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Summary

For most people parenting is a crucial experience. We
enter the world via our parents; we learn what it is to be a
child, a human being in that particular time-space-people
context. We carry our parents' legacy from conception to
death.

The questions central to this research concern the con-
cept and praxis of parenting. Why is parenting so important
for human being? What do terms such as loving, caring, nur-
turing, mean? What does it mean to be a 'family', a 'mother',
a 'father'? What of power in families? How do parenting re-
lationships differ from other forms of relationship? How
does parenting 'fit' in society? The task I set myself was
the comprehension of parenting. I wanted to grasp as much
as I could about the definitions, ideas, practices which
people use in their everyday lives, and I wanted to understand

these in society.

The werk is a theoretical one. The phenomenological
method underpins the total process; the introduction, the
field research, the analysis of data, the writing. Phenomen-
ology, as I understand it, is concerned essentially with un-
covering meaning. I wanted to learn the meaning of parenting
pﬁaxis in society in order to develop a theory of parenting
which could ke used as a catalyst, and provoke questions which

I believe are critical for human being.

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first is
the preparation or journey into the research. Time is spent
on defining such basic terms as 'body', ‘'self', 'perception',
in building an ontological and methodological framework suffi-

cient for my needs.

Portraits of the six families with whom I lived are pre-
sented in triptych form in the middle part of the thesis. I
wanted, needed, tc immerse myself in people's lives, not simply

to visit and ask questions which they may/may not have been
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able or willing to answer, but I wanted to become part of

their lives, albeit for a short time. Then I could hear, see,
taste, feel .. what it is like to be in their family. People
are revealed warts and all, and parenting shown to be complex,

ambiguous, tedious, awesome ..

In the third part of the thesis focus is on parenting-
in-society. C. Wright Mills' questions anchor the discussion
of the history of parenting, and on parenting in Australian
society. The concept and praxis of parenting is un-covered,
and shown to be an ongoing social construction. I argue that
the particular construction, this ordering of power, this
definition and conceptualisation of parenting, is brought
about by a systematic orchestration, an ordering of people's
lives which inhibits full realisation of human being. The
liberal democratic ideology fuels this construction, and
contradictions inherent in parenting praxis are denied, de-

flected, dismissed by reference to this ideology.
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Technical notes

1. Bracketing is a key process in this research. In pheno-
menological terms, it means that the word is being

placed under the vivisector. It is

... the technique of phenomenological reduction,
whereby the object under study is placed in a
special kind of systematic doubt {'bracketed') as
to its contingent and theoretical characteristics.

Lafferty, 1977:140

In Part 1:3 the process is explained and used in a de-
liberate, formal sense: that is, words are bracketed and
defined. At other times, a word is bracketed, and the
single inverted quotes are used simply as an alerting system;
they indicate - this word has an alternative meaning, or mul-

tiplicity of meanings.

2. The use of two periods .. after a word means I have
given space for the emergence of other meanings. For

example:

Sociology is concerned with people: how they live,
where they work, what they value, how they play,
when they celebrate, what they worship .. and why.

p.1l
Three periods ... means words have been omitted. This
is the standard use.
3. In the text and bibliography some books are given two

dates of publication - the original date, and the date

of the particular edition I have used. For example:
C. Wright Mills (1959):1970. In the normal use of the Harvard
system I found the use of the second date only gave an un-
realistic picture of the text. Books, like people, are prod-

ucts of their time.

4. In the thesis, a number of different typestyles are
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used.

this is used for people interviewed for the research;

this 1s used for people I lived with.

5. At times in the text I use an unusual form of express-

ion. For example:

The questions sociologists ask, the kinds of answers
they create; how they search, where they re-search ..

p.1l

... for I want/ed to comprehend both parenting
'praxis' ...

p.3

The first example illustrates how words can be changed
in order to focus on meaning; the second is used to straddle
tenses, in this instance past and present. The reasons for

this will be made clear in Part 1:3.






To lend himself, to project himself ... to feel
and feel till he understands and to understand
so well that he can say, to have perception at
the pitch of passion and expression as embrac-
ing as the air, to be infinitely curious and in-
corrigibly patient, and yet plastic and inflamm-
able and determinable, stooping to congquer and
serving to direct - these are fine chances for
an active mind, chances to add the idea of in-
dependent beauty to the conception of success.
Just in proportion as he is sentient and rest-
less, just in proportion as he reacts and reci-
procates and penetrates, is the critic (research-

er) a valuable instrument ...

Henry James
'Criticism'

frontispiece
Gunn, 1975
(brackets added)



Prologue

Part 1:1

Parenting beggars an easy route to its core. For most
people, the relationship established through birth {or by
creation) is of gut importance in terms of nurturance, be-
longing, identification and social learning. Potentially,
this is one of the most enabling and enriching relationships
open to human beings: it is also one of the most assumed,
most problematic, most ambiguous. To try and comprehend
'parenting’ . is to endeavour to capture the meaning, the
space, the dialogue, between people - old and young, 'parent'’
and 'child'. Parenting relationships are not simply of sig-
nificance in childrearing years: they are lifelong, for we

carry our parents' imprint from conception to death.

