning of flight
changed once airplanes streaked over eagles.

That 1s what 1s happening to mothering—as a physical and as a
psychological experience—as we offer substitute after substitute,
surrogate after surrogate. What’s so special about motherhood?

I recently listened to a group of lawyers trying to figure out if there
was anything special or unique about a mother’s relationship to her
fetus, compared with anyone else’s relationship to that fetus. The
context was the issue of prenatal torts—the ever-present legal
question of who can sue whom for what. The question was: If a child

can sue someone—for example, a manufacturer of a chemical—for
harm that was done to that child when it was a fetus, then is there any
reason that the child cannot sue the mother for harm she did to the
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child when it was a fetus? Is there anything that makes a mother’s
relationship to her fetus unique? They had a hard time thinking of
anything.

We have focused on the seed, on the embryo, and then on the fetus,
and reduced all of the nurturance, all of the intimacy, all of the
mothering, to background, environmental factors. And so as we
substitute for this and for that environmental factor, substitute for
this or for that mothering experience, we wonder what is so special
about the original, what is so unique about the mother’s relationship.

The problem has been brought to a head with the new procreative
technology, which forces us to confront questions about mothering
and the mother-child relationship. But these are not new problems or
new questions. People in our society have been substituting for
aspects of mothering for along time, always along the same patterns.
Upper-class women have bought the services of lower-class women to
provide one or another mothering service for their children. Or, it
might more accurately be said in some circumstances, upper-class
men have bought the services of lower-class women to supplement
the services of their wives. Some societies have let men have mistresses
while their wives mothered; some have let men hire servants to do the
mothering so that their wives could be reserved for their sexual and
social uses.

Wet nurses are the earliest example of such a biological substitution
of one woman for another in mothering. Sometimes wet-nursing has
been done in an exchange among women—two or more women
occasionally nursing each other’s babies, substituting for one another.
“Commercializing” wet-nursing meant putting a price tag on that
service. When the wet nurses were slave mammies, the price was
factored into the cost of the slave. In the case of a hired wet nurse, the
cost was per feeding, per hour, or per week. In these cash exchanges,
the “breast-feeding relationship’ was considered unimportant. Milk
became a product to be bought and sold, not the basis of an intimate
relationship. Once one buys the milk, the producer of the milk is
reduced in status—her relationship is not a mothering relationship,
not a relationship to the child, but a relationship to her product, her
milk. Her value lies in the quality of her milk, not the quality of her
relationship with the child. And so wet nurses were inspected, like
animals, for the quality of their product.

In a patriarchal society, men use women to have their children. A
man can use this woman or that woman to have his children. He can
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hire this woman or that woman to substitute for one or another
aspect—biological, social, or psychological—of the mothering his
child needs. From the view of the man, his seed 1s 1rreplaceable; the
mothering, the nurturance, is substitutable.

And from the woman’s point of view? We can use this man’s sperm
or that man’s to have our children. With this or that man as father,
our bellies will swell, life will stir, milk will flow. We may prefer one
man’s seed to another, just as a man may prefer one woman’s
nurturance to another for his child. For men, the nurturers are
substitutable, interchangeable. For men, what makes the child hus is
his seed. For women, what makes the child ours 1s the nurturance, the
work of our bodies. Wherever the sperm came from, it is in our bodies
that our babies grow, and our physical presence and nurturance that
makes our babies ours.

But is that inevitable?r Did not some women substitute other
women’s bodies when they hired wet nurses? Don’t some women
substitute other women’s arms, other women’s touch, when they hire
housekeepers and baby-sitters and day-care workers? And now the
new procreative technology lets us cut our seeds loose from our bodies
and plant them in other women’s bodies. Now the seed, the egg, of
one woman can be brought to term 1n the body of another.

Then who 1s the mother? The person who supplied the egg or the
person in whose body the fetus grows and 1s nurtured? Our answer
depends on where we stand when we ask the question.

