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ABSTRACT 

"Doing Our Bestn: 
Agency, Identity and Morality in Parental Narratives 

and Understandings of their Childwen's Bodies 

Megan Myfanwy Davies-Ostrom 

In this thesis I explore the intersection of parents, bodies, 

and society i n  North American culture. 1 attempt to examine the 

processes by which individuals make meaning at a local level within 

the context of larger social discourses and cultural narratives. 

To do so, I use voices, interpretations, and persona1 narratives 

collected through my interviews and conversations with parents in 

Peterborough, Ontario, to dernonstrate how individual parents 

interact and negotiate with available discourses to form 

understandings of their children's bodies and wsll-being. 1 show 

how these understandings and the parental choices based on them are 

both ( a )  varied and personally contextual, and (b) a s i t e  fo r  the 

articulation of parental identity and morality. 1 argue that 

despite the coercive and potentially defining natures of cultural 

n a r r a t i v e s  and discourses, individuals a r e  agents in the creation 

of t h e i r  own identities, and chat the meanings given to their own 

1 ives by the sub j ects of anthropological research are valid, 

valuable, and informative to the discipline. Finally, 1 

demonstrate that the endeavour of pursuing anthropological research 

'at homef raises methodological m d  theoretical questions useful to 

research eïsewhere and to the discipline at large. 
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This thesis examines the intersection of parents, bodies, and 

society in North American culture. Before 1 Say anything else of 

my research or work, 1 wish to put forwaïd a scene from the opening 

act of William Shakespeare's A Miclmer Niaht ' s  Dream. In this 

passage, Egeus, a noble and a father, cornes before the Duke of 

Athens to cornplain that his daughter, Hermia, bas refused to marry 

Demecrius, the man he has chosen f o r  h e r :  

And, rny gracious Duke, 
Be it so she will not here before your Grace 
Consent to marry with Demetrius, 
1 beg the ancient privilege of Athens: 
As she is mine, 1 may dispose of her: 
Which shall be either to this gentleman, 
Or to her death, according to our law 
Immediately provided in chat Case. 

(1, ii,39-45) 

In response, the Duke turns to Hermia: 

What say you, Hermia? Be advis'd, fair maid. 
To you your father should be as a god; 
One that compos'd your beauties; yea, and one 
To whom you are but as a form in wax, 
By him imprinted, and within his power, 
To leave the figure, or disfigure it- 

(1, ii,46-51) 

At first glance, the issue in these lines seems to be the 

control of Fiernia's body; that "form in waxn over whose fate  her 

father demands h i s  r igh t fu l  Say. The real matter at stake, however, 

is not Hermials body, buc the social relationships it is perceived 

to mediace: between Hermia and her father, between Hermia and the 
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man she has chosen against her fatheris wishes, ana between her 

father and Demetrius. 

The discourse being put forward, and mocked, by Shakespeare 

hêre is one of pre-determination, parental ownership and parental 

privilege. Recast in light of a twenty-first century interpretation, 

this scene is more likely to be read as a debate over persona1 

autonomy and individu~lisrn: as sudden subjects of twenty-first 

centüry Western social research, Egeus and Hermia wculd likely be 

seen to be in conflict not over law, prcperty ana alliance, but over 

agency, r~sponsibility and self. In both readings however, bodies 

(particularly women's bodies), as they are perceived and understood, 

are a site at which people create and understand social 

relationships. In its first intsrpretation, Hermia's dilemma evokes 

Levi Strauss' The Elern-y StructurPs of K ~ D  (1969) and the 

idea of the excha~ge of women as a route to social alliance (Strauss 

1 9 6 5 ,  cited in Rubin 1975:173); while in its second, the 

relationships being negotiated through Hermia and Egeusts 

perceptions of her body were those of kinship, connection and 

autonomy . 

I begin my examination with this scene, fictional though it 

is, because 1 wish to make two points about the body as a subject 

for anthropological research. First and foremost, 1 wish to 

emphasize the contextuality of how the body is understood. The body 

in Midsummer Niahtis D r e a ~  is very different from the body that 
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exists today, not perhaps in its physicality, but in its sociality 

and experientiality; it had different social meaning and presumably 

offered a very different interpretation of l i f e .  1 would argue, 

furthermore, that just as one cannot suppose a continuity of bodily 

meaning and experience between Shakespearean England and twenty- 

first century Canada, one cannot suppose such a continuity within 

Canada or the twenty-first century. My investigation of parents, 

soc i ecy ,  and the body has its roots in the idea that the nature of 

body and Sodily experience are not things that can be taken for 

granted; indeed this concept of the contextuality of bodily 

experience is the point from which 1 begin my questioning. It is 

an amalgamation of two ideas that 1 feel are important to an 

anthropolcgy of the body and that have been intrinsic to my 

research: (a) bodies - both our own, and the bodies of others - are 

an aspect of the human condition that are experiential and that we 

can only know through Our perceptions and understandings of them, 

and (b) thoçe perceptions are, as 1 have already suggested, not only 

historically, çocially, and culturally specific, but they are 

personally specific as well. 1 will return to these ideas in 

greatzr detail in later chapters; for now, suffice it to Say that 

they provided the backdrop against which my research questions were 

formed. When 1 use the word "Scdy" in this context  1 am referring 

not to a physical en t i t y ,  but to a conceptual locus constituted 

tnrougn culture, experience, and understanding. In this sense, the 
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t e m  takes on a somewhat 'gestalt' meaning, that is, it represents 

the idea of a configuration or organized whole whose qualities are 

different from those of its individual parts (Bullock et al. 1988: 

3 5 9 )  . In looking at bodies in this f ashion, 1 am responding to 

recent trends in anthropology t o  recognize the body as social, which 

leads me to my next point. 

Secondly, 1 wish to touch briefly on how the body has been 

studied in anthropological writing. As a s tudent  of anthropology, 

1 a m  a product of my times, as are the questions 1 ask. My focus 

on how the body is understood flows almost directly from the 

experiential, agency-oriented trends that have become prevalent in 

t h e  l a s t  ten to twenty years of anthropological writing, and from 

a recent drive in medicaf anthropology to "make the body socialn 

(Lock 1993a:135) and see it as " t h e  most immediate, the proximate 

t e r r a in  where social t ruths and social contradictions are played 

out, as well as a locus of personal and social resistance, 

zreativity, and struggleu (Lock and Scheper-Hughes 1987: 31). This 

focus Bas led me to see what the available literature leaves empty, 

and to ask questions that will give voice to some of those silences. 

A s i d e  from a f e w  wonderful ethnographic examplesL, most of the 

- "Make-up in Everyday Lifew (1994) , by Natalie Beausoliel, 
Body, Self and Societv: The view from Fiii(l995) by -Anne E. Becker, 
"n c co~mters  with AuMs: Mvthoioqjes of Meno-an an& North 
America(l993b) by Margaret Lock, and "The Sweetness of Fat: Health, 
Procreation and Sociability in Rural Jarmicaln (19%) by E l i s a  3 .  Sobo 
are just a few good examples of ethnographic appxoaches ta the body. 



material available from the social sciences that looks at the body 

approaches its examination as a 'textual analysis', reading from 

populaw media representations a vast number of pervasive (and more 

often than not conflicting) cultural narratives concerning the 

body.2 These narratives - for example, the body as an unfinished 

s i t e  of personal maintenance (Treneman 1998 ; Nichter and Nichter 

1991) - and their ability to influence self-perception become the 

subject of analysis. 

As Deneficial and enlightening as these approaches may be in 

revealing the subtle and not so subtle narratives that  surround the 

~ o d y  in North Arnerican society, their focus on social context fails 

to address individual experience and negotiation. These 

deficiencies can be addressed by adopting a more practice-oriented 

position3. This is an endeavour that lends itself to be franied by 

certain initial questions: Kow do individuals engage with these 

- For some exarnples of theçe textual approacneç t o  the body, 
look for the works of Brumberg(l988), and Crook(1991,1992), and also 
the popular writings on fernale body image o r  eating disorders, such 
as the work of Chemin (1982,1985), or Poulton(1998) 

: By practice, 1 am referring to both the term as coined by 
Pierre Bourdieu i n  r o f  ice (1977 , as a means 
to account for the processes of individual action by looking at 
"...the internalization of externality and the externalization of 
intemality ...Il (Eourdieu 1977:72), and to Sherry Ortnerts CO-option 
of the same as a means to describe the recent anthropological trend 
of looking at human action (1994) . Both cal1 for reseawch that 
accounts for not only the larger relations of power, but the roles 
that change, resistance, persona1 agency, and simple human action - 
"fluidity and necessary  improvisation^ (Jenkins i992:71) - play in 
those relations. 



discourses and narratives? How do they experience them? Do they 

resist, negotiate, or even ignore the pervasive tales Western 

society tells itself about the body? How do these experiences play 

out in their daily lives? 

In addressing these questions 1 hope to test the boundaries of 

both textual analysis and traditional interpretive anthropology, by 

showing that my informants a) have their own interpretations of 

cultural narratives that differ frorn those of academics, and b) that 

these interpretations are as much the product of reflexivity and of 

the research process as are my own. It is inappropriate and 

unproductive for academics t o  assume that they are the only ones who 

are aware of, and who interpret, the cultural narratives that 

surround us on a daily b a s i s .  It is also counterproductive to 

assume that there is any definitive interpretation out there for 

academics to find. As Graham Watson explains, just as the 

researcher is involved in the process of interpretation, so is the 

research sub jec t .  The "native [is not] an expert on his culture who 

knows what he is up to and w h o  unproblematically recounts that to 

the researcher . . . .  The native, as much as the ethnographer, is in the 

business of constituting meaning" (Watson '-992 : 89) . Allowing that 

w e  are al1 involved in the process of constiïuting meaning, 1 intend 

to walk the middle ground as far as voice, and give space to both 

my own interpretations and those of my informants as 1 examine h o w  

they understand and negotiate these messages. To retun to the 
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Shakespearean quote 1 began with, my question would be two-fold: 

bath "What does it al1 mean?" and, to Egeus, What does it al1 mean 

to Y O U ? ~ ~  

These  are not, by any means, simple questions, and in looking 

for answers, 1 knew 1 would have to narrow my field of inquiry. 1 

chose to speak wi th  parents i n  a mid-sized Ontario city about how 

t h e y  understood the bodies and we11-being of their children. 

Parents take in and negotiate messages and narratives about their 

childrenls bodies on a daily, if not hourly basis, and just as 

Egeus' understandings of his childls body were a product of both 

(Shâkespearevs) time and persona1 interpretations, so were those of 

the parents with whom I spoke. This paper will bring forward the 

voices of the parents who chose to talk to me, allowing them to 

articulate what their chi7dren1s bodies meant to them and frarne in 

their own words their understandings of the discourses and 

narratives that surround the body and parenting in North America. 

In ternis of my academic interpretations of t h e  material 

presented Selow, 1 wish to draw forward two themes, both of which 

address the body as socially, rather than physically constituted. 

In the first, 1 return to the idea of the body as a personally- 

specific, experiential aspect of our lives, mediating and mediated 

by social relations. My informants represented a srnail sample of 

North American parents who appear, on the surface, to have a great 

deal in common with each other and to share many of the philosophies 
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that guide their parenting choices. 1 will demonstrate how, in 

contrast, their understandings of their children's bodies and the 

choices they made based on these understandings were the products 

of very personally situated and meaningful interpretations. 

For my second theme, 1 tu-- in part to a recent trend in 

feminist anthropology that examines the body as a site fox the 

i-inderstanding and mediation of ideas of kinship and connection. 

Located most ly in current work on reproductive technology (Rayna 

Rapp, 19971,  surrogacy (Helen Ragone, 1997; Elizabeth F. S .  Roberts, 

1 9 9 8 1 ,  adoption (Judith Model, 1999) and the abortion debate (Faye 

Ginsburg, 19971, this approach looks at how, among other things, 

images, descriptions, and understandings 02 bodies are used, both 

consciously and unconsciously, to articulate social relationships, 

social roles, comections, and kinship. As with Hermia and Egeus, 

the issue at stake is not real ly  the body, but what it stands for - 

what it mediates. 

Margaret K. Nelson's work on the experiences of family day 

care providers (19901 is a good example of this approach as she 

focuses on how the day-care providers in her sample constructed and 

understood their relationships towards the children they looked 

after in terms of the care they invested in the well-being of those 

children. They were 'like mothers' because of the physical and 

emotional care they provided, and yet 'not mothers* in that they 

restrained from cuddling and holding the children as much as they 
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was mediated and 

For Nelson's 

constructed 

interactions with, the bodies 
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infonnants, the social role of mother 

through their understandings of, and 

of their charges. 

Similarly, this paper will look at how parents1 understandings 

of their children's bodies play into their experiences of everyday 

life, and at how those understandings in turn serve as a site at 

which to articulate and construct roles, identities, and morality. 

Once again, the focus is noc on the body as a physical entity but 

on what it can and does stand for socially. In looking at t h e  body 

as both a)  something that is experiential and understood in 

personally specific ways and b) a site for the construction of 

personal identity, my focus is on meanings, and the processes of 

their creation. 

I will begin, in Chapter One, with an introduction to both my 

field site - Peterborough, Ontario - and the parents with whom 1 

spoke.  -4s well as touching b r i e f l y  on some of my experienceç 

working in i h i s  setting, I will outline the methodology 1 employeà, 

and develop more of the theoretical concerns that guided my 

research. 

In the second chapter, 1 will outline the history of the idea 

of the child, chilàhood and parenting, finishing with a brief look 

at the social and cultural context (and dominant ideals) of 
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parent ing in twent ieth century North Arnerica. ' This overview is 

intended to situate our cornmon-sense understandings of the child as 

a separate physical and social category within their historical 

context, and demonstrate the historical and social contextuality of 

how young bodies are experienced and understood in North Arnerica 

today. 

In Chapter Three, 1 will move on to look in depth at my 

informants' understandings of the bodies of their children, 

focussing specifically on their articulation of the ideas of 

exploration and negotiation as part of the process of making 

meaning. 1 will address briefly the ideas of constraint and 

empcwerment as they relate to current academic writing on parenting 

and specifically on mochering. In this context, the voices of the 

parents with whom I spoke rise in (contradictory, cornplex, 

conscious, and multi-vocal) contrast to cornmon academic 

intarpretations of stay-home, full-time mothers as the dupes of a 

controlling patriarchal system and victims of the "politics of 

blarne" (Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 1995). 

The fourth chapter will continue in the tone of Chapter Three, 

examining my informants' understandings of the ideas of temporality 

' North America is very diverse, and 1 feel  that it is 
important to note that the  discourses and narrative of parenting 1 
will relate here, although presented by media and popular culture, 
represent the ideas of only a small (mostly white middle/upper- 
class) portion of the population. 
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and risk as they relate to childrenfs bodies. In this chapter w e  

see how understandings of children's bodies can be both variable and 

relational (Le., a site for the construction of social identity), 

as parents make choices based on their own interpretations and 

define che responsibility of their own parental role in relation to 

ï h e i r  perceptions of their children's bodies as unfinished and at 

risk. 1 will explore parentst perceptions of their responsibility 

to their children's weli-being as being temporally located and 

dict3ted, and look also at how parents iocate risk spatially as well 

as temporally upon the bodies of their children. 

Finally, in Chapter Five, 1 will examine narratives, self - 

construction, and parenting as moral practice. This chapter returns 

to the idea of the body-as-understood as a site for the constructian 

of social roles, identity, and morality. 1 will look at how the 

reciprocal, conversational context of my interviews acted as a 

backdrop against which mutual participation (boch theirs and mine) 

allowed my informants to create thernselves as parents (through 

their relationships to their children's bodies) and as moral actors 

(through their narratives of parenting). 



T h e r ~  are discussions within recent anthropological literature 

about the effectiveness of doing field work on, as it were, one's 

'own turf', and I wish to address these considerations and position 

rnyself with regards to them from the outset. Laura Nader and others 

point out that it may be difficult for anthropologists to question 

~ h e  basic assurnptions that form their taken-for-granted perceptions 

of their own society (Altorki 1988:55; Nader 1997:723). It has also 

been argued that the distinct ions such as ' insider/outsidert or 

'us/themf a r e  both fabrications and limitations in ethnographic 

inquiry . John Comaroff , who sees such distinctions as part of a 

colonialist mentality, has pushed ardently for a relocation of 

anthropological inquiry: 

Save the assertions of our own culture, in short 
assertions that have long justified the colonial 
impulse, there is no great gulf between "tradition" and 
modernity. . . We [need to] regard our own world as a 
problem, a proper s i t e  for ethnographic 
inquiry. . . (Comarof f 1 9 9 2  :6) 

Thus, North America is both a problematic site for research and a 

valid one. To this, 1 have two responses. Primarily, 1 chose to 

bas? my research in my own society, and in my own t o m ,  because 1 

agree fully with the endeavour to dislocate anthropological inquiry 

from its place in the hierarchy of time and space that has,  i n  the 

past, separated researcher from subject. Secondly, I feel that 
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ethnographie methodology, and specifically working with a goal to 

elicit persona1 narrative and experience, functions to de- 

farniliarize the research setting and matewial. Differences of 

interpretation between informant and anthropologist that may be 

missed in questionnaires and çtandardized intemiews are brought to 

the forefront in narratives and open conversations as participants 

(both anthropologist and informant) question and respond to each 

otherts words. My own experiences in the field dernonstrate, as 1 

will illustrate in a moment, how a focus cn individual narrative and 

understanding can show an anthropologist exactly how much they dontt 

know about 'their own' culture. 

Individuals wi th in  'a culture' may çhare some aspects of their 

understandings of that culture, but a vast array of factors - class, 

education, religion, gender, and social role being only a few - 

ensures chat their experiences and interpretations of life will be 

very di f ferent . Even knowing this , 1 approached las t sumrner' s 

fieltiwork confident in the knowledge that there wculd be sorne basic 

assurnptions that my infomants and 1 would certainiy s h a r e .  1 was 

both correct and qyite mistaken. My infomants and 1 do have the 

same cultural background and there were some basic understandings 

that we did share. We al1 assumed the notion of individualism, and 

no one felt that the state at large should raise children (as, for 

example, In Kibbutz in Israel), nor did any of us feel that other 

children were the appropriate care-takers for babies (as, 1 shall 
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demonstrate in the conclusion, the Samoans do). These shared 

assumptions, however, did not mean that we necessarily shared any 

further interpretations or understandings. It was somewhat naive - 

althougn an understandable mistake, 1 would argue - to believe that 

what is commonly referred to as 'common sense' actually pertains to 

understandings shared by al1 (or any) members of society. 1 will 

expând on two points to illustrate the questions this raises. 

My first misconception was to think that my informants and 1 

would share a fundamental understanding of what a body was. Any 

arnount of reading on the subject of the body and society - 

anthropological sources or otherwise - creates the impression that 

western society as a whole takes its understandings of ernbodiment 

from Descartes' epistemological theories. Much of Western 

scientific (and academic) thought is heavily informed by this 

understanding and, although most contemporary examinations of the 

body and ernbadiment, such as those of Lock and Scheper-Hughes 

(1987), Strathern (1996), and others, refute the validity of the 

Cartesian separation of the mind and body into "distinct" and 

i so la te  categories (Descartes 1993:78) the assumption still seems 

to be that this epistemological frarnework guides how the general 

population sees the body. 

'This içntt how academia thinks it actually works ' ,  they 

argue, 'but this is how society in general sees it'. Anne Balsamots 

work in "On the Cutting Edgen i1996) provides a good example of 
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this. She proposes that new irnaging technologies in the medical 

industry have allowed the body t o  become conceptually divided into 

isolate pieces, and that this divisible body is more easily worked 

upon through cosmetic surgery. Her work is intriguing, and 1 am not 

disputing her conclusions at all. 1 simply wish CO ask: does it 

stand to reason that one theoristts reading of 'the textl equates 

the reading and experiences of the rest of society as well? Do this 

theoristls interpretations of a divisible body indicate a general 

understanding and perception of the same? The answer: no. In fact, 

rny informants consistently expressed an understanding of the body 

that was anythinq but divisive. Although they used the tenns 'mind' 

and 'body' - the English language provides us with no othersS - they 

spoke consistently of an inter-relational system of well-being that 

combined rnind/body/soul into something much more holistic. 

The Cartesian dichotomy of mind and body guides many bio- 

medical, psychological, and medicalized-anthropological assumptions 

about embodiment, and is in turn the subject of study for those who 

do tne anthropology of medicine (such as Margaret Lock and Nancy 

Scheper-Hughes), but despi te  its importance i n  theory, w e  cannot 

assume its importance as such in everyday Life .  This is not to make 

llght of the work of those wno argue against a dichotomy of mind and 

.There are words, such as s psycho soma tic^ bock and Scheper- 
Hughes 1987:8) which are awkward hybrids and dontt fully represent 
the holism my informants were attempting to describe. 
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body. Anthropologists of medicine have demonstrated t h a t  people do 

'medicalize distress' - are encouraged, of ten  by medical 

professionals, to experience 'physicalt discomr'ort in relation to 

'social' or 'emotional' problems - and that there are solid 

connections where much of biomedicine sees separation. What 1 am 

saying is that despite the validity in this, w e  cannot assume that 

our informants understand theiw own experiences in the same way a 

doctor (or anthropologist) might expect them to. My research 

demonstrates that my informants understood illness during s o c i a l  

upheaval not as proof of a tenuous connection between a divided mind 

and body but as a normal function of a holistic self. 

My second misperception lay in my assumption that my 

informants and 1 (being rnembers of the same society, living in the 

same town) would give precedence to the same narratives and 

discourses about the body, share the same 'cornmon-sense' 

understandings; a f t e r  all, the entire idea behind 'cornmon-sense' is 

that it is shared by those who exist in common; L e . ,  similar, 

circumstances. It would be nice to be able to Say that once again, 

it was solely my reading that led me astray but, in this case, 1 let 

my own experiences of embodiment shape rny expectations about what 

1 would find. Over the last few years I have noticed an increased 

prevalence of magazines =d news stories featuring both adrnonitions 

to stem the tide of North Arnerican corpulence, and wamings about 

the growing dangers of negative bcdy image, weight obsession and 
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. 1 need only pass a news stand or grocery store 

another batch of stories whose titles begin to run 

together into a litany of " L e t  her fat-burning secrets make vi>u slim 

too! " (Wornan's W~xld  1999:April) , "Girls çan learn to love their 

bodies!" (Chatel- i998:March), "SUMMER BODY COUNTDOWN: 30-Day 

plan to burn f a t  fast, lose f lab and boost confidenceu (Self 

1999 : A p r i l j  , and "Stop the ~norexia Obsessionu ( ~ L h m s u . ? ?  

1999:F~bruary). One headline, in bold large type beside the  picture 

of a bone-thin girl proclaimed that " A t  America's colleges, tens of 

thousands of young women are risking their health and their lives 

in a desperate desire to be chin. Here is a look at the  crisis, and 

at the chilling persona1 stories of four who are battling backu 

These headlines caught my attention. Perhaps this was because 

I nyself have, at cimes, been less than happy with my body, or 

perhaps it was because the sheer quantity of the  iiterature dealing 

w i t h  these issues led me to believe that this had to be a major 

concern. A great deal of the work done i n  anthropology and cultural 

studies that juxtaposes the body, society, and children, also 

focuses on these issues6. 1 waç convinced chat body image and the 

' The works of Susan Bordo (1990) Sandra Freidman (1997), 
Steven Levenkron (1978) and Mark and Mimi Nichter (1991) al1 examine 
the prevalence and conditions of adolescence weight-obsession, as 
do those of Chemin and Poulton, already cited. In addition, there 
is a body of (mostiy) autobiographical literature that can only be 
called a 'recovery' genre. For a few examples, see the work of 
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ever duelling threats of eating disorders and obesity would be 

foremost on the mind of every parent. Once again, 1 was pleasantly 

surprised. A great deal of my initial questioning attempted ta see 

how parents would negotiate these issues, but as 1 spoke with more 

and more parents for whom this was not a cause of worry, I began to 

realize that my informants and 1 didnlt share our perceptions. The 

awareness of these issues as concerns was there, but not in the ways 

I had e q e c t e d ,  and certainly not as urgently. For many parents 

their concerns were very personally contextual - chat is to Say, 

reliant on both the age, gender and disposition of their children, 

and on their own expexiences in life. For example, one woman who 

did express concern described it in relation to her struggles with 

her own weight and the hope that her child would never eicperience 

the same. Many of my informants explained that they didnlt worry 

about body image or weight so much in cornparison to other things 

that were more immediate to their children's age, such as teething, 

toiler training, or inoculations. Even those with children in their 

adolescence and early adulthood f e l t  that issues such as peer 

pressure, drugs, smoking, and overall health were rnuch more 

pressing. Weight concern, if mentioned at all, usually entered the 

conversation as a conditional afterthought; something they would 

worry about only if the situation wexe different, or if 1 asked 

Dunbar (1986) , Hornbacker (1998) , Liu (1979) , or Miller (1991) . 



about it.' 