These relationships are commonly considered crucial for
the functioning of society so they are defined, monitored
-and sanctioned by societal institutions: law, government,
education, religion .. 2 and in ideology. This thesis is
an attempt to understand and explain the private and public
praxis of parenting, and the beliefs which underlie such
praxis. It is done through the discipline of sociology.

Sociology is concerned with people: how they live,
where they work, what they value, how they play, when they
celebrate, what they worship .. and why. Why do people inter-
act this way and not that? Why do these people place import-
ance on this, other people on that? Why does this structur-
ing take place with this group at this time and in this par-
ticular context? The gquestions sociologists ask, the kinds

of answers they create; how they search, where they re-search,

Single guotation marks mean that the word is bracketed.
See technical notes, p. viii.

.. means the list is ongoing, not closed. See technical
notes, p. viii.



will depend on a host of factors: their sense of individual-
ity, their reasons for doing sociology, their training, qual-

ity of experience, their sociological imagination.

Any enterprise can be dangerous: 'doing sociology' is
dangerous. It is potentially disturbing, rewarding, excit-

ing, unsettling, boring and challenging.

This research is both creative and critical: creative,
in that in its very process it is eclectic, simultaneously
theoretical and intuitive, timeless and contemporaneous;
critical, in that it is designed to challenge, and change,
existing praxis and beliefs about parenting. It focusses
upon people, their history, their biographies and their in-
tersection in society. More particularly, it concerns people
involved in parenting: adults and their children, and those
with whom they share their lives. That is a necessary begin-

ning.

The main task of the thesis is the development of a
theory of parenting, an interpretation and explanation of
parenting grasped as part of the wider structuring called

'society' (see Part 3).

One of the central beliefs in western society is that
parents care: that they instinctively, intuitively, care,

and that they should care.

When family breakdowns occur or one parent
dies, the remaining parent must care for
the children.

Balmer, 1974:79
(emphasis added)

The child, for the full and harmonious de-
velopment of his personality, needs love

and understanding. He shall, wherever poss-
ible, grow up in the care and under the re-
sponsibility of his parents ... a child of



tender years shall not, save in exceptional
circumstances, be separated from his mother.

Principle 6

Declaration of the Rights
of the Child (U.N.)
(emphasis added) 3

To question how parents care is safe: to describe how
parents bring up their children, how and when they send them
to school, music lessons, work .. how they feed a big family,
survive on welfare payments, interact with relatives and
neighbours .. that too is acceptable, and much research is
of that descriptive kind. But to ask if parents care, about
the shape of that caring, and why they care, that is more
tortuous, for it demands a suspension of one of the core be-
liefs in society, and an acknowledgment of one's own experi-
ence of parenting, both as child and adult. It requires a
bracketing of one's own knowledge, intuition and beliefs, an
openness to surrender, in Wolff's term, 4 matched by a will-
ingness to become embroiled in other people's lives in order

to do the research.

Questions beset me on all sides when I started thinking
about the research project. How do relationships get estab-
lished, bruised, nurtured? When, how, why do they change?
What do terms such as loving, caring, bonding, mean? What
does it mean to be called 'a family', a 'mother', 'father’,
'son', a 'child'? To be part of a two person family, a larg-
er one? Why should parents like their children, children
their parents? What choices do people have? What of power
in families? What are the connections between 'families'

3 The use of the male pronoun as an all-inclusive term is a
common one. I have drawn attention to it only once and
tried throughout the thesis to use non-sexist language.

4

Surrender meaning total involvement, a suspension of re-
ceived notions, the pertinence of everything, of identifi-

cation, and the risk of being hurt (Wolff, 1976, esp. 22-23).



and 'society'? Who defines the rules and sets the fashions
in parenting? What happens across gender, age, life style
boundaries? How do parenting relationships differ from other

forms of relationships? Why?

Like the Newsons, I expected that such questions, espe-
cially such central questions in human experience, must have

been asked hundreds of times before.

Is it characteristic of the enquiring mind
that, precisely because of its respect for

the research process, it imagines ... that
its questions must have been asked ... be-
fore.

Newson and Newson, 1976:24

In various disciplines and professions, for example anthro-
pology, psychiatry, psychology, social work, some of these
questions have been addressed. However, when I read other
family research accounts, I wondered whether I was mistaken
in my vision, or overly ambitious in what I was endeavouring
to do, for I wanted to comprehend both parenting 'praxis' in
particular human situations and the beliefs and practices,
praxis, in the societal context. A relative of one of the

research families, when told what I was doing, said
You're wasting your time - it all comes down to LOVE.

and a research coordinator of one of the largest welfare
organisations in Melbourne, one which specialises in foster-

ing, exclaimed
But of course, it's all biological!
If it were that simple.
For many years, as a person, teacher, social worker,
sociologist, I heard what C. Wright Mills calls '... the beat

feeling that all is somehow not right' (C.W. Mills, [1959]:
1970:18). I heard people constantly moaning about their



parents, their kids; about having to attend end of year
school concerts, or go to mum's every Sunday for lunch; about
the noise of the stereos in their son's room, or the untidi-
ness of the same room. There was/is little talk of celebra-
tion in families, more often a taken-for-granted acceptance
or hope of survival coupled with mixed feelings - "I guess
they are my flesh and blood", "whatever I do it's wrong”,

"we are luckier than most", "it would be so boring without
the kids". Life became a series of interviews as I scurried
from person to person searching for answers. People > talked
in numb~like fashion about their experience. Many talked of

difficulties in relationships with their parents.