When we accept the patriarchal valuing of the seed, there 1s no
doubt—the real mother, like the real father, 1s the genetic parent.
When we can contract for pregnancy at the now-going rate of $10,000,
we can choose which women to substitute for us 1n the pregnancy.

For which women are these substitutes available? Who can atford
to hire substitutes for the various parts of mothering? The situation
today 1s exactly what it has been historically: women of privilege,
wealthy or fairly wealthy women, hiring the services of poor, or fairly
poor women. Upper-class women can have some of the privileges of
patriarchy. Upper-class women can have, can buy, some of the
privileges of their paternity, using the bodies of poorer women to
““bear them offspring.”” And upper-class women can, as they so often
have, be bought off with these privileges, and accept men’s worldview
as their own. And so we have women, right along with men, saying
that what makes a child one’s own is the seed, the genetic tie, the
“blood.” And the blood they mean is not the real blood of pregnancy




image11.jpg
Rothman /7 WOMEN AS FATHERS 97

and birth, not the blood of the pulsing cord, the bloody show, the
blood of birth, but the metaphorical blood of the genetic tie.

This 1s the ultimate meaning of patriarchy for mothers: Seeds are
precious. Mothers are fungible.

Today we are more familiar with the nonbiological services that
we hire from mother-substitutes. We hire baby-sitters, day-care
workers, nannies, housekeepers, to ‘‘watch’ our children. The tasks
are the traditional tasks of mothering—feeding, tending, caring, the
whole bundle of social and psychological and physical tasks involved
in the care of young children. When performed by mothers, we call
this mothering. When performed by fathers, we have sometimes
called 1t fathering, sometimes parenting. sometimes helping the
mother. When performed by hired hands, we called 1t unskilled.

We devalue these nurturing tasks when we contract on them.
When we do them ourselves because we want to do them, we see them
as precious, as special, as treasured moments 1n life. That 1s the
contradiction that allows us to value the children so highly to value
our special time with them, to speak lovingly of the child’s trust, the
joys of that small hand placed in ours—and hire someone to take that
hand, at minimum wage.

In sum, the ideology of a patriarchal society goes much deeper than
male dominance. It means far more than just having men in charge,
or men making more decisions than women do. The ideology of
patriarchy is a basic worldview, and in a patriarchal system that view
permeates all of our thinking. In our society, even as a modified
patriarchy, the ideology of patriarchy provides us with an under-
standing not only of the relations between men and women but also
of the relations between mothers and their children.

MOTHERWORKS AND THE NEW OEDIPUS COMPLEX

There’s a new kind of mother-manual out these days. The old ones
told us how to mix formula, or how many minutes on a breast, how to
be firm, be gentle, protect the baby, toughen the baby, let it cry, never
let it cry—how to mother by the current rules of the game. The new
how-to tells us all that, and also how to find, use, train, supervise,
relate to, (not) compete with, our children’s caregivers.

I find reading through such books, listening to such conversations,
deeply troubling. It’s not just the “good-help-is-so-hard-to-find”
elitism of itall. What troubles me is listening to women talking about
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the mothering work of other women in a way that sounds to me like
Victorian fathers must have talked about their wives. Maybe this is
indeed the way rich people have always talked, and I am just new to
the world of servants. But whether historically rooted or a new
variant, this is not what I thought the women’s movement was about.

First of all, as in every other discussion of child care, it 1s focused
entirely on the mother. The slipping in and out of nonsexist
language and assumptions is extraordinary. The Big Apple Parent’s
Paper ran a multipart series, “In Search of Mary Poppins.”” It was
Part III that happened to come my way, ‘“Training and Supervising
Your Caregiver’ (Morin and Davis 1987). The article began, “The
time has come for you to go back to work—and to turn your baby over
to someone else to be the mother all day.” So much for nonsexist
assumptions. The “parent’ reading is a woman, and the caregiver is
also a woman. The reader is quite specifically told, ‘““First get your
husband’s agreement that only one person—namely you—will be
supervising the caregiver. Any suggestions or complaints on his part
about her performance should go through you.” It is not just being
patronizing, saying that caregivers “perform’ and employers’ sugges-
tions or complaints need to come from one person only. It is
specifically saying that one person, “namely you,” 1s the mother.
Parents genuinely sharing child care, as they are apparently sharing
responsibility for earning money, are not addressed.

