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INTRODUCTION
No Playpen

When I was raising my children in the 1970s, there were no baby monitors to help me hear them cry in the middle of the night, no cell phones to assist me in keeping track of their whereabouts at every moment, and no expectation that I would know any more about their educational successes or failures than they, or a quarterly report card, would tell me.1 Indeed, although I thought of myself as a relatively anxious parent, I trusted a girl in the third grade to accompany my five-year-old son to and from school, and when he was in the first grade, I allowed him to walk that mile by himself. Moreover, although I thought of myself as a deeply engaged parent, I did not believe I needed to know what my children were doing at every moment once they had reached their teen years. And although I was as status conscious as anyone else and deeply interested in seeing my children get into “good” colleges, I never called a teacher to find out about a homework assignment or contested an assigned grade. In retrospect, and from the vantage point of watching my younger friends and colleagues with their children today, my parenting style seems, if not neglectful, certainly a mite casual.

I’m not alone in feeling that something about the parenting of young children has recently shifted in profound ways. The other day I ran into a woman I’ve known for years but hadn’t seen for some time. We compared notes. “Grandchildren?” I asked. “Yes,” she answered, “and moving back to live near me.” As I expressed envy because mine live four hours away, she expressed hesitation. She wondered whether she could participate in the rearing of those grandchildren according to the style her daughter, a successful attorney in her own right, had chosen. “No playpen,” I joked. “Right,” she said, “no playpen.”

Personal experience aside, contemporary popular culture is replete with descriptions of a new style of parenting that appears to prevail especially among elite parents who, supposedly, worry all the time about the safety of their children and who, it is said, hover over and monitor them more closely than ever before, even if they are likely to eschew artificial constraints such as playpens. Parenting books, journalists, and academics comment on this phenomenon that some have dubbed “hypervigilance” and occasionally offer advice about how best to cope with it.2

I’m also not alone in feeling that the intensity that characterizes parenting today does not seem to let up when children enter late adolescence or even early adulthood. At the sixty-fifth birthday party of a colleague, I chatted with a woman who worked in career counseling at a nearby university. I asked her how her job had changed over the past thirty years. Her answer came swiftly: “They’re now so immature when they graduate, and they have to consult their parents about everything.” She added, “But that’s not the worst of it. The parents call all the time too, demanding to know just what it is I am doing for their children.”

Although this career counselor might have been overstating the degree to which the undergraduate students at her university sought parental advice and the degree to which the parents managed to intervene in the lives of those twenty-one-year-olds, hers is a common overstatement. Wikipedia defines a “helicopter parent” as a “mother or father who ‘hovers’ over a student of any age.”3 Put this term into a Google search and scores of references pop up.4

Moreover, it turns out that both the notion that this hovering is intense and the notion that this hovering is welcomed by young adults may not be exaggerations at all. The National Survey of Student Engagement, which “obtains, on an annual basis, information from hundreds of four-year colleges and universities nationwide,” reported in 2007 that 86 percent of first-year college students had “frequent” (defined as “very often” or “often”) electronic contact with their mothers, and 71 percent had “frequent” electronic contact with their fathers; these rates are about the same for college seniors too.5 Moreover, 13 percent of first-year and 8 percent of senior students reported in the survey that a parent or guardian “frequently intervened on their behalf to help them solve problems they were having at the college,” and “another quarter of first-year and 21 percent of senior students said their parent or guardian sometimes intervened.”6 Another recent study reports that parents of college-age children communicate with those children an average of more than ten times per week through a sum of all forms of communication, such as cell phones, email, and letters.7 This study further suggests that intensive communication is initiated relatively equally by both parents and children and that both parents and children desire it:

Students reported that the contact was more often initiated by parents than by themselves, although only slightly more so. Parents reported that initiation of contact was roughly equal. Moreover, the vast majority of students expressed satisfaction with the frequency of communication, and 29 percent of those surveyed would have preferred more communication with their fathers. None of the parents surveyed wanted less communication than they had, and 13 percent would have preferred more.8

Much commentary about this new style of parenting notes that it appears to be accompanied by, enacted through, and perhaps even rests on a series of technological developments.9 In addition to the common baby monitors and cell phones, it turns out that parents can buy a GPS tracking device to put in a car to monitor adolescent driving practices, attach a transponder to a child’s wrist to ensure that they can locate children who venture farther than a preprogrammed distance, purchase a drug testing kit to use at home, place a program on their computers to record their children’s every keystroke, and install a piece of software to prevent access to designated Internet sites.10 Parents can also activate the blocking capacity of the V-chip that is now mandatory on larger televisions. Some of these devices rely on the cooperation of children; this is true, for example, of cell phones. But it also turns out that parents can implement controls, spy on their children, and monitor their children’s behavior, especially their driving, from a distance without the active participation of their children at all.11

Studying Parenting Styles

Curious about the hovering and curious about its possible link to new technology, I designed a research project that would allow me to explore and explain the roots, dynamics, and class location of a style of child rearing that I have come to call “parenting out of control” as it affects attitudes toward and behaviors directed at adolescent children. This book represents the results of that research. I both holistically examine parenting in the contemporary United States amid social, cultural, and technological changes and focus particularly on the contrast between parenting out of control and a different style of care—found within a different social milieu—that I call “parenting with limits.”

I draw on intensive interviews that my research assistants and I conducted with a total of ninety-three parents (of whom three-quarters were mothers). These interviews took place in respondents’ homes in thirty-seven different locations in eleven different states representing seven of the nine major regions of the country: New England (Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont), the Middle Atlantic (Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York), the South Atlantic (North Carolina), East South Central (Kentucky), West North Central (Missouri), West South Central (Texas), and the Pacific West (California). The vast majority of the parents with whom we spoke had at least one teenage child at the time of the interview. (A complete discussion of the methods and sample can be found in appendix A.)

In what follows, I compare the parenting styles of what I refer to as the “professional middle-class” parents with those from the “middle” and “working” classes.12 Since class status is in some ways an arbitrary designation, let me take a moment to address how I define it and why I use the awkward term “professional middle class.” Because social class has material, cultural, and social elements, no way of designating the social class position of an individual is perfect. Relying on just income as a measurement of class status taps into the material component of social class but often misses the cultural and social elements, especially insofar as these are reflected in (or components of) occupational position and the activities of daily life. Although an individual’s job constitutes an important determinant of daily life, relying on it as an indicator of social class is an especially unsatisfactory approach for women who may be staying at home with their children and who may have deferred or halted career aspirations and opportunities to care for a family. Moreover, elite jobs that build on professional training do not always yield high incomes (and thus cannot invariably be identified as upper middle class or upper class); academics can testify to that fact, as can lawyers and doctors who put public interest above financial gain. Education often offers a better measure than income for assessing cultural issues and, because of the strong association between education and occupation, for explaining those issues of job flexibility and authority connected to occupational status. Education, through its association with occupation and income, can also determine to a great extent the milieu in which one lives, whom one takes as a reference group, and the kinds of values one holds.13 These are all important determinants of what one defines as good parenting.

Consequently, education is the key to how I identify class status in this study. I define the “professional middle class” as people with educational credentials beyond a bachelor’s degree and, when employed, as people holding professional occupations: this grouping includes such individuals as an Asian American college professor from Berkeley, California, a white attorney in a Boston suburb, and a white woman with a PhD who is, by self-definition, a “stay-at-home mom.” The people in the middle class with whom I spoke have a bachelor’s degree, but nothing higher; usually they are in what have been referred to as “semiprofessional” positions. This group includes a Latino policeman from San Antonio, Texas, and a white high school teacher from Louisville, Kentucky. None of the working-class respondents have a bachelor’s degree, although many of them have attended some college (including occasionally having received an associate’s degree); they hold a vast range of occupations. Among the working-class individuals are a white man employed as a sheet-metal worker, a first-generation immigrant from Italy who lives on Staten Island, New York, and is a stay-at-home mom, and an African American woman who works as a teacher’s aide in Philadelphia.

In general, I make no distinction between working-class and middle-class parents. Throughout the comparisons, it should be remembered that these inclusive groupings—of all three social classes—contain within them individuals who deviate from the general patterns of parenting I ascribe to each group. Moreover, because my central focus in this study is the professional middle-class parents who have adopted the style I call “parenting out of control,” middle- and working-class parents who follow what I call “parenting with limits” often serve as a touchstone rather than an equal focus of analysis.14

For well over a decade my own research has been with people less privileged than myself and with those in vulnerable positions. This is the first time I have focused on individuals close to me in background, occupation, and interests. Indeed, a few of the people my research assistants and I interviewed I count as friends and colleagues; some of them are one step removed—the friends and colleagues of friends and colleagues. The spotlight I turn on the professional middle class may be all the more self-conscious, and maybe even harsher, for my awareness that, were I somewhat younger than I am, I too might well be “parenting out of control.”

The spotlight through which I examine parenting styles can be thought of as having four lenses that are sometimes overlapping and sometimes distinct. One lens simply reveals the major features of the professional middle-class style and how it differs from that of the less privileged parents. A second lens seeks to uncover some of the root causes of the professional middle-class style. A third lens examines how these styles are enacted in conjunction with technologies. And finally, yet another lens links parenting out of control to other contemporary theoretical (and social) currents.

A Descriptive Lens: The Importance of Class

When I compared parenting styles among the professional middle-class respondents with those of their less privileged peers, I found quite distinctive differences. Among the former, parenting includes a lengthy perspective on children’s dependency without a clear launching point for a grown child, a commitment to creating “passionate” people who know how to find a “proper” balance between working hard and having fun, personalized and negotiated guidance in the activities of daily life, respectful responsiveness to children’s individual needs and desires, a belief in boundless potential, ambitious goals for achievement, and an intense engagement with children who in previous generations might have been encouraged to begin the process of separation. Privileged parents also put child rearing front and center: even in the midst of extremely busy lives, they highlight the significance and meaning they find in this activity, and they avoid shortcuts (such as playpens) that could make their job easier. Parents who view themselves as being much alone in the task of raising children and as having sole responsibility for their children’s safety and psychological well-being readily embrace these burdens.

As the following chapters show, in some ways these characteristics make for an approach to parenting that is filled with tensions and enduring dilemmas. For example, professional middle-class parents want both to protect their children from growing up too quickly and to push them to high achievement at an early age. The latter impulse often leads to treating their children as peers and to claiming that those children can be trusted to make decisions on their own; the former impulse often leads to hovering and to concealed surveillance. And while the contemporary style of parenting rests on an approach that has been found among privileged parents for some time—an emphasis on being permissive rather than authoritarian or even authoritative, a reliance on internalized constraint rather than punishment and external control—the intense negotiation that often results from a commitment to loose reins and to trust takes place along with what appear to be relatively new patterns of vigilance and connection.15 All of this makes for the much noticed distinction between the current parenting style and that which characterized child rearing among the elite as recently as twenty or thirty years ago. This distinction is commented on by the parents interviewed for this study who see themselves as forging a new model.

By way of contrast, the working-class and middle-class parents assume that higher education will prepare their children to live on their own; they are more concerned with skills that will ensure self-sufficiency than they are with passion and fun. Working-class and middle-class parents are also less interested in intimacy and engagement than they are in clear rules of authority within the family. While they too find satisfaction in raising children, they do not believe they need to be involved in making every decision about their children’s lives, and they welcome shortcuts that can ease their burdens. And although they too view themselves as having sole responsibility for their children’s safety, limited resources of time and money shape day-to-day decisions and strategies. Finally, middle-class and working-class parents experience fewer internal contradictions in their parenting approach, and they are less conscious of carving out a new mode of parenting that differs radically from that of their own parents. Although they understand that more isolation for individual families and what are seen to be greater dangers might require more intense vigilance, they refer more often to continuity than to difference. Both attention to external constraints and attention to having children who obey family rules are central to my dubbing this approach “parenting with limits.”

An Analytical Lens: Finding Causes

It would be thrilling to announce that I had found a single reason for the new approach to rearing children among the professional middle class. But no single cause could possibly explain such a complex shift in orientation toward parenting; moreover, particular aspects of this new approach in all likelihood have multiple and overlapping causes. These realities frame my analysis of how the differences between the groups of parents can be linked to the diverse ways adults in different social classes envision the future, remember their own histories, and evaluate present concerns. I search for explanations rather than the explanation; I explore the manner in which many different strands of influence feed into specific elements of the new distinctive style of parenting out of control.

I start with a consideration of how parents think about their children’s futures. I argue that parents from all social backgrounds worry about contemporary conditions of acute economic uncertainty.16 But, not surprisingly, the content of the worries and the responses to these concerns are different among the more privileged than they are among those with fewer resources at their disposal. Anxious to secure their children’s competitive advantage in a world that is marked by increasing anxiety about college acceptance and increasing economic inequality (and perhaps shrinking options for elite status), professional middle-class parents seize opportunities for educational success and enroll even their very young children in a dazzling array of “extracurricular” activities. They assume that their children are, if not perfectible, blessed with boundless potential. In response, they nurture children to become the best they can possibly be; they also provide them with the “best” social, cultural, and economic capital.17 However, because contemporary professional middle-class parents do not know which skills will be most appropriate and useful in a rapidly changing world, they hope to encourage a broad range of skills and the readiness to be flexible. The delayed launching of children into adulthood may well be tied to concerns about not settling too soon in a world undergoing major transformations. The professional middle-class parents are also well aware of the personal costs of their own success: most have sacrificed a fair degree of leisure to get where they are; many also have sacrificed their youthful idealism. These are pains from which they hope to protect their own children as they guide them toward the future. These pains are also reason for parents to find in their children companionship that they do not otherwise experience in their busy lives. From a different social and economic milieu, and out of both economic necessity and inclination, middle- and working-class parents envision a shorter educational future, clearer career goals, and an earlier launch.

Understandings of the past are also relevant to how parents make choices about child-rearing strategies. Some professional middle-class parents who adopt the new approach of a high degree of connection with their adolescent children do so not just in response to something missing in their lives but also in response to what they regard as problems with how they were treated during their own teenage years and to what they recall as having been an essential distance between parents and children. This is true of those who experienced authoritarian parenting. It is also true of those raised in the more permissive mode advocated by Dr. Spock.18 Ironically, some of the loudest claims for the beauty of intimacy between parents and teens come from a generation of parents who themselves once proclaimed that it was foolishness to trust anyone over thirty. Over and over professional middle-class parents told me, with pride in their voices, that it was now very different in their homes—that an adolescent child was their “best friend.” Less privileged parents also told me that they saw reasons to be more vigilant than their parents had been, but they also said that they knew well the difference between being a parent and being a friend.

The professional middle-class parents who hold their adolescent children close are not just responding to and reversing the lessons of the past or anticipating future concerns. They are simultaneously responding to what they see as the threats to their children’s present well-being. These perceived threats include what they describe as media images of violence and, what they speak of with even more urgency, as media images of sex. Over and over professional middle-class parents told me—in this case less with pride than with anxiety—that they want to protect their children from too much exposure to the images around them and from growing up too fast. Professional middle-class parents have additional daily concerns that stem from the actions they have taken to prepare their children for the future and to help them compete on a daily basis with their peers. Having purchased devices such as cell phones and laptop computers so that their children will not be left behind in the race to the top, and having encouraged their children to participate in scheduled activities from morning to night, elite parents then worry that they have overindulged, overscheduled, and overpressured their children. Some of the hovering they do is thus to keep track of the consequences of patterns of child rearing they have created. Middle-class and working-class parents also said they were concerned about what it was their children were exposed to in the media, but they stressed even more concrete dangers in their neighborhoods and schools. Over and over these parents told me that they worried about their capacity to keep their children safe from physical harm.

The Lens of Technology: Enacting Parenting Styles

When I began this research, I assumed naively that the hovering professional middle-class parents would opt for all the help technology could offer to help them keep track of and even spy on their children. In fact, I began this project in part because I thought that it would allow me the fun of exploring novel technologies such as GPS tracking systems for teen drivers and their use within the home.19

As I show in part II of this book, I was wrong. The elite parents I interviewed do opt for some of these technologies, and, in particular, they purchase both baby monitors and cell phones. These devices are viewed as desirable by professional middle-class parents because they fit well with the style of parenting they have adopted: these devices enable parents to be aware of and intimate with their children. But the professional middle-class parents decidedly do not seek out technologies that offer either constraint (such as child locators) or surveillance (such as GPS tracking systems in cars). Indeed they appear to find some of these morally repugnant. Why, they say, would I want a machine to tell me where my child is? Why would I want them to track their driving? I trust them, they say.

This professional middle-class resistance to new technologies that could assist hovering turns out to be a complex phenomenon because it hinges on the technology itself and not on the practices of either constraint or surveil-lance. In fact, the professional middle-class parents who make significant claims of trusting their children actually forgo neither constraint nor surveil-lance. Rather, they engage in quite thorough and quite careful attempts to limit and monitor their children’s daily activities. They do hover. But instead of relying on technological assistance (beyond baby monitors and cell phones) for these practices, they rely on their own presence and on the intimacy that is a hallmark of their parenting. As a result, both constraint and monitoring are highly individualized and subject to negotiation. Thus, what the psychologist Barbara Hofer has called the “electronic tether”—the cell phone and email that connects parents and children at a distance—proves to be quite elastic, and often quite unpredictably so.20

The situation is quite different among middle-class and working-class parents. These less privileged parents prefer clear rules and the assistance of more technology. Hence, rather than lurking in a doorway to sneak a look at what a teenager is doing on the computer, as a professional middle-class mother might do, a working-class mother installs a piece of commercial software that blocks unwanted Internet sites. Or, rather than watching videos with a teenage son to ensure that images of violence are subject to detailed discussion, as a professional middle-class father might do, a working-class father simply activates the V-chip on the television. The less elite parents, then, rely on limits rather than subtle control.

The Lens of Theory: Parenting Out of Control

My findings of intimacy and hovering combined with elastic constraint and covert surveillance are central to my dubbing the professional middle-class approach “parenting out of control.” Clearly intimacy and hovering lay the groundwork for control in the commonsense meaning of the word: parents are carefully guiding, shaping, and determining the contours of their children’s actions. Because so much of teenage children’s daily lives is subject to observation, discussion, and negotiation, those who are subject to this kind of parental oversight may experience their parents as being “out of control.” And the parents who implement these strategies may feel that the time required to raise children has gotten “out of control.” Indeed, if the jury is still out on the effects these strategies will have on the independence and autonomy of young adults, a considerable body of evidence (including this book) suggests that the new parenting style consumes the lives of the parents who adopt it, often at the expense of other meaningful relationships.21 This is another way that parenting has gotten “out of control.”

The phrase “parenting out of control” is also linked to a more nuanced meaning. In the abstract world of social theory, a distinction has emerged between strategies that shape individuals by relying on disciplinary techniques and strategies that accomplish those ends through mechanisms of control. French social theorist Michel Foucault is the premier authority on the former approach. In his groundbreaking study of discipline, Foucault analyzes the structure of a prison that was designed like a panopticon with an always-present, elevated guard whose presence was apparent but whose direct gaze was concealed from the prisoners.22 Because the inmates would always be visible but would not know when they were being watched, Foucault argues, they would come to obey the rules, to discipline themselves. That is, self-discipline emerges from uncertainty about whether one is being watched at any given moment. As the contemporary theorist of surveillance David Lyon says, “[This uncertainty] creates the desire to comply with whatever is the norm for the institution in question. Through the process is developed an inner compulsion to ‘do the right thing’ as prescribed by the organization, which produces the desired ‘docile bodies.’”23 Here, then, is a model of shaping that relies on clear constraint, on hierarchy, on overt judgments about what is and is not appropriate, and on acknowledged surveillance. This is also a model that assumes that at some point the guard is no longer necessary because the subjects have become “docile.” And this is the model assumed to be in use in the full range of contemporary institutions, including the school and the army, each of which is “producing” its own distinctive product: in the school one becomes a student; in the army, a soldier. This also is the model used in the family by parents who emphasize hierarchical authority and clear limits.

By way of contrast, what can be called a strategy of control relies less on enclosure and confinement than on constant communication, less on clear rules than on shifting possibilities, less on hierarchy than on intimacy, less on acknowledged surveillance than on the denial that it is necessary (because of trust), and less on the finished product than on the ongoing processes of shaping “inmates.”24 Indeed, in this model, there is no “finished product” or launch into self-discipline. This new model of shaping corresponds well to what I see going on within the professional middle-class families. And, as has been implied, this model is quite different from the (older, disciplinary) approach to child rearing found in middle- and working-class families who understand and experience the past, present, and future quite differently than do the more privileged parents.

Most investigations of the new model of control, and especially of its uses within the fields of criminal justice, refer to the state or occasionally the community as a smaller unit of analysis.25 However, I suggest that these concepts of control and discipline might be an interesting medium through which to contrast parenting practices in different social classes. In so doing I link family “styles” to broader cultural trends and suggest that the family is not all that different—or distant—from other institutions with authority over, and involvement in the shaping of, contemporary subjects, including the criminal justice system.26

Brief Overview

I divide this investigation of parenting strategies into two parts. In part I, I demonstrate how parenting out of control emerges from the ways in which professional middle-class parents make sense of their position in the world. I show that although parents from the working and middle classes share some concerns with parents from the professional middle class—especially about safety issues and parental isolation—the more privileged parents have a quite distinctive (and sometimes inconsistent) approach to child rearing. In part II, I begin with a brief discussion of how the family has been ignored in discussions of surveillance technologies and then turn to how parents in different social classes enact child rearing in response to the new range of technologies for connecting to, constraining, and spying on their children. Once again, I demonstrate that in spite of some shared interests in new technologies, the professional middle-class parents approach these in ways that are quite different from their less privileged peers. The last two chapters offer some final thoughts. In chapter 8, I review the sources and dimensions of the two parenting styles discussed in the book, and I demonstrate how care can shade into control; in the conclusion, I consider the consequences of different ways to approach the care—and control—of teenagers.

Coda

These days as I walk across the opulent lawns of the private, liberal arts college where I teach, most students passing by have a cell phone, seemingly glued to one ear. They are so deeply engaged in their conversations that they barely notice anyone around them, and they are startled when I call out a greeting. Often, it seems from the words I overhear, those conversations concern plans to meet a friend for lunch, for a study date, or to go for a run. But at least as often, it seems from the words wafting in the wind, these are conversations with “mom” or “dad.” How did it happen, I wonder, that college students became so willing to talk with their parents that they would call—or answer calls—en route to classes and the gym? This certainly wasn’t the case for the members of my generation, who dutifully made a call but once a week, and whose parents rarely, if ever, called us. Unraveling this mysterious new behavior—and the mysteries surrounding other forms of connection, as well as those of constraint and surveillance, found within the milieu in which my elite students were hatched—is what this book is about.


PART I

Parenting Styles


INTRODUCTION TO PART I
Anxious and Engaged

Scholarly and ad hoc explanations for the new overanxious parent suggest a variety of immediate causes. Some argue that since events such as Columbine and especially 9/11, the world has become—or appears to be—a more dangerous place. Consequently, parents are “simply” responding to that new danger—or to a perception of danger.1 Many point to a new “culture of fear” and especially to widely publicized stories of kidnapping, Internet pornography, and sexual predators.2 Some note that more parents are having just one child, and therefore a larger proportion of all parents are “new” parents who are more anxious than those who are more experienced.3 In a similar vein, it is argued that as parents have fewer children, each child becomes ever more precious.4 Finally, some point to the “erosion of adult solidarity” and a feeling on the part of parents that they cannot rely on others to help them with the activities associated with the daily task of raising their children.5

From a somewhat different perspective, another set of scholars point to the rise of a more generalized “anxiety” and the emergence of a “risk society.” Many of these ideas come from the sociologists Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck.6 Giddens, for example, notes that although the world has not necessarily become more hazardous, the absence of tradition leads to a preoccupation “with the future (and also with safety).”7 When dangers are redefined as risks and thus “viewed as the product of human action and decision-making rather than of fate,” individuals might hold themselves ever more responsible for ensuring the safety of themselves and of those who are dependent on them.8 In conjunction with this approach, a growing body of empirical research notes that as the dangers facing children are interpreted as risks to be managed, parents come to limit the mobility of their children, leading ultimately to a more circumscribed existence.9 Additionally, scholars suggest that as the state has retreated from responsibility for its citizens, all individuals bear greater burdens for ensuring the security of themselves and members of their family.10

Each of these explanations is convincing in its own way, and each finds resonance in the responses of the parents, from among all socioeconomic classes, who were interviewed for this study. Parents do talk about the rise of terrorism as a source of anxiety and as an issue of attention as they teach their children to be aware, even as they want to make their children secure in the world. Parents also talk about predators—in the neighborhood and on the Internet—who might snatch or harm their children. Parents do hold themselves responsible for the well-being of their children and, indeed, look to themselves rather than some broader community of family or neighborhood (or even the state) to secure that well-being. And parents describe being more anxious about their firstborn and becoming less so with subsequent children.

Even so, there are several questions that remain. First, because these arguments often treat anxiety as an undifferentiated and global phenomenon, they do not distinguish among different groups of parents. Public Agenda, which describes itself as “a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization working to strengthen our democracy’s capacity to take on tough issues,” reports that the vast majority of parents worry “some” or “a lot” about such issues as “protecting your child from drugs and alcohol,” “someone physically harming or kidnapping your child,” and “the negative influence of other kids on your child.”11

But Public Agenda also reports that a higher proportion of low-income parents than of high-income parents worry “a lot” about these particular issues. These class differences are significant. They are ignored, however, when an assumption is made that all parents make decisions about child rearing from the same set of concerns.