They cared but never praised.

Sally, 47

I needed to be without my mother and not to feel
guilty because I wasn't like my mother.

Meg, 39

Mum's lost her memory so she doesn't recognise me
but I like to go and see her once a fortnight.
Roger (husband) doesn’t go, nor do the girls be-
cause it upsets tham so much.

Jean, 48

Others spoke of their joy and delight. For example, Claire,

talking about her daughter, Christine, said:

There is magic for me in our relationship - in
having the opportunity to watch her learn to fly.

Claire, 37

I never discussed having the baby ... yet from the
moment he was born I felt marvellous ... I just felt
that I'd done something no-one else had done before.

Gloria, 42

For details of people interviewed, see end of Part 1l:4.
Their words are always in this typescript.



I've had 14 years of being paid to do exactly what
I want to do so at 35 I've decided to stop working.
I gave a lecture the other day and said I would

rather be a father than a teacher. I don't need a

job any longer, I don't need a career ... I've re-
mapped my whole life ... I will be perfectly happy
to spend my time with the kids.

Bob, 35

I was still at the beginning of the research project,
still trying to 'get inside', trying to make sense of where
I was, where I wanted and needed to go. I read frantically,
trying to find explanations, answers to my questions, and
found that the complexity, ambiguity, intensity and drabness
of living were more likely to be captured in fiction or bio-
graphy than in academic writing. Whether it be Proust,
Drabble, John Berger, Adrienne Rich, Virginia Woolf, Katherine
Mansfield .. or the 19th century novelists, one could hear,
see, feel, touch the characters and respond in recognition,

identification, in sympathy.

One man's writing had a profound impact. James Agee's
work is an artist's word portrait of three families living
in Alabama in the 1930s. Agee taught me about time, space,

dignity and about people:

This family must take care of itself; it

has no mother or father: there is no other
shelter, nor resource, nor any love, interest,
sustaining strength or comfort, so near, nor
can anything happy or sorrowful that comes to
anyone in this family possibly mean to those
outside it what it means to those within it ...

Agee, [193911966:53

... SO even as they sit at the lamp and eat
their supper, the joke they are laughing at
could not be so funny to anyone else ...

Agee, [1939]11966:51

and about the intrusion of research:



They just kept looking at me. There was

no more for them to say than for me ...

I said I was awfully sorry if I had bothered
them; but they only retreated still more pro-
foundly behind their faces

[1939]1966:40-41

None of them relieved me for an instant of
their eyes ... I was transfixed ... As I
asked my questions, and told my purposes,
and what I was looking for, it seemed to me
they relaxed a little toward me ... almost
as if into trust and liking; yet even at its
best this remained so suspended, so condi-
tional ...

[1939]1966:33

In contrast, the people described in much of the socio-
logical family literature resembled T.S. Eliot's hollow men,
stuffed men. Many are lopsided, divorced from kin, friends,
social networks, severed by methodology, by objectification
and/or categorisation from any physical or social context.
Everywhere one could/can see sociologists continuing to
flatten human beings, to lump them, like potatoes, into

s (t)acks.
Mogey's comment made in 1962 is still pertinent:

Over much of the world, family research is
still highly descriptive. Much is still
cast in the older mould of institutional

analysis, heavily normative, moralistic ....
Some is frankly archaic in its intellectual
equipment.

in Morgan, 1975:2

Mainstream family research remains within the soft
functionalist paradigm (Morgan, 1975:17-59). It is reified
theoretical research, research where people are perceived as
role-people, as mothers or fathers, siblings .. then quest-
ioned about those roles, about role-conflict, or strain, or
role saliency. There is seldom recognition given to the

social constructing of these roles - of the age, sex/gender,



legal dimensions of these roles. In functionalist research
both the social and particular aspects of human being are
often ignored. Morgan hammers this kind of research which
he believes to be more common in family sociology than in

any other area:

What is objectionable ... is not merely the
actual list of functions presented but the
lack of critical awareness as to what kind
of gquestion is being asked and whether it is
a meaningful question at all.

Morgan, 1975:18-19

Assumptions are common: not only does there tend to
be a reification of 'family', of roles, and of functions, but
also a prevailing view of 'the family' as being private and
apart from the social or public structure of society. Too,
singular views of family experience are presented as complete

pictures (see Part 1:2).

Much of the argument is simplistic, and parenting, as a
key process in family praxis, is swallowed up in such research
into the taken-for-granted reality and belief in the central-
ity of 'the family' for people's lives.

The family either provides a sense of com-
petence, of selfworth, a sense of power and
of social respect; or it provides the re-
verse sense of incompetence, powerlessness,
lack of respect and self-denigration ...

Edgar, 1980b:7
(emphasis added)

... the family in Australia ... remains the
cornerstone of community stability ...

Stoller, 1974:1

The feminist literature 6 which flourished in the 1970s

See Bernard (1975, 1976); Oakley (1972, 1974a, 1974b,
1979); Choderow (1978).



broke the conservative retaining walls of functionalist
thought by asking questions which ‘went beyond 'roles'. By
concentrating on the gender division of labour, feminists

clearly illustrated the social construction of reality.