T h e  examples 1 have outlined here draw into question both the 

unir'ied and "uncritical" (Bray 1996:413) audience assumed by a 

textual approach to studying the body, as well as the entire notion 

of 'comrnon sense'. Much of the work of anthropology lies in looking 

at, and sometimes behind, the 'comon sense' understandings members 

of cultures hold abouc the world, but what does it Say about our 

sndeavours when 'common sense' ceases ~o be common at all? As 

cthnographers, we need to question the nature of shared knowledge 

and realize that the ideas of "emic" and "etic" can corne into play 

wiîhin one culture, one community. An informant's meanings rnay be 

strange CG an anthropologist, but w e  need to realize that they rnay 

be strange to his/her next door neighbour as well - membership (a 

perception of shared identi ty?) does not necessi tate or ensure 

shared understandings or interpretation~.~ This both problematizes 

It should be noted here that the majority of the parents 
with whom 1 spoke had male children: 26 of 32 children wexe boys. 
Although many of rny informants stressed the belief that they would 
treat children of either gender similarly, I feel that body-image 
may have played more of a role in parental concern had more of my 
informants had girls. 

- Both Phyllis Pease Chock, in her article "Irony and 
Ethography: On Cultural Analysis of one's own culture" (1386)' and 
Faye Ginsburg, in her book C o n t e s t e d i v e s :  The Abortion Dehate in 
Sn American C o m i t v  (1989) , draw similar conclusions af ter 
conductinq fieldwork in North Arnerica. Despite sharing many aspects 
of class and background with the people she worked with, Chock talks 
about "miss [ing] " (Chock 1986 : 89) her inf ormants ' meanings and irony 
due to her own "cultural expectation of straight talk* (Chock 
1986:89), while Ginsburg looks at personal interpretation, pointing 
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and broadens the scope of ethnographic inquiry. It leaves us with 

the realizations that: (a) our informants can only relate their 

understandings of their societyg; and (b) that we can and should 

problernat ize  our own turf: far £rom being a risk to the 

anthropological method, home must be seen as a definitely good place 

for rosearch, in that no interpretations or understandings will be 

'cornmon' to everyone. 

As James Clifford argues, ethnography and experience can only 

ever be "partialu (Clifford 1986:25), and my informants' experiences 

were necessarily different from, and thus somewhat unfamiliar to, 

my own taken-for-granted experience of Western society. 

Fieldwork and Methodology 

1 conducted rny research f o r  this projec t  i n  the city of 

Peterborough, Ontario, in the summer of 1999. Located in southern 

Oritario, on the Otonabee river, Peterborough is close enough to 

Toronto (a two hour drive) to have access to al1 the resources of 

a major centre, yet far enough away to be considered 'Cottage 

Country' and to enjoy a reasonable influx of summer visitors to 

replace the transient student population. Local industry is centred 

out that women on both sides of the abortion debate had a great deal 
in comrnon and could not be predictably categorized. 

'or, as Graham Watson puts it "Al1 w e  (o r  anybody else) can 
o f f e r  is interpretations; this is so whether we are dealing with 
other cultures or with our ownm(Watson 1992:88) 
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The population of Peterborough county as a whole, which 

includes some smaller outlying communities, is estimated at 103,000, 

while the municipality of Peterborough itself accounts for 71,387 

(Census Agglomeration 1999:51,548). According to the 1999 

Peterborough Profile, commissioned by the Peterborough Social 

Planning Council (1999:2/1) most of Peterborough's inhabitants are 

of British ancestry, although Aboriginal-, French-, Asian-, Dutch-, 

Caribbean-, and Polish-derived populations, as well as a f e w  others, 

do make up a substantial part of the demographic. This seems 

consistent with my experience, for although the student population 

adds some ethnic diversity to the t o m  for large portions of the 

year, Peterborough is relatively homogeneous in cornparison with 

larger centres such as Toronto or Ottawa. Economically, the 

inhabitants of Peterborough span a wide spectmm, although the 

predominance of blue-collar industxy (General Electr ic  and Quaker 

Oats) has led to a relatively low per-capita average incorne at 

$28,942, with an average family incorne of $51,845 (Statistics Canada 

1999:1046) . 

My impressions of Peterborough are irrevocably shaped by the 

experience of having been a student there for almost six years, but, 

as part of a mostly seasonal population, staying on for the Sumer 

was a relatively novel experience. During the fa11 and winter 

months, the influx of Trent students fills the t o m  with a seemingly 

disproport ionate number of young adults , and the businesses that 
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this student demographic give Peterborough the feel and 

of a city much lawger in s i z e .  The downtown core, centred 

pair of one-way streets that run North/~outh, is an 

assortment of low-cost clothing and food outlets, coffee shops, 

ethnic and artsy restaurants, pubs, bars, and upscale gift stores. 

Catering to students of varying means, year-round occupants, and a 

summer tourism market gives Peterborough a diversity that made it, 

for me, a very appealing place to live and work. 

I conducted most of rny f ielciwork in the city core of 

Peterborough, although 1 did do some interviews by mail and e-mail 

with a f e w  informants who lived up to three hours away. Using m y  

downtown apartment as a base of operations, 1 relied on public 

transportation, bicycle trails and my oTm feet  f o r  most of m y  

transportation over the summer, borrowing my father's car as a l a s t  

resort to conduct interviews i n  some of the outlying communities 

such as Lakefield, Young's Point and Burleigh Falls. 

Ideally, 1 would have liked to carry out my research through 

long- term participant observationLa, but f rom the outset this 

obviously was not f eas ib l e  for a number of reasons, most notably the 

time constraints of the project .  Instead, 1 chose to use a 

methodologically eclectic mix of surveys, long informal interviews 

' Ey this 1 mean active and continual involvement in 
informants' daily lives over o long period of time. Ideally this 
would include participation in, and observation of, social functions 
and family life. 



and casual participation in parenting organizations. 

1 begm the summer with the distribution of surveys and flyers 

throughout the city, intending to draw my infomants for longer, 

more in-depth interviews from the contacts these created. Voluntary 

participation, instead of random selection or statistical sampling, 

would give me infomants who were interested in the topics 1 wanted 

to discuss and who would be willing to participate in the longer 

interview process. Although contacting Fnfonnants took a great deal 

more effort than 1 had originally expected, volunteerism as the 

major method of participation remained the rule. Save for a very 

few, che parents with whom I spoke contacted me, volunteered their 

participation upon hearing of my project, or were referred by mutual 

acquaintances who knew of rny research. This self-selection process 

l ed  to a sample of people who are, 1 admit, not at al1 

representative of the majority of parents in Peterborough or in 

North American society in terms of both education level (which was 

wiifomly high) and parenting choices. As I will discuss in greater 

detail in Chaprer Five, volunteering to participate in rny projest 

plays a role in how these parents conceptualize themselves and their 

relationships to their childrents well-being. Allowing rny 

informants to select themselves created a hermeneutic circle through 

which some of my informants created and re-created their parental 

identities through their participation in rny reseaxch. 

To begin my research, 1 posted flyers around the city on 
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public poster boards, in community centres and in public spaces such 

as the library, university, and malls, briefly explaining my project 

and inviting interested parents to contact me. 1 also contacted a 

number of day-care centres and obtained permission to put flyers in 

eacn child's cubbyhole or locker, to be taken home to their parents. 

In addition to this, 1 lsft surveys at institutions such as the YMCA 

(Young Mens Christian Organization - essentially a family gym and 

health club used by both men and women) which also included an 

invitation to contact me should parents wish to discuss in more 

detail the issues I addressed. I hoped to use the surveys, which 

asked general questions regarding parents' views of health and well- 

being as a starting point for more open-ended, in-depth interviews 

with those who responded. 

By midway through the surnmer, 1 was very disheartened and 

fmstrated. My enthusiasm and patience had been worn down not only 

by the incredible heat wave that hit al1 of southern Ontario, but 

also by the lack of response my posters and surveys had generated. 

Mi, only contact had been with L i s a l ' ,  who offered to participate 

when 1 asked if 1 could put a flyer up at her place of employment. 

Most of the fiyers 1 had posted were covered within days by 

advertisernents or had been t o m  down, while my surveys had simply 

disappeared. For lack of options, 1 decided to change tac t ics  and 

. . 
- -  A l 1  names used in the t e x t  are pseudonyms to ensure the 

anonyrnity of my informants. 
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broaden my horizons. 1 replaced the ffyers around t o m  and 

contacted other organizations, such as the Kingswood Community 

Centre and the Wornen's Health Centre, obtaining permission to leave 

sumeys in these locations. 1 also arranged to leave surveys at a 

wider variety of establishments, such as  hairdressers and the YMCA 

Wornenls Health C l i i b .  In addition to these measures, 1 also decided 

that 1 needed to be a little more aggxessive in my approach. 1 

chose a few public forums - the Peterborough beach at Little Lake 

and a craft show - as potenrial field sites and forced myself to 

overcome my trepidation about approaching strangers with my 

questions. This was the most difficult part of the entire sumrner 

for me, as I am usually quite shy, but it was well worth the effort. 

Although 1 received some negative responses, 1 also met people who 

were quite willing t o  talk wirh me. A number of t h e  contacts I made 

in t h i s  rnanner were with people who later participated in interviews 

via mail and e-mail; an older woman whose son and granddaughters 

were visiting from Quebec urged me to pull up a lawn chair arid chat 

right there on the beach while t h e  two girls roughhoused i n  the 

water. 

Also, 1 began frequenting Peterborough's Parental Resource and 

Family Enrichment centres, taking note of what social services and 

organizations were available for parents and, whenever possible, 

contacting and speaking with the coordinators of various programs. 

This initiative gave me the opportunity not only to meet with and 
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speak to individuals involved in these programs but also, in one 

case, to actually organize an entire meeting of a local fathers' 

grcup around the topic of my research. I also followed up a lead 

that my mother-in-law had given me, and called the local leader of 

the La Leche League International (LLL), a w o m a n  named Kay. The  LLL 

is an international, non-profit organization that focuses on 

providing support, counsellinq and a friendly environment for women 

who a r e  interested in breast-feeding their children. In addition 

to bimonthly meetings, the  League offers a lending library and 2 4 -  

hours-a-day phone counselling for mothers with questions or 

difficulties surrounding breast-feeding and mothering (Handbook of 

Cornrnunity Services 1997-98:236). Kay was both enthusiastic and 

supportive. Once 1 had explained my project, she suggested t h a t  1 

attend c,he next League meeting where she would introduce me to 

people she was sure would be interested in participating. 

From this point onward, my fieldwork became much more 

rewarding and productive. 1 received a number of responses to my 

flyers, and set up additional interviews with mothers and fathers 

whom I met through the LLL. 1 also began receiving completed 

surveys, although no one wno filled out a survey contacted me for 

further conversation. 

The surveys 1 used in the initial stages of my research asked 

a set of straightforward questions m e a n t  to ascertain three main 

points: a) what concerned parents the most about their children's 
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physical well-being12, b) where parents receive most of their 

infornation about physical well-being, and c) what strategies they 

employ to address their concerns. 

The survey questions were a s  follows: 

D o  you have c o n c e r n s  about  your childrenrs physical w e l l -  
being? PLease r a t e  your concern on a s c a l e  £rom 1 - 1 0 ,  wi th 1 
representing no current c o n c e r n ,  and 10  representing a grea t 
deal  of concern. 

What aspects of their physical well -being are you 
s p e c i f  i c a l l  y concerned abou t?  
Heal th / Weight  / Fi tness / Nutrition / Exercise / Complexion 
Other 

Do you feel  tnat anything i n  particular (food, d r u g s ,  
idea l s ,  h a b i t s ,  p r a c t i c e s ,  p e e r - p r e s s u r e )  is a risk to 
your chi1 dren ' s physical well -being? 

Do you and your children d i s c u s s  issues of physical w e l l -  
being or your concerns? 

Do you ever disagree wi th your  children about these 
subjects? 

- When 1 drafted the surveys and had them printed,  1 was 
still fashioning rny inquiry undex the assumptions 1 spoke of above, 
t h a t  is that my informants would see mind and body as divisible 
entities and that t h e i r  major concerns would be with t h e i r  
children's weight and/or body image. Thus, most of the questions ask 
about physical well-being. 

-'I am aware of the limitations tha t  surveys pose to 
anthropological inquiry. As standardized and set questions, surveys 
do not allow for the exchange, par t i c ipa t ion  and dialogue that lies 
at the heart of the ethnographie method. 1 used surveys only to 
begin rny research - as a jumping-off point fo r  longer,  more open- 
ended conversations and interviews. 



D o  you encourage your children t o  participate in physical 
ac t i v i  ty?  

I f  yes, why, and what activities a r e  your children 
curren tly invol ved  in? 

If no, what are  the reasons? 
Health / Time / Finances / ChildJs lack of i n t e re s t  / Other. 

Dc you and your children ever  disagree about choice of 
physical ac t i v i  t y?  Why? 

D o  you and your children participa t e  in physical ac t i v i  ty 
together? I f  yes, when and why? 

If no, wha t are the reasons? 
N o  tirne / Schedule con f l i c t s  / Finances / Lack of shared 
interests / Chi ld l s  lack  of in teres t  / Other 

From where d o  you receive most of your information about 
physical well-beinq? 
News / Documentaries / Commercials / Magazines / Movies 
Books / Other 

Would you ever consider encouraging your child to  d i e t ?  

What is your age? 

Wha t is your current occupation? 

How mary  chi1 dxen d o  you have? 

What is ( a r e )  the sex(es )  and age(s) of your child (or 
children) ? 

-- - - - -  

In contrast to the surveys, 1 conducted the interviews in a 

very open-ended, caçual f ashion, let ting rny inf omants guide t he  

flow of the  discussion. Although 1 did have a s e t  of basic 

p e s t i o n s  axound which 1 based rny questioning, 1 took rny lead from 

what each parent emphasized, following up in greater depth on topics 



that were important to them and skipping over or covering only 

briefly questions that they did not see as having a beaxing on their 

lives. Through this manner of inquiry, 1 hoped to let my 

infamants' meanings and understanding, rather than my own, corne to 

the fore and shape t he  course of the investigation. The b a s i c  

skeleton of ny interview format is a s  follows, but i n  each actual 

conversation (excluding, of course, the interview conducted v i a  

ma i l )  questions were added, changed or skipped as the discussion 

evolved . 

I n t e r v i e w  and M a i l  Questions 

1) T e l l  m e  (in g e n e r a l )  about  your c h i l d ' s  well b e i n g .  
- What d o  you consider part  of a child's w e l l - b e i n g ?  
(Physical, m e n t a l ,  m o t i o n a l ,  a l 1  three?) 
- How o l d  a r e  your c h i l d r e n ,  are they male or female?  

2 )  D o  you have any  concerns  about  your c h i 1  d ' s w e l l  -be ing?  
- What a r e  t h e s e  concerns?  
T,ry CO r e c a l l  when you first became aware of these concerns: 

- How and where d i d  you first find o u t  abou t  them? (For 
example : from your parents, from tv, from r e a d i n g .  . . ) 
- How d i d  you feel? 

3 How d o e s  your  f a m i l y  deal wi th these concerns? 
- D o  you have  any p a r e n t i n g  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  d e a l  w i t h  thern? 

0 l Nhere does most of your information about w e l l - b e i n g ,  
c h i  1 d r e n ,  a n d / o r  p a r e n t i n g  come frorn? ( F o r  example : b o o k s ,  
your p a r e n t s ,  tv, your  d o c t o r ,  friends, magazines ,  
a d v e r t i s e m e n t s )  
- Hcw, when, and where d o  you come i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  

these s o u r c e s  of i n f o r m a t i o n ?  
- How d o  you make u s e  of these sources of i n f o r m a t i o n ?  
- What a r e  your  o p i n i o n s  of these s o u r c e s  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n ?  
- DO YOU trust thm? 



5) Do you feel that there a r e  bad sources o f  information 
abou t w e l l  -being, chiidren a n d / o r  paren t ing? 
- What are they? 
- Why, i n  your opinion, are they less  r e l i a b l e  than other 

sources? 
- How do you feel about and react to  these bad sources o f  

information? 

6) D o  you tzy t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  information you receive from 
o u t s i d e  sources i n to  your parenting strateqies? I f  so, 
how? 

HOW d o  you feel about  some of the issues that are r e a l l y  
popular  i n  the Media right now? For example. . . Heal th care / 
education / diet ing / e a t i n g  disorders / physical f i tness  / 
body image . . .  

D o  you feel  tha t you a r e  responsibl e for  the physical well- 
being of your child. Do you fee l  tha t you can e f f e c t  change 
on your c h i l d l s  body through parental intervention of some 
sort? I f  so, how, and i n  what circmstances? I f  no, why not? 

Please describe a time when you fel t something you read, 
heard, or saw on tv  had a large impact on your views a b o u t  
your childls hea l th .  What was it? How did you react? How 
d o  you feel t h i s  effected your p a r e n t i n g ?  

In sorne of the later interviews, 1 added a final question to 

follow up on the direction some of the earliex interviews had taken: 

2 0 )  Was becoming a parent a conscious decision for you? What does 
being a parent ( m o t h e r / f a t h e r ,  stay-home mother/ fa ther) mean 
to you? 

Interviews were often carried out in local coffee shops or, in 

rnarry cases, at rny infonnantsl homes, and tape-recorded with the 

permission of those involved. 
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Informanta, Friends, and Teachere: The parents with whom 1 spoke: 

From the outset of this project, 1 have had some qualms about 

atternpting to place my informants into categories, despite the fact 

that divisions quite obviously exist. My discornfort lies in the 

fact that it has always been rny intention to examine the parents' 

~ndexstandings of their children's bodies and how these 

understandings play into the daily lived experience of parenting. 

Regardless of the differences in their parenting styles, they al1 

shared the opinion that they were doing their best, and doing what 

was best for their children. For me to group them in any way 

regardinq parenting style or phifosophical approach to child-rearing 

would be to corne dangerously close to making a judgement, which is 

not the purpose of my project. That said, 1 still find it 

necessary, and useful at times, to distinguish between various 

attributes my informants presented. This is not a straight-forward 

operation of simply lumping individuals into groups; the categories 

~iend and overlap as parents who share one aspect of their parenting 

s ty l e s  often differ in opinion about another. Instead of trying to 

form finite and stable groupingç I will use one chart ,  listing 

various details of parenting style next to each informant. In this 

way, parents who shared a single aspect of their parenting style c m  

be looked at as a 'group' for the purpose of analysiç, without ever 

iosing sight of their differences and the intenial diversity of that 

' category' . 



Table 1 : Research Informants 

Family 
Bcd 
(.O 

- -- 

Al ternative 
llealth Choicts 
(5) 

1 S m  1 S e  1 r i t a l  1 Age and Scx o f  
Status Children 

S tay- B tenst- 
l lomc feeding 
Parent (2 )  (3) 

Rrihan) F Xlmird Boy. agc I 'Natumi' and 
'Tnditional' 

-- --- 

Krbccca F Scparatcd Boys. agcs 5.8.10 

- 

Ycs 

Shitiuu m d  
t lornocopathy 

Shiiirsu and 
i tomoeopah y 

Macrobiotic dicr 

Dana i 1 j Livc-in I Boys. agrs 2.5 1 1 panncr 

Yes Y es 

No t'es 

Pm-timr Ycs 

Joanns F Live in Boys. agrs 7.5 
I I l  Partncr 

- \ I l  f Single Boy. age I YZ 
b 1 1 

Chiropractrc t'au1 M Alamicd Ci~rl, agc 6 
Boys. tipcs 4.3 

1 
Ycs Dsriisc F \larrird Bo'. age 22 

rnonths 
- 

Ycs Ycs 

Ltodicr 
S I ~ ~ S  home 

Y rs  

' Natural' 

Ycs Pctcr Boys. ~ges 
7.1 1.15 

Yrs Jc if Boys. aga 4. 8 
months 

Boy. agc 10 
rnonths 

Girl. igc 3 

Shannon 30 Childrcn 

hlmicri Marricd Boys. ages 19.1 1 Ifomocopathy 
and 'Natural' 

Lisri F Single Boy. 3ge 8 
r , L 

Proper food 
combinacion 

Uoh ( 1  XI XIarrrcd Boys. ages 13.1 7 

Eric3 F .Marricd Boy. age 7 

Slichael 1 LI Separnird 1 Girls. qes 12.1 5 



Dana and Joanne, Aeron and Lori, and Bob and Sylvia were couples mising children together. 
With these couples, both partners participated in the interviews, either sirnultaneously or 
separatel y. 

Stay-home parent -Did this parent stay home with their children (as opposed to using day-care 
services or a babysitter on a regular basis)? 

Breastfeeding - Did this parent breastfeed or suppon the breastfeeding of herhis children? 

Family Bed - Did tliis parent share herhis bed with young children as a conscious parenting 
c hoice? 

..\ltrrnative health choices - Which. if any. alternative hralth care methods did this parent 
employ with herhis children'? 

Self as unusual - Did this parent state that shehe felt that s h e k  differed from 'the nom'  in 
h d h i s  parenting choices'? 

AS the chart shows, twent;. individuals - twelve women and 

eight men - chose to talk with me at length. Interviews conducted 

in person ranged in length from twenty minutes to 8 hours, while 

one, conducted by mail with Monica, constituted twenty-two pages of 

written data. Al1 of my informants Save Shannon were parentsL4, 

whose children ranged in age from ten months to twenty-one years. 

Although financially their resources varied a great deal, al1 of the 

parents who chose to speak witn me had college or undergraduate 

iiniversity education or were in the process of fuxthering their 

. . 
" S h a ~ o n ,  whose ideas 1 wili corne back to in a la ter  

chapter, wanted to participate specifically because she had 
consciously chosen not to bear children of her own. She felt t h a t  
her reasons for making this choice were similar to some of the 
reasons others cited for having children, and were directly r e l a t ed  
to the ways in which she understood her own body. 



educat ion15. 

This chart cannot begin to show the cornplexity and variation 

of rny informants' approaches to child-rearing and to their 

understandings of their childrents bodies. My purpose is bath to 

provide a very basic summary of the individuals 1 worked with and 

to show the difficulties of trying to confine the reality of l ived 

experience to categories or definitions. As the chawt demonstrates, 

although there are some things that were frequently mentioned, the 

way these elements are distributed frorn person-to-person and family- 

to-farnily makes for as rnuch interna1 diversity within any given 

' g roup '  as there is without. There are correlations - such as the 

ones between breast feeding, stay-home parenting, and the family bed 

- but they do not, by any means, account for everyone's choices. 

Roles and Realit ies 

Just as the roles a person plays affect their understandings 

of the worid around them, the roles a researcher plays affects the 

work çhe a ~ s .  Conducting fieldwork in my own t o m  left me to 

negotiate a complex interplay between roles of researcher, student, 

. - 
- -  Because 1 have chosen to focus on a self-selected sample, 

1 will not atternpt to compare, or to draw any wide-reaching 
conclusions, about the role parental education plays in parental 
unders tandings of children ' s bodies. 1 will note, however, that 
those who chose to participate were unanimously well educated or in 
t h e  process of pursuing institutional or self-directed post- 
secondary education. 



f iancée ,  f r iend,  and daughter t h a t  might have 

goze t o  some place where 1 was unquestionably 
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been simpler had 1 

a stranger and an 

anthropologis t .  My re la t ionships  with my informants gave me even 

more ro les  t o  play,  as 1 becarne for thern both acaderniclauthority and 

procegée/rnother-to-be. 1 was younger than a l 1  of t he  men and women 

1 spoke t o ,  y e t  1 held  an acadernic pos i t ion  usually accorded 

r e s p e c t .  M y  informants, i n  turn, t r ea ted  m e  as both a beawer of 

knowledge and as someone w h o  - in approaching the  ro les  of marriage 

and motnerhood herself  - could be taught and guided. This was 

expressed best by Bethany, as  w e  spoke about birth and the prospect 

of rny motherhood a few years down the  road. 

Eethany - A l 1  of that [big stuff in your life] j u s t  fades i n t o  
insignificance when you birth someone.. . 

i ' r n  actually a l m o s t  e n v i o u s  of people like yourself, 
who s t i l l  have yet to go through Chat first bir th . .  . 

Meqan - And hope, hoping that i t s  going t o  ~e a good 
experience. . . 

Bethany - t ' 11 be m a z i n g .  And I mean this is corning from 
someone who s t a r t e d  h a v i n g  a home birth and ended up 
h a v i c g  a C-section. You know what? Once t h a t  
childts ou t s ide  of you, i t  doesn't matter. 