Moreover, theories assuming that concerns about risk and danger are exaggerated fail to take into account the fact that although some of these anxieties are overblown, in some cases parents have quite legitimate fears about dangerous neighborhoods (and hence concerns about “someone physically harming” a child). And the generalized analysis fails to distinguish between anxieties about safety (Is my child at risk of being harmed by her- or himself or by someone else?), anxieties about psychological well-being (Is my child happy?), and anxieties about status reproduction (Will my child fulfill my social class expectations?).

Finally, I would suggest that starting from this standpoint of viewing parental anxiety as produced by a “culture of fear” or by the “erosion of adult solidarity” might lead to inaccurate predictions. That is, if we assume anxieties about safety are the same across all social classes, we have little reason to believe that parents will make different choices about, for example, whether to place filters on their computers to protect their children from online predators or whether to purchase a tracking device for a teen driver. However, social class differences do exist in attitudes toward implementing these new technologies, and they are not necessarily what might be expected.

Intensive Mothering and the Impact of Social Class

Those who write about the concerns parents have about the physical well-being of their children often also talk about the concerns parents have about their children’s psychological well-being, daily activities, and future development. The recent shift toward more involvement in children’s lives has been well described by two contemporary scholars, Sharon Hays in The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood and Annette Lareau in Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. Both books have helped shape the notion that parenting has become more intensive over the years, especially for those from a higher socioeconomic milieu.

Sharon Hays argues that parents from all social classes have recently developed a model of what she calls “intensive mothering,” which, as she puts it, involves the focus on children to the exclusion of a focus on one’s own concerns as an adult. Moreover, Hays argues that “intensive mothering” has its own internal logic:

The willingness to . . . expend a great deal of physical, emotional, cognitive, and financial resources on the child . . . follows directly from the requirement of placing the child at the center of one’s life and putting the child’s needs above one’s own. Centering one’s time and energy on the child . . . [follows from] the fact that the child is understood as innocent, loving, and pure, and therefore deserving of protection from the corrupt and cruel outside world . . . [and from] the emotional intensity of mothers’ feelings for their children that flows from the love they experience as they nurture that innocent (and dependent) child.12

In Hays’s analysis of the “why” of intensive mothering, she argues that the relationship between mothers and children “comes to stand as a central symbol of the sustainable human ties, free of competition and selfish individualism, that are meant to preserve us . . . from an unbearable moral solitude.”13 This is a fascinating analysis of the moral roots of the new way of enacting maternal devotion. Hays, however, does not tell us what happens to the parent-child relationship as children move out of infancy and toddlerhood; nor does she tell us how the new form of maternal devotion translates into a particular parenting style when children begin the inevitable pull and tug of teenage years. And while she acknowledges that what she calls “middle-class” parents (which would include those I define as “professional middle class” and “middle class”) are most likely to engage in the most extreme forms of “intensive mothering,” Hays finds the same approach throughout the social spectrum.14

Annette Lareau picks up where Hays leaves off—with children aged nine and ten—and shifts the focus to explore social class differences in child rearing. She argues that while all parents might share the ideology of intensive mothering, the practice takes different forms within different social groupings. Like Hays, Lareau defines the “middle class” to include those I define as “professional middle class” and “middle class,” and she contrasts that class with parents who are either from the “working class” or “poor.”15 Among the middle class she identifies a style she calls “concerted cultivation,” and she locates its key element as residing in the fact that the parent “actively fosters and assesses [the] child’s talents, opinions, and skill.”16 By way of contrast, Lareau characterizes the child-rearing style of the working class and the poor as being fashioned around providing basic care for the child and allowing the child to mature.

Lareau’s research is a superb contemporary example within a long tradition of scholarship that demonstrates that child-rearing styles differ by social class.17 These differences include the degree to which the parents are “child centered,” meaning that adults are encouraged to shape their parenting around responding to the child’s wants and needs.18 These differences also include the style of discipline used in the home. In general, studies show that the higher the socioeconomic status, the more likely parents are to give children choices, negotiate with them about proper behavior, encourage them to share their own views, and give reasons for disciplinary practices. Those who are less privileged are more likely to expect children to acknowledge parental authority and do what is asked of them; less privileged parents are also more likely to use directives without offering reasoned explanations.19 In addition, scholars have recorded differences in the patterns of language use encouraged within the home, differences in the kind and range of cultural capital with which parents supply children, and differences in the degree to which parents equip children to intervene in institutions on their own behalf.20

All these ideas have resonance in the responses of parents interviewed for this study, and I both build on this tradition of investigations into class-based child-rearing strategies and diverge from it in several ways. First, I focus on parental attitudes toward teenage children rather than on children who are considerably younger, as is the case for Hays, Lareau, and many other scholars. Second, whereas Lareau, for example, is describing differences in parental behavior, and I too am interested in these, I am also describing differences in parental belief systems—the ideas about parenting and the parent-child relationship that underlie the behavior. Moreover, I link the roots of these differences in belief system to the generational histories and ongoing concerns about the present and the future among contemporary parents as much as to efforts to reproduce social class. Finally, and perhaps most distinctively, I demonstrate (in part II) how these attitudes intersect with and are enacted through new technologies.

Because parents’ ideas about their children’s futures frame their notions of appropriate child-rearing styles, I begin with these in chapter 1. I then turn in chapter 2 to parents’ understandings of the past and how those understandings are incorporated into a parenting style. In chapter 3, I consider the problems that parents believe they face on a daily basis as they strive to keep their children secure. In chapter 4, I demonstrate how emerging strategies intersect with and produce both satisfactions and ongoing tensions.


1
LOOKING TOWARD AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE

Francesca Guarino is a married working-class woman, the daughter of immigrants from Italy.1 She lives on Staten Island in New York City with her husband, who is employed as a technician for a telephone company, and her three children. Their two daughters are aged seventeen and fifteen; they also have an eight-year-old boy, whom, without any false modesty, Francesca describes as “adorable” and “very attached” to his mom. She is a stay-at-home mother who believes that hers is the proper role for a married woman with children: “My parents are from the other side, and so we were raised with the old beliefs, and we believed that the mom should be home with the children raising children. In today’s times it’s just not possible for most parents, but I’ve been fortunate and I’m home with my children.” Fortunate as she believes herself to be, with just the one income the Guarinos struggle to meet their children’s needs in an era of rising costs. Francesca does not know whether they will be able to offer sufficient help to enable their children to achieve economic stability, much less upward mobility. She wants to see them go “at least” to college and possibly further. She worries that the task of securing the future of the next generation has become more difficult in recent times:

I think everyone worries about the future. I believe [my parents] worried about the future, but I don’t think they had the same worries that we do today. It changed. This world is just falling apart. You need more, and just nothing’s enough. There’s no set amount of money that’s going to be enough for someone to live in today’s times. I don’t know how the kids are going to make it. I just don’t know. As parents we just have to try to help them as much as we can with certain things—if we can.

From another economic and social niche, and all the way across the country, in sunny Berkeley, California, Susan Chase expresses similar concerns. Susan is an attorney married to an architect; their household income approaches two hundred thousand dollars, and they have only two children to support. Yet Susan also believes that in her generation the challenge of simple class reproduction has become more difficult: “[Our parents] just kind of took for granted that we would grow up and be able to take care of ourselves, whereas I don’t necessarily think that about my kids—that they’ll be able to buy a house or support a family.”

Other parents throughout the economic spectrum worry that their children might even be downwardly mobile, rather than able simply to maintain, much less surpass, the achievements of their parents. A white, middle-class, and upwardly mobile mother was explicit about what she understood to be changing economic dynamics as she addressed the interviewer, a young woman just out of college: “I think yours is the first generation that is not expected to do as well as your parents. For the rest of us it was like a pyramid scheme: if you just muddled through, you would do better—and I don’t mean just [financially].”

To be sure, some parents quite simply assume that economic success will be reliably there for their children—as it had been for them. Indeed, as my research assistants and I talked with professional middle-class respondents, some were almost cavalier as they imagined secure educational and occupational futures for their children. For example, one white, professional middle-class father of one child contrasted his parents’ insecurity with his confidence in his ability to secure his child’s well-being:

[My parents] were of a generation that came out of the Depression and World War II, so [they] were mostly focused on are [their children] going to meet someone who’s nice, are they going to have opportunities for college, are [they] going to have opportunities for good jobs. And to an extent those are no longer our concerns, because those opportunities are there.

These optimists notwithstanding, most parents expressed concern about their children’s futures, and some intuited, even if they didn’t fully understand the dynamics of the contemporary period, that economic uncertainty might demand a different, and more flexible, approach to child rearing than had been their parents’ approach with them.

Realistic Concerns

By many measures, parents do, indeed, have good grounds to be concerned. Those who came of age in the 1980s could not have been unaware of a major stock market crash in the middle of that decade and then some significant bumps along the way to the first decade of the twenty-first century.2 The boom time of the 1990s might have left some households awash in disposable income, but well before the recession that began in 2008, there were signs of an impending economic crisis, with periodic slowdowns in the economy. Even if families believe themselves to be unaffected by the rise and fall of the Dow Jones, they might be aware of studies that show increasing levels of inequality between the top income earners in the country and those at the bottom.3 What has been called the squeezing out of the middle class—or even the disappearance of the middle class—has struck fear into the hearts of professional middle-class and middle-class parents who worry that should their children fail to make it, they will tumble farther down the social class ladder than was the case in the past.

Another set of statistics strikes a special fear in the hearts of the professional middle-class parents. Children born during the post–World War II baby boom (which began in 1946 and extended to 1964) are now themselves parents with children poised to enter college. That second baby boom produced a high school graduating class that was expected to peak in 2009 at about 2.9 million after a fifteen-year climb.4 As a result, throughout most of the first decade of the twenty-first century the competition for entrance into elite colleges was claimed to be a lot tougher than it used to be. And the media avidly reports all the details about this new competition and stirs up anxieties about status reproduction. Stories appeared regularly with titles such as “Applications to Colleges Are Breaking Records”; “High Anxiety of Getting into College”; “Young, Gifted, and Not Getting into Harvard”; “A Great Year for Ivy League Colleges, but Not So Good for Applicants to Them.”5 They told the sad tales of students with perfect SAT scores, valedictorians of their high school class boasting résumés sparkling with extracurricular activities, who were still denied entrance to the college of their choice. Meanwhile U.S. News & World Report continues to tell parents just which colleges their children should choose—and which are lower down on the pecking order. Small wonder that parents and children alike feel under pressure.

Class Matters in Planning for Success

And small wonder that all the interviewed parents were making efforts to ensure that their children would have a competitive chance in these turbulent times, often starting very early in childhood. Before turning to the ways in which the goals and aspirations—and actions—of the professional middle class differed from those of the middle- and working-class parents, I want to stress this point: every single parent with whom my research assistants and I spoke expressed concern about her or his child’s educational future, and every single parent expressed the hope that her or his child would go on to some form of education after high school (as more than two-thirds of all high school graduates do today).6 In these aspirations parents made no distinction between their daughters and their sons: in this day and age, girls are expected along with boys to receive higher education and to strive for a career.

Of course, this is not to deny what decades of substantial research has demonstrated: social class matters in educational experience and educational performance, and this is true not least because wealthy parents have the social, cultural, and economic capital to ensure their children’s success.7 Several patterns are especially significant, albeit not necessarily new. For example, it is not only in contemporary times that privileged parents enroll their children in excellent private and public schools.8 Testing for learning disabilities is a more recent development; so too is the nurturing of talents through extensive involvement in extracurricular activities. Even if these patterns have continuities with actions taken by privileged parents in the past, they have a heightened urgency today as they are linked to new anxieties about the future. Moreover, as enacted, these patterns become manifestations of a belief in a child’s boundless potential and of the necessity for control over the details of a child’s daily life to ensure that children do, indeed, reach their potential while beating out the competition. Because these actions make clear that parents hold high expectations for the future (and leave no room for failure), they may well create a pressure cooker out of children’s lives.

Testing for Disabilities

Professional middle-class parents spoke knowledgeably about learning disabilities. When their children did not perform at a satisfactory level, they had their children tested to find out whether there might be some psychological or physiological cause. If tests confirmed one of the new class of learning disabilities (e.g., ADD, ADHD), parents requested that schools make special accommodations for their children. For example, Jeff Wright is a white (recent) widower and the father of one fourteen-year-old daughter. Because he is employed as the chief public relations officer for a private school, he has insider knowledge of the field of education. He explained that he had used this knowledge to good effect and that he and his wife had worked with the school staff at his daughter’s school to ensure that she would have both a special place to do her homework and extra time for studying: “We were aware that [because of her learning disabilities] Katie worked slowly and can get distracted. We tried to set up time with one of the staff people who is assigned to help the students with study skills. . . . So Katie was in that office and had a cubby set up in that area.” If such accommodations were not forthcoming, professional middle-class parents found a school that would serve their interests more fully. As one white mother of three children said of her youngest son, “Stephen is smart as a whip, but because of his disabilities he did badly in [public] school. . . . He now does well in a private school.”9

Going to Better Schools

Even without disabilities, a parent’s understanding of a specific child’s personality, or a parent’s desire to secure a “better” education, might lead to the conclusion that a private school education would be the best option to help that child maximize achievement.10 A number of professional middle-class parents spontaneously explained that they had sent their children to private schools for at least some, if not all, of their educational careers: “We’ve been fortunate that he does go to a private school.” And some were relieved that this option created an appropriately achievement-oriented milieu: “Most of her friends are private school kids; they’re all top college bound, good students; [they] want to do well.”

Parents whose children attended private schools also believed that they had the right to ask for special privileges to secure a competitive advantage for their children. One white mother of two children explained how she had become involved in her older son’s educational career and requested that the school increase the pressure on him:

I actually called the school and asked why they aren’t pushing him as hard as I think he could be when you’re paying for a private education. . . . I’m wondering why it’s so easy to get 99s on your report card all the time. He’s bright, but I just felt like I’m paying for private education, he should be challenged more.

Even if they didn’t opt for private schools, the professional middle-class parents knew how to get the best out of the schools their children attended.11 They also generally lived in neighborhoods with higher median incomes, more expensive homes, and a more highly educated population than did middle-class and working-class families. In all likelihood, these factors translate into better schools as well.12 Indeed, many of the parents said that they had chosen a particular community because they knew it offered superior public schools.13 As Jane Ferrara said of her Boston suburb, “It’s a really great school system, and that’s why we moved here.”

Extracurricular Activities and Nurturing Talents

Most distinctly, the professional middle-class parents seek out extracurricular activities for their children to nurture the talents that will help them get into good schools down the road. They enroll children in music lessons if they show the slightest ability (and sometimes even if they don’t); they sign them up for soccer leagues; they encourage particular interests in areas such as rock climbing and dance. When they describe their children, they enumerate the many activities in which their children are engaged on a weekly—and often daily—basis.14

Several parents carefully explained that discovering and nurturing a child’s unique talents were significant aspects of a new style of parenting and part of what differentiated them from their own parents. Eve Todd is a white mother living in an essentially rural area in northern Vermont; with a master’s degree in counseling in hand, she holds a professional position in a local public school system. Eve suggests that her parents had high goals for their children but that those goals were considerably narrower than what she wants for her two daughters now. Seeing her parents as being without the “tools” to opt for more than the “basics,” Eve wants to be more fully supportive of her children’s full range of ambitions and interests than her parents were with her, even if, as she herself notes, it might be “silly” to think that her younger, fourteen-year-old daughter will someday be a rock star.

EVE: And I think what we’ve done so far and what we do now is really important about how she perceives herself.

INTERVIEWER: Do you think your parents were concerned about those things?

EVE: Not at all, no. I don’t think they were. I think that they were worried about much more basic things. I think they wanted us to have an education. They wanted us to have food, they wanted us to have a house, they wanted us to have enough stuff, and they wanted to have us be good so that people could see that they were good parents. . . . I think it’s because they didn’t have the tools to do more than that. And I know it’s different. . . . I always make sure to stop and think, “What would it have been nice to have my mother do in that circumstance?” Some silly things like . . . Kara said recently, “Oh, I think I’ll be in a band and be a rock star.” And do I think it’s likely? No. Do I think that [it’s right] for me to say, “Well, that’s stupid.” No. So I say [instead], “Well, you know, if that’s what you want to do.”

Sarah Johnson is an Asian American with a master’s degree in special education; she and her husband and two daughters live in Charlotte, North Carolina. Like Eve, Sarah described the way in which she differed from her parents. Her parents held specific expectations for their children; Sarah holds broad ones. And like Eve, Sarah contrasted her parents’ narrow view with a positive appraisal of the ways in which she encourages the development of her daughter’s interests, whatever they may be:

It was my parents’ dream that their children all be doctors, [and] not a single one of us is. That’s pointless to hope for your children. They have to find that on their own, whatever that is. And I know for my daughter it’s, like, painting all day. I know last week she spent all week solid on [this mural], and to her that’s very affirming, that we’ve just let it sit. . . . To her, this is her territory and her space, and she will paint. If you sit still long enough, you will be painted on.

Eve’s and Sarah’s demurrals about a concern with basic success need to be taken with a grain of salt: both women, like the vast majority of their professional middle-class peers, report that they have oriented their lives to ensure their children’s “basic” educational achievements. At the same time, the close attention to a flight of fancy is perceived as being a new form of parenting, as is the nurturance and encouragement of budding talents.

The Need for Flexibility

In turn, that nurturance and encouragement reflect an awareness not just of a diminished space for the professional middle class but of the demands of turbulent times. Contemporary social theorists such as Manuel Castells predict that in the future work will be increasingly transformed to require greater flexibility and will be less stable.15 Others note that some of the traditional professions (e.g., doctor or lawyer) are less certain routes to prestige and security than they were in the past.16 Contemporary parents with professional training are well aware of these shifts. As one parent, a college professor, said to a college-age woman who was interviewing him for a study of preschool educational choices among professional middle-class parents,

Mobility is going to be less predictable. . . . Our ability to plan an educational track to get people to become a certain kind of person with certain kinds of prospects is going to be a lot less predictable as we shift away from the model of you grow up, you learn how to do something, and then you get the job that you’re going to do for the rest of your life. For your generation the average is like ten or twelve jobs for your lifetime, or different occupations even. And so I think that the model of education being a unilinear process, or tracking to one thing, is not going to fit anymore with the reality. . . . You’re going to have to have multiple skill sets and multiple occupation niches. All that means less predictability.17

Instead of planning one “educational track” to get his son ready for a particular career, this man is already planning for flexibility. Like Eve and Sarah, this father said that you never really know which skills will be relevant in the future, and, therefore, the wise parent encourages them all: “There isn’t an explicit discussion that we do about this sort of thing. It’s this implicit practice of, if a kid shows an interest in something, you follow it. Because who knows, maybe that will be a skill that they’ll develop.”

In the absence of a clear understanding of what the future might bring, elite parents seek to create adaptable children with multifaceted skills and abilities. They must remain alert for evidence of particular talents even as they discourage settling too early on a narrow route to achievement in a single sphere.

Hard Choices among the Nonelite

Some of the advantages of testing, private schools, neighborhoods with good public schools, extracurricular engagement, and encouragement of distinctive talents are not unique to the children in the more elite families. But less privileged parents indicate that they have to be more cautious about the accompanying financial burdens, and they talk about how they make hard choices among the competing ways of securing success for their children.18 For example, one white, middle-class woman said that she wondered about the choice she had made to get a job selling real estate so that she and her husband could afford a home in an upscale Los Angeles suburb with a good school system rather than having stayed home to be more available to her child, who would then have attended what she thought was an inferior school. “Is it better to live in the right school district and be working to pay for it, [or] is it better to be home?” she asked.

And from Louisville, Kentucky, Peter Chaplin, a divorced, middle-class father with shared custody of his thirteen-year-old son, worried about a range of such accommodations—from specialized sports programs through summer camps to the possibility of private school—as he considered how to secure the appropriate advantages for his child in competition with the children of what he dubbed “hyperactive” parents, who (he believes) can ensure the best at every turn. Because he lives on an income of less than fifty thousand dollars a year from his landscaping business, it is not surprising that he worries about the financial implications of making the same kinds of choices for his son. He also doubts whether he has sufficient social and cultural capital to recognize which are the necessary—and right—possibilities:

One of the questions [I have is], what are the activities, peer groups, surroundings that one should place Sam in where he can learn [the skills he needs to be successful]? I agonize over that a lot. I agonize over it in relation to public and private school. . . . We chose not to put him in the most competitive [soccer] programs early, and then we found last year that he sort of got boxed out of getting access. And one just sort of looks at the hyperactive parents that were so driven to get their children in just the right soccer programs and so on, and you sometimes wonder, am I doing Sam a disservice by not putting him into those environments all the time and [by not taking] the time and energy to identify those? . . . We try to make a decision as to whether these things are essential or not essential. . . . I think about that a lot, particularly in relation to putting Sam on a track where he can be successful and get into a good college. . . . We’re going to invest eleven hundred dollars next year in soccer, . . . and it’s not even the most competitive soccer echelon. . . . Summer camps and those kinds of things—that you really don’t know how beneficial they are and which ones are the good ones to do and given our financial situation, consideration of all those is always problematic. We just haven’t had the money, the readily available funds, to do that.

In the short run, Peter Chaplin, like parents both more and less privileged than himself, wants to secure educational and extracurricular opportunities for his son. In the long run, he wants his son to be able to compete with the children from the professional middle class and wend his way into a “good” college. His worries about costs, his questions about the necessity for high-powered environments, and his doubts about his own capacity to judge what matters are all echoed in the comments of other middle- and working-class parents who, as they weigh costs against an ongoing economic pinch, are aware that more privileged parents can do more for their children than they can. As is discussed in chapter 2, well-educated parents worry about these programs as well, but for them the worry centers on whether they have over-scheduled, and placed too much pressure on, their children. Participation, however, often seems an inevitable accompaniment to, and basis for, ensuring that their children receive class privileges. And the capacity to afford such advantages is not the only difference between professional middle-class parents and their less privileged peers as they look toward the future.

Aspirations for the Future
More and More Education

Regardless of the demographic characteristics of the interviewed parents—their social class location, racial/ethnic identification, region of the country, marital status, age of children—they look toward higher education for their own children as a significant basis for securing an advantaged future. This is not an extraordinary group of parents. The National Center for Education Statistics provides testimony of just how widespread these ambitions are: “About 9 in 10 students (91 percent) in grades 6 through 12 had parents who expected them to continue their education beyond high school. Of these, 65 percent had parents who expected them to earn a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 26 percent had parents who expected them to complete some postsecondary education.”19

Indeed, most parents believe that a college education now constitutes a bare minimum requirement to get a “good” job. They also believe that this requirement represents a significant shift from the expectations their parents held for them. As one woman said, “I think that . . . parents had different expectations back then [when I was a child]. Not all kids were expected to go to college; now . . . a four-year degree [may not be] enough.” And while some parents reluctantly—or disingenuously—acknowledge that how much education their children ultimately acquire will be their children’s choice, most parents hope that that decision will include at least a bachelor’s degree.

But there were notable differences among the interviewed parents.20 Those who themselves had not completed an undergraduate degree (the working-class parents) simply want a college education for their children, and they expressed these aspirations with reference to their own more limited educational accomplishments: “[I want my daughter to go to] college because I did not, and I see the difference.” Only a fifth of those who had themselves received a bachelor’s degree (the middle-class parents) want “merely” a college education for their children; the rest hinted that they would prefer more than that. These parents also often referred to their own limitations as they embrace more substantial educational aspirations for their children: “Definitely through college . . . Neither [my husband] nor I have our master’s or PhD, but if either of them would continue beyond four years of college, that would be great, but . . . as long as they will ever remember, it’s been a given: of course they will go to college.” Among the parents who have postgraduate degrees themselves, every single respondent expects something more than a college education, and these parents were both more adamant and more specific about a higher standard than were the parents with less education: “As much as they want, but I would like them at least to go to graduate school.”

All parents, then, want their children to do at least as well as they have done; most also want something better for their children. The professional middle-class parents were the most insistent about their children’s continuing beyond college. Not surprisingly, they also talked with more knowledge about the college-admissions process and intimated that they won’t be satisfied unless their children find their way into not just any but what they define as being good colleges, which will ensure their children’s competitive position.21 Indeed, they casually named specific colleges—Berkeley, Middlebury, Harvard, and Yale—as examples of places their children might consider. These casual references, which one assumes are as frequent in daily life as they are when an interviewer is present, represent ongoing pressure on children. And those children might on occasion feel that the pressure has gotten out of control.

Delayed Launching among the Professional Middle Class

Parents from different socioeconomic classes had different visions of what a college education should offer their children. Professional middle-class parents who make efforts to ensure that their children are headed for high-status educational institutions do not expect those institutions to be vocational training grounds.22 To the contrary: in lieu of job preparation, elite parents talk about the important opportunities colleges might provide for self-discovery and for gaining self-confidence. Rather than viewing college as a launching pad to independent adulthood, parents see it as a time for their children to acquire the necessary cultural and social capital to be able to seize any opportunities for status that might arise.

Susan Chase, the white mother of two who works as an attorney in Berkeley, assumes that her children will “at least” attend a liberal arts college. She also assumes that career planning will wait until her children have explored the full range of their potential and discovered their innermost desires:

[By the end of college they should] feel intellectually engaged with the world, through whatever path interests them, whether it’s literature or music or economics or politics, I don’t care what, but [they should find] some way of engaging with the world and have a certain sense of possibilities in dealing with the world. And hopefully [they would find] some kind of sense of direction and something that interests them and draws them that they care about.

Susan’s neighbor, Ron Giddings, a city planner whose household income exceeds $125,000 a year, also thinks that the purpose of college is to create self-awareness rather than to provide concrete job training. Eventually, of course, Ron wants his children (both of whom are still very young) to settle down, but he also anticipates that it may take time for each child to find the “right” path to a satisfying life: “I don’t have any particular career plans for [my kids]. If they don’t have a lot of direction coming out of [college], I don’t find that that concerning. I want them to eventually have direction—find what they want to do that makes them happy. My biggest concern is that they’re on track for some sort of happiness.”