And how are we to treat Mary Poppins? “The general principle
here is to relate to your caregiver in the way you want her to relate to
your baby.”” Thatsentence is in italics. We are to relate to her as we do
to the baby, but fortunately, it 1s a good era for babies: “Give her the
feeling that yourespect her and have confidence in her. Praise her for
the things she does well. Don’t attack or criticize her for mishaps or
mistakes.”’ Just what 1s meant by doing well, what are the standards
for performance? Apparently, making sure that she is doing things
“your way.”’ Thereader, presumably not an old hand at raising babies
or she would not be looking for direction, will begin the relationship
with the caregiver by taking three days off and ‘“training her to take
care of your baby by letting her see how YOU do it.”” The caregiver,
never quite described here, 1s actually not Mary Poppins, or even a
trained nanny, who would have flown off the job, but more likely a
mother, maybe a grandmother, a woman who has herself raised
children, her “own” or others on her previous jobs. But we will not
learn from her, not even work with her, not even teach her. We will

train her.
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As I read this—and similar articles are appearing monthly in
women’s magazines and books for new parents—I am reminded of the
centuries of child-rearing advice from male experts to mothers
(Ehrenreich and English 1979). I think specifically of the control
exercised by fathers, who withoutactually taking care of children, set
the boundaries, the moral tone, the values, under which mothers
could rear the children of men.

But unlike the Victorian father who was assured of his control, and
did not want or expect intimacy or expressions of love from the child,
women today want good child care, want deeply to have someone the
child can feel secure with, feel love for—and yet feel threatened by that
love. The mother needs to be reassured of her control, her very
motherhood. Barbara Berg, for example, in Crisis of the Working
Mother, tells thereader, ‘““Knowing that you are in control—that your
values and standards are being transmitted to the child even 1n your
absence—will reinforce the feeling that YOU are the mother even if
you are away at work’ (1986, p. 74).

But something more disturbing than the ““transmission of values
and standards” 1s happening. The pull and tug for the child’s
affection, as it 1s described today, reads like the Oedipal drama,
stripped bare of sex, and left with the naked power i1ssue. The mother
wants the child to identify with her, not with the caregiver. The child
expresses 1ts attachment to the caregiver. Berg describes her own
feelings of distress when her child spoke of the babysitter as his other
mother. She describes other women firing a caregiver precisely
because the child grew to love her “‘too much.” But as Freud showed
us, if the child has access to power, it will turn to power, just as sons
turned to fathers.

In the Oedipal situation as described by Freud, sons begin by
loving their mothers, their caregivers, more than their fathers—the
attachment, the identification, is with the nurturant, caring mother.
The father, unlike the mother, 1s a distant and frightening figure who
has power over the child and over the mother. Once the boy-child
learns of the physical difference between the sexes, Freud hypothe-
sized, he fears the powerful father will mutilate the son just as the boy
believes the mother has been mutilated, by the loss of the treasured
penis. Eventually the boy resolves his dilemma and fear by changing
his 1dentification to his father. The boy comes to want to grow up to

be a man like his father, possessing for himself a woman like his
mother.
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In the modern American family drama I am describing, both
mother and father are sources of power—but it may be that neither is
the daily care giver. The child is asked to switch identification from
the nurturant care giver to the powerful parent, mother or father. And
so, 1n this situation, the source of power 1s not sex, but class.

