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which, she believes, will help parents 
resolve difficult conundrums (the Fs 
would have you “frame the question,” 
“fact-find,” make a “final decision,” 
and “follow up”). Among the questions 
she imagines you might submit to the 
approach, we come upon Should I send 
just one of my kids to private school?—
the modern-day Sophie’s Choice.

Oster can present herself as a spirit 
guide to “relaxed’’ parenting because 
she is not prescriptive, because her 
tone is genial and free of explicit judg-
ment—she is the one inviting you to 
pour the Côtes du Rhône, after all. 

Dealing with screen time, she won’t tell 
you that video games are a pox. That 
would be ideological, uptight, and off-
brand. Rather, much like someone who, 
laying out a snack buffet, positions the 
broccoli florets next to the fudge and 
simply leaves things to you and your 
Apple Watch, she asks readers to think 
about the attendant “opportunity cost.” 
What else could your child be doing 
instead of playing Roblox? If the child 
is an eleven- year- old boy in the middle 
of a pandemic I can promise you that 
the “what else’’ isn’t going to be sitting 
down with As You Like It. In effect, 

you should always be maximizing, al-
ways be closing. Oster presents as a be-
ta-blocker and lands like a hit of speed.

Seventeen years ago Judith Warner’s 
book Perfect Madness: Motherhood in 
the Age of Anxiety became a touchstone 
looking at the cult of perfectionism that 
compelled middle-class women toward 
a style of parenting that demanded both 
professionalization and a prairie-home 
attention to domesticity if their chil-
dren were to succeed in an increasingly 
competitive world. Warner had lived 
in France, where parenting was not a 
Darwinian affair, where she observed 

mothers enjoying themselves and avoid-
ing the drama of school choice because 
the school down the road was more 
than adequate. Noting that presidential 
polling in 1996 and 2000 revealed that 
what American women really wanted 
was more “time”—an ease to family life 
best enabled by the kind of entitlements 
the French government provided—she 
advocated for a “politics of quality of 
life.” We had already made this com-
mitment to one subset of parents, she 
argued, subsidizing luxury spending 
through the Bush tax cuts that dispro-
portionately benefited the rich. 
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In the years since, the vast majority 
of American women have certainly 
not found themselves on the receiv-
ing end of the politics she envisioned. 
A much-publicized study in the Jour-
nal of Marriage and Family, in 2016, 
revealed that mothers in much of the 
Western world (though not France) 
were averaging nearly twice as much 
time on childcare when compared to 
their counterparts in 1965, even though 
many more of them were now working. 
Currently, only ten states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia have enacted paid 
family-leave programs. In 2021 North 

Dakota actually went in the other di-
rection, passing legislation prohibiting 
cities and counties from implementing 
these ordinances on their own.

Dependably, though, Big Tech has 
stepped in where political will has 
failed, “disrupting’’ motherhood with 
its efficiencies. Two decades ago, Har-
vey Karp, then a popular Los Angeles 
pediatrician, became a kind of guru 
with his book The Happiest Baby 
on the Block, which drew on non- 
Western traditions and the wisdom of 
the ancients to teach modern parents 
how to soothe their infants to sleep. 

Mechanizing those habits was bound 
to prove more lucrative. In recent 
years Karp has raised tens of millions 
of dollars in venture capital to back 
what has become the cornerstone of 
his empire—an app-assisted robotic 
bassinet allowing a parent to track, as 
one online reviewer put it, “emerging 
trends” in a newborn’s sleep patterns. 
The SNOO, as it is known, will run you 
about $1,600. But in keeping with the 
fictions that support Silicon Valley’s 
trickle- down understanding of equity, 
it is available for rent at $160 a month, 
or as Karp put it in an interview with 

Forbes, a cost amounting to a daily 
“Starbucks cappuccino,” money “poor 
tired parents are already spending.” 

Over the course of the twenty-first 
century so far we have normalized 
maternal anxiety as a malaise of the 
privileged and a marketing oppor-
tunity—the price of doing business 
in a rigged meritocracy. The notion 
behind Sarah Menkedick’s book Or-
dinary Insanity: Fear and the Silent 
Crisis of Motherhood in America 
is that it has become something far 
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