The talk of these highly educated parents reflects the understanding that a college education can provide opportunities for student leadership, team participation, experience working with other people, internships, or simply, as one woman said, the possibility of “making good memories.” One professional middle-class mother expressed a common sentiment when she spoke about her willingness to wait a long time before her children settled on their career choices: “I would like them to have enough education to do what they want to do in life, and it’s looking now like undergraduate isn’t enough. . . . That’s where you muck around. . . . In grad school you finally decide what you want to do.” This view that college should provide opportunities for self-discovery rests on the assumption that childhood can be lengthened.

Delayed Maturity among Professional Middle-Class Children

Professional middle-class parents are also aware that they are extending their own engagement in their children and that doing so represents a significant break from the practices of the past. Maria Ascoli is a stay-at-home mother of two; her husband has a degree in engineering, which he has parlayed into a position with a major construction firm. Maria is sometimes torn between professional middle-class aspirations (stemming from the milieu in which her husband’s position has landed her) and the more middle-class commitments and concerns that emerge from her own education, which ended with a bachelor’s degree from a state college. However, with respect to the issue of slow maturity on the part of her children, necessitating an extended period of parental oversight, Maria is firmly in tune with other elite parents. She is dismissive of her own parents, who she now believes failed to apply themselves seriously to the task of raising children; she anticipates carrying her own more intensive approach to parenting into the foreseeable future:

I don’t know if [my parents] gave [parenting] a whole lot of thought actually, to tell the truth. I just think that they were from that generation [where] you had your kids and you raised them, and they went out and did whatever they did and they didn’t really—beyond the age of eighteen they weren’t really all that worried about you. I think parents [today] are way more involved longer with their kids.

Like Maria, Lisa Thomas, the white mother of two teenage daughters, implicitly anticipates a longer period of parenting than what she herself received: “When we turned twenty-one . . . [our parents felt], finally our jobs are done.” And Elizabeth Blake, who is also a member of the professional middle class, thinks it won’t be until several years after college—when the older of her two children, her daughter, is twenty-five—that she might anticipate that child’s being even partially settled: “Right now I’m thinking about colleges [for my daughter], . . . and you want to say to her, ‘Between now and twenty-five your life will click.’”

Parents such as Maria, Lisa, and Elizabeth do not appear to view a prolonged adolescence as a problem. However, the personnel of some colleges and universities today link troublesome behaviors (e.g., binge drinking and reliance on parents for help with academic work) and troublesome signs of distress on the part of students (e.g., rising rates of depression) directly to delayed maturity engendered by intensive parental involvement and to the pressures on youngsters.23 These concerns were not often mentioned by the interviewed parents. But when they were raised, parents then found reason to hold on tighter, rather than to loosen the reins of control. Susan Chase, the Berkeley attorney, learned from a friend that she should not become lax even if her children should achieve that much desired admission to elite colleges:

[I worry], Will [my sixteen-year-old son] get into college? Will he get into a good college? Will he be happy at college? I mean, one thing, you’ve got this big focus on, you know, getting them into college, and then it’s like, “you’re done,” right? That’s ’cause I think if they get into a good college, it’s an affirmation of you as a parent. But a friend of mine, her daughter went to a good college, and she came home at Christmas and she weighed like eighty pounds.

Even without the threat of having an anorexic child, professional middle-class parents embrace a conviction that their children will need them for many years to come; they also relish the prospect that they will remain actively engaged in those children’s lives.

Letting Go Earlier among the Working Class and Middle Class

Working-class and middle-class parents view a college education quite differently than do their more privileged peers, and they anticipate that their job as parents will be completed earlier. Not surprisingly, given that college represents a more significant financial sacrifice for these less privileged parents, they insist that by the end of a comparatively short educational career a child should be ready to pick a career, find a job, and begin the next stage of life as a fully formed young adult. For them, active parenting has time limits.

Some parents were quite explicit on this point. One white, middle-class mother of three children was adamant: “We prolong [adolescence] too much. . . . By the time [they graduate from college], [they should] be able to support themselves, know what they want to do in life.” Another white mother, who also had a BA but no higher degree, was even more determined to be free from responsibilities once her child had reached what she viewed as adulthood: “I hope he’s able to get a full-time job and live on his own [after college]. . . . If he can get a job and support himself and be clean and healthy, that’s fine because I don’t want him living here anymore. I’m done with that.”

Sometimes much the same sentiment was expressed less as a push or shove out the door and more as an understanding of what would be acceptable for someone who had graduated from college. For example, Amy Price, a white, working-class mother from Charlotte, North Carolina, would like her three children to attend college and then “to have all the necessary tools to make it in life.” Similarly, Virginia Williams, an African American, working-class mother of five from San Antonio, hopes that by the time her children are done with college they will “start trying to pursue their careers [and] become what they want to become.”

Although there are some similarities across the social classes in the notion that children might have made career decisions by the time they finish their education, that time is different for the elite than for the nonelite. Professional middle-class parents extend that time to include the years spent in graduate school, while their middle- and working-class peers limit it to the years spent in college. A difference in material resources underwrites this distinction and determines whether parents work within a set of finite limits: most parents who hold down professional jobs can afford to delay their child’s launching; most parents with less remunerative employment cannot do so. But the professional middle-class parents also appear to want to do so. The pleasures of parenting (as opposed to simply having your kids and raising them) mesh well with a realization that flexibility is significant. As a result, the professional middle-class parents delight in the thought that they will be parents—having dependent children who have not yet made up their minds about what it is they want to do; having children who might need coaching and advice about the best choices—far longer. These elite parents actively encourage their children to remain open to a wide range of possibilities; from both joy and duty, they remain willing to extend the time during which they will be called on for guidance and material support. The less privileged parents also find pleasures in raising children; however, they are readier at an earlier moment to move on to the next stage of their lives.

A Passionate Future for Professional Middle-Class Children

As might be expected from professional middle-class parents’ statements about extracurricular activities, the goals of a higher education, and delayed launching, they view the future toward which they are guiding their children quite differently than do less privileged parents. Three examples can illustrate the distinctive goals of the elite parents.

I begin with Carol Clark, a white mother of four children ranging in age from two to fifteen. The older two children are from an earlier marriage and live with Carol and her current husband only half the time. The younger two are full-time residents in the Clark household in Louisville, Kentucky, where Carol works full-time as a high-level program administrator in a hospital and her husband, Carl, is a high school biology teacher. During the interview, Carol talked about how firm she is with respect to her children’s homework: “Big rules, get it done, not necessarily right after school but before you’re too tired.” And when asked about how much education she wants for her daughters, she answered without hesitation, “In a perfect world they would all get a minimum of a college degree, preferably a master’s on top of that.” She then backed off and added, pro forma, “But it really depends on what they want to do.” When asked what she hopes her children will have accomplished by the time they finish their long educational trajectories, she hedged. Carol feigned casualness about substantial achievement even as she acknowledged an intense desire to see her children be successful. She outlined a future that has those children changing careers multiple times in order to find what fits them best. She wants them to do well; she also wants them to find not just happiness but outright passion:

I guess we don’t expect them to be CEOs of a company. I don’t expect them to kill themselves to go to Yale. If they were prone to that, to have that natural ambition, I would encourage it. I want them to be the best of whatever they’re going to be, and if they change that five times in their twenties into their fifties, so be it. I want them to be happy. I want them to be passionate about what they do. I have, of course, very specific ideas on what I want them to be and see them being. I want them to tap into their natural abilities, their natural talents, and then take that somewhere wonderful.

Like Carol, Jeff Wright, the recently widowed father of one daughter, spoke about the intensity with which he monitors his child’s homework: “I used to be a tyrant, I used to be really, really concerned. Katie would probably say I still am a tyrant.” But in spite of his obvious concern about his daughter’s academic performance, when he compared his ambitions for his daughter with the ambitions he felt his parents had for him, he focused less on educational accomplishments and more on goals that extend the meaning of happiness. Jeff wants his child to go beyond mere happiness to become a more perfect being who approaches the world with zest and self-awareness:

I think [my parents] valued educational accomplishment, and I think they valued jobs and those opportunities, and I think that’s how their measurement of success was. I think we both say we want our kids to be happy and content and self-fulfilled, but I think . . . how we measure that is different. I think [for me] it’s less on making a huge amount of money. . . . My parents were poor working-class people. They looked at college as an opportunity to be much more successful financially. . . . For me, I think it would be great if Katie were to find a position where she would be financially secure, but I realize that’s not going to bring her security—it’s having a sense of self-worth and self-respect and self-confidence. So I would love it if she were to get married and have a family and have a successful career, but first and foremost what I would want is for her to achieve all that with a sense of self-satisfaction.

Jeff believes that what he wants for his daughter is substantially different from what his parents wanted for him. Security remains a concern, but he wants security to come from inside, from an awareness of her own capabilities and interests, rather than from external achievements alone.

Finally, on this set of issues, consider Beth O’Brien, a white mother of four. Beth is a PhD psychologist married to a lawyer who works as a vice president of a major camping-equipment business. Beth is proud of her success. Indeed, she defines herself and her husband as “overachievers” who rose from considerably less privileged backgrounds to have professional degrees, prestigious jobs, and proud ownership of a glorious home in a wealthy Boston suburb and a vacation house on the very elite Martha’s Vineyard.24 Beth was cavalier and perhaps even disingenuous about her children’s future. Of course, she wants success for them: it is no accident that she lives in a town with excellent schools. And she described her oldest three children (the youngest is considerably younger than these) in ways that show that she has interests in their day-to-day achievements as unique individuals:

Let me start with Mark: he is very, very outgoing, charming, and intelligent. . . . He’s also athletic. . . . Melissa is a very goal-oriented, athletic child. She decided she wanted to go to private school . . . to pursue her dream in hockey. . . . I’m very proud of her because she has worked very, very hard the past couple of years to make this boys’ team, and she’s [the only girl] on this elite boys team. . . . And what I love about Heather is that she’s so well rounded—she loves drama, she love sports, she loves school.

Beth almost sounded as if she was filling out college applications for her children as she boasted of how accomplished they are. When asked about the future, she acknowledged that she wants her children to achieve at a very high level. But she also insisted that she does not want “achievement” to be the only focus of their lives:

I guess because [my husband, Rick,] and I have both been overachievers in a lot of ways . . . we know that that’s not where happiness really resides. It’s good to have achievements, but you need to have balance. . . . Rick is a superstar. . . . He feels like, “Oh my god, I need more fun.” And we turn around at forty-five saying we missed out, and I have that orientation too. I got my doctorate, I run marathons. We’re trying to have our children be not so focused on achievement. Our parents didn’t go to college, so it was important that we achieved, so they were giving us their dreams. And our dream for our kids is that they achieve, but they achieve in the context of being able to have a really happy, fun life. (Emphasis added)

When Beth talked about her ongoing concerns as a parent, her attention shifted to learning how to have fun. When asked about what she wants her children to have accomplished by the time they complete their formal education, she reiterated this point. She’s not “worried about them being a success” because she believes she knows how to ensure that; she’s less certain, however, whether she knows how to ensure “fun”:

I worry about my kids not having enough fun in their childhood. I worry about them being so achievement-oriented and goal-oriented that they don’t take time to reap the pleasures, smell the roses. I worry that they have too much homework. I’d like to see them have a hell of a lot less. That’s what I worry about. That’s what I try to monitor. I’m not worried about them being a success. I’m worried about them having fun.

Passion, a sense of satisfaction, a capacity for having fun—these are significant elements of the goals that professional middle-class parents hold out for their children. And in their minds these goals differ dramatically from the “basic things” they believe their parents held out as goals for them. They are also quite different from the goals that middle- and working-class parents hold out for their children. Let me be clear: I am not saying that the less privileged parents do not care about whether their children find careers that give them satisfaction or that they be happy in their lives. I am saying that these parents are considerably less likely than their more privileged peers to state this satisfaction and happiness as goals that supersede economic independence, self-sufficiency, and the acquisition of useful skills.25

From the perspective of a child, the latter set of ambitions might seem like sufficient pressure. Understanding that parents also want them to be having fun and to be not merely happy but passionate about what they are doing—these might feel like significant new burdens and responsibilities. They might also be perceived as more controlling desires because they leave no room for superficial interest but require evidence of deep engagement. And they add to the pressure of performance the pressure of effortlessness, so that the achievements themselves appear to be fun.

Counterculture Dreams Meet Contemporary Realities

If we can anticipate some of the effects that parenting out of control might have when it takes the form of pressure under a microscope, we still want to explore the roots of these new controlling designs. Where have they come from, and why have they become so central? I have argued that an interest in “flexibility” derives from current concerns about economic uncertainty, the declining fortunes of the middle class, and a desire to ensure that children have unique abilities that will smooth the way into elite colleges.

I now suggest that in addition to practical concerns about economic and educational success, the interest in this new complex set of goals of passion, satisfaction, and fun might have a source in more underlying approaches to life framed in the generational history of the professional middle-class parents. This latter interpretation does not replace the first one but, rather, builds on it. With a median age of forty-eight, many of these trend-setting adults were in formative years during the era known as “the sixties” (which extended well into the literal 1970s).26 Even if they didn’t participate directly in the protest activities of the time, they were surrounded by a counterculture that proclaimed nonmaterialist values and extolled a commitment to social justice. The counterculture also urged people to “do your own thing” and to “question authority.” The legacies of that time are echoed in the urging of these parents to their children to go beyond “mere” success, to follow their passions into a life worth living. The feminist movement, which overlapped with and continued after the antiwar movement, was also clearly a shaping force: all the professional middle-class women made investments in their own educations, and many leveraged their degrees to significant professional careers. This personal history probably helps to explain why neither the mothers nor their husbands make distinctions between the goals they hold out for their sons and those they hold out for their daughters.

Eve Todd, the mother of the budding rock star, explicitly linked her perception that she was trying to accomplish something different from what her parents had with her, not just to new “tools” for parenting, but to a new sense of what was possible. In turn, she located the source of this new sense of possibilities in the radical shifts during the historical era of her adolescence:

I think . . . awareness, knowledge, education, what’s out in the world is so different than 1950, and I think that what happened through the 1960s gave people a wider range of how to be, rather than “this is what you do, and then you stay home, and then you take care of your parents.” And the world got bigger, and then with the technology and everything it just keeps expanding. So I think that the model [of adulthood] isn’t the same, whereas it was very much the same for my parents as it was for their parents before them. I just think that the awareness of how we are as people and what we want is more readily available for people to find out about if they want to—almost to an extreme about kids and everything—but even though there was some stuff [in the generation before], it was very limited.

Eve locates “a wider range of how to be” in the ideas of the sixties. At the same time, like others, she must see that many of the social transformations promised during that time period have not been secured. And like her peers, she knows well that the vision of gender equity promised by the feminist movement has a long way yet to become a reality. Parents such as Eve hold tight to their dreams even as they experience disappointment with the pattern of their own lives.

Of course, these lives are not entirely disappointing. Eve enjoys her job as a guidance counselor. Beth takes pride in, even as she downplays, both her own and her husband’s successes. But these women are aware of the costs of these achievements. And these costs are considerable. Not only are more of these women part of dual-earner couples than was true for their own parents, but as the sociologists Jerry Jacobs and Kathleen Gerson report in The Time Divide: Work, Family, and Gender Inequality, the substantial “growth in working time has been concentrated among couples with the most education.”27 However, this same group of adults has not necessarily reaped the economic rewards of this hard work. Since the 1970s, income inequality has increased; the truly rich have gotten considerably richer, and, relatively speaking, other groups have lost ground. Indeed, disillusionment with hard work alone might be especially the case among women who have found themselves staring up at glass ceilings and who have found that their efforts were not sufficiently rewarded.

Finding a Path

Concerns about the future are reflected in the somewhat contradictory language with which the professional middle-class parents discussed the aspirations they hold out for their children. They spoke about their kids “finding a path that interests them.” Theoretically, the parents suggest, this path can go in a number of different directions. Eve Todd’s daughter might decide, for example, to explore her love for music and her dream of becoming a rock star, and Sarah Johnson’s daughter might become a painter. But no professional middle-class parent implied that she or he would joyfully accept a child’s abandonment of higher education even while speaking about the delight of seeing a child’s interest in rock music or painting. Moreover, professional middle-class parents imply that they will know when their children abandon an acceptable path. That is, professional middle-class parents accept twists and turns and a range of different directions. They do not, however, accept deviations from the broad outline of the life plan they have imagined for their children. College is imperative; postgraduate education is strongly, and routinely, encouraged. And if parents focus on the enjoyment of the journey, on the pleasures of “mucking around” in college, or on exploring one’s passions, they make it clear that not all types of enjoyment, mucking around, or exploration are equally acceptable. Hence, they talked with concern about their children’s not staying on track—likening it not just to wandering off but to something far more dire—even when the indications of wandering were quite mild. As one white, professional middle-class mother of two children said, “The long view is that you want your kid to be happy. You worry about whether they’re going to be happy, whether something terrible is going to befall them, and day to day you worry that they stay on track, that they don’t go over the cliff, where all of a sudden they say, ‘I’m not doing my homework. I’m not going to soccer.’” For this mother, the “terrible” was the danger that her children would fail to excel in the schoolhouse and on the athletic field.

Less privileged parents, by way of comparison, spoke less about the journey and more about the achievements and accomplishments that are the sign-posts of successful progress (as many professional middle-class parents imply their parents did). They want their children to finish high school, then graduate from college, and perhaps go farther. By then they want their children to have achieved self-sufficiency through the commitment to, and engagement in, a career. Individual development, excitement, and adventure may be part of the picture, but the end product—and not the journey itself—is what is important. Moreover, the goals set out by the middle-class and working-class parents are considerably clearer than those set out by the professional middle-class parents who have as an ambition for their children not just economic success but also the existential goals of passion and self-confidence.

Professional middle-class parents introduce new variables into the child-rearing project. First, they lengthen the period during which they might be concerned about the direction their children take. Professional middle-class parents anticipate a long period of having dependent children, and they are reluctant to “launch” their children once they enter college (or even once they graduate from college); instead they are prepared to stand by, ready with advice, encouragement, and consolation.28 The engaged, professional middle-class parent views a child in her or his late teens or early “adult” years as unformed and, quite possibly, as lacking an internal compass pointing in a clear direction.

By way of contrast, most of their less privileged peers see that their job as parents will be completed when their children have graduated from college, if not before then. At that point a child should have “realistic goals” and the “necessary tools” to support oneself and to live on one’s own. To be sure, like all parents, those in the middle and working class want decent—even excellent—jobs for their children. Like all parents, they want their children to be happy. But they also want their young adult children to be financially self-sufficient and not to have to struggle making ends meet (as many of them did and many of them still are doing). Knowing that they will not be able to continue to support children forever, they hope and anticipate that college will bring about the necessary transformation to prepare their children for independent adult life. Less privileged parents raise their children with more constraining limits on their own time and money. Children of the same age, then, are viewed quite differently depending on the class position of their families. Professional middle-class adolescents have barely taken a first step on the road to maturity; their less privileged peers are much closer to the finish line.

In addition to lengthening the age of dependence for their children, the more privileged parents position their children to explore their own potential; they simultaneously have higher and more amorphous expectations for those children. All parents want their children to be decent human beings and to be happy in their life choices. The professional middle-class parents also want their children to be passionate, confident, and prepared to take advantage of opportunities that might shift and change with the times. The task of creating such children might feel like a particularly unknown and unknowable one. That is, if the professional middle-class parents know from the activities of their parents what it takes to produce successful children en route to being a doctor or a corporate executive, and if they do intervene in their children’s daily and educational activities to ensure that success, they may not know what they need to do to ensure these complex, existential goals of self-confidence, passion, and flexibility. The close attention they pay to their children, as is discussed further in subsequent chapters, may reflect precisely this uncertainty: as their children veer—or are perceived as veering—too far in one direction or another off the route to self-fulfillment and self confidence, the parents might actively respond with what they believe to be appropriate midcourse corrections.

Moreover, these privileged parents may well be sending some mixed messages emerging out of their own ambivalence about the sacrifices they have made to ensure their own economic and professional success. That is, we need not take them at face value—that they don’t care about economic success—but accept these protestations as the expression of some yearning (for themselves as much as for their children) and of a hope for something more fulfilling in a very uncertain world. As a result, control might be confusing—both for those at the helm and for those subject to a constantly changing course.
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LOOKING BACK
Are the Good Times Gone?

As Sarah Johnson and I sat in her sunny North Carolina kitchen on an unseasonably warm April day, Sarah jokingly warned me that if I continued to occupy my seat, her daughter might include me in the mural she was painting. All joking aside, Sarah, an Asian American, professional middle-class mother of two, is quite proud of the contrast between her encouragement of her daughter’s artistic talents and what she believes to have been her parents’ narrow interest in seeing their children become doctors. Yet, at the same time as she celebrates her own attitude, Sarah regrets changes between her parents’ generation and her own. Most notably she mourns the disappearance of a community that she believes supported individual families and the simultaneous emergence of a new form of busyness that she believes makes it almost impossible to reach beyond the nuclear family. Even though she is married, she thinks she faces the task of raising her children from a position of greater isolation than did her parents. She described for me what factors she thinks have been responsible for the change between the present and the past:

There was an extended family [before], and now you don’t have that extended family. So when you have two parents working outside the home, you don’t have any support. And in order to raise a child effectively, that old proverb about a community raising a child, it’s so true. . . . It could be anything—a neighborhood coffee klatch, the local Democratic or Republican Party, the bridge group—but you’ve got to have these connections in your community. You’ve got to have a support network of friends, both the wife and the husband, and I think that’s harder now, because we have these really extravagant lifestyles that require two people to work outside the home.

Sarah illustrates a set of attitudes toward the past found among many professional middle-class parents. On the one hand, Sarah holds dear a nostalgic memory of a time when parenting was perceived to have been easier than it is today because parents were more supported, only one adult worked outside the home, and life was lived at a slower pace. On the other hand, she retains a critical sense that even in those earlier times parents muffed the challenge of raising teens. In response to these perceived changes, Sarah both feels a greater sense of individual responsibility for raising her children than she believes her parents did and wants to approach the task differently.

Sarah’s conviction about the shift in responsibility and the increasing challenge of child rearing is shared by many parents less privileged than herself. They too believe that the task of raising adolescents today has become far more difficult than it was in the past, and they too attribute that change, at least in part, to greater degrees of busyness and isolation experienced by individual families. The less privileged parents, however, diverge from their more privileged peers on attitudes toward the generation before them: they have less uniform views about whether their parents made mistakes.1 When asked about their parenting style, some of these less privileged parents explicitly stated that they modeled themselves on the parenting of those who raised them. For example, one working-class, Hispanic father said, in reference to the manner in which he was raising his fifteen-year-old son, “We’re continuing what our parents have instilled in us, and we’re trying to do the same thing with him.” As a group, these parents speak less of forging a new path and more of adapting older ways to more difficult contemporary challenges. Theirs is often a voice of continuity that contrasts with the discontinuity in child-rearing styles that the professional middle-class parents proclaim.

Of course, we have no reason to believe that recollections of the past—whether affirmative or critical—accurately reflect lived experiences. Nor should we assume that even the most nostalgic recollections represent a desire to return to the conditions of an earlier time. Even so, respondents’ recollections are revealing about how the past enters into rationales for child-rearing strategies.

And, of course, we can’t answer a question about whether parenting was actually easier in the past. Even so, what is clear, as we listen to parents—across the social spectrum—is that they perceive it to be more difficult today. What is clear as well is that the parents’ responses to that perception vary with socioeconomic standing. Elite parents respond with hovering and the intensive practice of parenting out of control. The less elite respond with an intensification of more traditional disciplinary practices of imposing limits in order to be aware of where their children are and what they are doing, whether or not those were the techniques used by their own parents.

Goodbye to the Golden Age

Let’s begin with the shared perception of the increased difficulty of parenting today. Paula Brown, a white, professional middle-class mother to two teenagers, lives in the suburb of a southern city, where she holds an administrative position at the local university and her husband is employed as an executive in an insurance company. As she reminisced about her childhood, Paula recalled the comfort that was part and parcel of having an extended family. Even though she currently lives in a place where the resident population is almost exclusively white and the crime rate is well below the national average, Paula draws on the emergence of a new variety of family forms (including more single parents and more stepparents) as evidence that communities have changed since she was a young girl. Paula is convinced that in the absence of commonality, each individual now has to do the hard work of finding and sustaining her or his own approach to raising children:

I was raised where brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins—you know, there was this intergenerational [family], this small community. So as you have more families that—maybe it is single parenting, there’s stepparents. And I just think that brings in all different styles and values, and they get more challenging. It’s not that they’re any better or worse, but I just think that is a challenge. And I just think that’s a huge [difference].

When pressed to discuss the difficulties she believes her own parents faced during the years they were raising her and her siblings, Paula is stumped. Because her parents had broad support and were able to meet basic needs, she “can’t imagine” what problems they experienced. In her memory, a large family provided both a challenge—and a solution—to the task of child rearing:

I would have no idea [what was difficult for them] because financially it was okay. I don’t think we were extremely well off, but living on a farm, I do think they provided what we needed. And anybody went to college that wanted to without even having to take out loans. And I can’t imagine what they thought was challenging—maybe too many [children]. But I think that was even a solution more than a challenge—you know, that older person can take care of that younger person.