These roles cannot help b u t  affect the w a y  1: understand tne  

information my informants have shared w i t h  me. A s  1 argued above, 

experience and understanding are par t ia l  and relative th ings ,  and 

everything, including acadernic work, is shaped by the context of i ts 

creation. Although 1 have done everything that I can to represent 

as  f a i t h f u l l y  as possible rny inf omantst understandings of t h e i r  
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children's bodies, this paper is a product of both t h e i r  

understandings and my own - their experiences filtered through rny 

roles as student, anthropologist, and potential mother-to-be.16 

" Anne Meneley rnakes a similar point in her article "Analogies 
and Resonances in the  process of Ethnographic Unders tandings" 
(1998). Meneley explores her relationship with her informant Magda 
and the similarities t h i s  woman held t o  her own mother- Through t h i s  
exploration, she is  able to examine the  "ways i n  which 
anthropological understanding is engendered through analogies with 
an ethnographer's experiential knowledge" (Meneley 1998:202). 



Children, and the idea of childhood, hold a place of great 

esteem and value in contemporary Anglo-Arnerican society. Despite 

the actual variety of lived experience, Western popular culture 

encourages us to essentialize, romanticize, and fictionalize Our 

childhoods into a golden, innocent past. A t  the same time many also 

locate che roots of al1 Our vulnerabilities, frailties, and problerns 

within these same few yeaxs. Young bodies are seen as being home 

to bath indomitable resilience and spirit on one hand, and 

incredible fragility on the other. 

It is an important part of any academic investigation to 

understand that the typologies and understandings we employ are a 

product of both our time and Our culture. The ideas of the "child" 

as a category of personhood, of childhood as a stage of life, and 

of parenting as a defined role, are no exception - they are a 

product of the conditions that gave rise to Western, twentieth 

century thought. As Rex and Wendy Stainton Rogers (1992) argue, 

there is no "childhood [as a] 'thing' that c m  be known and defined 

objectlvelyu (1992:5), there are only stories; a umultiplicity of 

texts on the young" (1992:7), that are products of very particular 

times, places, and points of view. In this chapter, 1 will tell 

some of those stories, and dernonstrate how the concepts of 'the 
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childt and 'parenting' in Western culture have changed over tirne, 

and have corne CO hold the meanings and s i g n i f i c a n c e  we now give 

them. When situated within the broader contexts of their historical 

specificity, our understandings of the young, of young bodies, and 

of parents' role towards them, çeem much more arbitrary. 

Understandings in the Past  

As 1 have already stated, the understandings of childhood and 

parenting that are now common in Western society are the product of 

specific movements in history and thought. Children have not always 

been perceived as they are now, nor have parents always held  the 

responsibility that they do now. Rather, these things have developed 

cver time in concert with prevailing changes in philosophy, 

ideology, and technology. Every aspect of how adults understand and 

react to young bodies is historically, culturalfy, and, as we shall 

see in l a t e r  chap t e r s ,  personally specific. 

Studies of the history of childfiood in Western sociecy often 

start with the Middle Ages. Tt has been argued that before the 

1600s, rhe concept of the 'child' had no real place at al1 in 

Western understandings of young bodies. Philippe Aries, writer of 

the somewhat infamous C e n t u r w o f h o o f l  (1962) , is often 

interpreted as having put forward the assertion that before that 

time, there was no conceptual difference at al1 between older and 

younger bodies (Cunningham 19 95 : 3 0 1 . The roots of t h i s  



interpretation lie in the following statement from the conclusion 

In rnedieval society the idea of childhood did not exist; 
this iç not to suggest that children were neglected, 
forsaken or despised. The idea of childhood is not to 
be confused with affection for children; it corresponds 
to an awareness of the particular nature of childhood, 
that particular nature which distinguishes the child 
frorn the adult, even the young adult. In rnedieval 
society this awareness was lacking. That is why, as 
soon as the  ch i ld  could live without the constant 
solicitude of his mother, his nanny or his cradle- 
rocker, he belonged to adult society. ! Aries 
1962 : 128) 

Many historians of childhood and medievalists felt that Aries 

was arguing for a medieval society that placed no value at al1 on 

young people, and there is a great deal of literature about the role 

of childhood in the middle ages aimed solely at proving him wrong 

(Canningham 1995 :32) . Despite agreeing with those w h o  felt that 

Aries was Hugh Cunningham, 

Western Societv Since 150Q (19951, does allow that Aries may have 

been misinterpreted by those who aimed to discredit his woxk. What 

Aries was c m l y  arguing, Cunningham explains, was not that there was 

rio distinction between children and adults, but that, until the 

1600s and Later, there was no real Msentimentn, or "sense of a 

feeling about childhoodtv (Cunningham 1995:30-31). Looking back to 

the quore from Ariest own text, it becontes clear that he is not 

a r p i n g  for a lack of value, care, or role for children but, rather, 

for a lack of sentimental value, for a lack of the idea of children 
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as a completely anà essentially separate kind of person, Ic is this 

idea of a 'sentiment' of children that 1 wish to pursue, as the 

roots of modem Anglo-American views of childhood and parenting c m  

be found in i ts  development. 

Both Aries and his detractors look to the 1600s for the 

bsginnings of a sentimentalized idea of childhood. Before  this 

period, children were inducted into adult society through 

participation i~ t h a t  society. Education was accomplished through 

apprenticeship and fostering that sent young people out to other 

families or to crafts-people to learn mades (Aries 1962:367-368). 

T h u s ,  u...transrnission from one generation to the next was ensured 

by the everyday participation of children in adult l i f e .  . . [and] 

children learned the art of living from everyday contactn (Aries 

1 9 6 2 : 3 6 8 ) .  This  created an environment in which young people were 

quickly  separated from t h e i r  parents, and in which the family, Aries 

argues, "was a moral and social, rather than sentimental, realityn 

(Aries 1962:368). Children played a productive role in the family 

unit, but they d i d  not function as its core or purpose, as the ac t s  

of "giving birth and giving nurture were often incompatible for 

dernographic and economic reasons as well as cultural onesu (Gillis 

19 97 : 1 5 3  ) . The role of parent  was not synonymous with care or 

responsibility. 

Political, social, and ideological changes between the 1500- 

1 8 0 0 ~ ~  such as the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and literary 



Romanticism began to give children a different and separate role in 

Western society. New ideas of what it was to be a child began to 

place education and children in the natal home rather than in 

society at large, and a sentimentality of the family and of the 

child began to form. Aries explains that 

The substitution of school for apprenticeship 
. . .  reflects a rapprochement between parents and 
children, between the concept of the farnily and t h e  
concept of childhood . . .  The family centred itself on 
the child. (Aries 1962: 369) 

Cunningham continues on this thought, arguing that this 

transition was marked by 

. . .  a heightened sense of the importance of childhood 
which manifested itself in a variety of ways: in a 
belief in the importance of early education; in a 
concern for the salvation of the childus soul; in a 
growing interest in the way children learn; and in 
the sense that children were rnessengers of God, and 
that childhood was therefore the best time of life. 

(Cunningham 1995:41) 

Xather than seen as younger, weaker adults, children began to 

be seen as something essentially different, something possessing a 

unique nature entirely their own. A "sentimentN about children 

began to devslop. From a rwentieth-centuxy perspective, looking 

back over  the past four hundred years, one can see that the 

developmont of this 'feeling about children' is fluid and 

contextual, and has taken rnany forms. Following the tides of 

political and philosophical thought, tnis sentiment has grown and 

changed, and children have been seen to possess a great nurnber of 



unique natures. Children have. since the Middle Ages, been seen as 

innately evii and corruptible1'. innacely innocent and purela, as 

creatures that are natural and that develop naturallyl9, and as 

Freudls wiconscious source of adult personality and disorder (James, 

Jenks and Prout (1998:12-20). 

The idea of a family centred around t he se  unique beings became 

a s e n t  irnental ideal, and obligated the development of an idea of 

parenEs as also possessing and requiring unique qualities. As 

Giilis argues, 

The rneanings of motherhood and fatherhood are never 
stable or transparent but forever contested and 
changing. Whatever may be universal about the biology 

, . 
A belief that finds its "rnythological foundation in the 

d o c t r i n e  of Adamic original sin'l (James, Jenks and Prout 1998: 10). 
this view of children can be found in 16th and 17th century 
protestant understandings of children. Children were understood to 
be innately evil £rom birth and. without s t e m  parental 
intervention, destined to face eternal damnation (Cunningham 
1995 : 4 8 ,  Stainton Rogers 1992: 27) . "Left to themselves, children 
will t u r n  out badw (Cunningham 1995:48). 

' -  The idea of the uncorrupted pure child is best seen in the 
works of the Romantics such as Blake, Wordsworth and Rousseau and 
in other common portrayals of childkood in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. This theme continues Lnto early twentieth century and 
'modern' understandings of childhood (Stainton Rogers 1992 : 2 7 )  . 
For example, the poem "Stolen Childu by W.B. Yeats contrasts 
childhood innocence to the "weepingtt of the world; 

Corne away oh human child 
To the waters and the wild 
With a Faery hand in hand 
For the world's more full of weepinq 
Than you can understand. (Yeats) 

. - 
-3imply look to t h e  field of developmental psychology to find 

evidence of this view (James. Jenks and Prout 1998:17-19). 



of conception, pregnancy, and birth, maternity has no 
predetermined relationship to motherhood, and paternity 
no fixed relation to fatherhood . . .  (Gillis 1997:153) 

Locating the child as a separate category of personhood within 

the nuclear family began to equate parenthood with n u r t u r e  in ways 

that were "historically unprecedented by the standards of the 

Western worldn (Giliis 1997:153). These ideas of parenthood w e r e  

as diverse and variable as the ideas of the child. Each 

unders  tanding of childhood and the nature of chilciren required a 

different sort of parent, and so while the 'evil child' necessitated 

a strict parent and "the rod of disciplineu (Proverbs 22:15, cited 

in Cunningham 1995:48) to ensure its salvation, the innocent child 

needed to be protected and shelterêd from the corruptions of the 

world, and the naturally developing child needed to be ranked and 

rneasüred to assess its progress against ' n a t u r a l '  noms and 

standards (James, Jenks and Prout 1998:14-18). 

Thus, the roles that parents have played towards their 

cnildren have differed as greatly as Western understandings of 

childhood itself, and follow trends in both philosophic thought, as 

shown above, and technology. This, in combination with 'the child' 

as the focus for growing public, academic and political interesc led 

in 1900 to the dawninq of what many have called both "the century 

of the childN (Kay 1900, cited in Cunningham 1995: 1631, and "the 

age of the expertsm (Cunningham 1995:163). Growing faith in the 

powers of science and an intense social and academic interest in 
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'the child' (both products of the social forces such as the 

Renaissance discussed above) created, in early twentieth century 

Western society a situation in which an expaEding class of 

scientific and medical experts took it upon thernselves to oversee 

the weli-being of the next generations- Children were a matter of 

great social cancern and science was seen as the best way to 

approach the 'issue' (if you will excuse the pun) . 

The belief that science held the key to a better 
childhood for children was at its height in the late 
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries. 
Science, it was believed, could improve l i f e  chances for 
children . . .  could measure the intelligence of children, 
could tell mothers how to rear children, and could 
provide guidance for children whose development or 
behaviour did not conform to standard noms. 

(Cunningham 19%: 165) 

Not only was there a 'sentiment' of childhood as something 

unique and special, but it was now thought that science, medicine 

and the latest in technological intervention was necessary to ensure 

chat children meet their full potential. Parents, whose roles were 

always defined by current understanding of children, began to relate 

to their children through the mediation of experts and scientific 

advice. 

Narratives and Discourse in the Present: The Cultural Context of 
Parenting in North America 

Modern Anglo-American understandings of children, childxen's 

bodies, and parenting developed from the understandings that came 

before them. Although each way of perceiving and understanding 
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childrenls bodies is culturally, historically, and (as 1 will argue 

later) personally specific and unique, each understanding is without 

a doubt heavily influenced and shaped by its antecedents. Remnants 

of the past understandings touched upon above can be seen in current 

perceptions of children, childrents bodies, and parenting. We 

(rnmbers of Anglo-Fmerican society) carry with us in our 

understandings of childrenls bodies and the role of parents, the 

rernaLns of the innocent child, the naturally developing child, the 

Freudian child, the expertly mediated child, and the "potential 

victim" child. These fonn the foundation of the understandings that 

are held coday. 

Textual analysis is, as 1 mentioned in the introduction, 

useful as a means to expose some of the stories, both conscious and 

unconscious, that societies tell themselves about the world around 

t h e m .  Beyond that it has its limitations, but for the purpose of 

iooking at modem narratives and understandings of childhood, it 

functions as a place to start. A great deal has been written on 

childhood and parenting from this perspective and, looking at these 

works, I will briefly outline some of the prevailing narratives 

associa ted  with and informing ideas of childrenls bodies in 

twentieth century North America. These are the multiple and varied 

stories of the young that permeate our culture and with which my 

inforrnants engaged in a myriad of ways. 

First, however, 1 feel it is important to emphasize that these 
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discourses and the resulting expectations of parentiny in North 

America are irrefutably gendered. Despite popular discourses of 

equality in both the private and public spheres, the bulk of 

p a r e n t a l  responsibility and parental blame still falls to wornen 

(Caplan 1991; Faludi 1992) . ' O  As Paula Caplan explains in her 

article "~other-Blaming", "...in our society it is acceptable to 

blame mom" Kaplan 1991:127). The gendered nature of parental 

responsibility and expectation in North Arnerica forms a large part 

of the context in which individuaf parents are bearing and raising 

children. As such, although it does not figure strongly in my own 

work, it needs to be dealt within any academic consideration of 

parenring as a role. I will touch on these issues as they arise in 

the folfowing discourses, and return in more detaii to how these 

gendered power relations have played i n t o  my informants' lives in 

the section on 'Constraint and Empowerment' in the next chapter. 

Paren ta1 Responsibil i ty 

The first and perhaps most obvious of Anglo-American ideas of 

childbod and childrenls bodies is that parents are responsible for 

the health and well-being of their children. The beginnings of this 

responsibility can be seen in the shifts of the 16th and 17th 

- -  On the other hand it is important to note that, the bulk of 
the expectation to 'provide', ie., for financial support, still 
Éalls to men (Rubin 1992 119761 ) . 



centuries that cast the child as a member of the natal family and 

edücation as a function of the home, and in the 18th, 19th, and 

early 20th century understandings of the child as an innocent and 

naturally developing creature. As James, Jenks, and Prout point 

out, the twentieth-centu-ry legacy of the concept of the child as 

innocent is that: 

as parents and educators we are contracted to bring up 
Our children in such a rnanner that their state of 
pristine innocence remains unspoilt by che violence and 
ugliness that s ~ r r o ~ l d s  thern.. .what we also note being 
instilled here is the notion of responsibility. 

(James, Jenks, and Prout 1997: 14) 

This parental responsibility, grown out of the gradua1 

sentimentalization of childhood as a separate category and 

idealization of the natal family as the source of education and 

nurture, leaves twentieth century Anglo-American parents with a lot 

to do. To them fa11 the social obligations to monitor, control, and 

guide eveq activity and experience of their childrents lives until 

they becorne adults in theix own right. Mothers, specifically, are 

the ones upon whose shoulders this responsibility is usually placed, 

despite t h e  fact that i n  many dual-income families mothers are 

working as many paid hours as their partners2'. One need only 

glance at the cover of any parenting magazine to realize how 

- .  
- -  The proverbial "double loadM (Greenglass 1985, cited in 

Caplan 1991:129) means that many working women are responsible for 
both their paid employment and m o s t  of the child-tending duties in 
rhe  home. 
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pervasive the expectations of parental responsibility are. Parents 

are advised and entreated to "Raise a Caring, Grateful  Childm 

(Parentinq, Nov 19991, learn how to "Fight . . .  Fevers the Right Way" 

(?hila, O c t  1999), beware of Top Hazards you Must Keep out of 

Reach" (Chi ld ,  March 20001, and "Everyday Products that Cûuld Poison 

your Childu (parents, Oct 19991, while providing constant education 

and stimulation through encouraging "Fun Crafts, Cards and Treats 

to make Together" (ments, Feb 2000) and realizing that "Kids need 

Fairy TalesN ( C h i u ,  Jan 2000). Parents, particularly mothers are 

e,upected to always do their best, to teach, protect, discipline, and 

comfort their children, regardless of what other factors play a role 

in rheir l i v e ~ ~ ~ .  

Part of this narrative of parental responsibility is the 

discourse of parental blame, particularly mother-blame (Caplan 

1998). As parents are seen to be fully responsible for the well- 

be ing  of their children, any deviation from 'nomalityl or 

' w e 1 I n e ~ s ~ ~ ~  casts parents as "badW parents - a heavy moral 

. - 
--Despite titles that indicate a non-gender-specific parental 

audience, these magazines, and the messages they transmit, are aimed 
alrnosc solely at mcthers. Articles that focus on adult content are 
usually about things such as pre-natal exercises, or relaxation 
therzpy for rnothers, while al1 the advertisements they contain 
ithat are not for children's products) are for make-up and woments 
clothing. The target audience is definitely fernale. 

7 - 

-' Plhatever standard of such is being applied by those making 
the judgernent, whether it be a paediatriciants idea of proper height 
and weïght or an i rate grandmother's idea of proper behaviour . . .  



invective. The very act of bearing children becomes tied into 

social narratives of the responsibility to bear children, as women 

corne to understand that birth creates a "good motherZ4" (Lifton 

1998 : 191) , while Won-mothers. . . [are] bad mothezr~~~ (May 1998 : 198) 

and "infextility . . .  ca r r i e s  a stigma suggesting that women are to 

blarne for their own inability to conceive" (May 1998:217). 

ïntrinsic in the expectation of parental responsibility is the 

expectation to becorne parents in the first place. Not having 

children, by choice or by fate is const~ed as a failure to meet 

with cultural 

The discourse of responsibility recognizes no class or 'race' 

b o u d a r i e s  - it shapes the expectations placed on al1 North American 

parents regardless of culture of origin, resources, class, or 

education. Class does, however, play a role i n  how these discourses 

are e-xperienced and acted upon in daily l i f e ,  as people of different 

- '  Fcr a brief moment, at least. Although the act of birthing 
creates a llgood motherw through the "naturalM bearing of a (healthy) 
child, that status can be easily lost through failing to meet in 
some way the growing social expectations fed by the discourse of 
parental responsibility. As Ellen Lewin (1990,199?) Betty Jean 
Lif ton (1998) and Harriette Marshall (1991) point out, the unwed, 
teen or lesbian mother risks losing her status as tlgoodu mother 
almost immediately, trapped between the "badn mother poles of 
failure to provide a 'normal' (Marshal 1991:75) nuclear family or 
(in the case of teen mothers, usually) choosing to put the child up 
for adoption. 

. - 

- '  1 would presume that this is more so for women than for men, 
but I have no grounds upon which to premise this assumption other 
than my own (partial) experience of being female in North American 
soc ie ty .  
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classes are likely to hold different interpretations of the body, 

and of how best to care fo r  the bodies of their children. 

Bourdieu's theory o f  physical capitol makes this evident, arguing 

as he does that working classes are more likely to see the body and 

its maintenance as a means to an end - a tool for the accomplishment 

of work, labour, or family responsibility. Middle and upper- 

classes, on the other hand, often see the body as a project, t o  be 

altered and controlled (Bourdieu 1984; Shilling 1997:89). The 

ideals of parental responsibility are shaped by the understandings 

of the dominant classes (middle and upper) and thus of ten do not 

align with lower-class perception of children's bodies.26 Thus, 

entire segments of the North American population - parents who are 

black, poor, single, or a combination of a l 1  three - are being 

systematically cast as %ad parentst1 through their inability to 

meet, usually for financial reasons, the expectations of white, 

middle and upper-class Anglo-American parenting (Edin =d Lein 1997; 

Hertz and Ferguson 1996: 254; Swift 1995). 

-' 1 do not deal explicitly with the issues of class in this 
thesls as my informants were al1 from middle to upper-class 
families. Had I had a different sample, I certainly would have 
encountered more of the discrepancies and conflicts of 
interpretation described above. 



The U n f i n i s h e d  C h i l d  

Those who focus on textual analysis of the body in twentieth 

centüry Anglo-American society comment that North Arnericans usually 

pexceive the body to be both malleable and a work in progress, a 

p r o j e c t ,  unfinished (Bordo 1990; Brumberg 1997; Lupton and Tulloch 

1998; Nichter  and Vuckovic 1997). It should corne as no surprise 

that, in a culture where the body is considered an appropriate site 

for work and wbere children's bodies are considered the 

responsibility of their parents, this idea of the body as project 

would extend to popular Anglo-American understandings of children's 

bodies as well. As Lupton and Tulloch explain in their article "The 

Adolescent 'Unfinished Body', Reflexivity and HIV/AIDS r i s k " ,  "the 

adolescent body is typically portrayed in a range of texts, from 

educational theory to the popular media, as unruly, un-contained, 

uncontrolled and therefore needful of careful monitoring, regulation 

and ins t ruc t ion"  (Lupton and Tulloch 1998:22). Lupton and Tulloch 

look at how childrenls bodies are seen as being culturally or 

socially unfinished - too wild and/or natural t o  be contained in 

adult society without supervision and control. 

Children are also portrayed as being physical ly unf inished, 

and parents are seen as being responsible for ensuring that 

'finishina' happens both on schedule and in the best possible way. 

Premised in the ideas of developmental psychology and in the ideas 

that children progress through developmental stages, the discourse 
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of the unfinished child lends a certain urgency to parenting. 

Parents are encouraged by medical practitioners to make sure t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  are within the 'acceptable' height and weight ranges for 

their age (Stearns 1997 : 137-146) , and cautianed that if certain 

learning tasks, such as speech or toilet training are not 

accomplished by a certain point, permanent damage could ensue. 

In its twenty-first century incarnation, this urgency becomes 

outright paranoia as the idea of the unfinished child joins forces 

with modswn  technology and 

monitor the  child in the womb 

brain. 

popularized neurological studies to 

and trace the developrnent of the human 

The fetus is perhaps the ultimate expression of the unfinished 

child, and it is only recently in Western history that it has played 

a role in parenring or in understandings of children's bodies. It, 

like the child, has gradually begun to take on meaning as a category 

of persontiood separate from adults (or other children) and from its 

mother herself (Dunden 1993; Ginsburg 1997; Petchesky 1997). T h e  

advancernent of medical and imaging technologies which allow medical 

experts to detect pregnancy before the w o r n a n  herself, and to put an 

image of the unfinisned child on a screen f o r  people o t h e r  than the 

rnorher to experience has led t o  a situation i n  which the growing 

obligation for parental (matemal) responsibility towards the unborn 



begins to irnpinge on the rights of the motherh2' 

Similarly, Madeleine Nash, in her  Time magazine article 

"Fertile Mindsw (June 19971, clearly written for a general audience, 

explains how recent developrnents in the study of the human brain 

have s h o w  chat childrenrs minds are still developing for the first 

f e w  years afrer birth - they are, in essence, unfinished - and that 

what parents do during those years can have a great effect on the 

child. Windows - specific, age dependent opportunities - for 

acquirinq proper vision, emotion and language are al1 keyed to a 

childl s neural development, and, as Nash says, if Weprived of a 

stimulating environment, a childls bxain s u f f e ~ s . ~  These 'insights' 

- Susan Faludi (Facklash: The Undeclared W a r  as-t Women 
1992), Katha Pollitt ('Teta1 Rights: A New Assault on Ferninism" 
19 9 8 ) and Barbara Dunden (Qisembodyins Women : Persceet ives on 
pre-cy and t h e  Unbom 1993) discuss these issues in their 
examinations of current trends towards the Corcible control of 
pregnant women ta ensure the well-being of their unborn child. 
These controls take a number of forms but exist predominantly as 
social sanctions - enforced by doctors, husbands and strangers alike 
- against pregnant womensl engagement in any activity that could be 
seen as dangerous to her ferus.  Women are  publicly chastised or 
even legally prosecuted for smoking, drinking, taking drugs or 
engaging in dangerous activities while pregnant, and "the image of 
the -minerable infanc, endangered by its materna1 environment unless 
rescued by altruistic outsiders, has emerged at the conjunction of 
a number of contemporary U S  debates'' (Lowenhaupt Tsing 1990:283) . 
As Faludi explains, new legislative proposais are now "call[ing] for 
the prosecut ion of women whose behaviour during pregnancy [is] 
deemed negligent to their foet~ses'~ and ". . -pregnant women [are] 
increasingiy losing battles to exercise their rights of refusal in 
the obstetrical wardu(Faludi 1992:423-431). This state-enforced 
social expression of the very gendered discourse of parental 
responsibility is accompanying/calcising the 'humanizing' of the 
unborn and 'dehurnanizing' of the mother. 
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into neural growth, she goes on to argue, "have profound 

implications for parents and policy rnakers1: (Nash 1997:49). 