For many people this writing brought about a painful
awareness of the inequalities, discrepancies, the conflicts
in family structure and experience. Questions raised were/are

often threatening, for example:

Why men by and large do not do primary par-
enting, and women do, is a centrally inter-
esting sociological question.

Choderow, 1978:14

Initially, the tone of some of the works was anti-male,
anti-motherhood, anti-establishment. The marrying of Marx-
ism and feminism and later theoretical development, plus the
evolving grass-roots emphasis on mothering-as-nurturing have,
however, eased some of the social and ethical dilemmas for
feminists and/or radical sociologists. But parenting-as-
process open to both male and female has not yet received

the scholarly attention it deserves.

Growing pains became more pronounced when I read 'theory'.
Argument about the rightness/wrongness of focussingon the in-
dividual rather than using a structural approach (and ﬁhereby
risking ignoring the individual) seemed quaintly irrelevant;
so too the endless debates about subject/object, conflict
versus consensus approaches, materialism versus idealism;
frequently such debate existed only in a vacuum. C. Wright
Mills' emphasis on history, biography and their intersection
seemed to make sense, and made such word dichotomies non-sense.
Without a strong commitment to the research, to sociology, to
people, complemented by a growing feminist awareness, I may

have atrophied and remained imprisoned within prevailing
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thought, been as Adorno suggests, one who

... drags along with him as his social
(sociological) heritage the mutilations
inflicted upon him over thousands of years.

in Mackie, 1977:xxxiii
(brackets added)

Increasingly, I found myself jettisoning much of the
theory I had been taught, and caught; this led to a growing
sense of disquiet, a fear of arrogance and/or mis-interpre-
tation. No longer could I envisage a traditional kind of
research project: the statement of a sociological problem,
development of a theoretical framework, hypotheses, fieldwork,
testing of hypotheses, analysis, interpretation; conclusion.

I had/have no succinct sociological problem, just a journey
of discovery. I wanted to learn of parenting, not about
parenting. Perhaps my task was/is to illuminate, not to

explain.

In the midst of this bewilderment, O'Neill's book,

Making Sense Together dropped as manna from heaven: I be-

came overnight a wild sociologist:

This is the task of wild sociology ... to
root sociology in the care of the circum-
stance and particulars that shape the di-
vine predicaments of ordinary men ... to
keep faith with thé great commonplaces of
human life, birth, marriage, work, and
death, and to be faithful to what is strange
and varied, brave and defeated ...

O'Neill, 1975:10, 81

We must think of the joys of labor as well
as its pains, its celebration in things as
well as its struggle with them. We must
know what it is people do in their work, how
they feel, what they see, what they hear,
what they need from steel, or marble, or

bread ...

1975:3
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We need to start conscious of others,
willing to learn, to be overwhelmed, to
struggle, to fight back, and to stand.

1975:11

Wild sociology encourages a way of look-
ing at things and saying things that
matures with its own practice.

1975:79

C. Wright Mills charges sociologists to use their socio-

logical imagination, to acquire a new way of thinking:

You try to think in terms of a variety of
viewpoints and in this way to let your
mind become a moving prism catching light
from as many angles as possible.

C.W. Mills, [195911970:235-6

I wanted to stretch, to be the eclectic that I am; to
learn, to absorb, reject .. to stand. Yet the shackles of
years of training die hard. Sense antennae are difficult to
keep alive in an academic context for they are seen as un-
reliable, subjective, female, and therefore dangerous and/or
irrelevant. Objectivity remains the goal, 'facts' the desti-
nation of the research journey. Everyday reality, however,
does not necessarily tidy itself into compartments, and it
does involve the constant interplay of our senses. Tradi-
tional research methods - questionnaires and interviews, even
open-ended interview schedules - became less and less entic-
ing tools of research. It became essential to try and catch
'with all of me' in any attempt to research parenting praxis.
I learnt so, so slowly to use my intuition, understanding,

scholarship, and to trust.

I'm fundamentally, I think, an outsider.
I do my best work and feel most braced
with my back to the wall. It's an odd
feeling though, writing (working) against
the current ... Yet of course I shall.

Woolf, [1953]1978:293
(brackets added)
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The challenge was there, and accepted: that did not
remove the omnipresent doubts or fears, nor the lurking

suspicion.

Doing research is always humbling, for one is constantly
reminded of how little one knows, how inadequate one's exper-
ience and knowledge of 'the other', how privileged is the

trespass into the lives of other human beings.

In a novel, a house or person has his mean-
ing, his existence, entirely through the
writer. Here, (in research) a house or a
person has only the most limited of his
meaning through me: his true meaning is
much huger. It is that he exists, in
actual being, as you do and I do ... His
great weight, mystery, and dignity are in
this fact.

Agee, [1939]1966:11
(brackets added)

In this work I wanted, always, to accord full dignity
and right to the people involved, yet I knew that our conver-
sation would bring to the surface questions, ideas, areas of
tension which might otherwise have never emerged. By agree-
ing to participate in the research people gave me entry to
their lives: the research dialogue became a window for them,

for me.