Martha Mackenzie is a white college professor and the married mother of two young children. Like Paula, she lives in a community that is predominantly white and has an extremely low crime rate.2 Even so, Martha also is convinced that parents like herself can no longer rely on others in the community to share her values or to fill in for her. In spite of a strong network of colleagues and friends, and even though her home is located in a very cohesive neighborhood in a small town, she feels very alone in the task of raising her children:

The neighborhood I grew up in all the parents had shared values. . . . That meant as a child you got the same messages reinforced. But it takes more effort [to sustain your values when] there are very different messages. I think the world is more dangerous. As we live more with strangers, you don’t have the people to look after the kids. My parents knew more people. One [issue] is knowing and being around strangers; another is parents being afraid to talk to children they don’t know. And I think it makes it more dangerous.

From suburban Pennsylvania, Wanda Jackson is a working-class, married mother of four. This thirty-three-year-old African American woman also bemoaned what she sees as increased dangers and the loss of a supportive community. She said that although her parents faced issues of “violence,” it wasn’t as “bad as it is now,” and she listed the reasons: “You have younger parents being parents, you don’t have people being older being parents, you have kids raising themselves, [and] you have a lot of teenage parents. . . . When I was growing up, [if she saw] misbehavior, my mom would always yell; now they just turn their heads. It’s not the same any more; nobody wants to be held accountable.”

Gail Albert was born and raised in Philadelphia; she still lives there today. At thirty-seven, this highly educated, single, African American mother of three struggles to support her children on disability payments of less than twentyfive thousand dollars a year. But rather than focusing on her economic difficulties, Gail responded quite similarly to Paula, Martha, and Wanda when asked what she thinks are the biggest problems facing parents today. Like her peers living in suburbs, small towns, and rural areas, she focused on the rising number of single parents and on the loss of a community in which other adults took care of one’s children and kept an eye out for the neighborhood as a whole.3

There are so many—there’s just so many [problems]. The greatest problem [she hesitates] is the downfall of marriage, the separation of family, that you don’t have families growing up in the same house any more. And then the next thing would be the downfall of community, you know. . . . [The father of my sons] lives in West Philly, and he lives in the house that he grew up in. And all the neighbors are the neighbors that grew him up, and now they’re growing my sons up. This block [where I live]—not a soul. The communities are just so different. It’s amazing how different they are. And I’m glad that they’re having that experience [of spending time in West Philly]. . . . You know, personally, I try to keep an ear out. . . . I keep an earout. That’s what communities are all about, looking out for the kids when they are coming home from school. I mean, I just really believe that that is something that helps people raise kids up.

While Gail insists that she is able to provide her children and her neighborhood with some of the experiences she remembers from the past, her bottom line is that child rearing has become more difficult.

Going It Alone

Parents such as Sarah, Paula, Martha, Wanda, and Gail represent a range of locations and life circumstances. Despite these differences, they share similar views of the past. In describing their childhoods, not only do parents across the board speak about a sense that families in the past were more deeply embedded in extended families and caring communities, but they also speak about families having been more deeply embedded in supportive institutions. Peter Chaplin, the middle-class father from Louisville who was so concerned about whether to enroll his son in a competitive soccer program, compared his confusion about what he thinks is best for his child with the social reinforcement he believes his parents had for their decisions: “I don’t think my parents worried about my education, my spiritual and emotional health. I think they sort of trusted the institutions to provide most of that guidance.”

In a similar vein, other parents referred to specific forms of institutional and cultural support that they believe were more forthcoming in the past. Erica Harper is a white, forty-five-year-old, married mother of three who lives in a small Vermont city renowned both for its excellent schools and for being home to a major high-tech industry. Erica, who has parlayed her master’s degree in psychology into a professional position in one of the local schools, mentioned both that her parents worried less about their children’s futures than she does and that they had more community support for enforcing values. She feels she alone carries the burden of ensuring her children’s development in a far broader range of areas: “I think that when I was growing up and my parents were parenting, they were less concerned about how we would make it in the world and contribute to the world; their whole focus was [education]. . . . [Now we] need to develop values and a moral base through the guidance of your parents. It doesn’t just happen in communities [as it used to].”

One Hispanic, working-class mother of three children (all under the age of thirteen) who is employed as an office manager in Simi Valley, California, argued that during her childhood teachers could count on a more united front from parents: “I don’t know, these days [children] get away with a lot more than they used to. Nowadays parents really believe what the kids say [and that] the teachers are always wrong. Kids nowadays are really spoiled. Back then the parents always stood behind the disciplinarian.” From suburban Connecticut, Marian English, a white woman with a master’s degree in business administration who is now a stay-at-home mother of three teenagers, was insistent that mass popular culture has undermined adult authority. She bemoaned the fact that at present parents are often derided in television programs. She recalled (although this memory may or may not be accurate) that in the television of her childhood, parents were upheld as a source of moral authority: “The shows were more . . . family oriented. . . . They didn’t work against the parents. They were much more positive and much more working together. . . . The parents were seen more as helping to [solve problems].”

These comments about supportive institutions and a supportive culture in the past are also interesting for what is not mentioned. Many social commentators are quick to demonstrate that the government only minimally supports families in the United States (especially in comparison with other industrialized countries in Western Europe), and some are quick to claim that the state has actually retreated in recent years.4 However, only one interviewed parent linked her sense of being very much alone in the job of raising children to the government’s failure to offer more support. Annemarie Fernandez, a Hispanic, working-class, married mother of three children ranging in age from two to fifteen, lives in a small town in Texas and works as an administrative assistant in a hospital. She made reference to the absence of social services: “[There are] a lot of single-parent households out there. [There is a] lack of support, which can lead to stressed-out mothers, which can lead to bad parenting and things like that. [The biggest problem is a] lack of support from society, for day care and things like that.” With Annemarie as the exception, all other parents assume entirely private responsibility for raising their children, even as they wax nostalgic about a time when they imagine kin, neighbors, friends, and the culture at large shared the burdens.5

This heightened sense of individual responsibility finds resonance in more general cultural trends. As commentators such as the sociologists Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck note, even if the world around us today were no more hazardous than it had been in the past, in a “risk society” individuals would perceive themselves to have more control over the fate of those dependent on them and would respond with greater vigilance and heightened surveillance.6 In addition, the commonplace belief that the world has become more dangerous for children and teens lends fuel to this significant shift in perception.

A Nostalgic View of Safety and Security

Some of the parents—and these were often those who had grown up in comfortable surroundings—described their childhoods in the language of a magic idyll replete with steadfast stability, safety, and security. These parents did not exclusively characterize the contemporary problems they face in terms of the array of external dangers—predators, child abusers, kidnappers—that are now part of what has been labeled a “culture of fear.”7 Even so, as they recalled their youth, they added the bliss of childhood freedom to the nostalgic image of extended families and institutional support. Consider Marcia Caldwell, a white, middle-class mother of one eighteen-year-old daughter. She is a resident of rural Pennsylvania and works as an admissions associate in a private high school. When recalling her own youth, Marcia spoke about days spent outside parental control and astonished herself as she thought about swimming in the river without any adult supervision:

I mean my parents would say to me, “Okay go outside, don’t come back till lunch, go outside,” and we’d get together with all our friends, and we’d be outside all day, baseball, football. . . . [We’d] go down to the river, jump in, swim—seriously!—come back for lunch. . . . My mother worked, but she was right across the street from our house, [and] we would check in with her. We would be out until dark, and there was no worry—my god!—[that] a sexual predator is going to come by and abduct you. We didn’t lock our doors.

Jeff Wright, a white educator who is raising his child on his own now that his wife has died, spoke about being home alone at age ten and feeling entirely safe: “When I was ten I was home alone often during the summer and could wander around the neighborhood and could wander around the back yard, and my parents didn’t know specifically where I was. But my parents thought I was safe, and I felt safe.” And Dave Townsend, a white lawyer and now the father of three teenagers, recalled as well that when he was a kid, he “ran around the neighborhood wherever [he] wanted to go, whenever [he] wanted to go.”

To be sure, these adults recognized that the past held challenges and even dangers. Some of the older respondents had parents who had grown up during the Depression and who could recall serious hardships in their own childhoods. Some respondents remembered that the Cold War was an ongoing issue of concern during their own childhoods. But as Sarah Johnson, the Asian American mother of the mural painter, discussed those times, she used the words of a child—“big scary guy”—to diminish the fear she might have felt. She also insisted that life is a lot more fraught with anxiety today than it was in the past, even though it was quite conceivable then that the world could be utterly destroyed:

I have the same concerns [my parents did], but there is a difference in setting. I think kind of the post-9/11 aspect of the project. I suppose these days there are additional worries because there are worries [about] taking your shoes off, the Anthrax, and, you know, the terrorism and the war. They had wars that they had to worry about too. . . . We had the bomb shelters because of the whole bomb threat from Russia. I grew up with all that. There was a big scary guy out there that could come blow us to smithereens. I think again the technology has impacted—again these are useful things, they’re helpful things—but because they’re there and people are using them it puts it more into your face that there’s a lot of scary things.

Like Sarah, many parents believe that because dangers outside the home have become closer and more immediate, children can no longer be left free to roam as they did in the past.8 In some cases it is hard to tell whether the anxiety parents feel is about local dangers (the neighbor who might be a sexual predator) or about something more amorphous (the fears of terrorism striking anywhere and at any time). Most often, the vague sense that the world is more threatening has no concrete location even as it is expressed as a desire to maintain a greater awareness of what their children are doing. This sense could be heard when parents talked about taking care not to allow their children to be exposed to what they perceived as being dangers (both real and imaginary). Parents spoke about walking with or driving their children to school (often until the children could drive themselves), about supervising their children’s play, and about checking out their children’s friends.9 These are routine, taken-for-granted activities that adults view as part of the responsibility of good parenting, especially in a moment when the perception of risk has been heightened and when parents assume that they alone have responsibility for helping their children evade those risks.10 Many of these routine activities were described similarly by working-class, middle-class, and professional middle-class parents: contemporary forms of parenting with limits and the more recent shift to parenting out of control have some common roots.

Taken as a whole, then, whether or not the characterizations of the past are accurate, today’s parents believe that the good times are gone. Most notably they feel that they lack support for the difficult project of raising their children. And this sense of being on one’s own, of having individual rather than communal responsibility for the care of children, extends across social groupings and is found among parents in a range of types of communities, from cities to suburbs to small towns. But if the heightened vigilance that results from these perceptions of how the present differs from the past is part and parcel of parenting within all social classes, the form, range, and extent of that vigilance is different within the professional middle class than it is among the working class and middle class.

Family Changes as Moms Go to Work

The new, compelling sense that the world is more dangerous and that parents are more alone combines with other attitudes that have their roots in a major social change. At a median age of forty-four, most of the interviewed parents have lived through the enormous increase of women’s labor force participation in the last half of the last century. Those born in the early sixties, for example, would have experienced a world where the labor force participation rates of married women with children under age eighteen rose from less than 40 percent to over 70 percent (in the 1990s), before dropping down to somewhat below 70 percent in the early twenty-first century.11 This increase in the labor force participation of mothers is more marked among the elite than it is among those who are less privileged (where women’s work outside the home has longer been the norm), even as it is found among all social classes; this increase is also more marked among white women than it is among women of color, even as it is found among all racial/ethnic groups. Parents view this rise in the labor force involvement of women with children as yet another reason why parenting has become so much more difficult.12

Many respondents waxed sentimental about having had a stay-at-home mother. Kevin Hansen, a fifty-three-year-old, white doctor from Missouri and the now-widowed father of three children (seventeen-year-old twin girls and a twenty-three-year-old son), remembered that in his parents’ generation “the mom was usually home during the day,” and he insisted that this meant that a mother was “always available, and there was more contact between the mom and the kids.” Indeed, so strong is the “memory” of a world where mothers stayed home and solved all daily problems that it is recalled even by respondents for whom this was not the case.13 For example, a white, forty-nine-year-old, middle-class mother of two daughters remembered that in her childhood “parents were around more” and then, as an aside, added, “although actually my mother did work.” Erica Harper, the school psychologist from a small Vermont city, similarly noted simultaneously that her mother “stayed home” and that although her mother worked outside the home, she was certain to leave work in time to be home with the children after school. And a thirty-three-year-old, single, white, middle-class mother of one eleven-year-old daughter, when asked what problems her parents faced, responded simply that her “mom was a stay-at-home mom.” She spoke as if that fact were sufficient evidence that her parents did not have significant problems, even though, as is true of her today, she acknowledged that they had to “struggle . . . sometimes for money.”

Shared Concerns

Some aspects of the consequences of the shift in women’s labor force participation are viewed similarly by parents with professional degrees and by those with less education. All parents worry about how they can create sufficient family time when there is so little time to be had, hope that they can “be there” at critical moments in their children’s lives, and make attempts to monitor their children’s activities when they cannot be home.14

These shared concerns might provide at least some of the impetus for the surprising finding that even though in 2000 it was more likely to be the case that both parents in a household were employed than in the generation before, contemporary parents are spending more time with their children. This increased devotion to one’s children is true of both mothers and fathers and among parents who are employed as well as among those who are not. It represents more hours spent in both primary child care (“activities where parents report directly engaging in caregiving or other activities thought to promote children’s well-being and where the main focus is the child”) and secondary child care (“child care activities mentioned when respondents were asked, ‘Were you doing anything else?’”).15

Different Concerns

Professional middle-class parents extend these concerns into an elusive and, perhaps, unattainable goal. These are the parents who emphasize the efforts that go not just into creating family time but into creating “quality time” for each and every one of their children in the midst of their busy lives. And this enhanced goal might stand behind the finding that education is directly correlated to how much time one reports spending with one’s children: college-educated mothers and college-educated fathers spend more time than those with less education.16 This distinctive goal might also stand behind the even more relevant finding that even though women with education beyond college are more likely to be working—and to be working longer hours—than those with less education, the more educated mothers still spend more time with their children than do those with less education.17 Statistical comparison between those I would term “middle class” (i.e., those with a college degree) and those in the “professional middle class” (i.e., those with some graduate education) reveals differences in time spent with children in all four categories of care (basic child care, educational child care, recreational child care, and travel child care) among nonworking mothers and, in two of these categories (basic child care and recreational child care), among working mothers. The differences between professional middle-class mothers and mothers with less education than a college degree are more striking: the ratio of time spent with children among nonworking mothers with graduate training in comparison with those with less than a high school degree is 1.55 to 1; among working mothers the same ratio increases to 1.72 to 1. Among working fathers the ratio comparing fathers with graduate training to fathers with less than a high school education is even higher than it is for women, at 2.16 to 1.18

Nostalgia, Guilt, and the Search for Quality Time

Given the increasing devotion to one’s children—at least as measured by time put into their care—we should not be surprised to find that many of the professional middle-class parents are dismissive of the efforts their own parents put into being close to their own children. Ironically, however, they see in their mothers having been home the potential for intimacy. Even though they often describe their mothers as having engaged in a parenting style that could be characterized as benign neglect—as when they were allowed to swim in the river or wander through the neighborhood—nostalgia for what might have been becomes the guide for what should be. Parenting out of control has roots in and gains urgency from this nostalgia.

For example, consider how Kevin Hansen, the doctor who assumes total maternal availability in the past, described the dynamics of his own household in the years before his wife died. He worries that the busyness of parents and children means less time spent together:

I think the big problem is [that in] a lot of families, parents and kids have so many things going on that it’s hard to spend significant amounts of time with each other. And I think it’s probably important that we do that. I don’t think we do as much as we should. . . . I think that’s one problem. . . . When [my wife] was working and I was working, there were other people taking care of the kids, and we weren’t around as much.

Similarly, Erica Harper, a white mother of three teens—who noted that even though her mother had worked outside the home, she was able to leave work in time to be home when the children got out of school—mentioned that when both parents work full-time outside the home, or confront stresses of their own, they are less able to be fully present for their children. She, too, contrasted what she sees today with what she recalls of the past:

I think the biggest problem that faces parents today are probably many parents’ inability to be available physically and emotionally for their children, whether it’s due to working or stress in life. . . . [For my parents it was] very, very, very different, and I think our culture and our society is very, very different. And that’s another bigger piece, [and I think] that [it is] very difficult . . . to parent within our society right now. . . . My parents were able to be physically available; [their children] did not have to be put in child care or have a babysitter. . . . We had access to the family unit; it was a strong family unit; my mom stayed home.

If parenting out of control relies on nostalgia for what might have been, it also appears to rely on the perception—mistaken as it may be—among the elite that for women, work outside the home represents a choice. Working-class and middle-class women know they have to work; in some cases, especially among women of color, work outside the home is part of a long tradition rather than a new option for “liberated” women. But many of the professional middle-class women—and their spouses—still assume that women’s employment means putting oneself before family concerns; in these cases, nostalgia combines with a sense of guilt for not providing children with a stay-at-home mother.

Thus, it is no surprise that parents like Erica struggle to find ways to remain “physically and emotionally” available even as they continue to work outside the home, and Erica specifically holds out as an ideal not just “family time” but rather distinctive “parenting to each one of [her three] children.” When asked to describe her approach to parenting, Paula Brown, the administrator at a southern university and mother of two teenage children, gave a response that suggests the supreme importance she also places on creating opportunities for what she thinks of as “quality time”:

There’s a book called Language of Love, and it talks about how different people have different languages that they try expressing love in and how they want people to express it to them. And mine is “quality time.” So I know that’s how I try to demonstrate and communicate. So I think that’s kind of a baseline for everything about parenting. If we can just be together, somehow there’s going to be some really good things coming from that.

Different attitudes between those who are less well educated and those with professional training have concrete manifestations as different amounts of time spent with children. As noted, highly educated parents who are employed outside the home and who devote long hours to their careers also devote long hours to their children. As the sociologist Mary Blair-Loy says, these may indeed be “competing devotions.”19 Hence, those adults who don’t opt out of the labor force altogether might well find themselves squeezed for time: how could they possibly find the hours (or energy) to spend on any interests they might have separate from their careers or their children? In this context, perhaps, we should not be surprised that children become the stated site of friendship and fun, as well as of work and worry. Parenting out of control is time consuming; there may not be enough hours left over in the day for “quality” time in any other aspect of one’s life. And indeed, contemporary studies of how Americans spend their time indicate that they are less involved in organizational activities and visiting in other people’s homes than were generations before them. These studies also indicate that those who are married spend less time with their spouses than did adults in the generation before.20 Children, then, constitute a more prominent source of one’s social interaction on a daily basis today than was the case in the past. When children take up more of one’s ongoing thoughts and activities, parenting might well be conceived of as having gotten “out of control.”

Because I Said So?

Parenting across the social classes is perceived as being more difficult today than it was in the past for yet another reason: many parents believe that children’s deference has given way to what they view as a culture of disrespect. Patsy Doria, a white, working-class mother of three, noted that because her parents could count on an authoritarian approach, raising children went more easily for them:21 “I don’t think we [children] were as hard to parent [as are children today].” Similarly, Anna Benton, a PhD-educated economist in Berkeley, California, said that raising children went more smoothly when parents controlled the reins of authority: “I don’t think [my parents] found anything particularly difficult. I mean, they were the authority figures, and we [children] weren’t all that much trouble.”

The response to this new difficulty, however, is entirely different among the Patsy Dorias of the world than it is among the Anna Bentons. Like Patsy, Charlene Black, a white, working-class mother of two teenaged children, shook her head with dismay when she said, “When we were growing up I would have thought twice of yelling at my parents, [but my] kids don’t think twice about yelling at me.” Clearly, Charlene is troubled by what she understands to be children’s new attitudes toward their parents. In contrast, many professional middle-class parents, while they also view their parents as having been seen as sources of authority in the past, generally reject both authoritativeness and authoritarianism for themselves. Indeed, Anna’s social class peer Marian English had a different response from Charlene’s to this shift. Although she acknowledged that her parents had an easier time with authority, because in her family it was “my way or the highway,” Marian added this proviso: “They’ve also produced a society of people that aren’t necessarily the best balanced people either.”

Class is key to parenting; class is also key to the interpretation of, and the lessons taken from, the past. As we have seen, professional middle-class parents understand their mission to be entirely different from that of their parents. Secure in the assumption that their children will have at least some essential modicum of achievement, these parents want to guide their children to be flexible, self-confident, and passionately engaged with the world. And they view their children as having boundless potential. Thus, we should not be surprised to find that they speak with disdain about the focused ambitions their parents held. Nor, perhaps, should we be surprised to find that they also believe that their parents approached children—and especially adolescents—in the wrong way. But among the middle- and working-class parents, a group whose children’s achievements cannot be so easily secured and who focus on a narrower set of goals, we find more appreciation of their own parents’ emphasis on similarly constricted achievements. And they more often believe that the approach taken by their parents was appropriate, even if it sometimes failed.

Do as I Say, Not as I Did

The working-class and middle-class parents do not speak with a common voice about their own adolescent experiences. And they do not all have the same perceptions of how engaged and aware their own parents were. This is a varied group of adults; the experiences that they bring to bear on perceptions of appropriate relations between parents and children are also diverse. However, variation gives way to more uniformity as they discuss the issue of how important it is in a child’s adolescence that parents be especially alert to possible dangers and especially vigilant about watching over their children.

Some working-class and middle-class parents express appreciation for the efforts of their parents to rear their children in a religious faith, with good morals, and with personal ambition. In retrospect, they appreciate the limits their parents set. Those who recall that they actively tested those limits often admire their parents for the efforts they made to raise them in spite of that testing. One working-class, Hispanic mother of three children was explicit on this point: “I was a difficult kid. . . . [My mother] would agree definitely that her satisfying moments are seeing me turn out the way I am now. . . . She taught me how to mother even though I didn’t allow her to mother. She taught me how to be a good mom.” She is thus satisfied that she can rely on the model her mother put forth even if, in her youth, she thought it was too strict and too constraining.

Other working-class and middle-class adults believe their parents were insufficiently attentive to the behavior of their teenage children. A white, middle-class woman regrets the mistakes she now believes her parents’ lack of attention allowed her to make: “My parents left us to our own devices much more than I am [leaving my child to her own devices] probably. And I made some really stupid mistakes because of it. I did some really stupid stuff.”

Still others noted that their parents were not only inattentive but that they severely underestimated the trouble that children could get into as teens. Lisa Thomas, a white, middle-class mother of two teenage children, recalled that although her parents were concerned about their children’s activities, they were not sufficiently aware of what they were actually doing:

We grew up in the city, and there were a lot of dangers in the city. And I think they worried about being in the city. . . . We were always up to no good all the time. We were doing all kinds of stuff as teenagers. When I think about it, it’s really quite wild. And I think whatever they worried about, we were doing way worse stuff.

Another white, middle-class mother of two thinks that because her parents were “naive,” she “saw a lot and did a lot and got away with things that [her own] kids [don’t] get away with.” And yet another white, middle-class mother of two teenagers also used the word “naive” to describe her parents, and she suggested that this naiveté might have been deliberate:

Our parents were naive in terms of what was out there. . . . My parents were brought up in the fifties and forties, and they didn’t know what was out there in my high school days. So in some ways that was probably better. My mom always says, “If you stick your head in the sand for four years and then pull it out, they will be fine.” That’s what her attitude was.

Some of these adults now live with the consequences of youthful indiscretions: a few of the interviewed women dropped out of school before receiving a high school diploma, and a few of them had children when they were very young.22 When they talked about the concerns their parents had about their not finishing their education or their getting pregnant, they were talking about concerns to which they often believe, in retrospect, both they and their parents should have been even more attentive. For example, consider Amy Price, a white, working-class mother of three who is now separated from the father of her children. Although Amy does not say that she regrets having children at a relatively young age (her daughter was born when she had just turned twenty), she acknowledges that she does not want the same thing for her own daughter: “I got married at nineteen; my sister got married at eighteen. That was just how it was back then. Everybody we knew back then got married as teenagers. I hope [my daughter] will wait.”

Whether they felt the consequences of youthful indiscretions or got off scot free, the acute awareness of how much they concealed from their parents—or, even more often, how little their parents knew or even wanted to know about what they were doing—serves as a lesson for the present. Working-class and middle-class parents draw from their own memories of having been young once too to conclude that they should be attentive and firm, diligent and authoritative. These perceptions are conjoined with other beliefs about the significance of setting limits for their children: they know that the world outside is dangerous and that they can no longer rely on others in their communities to keep an eye or ear out for their adolescent children; those who are employed outside the home know that the hours after school can become an occasion for all sorts of unwelcome behavior. They want to know what their children are doing at all times, they want to keep them safe, and they want to protect them from making mistakes that will have significant consequences down the road.

Recalling the Sixties

The more elite parents who were interviewed are often more separated from their parents in two ways. More of these adults have moved away from the communities in which they were raised and thus cannot draw on their parents for daily assistance in rearing their children, even if in all likelihood they have drawn on them for important financial support.23 And more of these adults shudder when they think about the parenting regime under which they were raised, even as they acknowledge their own misadventures.

For some parents—especially the older professional middle-class parents—risky behavior was part and parcel of the rebellious spirit of the sixties.24 Perhaps because the working-class and middle-class parents are, on average, a few years younger than the professional middle-class parents, none of them mentioned that era. But looking back, the older professional middle-class adults not only mentioned the sixties, but they also suggested that their involvement in the activities of that time period (or its legacies) knocked the socks off their parents, who were totally unprepared for the ways in which the world appeared to be turning upside down.25 Susan Chase, the white attorney from Berkeley, said that her parents were in such “denial” and had such anger that they really didn’t know how to handle their children’s rebellion:

My parents had their kids in the fifties, which means that we were all in high school in the seventies. And I think the whole counterculture, drug culture hit them like a ton of bricks. And they were really not ready for it. And they were in denial, and they were angry, and they were just so horrified that they didn’t know what to do. Drug culture and the sexual permissiveness culture—my parents are Catholic, and you know, they were really surprised by the whole thing and didn’t handle it particularly well.