The discourse of the ltunfinished childN also creates the 

culturally 'vulnerable' and the biologically 'resilient' child. As 

they are still developing, children are seen as both particularly 

vulnerable to social damage £ m m  faulty parenting and particularly 

resilient to natural o r  physical damage in that scientific research 

has s h o w  t h a t  damaged brain functions c a , ~  be re-mapped ont0 unused 

portions of an i n ju red  brain in a child young enough (Newport 

1 9 9 2  : 1 0 9 )  . 

The A d v i c e  cf the  Experts v s .  the W a t u r a l w  

Finally, there are pervasive narratives about what is good for 

a child, and about who holds the authority to determine the health 

and well-being of a child. These I categorize as the narratives of 

'the experts' and of 'the natural' . 

Inherent in twentieth century, Anglo-American understandings 

of childhood and parenting are the remains of the "century of the 

childw : discourses that place primacy on expert knowledge of health 

care providers and child-rearing theoxists rather than on the 

knowledge of t he  parents. T h e  experts are a phenomenon of roughly 

t h e  last huidred years and have, since their rise to power in the 

late 1800s/early 1900s, voic~d opinions that are as varied as al1 

the understandings of childhood that came before them. They span 
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disciplines - from fields of medicine and health care to academic 

schools of psychology and child development - and their 

recommendations have ranged from the strict control and 

disciplinarianisrn recomrnended by John Watson's behaviourist school 

(Riley 1983: 2 3 )  to the weil-known Dr. Spock's 'permi~siveness'~~. 

What they have in commcn is the weight of scientific, professional 

anci academic autnority that backs them. As 1 mentioned earlier, the 

'age of the experts' rose out of a growing interest and trust in the 

superiority of the scientific method, and it is this incredibly 

pervasive discourse that continues to validare the role of the 

experts in parenting and understandings cf children today. 

Scientific authority places parents and experts in a power relation 

where parents are expected to submit, literally and intellectually, 

to the w i l l  of the expert (Findlay and Miller 1994 :S89-297) . In her 

article "The Social Construction of Motherhood: an Analysis of 

Childcare and Parenting Manualsn (19911, Harriette Marshall 

demonstrates how expert advice (which is aimed almost solely at 

mothers) is constructed so as to invalidate parental (materna11 

claims to knowledge. She States that " the  first rule made explicit 

iri,  some manuals is that mothers should look to the experts for 

guidelines and that the experience passed on by other mothers is not 

(Marshall The cultural narratives that make 

. . 
-' Although Dr. Spock himself does not see his philosophies as 

'permissive' so much as respectful and caring (Spock 1989). 
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children's bodies both vulnerable and unfinished have made 

"pregnancy, childbirth, and child rearing . . .  fraught with sacrifices, 

perils and challenges that women must surmountM (Lowenhaupt Tsing 

1990 : 2 8 2 )  , and expert advice has claimed the place of saviour on 

these dangerous grounds. Whether it is expressed through the 

multitude of child-rearing manuals that fil1 the shelves  of 

libraries and bookstores, or through a doctorls dismissal  of a 

parent's concerns, the power of the experts plays a large r o l e  i n  

current understandings of childhood and parenting. 

In combination with and in contrast to the discourse of 'the 

expertJ is the idea of 'the narural'. Many would argue that this 

should be set in opposition to the experts, who often argue that 

parents' instincts are misguided, but many 'experts', such as Jean 

Liedloff, anthropologist and author of The C m t -  Concent, and 

Dr. Sears,  a u t h o r  of P a r e n t u  (Sears 1985, cited in La 

Leche league, 1997) , use their position of academic authority to 

promote ideas of "natural parenting". The idea of "natureu or of 

'Inatuxal" also appears frequently in reference t o  women's r o l e s  as 

nurturers and mothers. Bearing children is often discussed as the 

"ultimate fulfilrnent" (Marshal 1991:68) for a wornan, and the product 

of a natural "materna1 i n s t i n c t "  (May 1998) . In turn, loving, 

nurturing and caring for children beeomes a 'natural' pastirne and 

the product of a 'naturalJ mother-child bond formed through joint 

participation in pregnancy and birth. This idea of a 
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natural/physical bond often makes motherhood problematic for women 

who have chosen to adopt or who have ambivalent feelings or 

depression after birth (Brown et al 1994; Marshal 1991; Smith, 

Surrsy, and Watkins 1998). As becomes quite obvious, what 'natural' 

actually refers to varies widely, but as a modern discourse or 

understanding of childhood and parenting, 1 will argue that it 

entails meanings of attention to bodily rhythm, to bodily 

functions, and to the idea of an innate bond between mother and 

child that transcends culture and circumstances. This idea of the 

'natural' often also focuses on biological connection (through blood 

o r  through breast) between parents and children, and excludes 

technological and medical intervention in parenting, such as baby- 

holding devices and immunization. The following quote, from the 

introduction of the La Leche League handbook, Wo-v Art of 

Breastfee- !1997), epitomizes the discourse of 'natural' as it 

relates to understandings of children, children's bodies, and 

(materna11 parenting. Brought forward are repeated references to 

the naturalness of a womanls role and responsibility as birth- 

mother, nurturer, and caregiver. 

The natural power of breastfeeding is one of the 
greatest wonders of the world. It is about real love. 
It is about caring and celebrating the wondrous joy of 
nurturing a new life. It is about enjoying being a 
woman . 

In a world too often dominated by materialism and 
greed, every act of the natural power of breastfeeding 
reminds us that there is another way, the natural way, 
the breastfeeding way. Breastfeeding is about the power 



of peace, the power of goodness, and the power of 
responsibility. 

Today, a l 1  over the world, women demonstrate this 
power by choosing to breastfeed. They celebrate this 
power and joy by helping other mothers who wish to 
exercise this natural choice. 

Breastfeeding a baby - what could be more natural? 
(La Leche League International 1997) 

In this chapter 1 have shown thac the way children and 

childrents bodies are perceived and understood today is the product 

of historically and culturally specific patterns and changes i n  

thought and philosophy. What is important to realize here is that 

although the dominant discourses which guide North American ideals 

of parenting - parental responsibility, the unfinished child, and 

t h e  expert/natural approach - grew out of ways of thinking that came 

before them, there is nothing essential or universal about them, and 

they are specific to the here-and-now of twentieth century Western 

thought . Fox example, the idea of the 'natural' considers the 

biological functions and innate bonds of parenting as transcending 

culture, time and circumstance. This discourse, as it is used by 

groups such as the LLL in the passage above, reifies connections 

formed rhrough activities such as the bearing or nursing of 

children. Cultural and historical comparison to practices such as 

wet-nursing (the hiring of a usually lower class lactating woman to 

feed the infant of another higher class woman) recasts breastfeeding 

into the realm of power and exchange, and demonstrates that these 

'connections' are culturally and historically specific to Western, 
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twentieth-century thought. It is very unlikely t h a t  the UL nursing 

morher today and the wet-nurse of the middle ages - or similarly, 

anyone who must be a wet-nurse to make their livelihood - share al1 

interpretation of the act of nuxsing a ~ h i l d . ~ ~  

In t he  next chapter 1 wi11 look at my informants' 

interpretations and understandings of their children's bodies, 

demonstratinq how they are not only historically and culturally 

specific, but personally contextual as well. 

-' Although 1 do not develop these themes f u r t h e r  in this 
thesis, more detailed coverage can be found in historical 
examinations of breast feeding such as Breasts, Rottles. a ~ d  Babies; 
4 History of T m t  Feeding (19861, and Wet Nursing: A Historv from 

. . 
igy~tv to Che P r e s e x  (1988) by Valerie A. Fildes, or Ji Social 

L O f  Arwrica: From Rreast to Bottle (1996) by 
Janet Goldon. 



- 
ING THEIR C H m ' S  RODIES 

C o n s t r a i n t  and Empowerment 

In "Missing Voices: The Experience of Motherhoodn (1994), Brown 

et. al. point out that one of the major failings in the medical 

field is chat practitioners do not listen to women or validate their 

knowledge. Both wxitten publications about, and persona1 

interaction with, women confirm that practising clinicians support 

"the idea that a source of knowledge outside the woman has a higher 

level  of credibility than anything she rnight sayu (Brown et al. 

1394:l). 

Anthropologists have long bsen aware of - and indeed involved 

in studying - the unequal power relations that lead to this 

silencing of wornen's voices in clinical settings, and the idea of 

silent voices has becorne a complex issue within antkiropology itself. 

The "writing cultureH debates of the late 1980s and early 1990s drew 

anthropological attention to the fact that anthropological texts 

rarely share authorship with thoçe whose voices they represent 

(Behar 1993:308; Clifford 1986). Pushes for change in the last ten 

years have led to a weafth of narrative and multi-vocal ethography, 

yet in many cases the voices of academics retain much of the 

privilege they always have had. Just as Brown et al. argue that 

cioctors need to listen to and believe their patients, 1 suggest that 

anthropology needs to experiment further with the balance between 
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necessary analysis and the equally important need to listen to and 

believe infonriants. To turn to Watson's work once again, we cannot 

assume that our informants straightfomardly and "unproblematicallyN 

(Watson 1 9 9 2 : 8 9 )  tell the truth without some agenda of their own. 

This assumes that a) there is a truth to tell, which Watson would 

dispute3', and that anthropological infamants have access to it (or 

want to impart it). Knowing that our informants are as much 

involved in the process of making meaning as we are, we can assume 

that what we learn from them is as much a production - created 

within a certain context for certain reasons - as the t e x t  we will 

create from that knowledge. At the same tirne, however, the 

interpretations of experience that are voiced by those with whom we 

do research should be given as much validity (although not remain 

unproblernatized) as our own theoretical and analytic 

interpretations. 

Feminist interpretations of rnothering in twenty-first century 

North America focus on t he  gendered power relations that place the 

onus of parental responsibility, liability, and blarne on mothers and 

that emphasize the innate "naturalness" of the materna1 role. An 

: Watson argues that there is no tangible reality separate 
from t h e  process of interpretation. 

ide cannot dernonstrate "reality" or part of it without 
employing description or ostension. IIRealityN is simply 
not available independently of these procedures. What w e  
have, and al1 w e  have, is not some supposed free-standing 
reality but merely the accounting procedure that 
purportedly indicate it. (Watson 1992:82) 
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anthropology of mothering would be lacking if it did not include an 

examination of t h e  social context and power relations that shape 

contemporary experiences. However, it should be acknowledged that 

some minority and Third World criticisms of white, middle/upper- 

class feminist literature point out that the topics this literature 

dwells on have little to do with the experiences of mothers 

elsewhere, and take issue with the (often implicit) assertion t h a t  

women who engage positively with dominant narratives are dupes, 

while those who struggle are the 'powerless victims of patriarchy4 

(Chodorow and Ccntratto 1992:195). For example, Barbara Smith in 

"Towards a Black Feminist Criticismn (1985) po in t s  out that 

"feminists [are] blinded to the implications of any womanhood that 

is not white womanhood" (Smith l98S:l69), while Deborah McDowell 

(1985) explains that most ferninist literature sees "the experiences 

of white women, particularly white middle-class women, as normativeM 

(McDowell 1985:186). Nancy Scheper-Hughes' ethnographie work on t he  

shanty-towns of Brazil brings these criticisms into sharp focus as 

she illustrates the lives of mothers whose major concerns, far from 

dwelling on issues like dehumanization and gendered oppression, are 

often about how to keep their farnily fed and alive in a country 

where 82 percent of child deaths occur within the first year of 

life (Scheper-Hughes 1994:206). 

Likewise, my informants - rnany of whom are aware, to varying 

degrees, of the feminist literctture on mothering, and who are also, 
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ironically, for the most part white and middle class, have a range 

of experiences, interpretations, goals, and values, and would not 

see themselves as dupes of a hegemonic discourse. Thus, the 

concerns brought to light by feminist scholars do not represent 

concerns shared by, or of importance to al1 rnothers, and a great 

variety of inrerpretation exists, even within the white middle-class 

North American populations from which these scholars write. 

Meanings are made at a local level, in the daily experiences 

of those who live, ~reath, and act in any given contexc. Parents 

are no exception, and focussing wholly on the oppressively gendered 

power relations - as much writing on t he  subject does - misses the 

active, complex, often contradictory, and vibrant negotiation t h a t  

parents, like any social actors, engage in as they make sense of 

their world. In their examinations of the narratives of young 

rnothers, both Ann Phoenix (1991) and Sharon Thompson (1990) 

emphasize the ability of their informants to internalize and make 

meaning out of duality and contradiction. They point out that 

people are capable of reactions that are contradictory and complex 

(Thompson 1990:271), and that they "do not simply accept normative 

assurnption . . .  nor use one set of discourses consistentiy" (Phoenix 

1 9 2 1 :  100) . 

It is this recognition of complexity and agency in 

inrerpretation that 1 wish to bring to m y  research. The men and 

women 1 spoke with both negotiated and engaged with the discourses 
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of the body and of parenthood that they encountered. Negotiation 

does not necessitate resistance, nor does engagement necessitate 

cornpliance. The parents 1 spoke with articulated interpretations 

chat were complex, fluid, contradictory, and multi-vocal, 

incorporating aspects frûm many - seemingly disparate - cultural 

narratives. For example, many of them felt that mothering was 

indeed flnzturalN, yet at the same tirne disagreed with the cultural 

irnperative that motherhood uas natural for a l 1  women. Many also 

believed whole-heartedly in the necessity of sta.y-home mothering, 

yet saw this as a source of persona1 power and achievement, not as 

a role forced on them by a patriarchal system. They fowd personal 

s t r e r q t h ,  empowerment , and f reedom where many academic and 

anthropological examinacions may see patriarchal domination, 

controlling ideoloqy, and constraint. 

Betnany, for example, expressed a great deal of anger at the 

cultural messages that lead mothers to take blarne and prornote 

parental guilt over mistakes, yet a few moments l a t e r  she argued 

that stay-home parenting is devalued and that no one should reduce 

it to " just mothering" (Bethany) . She feels that staying home with 

her child is the biggest, most responsible, and m o s t  spiritual thing 

she has ever done, and that these experiences have helped her to 

know herself better as a person. Her beliefs seem to both resiçt 

and subscribe to cultural discourses about what i t  is to be a 

parent, yet for her there is no contradiction. 
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What I am arguing is that, like Phoenix and Thompsonfs 

informants, the parsnts with whom 1 spoke were capable of complex 

reactions that "draw on a range of arguments to explain the meanings 

that [parenthood] held for thern. . . , [were] culled f rom a variety of 

discourses currently availableM (Phoenix 199i:100), and were 

personally specif ic and exceedingly variable. The parents with whom 

spoke interacted with the prevailing discourses of childrenfs 

bodies and made meaning within these discursive domains in ways that 

were personally contextual and relevant. Specifically, none of rny 

female informants saw themselves as wholly defined by, guided by, 

or in resistance to a patriarchal system, nor did my male informants 

see themselves as oppressive. This is not to say that these 

gendered power relations and ideologies of parenting did not play 

a role in rny informants' lives; I am su re  they did, and, certainly, 

had rny sample been larger and included a greater distribution in 

terms of class, wealth and education, this might have been more 

readily apparent, I t  is simply to Say that the parents 1 spoke with 

àid not mention chem as controlling f a c t o r s  in their lives3', and 

had very personal, vibrant, and active interpretations of their own 

that differed a great deal from the ones p u t  forward by many 

:- Most of my informants had read feminist literature on 
parenting and motherhood, and were well aware of the arguments put 
forward. They saw the dominant discourses as having little effect 
on their lives not because they were not aware of them, but because 
they were aware of them, and saw them as having little power to 
detemine their actions or interpretations. 
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theorists. In seeking to give validity to the voices of m y  

in fomants ,  it is a combination of their varied interpretations and 

rny own that 1 seek to put forward in the rest of this paper. 

Understanding Their Children's Bodies 

When 1 talk of parentst understanding of children's bodies, 1 

am in fact talking about a number of interrelatsd concepts. 1 asked 

my informants to tell me about their childrenls bodies, and what 

follows are rhe things they related. None of it is easily 

categorized, and the topics touched upon range from what they 

understand children's bodies to be, to their perceptions of their 

own roles as parents in relation to those bodies. 1 will begin with 

how my informants felt they came to form their understandings. 

Sources of in£ orma tion and Forming Understandings 

A key in many of my informants' understandings of their 

children's bodies was that they perceived themselves to be active 

and conscious agents in collecting data and forming those very 

understandings. Like the women Sharon Thompson (cited above) worked 

with, my informants felt that they "shape[d] themselvesu (Thompson 

1990:271), through active involvement with cultural narratives and 

sources of information pertaining to children's bodies. 1 will 

begin by looking at how the parents 1 spoke with gathered 

information. 



Although the survey with which 1 began my investigation was of 

limited use, it did provide a good place for me to start looking at 

how parents obtained azd made use of information about childrenls 

well-being. In total, 1 received 20 completed surveys £rom parents 

whose children ranged in age from six months to thirty-seven years. 

Question twelve on the survey asked parents to indicate from a 

number of options where they received most of their information 

about physical well-being. 1 also provided a space in which people 

could f i l 1  in other sources of information that 1 had not listed. 

The results were as  follows: 

Source of Information Number of Checks (from 20 surveys) 
News 10 
Documentaries 7 
Commercials 1 
Magazines 13 
Movies 2 
Books 8 

Other : 

Eàuca t ion 
Persona1 Experience 
Work 
Self-Help Industry productions and publications 
Conferences 
Workshops 
Health Uriit 
School 
Internet 
Health Care Provider 

Those parents who resp onded to my survey got most of their 

information about physical well-being from reading magazines and 

books but made use of other  sources to increase their knowledge. 
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These results are similar to the answers provided by the parents who 

took part in interviews. Many of m y  informants felt that they 

received most of their information concerning their childrents well- 

being and parenting £rom books, although they too listed a wide 

variety of other sources, including the internet, health-care 

providers and, frequently, other parents. 

The parents with w h o m  1 spoke at length used a wide variety of 

information-gathering techniques. Some (like Dana, Peter, and 

Sylvia) researched at length, reading a s  much as they could find on 

the subject of children, well-being, and parenting, while others 

(such as Joanne and Ashley) looked for information about things that 

were of specific concern to them. Erika recalls getting most of her 

ear ly  information from pamphlets given to her by the Public Health 

nurse when her son was born,  while Denise and Rebecca both received 

a great  deal of information from their contacts with alternative 

health care providers. Many of my informants used t h e  internet to 

research topics of interest, especially when they felt they couldn't 

get the information f rom more mainstream sources. Joanne, Dana, 

Peter, and Denise al1 considered irnmunization a major source of 

concern, and used the internet as well as alternative parenting 

magazines to find information that questioned the dominant medical 

opinion. For a number of my infomants, friends, relatives, and 

otner parents formed both a major source of information and a 

network of rnutual support. Bethany kept in contact and çtill shared 
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anecdotes and advice with the women from her pre-natal swim class 

despite the fact she had recently moved, and Erika relied on her 

older sister for helpful books on parenting. The mothers and 

fathers who were associated with the L U  felt that this organization 

provided a great deal of useful and benef icial information about 

children's well-being, and often continued to attend (or support 

attendance, in the case of fathexs) after their children were 

weaned. Finally, a nurnber of my informants felt that they drew much 

of their insight about parenting (both positive and negative) from 

their own childhood. Joânne joked that her mother practised 

"culinary child-aDuseH by serving h o r r i b l e  food ( e  .g., liver 

pancakes) , and that her experiences have prompted her to vow t h a t  

she would never do this to her own children. 

Al1 of rny informants felt they played an active role in 

processing the information tnat came to them and forming t h e i r  

understandings of their children's bodies and well-being. They 

certainly did not see themselves as passive enactors of social noms 

- as is demonstrated by the number of parsnts who assewted in the 

interviews chat they felt they were different from "usualn parents - 

perceiving instead a prccess by which they actively sorted and 

filtered the information they receivea, using the best and 

discarding everything else. 

I apply bits and pieces from a lot of sources. It Is 
an amalgamation of ideas. 1 take what 1 need from a 
source, based on what Irve gathered. (Denise) 
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We pick and choose what seems most appropriate to 
our life-style. A lot of it doesn't apply. You have 
to take everything with a grain of salt and s o r t  the 
wheat from the chaff. ( Dana ) 

1 read about an issue from as many sources as 
possible t o  gain as brcad of an impression as 1 can 
get . (Nonica) 

Eel t that t h e i r  unders tandings t he i r  bodies 

were formed through a ccnstant process of negotiation with the 

information they received daily from a wide variety of sources. 

Each f ac t  or  theory was tested against their ex i s t ing  knowledge, the 

knowledge of friends, family, and trusted health-care providers and, 

f inally, agains t their "intui t ionn parents. 32 

understandings their children ' s bodies did 

hold a grea t  deal i n  cornmon with many larger and pervasive social 

discourses the body discussed i n  Chapter Two. the 

body as a site of personal (and parental) responsibility, and the 

.7 

!- An interesting paradox is raised by the fact that although 
these parents saw themselves as active agents in the construction 
of their own understandings they were also actively involved in 
tr-yinq to shape the understandings and identities of their children 
(Cath Oberholtzer, persona1 communication) . 1 choose to address 
this question by looking at my informants' impressions of their 
relationçhips with their own parents. Many of the men and women 1 
spoke with felt that their parents' parenting choices had an 
influence on their present understandings of children's bodies and 
on the parenting choices they themselves have made. They felt 
however, that these influences were subject ta the same process of 
personal negotiation as  other pieces of information. Although the 
issue did not come up in discussion, 1 assume that they believe, in 
tun, that t h e i r  own children will negotiate the influences they are 
currently exerting. 
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young body as vulnerable and potentially changeable were elements 

of Western perceptions of the body that formed part of my 

informants' understandings of thsir children's bodies. But, as 1 

argued above, these narratives did not form their understandings 

totally, nor did they constitute the be-al1 and end-al1 of my 

informantsl day-to-day interactions with their children. The 

greater social narratiizes did play a role in my informants' 

understandings of their children's bogies but this role was 

rnitigated by a process of complex and personally situated 

negotiation. Just as rny informants consciously judged, employed, 

or discarded information they received from other sources, so too 

dià they actively engage with the dominant narratives of the body - 

interpreting and actualizing them in ways that made sense based on 

acquired knowledge, education, perception, and persona1 experience 

(as will be demonstrated in the case studies at the end of the 

c h a p t e r )  . 

Unders tandings were the often contradictory composite of 

cultural narratives and a myriad of other sources of information 

concerning the body, interpreted and negotiated in personally 

specific ways and, as new information became available, over tirne. 

C h i  1 dren ' s B o d i e s  

Although the parents 1 spoke with had diverse understandings 

of their children's bodies (based on their own interactions with the 
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discourses mentioned above and personal experience and 

interpretations), they al1 agreed on one key element - that the 

person is holistic, and that one camot simply look at the body 

alone. 1 began each interview by asking my informants to tell me 

about their childrenfs well-being. As I have already described, I 

initially began by asking about children's bodies and physical well- 

being, but quickly changed my questioning to suit the unexpected 

direction that my informants' answers were leading. Well-being, for 

them, was not, something that could be understood by simply talking 

about t he  body, nor was the body something that could be looked at 

in isolation; well-being was weverythingm, and had to be looked at 

in this light. 

Well-being . . .  that could be anything. Economic . . .  
Physical, emotional, spiritual; theylre really al1 
one. (Joanne ) 

I t l s  al1 a whole package, isn't it? (Er ika )  

Weil-being . . .  Happiness? Happinesç is well-being. 
(Ashley) 

Physical well-being can be environment . . .  is also their 
sense of worth . . .  they're part of the farnily . . .  feeling 
needed. It also takes in emotional well-being; itfs al1 
comected . ( Paul 

MY informantst use of the term 'everything' referred to 

physical, emotional, and mental or spiritual well-being. They 

usually employed these terms in similar ways. Physical well-being 

was used to talk about physical health (i-e., presence or absence 
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of illness), development and growth, and physical fitness, while 

emotional well-being refer red  to how their children felt - happy, 

sad, content, stresçed - and mental well-being was used to diçcuss 

both mental health (self-esteem, etc.) and intellectual ability and 

performance. Everyone 1 spoke with talked about physical and 

emotional well- being, but some parents substituted spiritual for 

mental as the third part in their equation for the holistic person. 