Berg says she was comforted by someone assuring her that ““just as
you can’t feel the same way about another person’s child as you do
about your own, your child can’t feel the same way about a caretaker
as he or she feels toward you.”” But what does “own’’ mean here? Berg
1s no biological determinist. Her child was adopted (Berg 1986). What
makes this mother-child bond so sure, so irreplaceable? It 1s not
biology. It 1s not sex. It 1s power. We won’t be “vulnerable to our
children’s declarations that they love their baby-sitters more than they
love us’’ (1986, p. 73), because we will remember who is in control:
“Remember that they are really our assistants rather than our
substitutes’ (1986, p. 73). And so might Freud have reassured the
Victorian father who left his son in the care of the mother all day: The
young child may profess his love of his mother, but he will grow up to
walk 1n his father’s footsteps.

If we are the fathers here, setting the tone, controlling the mothers,
what are we looking for in these mothers? Compliance, certainly, is
always important if we are going to remain in control. But there are
other qualities, too, that vary with the age of the child. Berg describes
Sara’s search for a suitable replacement caregiver for 3-year-old Gary.
It is a discussion I've heard in playgrounds, school lobbies, kitchens,
and offices for years. Lucy, the first caregiver, ‘“‘had been wonderful
with Gary when he was a baby. She was warm, nurturing, honest,
neat and willing to follow directions. But she was notreally interested
in engaging Gary 1n intellectual or creative activities, and Sara felt
these to be increasingly important as Gary grew older” (1986, p. 75).

These qualities of LLucy are distinctively, stereotypically feminine
qualities. Sara, and the dozens of women like her I know, are doing
what men have long done. Men left the babies and little children to
the warm, neat, nurturant, compliant care of women. Men took their
sons, as they outgrew the world of women, the private world, and sent
them off to schools, apprenticeships, the world of men, the public
world. The new mother, the managerial mother, 1s doing the same
thing, only she wants her daughters too to leave the world of
nurturant women and enter into the world of intellect and creativity.
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Racism and classism enter into this equation, too. Poor women,
women of color, are often valued for their nurturant qualities. I've
been told it 1s ““‘Island women,’’ or “old Southern Black women,’’ or
“Mexican women’’ who are especially motherly. But by the age of 3 or
4—just the age the “Oedipal”’ drama begins—these aren’t the
qualities being sought, just as these feminine qualities were inappro-
priate for the Victorian boy. At this point, European, American,
middle-class caregivers are wanted, class and ethnicity replacing sex
in this revised Oedipal drama. Given the expense of a trained
English-type nanny, or even a graduate student live-in, preschool and
“enriched’”’ day-care programs become the choice for entry into the
world of intellect, what used to be the world of men, the public world.

What happens to the discarded outgrown caregiver? Some move
from job to job, home to home, child to child. One friend told me
about firing the baby-sitter her child had outgrown. A responsible
employer, she found another job for the woman, in a household with
a baby, and for more money. The child took it well, the mother told
me—didn’t seem more than passingly sad to hear the baby-sitter was
leaving. But the baby-sitter—she cried. She said she’d miss the child.
She’d cared for her for four years. She’d grown to love her.

In The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling,
Hochschild describes the work of flight attendants. In the work that
they do, “processing people, the product is a state of mind”’ (1983,
p. 6). They are paid for what she calls emotional labor:

This labor requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain
the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in
others—in this case, the sense of being cared for in a convivial and safe
place. This kind of labor calls for a coordination of mind and feeling,
and 1t sometimes draws on a source of self that we honor as deep and
integral to our individuality. (1983, p. 7)

The emotional work of mothers done without pay, or the
emotional work of hired caregivers done for a salary, is a more intense
version of the flight attendant’s work, with the similar goal of
creating a state of mind in others—just that sense of being safe and
cared for. To do such work, Hochschild shows, calls for ““deep
acting,’’ as Stanislavski described it: We must call forth the emotion
from our very selves. To soothe a child, we must make it feel cared for,
nurtured, loved. To make the child feel that way, the caregiver must
act as if she indeed loves the child. To act so convincingly—and
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children are a tough audience—requires calling forth her own
feelings of love, of tenderness.