One white professional middle-class woman, who is now in her fifties and is the mother of two children in their twenties and one teenager, suggested that her parents felt that their children were rejecting their successes as well as their values:

I think that they were shocked by the sixties. . . . That probably shocked them tremendously, and I think they felt like, “how have we failed?” That just was devastating that we would throw away all the things that they had valued so highly. Some of that was just us being obnoxious. . . . There was a reason to be different, but I think it was heartbreaking for them.

The professional middle-class parents also take different lessons from what they see as being the gap between themselves and their own parents (whether caused by their involvement in counterculture activities or not) than do their less privileged peers. Professional middle-class parents do not just view their parents as having been ignorant (or shocked), but they view them as having been insufficient in their engagement and understanding. And these professional middle-class parents believe that these insufficiencies meant that their parents were unable to reap the immense pleasures and joys that parenting can hold. Blithely they dismiss their parents as not having had anything like the satisfactions they believe are available if one approaches parenting through connection and communication rather than hierarchical authority.

Susan Chase, who noted that she participated in the counterculture of the sixties, suggested that her own parents “missed out” because, she astonishingly suggested, they did not love their children as much as she loves hers. And whereas she saw herself as being quite distant from her parents, she takes pride in her belief that her own son (at age sixteen) does not regard her as being so very different from himself:

Their generation and my parents in particular, because of who they were, I think they really missed out on a lot of stuff. We really love our kids, way more than they did, and again that may be a certain kind of involvement or parents trying to be their kid’s best friend, whatever happens now, but I certainly thought of my parents as very alien and very “other” and people—my parents and their friends and my teachers—as kind of the enemy. I just don’t think that kids [now] feel that way so much about adults. And yes, I know that Miles doesn’t want to hang around with me all the time, and there are certain things that he doesn’t want me to know, but I think at the same time I don’t think that he sees me as alien or that he needs to kind of protect himself from me. (Emphasis added)

Like Susan, Anna Benton, who acknowledged that parenting is easier if parents remain in charge, wants to change the model from the one in which she was raised. She too insisted that she and her parents found entirely different satisfactions in child rearing. Her parents valued good behavior; she values intimacy. Moreover, Anna explicitly admitted that she is reacting to the absence of intimacy with her own parents by creating intimacy with her children:

[My parents] were just not that involved. [They were satisfied] that they had kids that were good kids, and . . . I’m not sure [how to account for the change]. I think for me I was kind of more marginal and not really treated as that much of an equal, so I guess I’m retrying with my kids. That’s not to say that retrying results in better kids—they’re still brats—but I’m sure it’s more for my own need to be intimate and close because I wasn’t that close with my parents. (Emphasis added)

Contemporary parenting styles emerge from an effort to make up for, and even to reverse, the lessons of the past. The less well educated parents choose parenting with limits because they want to create relationships based on authority to ensure that their children follow the rules they set forth and because they do not accept the decline in deference. Moreover, because they perceive the world today as being more dangerous and themselves as having more responsibility to help their children avoid risks, they also want to be more aware of what their children are doing. The more highly educated parents also want greater vigilance, but they want to diminish the gap between parents and children by filling it with love, trust, and respect; parenting out of control rests on the assumption that a relationship based on authority alone is unsafe, unhealthy, and unsatisfying for all concerned.

Across the social spectrum, most parents feel that they are parenting on their own desert island, and they think that this isolation represents a significant change from the past. They hark back to a time when communities were supportive and when moms stayed at home. They view contemporary parenting as fraught with difficulty. Within this acute sense of isolation, each household believes itself to be an island of sanity and believes, as well, that it needs to be attentive to the threat outside its doors. Stranger danger extends among these parents to the man and woman living in the next house or apartment.26 In response, parents feel the need to be more vigilant than their parents were with them.

All the interviewed parents also believe that there had been a sharp generational divide in the past. This generational divide meant not only that lines of authority were clear—children did what they were told and didn’t question their parents—but for some of the interviewees, across the social classes, that generational divide meant that their own parents didn’t know what their children were doing. But not all interviewees look back at this divide with the same sentiments. Some working-class and middle-class adults believe that the generational divide served them well and that they were thus guided to appropriate behavior; some believe that they were mistaken to have ignored the authority of their parents and to have indulged in risky behavior. And there are some who believe that the generational divide resulted in insufficient attention from their parents. No matter what their current assessments of the past, the middle-class and working-class parents now want to find better ways of ensuring that their children are attentive to lurking dangers, and they welcome any assistance they can get in monitoring their children more closely; this is especially true for those who view dangers as being very present and who view the world, in general, as having become less benign. They are unlikely to be particularly trusting about the specific answers their children give when questioned about their actions; they don’t want to make the mistakes they attribute to their parents of naiveté or blind ignorance. They opt for tighter limits and greater surveillance.

The professional middle-class parents are in a trickier spot. Many professional middle-class parents now believe that the sixties impulses were excessive, but many of them link their own contemporary values—their rejection of pure materialism; their interest in the existential goals of passion, self-confidence, remaining flexible, and having “fun”—to the very same set of ideals that they embodied during those years of rebellion. In addition, their break with their parents was not just about authority; it was a fundamental rift about politics, values, lifestyle, and ideology. The scars of that rift might be more difficult to heal than those resting on “benign neglect” or on not having listened to sound advice.

Not only did many of the professional middle-class parents actively reject their own parents as being out of step with the changing times, but they also, as a group, are very mobile.27 They might bemoan the fact that they have no family around now to help ease the daily burdens (and share the pleasures) of raising children, but they have actively sought careers and followed opportunities that have taken them far away from the communities in which they were raised. As a result of their own actions, they are more adrift in the world as they look for guidance on how to parent and as they look for bonds of connection.28

And ironically, given professional middle-class parents’ own stance with respect to their parents, many of them seek these bonds in their relationships with their own children. These trends clearly have multiple sources: maternal guilt because of employment and the compensatory effort to create “quality time”; changing gender patterns and the greater involvement in parenting by fathers; and “nostalgia for a mythical family past.”29 I would add as well that among the professional middle-class parents especially, the new mode of parenting is at least in part driven by a drive for connection across generations, especially when upward ties have been frayed (by the events of the sixties) and when horizontal ties (e.g., with friends, in voluntary associations) are diminished among those whose employment combined with child rearing keeps them too busy to find much time for either sociability or civic engagement.30


3
CLEAR AND PRESENT D ANGERS

On November 3, 2008, as voters in the United States held their breath for the outcome of the Obama-McCain election, an entirely unrelated story made headlines in the evening news. A study conducted by staff of the RAND Corporation and published in Pediatrics reported that a rise in teenage pregnancy could be attributed to the amount of sex teens viewed on television.1 Parents were urged both to restrict the frequency and type of programs their children watched alone and, as much as possible, to watch television with their children. Had they been listening to Katie Couric’s review of these findings on the television in my living room, the parents with whom I had spoken the year before would have nudged me with perverse satisfaction: “See, we were right: there is reason to be concerned.”

Indeed, many of the interviewed parents, across the socioeconomic spectrum, expressed an intense anxiety about highly sexualized media images and ready access to pornography on the Internet. Among many parents, such concerns are conjoined almost reflexively with worries about images of violence, as if the parents perceived no difference in the impact of the two. Many parents also make little distinction between the violent images of fiction and those that depict current events. Nor do they distinguish between sensationalism about a contemporary figure such as Paris Hilton and equally “sensational” stories about global warming. All of this is combined in the minds of parents who worry that the world is too much with their children and that their children are being compelled to grow up too fast. These concerns are most prominent among the professional middle-class parents, even if, in one form or another, they extend throughout the range of the interviewed parents (as was the case with the sense of isolation). In this sentiment, the respondents in this study are in line with the vast majority of American parents, two-thirds of whom are “very concerned about the amount of inappropriate media content children in this country are exposed to.”2

Childhood under Threat

Starting with the influential and admittedly highly contested research of historians such as Philippe Ariès, scholars have come to the conclusion that if childhood itself is not an invention of the relatively recent past, the particular stages of demarcation—infant, toddler, preschooler, preteen, adolescent—are themselves arbitrary and subject to ongoing change.3 Several quite contemporary examples illustrate this point well. Currently the U.S. Census Bureau reports on the child care arrangements for children under the age of fifteen, thereby implicitly viewing that as an appropriate age for children to begin to be left on their own.4 But as recently as in the 1950s (during which at least some of those interviewed were children themselves), the Census Bureau reported only on the child care arrangements of those under twelve.5 Presum-ably anyone older than that could safely be left untended. Or consider this: teen parenting, which is identified as being a significant problem today, was the norm just a few generations ago.6 Indeed, the notion of adolescence itself is but a hundred years old.7 And recently psychologists have begun to extend the teen years out to a new stage—emerging adulthood—in recognition that even in their early twenties, “children” are not yet either autonomous in action or independent of parental guidance and support.8

Even outside these broad delineations we can find substantial regional and class differences. I vividly recall interviewing a farmer in Vermont, who told me that she had no trouble allowing her seven-year-old son to drive a tractor even though he had not yet learned the difference between left and right; she easily resolved this difficulty by giving him directions in terms of objects in the landscape (turn toward the barn; turn away from the apple tree). Read any contemporary account or memoir of growing up poor—as in Mary Childer’s Welfare Brat—and we find very young children, who would be pampered in many environments, holding down jobs and caring for still younger siblings.9

In short, the periods of demarcation for different stages of childhood, and the degree of autonomy (or, when looked at from the flip side, the degree of coddling) deemed suitable for those stages, continue to shift and change. And, as is part of the broader argument of this book, distinctive and class-based parenting practices, along with the long projected period of immaturity for one’s children discussed in chapter 1, are part of what is producing these changes today.

Controlling Stages

In spite of these realities, when professional middle-class parents talk, they sometimes imply that the stages of childhood are written in stone. Even more often they evince concern that the world is imposing itself too quickly on their children and that their children are being exposed to specific images at “way too young an age” or “at an earlier age than they should be.” In response, the parents indicate that they want very much to monitor, and remain in control of, the timing of these influences. Hence, they say, their four-year-old should not have a Barbie doll because it has “too much curvature” (although an American Girl doll is “appropriate” for that age), their first-grader should not have “too much homework,” their children of eight or ten should not have to “specialize in sports,” their thirteen-year-old should not be watching America’s Next Top Model, and their fifteen-year-old should not “know more about sex than his parents did when they were eighteen.” A professional middle-class mother of two teenagers believes that she knows what little girls innately “want.” Although she suggests that young girls have entirely “inno-cent” desires, she also believes that they are easily seduced into materialistic and sexualized pleasures: “I think that the kids grow up so fast. Little girls just want to be little girls, but what catches their eye is the movement, the fancy car commercials, very sexy girls. . . . It breaks my heart.”

Here, too, nostalgia rears its head: quite frequently the specific prescriptions stem from what the parents themselves imagine were the activities and pleasures of their own childhoods. Hence, parents say their child of six shouldn’t be “experimenting with makeup” but rather should be “reading books, playing outside with other children,” or enjoying the simple delight of a board game.

The vision of a discrete stage of childhood thus rests on a notion of childhood innocence, a notion that contains within it implications of vulnerability, ignorance, and moral purity. It is also a notion that is intimately tied to social class and race/ethnicity, as it quietly ignores centuries of childhood slavery, children’s labor, and children’s exposure to, and involvement in, the everyday activities of the adult world.10 And it ignores both children’s own active engagement in sexual activities at an early age and the multiple ways in which our society eroticizes and makes a fetish of young children.11 Parents simply declare that their children are, or should be, “innocent” (at least until they deem otherwise).12

The Impact of Media and Technology

Across the board—and especially among the professional middle class—parents view television, movies, and, more recently, the Internet as the primary, uncontrollable sources of threat to innocence. These parents thus sound much like the cultural critic Neil Postman in tying the “disappearance of childhood” to the introduction of these forms of mass media.13

Consider the answer that Dave Townsend gave when asked what he believes to be his biggest problem raising children today. A white attorney from Louisville, Kentucky, and the father of three teenage daughters, Dave focused on what he perceives to be images of sex in the media; he also tacked on the issue of violence:14

I keep saying, oh, because I have girls, I think one of the big issues these days is the increasing emphasis on sex at earlier and earlier ages. These girls get exposed to things that I never got exposed to when I was a kid—probably would have been happier as a kid if I had—but they see things on TV that I couldn’t have imagined or in the movies. You know, the PG-13 movies are like the R’s or maybe the X’s, assuming we had R’s and X’s when I was a kid—I don’t think we did. They just get exposed to a lot more in the way of sexual references than I ever did. I don’t know. I guess that there are a lot more violence kind of things that they get exposed to.

Note that Dave believes that he is particularly concerned about this issue because he has girls, suggesting that the moral purity of his daughters is of special significance to him. Indeed, Dave indicates that as a boy, he might have been “happier” if he had seen some of those sexy scenes on television. Even so, he wants to protect his daughters from them.

The recently widowed father of a fourteen-year-old girl, Jeff Wright, an educator in Connecticut, expressed similar concerns. On the one hand, like Dave, Jeff recognizes that there might be individuals for whom the shift to greater openness is a positive influence; on the other hand, he has a conservative, moral anxiety about whether this openness has gone too far. And this anxiety is directed at the purity and innocence of his daughter. Like Dave as well, Jeff referred to what he believes are the changing standards of regulations concerning the content of PG-13- and R-rated movies. Jeff also worries about his capacity to maintain his own values—and to pass them on to his daughter—in the face of a culture that he believes undermines what he holds dear:

So she’s part of a society now that’s benefitting from the openness, that’s benefitting from the more open dialogue that goes on. But at the same time, because of the coarsening of our lifestyle, the movies that she can see today that are PG-13 would have been R when I was growing up, in terms of violence, in terms of sexual content, and attitude. . . . There had to be a loosening of a lot of the restrictions and judgments that were made in our society, and I’m glad that has happened to a degree, and there’s more that needs to be done. But at the same time, there’s been a loosening of our expectations about how people behave and treat one another and even treat themselves. You know, a Paris Hilton is a perfect example: the woman became a celebrity because of a sex tape and is now some sort of cultural icon that we have her on the cover of the New York Times, for no other reason than for the fact that she is a celebrity and not even—you can’t even call her a role model. How do parents create a value system that can stand up against that kind of coarseness and obnoxiousness and cheapening, especially in terms of self-worth and self-respect?

Mothers share these concerns. Marcia Caldwell, who lives in rural Pennsylvania, also spoke about Paris Hilton as an example of the kind of influence from which she would have liked to protect her daughter. While she acknowledges that her children might need to learn about other ongoing events—the war in Iraq, the space shuttle, ethnic violence in Africa—she wants to shield her child from the immediacy of threats and from “sensationalism”:

I think kids are living in a much more immediate kind of world, where there are scary things out there and we have more things we have to be vigilant about and help our kids understand. We don’t understand them—the Internet, the constant media pressure. Please, Paris Hilton! Is this really the most important news in the world? The space shuttle is taking off, and people are being killed in Iraq every day, and what’s happening in Africa. I just think it’s harder to raise kids today because of all that. I just think there’s too much sensationalism.

While parents are especially concerned with images of sex and violence, which they believe hasten “maturity,” they are also concerned, more generally, that there is no escape for children into what the parents deem to be a more “normal” innocence. One mother talked about 9/11 and how the events of that day were shown on television even though, she believes, it was not appropriate for young children to see those images. In her rendition, networks showed those images specifically to children: “It shows stuff the kids don’t even need to know at certain ages, like when 9/11 happened. . . . Just that they immediately showed it to the kids at way too young an age, and I thought it was inappropriate.”15 And another woman, Susan Chase, the white mother of two who works as an attorney in northern California, more generally worries about the cultural influences impinging on adolescents: “I do think that our culture really is pretty toxic, and I think that’s really too bad, that they live in a culture—that part of our job as parents now, along with all of the other jobs, is to protect our children from their own culture. And so that’s certainly a problem.”

As these comments suggest, parents are particularly anxious because they believe they are losing control over the environments in which their children are raised; they believe that environments constructed by the media and technology are beyond their sphere of influence. And they view this as a significant social change: as one middle-class mother of three children said, her parents “had more control” because they “didn’t have twenty-four-hour TV.”

For some parents, not fully understanding the technology that so seduces their children—the instant messaging, the texting—constitutes an additional source of anxiety. Parents believe that they cannot control what they haven’t mastered themselves. Tom Audet is a college professor in northern California. Even though the demands of his job require him to remain technologically adept, he believes his two teenage children are far more sophisticated than he is with respect to recent developments. When asked what he sees as the greatest problem, he spoke about the technology gap:

We finally raised a generation of children that are ahead of us in terms of the technology that’s available. . . . Children [are] the cutting edge, and the parents [are] scrambling to catch up and maybe never catch up. That’s certainly true for me. There’s younger parents who also mastered this technology, but kids are way ahead of their parents most of the time.

The concern with the media and technology, most extreme among the elite parents, generated different responses among parents in different social classes. As is discussed in chapter 6, middle-class and working-class parents are more interested in devices that constrain children: these parents want to ensure that their offspring do not wander onto websites of which they do not approve, and they are interested in putting blocks on programs and channels on their television. However, these concerns do not lead the more privileged parents to impose similar limits. Nor do these concerns lead these parents to ban televisions from their homes or prohibit their children from having cell phones and laptop computers. To the contrary: the elite parents actively purchase these material goods (even though they worry about a materialistic culture). But they also act in ways to assess their children’s readiness for different influences and to ensure that their values are inculcated along with the values that they believe the media is projecting. Hence, parents talk about the necessity for discussion with their children and for remaining attentive to the influences that come from outside the home. Through this discussion and attentiveness they aim to intervene in, to mediate, and occasionally to counteract the effects of influences that would make their children “mature too fast.” Ironically, these discussions themselves often assume considerable intellectual maturity on the part of children. Indeed, professional middle-class parents express great pride in how sophisticated these discussions turn out to be.

Pressures to Preserve Class Privilege

Equally ironic, a set of concerns found exclusively among the professional middle-class parents has to do with precisely what it is that parents are doing to ensure their children’s success. In their efforts to secure status reproduction by preparing their children to seize advantage, parents move to neighborhoods with demanding public schools, pressure their children to do homework, nurture budding talents, and load knapsacks down with the latest consumer goods. They also then worry that have caused childhood to disappear. More specifically, they fear their children are “overscheduled,” are under too much pressure, and are overindulged. “Concerted cultivation,” as described by Annette Lareau in Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, may, indeed, be the desired strategy of parents; it is not one, however, that the parents themselves see as being without problems for their children.16 Let’s take these concerns one by one.

Overscheduling

Consider Jean Marcus, a white woman with a master’s degree in public health, whose husband is an engineer. She lives in a well-to-do Boston suburb where (when she was interviewed) the average cost of a home was almost four hundred thousand dollars and the median household income was above eighty-eight thousand dollars a year.17 She has two daughters, one who recently hit her teen years and the other who is just five. When asked about problems facing parents today, Jean answered by making reference to the broad range of activities that consume her children’s daily lives. After outlining the positive effects of this kind of engagement, which allows her to exercise control over her children’s schedules and, not so incidentally, safeguards her children’s achievement in school, she concluded on a note of bemusement:

The fact that they’re busy keeps them out of trouble, and I’ve read or I’ve heard tons that kids who play sports do much better in school and all that because they focus, they have a social group to belong to. So we’re really happy that that’s where Alex [the thirteen-year-old] is. When I was growing up, I didn’t do half the stuff—at kindergarten [the five-year-old’s] got four activities. I didn’t do anything. We didn’t have soccer.

Jean is not alone in encouraging these activities for their dual benefits of enabling her to know where her children are and nourishing her children’s talents. One white, professional middle-class father of two young children commented that although he thinks “kids get really overscheduled these days,” he was “finding it’s hard to avoid doing precisely that.” The white, professional middle-class mother of one child mused about the effects this “overscheduling” might have on her children:

I think it’s interesting because I think we as parents have tried—and I’m not just speaking of us but our friends in general and our culture today—to raise children so that they’re always occupied. Every activity has to be something that strengthens their skills—they’re in organized sports leagues, they’re in special programs for music or education or whatever—and so we’ve got our kids so booked into things that I think we don’t allow our kids to have enough free time.

Even as parents enroll their children in these activities out of fear that their children will be left behind in the race to the top, they worry that constant busyness might disrupt what they think of as a “normal” childhood.

Pressure

Closely related to the issue of overscheduling is that of ongoing pressure. Many parents talked about competitive schools and increasing amounts of homework. Ron Giddings, a white city planner from northern California, spoke about his six- and three-year-old children: “I think there’s a lot more pressure to achieve at school. Our kids are still young. I never had homework when I was in kindergarten or first grade. I think it’s difficult for some. . . . They should be playing and running around, you know, more than they do.”

Jane Ferrara, a professional middle-class mother of three, tries her best to counteract the pressures emanating from the school her children attend and the Boston suburb in which they live. However, she acknowledged having competing interests. She chose her home precisely because it is in a school system that can offer her children a “really great” education. At the same time, she believes that the pressures within that system are hard on her children: “Stress worries me greatly. . . . Kids are under a lot of pressure, and there’s a lot of competition and a lot of competition to get into good colleges and that kind of thing.”

This pressure manifests itself in a range of activities including, and maybe even especially in, sports. Maria Ascoli, a white woman who is torn between professional middle-class aspirations and middle-class experiences, expressed particular concern that this competition is inappropriate for young children:

I think there’s a tremendous amount of pressure on kids as far as sports are concerned. The whole concept of sports has been kicked up a notch, so now you can’t just go out and play. . . . You have to specialize and choose—oftentimes when you’re eight to ten years old. And that’s all driven by parents. I think there’s a lot of pressure on kids today.

But, in spite of her misgivings, Maria does not hold her children back from participation in these activities.

Material Overindulgence

Professional middle-class parents find it necessary to indulge their children’s material desires as a means of supporting their children’s enthusiasms and interests, as well as a way of enabling them to keep up with and, as the sociologist Allison Pugh suggests, join in conversation with their peers.18 At the same time, they worry about the effects of doing so.

As they discussed the issue of material indulgence, the parents once again made reference to a kind of innocence—a less materialistic childhood—that they imagine could be available to their children, even as they find themselves making moves that undermine that vision.19 Some parents acknowledge that material indulgence is part of a competitive practice, an effort to ensure that their children do not get left behind. On these grounds, they believe it is impossible to stop what they are doing. Anna Benton, for example, is critical of the interest in consumer goods that she finds prevalent among her children and her children’s friends. Yet, she acknowledges, the lifestyle she and her husband have chosen—which includes living in Berkeley, California, in a lovely house overlooking the Bay—is a source of those values:

[The greatest problem is] just the world of glamour and glitz. You know, when I was a kid the TV shows weren’t these reality shows, and there wasn’t just instant feedback and get online and talk to seven of your friends about “what’s the best shoes to wear,” that kind of thing, the materialism. Also, [my children are] being raised more affluent than I was.

Kevin Hansen, a white physician from University City, Missouri, and the widowed father of three children, even more explicitly noted that the affluence of his lifestyle creates its own separate pressures to indulge children. At the same time, however, he believes that indulgence undermines other values he holds dear:

I think for my kids in some ways our relative affluence is an issue because it makes things easy for them when they want to get money. I say no sometimes, but a lot of times I say yes to things. That probably makes it a little bit too easy [for them] to get hold of things—clothes, electronic things, you know, going out to eat lunch on the weekend. They don’t have to think about those things, the cost of those things as I did when I was growing up, and I think . . . for [my own peers] that’s a problem.

And Susan Chase, having already noted her concerns about a “toxic culture,” added a thought about how a materialist culture might inhibit the development of alternative ways of viewing the world: “I think, well, for middle-class parents, I think there’s a pretty material overabundance, which I actually think is kind of stifling and, you know, very materialistic.”

Psychological Overindulgence

Some of the elite parents focused less on material overindulgence than what we might think of as psychological overindulgence. Professional middle-class parents spoke about being responsive to their children, about respecting individual needs, and creating “quality time” to make up for their daily absence at work. But these actions create concerns as well. In Berkeley, Jenna Hall, a white mother of two teenagers, worries that she is producing children who are overly concerned with the “here and now”; she also worries about the ways in which schools and parents alike celebrate children’s accomplishments whether or not they are worthy of that celebration. Ultimately Jenna believes that a world that has been made gentle and supportive might inadequately prepare children for the tough challenges of daily life.

[The biggest problem today is] raising bratty, unhelpful kids. I feel like my kids are so self-centered. Kids . . . feel so entitled and impatient. . . . Like with cell phones, everything is so “now,” and everything kids do is somehow rewarded. I get really frustrated. Like the school, they celebrate every little thing, like it’s the last day of school, we need to have a party. And I’m thinking, “The last day of school, it’s the last day of school. It’s great by itself. Why do we have to have a party?” End of soccer season everyone gets a medal even though they were on the losing team. So it’s almost, like, not real. All the celebration for these things that aren’t that great that I worry that later on these kids are going to be really disappointed. Things aren’t going to be fun enough. No one gives me a medal for making dinner every day. You know, these are kind of mundane things that are being, I believe, overly celebrated. And I know my kids get—if they ever heard a busy signal, they might just fall apart. Like I don’t think you hear busy signals anymore, just like that instant [snaps her fingers] “I need to have everything done immediately.” I guess that is my biggest fear for these guys.