The research was/is designed to try and comprehend
parenting; the beliefs people hold, and those enshrined in
the societal weltanschauung, and the translation of those
ideas into practice. That needed an uncovering approach.
None of the accepted sociological frameworks seemed practic-
able: functionalism was suspect, interactionism also limit-
ing, structuralism enabled the societal research, but not the
focus on particular human beings. Then I discovered phenomen-
ology, not the Schutzian variety but the European school; I
responded strongly, especially to Heidegger and Merleau Ponty,
and this enabled me to anchor the research theoretically and
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methodologically in phenomenology. 7 As I understood/under-
stand it, phenomenology is basically a dis-covering process,
an attempt to 'see' holistically. Phenomenology serves as

an exacting martinet, and an alienating one:

Whoever thinks of hiring her (phenomeno-
logy) for ... a job should be warned that
he will find her a highly unsatisfactory
maid, perhaps even a rebellious one ...
Phenomenology follows its own laws. Who-
ever embarks on it has to follow wherever
it leads. It makes no promise of safe
and easy solutions.

Spiegelberg, 1975:79
(brackets added)

I accepted that challenge for there is something of the miss-

ionary zeal and commitment in this research.

Following the phenomenological command, bracketing of
key concepts became the essential modus operandi. Words like
mother, wife, daughter, grandfather, family .. all have been
bracketed throughout the five plus years of research: so too,
words like sociology, theory, methodology, research; the
discipline has been relentless, painful but necessary. Doing

phenomenology in this way means doing it on oneself, 8 both

as a human being and as researcher, as well as on the language

of the everyday world, including academia.

Understanding is ever underway. One of the conceits of
academia is the assumption of omnipotence, the belief in the
feasibility of 'freezing reality', of capturing 'truth'. If
truth is defined as the opposite of concealment, or as a
miracle of vision, then I am a truth-seeker, but I had/have
no illusions about grasping more than a flicker of an-other's
meaning, nor in comprehending the complexity, ambiguity,

living-ness of any relationship.

Seé~Part 1:3 and Part 1l:4.

8 See Oakley (1981b), and Stanley and Wise (1983), for discuss-
ion of the personal nature of research.
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The questions central to this research are ontological,
concerned with the being of parenting, as well as the shape/

shaping and texture of parenting experience.

"Be-ing" is the verb that says the dimen-
sions of depth in all verbs, such as in-
tuiting, reasoning, loving, imaging, mak-
ing, acting, as well as the couraging,
hoping, and playing that are always there
when one is really living.

Daly, 1979:23-24

But human being is normally taken for granted: only at times
of crisis or intensity, or grave decision-making .. do people
become aware of 'being', or at times of ecstasy, pain, at
punctuation marks in their lives, for example - marriage,
death of a friend or relative, the birth of a child. The
dramatic irruption of a work of art, sculpture, poetry or
music can heighten the sensitivity to being, as can a thunder-

storm, a spring leaf, a sunrise (see Csaky, 1979).

In trying to grapple with such a fluid, sensitive,
jagged area of meaning as parenting praxis, words alone are

inadequate.

Words strain,
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,
Will not stay still. '

T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets,
'Burnt Norton', V.

When Ana ? hugs me I don't mentally word - ah, I am re-
ceiving a hug. I feel it, respond, enjoy both the physical
closeness and moment, but the hug has a past, present and
future context. Human being is always anchored in time, and

in a spatial material context.

? My daughter.
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If I was to uncover parenting praxis, I needed to deal
with concepts such as human being, time, space .. to examine
all these terms and then piece together a conceptual reper-

toire sufficient for the cause; words such as body, self,

intersubjectivity .. all had to be placed under the phenomen-
ological vivisector in order to grasp and then spell out what
I knew (see Part 1:3). Only then could I go to the 'research
proper'.

To 'doubt' in this sense ... (means) the

readiness and capacity for critical ques-
tioning of all assumptions and institutions
which have become idols under the name of
common sense, logic, and what is supposed
to be 'natural'.

de omnibus dubitandum; everything must be
doubted, particularly the ideological con-
cepts which are virtually shared by every-
body and have consequently assumed the role
of indubitable commonsensical axioms.

Fromm, in Illich, 1976:9
(brackets added)

The time came, however, when I had to pause with the intel-

lectual wondering and start the 'people research'.

Initially I tried to explore the meanings of parenting
process in the context of five 'families'. These families
were of different shapes and sizes (see Part 1:4). I used a
number of research techniques, mostly open-ended interviews,
though I deliberately varied the timing of my visits. I ate
evening meals, went on family outings, listened, talked, ob-
served, pondered .. With one family I attempted a family
sculpture 10 in order to try and break out of words, and the
spaces between words. I became increasingly frustrated for
I knew I was seeing only the tip of the interaction and that

'polite and mannerly', however honest.

10 I had been taught the technique in family therapy train-

ing, see Part 1:4, p. 115.
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I started interviewing anyone who would talk about be-
ing a parent, being parented, and I chased after people doing
research on 'family'. I read, listened, and returned in hope
to my anthropological undergraduate studies: in some of the
ethnographies real people came through. It surely was poss-

ible.

By the end of 1978 at the conclusion of the pilot study
and after my phenomenological awakening, I decided it was
feasible to focus on a limited number of 'families' for the
research proper, but to spend a concentrated period of time
in their presence in order to give each person, me included,
the space and time to develop a dialogue 11 which would be
interrupted only by regular activities, for example paid

employment, theirs and mine.