Spirituality, in this context, was used to connote a wide variety 

û f  rneanings, ranging from the idea of a general, earthy and persona1 

kind of spirituality that suffused every aspect of daily life 

(Rebecca, Joanne and Dana), to a sençe of a higher power (Bethany), 

to a Christian belief in God (Aeron and Lori). 

These elements were, for rny in£ ormants, intercomected and 

inseparable - each was effected by, and had e f f ec t  on, the  o t h e r s .  

Thus, i n  viewing their children holistically, the parents 1 spoke 

with saw causal connections between such things as happiness and 

health, diet and temperament, cornfort and physical development. For 

example, Paul explained how sickness can affect his childrenls 

emotions, actions, and interactions with each other and their 

parents : 

I f  you're not healthy and youlre  not feeling well, you 
start to act out ,  and they start hitting each other, and 
they're whining and wanting attention . . .  ( Paul ) 



Rebecca worried that the emotional strain of her r e c e n t  separation 

from her husband could have a negative effect on her sons' ovexall 

well-being. 

1 think over the last year welve sort of focussed more 
on their emotio~al well-being, because of the family 
situation . . .  1 personally think that physical problerns 
are directly related to how you are emotionally. 

(Rebecca) 

~lthough they used terms such as 'mind' and 'body', or 

'physical' and 'mental', when questioned about these distinctions 

they emphasized the view that a human being was a holistic system. 

Another view commonly held among the p a r e n t s  with whom 1 spoke 

(and one chat could be seen as an almost complete acceptance of the 

cultural mrrat ives  of parental responsibility and the unfinished 

chilu), was that they were responsible for t h e i r  children's bodies 

Ior holistic well-beings), and that, as parents, they had the 

ability - and, to a certain extent, the right - to effect change on 

chose bodies through parental intervention- This responsibility, 

as 1 will explain in the next chapter, was curtailed by an 

understanding that it diminished over tirne, but was çeen by most of 

my informants as being complete during the first few years of a 

1 am responsible for his well-being. (Ashley) 

Children are utterly helpless - you are responsible for 
their physical well being . . .  But do 1 have the right? 1 
have the right to maintain his health. Not to impose 
health on him. ( Dana and Joanne) 



76 

On the level of daily l i f e ,  these t w o  understandings of 

children's bodies - as holistic, and as both the responsibility of 

parents and responsive to parental intervention - in combinat ion 

with theix personal interpretations of a number of other sources of 

information, led rny informants to take actions and make choices that 

they felt were best suited to their children's well-being and that 

addressed their parental responsibility to maintain that well-being. 

~Yaking Choices and Tak ing  Action 

The parents 1 spoke with shared the understanding that they 

were responsible for their children's well-being. Haw they engaged 

with ar-d acted upon this responsibility in daily l i f e  was a function l 
of their persona l  interpretations of the l a r g e r  social narratives 

and other information sources, and is where variability begins to 

show. Each parent 1 spoke t o p  made -choi_ce_s and t a o k  actions to 
p p p p p p p p - - - - - -  

ensure their children's well-being, and although t h e i r  

understandings of well-being were similar (physical, emotional, 

mental/spiritual) the things they felt were best  suited to 

maintaining it were quite diff~rent. There were, however, 

similaritiss in their perceptions of the process of engaging with 

material and rnaking choices. 

The parents I spoke with unanimously f e l t  that although they 

often took in a vast amount of information, they were very 

disceming about what they used. They describeci using information 



77 

in bits and pieces, and feeling out what was best for t hem and their 

cnildren. Couples often read the same books and had access to the 

same sources of information. When asked if, or how, they 

incorporated information into their parenting strategies, these 

parents responded that they talked about it a great deal first. 

Both Joanne and Dana, and Aeron and Lori responded that family 

discussion was the first step in implementing any idea, and that 

chrough discussion they could decide what aspects of any particular 

source rnighc work for them. Parents of older  children, such as Bob 

and Sylvia, and Monica, included their children in these 

discussions, thus ensuring that new ideas were suited to the whole 

family. 

Speaking to them - with a sense of humour - as much as 
possible is the only strategy that 1 feel 1 can employ 
because of their age and stage of development. 

(Monica ) 

1 talk with them as much as possible. P m  in their 
face twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

( Bob 

My inf ormants experimented with many dif f erent parenting 

styles and ~ t r a t e g i e s ~ ~  and adopted the elements from each that 

worked the best for them. Those who had experience with multiple 

- - . . '- Their experimentation was limited by some of the basic noms 
and understandings of North America; Le., they didnft, as 1 pointed 
out earlier, allow small children to care for infants as is done in 
Sâmoa, but within that culturally defined range there is a great 
deal of variation and they drew widely from this. 



children, either from their own families or interaction with their 

child'ç peers, felt that every child was different, and that parents 

had to learn how to care for each child in a way that was most 

suited to that child, Making use of information on parenting and 

childrenis weI1-being in daily life was, j u s t  like taking in 

information and forming understandings, a process of constant 

negotiation from day to day (as children grew ana changed) and from 

child to child. As Lori explains, 

1 keep finding new information . . .  [rny daughterl is 
constantly changing, and 1 am constantly having to 
learn to react to her differently. We talk about 
[making use of information in parenting strategies] 
a lot, and use a certain amount of intuition. 

Actually making concrete choices about a childas well- being, 

and taking action to ensure it, is where the parents 1 interviewed 

began to d i f f e r .  Desoite looking at and thinking critically about 

information in sirnilar ways, the final choice of action varied a 

great deal from parent to parent and family to family. Things that 

worlced for some people were put aside as 'not right for me' by 

others. For example, while Joanne and Dana agree with the main 

ideas of both the books S i h l i w  without R i v u  (Faber and Mazlish 

1987) and men y o u  C u  Drives vou C w  (Lashm 1985), Rebecca 

found the former quite useful but decided that she did not like the 

latter and therefore would not rnake use of it. 

To illustrate the variation with which m y  informants engaged 
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with information and narratives on a daily level, 1 will make use 

of two b r i e f  case studies. The couples 1 have chosen - Lori and 

Aeron and Dana and Joanne - share some of the basic ideas about what 

constitutes a childls well-being and how to maintain it, but diffsr 

greatly in h o w  they actually go about this on a daily basis. 

Lori and Aeron 

Lori and Aeron are a married couple who live in Peterborough 

with their 28-month-old daughter. They believe chat they are 

responsi~le for her well-being, and that the  best way to ensure  her 

~ell-being is to provide a stable, caring, supportive, safe, and 

natural environment in which she can grow up. In light of the 

above, they have made a number of choices and taken courses of 

action that they felt were the best. 

To proviae the naturalness that they feel  is healthy for their 

dauqnter, Lori and Aeron have decided to eschew the use of most 

chernicals in their household and daily l i f e .  During her pregnancy, 

L o r i  used no drugs Save the doctor-prescribed anti-nausea medication 

her morning sickness fcrced her to take. This included cutting out 

al1 over-the-couter medications such as cough syrups and 

painkillers. Instead, Lori made use of natural rmedies and 

p a i n k i l l e r s  recomrnended by alternative health care providers which 

were guaranteed to be sate for her unborn child. In their 

household, they drink only filtered water and do not use products 
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süch as sun-screen or fluoridated toothpaste that they feel hold 

potentially dangerous chemicals. Lori breastfeeds their àaughter 

on demand, and will continue to do so until she is ready to wean 

herself, and, as a farnily, they try to eat as many foods in the 

natural state as possible3'. 

They encourage their daughter to think of physical activity as 

a fun part of daily life and they keep her dressed neatly and 

prettily because "appearance influences how people treat her and in 

turn how she f e e l s  about herself." 

To provide the comfort, support and stability that they feel 

i s  necessary to ensure their daughterts well being, Aeron and L o r i  

have adopted what they call 'attachment parenting', a strategy of 

parenting that involves meeting a child's needs on demand and being 

with that child for as much tirne as possible during the early years 

of life. They feel  that having her parents, especially her mother, 

available to provide physical comfort, interaction, and constant 

care is what their daughter needs most at this stage in her l i f e .  

As part of this parenting strategy, they p a c t i s e  CO-family 

sleeping, and Lori parents full-tirne while Aeron works to 

.! T h i s  was t he  phrase Lori and Aaron used to describe fresh, 
unprocessed foods. Based on previous conversations and discussion 
I had with them, 1 interpreted this to mean that they avoid 
processed and heavily modified foods such as processed cheese, pre- 
made lunch foods, boxed or frozen meals etc ... Instead they try to 
eat a diet heavy in fresh (and often raw) fruits and vegetables, 
along with whole grain carbohydrates such as rice. 
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financially support the family. Finally, t o  ensure her safety and 

happiness, Aeron and Lori have decided to keep her as sheltered as 

poss ib l e  from some of the more negative aspects of the world. "We 

want to keep Cour daughter] sheltered from a l o t  of what happens in 

the ' r ea l '  world to protect her innocence for as long as possible - 

media, violence, etc;. . O . To do this, thêy have taken a 

number of courses of action which include Lori's role as a stay-home 

parent, their choice t o  never leave their daughter in t h e  care of 

other people, and the xemoval of a television £rom the home, 

Currently, they are considering home-schooling as an alternative to 

public schooling where poor quality and current news reports of 

shootinas and abuse have l ed  them to feel she may be at risk, both 

i n t e l l e c c u a l l y  and physically. Finally, Lori and Aeron are 

themselves religious, and felt that it was important t o  include an 

element of spirituality in their daughter's life. Thus they have 

made simple Christian teachings a part of her dôy-to-day 

experiences . 

The choices and actions Lori and Aeron have employed are based 

on their understanding of a responsibility t o  their child, their 

perceptions of the nature of her well-being and the best way to 

maixîtain it, and their unique interpretations of information, 

narratives, and personal experience. 



Dana and Joanne 

Dana and Joanne are a same-sex couple who live in the country 

about three hours north of Peterborough with their two sons, ages 

two and fivelS. They also believe that they a r e  responsible for 

t h e i r  childrenls well being and that the best way f o r  them t o  

accomplish this is to provide a stable, caring, supportive, safe, 

and natural erwironment. To this end, they have also made a number 

of choices and taken courses of action that they felt were best. 

These choices are personally ccntextual and meaningful to Dana and 

Joanne, and differ a great deal from those made by Aeron and Lori. 

Dana and Joame feel that it is best for their children to 

have the most natural environment possible, and thus they both opted 

ta have home-births with the attendance of a r n i d ~ i f e ~ ~ .  In light of 

. - 
: -  Both of Dana and Joame's children are boys, but in our 

interviews they stressed the fact that they would have adopted the 
same active and unrestrictive parenting style regaxdless of the sex 
of their children. Studies examining t h e  gendered treatment of 
children ofren note that parents are more active and physical with 
boys chan they are with girls (Tomeh 1975:14-17). Having rezd this 
material, Joanne and Dana decided before the birth of their children 
that they would allow children of both sexes access to freedom and 
physical play. 

:' Joanne l s home-birth had to be forgone in favour of a c- 
section because the rnidwife felt that her son - at that point two 
weeks fate and ovsr ten pounds - was too big for a safe vaginal 
birth. Had it been possible, Joanne would nave chosen a water 
birth, as she felt this provided the easiest transition £rom womb 
to world for a newborn infat. 



their own negative experiences with doctors3', they have chosen 

alternative medicine over allopathic medicine, and they treat their 

children homeopathically or with shiatsu massage, feeling that these 

options are less invasive and thus more natural. As Dana explains 

in a qJote cited earlier in the chapter, she feels that she does not 

have the right to inpose health on her son, which is what she feels 

allopathy tends t o  do. Naturalistic medicine, on the other hand, 

allows patients control over their own health by sncouraging 

prevention and holistic well-being. T h s  have also made a conscious 

decision t o  for go immwiization with both their children. Based on 

extensive research, first and second hand narratives from other 

parents, and personal experiences with negative respon~es~~, they 

nave decided that immunization poses a threat to their children and 

that, as responsible parents, it is t h e i r  duty to avoid it. 

Both Dana and Joanne breastfeed the children on demand, and, 

like Lori and Aeron, plan to wean only when the children are ready. 

Joanne and Dana also feel that havinq a large property is helpful 

in providing a natural environment, and they allow their children 

' Joanne States that her distrust of allopathic medicine stems 
in part (although certainly not wholly) from an experience where t h e  
antibiotic she was given after a thyroid operation was so strong 
that she contracted a y e a s t  infection that lasted a year. 

. - 
- As an illustration, Dana relates uid experience where an 

immunization she received before travelling to G e r m n y  as a teenager 
induced an overwhelming compulsion to count vertical objects such 
as telephone poles and fence posts. 
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t o  play (with some supenrision) outdoors in their large yard. 

For Dana and J o m e ,  naturalness also means interfering as 

little as possible with the natural processes of their childrents 

bodies. They do not monitor food or chemical intake as stringently 

as Lori and Aeron, and stress instead the pbilosophy of allowing the 

children tc be self-regulating with what and how much they eat. For 

Jcame, thls is a direct response to  her own mother's regulation of 

h e r  food intake as a child. They also atternpt t o  allow their 

children to be as physically natural as possible. They feel that 

children are more in tune with their bodies than adults, and they 

hope that by not  curbing their sons' natural movements with overly- 

strict discipline or too many restrictions, they can forestall the 

devolopment of self-consciousness. Finally, Dana and Joanne feel 

that it is natural and best for children to have contact with a wide 

variety of adults . Thus, their children travel extensively with 

them and are in constant contact with a number of adults. 

Discipline and care in this context is shared among many care- 

takers, and although they are very careful to let only people they 

know and "est stay with their children, they will, unlike Lori and 

Aeron, let trusted adults care for their children completely in 

their absence. 

As far as safety is concerned, Dana and J o u e  feel that the 

best way to ensure theix sonsf well-being is to educate them. They 

do not believe in sheltexing children, rather they attempt t o  
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discuss things with the boys as they come up, educating them as t o  

what is possible and in how to defend themselves. Exposure to 

television and media violence has been a source of disagreement, but 

they have compromised on the decision to lirnit watching-tirne, and 

they discuss how they feel about programs with their sons as they 

watch. That way, Dana explained to me, she could let her son know 

wny certain programs made them uncornfortable, and give him t he  

skills to be critical and make judgements on his own. 

Spirituality is also an im~ortant ekrnent of life for Dana and 

joanne, but for them it takeç  the fom of a more 'paganr 

~pirituality'~. To make this a part of cheir sons' lives they 

include spirituality in day-to-day conversation in their home. They 

also keep an altar and Say an evening meal-time prayer. 

Dana and Joanne based their parenting decisions on their 

personal interpretations o f  a wide variety of information and 

narratives. Personal experience in the form of alternative health 

ed~cation (Dana is a Shiatsu massage therapist and Joanne a 

registered homeopath) and martial arts training (boch have black 

belts in Karate) have influenced their perceptions of the body, 

while both feel that their negative experiences with their na ta l  

. . 
- Joanne and Dana did not give a definition or name for their 

version of spirituality, but described it at various poincs during 
the interview as being inspired by both their hclistic medical 
training ( sh i a t su  and horneopathy), and the meditational and 
spiritual aspects of martial arts, and finally, as holding much in 
cornmon with Wiccan goddess-orlented worship. 



farnilies40 shaped the choices they subsequently made with regard to 

their own children. 

Thus it becornes obvious that although parents may share many 

of their perceptions and basic understandings about their children8s 

bodies and well-being, the way these are actually engaged with and 

enacted on the level of day-to-day l i f e  varies drarnatically and is 

a function of very persona1 negotiation and experience. 

In cl~sing, one other participant provides a final and 

sffective example of variation possible in personal engagement with 

discourses and the forming of understandings. Shannon, whom 1 

mentioned earlier, believed, as did the rest of rny infamants, that 

parents were responsible for the well-being of their children, and 

t n a t  instinct or intuition played a large role in determining what 

was best for children. Based on these understandings, a variety of 

other sources of information ana her own persona1 experiences of her 

body, childhood41, and interactions with children in adult lifea2, 

Shannon chose not to have children at all. She feels that the fact 

" As 1 will discuss in more detail in the next chapter, Joanne 
w a s  çexually abused by her father - an experience which she feels 
has qreatly shaped the choices she has made in relation t o  her own 
children. Dana explains that her natal family was emotionally 
abusive and that, as with Joanne, her wish to not repeat the 
mistakes of her parents haç guided hex parenting in many ways. 

. . 
' -  As just not much fun. 

: -  She feels that up until quite recently children have j u s t  
not liked her. 



that she has a deep aversion to young children (around five and 

under)  and not to older ones is a natural (relating back to the 

discourse of 'natural' materna1 instinct) and truscworthy indication 

that she is not suited to motherhood, either genetically or 

ernotionally. 

Mother nature does things that make sense...so there 
must be some reason for it. 1 have no urge t o  have a 
kid, so maybe L'm sterile, or maybe I 1 m  miçsing some of 
the hormones and the kid wouldn't corne out al1 right. 

( Shannon 1 

As becomes obvious, Shannon is interacting with the same 

cultural discourses - motherhood as 'natural', 'materna1 instinct' 

as best - but interpreting and acting upon them in very different 

ways in light of ber own persona1 experiences and perceptions. 

In this chapter 1 have shown thac understandings of children 

and children's bodies are constituted and acted upon in very 

personally specific and meaningful ways that Vary greatly from 

parent to parent. In the next chapter 1 will examine my informants' 

understandings of rheir  children's bodies as both variable (as 1 

demonstrated above) and relational - as a site for the construction 

of tne  parental role. 



Kay opened the discussion at one of the evening LLL meetings 

by nolding up a long, red, knotted cord. "imagine, t t  she told us, 

"that this cord is your life, and that each knot represents 10 

years. Find yourself on the cord. 

1 counted the b o t s  silently, - t en  or eleven in al1 - and 

somewhat sheepishly placed myself only a fraction past the second 

one. Kay continued. "Now, when you think about what you are doing 

for your child, think about how much of the cord your baby really 

needs you f o r . "  

She paused to let us consider. The evening meetings, although 

well attended by women with children of al1 ages, were aimed 

specifically at expectant and new mothers. Kayls request invoked 

for me images of the stories 1 had heard many of the women around 

me tell - stories of sleepless nights, painful or even infected 

breasts and nipples, un-supportive doctors or families, illness, and 

W Y -  

After a moment, Kay spoke again, answering her own question. 

"Not much really, Lsss than an inch, less than a centimetre, on 

this whole cord. In your whole life, your baby only needs you for 

a few years. It goes by so fast." 

1 saw Kayrs demonstration as having two roles, two rneanings, 



She was reassuring tired mothers that the period of intensive need 

was short, and that it wouldn't be too long before their burdens 

lightened, and, in the same breath çhe was warning us a l1  that those 

same, short years were of vital importance, and could be easily 

missed. '3 

In her articles "Images of Danger: Women's Sources of 

Information about the Spacial Distribution of Male Violenceu (1992) 

and " T h e  Geography of Womenls Fear" (19091, Gill Valentine argues 

tha t  fear  - in this case, womenls fear of male sema1 violence - is 

located spatiafly. Regardless of the actual patterns of violence, 

perceptions and understandings of risk lead "women [to] feel more 

at r i s k  in cer ta in  places at certain tirnesu (Valentine 1992:22). 

Valencinels research shows that women formed their perceptions of 

danger chrough the complex negotiation of a number of sources - 

media, personal experiences of space, first- and second-hand 

accounts, e t c .  - and that although women are actually more at risk 

in their own homes and from men they are acpain ted  with, che 

social/gendered division of space and popular representations of 

risk and violence locate danger in public spaces and at the hands 

? ;  

" -  This period of responsibility and the process of its 
gradua1 release is often not as short or as Kayls story indicates. 
Many parents with older children, particularly those whose children 
have made life-choices they disagree with (have become addicted to 
drugc or involved with illegal activities, for example) struggle 
with h o w  and when to step back and l e t  their children suffer the 
consequences of their actions, and the process of negotiating 
responsibility can go on for years. 
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of strangers (1992: 26). In response to these understandings, this 

qeography of fear, women develop 'coping strategies' to minimize 

their perceived risk (Valentine 1989 : 385, 1 9 9 2  : 22, Gordon et al. 

1 9 8 0  :Sl44) . 

Although these references - Kay's knotted cord and Gill 

Valentine's geography of woments fear - seem at first to be quite 

disparate, they both illustrate tne way in which individuals map 

their perceptions and understandings of elements of their lives into 

t h e  temporal and spatial world they inhabit. The parents 1 

interviewed understood both the risk to their childrenls bodies, and 

their own role and responsibilities as parents, as being spatially 

and ternporally located. Briefly, risk was understood to be more 

prevalent in certain places at certain times, and responsibility and 

the intense parental role were seen to change and gradually dirninish 

over time. Like Valentine's infamants, the parents with whom 1 

spoke formed their perceptions of risk and responsibility thxough 

the interpretation and negotiation of a wide variety of different 

smrces of information. In everyday life, these understandings of 

the spatial and temporal geographies of res~onsibility and risk were 

expressed through concerns, worries, rules, and constant 

negotiation, and were dealt with through the adoption of parental 

'coping strategies' . Parents addressed their concerns through a 

variety of strategies that included specif ic  parenting styles, 

actions, restriction, rules, and emergency plans. They expressed che 
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idea that as their children aged, these strategies would have to be 

negotiated to allow for a dirninishment of parental responsibility. 

This brings me to the idea that parents1 understandings of 

childrenl s bodies serve as a site for the articulation of social 

roles. Parenthg as a role with specific responsibilities is, in 

this case, constructed in relation to an understanding of children's 

bodies as at-risk and as gradually growing up. 

Risk and Space: T h e  Geography of Parental Concern 

The geography of parental concern is very similar to 

Valentine's geography of womenis fear - located in public spaces and 

enpty, abandoned spaces, with strangers being seen as the most 

probable cause of threat. This may be because, like women, children 

are o f t s n  perceived (accurately enough in our society) as being 

small, weak, and unable to defend themselves (Gordon et al, 

1980:S149; Valentine 1 9 9 2 : 2 4 ) .  For those parents whose children 

were older, concern was sri11 located in public spaces and in 

connection with people who were not family, but the intensity of 

parental involvernent mediating risk was variable. Worries about peer 

pressure, alcohol, food, sex, smoking, and drugs were expressed in 

connection with places outside the home - such as the 'back shedf, 

school, and parties - and with a child's peer groupu. 

Almost al1 of the parents 1 talked with expressed their 
concem over risk in terrns of their children's physical well-being, 



For some of the parents 

of physical injury dominated 

and cars represented a major 
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1 interviewed, such as Lisa, the risk 

their perceptions of risk, and roads 

source of concern. 

. . .I walk, instead of riding my bike. I can ride rny 
bike, but 1 havent t, it 's safer to walk than to ride a 
bike in Peterborough. 
That's why [my son] doesnvt have a bicycle yet.. .hets 
had 2 bicycle because bels been at a sidewalk bicycle 
stage, but now that hets eight I r m  doing the bicycle 
debate, because 1 do not want him riding a bicycle in 
our neighbourhood . . .  ( L i s a )  

Lisats concerns are an expression of her understandifigs and 

perceptions of a number of different sources of information. First 

and foremost in her mind are her own experiences of space. As she 

explained a bit later, "[my son] got hit by a car when he was 

walking home f rom school with an adult l a s t  fa11 . . . so what would 

happen if he were on a bicycle?" Her perceptions are added to by 

first and second-hand narratives of friends and relatives with whom 

which seems to be a contradiction of their earlier asssrtion about 
the holistic nature of well-being. This can be read in either of 
two ways (although 1 personally think it represents a combination 
of beth). Firstly, this can be seen as one of the contradictions 
inherent in interpretation and the making of meanings. As 1 
discussed earlier, understandings are fluid and fraught with duality 
and complexity. Perhaps the parents 1 spoke with understand their 
childrents bodies to be part of a more holistic well-being i n  
theory, but in actuality talked and worried most about the their 
physical healrh. 

Or sscondly, the contradiction could lie not in meaning but in 
the lancpage used to describe and articulate i t .  Many of the 
parents 1 spoke with felt that harm to any aspect of a child's 
holistic well-being could have a negative effect on the rest. 
Irnplicit then, in descriptions of concern for the physical well- 
being is concern for the rest. 



she talks, and by reports of similar events in the media. 

In Peterborough it's almost a pastime - hitting 
pedestrians. If you read the newspapers ... my brother 
not iced since he moved here . . . even Jan Arden who was 
here singing was hit by a car.. . thereis one in there 
about every other day, somebody's been hit by a car. 