Also from Berkeley, Susan Chase acknowledges that the amount of encouragement she provides her children might sometimes have the negative effect of making life appear too easy. She is glad that she has a husband who is better than she is at creating opportunities for her children to face challenges:

I think I am quite typical of my generation. I think I’m very kid centered. I think I’m probably quite indulgent by traditional standards. I adore my kids. . . . I don’t have any doubts about how much I love them, and I think that is the first thing that has to be there. But I have to keep on reminding myself that it is necessary but not sufficient, that there may be things like [actions that encourage] character building. And . . . I’m glad that I have a husband who is better about those things than I am. I try to give them a lot of encouragement, but I also am aware of the fact that there really is a downside to these kids who are encouraged and given positive reinforcement at every possible step, and they have never really been challenged or had to deal with adversity. And the strange paradox of you don’t want your kids to experience any adversity, but at the same time it is kind of adversity that makes us the people we are and gives us character. So I try to balance those out.

The indulgent stance that emerges from parents’ being “kid centered” gives rise to anxieties about not imposing sufficient limits and about not letting their children experience “real” life.

Taken as a whole, then, the professional middle-class parents who were interviewed are concerned about raising the overscheduled child, the highly pressured child, and the overindulged child. But they see no way out since these actions are taken in response to their own and other parents’ anxieties about the reproduction of class privilege. Susan Chase was explicit about this:

A friend of mine, I was talking with about this, she called it “hoarding advantage.” You know, parents are so anxious about the world that we think every little thing that will give them some sort of a little edge in this competitive and uncertain world, we’re gonna cling to, and we’re not going to say, “whatever, he’ll work it out.” It’s like we can’t afford to let our kids screw around like we did when most of us were kids, and I think that’s really too bad.20

Professional middle-class parents thus find themselves in a bind that is, at least in part, of their own making. They may not want their children to grow up too fast, but they cannot and will not simply allow their children to be children: they treat them like adults when they tell them to make choices and when they discuss media images with them. They are also busy “hoarding advantages” and ensuring that their children can compete successfully in the academic realm, in the sports arena, and eventually as adults themselves. These practices draw these parents into ever closer vigilance—not just with respect to issues of physical safety but also with respect to assessing whether their children are ready for the next movie rating, an Advanced Placement class, or a higher level of competitive sports and with respect to keeping a close eye on the effects of the lifestyles they have adopted.

Dangers in the World

Rather than worrying only about the media images and their own actions as parents, less privileged parents often view the real world directly outside their homes as being a very concrete threat to the safety and well-being of their children. The concerns they identify are thus neither imaginary nor distant. They are more central to the lives of the working-class (and some middle-class) parents because, in contrast to the vast majority of professional middle-class parents, these less privileged adults cannot always move their children to environments with adequate police protection and lower crime rates.21 Indeed, the differences in crime rates in communities in which different social classes reside are striking.22

Wanda Jackson, a married, African American, working-class mother of four children who has moved her family from Philadelphia to a nearby suburb, is one of the lucky ones. She explained that even though her children prefer the city (“it’s a little closer to get to the corner store”), she is relieved to be away from the “violence, the drugs, the shootings, and the killings” that had characterized their previous neighborhood and into a place that is “a little bit safer.” Another parent, this one a white, working-class, married mother of two, also recently moved from an unsafe neighborhood to a safer one in Charlotte, North Carolina:

The neighborhood we’re living in now is better; the one we were living in before, you could hear gunshots. . . . I let them do very little when they came home. I am very protective of my kids. I almost got picked up as a child myself by a stranger, so I was very aware of stranger danger. . . . I’m pretty comfortable [now] with the neighbors we have. I don’t hear gunfire every month or so, you know. I’m more comfortable in this neighborhood.

Other parents have not been so lucky. As Virginia Williams, the African American mother of five children, said of living in San Antonio, the dangers threatening her children seem very immediate:

I worry the most because the violence is so bad now. You’re leaving your kids to just have a good time, and then someone may steal your kids, or they’re killed just because of jealousy or envy or whatever. Someone [might] just kill them, and that’s scary. When we were coming up, it was more or less kids just had fights. You didn’t have weapons and all that stuff. Now, you don’t know. Your kids have to watch their backs. They can’t just be children and enjoy their life. They have to look over their shoulder. I tell them that you can’t be a total—I don’t want to say—free spirit, that not everybody’s going to have the same reaction towards you because maybe someone’s just mean for no reason, you know, and it’s scary.

Martin Sanchez is a divorced, Hispanic, middle-class father of a seventeen-year-old daughter and a thirteen-year-old son. His job as a police officer (in the city where Virginia lives) exposes him to crime on a daily basis. Like Virginia, Martin suggested that the dangers facing children today are more intense than those of a generation before. And like Virginia, Martin is less concerned about protecting childhood innocence than in making certain that his children understand, and are prepared to deal with, life-threatening dangers:

Being the profession that I am—a police officer—you see society has changed greatly. So yes, I think that there are many great concerns and problems that are facing our children today, . . . and these problems are concerns for our parents also if they care about their kids. We have gangs, drugs, things that are much more prevalent than they were when I was growing up. So in answer to your question, yes, there are a great many more problems in my opinion. . . . I think society’s changing. I can’t tell you why. . . . I try to expose them and let them know what’s out there, what’s in the real world. I try to shelter them from it but at the same time let them know what’s going on rather than completely blind them from it, so that they’re aware when they get out there in the real world these are the issues you’re going to face and things you need to prepare yourself for.

Although a white, working-class mother with one teenage daughter might not have the professional expertise of Martin, Linda Casey also believes that she has to guard against dangers that did not concern her parents:

I think the uprise of drug use, gangs—I think these are all problems. . . . I think a lot of it didn’t exist [when I was a child]. Times were different, bottom line—just times have changed. I think we’re in a society that crime’s on the uprise, sexual predators are on the uprise, gang violence is on the uprise, things that didn’t exist back [when I was a child].

Even when middle- and working-class parents talked about issues that overlap with those discussed by the professional middle-class parents, that talk had a different resonance. For example, although professional middle-class parents are concerned about sexualized images disrupting childhood innocence, they often implied that their young teenage children are not themselves actively involved in sexual activity. However, working-class and middle-class parents worry about sexualized images and about what they see as the likelihood that their children could become involved in the sexual activity that they believe occurs regularly in their children’s schools. For example, Charlene Black, the white mother of two who lives in West Chester, Pennsylvania, spoke about her fourteen-year-old daughter. Charlene openly acknowledges that her children’s peer group is involved in sexual activities and that her daughter is interested in presenting a sexy image and in competing with her peers for the most daring dress:

They just seem so much more mature than we were at their age. When I was her age I could have cared less what I looked like, and she’s into makeup, trying this, trying that. I think the peer pressure on the kids is very great. . . . We didn’t seem to have all that stuff, as far as even sex and what you hear is going on in these kids’ schools, I didn’t even think of when I was in eighth grade. And that’s the biggest thing because these eighth graders are doing it, right in my kids’ schools. . . . I think it’s just they seem to be so much more mature now than they were before, and there’s so much out there. You’ve got the computers and you’ve got the TVs, and it all dramatizes it. And that’s a big part of it. And with the girls especially, the shortest skirt that you can wear—they try to compete with each other in how you look.

Similarly, an African American mother of four children, ranging in age from seven to fifteen, worries about these influences on her oldest daughter:

[I worry about] what happens next. I say “what happens next” because you never know what’s coming through that door. I don’t know if Tessa’s going to become a teenage mother. I don’t know if she’s going to want to drop out of school. I say “what happens next” ’cause I don’t know what’s coming. Not knowing what’s coming is the biggest challenge. . . . I’m really afraid for my kids. I’m afraid that they may get swept up in the wrong stuff. There’s always that possibility. I mean, you can’t step outside without seeing someone getting high. I’m afraid that—my daughter [who is fifteen] has a friend who’s already had an abortion. She doesn’t know that. I would never tell her that—they’re the same age—but I can’t control what goes on outside.

When an African American mother of two biological children and three foster children talks about teaching them about sex, weapons, and drugs, it is because she knows that these are present in her children’s daily lives:

[The biggest problem is] society. There’s so much crap out there. Like, if you have a kid, you’re not ready to teach him about sex, but you better ’cause somebody outside’s gonna tell ’em. Or you don’t want them exposed to knives and guns—you better, because somebody outside’s gonna tell ’em. You don’t want ’em exposed to drugs—no matter what it is, it’s out there in society, in the classroom, sitting on the steps, wherever. You’ve gotta tell ’em so much. [My oldest daughter], Candy was very sheltered. Candy’s world, she was very spoiled. She wasn’t allowed to do anything. I would ask Candy when she was like fifteen, sixteen, “What happens when a girl gets pregnant?” “Oh, she gets married!” Yeah . . . so I was like, “Okay, gotta take you outside.” . . . You had to let her know, yeah, maybe it should be like that, but that’s not how it is.

Among those who are less privileged, too much protection can carry as many risks as too little.23

Significant social class differences emerged when parents were asked what challenges they face in the new configuration of daily life and what they do in response to those challenges. The elite parents hold to a vision of an essential childhood (similar to the one they nostalgically recall), which they believe is under threat from both outside and inside forces. From the outside they identify sexualized and violent images as disrupting and undermining childhood innocence.24 In the face of this perceived threat, one of their jobs, as they conceive of it, is to protect their children—or, more accurately, the childhoods of their children. These elite parents also believe that the very lives that they have chosen—the pressures to achieve, the material wealth, the psychological indulgence, and the overscheduling—threaten their children’s happiness. Ironically, then, they worry precisely about what it is they are doing to ensure economic, educational, and occupational successes—phenomena that they disparage even as they make serious efforts to (re-)create them. These contradictory and complex concerns require a new form of parental vigilance.

Middle-class and working-class parents share some of these concerns about media influences. They also worry about some very concrete dangers in a violent world. In the face of these dangers, they are not particularly interested in ensuring that their children have a prolonged and “pure” childhood; in fact, they recognize that they have to assist their children in maturing sufficiently so that they understand and can resist the dangers that are a significant part of the environments in which they live. Hence, they focus on concrete, physical, and imminent dangers that threaten not just some notion of an essentialized childhood but real children whose lives occur in neighborhoods where guns, violence, drug use, gangs, and sex may well be present.


4
HOW THEY PARENT
Styles, Satisfactions, and Tensions

The Elite Approach

Paula Brown works full-time as a high-level administrator at a university near the southern suburb in which she lives with her two teenage children. When asked to describe her approach to parenting, she indicated that she aims for honesty and flexibility even if doing so sometimes leaves her in an awkward position vis-à-vis her teenage daughter: “I’m really honest with Emily [who is fifteen]. You know, ‘I’ve never done this before. I’m not an expert.’ You know, not to feel like I’m jeopardizing my authority but at the same time I guess I’m just humanly presenting it and saying, ‘We’re gonna try this, . . . and we can always come back and reexamine.’”

In chapter 1 we met Eve Todd, another white, professional middle-class mother of two teens, both daughters, who lives in cold northern New England. She insists that she and her husband each make an effort to maintain authority without inculcating fear. And she identified the effort involved in this approach as being constituted not of love—which she believed comes easily—but of finding the right balance between encouragement and discipline. As Eve described her approach, she, like Paula, acknowledged that she does not have hard and fast rules that are applied in all situations but, rather, that she adapts her rules to fit events as they arise. She was also explicit about reversing her parents’ model as she enacts parenting with her children:

Well, I think that [my husband and I] both have tried to not have the kids be afraid of us, because I think that, you know, we both came from situations where the parents were “you do it because we said so,” and there was retribution if you didn’t. There was fear. There was hitting. . . . With our kids . . . we wanted to be encouraging and supportive in what their views were . . . and still maintain that we’re the parents and they’re the kids and sometimes it isn’t fair and you have to do it. . . . But generally speaking we have tried to be encouraging. . . . We don’t “ground” the kids. And it’s basically taking it incident by incident or time by time and trying to deal with it that way.

Paula and Eve represent the parenting approach taken by the professional middle-class parents who were interviewed. Like these two women, most privileged adults emphasize the importance of honest communication, minimizing the generational gap, and responding with flexibility. These are all aspects of parenting that they feel had been neglected in their own upbringing. Although many of these parents—like Eve—were quick to point out that they know the difference between being a parent and being a friend, and insisted that they do not abdicate the parental role, they also acknowledged that they occasionally come very close to undermining their own authority. In upholding a nonauthoritarian approach to raising children, these parents line up well with what decades of research and much casual observation suggest: the higher one’s class status, the more likely one is to rely on discussion and negotiation rather than clear rules and physical punishment.1

The flexibility that Paula and Eve describe is associated with three additional and distinctive components of parenting out of control among the professional middle class: belief in their children’s boundless potential, a reliance on what they call “trust,” and a strategy of ongoing availability.

Developing Potential

The link between flexibility and belief in a child’s potential is made clear as college professor Tom Audet described his approach to parenting his eighteen-year-old son and fourteen-year-old daughter:

I’m a believer that you should allow the child as much latitude as you possibly can to develop to their own potential. So far that has worked out all right. [There have been] a couple of issues where we wish they hadn’t done [something], but it hasn’t been serious, and so that’s my attitude. I tend to [give] them the leeway to manage their own issues, manage their own problems, find their own solutions, and try to grow up with experience that doesn’t harm them but they learn by.

In Tom’s understanding, a flexible approach to child rearing—what he calls “latitude”—is key to helping his children “develop to their own potential.” Occasionally, this strategy might result in his children’s venturing into territory beyond that which he finds acceptable; for the most part, however, latitude helps them attain a breadth of experience.

An Asian father of two, a research scientist living in St. Louis, Missouri, spoke very similarly about the connection he sees between latitude and potential: “I think . . . the main role for parents is to help guide your kids to get to the best possible potential that they have. So it’s giving them independence to do things with concerns for keeping security and safety and keeping your family values. . . . So within that framework kids are allowed to explore what they want to.” Erica Harper reiterated this same theme: “I am there to be a safety net for my kids, a guide, perhaps to be the voice of experience. I just think the most important thing I do as a parent is to help them discover who is the best person they can be, acknowledging their passions, their strengths.”

All these parents spoke simultaneously about a framework of loose rather than narrow constraints and about their children as having boundless potential that could be fulfilled if parents are appropriate guides. For them, children are in process, and neither their character nor their accomplishments are foreordained. Of course, parents must apply some rules as they raise these precious beings: as one father said, he feels free “to point out the path that’s a good one and to say when [he doesn’t] think that’s a good path to go down,” adding, “I think that’s part of my job to say that’s not a good direction.” But professional middle-class parents assume that latitude creates opportunities for character to develop and for potential to reveal itself. They also assume that their children will become “the best.”

Trusting Children

Latitude itself depends on trusting children, and many professional middle-class parents insisted that they take this stance most of the time: they believe that their children will generally remain within the framework of what their parents view as acceptable behavior and that those children will strive to become the “best” as their parents understand that “best” to be. In chapter 7, I pursue more precisely how the professional middle-class parents enact trust—and how contradictory that enactment may be. For now it is important to note that trust is closely aligned with both flexibility and continual guidance. As one father, a physician, said, “I think it’s the sort of ‘try to trust your kids’ [approach]. You give them advice when you think they need advice even if they don’t ask for it.” The same alignment could be heard as Dave Townsend talked about his approach to dealing with his three teenage daughters:

I like to come from a place where I trust my children. I believe in them, and I try to give them positive reinforcement. I try to be a positive influence. I have them contribute to whatever the decision might be, unless it’s jut one of those things where I feel it’s one hundred percent my responsibility and I feel I should make the decision. . . . I discuss things with them.

Dave’s trust relies on nudging his children—giving them “positive reinforcement”—and engaging in ongoing discussion with them.

Availability

These professional middle-class parents ensure that this nudging and discussion will occur by being constantly available. The physician quoted earlier, after talking about trust and giving advice, continued, “And I think [good parenting is] being available for them and letting them know that you’re always available.” In claiming the necessity for constant availability, parents indicate that their children’s needs and concerns are significant and should have a central place in family life. Being available also ensures that children can receive appropriate redirection, should trust fail.

Annette Lareau’s phrase “concerted cultivation” has become commonplace in discussions of middle-class approaches to child care.2 The elite parents who were interviewed might not use the same gardening imagery, and they talk less about pruning and shaping than they do about providing the right environment to help children become the best, about trusting their children to do the right thing, and about hovering. But like the parents Lareau described, in action, rather than as an abstract position on the chosen way to parent, the ever-present guidance parents provide can reach deep into their children’s hearts and minds. A reliance on discussion rather than external constraint and on negotiation rather than clear punishment have as a shared aim the eventual internalization of parental norms and values. This is why these strategies are aligned with “trust.” A constant presence is the safety net to ensure that parental values can be inserted into each decision (“they need advice even if they don’t ask for it”) and to pick up where trust leaves off—or fails.

These are practices that demand much of both parents and children. Parents have to provide the context in which children can learn what it is their parents expect of them, and parents have to make case-by-case decisions about the nature of that context as well as about whether a specific child has transgressed their expectations. This is yet another way that parenting out of control becomes time-consuming parenting. And children have to discern just what it is their parents expect within the “latitude” provided and which of their actions violate those unstated rules and venture into untrustworthy territory.3 In this context, children may learn that parental trust turns out to be less a practice than a hope.

Ongoing Rewards

Demanding as it might be, this approach to parenting clearly has its own, very significant rewards. Professional middle-class parents take immense delight in the close bonds they believe they have established with each and every one of their children. Indeed, when asked specifically about the source of the deepest satisfaction they experience as parents, rather than pointing to their own or their children’s achievements and accomplishments or to morals and manners, they talk about their relationship with their children and about the pleasures they find in an intense, abiding connection. And it is here especially—in close bonds—that the professional middle-parents see themselves as carving out a new mode of parenting.

Recall how Susan Chase, an attorney from California, who noted that she participated in the counterculture of the sixties and that as a parent she chose to be very “kid centered,” casually suggested that her own parents “missed out” because they did not love their children as much as she loves hers. As evidence that she has created a different relationship with her children than her parents had with theirs, she proudly proclaimed that her son does not see her “as alien.” Moreover, Susan insisted that her involvement with her children is less self-centered (even if it is motivated by her own needs) than she believes her parents’ involvement was with her: “I have no idea [what my parents found satisfying]. . . . I can certainly imagine [my mother] taking pleasure in things [I did], but I can only think of it as a sort of reflection of herself kind of thing. ‘My child is being so clever’—or something like that.” Susan’s then, is the deeper satisfaction, contrasted with her mother’s concern with her own self-reflection.

Jeff Wright, the widowed father of a teenage daughter, similarly claimed that the interest he has in his daughter is deeper, more personal, and less focused on achievements than was the case for his parents.4 He positions himself as maintaining sufficient distance to observe and find pleasure in Katie’s independent development and simultaneously as being very close:

I think for me being a parent [what is most satisfying is] just watching this young woman grow and develop and discover things about herself and reveal things about herself that are just marvelous. It’s watching. It’s not quite a caterpillar turning into a butterfly—she’s always been a butterfly. It’s new colors, new things, . . . watching her develop into a young, responsible poised adult. . . . She and I have been able to talk about things that are so difficult in terms of her mother’s illness and death, in terms of just being who she is. So it’s having those conversations and realizing how far—how many talents and abilities she has. And seeing them come to fruition is very satisfying. . . . I think families are much more child centered than they used to be. My mother never knew I was doing as well in school as I was. My father somehow was more aware of it. And they were not as focused on who our friends were and what we were up to. So I think they valued educational accomplishment, and I think they valued jobs and those opportunities. And I think that’s how their measurement of success was. (Emphasis added)

As Jeff watches his “butterfly” daughter, he is certain that he has satisfactions more profound than any his parents might have imagined.

Ongoing Tensions

Availability, intimacy, trust, flexibility, and belief in potential are the hallmarks of the style that I call parenting out of control; these produce great satisfaction and provide a way for professional middle-class parents to distinguish themselves from their own parents. Yet, as has been implied, elite parents often acknowledge that the attributes of parenting out of control are the source of enduring dilemmas and tensions. Indeed, when asked to describe what is most difficult about being a parent, many of the interviewees gave some answer that could fall within the general set of concerns of fearing that they often got too involved in their children’s lives, of having difficulty in drawing appropriate limits with respect to disciplinary issues, and of not knowing how to enact trust when the stakes were so very high.

Consider again Jeff Wright, who takes immense pride in the deep conversations he has with his daughter. When asked to dwell on problems, he talked about how very hard it is to maintain boundaries and to know when it would be best to step back from an intense engagement in Katie’s life. As he reflected on this issue, he recognized that because he is forging a new mode of parenting, he can not simply rely on the practice and approach of the generation before him:

[The greatest difficulty is] knowing when to step in and when to let her be on her own. . . . I think my parents were parents that didn’t ask questions that much, so I don’t know if they ever really knew what I was thinking about. I didn’t find myself confiding in them and sharing, but I think [my daughter and I] have a different form of communication where she can share if she needs to. And I’m not sure my parents would have been ready to share.

To be sure, Jeff faces particularly difficult challenges: he has to guide his daughter through her adolescence while helping her cope with the recent death of her mother. But, as we have seen, he is not unique in describing this closeness (though it may more commonly be found between mothers and children than between fathers and children). Nor is he unique in his sense of concern about not knowing just when to get involved—and when to back off.

When asked whether the new approach is more difficult than that adopted by her parents, Eve Todd gave an answer that explicitly links respect for children’s feelings and ideas to endless negotiation. Eve’s interview took place over two sessions, and in the first conversation Eve had prided herself on her support of her daughter Kara’s ambition to be a rock star. She had explicitly noted, as well, that her parents had been more concerned with “basic things.” In contrast, Eve said she and her husband wanted to be “encouraging and supportive in what their [children’s] views were.” During our second meeting I asked Eve whether she thinks this new, supportive approach makes parenting more difficult. She responded thoughtfully. She denied that having envisioned more options for a child’s development is the source of the dilemmas she faces as a parent. Instead she struggles with the consequences of having loosened the reins of authority and of having become more attentive to her daughter’s feelings:

Yeah [it is more difficult], and I think that the options [expanded]. It created its own set of problems as not having the options, but I don’t think that it’s the kind of problem that I have with my daughter, where she’s confronting me and asking me to explain myself a lot. Or “Well, gee, Mom, you get to do that” or “Gee, can’t a person be tired?” You know, that kind of conversation would never have happened with my parents because the rules were much tighter, rather than looking at the individuals and thinking, “Let’s do it this way. Let’s consider how they feel.” There wasn’t as much consideration about how the kids felt. It was more taking care of food and everything.

Early in my conversation with Anna Benton, she had mentioned that she thought parenting was easier for her parents than it is for her because her parents had been more authoritarian. Anna had also insisted that she and her parents found entirely different satisfactions in child rearing. Her parents valued good behavior; she values intimacy. In fact, Anna explicitly acknowledged that the intimacy she has with her children fills in for the intimacy she feels she did not have with her own parents. When asked to discuss more fully her particular parenting style, she referred to Thomas Phelan’s book 1-2-3 Magic: Effective Discipline for Children 2–12 as she quipped about how her own approach differs from that one:5

There are some parenting books that you have to be so regulated to follow their approach. There was one that was called “1-2-3 stop” or something; it’s some sort of behavior modification program. So many of those aren’t helpful to me because that’s just not my personal way of doing things. Mine is “1-2-3 maybe.”

Anna also spoke of how her “1-2-3 maybe” approach is the source of intense personal frustration. She wants to remain close to her children, and she values responding in a flexible manner. Yet she is sometimes irritated because she views her children as insufficiently attentive to the demands of family life, and she does not know how to inculcate different attitudes:

ANNA: [I’m] probably not strict enough. We are a very close family. We do a lot of things together. I think that we don’t have enough fixed rules, so there tends to be more arguing and negotiating that goes on.

INTERVIEWER: What are some of the areas where you have conflicts?

ANNA: You know, about how much TV, and I don’t think that they contribute enough in terms of chores and kitchen, and things like that. . . . Like I was saying, there’s something about the seventies and the, you know, we should all be close and talking on pillows and everybody’s in therapy and talking about their feelings and somehow feeling like more should be resolved in a consensual way with your kids. There isn’t any of this, you know, “that’s the rule,” and I think a little more of that is a good thing. I’m trying to do that more with my kids. Sadie’s more obedient, but Leah pushes the limits—not like risky behavior but a little too much of a prima donna.

Anna thus both boasts and worries about her relationship with her children. She also both embraces and mocks her new approach to being a parent.

Donna Gibson, Anna’s friend in Berkeley, raised a related set of concerns. Donna believes that she and her husband are both permissive and protective, but she too worries that she leans too much toward permissiveness. Interestingly, Donna sees permissiveness as standing in opposition to being protective, rather than as the converse of being authoritative (or even authoritarian), which suggests that she conflates the two issues of permissiveness and protectiveness. That opposition also suggests, perhaps, that Donna cannot even imagine being authoritative (or authoritarian) about routine matters that do not involve safety, even though she thinks that might be a more appropriate stance some of the time: “On the spectrum of things we’re relatively—I was going to say permissive, but sometimes people say we’re not; they characterize us as being more on the protective end. . . . But in terms of like rules, operating in this house, we’re very permissive and probably too permissive, particularly for Jordan. He could probably use more rules, truthfully.” When asked what her greatest difficulty as a parent is, Donna answered that she sometimes becomes a “bit hysterical” around issues of safety and around issues having to do with her children’s academic performance, demonstrating once again her conflation of two quite different issues:

[My greatest difficulty is] keeping fear under, you know, not letting your fear drive your reaction to your kid. . . . The thing that happened with Sophie [who at age fifteen wanted to go to an underage club] is in my mind. [I had] a lot of fears around her doing this, and I think that my fear drove some of my decision making around it, and I became a little bit hysterical with her about it. . . . And the same with Jordan [who is twelve]. I worry if he says, “I don’t want to do any more homework, and I don’t care.” I worry that that means he will be an unemployed bum.