Jules Henry's book, Pathways to Madness, 12 was the
catalyst for this move. That text is a detailed account of
his living with a number of families, each of whom had a
child diagnosed as being schizophrenic. I decided to try and
do likewise, but with 'ordinary' families (see p. 34 for

definition).

An eight day period seemed an appropriate time for the
conversation to develop, and for routines, rituals, inter-
action to be observed. One of the families which had partici-
pated in the pilot study agreed to continue through to the
'research proper'. I started searching for other families,
again disparate in age, education, religion, social class.

Ten sounded a 'defensible' number, but six became the actual

number. After living for eight day periods with six 'families'

11 'He didn't tell her in words that he was all right. He
just looked at her and gave her time to know it.' Mackie,
unpublished manuscript (1974:141).

12 The title was unwittingly apt, in retrospect.
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I believed I could not further add to the dimensions of the
research. I had reached saturation point (see Glaser and

Strauss, 1968:61-62).

For the first two families on some days I appeared as
the alarm was going off and left as the adults were going to
bed. Other times I appeared for breakfast and left after the
evening meal. For the other four families I became their
live~in guest; I slept on a mattress on the floor (twice), on
a couch in the living room, and in a spare bedroom. The
portraits of these 'families' and comments upon the research

experience form the middle section of this thesis.

To add breadth to the research process and diversity of
people I interviewed thirty four people: 13 their words are
scattered throughout the thesis to illustrate, to describe,
to point to confusion or ambiguity in parenting praxis.

These people, like those with whom I lived, taught me about
parenting, and more. Many jolted half-baked ideas, too
quickly-formed conclusions, and some painfully demonstrated
that aspects of my thinking were so ingrained, my prejudices
so embedded, as to act as blinkers. 14 Such people stretched

the horizons of the research/researcher.

I knew, however, that this was but one part of the re-
search. Parenting does not occur in a vacuum nor behind
closed doors. I knew I both wanted and needed to juxtapose
the portraits of parenting praxis which emerged from the
people research with institutional definitions of parenting,
and to endeavour to locate this discussion in the context of

both the societal weltanschauung and in society. It was also

13 This number does not include those in the pilot study
families, nor the 'research proper'. The total number
of people interviewed for the research is in excess of 100.
14

For instance, a friend phoned part way through the research
and suggested I be 'formally' interviewed about my own
assumptions about parenting.
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blatantly necessary to anchor the thesis historically, to

ook at the development of both the concept and praxis of

parenting through the centuries.

C. Wright Mills' gquestions are central to this thesis:

What is the structure of this particular
society? ... Where does this society stand
in human history? ... How does any particu-
lar feature (parenting) we are examining
affect, and how is it affected by, the
historical period in which it moves? ...

In what ways are (people) selected and
formed, liberated and repressed, made sen-
sitive and blunted?

C.W. Mills, [1959]1970:13
(brackets added)

One of the key aims in this project is to discover not only

what parenting praxis is, but what it might be.

Nothing that is said (done, lived) has its

truth simply in itself, but refers instead

backward and forward to what is unsaid (un-
done, un-lived).

Gadamer, 1976:67
(brackets added)

In recent years I have leant heavily on a number of writers,
using their words for support and to hone in on human being.
Virginia Woolf's honesty captured more succinctly than I

could the pain of being aware:

... what a grind it is embodying all these
ideas and having perpetually to expose my
mind, opened and intensified as it is by
the heat of creation, (of research) to the
blasts of the outer world. If I didn't
feel so much how easy it would be to go on.

Woolf, [195311978:231
(brackets added)

15

Detailed and discussed more fully in Part 3.

15
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The thesis, like a Proustian novel, grows in structure and

sensibility. The whole is more than the sum of its parts,

and not until

able term)
the ideas

the epilogue, the end-point (pause is a prefer-
do any of the parts make 'full' sense. Many of
are naked - 'thin' - when first introduced into the

thesis: only in the context of the text do they develop

depth, do

meanings accrete, become supplanted, explode.

Emphasis is on coming-to-know, rather than on knowledge,

on process rather than the production of a finite work.

Parenting

cannot be neatly untangled, nor can any apprehen-

sion be complete.

And further: meaning is not singular, nor owned; to

apprehend

meaning requires mediation and response, for under-

standing is an active process, not a passive one.

Pelz'

the years

It is not enough for a painter like Cezanne
... a philosopher (or researcher) to create
and express an idea; they must also awaken
the experiences which will make their idea
take root in the consciousness of others.

in Mackie, 1977:173
{(brackets added)

s words kept ringing in my consciousness through

of research:

... the phenomenological intention can be
spelled out like this: to purify the
channels of perception, to learn to see,
hear, smell, taste, feel ... until we
really are seeing, hearing, smelling, tast-
ing, feeling. But also to come to under-
stand what we actually are understanding,
how and why we are trying to understand.