What do caregivers feel when they rock an infant to sleep, kiss a
boo-boo to make it better, play peek-a-boo, settle a playground spat?
What did slave mammies feel as they nursed these white babies,
lullabied them with songs of their own children’s suffering, sale, even
death? Perhaps it is not so surprising that child caregivers, from
Roman slave nurses (Joshel 1986) to the American black slave and on
to today’s minimum wage caregivers are so often remembered with
affection by their grown charges. At unknown costs to themselves,
they were mothers.

CHILD CARE AND MIDREVOLUTIONARY MORES

Is the moral of the story that no one should ever hire anyone to do
child care? Maybe, in a better world, it would be. Maybe, 1n a better
world, communities of people, not just mothers, would be responsible
for children. I haven’t the imagination to envision how such a world
would work. The highly imaginative author, Ursula LeGuin, says
that she could only make that work in a novel by having the people
live in small communities (1988). Small communities of like-minded
people have no great appeal for me personally, a resident by choice in
one of the largest and probably the most diverse city on the planet. So
maybe, in a better world, there would be no need of paid child
care—but I don’t even know what such a world would, could, or even
should look like.

In this world, something has to be done about child care, and
paying for it is an inevitable part of what needs to be done. Some
would like to see all child care institutionalized, with marvelous,
state-subsidized or state-run day-care centers for children from birth
on up. I'm not so sure. I worry about what values state-run, or worse
yet, corporate-run day care, might teach children. I wonder about
maintaining intimacy, warmth, individuality, nurturance in an
institutional setting. I know it has been done in some fine centers,
with a committed, excited staff developing wonderful programs. But
on a large scale? For all children?

For now, we need to keep our options open. We need a variety of
child-care arrangements: cooperatives or communes of mothers and
fathers sharing child care, small in-home child-care centers; house-
keepers; baby-sitters, parental leave time, day-care centers—all of
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that, and whatever else our imaginations can conjure up. And 1t all
takes money.

Child care 1s either going to have to be provided in a fundamental
rearrangement of the way we live—for starters, flexible time and
households and shared responsibility for children beyond just one or
even two harried parents—or with arearrangement of our money. We
cannot go on calling for “affordable child care’’ if what is meant 1s
that one person’s salary must be big enough to cover another’s. That
inevitably sets the salary to be made in child care as too low for that
person in turn to be able to afford good child care. If children are to be
something other than a burden, the costs must be a societally shared
responsibility. Monetary subsidies for child care would help us break
out of the class- and race-based pattern, in which the children of the
rich are cared for by the poor, and the children of the poor too often go
untended.

But it’s not just money. Someone has to watch the children.
Someone has to actually, truly, literally be there with them. Whoever
that person is—mother, father, adoptive parent, sibling, housekeeper,
teacher, baby-sitter, day-care worker, grandparent—whoever is with
that child, that person must never be thought of as being there in
place of someone else. The person who is there, is there. The personis
not a substitute-someone-else. The person caring for a child is 1n a
first-person, one-on-one, direct relationship to that child.

That relationship deserves respect, just as that work deserves to be
valued. And respect, as we know from what has happened to mothers
historically, is not adequately taken care of with politeness and a
Mother’s Day card. It must come with legally recognized rights.
Someone who has been raising a child has moral rights invested in
that child. Ata minimum, we have to protect child-care workers from
arbitrary firing, from loss of visitation rights to the children they
raise, from having the relationship with the child used as a source of
exploitation.

We must move beyond patriarchal definitions of the relations
between parents and children, and beyond modifications that simply
extend to some women, most often at cost to other women, some of the
privileges of patriarchy. Otherwise we seem to be caught 1n a trap of
endlessly remaking the world in the same image: some people in the
public sphere, the world of power, of importance, and some people in
the private sphere, rocking the cradle but never really ruling the
world.
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