Donna laughed as she talked about her son being a “bum,” but the laughter was nervous. Donna makes no distinction between fears about safety (Will Sophie be all right as she travels to an underage club across the San Francisco Bay?) and fears about status reproduction (Will Jordan do his homework?). Both sets of fears prompt Donna to become more vigilant—thus violating her commitment to trust—even as she values her own “permissive” stance. She then is left not knowing what to do should her son refuse to do his homework and refuse to remain engaged in the family practice of high achievement. The same kind of status anxiety is also lurking in the comment of Kristen Garner, a white, widowed mother of two living in suburban Connecticut, as she wrestles with the issue of whether to intervene when one of her two children is experiencing academic difficulties: “I think one of the hardest things is to get involved to the right extent and not to too much of an extent.”

Ongoing Negotiation

The professional middle-class parents have differentiated themselves from their parents—even rejected their parents—as they make decisions about how to approach the care of their own children. Not only do they believe that the world holds greater dangers than was the case when they were children, but they feel more alone in the task of warding off those dangers. At the same time, they want more flexibility and more communication. Hence, they opt for both greater protectiveness and greater intimacy. And if these stances are sometimes burdensome, the latter especially is also the source of immense satisfaction and a way in which elite parents feel superior to their own parents. At the same time, the location of the balance point between being too involved and not being sufficiently attentive eludes them. So too does finding the balance between being close to their children and having enough distance to discipline them. They know they should be parents rather than friends and can repeat that litany, although their repetitions are sometimes pro forma. They find themselves torn.

It is, of course, entirely possible that these professional middle-class parents are unable to draw clear lines of authority because at least some of what they want is so very amorphous. How does one know when a child is sufficiently “happy,” deeply engaged in finding her or his true passions, and living up to her or his boundless potential? Given this essential uncertainty, the parents who worry that they are too involved in their children’s lives have no choice but to remain precisely that involved: the goals they hold out require that they check in with their children and examine both their psychological state and their daily activities.

But it is also entirely possible that the troublesome negotiation in which these parents engage with their children is precisely what they want because it keeps them close to their children, even as that negotiation means that their children do not always meet their expectations about appropriate behavior or appropriate activities. Moreover, their desires are not just ambiguous; they are also fundamentally contradictory. These parents want their children to succeed, but they worry about the stress those children experience as they strive to live up to their parents’ expectations of success. They want to provide their children with what they need to fit in with the crowd—a laptop computer, a cell phone—but they worry about being too indulgent.6 They want to protect their children from growing up too fast, but by their own admission, they talk to them as if they are adults and encourage them to make choices from a very young age.7

Denying Privilege

When the professional middle-class parents are asked about their approach to raising children, they definitely do not respond with reference to the multiple advantages they can afford. Some of the less privileged parents, on the other hand, do speak about what is beyond their reach, about the limits that frame their consumption patterns. On this issue, recall Peter Chaplin and his struggles over whether he could enroll his child in a competitive soccer program or send him to private school. But the professional middle-class parents do not talk in terms of the range of resources available to their children—the testing for disabilities, the private school education, and the opportunities to nurture individual skills. As we have seen, sometimes parents do worry that they are too indulgent with respect to material goods. But the provision of these extraordinary resources is so taken for granted that it is not considered a part of how they approach the task of raising their children.

A Less Privileged, and Firmer, Approach

In contrast to Anna Benton’s “1-2-3 maybe,” Margaret Davies, a white, self-employed craftsperson married to an African American building contractor, characterized her parenting approach as “tell, tell, tell, yell.” Margaret’s approach represents well the parenting style of the working-class and middle-class parents, who seem more confident in their ability to say no, who talk more explicitly about being a parent and not a friend, and who more often define themselves as being “strict.”

Among these less privileged adults, the pro forma response often appears to be about respecting children’s input, rather than about knowing that they as parents should remain figures of authority. Charlene Black, for example, put it this way: “I think I try to be close to them, and we do have an open relationship. At the same time, you have to have a line between being a parent and a friend.” Similarly, Amy Price said,

I consider myself a friend to my children, but I’m a parent foremost. . . . I’m kind of middle-of-the-road. I think it’s important to be somewhat of a friend with them, so you do have that open communication like we did, but I do think that you also have to be a parent foremost to set the boundaries . . . . I’ve always been one of those [parents who believes] you’re not here to be their friend; you’re here to be their parent.

Some of these parents present their own strictness as a contrast to what it is that they believe other parents do. For example, Francesca Guarino made reference to her immigrant roots to explain her approach to raising her children while noting that her daughter believes that other parents are far more lenient:

I think we’re both—like I said earlier—we come from parents from the other side, and it’s not like the parents in today’s times, in today’s America. I should say, I noticed that they raise their children a little more “free”—I don’t know the proper word. We are a little more strict. My daughter tells me all the time, “You know, you guys are so different from everyone else. You should see the other parents. [Their kids] can do this, and they can do that.”

Similarly, Christopher Rodriguez, a Hispanic father who, like Francesca, lives on Staten Island, explained his approach as a “two-way” street, even as he differentiated himself from what he believes to be the indulgent parents around him:

In a way [my approach is] a two-way street. I’ll make it very simple: it’s a give and take. We live in a time that is very different than times past, okay. Children used to respect their parents, not only their parents, their elders; the [current] generation became the “X generation,” the “Me generation.” It’s a shame. . . . Before the kids respect the parents; now the kids expect the parents to respect them. And everything shifted, and . . . children became very rebellious. And I don’t blame them. I don’t blame them because they felt like they became an object, and then parents tried to compensate by buying everything. Things will never replace parents, that’s my philosophy.

Other working-class and middle-class parents quite simply commented that they are strict: “I’m pretty much 85 percent ‘do what I say’”; “The way I look at it is it is my responsibility to prepare these children to go out and function in today’s world, today’s society, and to prepare them for it the best way I can by, I guess, sharing the knowledge and experience I have in my life and preparing them, guiding them, on the path I think will be best for them to function and survive in today’s society. I’m more strict than lax.” In short, unlike the professional middle-class parents, these less privileged adults are certain about boundaries and ready to be firm. And although few of these parents spoke about relying on physical punishment, they emphasized their commitment to having their children know that rule violations would have significant consequences.

Acceptance and Mistrust

Anita Mayer, a middle-class resident of rural Texas and mother to four children, used a garden image to explain her view of parenting: “I think children are like plants, that they’re predestined flowers to whatever they’re supposed to be, and you’re just the good gardener who provides a decent environment, . . . and they become who they are meant to be. So I don’t have to make them be who they are.” Anita might be a more engaged cultivator than might be suggested by Annette Lareau’s phrase “accomplishment of natural growth” (used with working-class and poor parents): she wants to be a “good gardener” of her children.8 But Anita also believes that her children are “predestined” to be who they will be: their characters are fixed, and her role is relatively minimal, as summed up in the notion of a “decent environment.” Another white, middle-class mother explained that she believes that “kids come as their own entities” and that it is the obligation of parents to accept those entities while teaching children “‘yes’ and ‘no’ in order for them to develop that moral compass.” She continued, “I never appreciated [and] I did not gravitate to the parents who let their kids do whatever they wanted. I felt it was okay to say no and move on.” Christopher Rodriguez also spoke about the necessity for “correcting [his son] in the manner he needed to be corrected” and listed as his concerns that his son be “respectful to his uncles and aunts and elders and that type of thing.” Like others, Christopher tacked on a view about the proper relationship between parents and children: “We’re his parents, we’re not his friends, and that’s just the way it is. We’re the ultimate decision makers and that’s it.”

These less privileged parents want to encourage their children to grow; they want to garden well. But their role involves acceptance of the particularities of their children and does not rest on a view of unlimited potential, of children who can become “the best.” These parents do not wait for transgressions but instead establish concrete rules and discrete expectations early on. Nor do they blend love with unmitigated trust. Even if they sometimes give a pro forma nod to trust, they almost immediately qualify it. As one mother said, “I do like to give them freedom in decision making and trust when I can.”

In action, this approach might be less demanding of parents and children than that enacted by the professional middle class—not because it involves ignoring children (as Lareau sometimes implies), but because of its clarity about rules and about children’s developing personalities.9 Like the clearly painted line on a road, narrow limits make visible transgressions. Without fear that they are stunting their children’s potential, parents can accept them as they are while seeking to improve their behavior through correction.

Satisfactions

Like the more elite parents who were interviewed, middle-class and working-class parents find great satisfaction in raising their children. But these satisfactions less often hinge on their relationship with their children than do those described by the professional middle-class parents. Rather, middle-class and working-class parents cherish distinct achievements and personal successes, much as the professional middle-class parents said their own parents did with them. In some cases these are vague, amorphous accomplishments such as “growing up to be a good person.” In other cases they are concrete accomplishments along the way to very possible educational success and upward mobility: “[Most satisfying is] watching your child grow up and seeing their accomplishments”; “[Most satisfying] is watching my child succeed in school”; “I’m very proud of their accomplishments, seeing them grow and take the steps to being a productive adult that they’re working on right now at this point.”

Different Difficulties

When asked about problems they faced, middle- and working-class parents discussed a very different set of issues than did their professional middle-class counterparts. Of course, not all middle-class and working-class parents find that the same issues cause problems. Some focus on the absence of sufficient resources. As one parent responded, “most difficult is not having enough time or money.” And this issue of insufficient time and money is especially significant among single working- and middle-class parents. In addition, some among the small group of single parents who were interviewed mentioned that it is difficult to raise a child of a different gender. A white, middle-class mother of two was explicit about this issue: “Most difficult thing for me has been parenting by myself, especially raising a son without a father. . . . [My son] would be a better athlete if someone went out to play with him.” Similarly, a working-class, Hispanic, single father of two worried about what his daughters might be missing:

Being a single parent right now is very tough. It’s a lot of extra work, which I don’t mind doing, but I still think what bothers me is that I think that my children are being short-changed. They don’t get the mother side of it. I’m not a woman. I never have been. I try to nurture my children as much as I can, but I’m still a guy, and these are two girls. And I feel like sometimes they get short-changed, and I feel bad for that. But there’s nothing I can do to help that at this point.

If this father accepts the “extra work” of parenting on his own, other working-class and middle-class parents, including those with spouses, openly acknowledged that they resented just how much effort they had to put into raising children (a sentiment that was less evident among the professional middle-class parents). A married, white, middle-class mother of one child bemoaned the fact that as a parent she finds it difficult “not having the freedom . . . to be able to get up and go” and having to be aware of what she called “a pretty large responsibility that has to be dealt with.” Another married, white, middle-class mother was even more dissatisfied with her responsibilities as a parent: “I think the hardest thing about being a parent [is that] you have to be selfless. Your life seems to be put way in the back [for] kids’ schedules. If you have a hundred dollars, and they need school clothes and they need shoes, you’re more apt to worry about them than yourself. I think that’s the hardest thing.” This woman also clearly believes that these burdens fall more heavily on her than on her husband, and although her switch from the first person to the second person might represent an attempt to minimize the resentment she feels, the conflicted feelings come through quite clearly: “[I am] a cook and a cleaner and a day care giver and a bus driver, and I just feel that sometimes you feel like, ‘What am I?’ You sometimes forget about yourself and that can affect marriage.”

It is not surprising to find that the middle- and working-class parents face significant challenges: how best to allocate scarce resources and how to find time for oneself while holding down a job and raising children loom large in their accounts. What is surprising is that these parents experience both challenges and satisfactions in a very different way than do their more privileged peers. The professional middle-class parents often find that their very style of parenting (intense closeness) leads them into difficulties (not being able to know how involved to be, not knowing when to say no, not knowing just how much they should trust their children). In contrast, the middle- and working-class parents do not find their satisfactions enmeshed with problems. They are able to find satisfaction in their children’s accomplishments without having those satisfactions themselves turn into ongoing difficulties.

Not surprisingly, the professional middle-class parents describe themselves as more permissive than authoritarian: they speak about allowing and encouraging their children to make choices as they find their way to fulfilling their potential and becoming the best that they can possibly be. These parents see their role as intense nurturers of children in the process of development. Professional middle-class parents also describe a style of care that relies on communication, negotiation, flexibility, trust, and being endlessly (and immediately) available. Partly as a result of this style, they find great pleasures in their open and close relationships with their children. They speak of their children as people they enjoy knowing, as people they want to hang out with, and sometimes as the people who are their best friends. And they take both pleasure and pride in being able to enact trust. Admixed with these satisfactions, however, are their greatest difficulties as parents: they worry whether they are engaging in too much negotiation with their children; they also worry about not having enough authority to say no. But this negotiation may be what they want: negotiation maintains connection and keeps them from appearing too authoritarian. As they enact the new approach to interacting with their adolescent children—what I have called parenting out of control—they face the distinctive challenge of how to parent those who have been identified as “friends.”

In contrast to the professional middle-class parents, both the working-class and middle-class parents are more likely to describe themselves as being strict: they talk about being role models for their children, about knowing the difference between being parents and being friends, and about having rules and imposing consequences for violations of these rules. They too want to nurture their children, but they are more likely to see their children’s personalities as set, as constituting the material with which they must work. They find their satisfaction in their children’s concrete accomplishments and achievements. And they find their difficulties in an array of different issues that include the material demands of trying to raise children on low incomes (and sometimes as single parents). In contrast to the professional middle class, neither the middle-class nor the working-class parents—who follow what I have called parenting with limits—encounter fundamental contradictions in the nature and content of their parenting: that is, they do not find that both their satisfactions and their difficulties as parents have the same source.

As we will see in part II, parenting out of control and parenting with limits become guiding principles for parental decisions concerning the implementation of new technologies of connection, constraint, and surveillance; in turn, these new technologies bring these principles to life and are a mechanism through which these principles are enacted.


Part II

Parenting and Technology


INTRODUCTION TO PART II
Do You Know Where Your Children Are?

A vast new array of surveillance technologies has become a taken-for-granted feature of our daily lives. Cameras tape our behavior on the street, smart cards record our purchases at the grocery store, and our employers can, if they choose, keep track of the time we spend playing solitaire on the computer.1 Not surprisingly, these new technologies have been subject to considerable analysis.2 By and large, however, the family and its internal dynamics have been ignored in these studies.3 When the surveillance literature does address the family, it generally assumes what I call “surveillance creep”: that is, writers suggest that the new technologies of surveillance are insinuating themselves into our everyday lives and are used (willy-nilly) by individuals at home as well as by governments and organizations. William Staples provides an excellent example of this perspective in his book Everyday Surveillance: Vigilance and Visibility in Postmodern Life. Staples adopts a Foucauldian framework to describe what he calls “meticulous rituals of power”:

These are knowledge-gathering activities that involve surveillance, information and evidence collection, and analysis. I call them meticulous because they are “small” procedures and techniques that are precisely and thoroughly exercised. I see them as ritualistic because they are faithfully repeated. . . . And they are about power because they are intended to discipline people into acting in ways that others have deemed to be lawful or have defined as appropriate or simply “normal.”4

In discussing further what he means, Staples argues that we all engage in these meticulous rituals of power; in fact, he suggests, “we should ‘forget Big Brother’” because “surveillance power is bi-directional, and is more-often-than-not triggered by us.”5

Staples moves freely among the practices of surveillance by the state (e.g., wiretapping), the market (e.g., customer cards), institutions (e.g., programs that enable parents to see what homework has been assigned), and the family (e.g., home drug testing). In mixing and matching in this way, Staples encourages us to believe that these various “meticulous rituals of power” are similar in their effects; he further encourages us to believe that all parents eagerly (and perhaps thoughtlessly) adopt the available technologies to protect and discipline (in the broadest sense) their children. Other writers, however, imply that more elite parents will be especially inclined to engage in some of these “meticulous rituals of power.” This is true of the sociologists Dawn Moore and Kevin Haggerty, who argue that home drug testing is aimed particularly at the well-off parents who can afford to pull these items off the shelf of the drug store, and it is also true of the geographer Cindi Katz, who focuses on devices such as nanny cams.6

Both sets of assumptions are definitively challenged in this book. In the next several chapters I explore a number of new technologies for connecting with, constraining the actions of, and spying on children. I’ve divided these into three separate sets. The first set I call “connection” devices (chapter 5). This set is the least restrictive one (from the point of view of the child); it includes two relatively new devices, baby monitors and cell phones.7 Each of these devices enables a parent to gather information about a child when the parent is not in that child’s immediate presence, but neither makes a permanent record of that information and neither in and of itself constrains behavior. Rather, each provides a kind of connection across distance. To be sure, these two devices differ in significant ways: not only are they used with children at very different stages of development, but children are generally unaware of baby monitors and they do not need to participate in any way for them to be effective. On the other hand, and much to the regret of many of the interviewed parents, unless cell phones have a GPS attached to them and are turned on, they do not provide an accurate indicator of a child’s location, and cell phones only work as a device for obtaining information if children choose to answer them.8

The second set, what I call devices of “constraint,” can actually prevent behavior and, more specifically, the behavior of physical or virtual “wandering” (chapter 6). A device known as a “child locator” alerts parents to literal wandering. An advertisement perhaps describes this device best:

The BrickHouse Child Locator by BrickHouse is a device that lets you keep a constant watch on your child in public areas. This device works by attaching a tag to your child’s clothes or shoes to work as a homing device should your child leave the safety zone, the BrickHouse Child Locator will alert you when that happens. The portable tracking device will beep, vibrate, and visually lead you to your (tagged) child quickly and easily. This device also comes with a “panic button” on the homing tag for your child to use in the event of an emergency.9

A variety of these devices are available through Amazon.com. They are advertised as being appropriate for use with young children; they are also advertised for use with people with memory problems (such as elderly people with Alzheimer’s disease) and for use with older children who might have difficulty learning appropriate rules (such as children with what are called “autism spectrum” disorders).10

Other devices are designed to deal with wandering in the media and in virtual space. Parents can rely on a V-chip to block specific channels or programs on a television.11 Parents can also install software on the computer to deny access to specific Internet sites.12 In contrast to the cell phones and baby monitors, devices of constraint directly stop behavior. And two of these—filters on the computer and blocks on the television—operate without ongoing parental intervention.

The last set of devices do not prevent behavior but rather gather information that can then be used to make disciplinary decisions (chapter 7). This set includes GPS tracking/speed devices installed in a car. Originally for fleet management, these devices sense movement and report where a car is and how fast it is going. These reports can be sent electronically to a distant computer.13 Two sites explain these services; the second site offers concealment as a special feature:

The Vehicle Tracker monitors vehicle location, speed and other parameters via global positioning satellites (GPS) and makes reports when pre-set limits are exceeded using an integrated cellular device to parents’ phone and email. A secure, password-protected website allows you to view vehicle driving history in great detail. This history of driving behavior includes maps and reports showing where the vehicle has been at specific times, at what speed it has been driven and related information that helps parents monitor and enforce the agreements they have established with their youngsters.14

SafeTrak is a real-time web based system utilizing GPS Technology and your web browser. The GPS System is reasonably priced with a low flat monthly fee and no term contract, is simple to install and will automatically update according to the service plan . . . that best suits your requirements. There are no additional charges for reports, web access, e-mail alerts, etc. One low monthly fee allows you unlimited use of everything the GPS Vehicle Tracking System provides. There is no cost for mapping and no software required. Mapping is updated every 6 months and software is constantly improved at no additional cost to you. SafeTrak GPS System provides fast, easy access to key information such as where you’re [sic] teen is, where they’re going, where they have been, and how fast they’re driving. The Teen Driver Tracking Device is easy to install and maintain. The SafeTrak unit and antenna can both be easily concealed for covert operation.15

Recently, a father used the SafeTrak device successfully to challenge his teen’s speeding ticket, claiming that his GPS system was more accurate than the police radar gun. This incident led to widespread publicity about this device. There has also been publicity as insurers have been offering this device to parents.16

I include within this last set of surveillance devices a mechanism for keeping a record of keystrokes on the computer and home drug tests, the latter of which checks for a range of legal and illegal substances. These also are relatively recent innovations with their own promotional material designed to attract parents eager to control their children’s actions.17 Home drug testing sites often appear to be “merely” an informed and concerned agency or individual who has the best interests of parents and teens at heart. For example, the website drugtestyourteen.com shows a picture of three young girls sitting on a bench in the classic monkey “see no evil, speak no evil, hear no evil” pose; they are giggling and happy. The text underneath reads,

Parents—You really can prevent teen drug, alcohol, and tobacco use. Quick, accurate, inexpensive, and private in-home tests. Give your teen another reason to say NO. Linzy, Melissa, & Delaney want to remind parents to keep their eyes and ears open, and to communicate even when your kids act like they are not listening.

The site then seeks both to arouse fears about the possibility that your child could be using drugs and to offer a way to find out if that is the case. The promotional material suggests making teens complicit in the testing:

The prospect that your child could be using drugs is one of the scariest things imaginable. None of us ever wants to believe that it could be “our child.” I know because I have been there. My teen daughters and I have found one way for parents to take loving control. We offer several inexpensive, accurate, FDA-cleared drug, alcohol, and tobacco tests that are easy to use in the privacy of your own home. Whether you are trying to prevent drug use, discover possible drug use, stop current use, or just be reassured that a teen is on the right road, home testing will help.

Once surveillance devices have been implemented and information is gathered—about how fast and where a child has driven, about what messages a child has sent or has written in a file on the computer, or about what substances are in a child’s body—the parent has to decide what to do with that information.

Two of these devices can be used without a child’s awareness (and in fact these are advertised as offering “stealth” use); most drug tests require some cooperation from a teen (i.e., the provision of a urine sample), although some use hair samples, which, presumably, can be acquired without a child’s cooperation or knowledge.

In what follows, I explore how existing notions of the appropriate relationship between parents and children shape perceptions of the desirability of these new technologies (and, in some cases, perceptions of their effects as well). As parents talk about their responses to these options, they reveal how the two different styles of parenting—parenting out of control and parenting with limits—are enacted. My argument steers clear of a strict technological determinist position that might view the technologies themselves as the cause of specific social relations; rather, I emphasize how social relations enter into evaluations and use of new technologies.18 Of course, I also recognize that causality rarely runs only one way: some of these technologies have already helped to shape parental assessments of the best way to raise their children. As I investigate these new technologies, the mystery of my students’ conversations with their parents, with the cell phones glued to their ears, begins to dissolve.


5
STAYING CONNECTED

The Baby Monitor: A Relatively Modern “Necessity”

Before I began conducting interviews for this book, I researched parental attitudes toward baby monitors on the consumer advice website Epinions.com. Although baby monitors have only appeared on the scene relatively recently, parental use of these devices is now assumed rather than explained in consumer reviews.1 That is, reviewers do not appear to think that they need to account for why they want or need a baby monitor, indicating that they do not view their actions as being either “unanticipated or untoward.”2 Instead, they dive right in with a discussion of the benefits—and drawbacks—of the particular monitor they are evaluating. For example, a reviewer on Epinions.com said, “[This monitor] was a mother’s dream. This is the monitor I wanted. . . . I researched them, spent hours in the baby stores, etc. I registered for this monitor, and received it.” A casual reader of these reviews would thus learn that monitors are expected equipment: the central question is not whether to buy one but rather which one to buy. In fact, among the one hundred reviews I examined, only one parent said that on the advice of her pediatrician she had chosen to forgo this device; she suggested that parents might be better off if they remained somewhat less aware of what, precisely, a baby was doing:

I registered and received the [monitor] for a shower gift when I was pregnant with my first child. I thought this would be something we couldn’t do without but found out differently. . . . If your baby doesn’t sleep very well, our pediatrician tells you to put the monitor away because you jump at every noise you hear or you get them up when perhaps they might comfort themselves back to sleep.3

When I interviewed parents in person for this book, I anticipated that I would find more of this type of questioning of the utility of having a baby monitor.4 But again, among almost a hundred respondents across all socioeconomic classes, only one parent—the mother of triplets—indicated that she did not want to use a baby monitor because it would make her too aware of her infants’ needs: “[I] didn’t use [a baby monitor]. . . . They were loud criers, why would I? And once they were screaming [I could hear them]. I didn’t want to know when they were awake.” The remaining parents who chose not to use a monitor—and this was true of parents from the full range of socioeconomic positions—said it was because they lived in such small apartments or homes that a monitor was totally unnecessary.5

Safety and Vigilance

In the several decades since baby monitors first appeared on the scene, most parents have come to insist on their necessity. As noted earlier, theoretical accounts of the rise of a more generalized “anxiety” rest on the work of Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck regarding the emergence of a “risk society.”6 In the case of baby monitors, an intensified sense of individual responsibility combines with—and ultimately re-creates—a perception that babies are very fragile and can easily get into some form of distress. When the interviewed parents were pushed to explain why they purchase and use baby monitors, safety concerns were dominant, as they are in advertisements for this technology.7 In turn, concerns about safety lead to a practice of vigilance. These concerns—and the necessity for a vigilant response—were expressed quite similarly by the working-class, middle-class, and professional middle-class parents.8 A white, working-class mother of three, for example, commented that she wanted to have a baby monitor because she wanted “to hear everything,” out of fear her child could be in danger: “What if they’re choking or something? I guess that’s why you use it.” A considerably more privileged woman, a professional middle-class, white mother of two children, raised almost precisely the same issues: “The advantages are you can hear what’s going on in another room. . . . Things can happen in an instant with a baby: they can strangle themselves, they can be coughing. . . . So I wanted to be able to respond right away.”