( L i s a )  

the course 

the public spaces - 

her role 

in this case, 

parent, 

the roads 

Peterborough as dangerous is coming into conflict with her 

perception of eight as being too old for a child to ride a bicycle 

on the sidewalk. F o r  now, the solution or coping çtrategy she has 

negotiated is to remove the temptation and risk by not allowing her 

son to own a bike at all. 

For many the parents spoke with, their percept ions the 

risk located danger i n  places where the parents were 

not, or in situations where a child might be taken or assaulted by 

a strange adult. Quite a few of m y  informants worried that their 

child coula be kidnapped, or harmed by another adult. Spatially, 

these dangers were seen as being present in public spaces, or in the 

homes of other  people such as neighbours, relatives,  or care-givers, 

rather than in the family home. The adults who posed a threat were, 

f o r  t he  most p a r t ,  characterized as strangers or estranged rnembers 

the family such as non-custodial parents. E r i k a ,  f o r  example, 

was afraid  that her son would be at risk if he were unsupervised in 

the yard outside her home. 



He's seven and 1 s t i l l  wouldnlt let him play outside 
by hirnself . . . and um, and 1 think its probably the 
street welre on . . .  like, welre on [a major street in 
downtown area with heavy traffic flowj street . . .  and 
1 figure, with al1 the cars that drive by..,that at 
some point in the course of a week there's got to be 
one person who might want to take a child . . .  

(Erika) 

Similarly, she was anxious about his safety when he was in the 

care of his grandparents whose perceptions of the geography of r i s k  

were diffexent from her own. Although Erika was very upset when her 

son's grandmother left hirn sitting outside on their lawn in a 

stroller as a baby, the grandmother thought of the lawn as a safe 

place; ?..for h e r , "  Erika explained, llthat was no big deal . .  . tirnes 

are dif f erent . " 

Exika also worried about her son's safety when he was in 

school, another public space where children spend a great deal of 

time. She spoke at length about the arrangements she and her 

husband had made to ensure that their son was always picked up by 

someone they considered safe: either one of them, a close friend, 

or his babysitter. She felt that she nseded to make these plans 

because although schools made arrangements to ensure that children 

in kindergarten were picked up by the appropriate people, they 

didnlt watch as closely with the older children. "In kindexgarten 

they will check ... and there is a list . . .  but in graae one they donlt 

have a checklist. Part of this issue now is you get single parents 

who have restraining orders against the other p a r s n t . , . "  Aithough 



her family was not in this kind of situation, Erikals perception of 

risk was heightened by stories about abductions £rom schools. She 

and her husband set out a number of plans, or 'coping strategies' - 

who they could ca l1  if they would be late picking him up, whose 

house he could go to if they were nct home etc. - throuah which to 

ensure  their son's safety during that interim period when he was in 

neither a teacher's nor their own care. 

Erika explained that her concerns came from both media sources 

and her own "imagination", "because you either watch movies . . . you 

see things where you can imagine what can happen to children, 

because you can imagine that yourself, you can imagine what could 

happen to your child." 

Lori and Aeron expressed concerns similar CO Erikals with 

regard to their two-year-old daughter. They were concerned about 

t h e  risk of her coming CO harm at the hands of another adult. 

1 think itts uh, media . . .  welre bombarded with al1 sorts 
of stories about abuse, and you know, parents . . .  its 
really disturbing when you hear a story like that . . .  and 
realistically the chances are really quite small, that 
someone could harm your child, but it ' s  there, youl re 
always thinking about it. We think about it..,we never 
leave her with someone else, not at this time in her 
life. (Aeron) 

Their fears were located both in public spaces, like school, 

which they mentioned as a concern a few minutes later, and in 

private spaces where they were not present. Their  concerns were 

formed through interaction with media sources of information and 
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their thoughts and interpretations of these stories. On the level 

of daily life, they employ coping strategies to address these 

concerns, which involve, for the moment, never being away from their 

daughter. Although they a r e  currently discussing how to deal with 

thsse issues when she becomes old enough for school (one of the 

solutions chey are considering is home schooling), at this age they 

fee l  it is better and s a f e r  for her if at least one of them is 

always present . 

Dana and Joanne also expressed concern that their children 

would be caken or harmed by adults. For the most part, their fears 

were located in the crowded, less easily controlled public spaces 

of the city, rather than in the private, isolated spaces of their 

own country home and propexty. 

One thing 1 do worry about is them getting grabbed . . .  if 
1 take them into the city, I1ve got to be aware that 
theyrre blond, blue-eyed boys, and he's s t i l l  a baby, 
[youngest] specifically, . , . f o r  the baby market . . .  most 
people donlt realize that most kids who disappear, 
theylre not grabbed by [estranged] parents, they're 
grabbed for the adoption market. ( Dana 

Joanne and Dana both said they were aware of abduction as  a 

possible risk before having children, but being mothers made their 

concerns and fears much more personal. They both read a lot during 

their pregnancies, and have both taught a number of wornenls self- 

defence classes. Dana explained that she became aware of chese 

th ings  as concerns through "a combination of reading and hearing 

women's s t o r i e s  . . .  I've got a lot of these women's horror stories 



s tored head. 

Because they perceived abduction as being a threat to their 

children (specifically because of their childrenrs appearances) they 

have made plans for how to deal with it. 

1 used to have these ideas, about what 1 would do i f  
someone picked him up on a crowded Street and took off 
with hirn. 1 planned out what 1 would do. The thing is, 
Joanne and 1 talked about it, because we imagined . . .  and 
we basically came up with a game plan  . . .  between the two 
of us, no one would have evew gotten away with either of 
our kids. One of us is going to high tail it after this 
person, the other is going to go for the car, go for 
assistance . . .  security, 911 . . .  ( Dana 

the articles ment ioned the beginning this chapter, 

GiLl Valentine argues that although the geography of womenrs fear 

places r i ç k  in public spaces, women are "more at risk at home, and 

f rom men they know" (Valentine 1992 : 23) . Similarly, although most 

of the parents  1 interviewed expressed concern over public, 

unsupervised places and srrange adults, m o s t  child abuse haç been 

s hown t ake place familiar setting, with who 

to the child (Evanstark 1988:U; Crewdson 1988:217). As John 

Crewdson explains in his book on child sema1 abuse, rhere is a 

" v a s t l y  greater danger to children from adults they know - 

particularly their parents" (Crewdson 1988:217-218) . 

Only Joanne and Dana expreçsed an explicit awareness and 

concern this their discussions with me. 



1 think that9s the biggest thing - recognizing that 
it [parental or farnily child abuse] is possible. 
This is where outside threats turn into familiar 
threats. Because actually . . .  usually the case iç 

within the family." (Dana 

F o r  D a n a  and Joarine, these concerns grew £rom a combination of 

reading, first- and second-hand narratives from women they knew or 

taught in self-defence, media reports, and personal experien~e.'~ 

O n  a day-to-day basis, they address these concems by 

rconltoring their own actions, and trying to teach their children 

skills they hope will prevent abuse. As Dana expressed above, they 

feel that awareness of the possibility of abuse is the biggest step, 

and this awareness allows her to realize when she is getting too 

angry or upset to deal with the children at any given moment. She 

and Joanne practise what they jokingly cal1 "tag-tearn parenting,ll 

which allows either parent to cal1 a time-out, leave the room, or 

go for a walk to cool d o m  if she needs to, while the other parent 

steps in to care for the children. They feel that this allows them 

to keep a handle on the frustration that al1 parents occasionally 

f eel . 

" I should note at this point that Joame was the only one 
of my informants to recount a childhood experience of abuse - in her 
case father-daughter incest. 1 would argue that her and her 
partnerfs perceptions/awareness of the family home as a potential 
source of uiçk to children is partially due to her own childhood 
experiences of danger at home and from someone faniliar to her. 1 
asked Joanne her opinion of this interpretation as I was writing 
this chapter, and she f e l t  it was, at least for her, accurate. 



In addition to using mechanisms to control their 

behaviour, 3oanne and Dana try to educate their children in 

that will make them able to protect themselves. 

99 

own 

ways 

Talking to the boys, . . .  if anybody goes beyond the line, 
you Say something about it. To the other parent if you 
have to, to the teacher, to you know ...y ou have 
permission to say no, and if they donf t stop, go to 
someone else . . .  find someone. ( Dana) 

Dana says that she feels a bit bad about having to tell their 

children these things. It is, she explains "the hardest thing to 

chi ld  who s completely innocent and trusting . . . '  someone 

m i g h t  h u r t  you. . . "', but quickly adds that " . . . in that sense, 1 

would rather have an aware chila." 

In talking to their children, Dana and Joanne try t o  instill 

a sense of self-ownership of the body, which they feel will help the 

chiidren be aware of their r igh t s  to defend themselves and draw 

t he i r  own boundaries. Joanne States it quite directly: 

f f  you teach your child that he o r  she does not own 
their own body, you may as well put a neon sign over 
t he i r  head that says 'sexually abuse me'. (Joame ) 

The parents with whom 1 spoke mapped their fears and concerns 

ont0 the world around them, drawing on, interpreting, and 

negotiacing a variety of sources of information to form their 

understandings and perceptions of risk. Although most of my 

informarxs located risk in public spaces and strange people, each 

personal 'gecgraphy of concernf varied, stressing different 
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locations and sources of danger based on each parent's persona1 

experiences and understandings of the spaces they moved through. 

Time, r i s k  and responsibility 

Just as my informants perceived their children's well- being 

in terms of spatial geography, they a l s o  understood aspects of both 

their children's well-being and their own roles as parents in terms 

of ternporality. One of the main aspects of a Western understanding 

of children is that they intellectually grow upd6 - babies gradually 

become adults and as they do, the role their parents play in their 

1 ives ( ideally) changes drarnatically". The parents 1 spoke wiïh 

expressed a constant awareness of the continual change their 

children were undergoing. This change could be a source of wonder, 

joy, relief or anxiety for them, and constituted a major element in 

their understandings of their childrenfs bodies. For many, their 

parenting strategies were built around accounting for and adapting 

to the many changes their children could experience in t h e  course 

By this 1 refer to the commonly held underscanding that most 
children develop more sophisticated mental capacities as they age, 
progressing from incompetent (incomplete) child to competent 
(complete) adult. In contrast, the Beng of Africa (to whom I will 
r e t u r n  in greater depth in the conclusion) understand their children 
to be born with incredible ability for linguistic cornprehension and 
prception which decreases as they age, reaching a normal level as 
they near adulthood. 

4 - Although, as 1 pointed out earlier, this shift is rarely as 
smooth or un-problematic a transition as the ideal would suggest. 



of just one day. 

Itts really, with children, it's one hour at a time. 
Zn fact, i t ' s  really one minute at a time, because 
i n  the span of an hour, they go through like, ten 
different emotions, and you have to keep up w i t h  
it. (Bethany) 

For what iti s worth, 1 have a lot of fun reading the 
"What to expectw books ("1 , like they have a monthly 
thing, you know. By this age. . l 7 t h  month o r  whatever, 
your child should be able to do these things, probably 
will be able to do t h e s e  things, a little more 
advanced . . .  may be able t o  do t h e s e  things, may possibly 
be able to do these t h i n g s ,  and may even possibly be 
able to do these things.. . . So P m  looking, right, and 
[my birth son] is way ahead verbally.. .hels just way 
ahead of himself verbally. (Joanne ) 

The Temporali ty of Responsibili ty 

Al1 of the parents I spoke with saw their role as parents as 

being temporally defined. They felt chat they were very much 

responsible for their childrenls well being, as 1 described in the 

previous chapter, but they also felt that responsibility was 

conditional. My informants perceived both their responsibility to 

provide and care for their children, and their ability or right to 

be a major influence in those childrenls lives as contingent on the 

age of their childxen and as changing over time. 

to Eygect: a n  p u  are m e c t F n g  (1991), What t~ 
m e c t :  The arst Y e a ~  (19891, and What t o  E ~ e c t :  The  Toddler Yearg 
(1994), by Arlene Eisenbuerg, Heidi E. Murkoff and Sandee E. 
Hathaway. This very popular series of parental guides o f f e r s  month 
by month advice, suggestions and recomrnendations that correspond to 
each stage of prenatal or postnatal developments, depending on the 
book. 



3 think that [your responsibility for your child] 
depends on the age ...y ou go from total and cornplete and 
utter responsibility at b i r t h  to l i t t l e  or no 
responsibility in adulthood, and itls this gradua1 
shift. (Joanne ) 

What waç rneant by 'responsibility' was quite diverse - each 

parent had a different interpretation - but al1  of the parents 1 

spoke with agreed that their right to exert it diminished m e r  

t i n ~ e ~ ~ .  Denise felt that although she was not responsible f o r  the 

elements of her son's well being that were genetically determined, 

she was responsible f o r  building upon what nature had provided, and 

had, for the tirne being, "the need or right [of parental 

intervention] over anything [she]  could control." 

. . .Part of itls genetic.. .a portion that 1 donlt have 
any control over . . .  but yeah, chere is a lot 1 think 1 am 
responsible for. P m  not responsible f o r  when he starts 
talking, but whether o r  not he continues with it. I 1 m  
responsibie to give him the best environment possible to 
make sure he keeps on growing, and expa~ding . . .  

(Denise 1 

Sylvia, on the other hand, spoke the most ernphatically about 

her responsibility to learn the correct parenting skills and improve 

her parenting over time. 

, - 
" Even the idea of parental responsibility is, of course, also 

cultzrally specific. As 1 have mentioned before and will return CO 

in the conclusion, who is seen as being appropriately responsible 
for children varies greatly from culture t o  culture. 



My whole philosophy is.. .we need tools as parents. We 
need tools, we need skills. Ana society too shouldni t 
expect parents to give this stuff, because a lot of them 
werenvt given it themselves . . .  Parenting is the toughest 
job you'll ever do. ..but itls easier if you have the 
skills. (Sylvia.) 

Tc this end, she reads as many parenting books as she  can 

find, attends classes and watches videos on parenting techniques 

available through the public l ibrary and the Peterborough Resource 

Centre - a drop in centre with a loaning library of books, videos 

and toys for parents and children.=O Although her sons are now 15 

and 17, she feels it is her responsibility CO continue to l e a n  new 

skills and improve her parenting style. 

A l 1  of the  parents 1 spoke with expressed a need to be aware 

of and to foster their childrenls growing independence, not only by 

gradually "letting gott of both responsibility and control, but by 

providing their children with the skills and resources to handle the 

personal independence and responsibility they were gaining. 

For Joanne and Dana, this meant giving their boys the tools to 

- - 

' -  She specifically recommended v s ,  L-ated 
Your Guide to a H w a e r  F u  (1974) , BOW to T a u  so Kl& 

wiil Tl- an- - .  ids will T u  (1980) and -s withoiic 
Rivalry (1987), al1 written by Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish. Al1 
of these books emphasize the  need for parents to respect and take 
seriously both t h e i r  children's and their own emotions, as well as 
providing guidelines, specific exarnples and personal anecdotes to 
help deal with parenting difficulties. T h e  video she spoke most 
f requently about was " K i d s  are Worth It ! " (1995) by a woman named 
Barbara Coloroso. She felt this video provided skills that were so 
fundamentally important to parenting that it should be provided to 
women for free as soon as they had given birth. 
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make good decisions - instilling in them a "crap-detectoru as they 

jokingly called it. For Bob and Sylvia, it meant trying to teach 

their children how to think, not what t o  think, and letting them 

know that t h e i r  parents had confidence in their abilities to work 

through problems. Paul, speaking of his three young children,  also 

s t ressed his responsibility to teach them the skills to negotiate 

their own battles. Lisa was quite aware that she wouldn't always 

have contxol over her son's habits, and explained to me that she was 

trying to teach him to eat healthily and to exercise every day, 

while Aeron and Lori were attempting to give t h e i r  daughter a good 

background for her future life by limiting what she was exposed t o  

during her youth: 

We want her to be exposed to children who a r e  being 
taught t o  treac others with respect, who themselves 
are parented in a marner that is compatible with the 
values we wish to instil in her; . . .  We want [our 
daughterl to learn to be a kind person, sensitive to 
others' needs for their sakes and h e r s .  1 guess we 
want her to be a happy person, but we also want ber 
to be a "goodtl person. 

Each of the parents 1 spoke with talked about the process of 

letting go of their parental responsibility as something that was 

gradual, and differed from child to child and from day to day. They 

engaged in constant negotiation with social expectations of growing 

independence, their children's needs and mcods, and their own 

perceptions of each chiidts readiness. M a n y  of my informants felt 

that as a parent, you had to both respect your child1 s needs and 



trust your own instincts. As Joanne explained: 

. . . y  ou have to feel t o u t  ... like how much 
responsibility can you give them for their own well 
being ...y ou want to gradually hand it to them in little 
doses and pull back when you need to. 

T h e  Temporal i ty of Risk 

1 found that j u s t  as the parents 1 spoke with mapped their 

concern for their children ont0 a spatial landscape, they mapped 

their fears temporally as well. This temporality of risk is a 

function of the idea that children's bodies are unfinished, and i s  

fundamental to a modern Western understanding of young bodies, as 

1 described in Chapter Two. As scientific models of neural and 

psycho-social developrnent become publicly available through magazine 

articles like Nash's "Fertile Mindsw (1997) they gradually become 

incorporated, in part or in whole, into parents' understandings of 

their own children's bodies. Many of my informants agreed, to some 

degree, with discourses about their children's bodies that are 

rooted in Western perceptions of scientific fact, such as prenatal 

vulnsrability and risk (Dunden l993), environmental influence on the 

developing mind (Nash 1997; Kaxr-Morse and Wiley 19971, and the 

linguistic "critical per iod"  (OIGrady and Dobrovolosky 1996:463)s1. 

. . 

' -  By referring to these theories as discourses, 1 am not in 
any way making a judgment about their validity. I use the tenn 
discourse because 1 feel that these understandings of young and 
prenatal bodies Gre p a r t  of a larger set of understandings t h a t  
predominate Western perceptions of t h e  body i n  general. They are 
part of our c u l t u r a l  narratives - and therefore discourses of the 
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My informant's understandings of their children's bodies 

included interpretations of these discourses, and many of them saw 

their children as unfinished, or still developing, and thus as 

vulnerable to risks - whether they be chemical, emotional or 

physical - that wouldn't be of concern to an adult. Although almost 

al1 of rny informants saw risk as temporally located in their 

children ( i-e., saw their children as being more at risk in the 

ea r l y  years and at increasingly less risk as they aged), the areas 

they e.qressed the greatest concern over varied greatly from person- 

to-person, as did the day-to-day coping strategies they employed to 

deal with them. 

For both Lori and Bethany, the prenatal safety of their 

children was an area about which they spoke at length. Both women 

believed that any chemicals, medications or drugs they themselves 

consumed or were exposed to during their pregnancies could adversely 

affect their children, and thus both were deeply concerned for their 

babies' health when they were forced to take medication for 

debilitating morning sickness. Their fears - that their children 

would be physically or mentally affected by the medication - were 

not realised, but when Sethany'ç son was la te  to Segin walkingS2, 

body. 

'- At the time of our interview, Bethany, her partner and her 
son had recently moved from Toronto to Peterborough and her son had 
began to walk. She theorized (half-jokingly?) that her son had just 
been waiting for a nicer place tu do his walking, 
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she was terwified that her use of medication has somehow harmed 

In contrast, many of my other informants (even those whose 

children were in the same age range) did not bring up the çubject 

of prenatal health when asked about their specific concerns, and 

those who did choose to address their concerns in a different 

rnanner. Dana and Joanne for example chose to work with a midwife 

whose services included regular prenatal checkups. 

After birth, macy of the parents I spoke with felt 

first five or so years of their childrents lives were 

important and vulnerable. Although prenatal and genetic 

that the 

the most 

problems 

were no longer a concern, my informants felt that during this 

' crirical per iodt  their children were still developing, and thus 

were still vulnerable. These were the years in which they were most 

likely to be developmentally harrned, either by illness or lack of 

stimulation, and most likely to learn the sccial and persona1 skills 

that would shape their adult lives. Each of the parents 1 spoke 

with had personal and specific concerns temporally situated within 

- A - .  
- -  This fear is an expression of the cultural narratives 

(discussed in Chapter Two) of prenatal risk that put the 
responsibility for caution on the pregnant woman, and not on the 
father. My informants agreed with the prevailing discourse of 
materna1 responsibility in that they did feel it was their duty to 
monitor their own behaviour during pregnancy, but they did not find 
this self-surueillance restrictive. Although deviation from their 
self-imposed regimes caused a great deal of guilt for both women, 
Bethany l a t e r  questioned the usefulness of such guilt, a d  both 
women expressed feelings of persona1 pride and accomplishment at 
having followed the paths they chose. 
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a 'critical period' and each attempted to deal with these concerns 

in a different way. 

Nutrition and feeding were of major concern to most of the 

parents  1 spoke with, but their specific approaches to these  issues 

varied a great deal, depending on the informati~n they made use of 

and the persona1 understandings they had fomed. The mothers and 

fathers who were involved in the LLL and the Father's Group felt 

unanimously t h a t  breasc-feeding was t he  best way t o  ensure their 

children's developing well-being. They f e l t  t h a t  breast milk 

provided the best nutrition, as well as natural immunities, and that 

the close, skin-on-skin contact engendered by breastfeeding helped 

rnake happy, well-socialized children. Joanne and Dana, who chose 

to breastfeed their children but were not  involved with t h e  League 

a l so  felt t h a t  breast milk was nutritionally superior but stressed 

self-replation as the most important factor in their children's 

nutritional health. Joame felt that her own mother's control of 

her d i e t  was responsible for many of her problems with food as an 

adult and wanted her sons to learn how to gauge their own appetites. 

Some of the parents 1 spoke t o  had incorporated 

anthropological sources into their understandings of their children. 

Drawing on the work of writers such as Margaret Mead (1928), Aeron 

and Lori and Dana and Joame f e i t  that their children would grow 

into happier, more well adjusted people if their needs, especially 

the needs for food and cornfort, were met on demand and they were 



allowed to be in contact with their parents whenever it was 

possible. They cited anthropologist Jean Liedloff's The C o n t m  

Conce~f ;  (1975) as an example of a guide to healthy ~arenting.~~ 

Sleeping arrangements were also an area of concern t a  which 

most of rny infamants made reference. Eiqht of the parents believed 

in having their children sleep in the same bed as themselves until 

the children decided to move to a bed of their om,  arguing not only 

~ h a t  close contact was both reassuring and cornforting to the 

children but that it facilitated breast-feeding and reduced the risk 

of SIDS (Sudden Infant Ceath Syndr~me)~~. In contrast, Bethany (who 

' Leidloffls book, written in the late sixties and early 
seventies is definitely a product of its times and acts as a direct 
rebuttal of the 'let them cry it out' parenting strategies of the 
fifties. She argues that each and every person is born with an 
innate sense called 'the continuum' which, when followed provides 
a nacural sense of human needs, especially those of the infant for 
materna1 w a r m t h  and touch, food and self preservation. A person 
whose continuum is followed - i.e., whose demands and needs are met 
when they ariçe - will be happy and contented in childhood and 
throughout life. 

. - - - 

- -  Although they stressed the safety precautions necessary for 
a family bed - firm mattress, no cracks or rails in which a baby 
could get caught, and no parental ingestion of drugs or alcohol 
p r i o r  to sleep - they felt that on the whole co-family sleeping was 
fundamental to their children's health. Available literature on the 
subject - The Family Red by Tine Thevenin (1987) and The Wornanlv Art 
gf Breast F e e d u  (1997) - supports these arguments. 

1 believe that in most cases SIDS is a sleep d i s o r d e r ,  
primarily a disorder of arousal and brea thing con trol 
d u r i n g  sleep. Al1 the elements of natural mothering, 
especially breas t f e e d i n g  and sharing sl eep ,  benefi t the 
infants  s brea t h i n g  con trol and increase awaxeness 
between mother and i n f a n t  so t h a t  their  arousabili ty is 
increased and the risk of SIDS is decreased. (Dr. 
William Searç (19951, citea in The Womanly Art of 
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also breastfed her son) felt that by bringing him into their bed 

when he was Young, she and her  husband had disturbed their son's 

natüral sleep rhythm and caused a lot of his sleeping problems. 

She came to this conclusion through conversation with other mothers, 

reading, and persona1 experience dealing with her son. 

Many of the parents I spoke with felt that the best way t o  

address the vulnerabilities of the first five years was to have one 

parent home with the children as a full-time parent. This is based 

on an extension of t he  cultural narrative of a 'natural bond' 

between mother and child, expressed through the premise that both 

motners and babies will be happier and healthier if they are 

together during the early years of life (Cahill 1983). The ways in 

which parents actualiy understood and acted upon this discourse 

however, were very different. Of the parents 1 spoke with, seven 

rnothers and two f a the r s  were full-tirne at-home parents at some point 

during their children's younger years, but many of the others found 

ways to ensure t h a t  their children were always in the care of 

someone they crusted to stand in fcr them during those early years. 