Pelz, 1974:204

No research journey is ever easy: as I read, and read, and

read, and

read the sociological literature (and that of re-

lated disciplines) I became increasingly disenchanted with
the a-theoretical, a-philosophical, de-humanised nature of
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many research projects and reports. My objections are de-
tailed in the next chapter, which serves a dual function:

to map literature on 'family', and especially to note some
of the assumptions underpinning much of the research; and
secondly, to comment upon these assumptions and problems in
relation to this research, to point to a number of steps de-
cided upon which would hopefully avoid some of the pitfalls,
or blind spots, or crassness of previous research. Both
tasks seemed necessary to complement and prepare the space
for the following crucial chapter, the theoretical grounding
of the research. The chapter on methodology follows the
theoretical grounding, and ‘'completes' Part 1.



But I should need to be a herd of elephants ... and
a wilderness of spiders, desperately referring to
the animals that are reputed longest lived and most
multitudinously eyed, to cope with all this ...

How shall I ever find the grains of truth embedded
in all this mass of paper?

Woolf, [192911977:27

'being soaked in the literature' is being able
to locate the opponents and the friends ... view-
point ... you may drown in it ... Perhaps the point
18 to know when you ought to read, and when you
ought not to.

C.W. Mills, [195911970:236

Other People's Words

Part 1:2

There are probably more words written on 'family' than
any other topic. Poets and novelists, professionals in many
areas - medicine, psychology, social work, architecture ..
all contribute to a burgeoning mass of material. Academia
is no exception. People in discipiines such as law, anthro-
pology, pediatrics, education, women's studies, sociology and
the rapidly growing interdisciplinary area of history of the
family (see Morgan, 1979), all spotlight 'family'. Journals
specifically devoted to 'family' abound in Britain, the
United States and Australia. Articles appear weekly in
women's magazines, newspapers, and 'the family' features as
a topic for discussion on endless television programmes and
talkback shows. To maintain a watchful eye on this verbiage
is difficult: to critique even the major books and/or
articles an implausible task. Bibliographies such as
Koopman-Boyden's on the New Zealand family (1975) are welcome:
likewise texts such as Rapoport et al., Fathers, Mothers and
Others (1977) are helpful in gathering strands of literature

together; they can act as signposts through the maze. 1In
this latter book, the authors present a comprehensive review
of the literature, focussing on parenting rather than on
'families'. They organise their work using a developmental

perspective: include a chapter entitled 'Parenting with
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adult children and grandparenting', and succinctly draw to-
gether at various points summaries of the dominant concep-
tions of parenting in the literature (see especially pp. 35,
36, 73). Rapoport et al. acknowledge their work to be
stronger in its understanding of middle class parenting than

of the working class, and also to be

... firmer in its social-psychological
than its macrosocial formulations.

Rapoport et al., 1977:viii

This literature is strangely seducing, for the temptation is
to concentrate on writing which is traditionally known,
'acceptable', for example, the studies of families and social
class - Bell (1969), Young and Wilmott (1975) - or to focus
on studies which attract attention because of their detail -
Busfield and Paddon (1977) - or their methodology - Henry
([1965]11973) - or to read mainly Australasian works - Ritchie
and Ritchie (1978), Harper and Richards (1979), Russell
(1983) - all the time failing to see the gquestions which are
not being addressed because of the underlying premises on

which most family research is based.

One of the sad, bad facts about family sociology is that
it has not attracted a concerted and critical debate, either
theoretically or in regard to method. None of the founding
fathers - Durkheim, Marx, 1 Weber - concentrated attention on
'family', hence their disciples or opponents have developed
their work in other areas. Into this vacuum entered Parsons,
whose ideas expanded in direct consequence to his lack of

debating partners.

His influence and importance in the study
of the family is unquestioned; he has not
only provided a framework to argue within

See Coward (1983) Chapter 5, for a discussion of the con-
cept of the family in Marxist theory.
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... but he has, to a large extent, defined
the rules within which people argue.

Morgan, 1975:25-26

Parsons' central ideas - the isolation of the nuclear
family, the differentiation of the family from other insti-
titutions, the specialisation of functions within the family,
socialisation being the primary function, all rest on a pre-

supposition of a biological division of labour.

A number of suppositions flow from that initial one:
research undertaken within such a functionalist theoretical

framework commonly assumes that:

1. the nuclear family, a man, a woman, and their child/ren

is the key institution in society.

2. Because the nuclear family is 'the normal family',
families which do not fit this structure or who vary
from the norm are described by adding an adjective to
their title:

single-parent family
dual-career family
migrant family
adoptive family

. . 2
low-income family

3. The family can be viewed as a system where the actions
of one member affect those of the others. The family

system might also be seen as a microsystem of society.

4, An adult male becomes the husband and the father. His

2 . L
For research on single-parent families see Penman et al.

(1981); on dual-career families, Rapoport and Rapoport
(1971); on migrant families, Mackie (1982); on adoptive
families, Humphrey (1969); on low-income families, Howell
(1973).
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role is primarily in the workforce, and in the family
he is the breadwinner, the protector and provider for

his wife who is mother to his children.

5. The male husband/father is the link between the private
world and the public:

Put very schematically, a mature woman can
love, sexually, only a man who takes his
full place in the masculine world, above
all in its occupational aspect, and who
takes responsibility for a family; con-
versely the mature man can only love a
woman who is really an adult, a full wife
to him and a mother to his children, and
an adequate 'person' in her extra-familial

roles.
Parsons and Bales, in
Morgan, 1975:43
6. An adult female becomes the wife and the mother because

it is the female who conceives, carries, gives birth
and then feeds her husband and children. She is respon-
sible for the nurturing of her family, and practical

matters such as housekeeping ..