Lisa, Erika and Sandra found that work made t h e  ideal of staying 

home impossible. Instead, they each made arrangements to share  

child-care with trusted babysitters, ex-husbands, o t h e r  parents or 

f riends. Others, such as Dana and Joanne, and Bethany and ner 

Breastfeeding (19971, original emphasis. 
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husband, took turns at staying home to accommodate the work 

schedules of both. 

Some of m y  informants' understandings of the idea of the 

mother-child bond and stay-home parenting allowed for fathers, 

pawtners or trusted others to take the role of care-taker, while 

some saw only mothers as capable of meeting that need. Lori and 

Aeron felt whole heartedly that children needed their mothers, and 

advocated for what they called 'attachment parenting', which 1 

described in the previous chapter. They believed that, at Ieast for 

the first few years of her life, their daughter would be healthier 

and happier  if Lori was home with her to meet her needs for cornfort, 

food, entertainment and mental stimulation. 

Finally, some parents addressed issues - such as potty- 

training and weaning - that carry explicit social eqectations. The 

cultural narrative of the child as "unfinished" s t resses  the 

responsibility of parents to encourage that finishing, specifically 

with regards to bodily functions and intellectual development. 

Erika, Lori and Aexon, and Joanne and Dana al1 spoke of receiving 

criticism from outside sources (teachers, strangers, or their own 

parents) but felt that rush and undue haste coüld ham their 

children. They chose to resist what they saw as a cultural tendency 

to rush children because, although they felt that certain things, 

such a ~otty-training or learning to xead, needed to be accomplished 



at a certain point during the f irst 3-5 years, their own readings6 

and experiences had led them to believe that pushing a child to 

accomplish them before he or she was ready could do more harm than 

good. They felt that to ensure their children the best mental and 

emotional development, they needed to put aside their own 

expectations and schedules and go at t he  pace their children set?' 

This temporality of risk and vulnerability was, in some cases, 

a cause of great concern, but it could also be a source of relief. 

As K a y l s  demonstration with the cord (at the begiming of the 

chapter) was meant to illustrate, a perception of vulnerability as 

temporally situated gives parents a tangible end to look forwawd to. 

Al t hough their cnildren are incredibly vulnerable when they are 

Young, those years of intense need zre very short. For many 

parents, this temporality gave chem the means to pace their 

parenting - to only worry about things as they needed to - and thus 

control their anxiety level. Although they took each risk very 

Specif ically, books çuch as The (rnentioned 
earlier) focus on alternatives to schedules and rigid time-tables 
in parenting. 

' Letting their chilaren regulate t h e  schedule for things 
like weaning, potty-training, and learning didntt mean that the 
parents 1 spoke with didntt have problems and struggles with these 
issues, as Joanne and Dana's struggle to help their eldest son 
potty-train illustrates (he is now five and although he is quite 
able tu stay à q  when unclothed he has, as of our last conversation, 
just recently managed to make it through the day dry while clothed) . 
Despite dif f iculties, however, these parents felt that self - 
regulation was much better for their children emotionally. 
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seriously, they perceived these early concerns as stages which would 

be short-lived: 

...y ou become aware of things sort of as they corne 
up . . .  You donlt think about t h e  dangers facing a walking 
baby when hels not crawling y e t . "  (Joanne ) 

Itls so m a t  that what can be t he  major concem a t  
the beginning can become nothing at al1 later.. .I 
know it will pass" (Bethany) 

r i s k ,  

informants understood their children's bodies 

and r i s k  to mediated both and place. Children 

were seen to be in more danger when they were Young, and when they 

were in public spaces, with people who were not their p a r e n t s ,  

despite the fact that perceived r i s k  and actual r i s k  are t h e  

same, and statistics show that children are at more r i s k  in 

' p r i v a t e '  , with parents and people they know. This disjuncture 

between perception and 'reality' can be undoubtedly linked in part 

to the Western conceptual location of morality in t h e  home and 

family. In  seeing their homes as moral (good, safe) spaceç, my 

informants necessitated the location of the threat of danger and/or 

violence outside the home, i n  amoral, p u h l i c  spaces. A go06 home 

could not, for most of my informants, be a home where danger was 

at al1 possible. In contrase, those of my informants who 

recognized that home could indeed be dangerous spoke about how they 

monitored their own actions to ensure a safe (good, moral) space.  

In the next chapter 1 wiil look in more depth at the idea of 

morality, t hrough how children's bodies 
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were used by rny informants as a site at which to construct 

themselves as moral actors and good parents. 



- 
ENTITY. M W I T Y  AND NARRATIVE 

1 ran into Lori at a La Leche League meeting a few days after 

having spoken at length with her and Aeron. She motioned for me to 

join her and handed me a folded piece of paper from her bag, 

explaining briefly, We had some more ideas after you left." 

The paper she gave me was filled with things she and Aeron had 

rhought of after our interview, things that were important to them 

and of which they wanted me to be aware. It closed as follows: 

Thatls all! Parenting is the most challenging and 
rewarding endeavour welve ever undertaken, and we're 
just beginning. Consider the parents with one small 
child and a lot of big ideas. 

F o r  me, t h i s  thoughtful letter demonstrates some of the 

interesting things happening on a more subtle level during my 

fieldwork. To put it simply, my interviews provided a framework in 

which parents could both examine their parent ing reflexively and 

construct themselves as good parents through narrative and 

participation. 

1 will begin with the sirnpler of these two thoughts, the idea 

that rny interviews provided a situation in which the  parents I spoke 

with could examine their parenting reflexively. I have argued 

throughout t h i s  paper that the parents 1 spoke with are both 

conscious and active interpreters of information and reflexive 

agents in their parenting choices. That said,  1 still feel that 

the interview setting of my fieldwork provided a unique outlet for 
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verbal reflexivity. 1 gave parents my undivided attention for as 

many minutes or hours as they had words to f i l l ,  and asked open 

questions that could be answered in personal ly meaningful ways. 

Despite the stereotypes that cast paren t s  as alwayç talking about 

their children, 1 doubt that everyday life often provides a chance 

for uninterrupted persona1 narration and thought. Certainly, many 

of the people 1 spoke with Eelt that this had been a rewarding and 

intellectually provocative experience. Many of the men and women 

I had continuing contact with told me they had enjoyed talking about 

parenting in this way, and that it had made them rhink about things 

differently. Shannon actually commented on this feeiing during our 

interview: 

This is a good conversation, 1 l i k e  it. [Laughs] T h i s  
nas now sort of given me another little connecrion here. 
1 Say youlve got to connect those things [mind/body, 
health, environment], but 1 donlt actually think I1ve 
said it in a sentence to myself before, 1 don't think. 
That your environment is your health. ( S hamon ) 

Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Barbara Myerhoff (whose ethnographie 

work in Ireland and a Jewish Ghetto i n  California respectively can 

also be considered work 'at home') both also spoke of their 

informants' reflexive experienceç of research. Scheper-Hughes 

talks about reflexivity in the most recer,t preface to her book, 

Ireland..  In this preface she discusses her infamants' reactions 

to the publication of her work and how, through being the subjects 
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of anthropological research and experiencing the opportunity/curse 

of seeing themselves differently, many of them have "...net been the 

same since . . . O  (Scheper-Hughes 1982:vii) Similarly, Barbara 

Myerhoff ' s  informants in felt that they learned 

about themselves through the research process. As one elderly woman 

explains : 

When 1 first heard about this group, I thought to 
myself, "What c m  1 leam?". .."Weil, 1 have nothing to 
Say, If I think. But 1 start to Say t and 1 find 
something. The memories corne up in me like lava, So 1 
felt 1 enriched myself. 

(Rachel, cited in Myerhoff 1979:38-39) 

Whae 1 provided the people 1 spoke with was an opportunity to 

just sit d o m  and talk about the things that were important to them, 

and in some cases, as with Lori and Aeron, this chance for 

uninterrupted personal reflexivity led to later thoughts, ideas or 

revelation prompted by the things we had spoken about. What I f i n d  

m o s t  interesting is that some of my infamants then chose to contact 

me to relay these f u r t h e r  thoughts. This brings me to the second, 

and more cornplex element of this discussion: the idea that, through 

participation, the parents 1 spoke with actually constructed 

themselves as 'good parents'. 

In the introduction to Ç r a f t b  I r e s .  I V  anand, 

coiiwses of I&ntrtv ese worQlace, Dorinne K. Kondo 

explains that her experience with the Japanese laquage has show 

her that "a human being is always and inevitably involved in a 
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multiplicity of social relationships. Boundaries between self and 

other are fluid and constantly changing, depending on context and 

on the social positioning people adopt in particular 

situationsw (Kondo 1990:31). In response, she attempts to address 

these "shifting, complex individual identities" (Kondo 1990:9) in 

her work. What Kondo emphasizes, and what is of most importance to 

m y  p0ir.t hewe, is that identity is not fixed or stable, but is 

rather multiple, contextual, shifting, and repeatedly constructed 

and reconstructed as social situations, roles and audiences change. 

The obvious question follows naturaliy: "If identity is not 

fixed, then how is it constructed?" The answer, according to many 

writers, is through narrative (Ezzy 1998:249; Kerby 1991:l; Ricoeur 

1 9 8 5 : 2 4 7 ) .  In semiotic terminoloqy, narrative refers to "something 

narrated - i.e., told or written - such as an account, a story, a 

tale and even a scientific theory" (Danesi 1993:128). Interviews 

such as the ones 1 used in my fieldwork can cerrainly be seen as 

narratives, and have been analyzed as such in studies like Cynthia 

Mathieson and Cecily Barrie's "Probing the Prime Narrative: Illness, 

interviewing, and Identityfl (1998) and Sharon Croft's "Creating 

Locals Through Storytelling: an ethnoqraphy of a group home for men 

witn Mental Retardation" (1999) . 

Narration is a form of representation; in the case of 

interviews, it is a representation of the self. Not only does 

narrative represent, but it often cornes to "stand forN (Kerby 



1991:53) that which it relates. As Paul Ricoeur argues: 

Our own existence cannot be separated from the account 
we give of ourselves. It is in telling Our own stories 
that we give ourselves an identity. (Ricoeur 1985, cited 
in Kerby 1991: 40) 

In telling stories of themselves, people construct and 

reconsEruct their identities - identities that are, as Kondo argues, 

shifting, complex, and multiple. Interviews, as narratives, 

function in a similar fashion. In talking with an interviewer, 

people select elements to craft into a narrative that 

presents/creates a certain identity. Mathieson and Barrie argue 

t hat the pxocess interview, actively cons t ruct 

who they are by what they teil us in the interview, what they 

emphasize as çignificant, and how they emphasize itn (Mathieson and 

Barrie 1998:587). This narrative self-construction is a dialectic, 

conversational process; one in which both intenriewer and 

incerviewee are involved (Croft 1999:330; Mathieson and Barrie 

1998:583). Linguistic turn-taking, the social roles of al1 

participants, and the topic discussion shape 

folds and what aspects of a life are recounted, 

how narrative 

An interviewer, 

by being both a participant in the conversation and a touchstone 

against which the narrator can cast hirn/her self, actively shapes - 

simply by being present, questioning and listening - the story being 

told. 



In addition, we suggest that narratives located in 
research interviews require narrators and 
listeners . . .  Participants in research studies jointly 
construct their stories with the interviewer. These 
stories originate in discourse that is spoken into a 
context. The resulting narrative emerges from a constant 
interplay of speaker and listener, intentional and 
unintentional turn-taking in conversation, and whatever 
expectations are brought in to the interview situation. 

{Mathieson and Barrie 1998:583) 

The context of each narrative will shape its content, form and 

course, so that people construct themselves anew for different 

audiences and in response to different  situation^^^. 

Not only do individuals construct an identity for the benefit 

of the researcher, they constnict an identity for chemselves. 

Narration provides the means through which "the self is given 

content, is delineated and embodiedn (Kerby 1991: 1) , and is "the 

' -  What this means, in terms of my own research, is that 1 muçt 
be explicitly aware that the things my informants related to me were 
quite likely edited to some degree for m y  benefit. It is very 
unlikely that sorneone would gladly tell me about things they 
perceive to be their faults (although Dana and Joanne related their 
ârnbivalence about spanking, and Erika talked about how confused and 
inadequate she sometimes felt when her son was young). Had 1 
intended ~o compare parents reported behaviours to their actual 
parenting, then this kind of selective self-construction would have 
been a concern to me, but this was never my objective. In looking 
ac parents1 understandings and how they use those understandings 
as a means to articulate their own role as parents', 1 am looking 
at perception, not actions - and 1 have no intentions of trying to 
separate any 'truthf about that perception from the process of its 
rreation. 

The fact that people construct themselves in a certain light 
for a researcher (or that we in tum construct them as w e  wxite) is 
endemic to al1 anthropological research and it does not mean that 
the things they tell us (or that the things we write) are false - 
it simply gives us another insight into how meaning is made. 
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vehicle f o r  making sense of . . .  a lifefl(Mathieson and Barrie 

1998:393). The narrative construction of self is a means through 

which people can make sense of their own actions both to others and 

to thernselves. 

In "The Paçt Imperfectn (1996) Michael Lambeck argues that: 

Remembering comprises contextually situated assertions 
of continuity on the part of subjects and clairns about 
the significance of past experiences. Such tacit 
assertions and claims, based as much on cumulative 
wisdom and moral vision as on individual interest, f o m  
a kind of moral practice. (Lambeck 1996 :248) 

Although he posits a fluid categorical distinction between 

narrative and memory, per se, memory is often (only) represented in 

narrative Eorrn. As 1 am speaking about how the self is experienced, 

and have already argued that it is experienced through personal 

narrative, 1 wili conflate the two somewhat here. Lambeckls point 

is that [narrated] memory is a way of asserting significance - or 

rightness - £rom within the social noms of morality and correctness 

in any given system. Narrative is informed by both the individual 

interest - persona1 experiences and goals of the narrator - and the 

cumula t i v e  wisdom and moral vision - ideas of rightness , morality 

and gocd action - of the social context in which it is told. It is 

moral practice in that the narrator validates his or her past 

actions through reference to culturally contextual discourses of 



what it is to be a good personsg . 

Thus, through narration of selected elements of their lives, 

people create and recreate their own identities and construct 

themselves as moral actors, not only for their audiences but for 

thernselves. 

To returri to the quote and questions 1 began with, the 

interview form of my research provided an opportunity in which this 

very self-construction could occur. 1, in listsning and 

questioning, provided both the audience and touchstone against which 

t n e  parents with whom 1 spoke cculd create themselves in the role 

of good parents. Their tellings gave them a forum in which to make 

sense of their own actions, to justify the signifieance of their 

past choices in relation to both their persona1 goals and the social 

ncrms and expectations of parenting in Western society (the ideas 

that children's well-being is their parents1 responsibility and that 

al1 parents cry to 'do what is best' for their children). 

For some of the parents 1 spoke with, the very act of 

participaring in my research was part of this process of identity 

construction. Through narration, their understandings of their 

. . - 

* -  What it is to be a good person is socially and sometimes 
even individually contextual, and varies greatly £rom culture to 
culture. Although I will only look at morality as it relates to 
parenting in Western culture, there are ethnographie works available 
that examine the concept of morality in more detail. For examples 
of moral personhood in very different cultural contexts look at the 
work of Micheal Lambeck (1996) on memory and morality in Mayott, or 
Anne Meneley (1996) on Yemeni moral practice. 
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children's bodies became a site at which they could construct their 

identities as moral actors. 

As 1 explained in Chapter One, many of the people 1 spoke with 

wero, thrmgh education and/or involvement with alternative 

parenting gwoups, different from the majority of parents in 

Peterborough. Those who actively spoke of thernselves as different60 

often cited participation in parenting workshops as a major symbol 

of this distinction, and saw, in turn, participation in m y  research 

as a similar sort of endeavour. As Sylvia explained to me at the 

beginning of our Eirst meeting, she felt that her role as a part- 

time childrenls aid social worker, and her interest in parenting 

courses and videos, made responding to my flyer the "sort of thing 

she would do." "1 saw your flyer in the Library and something just 

told me to cal1 youu (Sylvia). Thus, for some, the very act of 

participation was a way to constmct themselves as good parents, as 

they personally perceived participation to be the sort of thing that 

good, concerned parents would do. 

The parents who sought me out after our interviews to relate 

their further thoughts were, therefore, doing so because the very 

act of telling let them r e a f f i m  rheix identities and/or construct 

themselves again as moral perçons. Lori and Aeron wanted me to 

"consider the parents with one small child and a lot of big ideas" 

See Table 1 in Chapter One for these individuah. 
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because this was how they wanted to construct and consider 

themselves. 

Narrative Identity, Morality, and Choices of Health Care 

The narrative, moral construction of self was a part of every 

conversation 1 took part in, every interaction between me and my 

informants, and there is no way 1 can do justice to every exampie. 

1 will, therefore, focus on the topic about which almost everyone 

I spoke with became the most passionate and enthusiastic. The 

choics of health care for a child is a very hard and morally loaded 

decision for parents to make in North America today. Cornpeting 

medical systerns publicly question the cornpetence and efficacy of 

their rivals and al1 daim to provide the best care. Parents, who 

are seen to be morally obligated to choose what is best for their 

children, are faced with a number of alternatives, al1 of which 

usually have something horrible to Say about the others. Hcw do you 

choose what is best for your child when there is no public consensus 

aside from the fact that you must choose what is best? How do you 

justify the choices you have made when there are so many 

alternatives and no one can agree? Although the biomedical system 

ofren assumes an ideal, rational patient - dubbed "health man" by 

Sharon Hepburn (Hepburn 1986 :66) - whose actions are designed to 

produce a positive treatment outcome, the reality is that most 

people's health care choices are guided by a number of things, such 
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as "emotion, taste and habitn (Hepburn 1986:67). The parents 1 

spoke with justified their health-caxe choices (made on the basis 

of emotion, taste and personal experience) and recreated themselves 

as good, moral parents (as having done what was best for their 

children) through their conversations with me. 

~ o s t  of the parents 1 spoke with favoured 'alternative' 

medical care, By 'alternative' 1 refer to naturopathie, 

chiropractie, and homeopathic fields of care, as well as medical 

systems derived from other cultural contexts such as Traditional 

Chinese Medicine, acupuncture, shiatsu and other forms of massage 

~nerapy. 1 have chosen che word 'alternative' to consciously 

represent the viens the parents expressed. They did not see these 

medical choices as working in tandem with traditional Western 

allopathie system. In many cases they saw them as being 

oppositionaf or diametrically opposed. This, they explained, was 

not due to any real incompatibility but to the lack of 

understanding, education, or willingness to change on the  part of 

allopathic practitioners. Denise explained that she would like to 

see the two medical communities (alternative and allopathic) working 

together, because " w e  need antibiotics, but we also need the other 

stuff" (Denise), but she doesn't foresee this happening in the near 

future6=. 

'- The word community as used here by Denise is an important 
?ar t  ûf  looking at alternative rnedicine in that it higniights the 



The parents 1 spoke with made these health-care choices based 

on the wish to do what they felt was best for their children, and 

they al1 felt that the alternative medical community offered 

s~mething to them personally that the allopathic comunity had 

failed to provide, Many, like Dana and J o ~ M ~ ,  Paul, and Rebecca, 

saw the alternative cornmunity offering a holistic approach - an 

ability to look at the whole being - that allopathic treatment 

iacked, while others explained that alternative practitioners were 

more supportive of their choices to breastfeed or practise CO-family 

sleeping. A number of parents emphasized the focus on preventative 

treatment favoured by alternative care-givers, in comparison to the 

allopathic method of simply treating the symptoms. 

Whatever their reasonç, the parents 1 worked with used our 

discussions as a forum through which to make sense of and justify 

their choices and construct thernselves as moral actors who do what 

is best for their children. To dernonstrate this, 1 will look at two 

of the more passionate and detailed narratives in greater depth. 

multiplicity of the field. 'Alternative' encompasses a huge variety 
of practitioners and fields that are a 'community' only in that they 
are sornehow in conceptual opposition to the allopathic 'community' . 
Within thac £rame, they are incredibly diverse. 

It is also interesting to note that although members of the 
'alternative' health community define themselves in opposition to 
allopathic medicine, they often use the same standards or criteria 
to define health (Cath Oberholtzer, personal communication). For 
example, even in alternative health care settings, a child's weight, 
height, and progression along a developmental tirne-frame are still 
seen as indicators of health and proper growth, 
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Monica, who wrote a mail-in response to my questions, is the 

mother of two sons, ages 19 and 21. She and her husband E e l t  that 

doing wnat was best for their children involved providing the most 

natural environment possible, and to that end, they chose to home- 

school both children. This portion of her narrative, which rook up 

at least a quarter of her response, explains and justifies her anger 

at the allopathie medical system and her choice c o  re ly  on 

alternative health-rare providers. 

~ Y o n i c a  ' s N a r r a t i v e  

~ Y o s t  of the i n f o r m a t i o n  about pnysical w e l l  - b e i n g  1 have 

acqu i r ed  from books and magazines wnich 1 p i c k  up  a t  ' w h o l e  food' 

or  'natural food' s t o r e s .  1 read about  an issue from a s  many 

sources a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  ga in  as broad of an impress ion  as 1 cm get. 

1 a l s o  t a l k  t o  friends and I consul t our homeopathic d o c t o r  from 

t i m e  to  tirne. I trust my homeopathic d o c t o r  u l  t i m a t e l y  t o  c o n f i r m  

my i n t u i t i o n  around what I t v e  read. 

I à e f i n i  tely feel there a r e  bad sources of i n f o r m a t i o n  about 

physical well -be ing .  Doctors - who f i n a n c i a l  ly cou1 d benefi t from 

f r i g h t e n i n g  a parent i n t o  unnecessary  surgery  or treatment - a r e  in 

rny o p i n i o n ,  the w o r s t .  A s  young parents we were f r i g h t e n e d  by 

doctors on a f e w  occasions and had we not checked i n t o  a l  t e r n a t i v e  

approaches we woul d have  actual  ly endangered our chi1 d r e n  ' s li ves . 

O n  one o c c a s i o n  a p a e d i a t r i c i a n  t o  whom we  were sent when we 



1 2 8  

i n q u i r e d  about a ç l i g h t l y  p r o t r u d i n g  n a v e l  i n  o u r  f irs t  i n f a n t  's 

f i r s t  few months o f  life - scheduled him i m m e d i a t e l y  f o r  surgezy for  

a b r u .  

We s p o k e  t o  a number o f  p e o p l e  a b o u t  th is  and l e a r n e d  that 

tanina a n u  o v e r  the navel would h o l d  i t  i n  u n t i l  n a t u r a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t  would t a k e  p l a c e !  W i  thin two weeks  this technique 

worked b e a u t i f u l l y  - n o  a n a e s t h e s i a .  n o  cuts, n o  trauma,  no 

antibiotics. 

O n  a n o t n e r  o c c a s i o n  w e  were p r e s s u r e d  wi th fear t a c t i c s  t o  

i,munize Our f i r s t  baby .  A f t e r  one series we began our  r e l a t i o n ç h i p  

with our  homeopath who a d v i s e d  u s  n o t  t o  c o n t i n u e  and p r o m p t l y  

antidoted the effect of the f i r s t  shot. 

Nei t h e r  o f  o u r  sons had any c h i l d h o o d  d i s e a s e s  and h a v e  had 

r e m a r k a b l e  immunity. i t  i s  a l s o  i m p o r t a n t  t o  s t a t e  t h a t  they a l s o  

w e r e  not exposed  t o  the d a i l y  o n s l a u g h t  of qerms t h a t  children get 

i n  a t y p i c a l  school setting. WhiLe a l 1  the c h i l d r e n  around u s  

succunrbed t o  f lues  and colds a l 1  winter long - o u r s  remained free 

from t h e s e  v i r u s e s .  I f  they d i d  d e v e l o p  symptoms - we t r e a t e d  thm 

p r o m p t l y  wi th b i o c h e m i c a l l y  prepared  t i s sue  sa1 t s  ( c e 1 1  f o o d )  , 

homeopa thic  (very r a r e l y )  and vi tamins A ,  C and Zinc. 

O n  yet a n o t h e r  o c c a s i o n  much later o n  in o u r  first s o n ' s  l i f e  

(14 yrs of age) he punctured h i s  skin w i t h  a p i t c h  f o r k .  Ne t r e a t e d  

him homeopa t h i c a l  ly wi th ledum (homeopa thic tetanus) and  s o l d e n  

çeal. S i n c e  i t happened in  o u r  n e i g h b o u r J  s barn - Our parano id  
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shot. Under  her pressure we conceded.  Within the next month lumps 

forrned i n  h i s  l p p h  nodes  on the back  of his knee and under his a m  

i n  the annpit. Our homeopatnic doctor antidoteld] the e f f e c t  o f  the 

t e r a n u s  wi th a homeopath ic  rmedy  and vi t a n i n s  A, C, E and Z i n c .  

Promptly the l u m p s  d i sappeared .  H e  e x p l a i n e d  t o  u s  t h a t  since o u r  

c h i l d  had never had foreign s u b s t a n c e s  in jec ted  i n t o  h i s  b o d y  - 

& had never e v e n  had a n t i b i o t i c s  o f  a n y  sort t h a t  his body was 

rejecting the tetanus vaccine and he siwlv aided t h e  ~rocess . 62 

1 want t o  a l s o  wr i  t e  about  the d e n t a l  p r o f e s s i o n  a s  i t r e l a t e s  

t o  h e a l t h  and w e l l  b e i n g .  Both our sons t u m e d  s ixteen w i t h o u t  ever 

h a v i n g  had r e g u l a r  d e n t a l  c h e c k - u p s .  Our o l d e s t  s o n  had p i n -  

sized filling f o r  a c a v i t y  (wh ich  we did w i t h  p o r c e l a i n )  I t  cost 

$ 3  0 0 . 0 0  f o r  some unknown reason ! 

Our younges t  son had o n l y  one check -up  i n  his life. H e  was on 

a holiday at h i s  Grandma's i n  the States. S h e  had a dental 

appoin t rnen t  and took  h i m  along.  H e  w a s  six y e a r s  old - c u r i o u s  and 

f e a r l e s s .  Somehow the d e n t i s t  did a c h e c k - u p  o n  h i m  - a n d  found a 

'.- My interpretation of Monica's meaning is that she feels 
theiw homeopathic doctor aided their son's body in the rejection of 
the foreign substance {the tetanus vaccine) through his treatments. 
This interpretation is supported by literature in medical 
antnropology that describes horneopathic philosophy: 

Al1 healing is from within, and the physician is supposed to 
stimulate the self-healing power of the organism with his 
remedy . . .  The organisrn always possesses some healing capacity; 
by his correct prescription the physician starts it on the 
path to cure .  (Coulter 1984 : 67) 
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tiny cavity - in a baby tooth that waç next to corne out. ,Ye filled 

i t w i  th on the spot ! We were appall e d  tha t this happened. 

He (the d e n t i s t )  i n s i s t ed  t h a t  t h i s  was a permanent  tooth and 

Grandma believed him (she a l s o  p a i d  the b i l l )  . Two months l a t e r  - 

i t  fell o u t  - on s c h e d u l e  and that was his o n l y  c a v i t y  during his 

whol e chi 1 dhood ! 

O u r  oldeçt  son on a visit t o  a dentist t o  have a check-up w a s  

d i a g n o s e d  a s  needing & new crowns on his rnolars b e c a u s e  h e  

otherwise would have l o s t  them to  r a p i d  decay b e c a u s e  of their  çof t 

c o ~ d i t i o n .  T h i s  was going t o  cost u s  a t  least  $ 3 0 0 0 . 0 0  which we 

c o u l d  not a f f o r d  - so we did nothing about i t . Xe is now 21 - with 

no cav i t i e s  - other than the pin-pr ick  c a v i t y  (which we had filled 

wi th p o r c e l a i n )  . 

As you can imagine  and feel  I have l o s t  trust i n  these so 

cal l ed p r o f  essional [ ' p i g s  ' , crossed ou t] 'caregivers ' . 

Through this narrative, which makes sense of her experiences 

w i t h  t h e  allopathic medical system and justifies her choices to 

pu r sue  alternative health care ,  Monica constructs herse l f  to be a 

moral actor - a good parent. To do this, she structures her 

narrative in such a way t h a t  repeated references to her  son's 

continued good health are set in opposition to statements about a 

doctor's incoinpetence o r  pcor judgernent. In the first case she 

riarrates, she emphasizes that the doctor ' s readiness to perform 
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surgery could have actually hamied her child, while her choice of 

a simple and non-invasive alternative made him well. She highlights 

the monetary conflicts of interest that she feels are inherent in 

the medical system and contrasts these with parental intuition and 

knowledge - her's and her husband's abilities to know and judge 

their childrenls health unbiased by the lure of payment. Finally, 

Monica uses her narrative to denonstrate that while doctors 

privilege their own knowledge over that of parents, it is parents 

who really know best. She uses these examples and smaller 

narratives ro justify her choice to abandon allopathic care in 

favour of other methods, and to prove ( t o  both me and herself)  that 

the choices she made were the right ones in that they provided what 

was best for her children. 

Denise, who felt that her 22-month-old son had suffered a 

great deal at the hands of the allopathic medical community, used 

the begiming of our interview to talk about their experiences and 

the choices they had prompted her to make. In che following 

transcription of our conversation Denisers lines are marked by her 

name and 'Megant indicates my interjections and questions. 
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Denise ' s Narra t ive  

Megan - Most of the q u e s t i o n s  are  real ly pre t  t y  general . T h e  

f i rs t  one that I uçually  start o u t  w i t h  is j u s t  the i d e s  

o f  j u s t  tell m e  i n  general  about your cRildls w e l l  

b e i n g .  . . h o w  you perceive i t . 

Denise - H e  has  l o t s  of allergies, even though I'rn bxeastfeeding. 

From what my homeopath says that he has a weakened 

immune system.. .so t h a t  when if he g e t s  a cold i t  

a l  ways goes further than a co ld .  . . . . 
There was about 8 months where he a s  g e t t i n g  s i c k  a l o t .  

H e  was i n  daycare  w h i l e  1 was working, and he was 

g e t  t i n g  s i c k .  I n  8 months of work, I took off 6 weeks ,  

because he w a s  so sick. 

So. . . 1 think. . p a r t  of that 's because  hé was given 

formula w h i l e  he was really young? 

P .  

' -  Denise told me at a later point in the interview that her 
birth experience left her unable to advocate for herself in the 
hospital environment or enforce her choices. Her son was given 
formula feedings shortly a f t e r  birth against hsr wishes. 

In this instance Denise creates meaning in the context of two 
discoi;rses that she sees as oppositional: the LLL discourse of 
'breast-is-best' and the allopathic-medical discourse of 
supplementation and formula feeding. Her own interaction with the 
'alternative' medical community and pre-natal reading led her to 
choose breastfeeding before the birth of her child and the negative 
experiences with the medical community and her son's health that she 
relates here confirm (for her) the validity of the choices she made. 
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1s that what you were talking a b o u t  in the [LLL] 

meeting? 

Denise - Yeah, in the hospital he was given formula wben he 

shouldnl  t have been. Uh.. I wasnl t g i v e n  a chance t o  

breastfeed h im r i g h t  away. 

so.. . so yeah, thatrs his health. 
Its a bi t bet ter  naw,  we ve been working on i t . 

And, we actually, in um the medical community, it was 

just tu give him d r u g s .  

They wanted to put tubes in his ears, for his ear 

i n f e c t i o n s ,  and 1 donrt think thatrs worth it. 

Megan - Thatls pretty invasive surgery for someone t ha t  Young.  

Deniçe - Yeah. He had a l o t  of food a l l e r g i e s  too . . .  The doctor 

I had üp here wasnr t s u p p o r t i v e  of breastfeeding. 

I won1 t go back t~ h i m .  

I worked hard to, . . . like 1 believe in breasunilk and  he 

knew no thing about i t . 

H e  k e p t  on telling me " feed  him formula, give h i m  

fomul  a " 

So.. . I have not found a doctor .. .there1s j u s t  no way.  

Yeah, su there was lack of support. There is a iack o f  
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s u p p o r t  from the m e d i  c a l  cornuni ty for breas tf eeding, 

which I think would have helped his allergies frorn the 

beginnlng . 64 

Once he was sick and w e  had t o  b a t t l e  

wan t e d  to  do was give him d r u g s  . . . 

. . . chere was no p r e v e n  t a  &ive approach ,  

a m o y e d  m e .  

Hmmm. What else  annoyed ne. . . 

it, a l 1  they 

that r e a l l y  

H e  had a l o t  o f  food a l 1  e r g i e s  and the d o c t o r s  

believe m e ,  because he was allergic t o  r ice ,  

unheard of .  

And then f i n a l l y ,  we went back t o  Montreal and 

wou ldn l  t 

which is 

g o t  h e l p  

from [word ~ n c l e a r ] ~ ~ .  1 go& support for the f a c t  t h a t  

he was a l l e r g l i c  to rice a n d  had a l l  these a l l e r g i e s .  

Megan - M o s t  baby food a r e  a l  l r ice .  . . 

Yeah,  so 1 w a s  pre t t y  d i s i l l u s i o n e d  by the m e d i c a l  

"' Denise elaborated on the probloms she had with breastfeeding 
l a t e r  on i n  the interview. She worked with a lactation consultant, 
used breas t - sh ie lds  to correct inverted nipples and eventually made 
use of acupuncture treatrnents to enable ber to breastfeed her son, 

'' A t  t h i s  point  1 would assume she was making reference to her 
naturopathic and homeopathic care-providers in Montreal, who she 
refers to at other points in the interview. 
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Uh, yeah, I was pret ty aruioyed, because you can l t. . . that 
k i n d  of b a t t l e .  

There  is a lot that went on, t h a t  I d i d n l  t find o u t . .  . 

I had a lot problern with rashes w i t h  h i m ,  which is j u s t  

£rom food allergies. And the incredible pain he was in 

w a s  j u s t  urrbearable. 

And one w e e k e n d  he was on  f i r e  al1 weekend and he was  

miserable  and the doctorts a t t i t u d e  was "Oh he'11 

s u r v i  ve . 

You know? And. . . j u s t  not e n o u ~ h  compassion for the 

chi1 d in the medi  cal communi ty. 

Yeah, so itls j u s t  not right,  whatls going on in Western 

f i e l d s  [o f  medicine] . 

So how is his hea i th  now? Much be t ter .  

H e  has a bit of cold now but it hasnl t turned into 

any th ing ,  where in the past i t would  have. 

But I 1 v e  Rad him on homeopa th i c  stuff because I j u s t  

w a s n  t g e t  t i n g  any preventa t i v e  from the m e d i c a l  

communi ty . 

Megan - Where d i d  you f i n d  o u t  about the homeopathic? 

Denise - Well I had a homeopath i n  Montreal. But she li terally 



136 

you know, goes throuqh. . . asks the questions on how your 

body is. 

And I went to her to ge t  pregnant  a c t u a l l y .  

And 1 took him to her .  

Denise uses her narrative to voice her frustration with the 

allopathic medical community and ccntrast their lack of respect for 

her dilemmas with the concerned care given by her alternative 

health-care providers. She repeatedly makes reference to the ways 

in which her own knowledge of her son's well-being was dismissed by 

d~ctors (in the case of the allergies and the fever) and validated 

by alternative care providers. Furthemiore, she describes how her 

wïshes were outright ignored at the hospital during her birth (when 

her son was formula-fed against her will), and how this has actually 

harmed her son's well-being. 

For Denise, care should be cornpassionate, and so she relates 

in her narrative cases in whicn doctors lacked compassion and 

suogested treating her very young son with invasive drugs and 

procedures. The tubes f o r  ear infections provide a good example. 

Formula fed babies are more likely to suffer from ear infection than 

breastfed babies (La Leche League International 19%' :3l9) yet her 

allopathic aoctor repeatedly presçured her to formula feed her son 

while also suggesting a relatively invasive procedure to deal with 

his ear infections. She contrasts these with descriptions of 
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prevsntative treatments, such as homeopathy and breastfeeding, that 

would address her son's underlying health problems rather than 

sirnply t reat  the symptoms. 

Through narrating these experiences, Denise creates herself as 

a moral actor and good parent by showing how ber choice of 

alternative h e a l t h  care has improved her son's well-being. 

These narratives demonstrate the process of narrative, moral 

self-constniction that flowed through my research, and show how, for 

the parents I spoke with, identity, morality, and seif were fluidly 

interconnected with (a)their understandings of their children's 

bodies, fb) their roles as parents and the choices they  made in 

re la t ion  to those understandings, and ( c )  t h e i r  n a r r a t i o n  of these 

parent ing choices to audiences such as myself. 



As 1 have already argued, understandings of children's bodies 

and parental roles are historically and culturally contextual. As 

natural as these things rnay seem to 'natives' of any given time or 

place, they are based not on any human universals but on culturally 

constituted understandings of the world-at-large. The arbitrary 

nature of North American understandings of children's bodies and 

parenting becomes evident when they are compared to those of other 

cultures . 

For example, in her infamous work, Co-g of Aoe in S u  

(19281, Margaret Mead demonstrates the fundamental differences 

between Samoan and North American understandings of children and 

their appropriate care. The North American ideal of the nuclear 

family as the primary unit of both kinship and production places the 

responsibility of childcare within the home. Children are 

understood to be unfinished and at-risk, and adults, particularlty 

parents, are understood to be best able to care for them. 

In Samoa at the time of Mead's research, on the other hand, 

kinçhip a d  production wzs located in flexible, extended households, 

and childcare was seen as the responsibility of chose least able to 

contribute to other household tasks: other children. While older, 

stronger members of the household did the more labour-intensive work 

such as fishing and farming, babies and toddlers were cared for by 
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young girls and boys between the ages of seven and fo~rteen~~. This 

age range, wben youngsters were old enough to "[have] al1 the 

essential avoidances well enough by heart to be trusted with the 

î a r e  of a younger childu (Mead 1928:26), but not 'O... old and robust 

enough tc work on the plantations and carry foodstuffs d o m  to the 

villageu!Mead 1928:28) became the appropriate age for caring for 

younger children. Young girls and boys accomplished these tasks by 

carrying t k i r  infant relatives around on their hips and backs 

during the day and keeping their charges quiet and out  from under- 

foot. Early childhood education in Samoa was, therefore, a process 

of iearning what to do and what to avoid, reinforced by having to 

impress the same on someone even younger (Mead 1328). 

Alma Gottlieb also demonstrates the contextuality of 

undêrstandings of childrent s bodies in her work with the Beng of 

Africa (1998). The Beng world consists of the here-and-now and an 

'afterlifel called wnigbe.  Far from being seen as permanent, death 

sends a sou1 to wrugbe, from where, after some tirne, it ni11 be 

reborn as a human once again. In wrugbe, souls live full lives with 

parents, kin, friends and lovers of their own. Even when they are 

reincarnated as humans in the here-and-now, they continue to have 

kin- tieç and connections to their lives there. This world-view, 

'' Childcare was the responsibility of children of both sexes 
uncil the age of .eight or nine, wnen young boys gave up their 
charges in exchange for new tasks, such as fishing. 
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Gottlieb explains, plays a major role in the daily liveç of Beng 

babies and their parents. 

Wrugbe is seen as the place where souls the world-over go 

after death and as such is multi-cultural and multi-lingual. In 

crder to function, its inhabitafits are able to understand al1 

ucterances, and this ability continues for a time after rebirth. 

Thus, in contrast to North American understandings of the child as 

unfinished and pre-verbal, Beng infants understand more than their 

parents ever could. As Gottlieb eldborates: "having only recently 

merged from wrugbe, where everyone understands every language, Beng 

newborns have full comprehension not only of Beng, but of every 

language spoken on this earthN (Gottlieb 1998:128). As they leave 

wrugbe behind and emerge fully into this world - a gradua1 process 

that takes a few years - Beng children gradually lose this 

linquistic ability until they speak and understand only the 

languages they hear every day. On a daily basis, this means that 

'babbling' is actively encouraged and that adults speak directly and 

frequently to babies of al1 ages. 

Sirnilarly, Beng infants are seen to maintain contact with 

their kin in wrugbe, who continue to take an interest in the child's 

life as they emerge into the here-and-now. A n  infant's wrugbe 

parencs may insiruct it to cry in order to make itç desires h o w n  

(since it has yet to figure out how  to speak only one language) and 

aeng motherç are encouraged to take their children to diviners to 
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figure out what they want. Once these wrugbe-inspired wishes are 

met, the child will be content. 

You should go to a diviner to Eind out what the baby 
wants, then go and buy that thing for the child . . .  
Infants choose these desires to copy the objects 
they liked back in wrugbe: usually jewellery, money 
or cowries. In any case, once the parents of this 
life discover the babiesl desires, they should do al1 
they can to indulge them. 

(Kouakou Ba [Informant] , cited in Gottlieb 1998 : 127) 

While North American perceptions of linear time and the 

Einality of death (or the afterlife) create understandings of 

chiidren's bodies growing-up progressing from 

infancy to 'complete' adulthood, the Beng understand their children 

to be fully functional individuals who had lives of their own 

previous 

raising 

birth. Parent ing in this situation not about 

un£ in ished child as about helping another person 

to make a smooth emergence from wrugbe into the here-and-now 

(Gottlieb 1998). 

My point here is that understandings of children and 

chiidren's bodies are culturally constructed and that this cultural 

construction, as dernonstrated by the Samoans and the Beng, takes 

place within larger cultural understandings of the world. This 

certainly the parents with whom spoke . 

MY informants were al1 well-educated, white, middle-class 

individuals living in and around Peterborough, Ontario, They 

certainly al1  fomed their understandings of their children's bodies 
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within the context of the larger cultural narratives that surround 

the body and parenting in North Arnerica. But - and here again are 

t h e  points 1 wish to make with this thesis - far from being wholly 

culturally prescribed and defining, those understandings were (a) 

varied, within larger cultural patterns, and (b) a site for the 

construction and articulation of social roles , morality, and 

pe r sona l  identity. 

Now 1 would like to return to some general rnethodological and 

rhecretical issues raised by research 'at home'. 

During my career as a student of anthropology, 1 have felt a 

persistent tension between the discipline's objectives to both give 

validity to our informants' voices and critically examine the 

contexcs from which these voices arise. How does one negotiate the 

treacherous path between individual perceptions and the subtle 

relations of power that (from an academic perspective) may very well 

make that individual an agent of his/her own oppression? This is 

a general problematic, one that has long been of issue to al1 the 

social sciences, and car. be expressed in some of the basic dualities 

that have both guided and been the subject of study: free-will vs .  

determinism, agency vs. structure, and individual vs. society6'. 

This is a tension that the social sciences in general and 
anthropology in particular have been trying to negotiate for a 
while, as Sherry B. Ortner points out in "Theory in Anthropology 
since c,he Sixtiesn (1994). Many anthropological approaches over the 
Fast forty years can be criticized, she explzins, in that they did 
not account for human action within the systems they studied. In 
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This is a tension that exists in my own work, as various 

voices in the discipline raise questions that ask us to consider the 

discourses of motherhood as universally oppressive. By focussing 

on my informantsl interpretations of their lives and on the power, 

joy, and identity they take from parenting, I choose my own place 

in this problematic - a place £rom which 1 can acknowledge my 

in£ormancst understandings and look also to the social context that 

shapes these understandings. 1 choose to see m y  route not as a 

dismissal of critical analysis and context but as a focus on extreme 

locality - on the ability of individualç to negotiate and rnake 

meaning in persona1 ways within discursive systems. This position 

opens up some theoretical and methodological considerations and 

questions that are of interest to the debate and to the discipline 

F i r s t ,  it offers an opportunity to examine the variety, 

aaency, and diversity that is possible at a local level, as 1 have 

demonstrated throughout this thesis. Despite their apparent 

similarities of class, education, and culture, the men and women 1 

spoke with formed understandings and made choices that were guided 

by "emotion, taste and habitn (Hepburn 1986:67), and that were 

personally contextual and meaningful. 

this article she puts forward the "practiceN approach (a concept co- 
opted, as I have already pointed out [pg 51, from Bourdieu's attempt 
to bridge the very same gap) as a means by which the discipline 
could accommodate for the role of human beings in cultural contexts. 
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Secondly, dwelling on that variety, this position allows us to 

question the very nature of the concept of 'common sense' as it is 

currently employed - in that the persona1 specificity of 

understanding and interpretation at a local level ensures that even 

neighbours will differ in their understandings and that no 

interpretation is 'cornmon' - and through this, it of fe r s  us a place 

£ r o m  which to question the entiro problematic of 'structure vs. 

agency' at-large. The questions of 'structure vs. agencyr and 

'iadividual v s .  society' are studkd precisely because we, as the 

products of Western thought, assume that there are individuals and 

that they are capable of agency. This is in-and-of itself a 'common 

sense' understanding and if we have proven that 'common sense' is 

not really cornmon at all, then it stands to reason that these 

understandings (agency and the individual) are the producrs of 

interpretation and that they are not universally sharedbe. 

This leads to the final consideration this position can 

raise, which is that, precisely because of the last two points, it 

invites us to e-xplore 'home' as a very good place for 

anthropological research because, in addition to being variable 

" - 
Some curxent works in Asian and Indian Ethnography address 

these questions, arguing that some of the binary oppositions that 
structure Western social science, such as 'individual vs. society', 
and 'nature vs. l a w f ,  do not match or adequately describe m a n y  
elements of South Asian scriiety where 'individuals' are not seen to 
exist and bodies are 'encoded' with inherent morality (Marriott and 
Inden 1977) 
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enough to be unfarniliar to any researcher, research at home allows 

us to look at the "cornmon sensen assumptions that underlie social 

science in general, at home or abroad. 

Reruning to the general problematic I spoke of earlier - that 

of negotiating both individual voices and larger power relations in 

my work - 1 found that Linda Alcoff's essay "Cultural Feminism 

versus Post-~tructuralism: The Identity Crisis in Feminist Theory" 

( 1 9 9 4 )  provides a useful theoretical tool. In her paper, Alcoff is 

attempting t o  £rame a new approach to the problematic formulation 

of the concept of 'women' in ferninist t h e ~ r y ~ ~ .  Her own 

contribution to the discussion is what is of interest to me here, 

and constitutes a theory she callç "positionalityu (Alcoff 1994). 

B r i e f l y ,  Alcoff's concept of positionality is as follows: 

(a) Subjective identities exist relative to a constantly 

changing network of historically and culturally 

determined social forces, institutions, and ideologies, 

and in relation to other individuals (Alcoff 1994 ~ 1 1 6 -  

117) . 

.: * Problernatic, she explains, because l1womenH as a category is 
both a necessary point of departure for feminist theory and a term 
that is heavily laden with the values and meanings of the existing 
(male dominatedl ideology. 
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(b) The individual is not a passive entity receiving 

identity from these external forces, but is an active 

and participating agent who "activsly contributes to the 

context within which her position can be delineated". 

( A ~ c o ~  f 1994 : 117)  

And finally, 

( C I  The positions in which people find themselves can be 

"actively utilized as a location for the construction of 

meaning, a place from where meaning can be discovered." 

(Alcoff 1994:117) 

Loosely sumrnarized, the idea of positionality frames the ways 

in which individuals negotiate within the socially constructed 

realities that suxround them and actively work CO oosition 

thsmselves in ways that are personally meaningful. 

The  men and women 1 worked with on this project  interacted 

with the disccurses of the body and of parcnting available in North 

America and actively made meaning within them in ways that were 

varied and personally meaningful - as Alcoffts idea of gositionality 

describes. Although their understandings of their childrenis bodies 

were certainly shaped by the "constantly shifting contextu (Alcoff 

1994:116) of North American cultural discourse, they were also 

agents in the construction of their own positions within those 

discourses. As 1 demonstrated in Chapters Three and Four, cultural 

narratives such as 'the unfinished child' and 'the child at risk' 
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served as the basis for my informants' understandings of their 

children's bodies, but these understandings, and the actions taken 

in response to them, varied. Other sources of information (such as 

doctors, books, magazines, and other parents), involvement with 

groups that supported specific understandings of the body (such as 

tne 'holistic person' in 'alternative medicine'), and personal 

experience al1 played a role in how parents came to understand their 

children's bodies. Finally, the parents with whom 1 worked used 

t h e F r  understandings of their children's bodies as a site for the 

articulation of identity and moralicy in (a) their relational role 

as parents, and (b) the construction of themselves as moral actors. 

In closing, 1 wish to return to my informantsf voices. During 

our  interview, Bethany spoke about how divisive understandings of 

children's bodies and parenting philosophies could be. She 

2xplained that some parents feel that their understandings, their 

parenting choices are the only good ones7', and that this 

righteousness is damaging. Her response to these divisions 

surnrnarizes my arguments in this paper eloquently and it is with her 

words 1 wiil rest: 

You're basically trying to nurture your child in 
what you feel is the best way to do it ... 
[Parenring] is doing the same job in different ways. 

(Bethany) 

- .  

This sentiment arose in her discussion of why, although she 
breastfeeds, she has chosen not to be part of the LLL, who she feels 
are dismissive of parents who choose to formula feed their children. 
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