7. It is logical to do research using a life-cycle or deve-
lopmental approach; for example, research can focus on
'courting', or on 'getting married', on 'transition to
parenthood', or on 'parents with adolescent children',
or on 'middle-aged women and the empty-nest syndrome'’

Language legitimates this perception of family structure
and gives it a sense of moral 'rightness' and as being 'natu-

rally' given.

man and woman woman and man
man and wife woman and husband
man and wife and children woman and husband and children

family man family woman

or
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John Collins and Catherine White

John Collins and Catherine Collins

John Collins and Catherine Collins, Anna Collins and
Blair Collins

Mr and Mrs John Collins

(Henry James talks of You and Mrs You).

A number of theoretical and methodological points ensue:
within this perceived 'structure' it makes sense to do re-
search on 'parts' of families - on 'wives', 'fathers',
'mothers' .. 3 Because this is essentially role-research it
is easy to assume that all mothers, or all fathers .. or that
people within 'a family' share the same outlook, values, life-

styles.

Jessie Bernard's warning (1976) about there being two
marriages - His and Hers - is a vital one (though limited in
its conception), yet it remains unheeded by many researchers.
It is still common for only one person in a family to be in-
terviewed and asked to describe/define what others in the
family do or say .. how they behave, what decisions they
make .. That person is usually 'the mother', though studies
undertaken in Australia (Adler, 1965; Krupinski and Stoller,
1973) have used children as 'respondents'.

That we have many 'selves' which vary and twist and
surface at different times of day, on hot sticky nights, or
when Aunty Gladys is visiting, or Grandma .. or when we are
feeling tired and frazzled, excited .. such complexity seems

not to be acknowledged in much of the research.

Research on the family in Australia is so
sparse and so superficially carried out as
to suggest a nervously calculated evasion
of the whole area.

Conway, 1978:45

3 For research on wives, see Gavron (1968); on fathers,

Russell (1983); on mothers, Oakley (1974a, 1979).
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Too, a strong middle class bias percolates through many

of the studies:

... I have the uncomfortable feeling that
the authors, despite all their elaborate
theories and technical research devices,
are doing little more than projecting cer-
tain middle class hopes and ideals onto a
refractory reality.

Barrington Moore, in
Morgan, 1975:3

Safilios Rothschild furthers the point by saying that the

... 'egalitarian family' ... is a type
which exists mainly and almost exclusively
in the minds of family sociologists.

in Bryson, 1975:214

Parsons bears much of the responsibility for this emphasis
for his attention was on middle class America. He talks, for
instance, of possible exceptions to his analysis as being
'the rural family system, the upper-class family system and

the lower-class' (Morgan, 1975:39).

Perhaps, too, blame could be traced back to Parsons for
the ethnocentric nature of much of the research: rarely do
studies incorporate people of different nationalities or
ethnic groups. Instead, research is done on black families
in America; Greek families in Australia; Maori families in
New Zealand. Such families ae perceived as being different,
the distortion in that assumption being that such families
are seen as different from 'the family', from the norm.

Mainstream research on 'the family' is conservative and
limited in its vision: the challenge of exposing social in-
equality, injustice, contradictions, is ignored. The task
of inquiry is deflected and much of the research remains on
the level of description. Ontological questions, issues of
social structuring, cannot be addressed from within a func-

tionalist tradition: people are not seen primarily as indi-
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viduals but as role-people, viewed with already-established
parts to play. Questions of meaning, of identity, of com-
plexity, are frequently missing or glossed over in this re-

search.

For instance: at the heart of Catholicism are beliefs
about procreation, beliefs which have direct effects on sexual
practices, on contraception, abortion, child-rearing. Judaism
has at its centre a concept of the matriarchal family.

Whether people are practising their religion or not, if they
have been reared in such a tradition these beliefs will
affect them, yet research questionnaires and interview sched-
ules scarcely touch upon such matters. (But see Busfield and
Paddon, 1977:280, for a list of questions about religion and
politics; Richards, 1978:312, for the question 'How important
is religion to you?'; Bott, [1957]1971:202).

Fallding's * work is an exception. In a mid-nineteen-
fifties doctoral thesis he asked people to talk of their
goals; about their perception of Australian society - the
growth of materialism, about class-consciousness, about immi-
gration .. questions rare in family research. He also asked
family members to talk about their 'external activities':
with neighbours, friends, religious groups, cultural, educa-
tional and political groups. Often these areas are ignored.
As well, family members are presumed to be the 'significant'
others to each other (see Morgan, 1975:72). Fallding's

research was complex in design and honest in its reporting.

Sexual matters were not dealt with because
of the special competence and confidence
their treatment requires.

Fallding, 1956:7

Another Australian study met with a different response:

[i~N

H. Fallding, 'Aspects of Australian Family Structure: a
Field Study of Urban Families' (Australian National Uni-
versity, PhD thesis).
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Krupinski and Stoller ... revealed little
about child-parent relationships beyond
some naive reporting ... Krupinski's sang-

uine finding that negative perceptions of
parents were 'rare' tells us very little..
His final, tantalizing sentence begs more
questions than it answers ...

Conway, 1978:45
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