Of course, this attentiveness to safety not only rests on an assumption about the intrinsic fragility of babies, but it also has its own repercussions. That is, hearing every sound a baby makes might make parents more, rather than less, anxious. Parents suggest that anxiety is one of the inevitable costs of having a baby, and if vigilance intensifies that cost, then they are more than willing to pay that price. For example, one professional middle-class mother, when asked about the advantage of having a monitor, acknowledged that even as it ensured “safety, making sure the kid’s alive,” it might very well have made her “more uptight.” Similarly, a middle-class mother said that when she was a “new mother” she “didn’t want to miss anything” and then added, “You can get really neurotic having something like that too; I was kind of neurotic with [my first child].” This mother further explained that she didn’t use a baby monitor with her second child.

Parents, particularly new parents, thus normalize a child’s fragility rather than a child’s inherent ability to keep itself alive; in response to this perceived fragility, they want to be able to hear every sound the baby makes. Parents also normalize anxiety rather than calm self-assurance; they readily accept that as new parents they will be very concerned about—perhaps even “neurotic” with respect to—the well-being of their infants. And, ultimately, they normalize vigilance. None of these attitudes resides more often among one group of parents than another: that is, all parents agree that baby monitors are important for safety; all parents think it “normal” for a new parent to be anxious about a baby’s well-being; and all parents respond with oversight. Baby monitors are thus the ground zero of good parenting in an era of individual responsibility for risk. But those who are parenting out of control relish baby monitors for yet another reason.

Responding to Every Need

Professional middle-class parents suggested that in addition to allowing them to know if a child was in some kind of danger, baby monitors were important devices because they allowed them to be deeply connected to their children, to know what was happening at every moment, and thus to be responsive in a very immediate and personal way. As was the case when elite parents talked more generally about their approach to parenting, they drew a contrast between their own level of engagement and the more casual attitude of previous generations. Their connection, they claim, not only provides them with immense satisfaction, but it helps to create a more secure bond between parent and child.

Marian English, a white mother of three teens, was explicit about her belief in the necessity of immediate responsiveness. She was also explicit about the ways in which she believes this style of care deviates from that adopted by other members of her extended family:

I really didn’t believe in letting them just sit there and cry; as soon as they woke up I went to get them. Same thing if they were crying; I went to get them, always. My family would criticize me for that. . . . I wanted to be able to get [the babies]. I just don’t believe that babies cry for nothing—they needed a change or they were hungry or they needed to be held. I don’t think babies need to have a reason to be held. I think they should be held whenever they felt like it. I think the big advantage [of a monitor was for the child]—it’s not a quantifiable advantage. Part of the whole realm of invisible assumptions they have about life is if they cry someone will come, if they need help someone will help. . . . I don’t think it had a major effect one way or another [on my relationship to my children] except for that invisible part—the unquantifiable part—about knowing that someone will always respond.

Marian’s comments take seriously an infant’s cries and incorporate the belief that ready responsiveness—what she calls the “unquantifiable” benefit—is good for a child; children learn that whatever they define as a need or want will be met with a supportive response. Marian also happily believes that her children have learned that “someone” will always respond.

Professional middle-class parents thus position children as not only in need of surveillance for the sake of protection (there are safety issues, children are fragile, and parents are anxious) but also in need of what one parent called “totally immediate service.” Rather than assuming children should learn to soothe themselves or being concerned that children might become in any way “spoiled” by a parent’s too-hasty responsiveness, professional middle-class parents believe it is their obligation to be always available and at the ready to meet the needs of their infants as soon as those needs are expressed. They assume that this responsiveness leads to secure bonds. As they do so, they legitimate children’s needs. These assumptions and responses are compatible with (and may even provide the basis for) what we have seen to be the other components of parenting out of control: the respectful—even deferential—attitudes parents hold toward an infant’s needs and desires pave the way for the subsequent negotiation that takes place between parents and teens, a negotiation that has as its premise the legitimacy of adolescents’ stated needs and desires. Thus, the closeness created by hearing every peep an infant makes might be carried into more sophisticated verbal communication in later years. The patterns set in infancy may have lasting effects. It may also be the case, however, that these early patterns emerge because they are compatible with the style of parenting anticipated during a child’s adolescence.9

Everybody Has a Cell Phone

Almost all the children of respondents in this study had access to a cell phone by age thirteen; some parents bought it earlier, and most parents with younger children said that they would buy a phone when their child hit middle school. There is only a very modest class difference in the frequency of cell phone ownership among children.10 These findings are in line with those emerging from a study conducted by the Pew Internet & American Life Project, which found that among households composed of married couples with children, 89 percent own multiple cell phones and that 57 percent of the children (aged seven to seventeen) in these households have their own cell phone. A study by U.S. Cellular had a similar finding, that at least 60 percent of all teens have cell phones.11

Safety and Monitoring

As the interviewed parents discussed why they have purchased—or will purchase—a cell phone for their children, a key theme was that these devices, like baby monitors, help keep children safe.12 Parents said that children with cell phones can let their parents know if they need help, or they can reach emergency resources if their parents are not available. This concern with safety is in keeping with an increased sense of individual responsibility for curtailing risk.

In general, parents in all socioeconomic classes do not make a distinction between safety issues and monitoring issues. That is, parents speak as if safety depends on monitoring—on knowing precisely what it is their children are doing and precisely where they are. And parents link the need to know these details at least in part to new conditions of parenting, to the fact that moms are at work and thus cannot be available in the same way it is imagined they were in earlier times, and to the perception that not only are others less available, but neighbors now have different values and may be less appropriate substitutes. Thus, parents who cannot be home to greet their children after school said that they find cell phones particularly useful for monitoring kids’ activities to ensure that they remain safe. Danielle Jones, a single, African American, working-class mother of five children who hails from Philadelphia, explained that while she is at work (as an intake representative in a local social service agency), she calls home repeatedly once she knows the children are out of school:

[The main advantage of having a cell phone is] being able to contact them immediately. . . . I get off of work at five. . . . I think I might call them about three or four times while I’m at work. And when I come home, if they’re out, I call maybe three or four times, to find out where they are: “When [are] you coming home? What [are] you doing? Try to come in.” You know, to remind them of curfew, stuff like that.

Another single, African American mother, Larissa Small, a professional middle-class woman with a master’s degree in social work, said very much the same thing:

Everyone has a cell phone. [I got the children one] when . . . I was working at the police department. . . . They would go out with their friends. I wanted to always be able to contact them. Sometimes calling the friends’ homes, you can never contact the kids. And then if they walk out the door, I like to know where they are at all times. Just in case if something did occur, they could pick up the phone and if not call me, call 911.

Elite Emergencies

If monitoring (parents keeping track of their children’s activities and whereabouts) is conflated with safety across the board, among the more elite parents the notion of safety is frequently expanded to cover a wide spectrum of situations that become defined as “emergencies” and therefore are thought to require parental responsiveness. Much as the sounds made audible through a baby monitor might enhance the perception of an infant’s vulnerabilities, so might the connection made possible through a cell phone enhance the perception that an older child is in need.13 Parents who stand at the ready to respond to infant whimpers choose also to stand at the ready to respond to adolescent angst. Technology and parenting styles go hand in hand and mutually reinforce each other. Hence, professional middle-class parents talk about how children can use cell phones to reach a parent if they need help with—or simply want to get out of—a broad range of what children and parents alike consider “difficult” situations.

One white, professional middle-class mother told a story about her daughter being “hit on” by a boy at a party and then sending a text message to her mother (who the daughter seemed to assume would be available at that very moment). When the mother called back, her daughter made it clear that she wanted to be picked up:

Recently she could text and let me know she wanted me to pick her up because a boy was hitting on her in a way that made her feel very uncomfortable. She texted and said, “call me.” So I called, and she [pretended that I was insisting that she come home]. She started to say, “What do you mean I have to leave right now?” And I said, “I get it. I will be right there.” So she saved herself from a situation that was very uncomfortable, by first texting.

Another white mother, Beth O’Brien, a psychologist with four children (who described herself and her husband as “overachievers”), taught one of her daughters how to use a “code word” on the telephone to indicate if she needed to be rescued from a party:14

Heather was going to a party the other night where there were going to be older boys there, and these boys had been known to [play the drinking game] beer pong. And it was, “Heather, if you’re feeling uncomfortable in any way, here’s the code word: use the code word ‘mother.’” . . . So if she says, “mom,” everything’s okay, but if she says, “mother,” I know that’s code for [getting her]. I said, “You can blame it totally on me. Use those acting skills.” She felt like she had a tool in her back pocket if she was in an uncomfortable situation.

Parents also appreciate knowing if a child is released from some event earlier or later than anticipated. Parents also enjoy being able to respond (with “totally immediate service”) if a child has forgotten something needed at school. A white, professional middle-class woman living in Pennsylvania noted with enthusiasm that although phones aren’t allowed to be on during school hours, if her daughter has forgotten something, she can find a way to contact her mother: “If she has an emergency, she can go to the bathroom [in school] and call me. There’s certain things—something she had forgotten, a project or something at home—and she didn’t want to go to class without it.”

Although all parents perceive cell phones and baby monitors as sound investments to secure safety in the face of children’s vulnerabilities, there are class differences in the breadth and immediacy of perceptions of danger: professional middle-class parents are more likely to expand the notion of danger to include imagined crises and routine problems. They may worry about psychological overindulgence, but they readily give way to their children’s slightest anxieties. The working-class and middle-class parents, who often live with more present, concrete dangers in their daily environments, impose sharper limits on the definition of a crisis. Indeed, they believe it is necessary for their children to toughen up and deal with the world around them. These differences show up when parents explained why they initially purchased a cell phone: whereas a white, professional middle-class mother said that she got her son a cell phone because he ended up sitting outside a school and waiting for her for two hours when they had crossed signals about the pickup time that day, an African American, working-class mother said she got her daughter a cell phone because that child had been followed from the school into a store by a stranger who was harassing her.15

In short, parents from a wide variety of backgrounds mentioned that cell phones promise the advantage of enhanced safety. For professional middle-class parents, however, cell phones take on an additional meaning. Referring to times when their children might need a cell phone for reasons of safety, the professional middle-class parents rapidly shift into a language of responsiveness that sounds very much like the language of responsiveness used in conjunction with baby monitors. In turn, this responsiveness emerges from the desire to create close bonds with their children. Overall, the more privileged parents were far more likely than the other parents to speak about intimacy and about the significance of being on call for whatever they defined as “legitimate” needs.

Elite Connection

Parenting out of control comes alive through these practices of connection. One white, professional middle-class mother of three waxed sentimental as she explained, “[The cell phone is] a way for [my daughter] to connect when she needs to, or a way [for me] to connect with her.” Another white, professional middle-class mother of three explained that frequent communication secured intimacy with her oldest daughter: “I think it’s kept us closer because I can always reach her—not that she always wants to hear from me or I want to hear from her, but she’ll call just to leave me a message.” Indeed, Marian English, who spoke so articulately about responding to a baby’s “needs,” finds that cell phones enable a kind of private communication that she believes helps ensure occasions for open and intimate relationships with her teenage children:

I will call one or the other of them [while in the car], and we will just talk. . . . Just a couple of times this year on the phone I could ask [my daughter] about [things that seemed to have upset her], and because we both have time and there’s nobody else around [she will open up]. I think it was a very good move; it keeps us available to each other.

Marian then told a story about how she had sent a text message to her daughter wishing her luck on a final exam and how her daughter was impressed by her mother’s ability to text.16

Which Comes First?

These examples inevitably raise broader, chicken-egg-style questions. Do the more privileged parents want cell phones for their children because along with their children they have defined so many situations as emergencies, including many that others might not define in that way (e.g., a child being hit on at a party, leaving a project at home, or getting out early after a sports practice)? Or does access to a cell phone create the definition of the situation itself as one requiring adult intervention? Do these parents cherish cell phones because they smooth the way to intimate communication? Or do they create intimacy by texting? The same kind of questions, of course, can be asked of baby monitors. Do parents want a baby monitor because they perceive infants as being especially vulnerable? Or does having a baby monitor create that perception itself? This is the standard form of questions about the impact of any new technology.

In response, a technological determinist would argue for the autonomous role of technology in producing and creating new sets of social relations: from that perspective, baby monitors and cell phones (with the help of advertising) create the perceptions of dependency that they then resolve. In contrast, a social determinist position essentially reduces technological developments themselves (and often their effects as well) to preexisting sets of social relationships: from that perspective, parents want baby monitors and cell phones because they have come to perceive their children as being in need of close contact and connection. When the questions and answers are phrased in such stark terms, it is apparent that a less definitive approach might be better than a more certain one. And indeed, most commentators (especially those commenting on the new technologies of surveillance) suggest the need for understanding the dynamic interplay of technology and social forces.17 With respect to baby monitors, for example, we could recall how parents say they start out being “neurotic” and become more so because they can hear every whimper and cry; with respect to cell phones, we might note the complex interaction between a mother’s being available to rescue her daughter from a party and her own (and her daughter’s) perception that being hit on constitutes a crisis.

Breaking a Link

Although I have linked baby monitors and cell phones, it is time to break that link. After all, cell phones are not baby monitors (cell phones, for example, require the participation of two parties), and teens are not infants (and therefore can resist as well as participate in the use of a monitoring device). Moreover, cell phones appear to provide somewhat greater freedom to children, albeit with increased monitoring and connection through the “electronic tether,” and this is true within all socioeconomic groupings.18

Anna Benton, a white, professional middle-class mother from northern California, talked without irony about how tethering allowed her children of sixteen and thirteen to have greater autonomy: “It made me slightly more comfortable and made them more independent, because I knew I could stay in touch with them.” Similarly, Matty Borden, a white, working-class mother also from California, talked about how she both allows her seventeen-year-old son, Darren, to use public transportation to go to Hollywood and requires that he stay in very close touch with her:

I know Darren feels too supervised. . . . The discussion [with him] is that if he doesn’t want me calling him, then he needs to be proactive and call me and check in. . . . I think that it has allowed [my children] to be able to do more things than maybe I would normally allow them to do if I wasn’t able to contact them and check in with them. So hopefully that would be a positive on the relationship—like Darren takes trips down to Hollywood: they get on the bus, the train. And I don’t know how comfortable I would be letting him do that if he didn’t have a phone.

Tethered Independence and Ongoing Negotiation within the Professional Middle Class

Parents from the range of social locations allow tethered independence. But the degree to which the prevailing rules remain firm is different in the accounts of parents such as Anna Benton, with their “1-2-3 maybe,” than in the accounts of parents such as Matty Borden who rely on “tell, tell, tell, yell.”

Anna Benton, who said that tethering allowed her children to be “more independent,” continued her discussion of this issue by describing an occasion when she first encouraged her daughter to attend a party and then, at the last moment, urged her to come home. Using the excuse that she thought her daughter was probably ambivalent (after acknowledging that she was ambivalent herself), she explained how she claimed her own loneliness as a reason why her daughter should not go to the party after all, how “maybe” turned into “no”:

I trust Sadie [who is sixteen], and she’s a goody two shoes, and I almost feel like it’s good for her to experience different things. . . . Sadie was invited . . . to a party. And she’s never really been to a party. And she told me that there would probably be kids smoking pot and drinking. And she wanted to go. . . . And I was really ambivalent about it. And I tried calling the home, but nobody answered. And she said she could get a ride with this girl. . . . But then she got scared and said, “Mom what if the girl drinks?” And I said, “I will pick you up.” But then I sort of encouraged her. . . . I wanted her to go because I wanted her to be exposed, and I wanted her to be comfortable—everyone probably smokes pot and drinks at some point—and not to be freaked out. She was going to go, and then at the last minute—I’m probably a bad mother—I said, “I’m lonely, come home.” And she came home. She was ambivalent.

Clearly this was a complex situation for both Anna and her daughter. Two aspects are especially interesting to me: first, in this incident the cell phone became the means whereby Anna could change the rules of the game for Sadie, and second, the intimate bond between parent and child became the basis on which those rules were changed. Having initially thought that she wanted her daughter to get the experience of being at a party where people were drinking and using drugs, Anna ultimately decided that she thought that kind of experience might be too much, too soon. Because of the close bond between them, Anna could use her own loneliness as a “legitimate” excuse for changing horses midstream.

Even more commonly, elite parents tell stories of children using cell phones to alter and expand the limits parents set. After having read a draft of this chapter, a colleague described having heard precisely this kind of negotiation. On a Sunday afternoon she was in a car with several peers campaigning for Obama, when one of the women received a phone call from her adolescent son. The mother reminded her son that she had planned for the whole family to get together for dinner and that he had agreed to be home no later than 6:00 p.m. so that he could be there for the family meal and still have time to complete the homework he had not yet done over the weekend. By the time the phone call had ended a very tedious ten minutes later, the mother had agreed that her son did not have to join the family for dinner and that he could stay out with his friends, until 8:30 p.m., long past her initial deadline; she also agreed to wake him early the next day so that he could finish his homework in the morning.

Of course, even when parents rely on cell phones for monitoring and negotiating about their children’s whereabouts, they are not totally naive. Parents know that their children can be duplicitous.19 One professional middle-class mother from northern Vermont told a story about some other children who had gone across the border into Canada while staying in touch with their parents. Their parents did not know where they were and assumed that they were where they said they were. This mother generalized that deceit to the possibility that at least one of her own children could, on occasion, have been dishonest with her:

I think once we had computers and cell phones and things like that, gone was really the ease of knowing what sort of planning was going on between your children and their friends, who was calling, who were they talking to. They’re on the cell phone or online, [and] you don’t have a clue who they are talking to. And if our children did this, I don’t know about it, but it could happen. I don’t know. I did hear stories of kids who with their cell phones were able to travel farther from home and do things and keep it hidden from their parents. For example, I have a friend whose daughter went to Montreal. They were underage. Her parents would have told her, no, she couldn’t, and what they did—I’m sure this happens a lot—they used cell phones [to say they were somewhere where they weren’t]. Probably of the three, if anybody would have done it, it would have been [my middle child, who is now twenty-two]. I don’t know that he ever did.

Other parents similarly acknowledge that the cell phone has the drawback of their not knowing to whom their children are talking as they would on a landline; and they say that there is more room for children to have relationships of which the parents are totally unaware.20 In response, some parents monitor not just whereabouts but phone activity itself, checking over call lists and making sure that they know—and approve of—every name on the list. Paula Brown, a white college administrator and mother of two teens, for example, said this was her approach:

Text messaging, I’m definitely reading them. She knows I am. Our phone is kind of a community family phone, and so we’ll say, “So, Emily, you left this message, and somebody left this message back for you,” or even saying, “I don’t recognize the name” [or] “Who is Sean? How do you know him? Why would he be calling you?” and talking about text messaging, saying, “Why are they text messaging you at midnight?” I’m talking [to them] about the time, talking about the message.

For the most part parents do not see disadvantages to providing their children with cell phones, but when pressed and asked explicitly about this issue, they do acknowledge that cell phones might undermine their children’s emerging autonomy—even as they say they grant somewhat more independence to their children than they might have done if they could not stay in touch. For the professional middle-class parents who already find it difficult to find the appropriate balance between being involved in a child’s life and encouraging children to take responsibility for their own actions, the introduction of a technology that allows for ongoing and instantaneous connection becomes the instrument through which that difficulty is enacted, and even intensified. Having decided that rules should be flexible and open to negotiation, professional middle-class parents find their children more than willing to enter the fray. Working-class and middle-class parents talk less about negotiation. Although they too allow their children to use cell phones, they do so more often to check that their children are abiding by the limits they have set.

Working-class and middle-class parents eagerly seek out devices that help them maintain connection, such as baby monitors for infants and cell phones for older children. They view these devices as aids to help them keep their children safe. Working-class and middle-class parents also view the cell phone as a way to monitor teens. A cell phone creates opportunities for random checks: an adolescent might never know when she or he is going to be called and asked to account for her or his actions.

Professional middle-class parents value these devices of connection for many of the same reasons. In addition, the professional middle-class parents value these devices because they allow for close contact between parent and child and immediate responsiveness to a child. The intensely close relationship between professional middle-class parents and their children underwrites their attitude toward cell phones and baby monitors: parents want to know immediately if their children need (or simply want) them. The intensely close relationship between professional middle-class parents and their children is also abetted by cell phones and baby monitors: parents can stay attuned to infants and respond quickly to whimpers of discontent; parents can send and receive messages that keep them up-to-date with the minutiae of their children’s lives. But it is hard to believe that this closeness requires either of those two devices: as the foregoing discussion suggests, the underlying motivations for the desire to be close have broader roots than technology alone. Nor does the negotiation about limits that so befuddles the professional middle-class parent depend on the constant contact through cell phone technology, even if cell phones make that negotiation ever more likely to occur.
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CONSTRAINING PRACTICES

Child Locators

In a televised commercial for Duracell batteries, an attractive, white woman daydreaming in a park becomes aware that her young child is missing. As the advertisement says, this “beautiful day” suddenly “turned into every parent’s nightmare.” Frantically the mother looks around, only to catch a glimpse of an ominous white van driving away. She sees no sign of her son. Ever more distressed, she searches in her pocketbook to find her “child locator.” Once she has pressed the appropriate button, she is guided toward her child, who, it turns out, is simply walking calmly with his red balloon, hidden from view for a moment by a small rise in the landscape. The joyful reunion between mother and child is secured through a new technology brought to her by a company called BrickHouse and made reliable by Duracell.1

The child locator, an electronic device that can be attached to a child’s wrist, pinned to clothing, or tied to a shoelace is, on the face of it, an unobtrusive way to keep children from wandering. Interestingly, perhaps because my research assistants and I discussed these devices with parents before widespread distribution of the Duracell advertisement, those with whom we spoke had very strong, mostly negative reactions to this particular device. No parent had ever used such a device, and fewer than half of all parents said that they might or would have used one if it had been available when they had young children. Interestingly, as well, there were fairly sharp class differences in the responses. Over 80 percent of all professional middle-class parents said that they would not have used such a device had it been available when they had young children; many fewer working-class and middle-class parents gave this negative response.2

No Child Locator for the Elite

Opposition to a child locator among the professional middle class drew on two distinct themes, both of which are in some way linked to the commitment to parenting out of control. Elite parents are noticeably affronted by the notion that they would not always be aware of what their children are doing and what they need; because they make responsiveness and availability key components of their parenting style, they are sensitive to the slightest hint that they might not always be attentive. They are equally bothered by the notion that control itself should rest on external constraint rather than parental guidance toward appropriate behavior. Theirs is a style that requires that parents be always ready to make assessments about children’s capabilities, wants, and needs.

BEING AFFRONTED

In discussions about a child locator, some of the professional middle-class parents were offended by the mere notion that they would ever use this device, seeing in it something that they feel undermines their own understanding of what it means to be a competent parent. For example, Carol Clark, a white woman from Louisville, Kentucky, who was not familiar with the device before we described it for her, said she would “probably not” use it with the youngest of her four children (aged two). When asked to explain why not, she said, “I feel that when we’re out in public, we’re all keeping an eye on her and her whereabouts.” Asked to reflect on a situation with large crowds—such as the Kentucky Derby—and whether she might use it then, Carol insisted that she feels “comfortable enough” in her family’s ability to keep track of their child and that she would thus have no need for a mechanical device. Elizabeth Blake, a mother of two from California, similarly seemed almost insulted by the implication that she might need technology to help her keep track of her children, and she proclaimed her conviction that she knows how to keep a close eye on them: “See, when they were that little I was there. . . . If they were out in the yard, I was out with them. . . . Kids are not supposed to be left unattended. That’s the bottom line.”

A closely related set of responses came from professional middle-class parents who insisted that a device of this sort not only appears to disparage their competence as parents but also is an entirely inappropriate substitute for doing what they defined as being their job. In turn, they defined their job as taking responsibility for, and paying close attention to, their children. One mother insisted, “It’s my job as a parent to watch over my child.” She sighed, and then continued, ironically using technological language to express how totally she discounts this new piece of technology: “It would just not be on my radar screen as a device.” Like the woman just quoted, Paula Brown spoke about what she believes to be the nature of good parenting and contrasted that definition with the use of an electronic device: “It’s just relying on technology when it’s really your job to keep track of them. Obviously errors happen. Mishappens. ‘What if . . . ?’ But I just can’t imagine ever thinking that was for us something we’d have to default to—a beep, versus knowing where my kid really is.” And Ellen Barnes, another married, professional middle-class mother, used almost precisely the same language to explain that she thinks parents should look after their children themselves, rather than rely on a mechanical aid:

ELLEN: No, I wouldn’t use it. I would hope you wouldn’t be in a situation where you’d be that worried.

INTERVIEWER: Are there any circumstance you would?

ELLEN: No. I wouldn’t want to be in that situation.

INTERVIEWER: Why wouldn’t you even consider it?

ELLEN: I don’t know, it just seems too . . . I mean if you’re going to be a parent, be a parent. You don’t need a device; you should be watching them anyway. I don’t know, it just seems odd. That would be like, “Beep! Beep! Where the hell are you, Parent?” You know what I mean? If you need a crutch like that, you would wonder what the deal is.

PARENTAL CONTROL VERSUS EXTERNAL CONSTRAINT

Significantly, professional middle-class parents also located their opposition to child locator devices in their commitment to alternative methods of control. They thereby demonstrated that a commitment to psychological and moral training directed by the parents—even with all its ambiguities—is preferable to physical constraint and clear limits. Thus, in addition to holding hands with toddlers, elite parents suggested communicating directly with children so that they learn not to wander off. A mother of two teenagers was particularly appalled by the technological alternative: “Are they attached to the parent like a dog on a leash? I never heard of them. . . . I never would do that. I don’t think it’s inhumane: it doesn’t hurt them. But I don’t know why you couldn’t communicate and hold their hand if you needed to keep them near you.”

As professional middle-class parents discussed the alternative approach of what one father called “working with” his child, it was clear that they believe in starting control early; they also discount the notion that changing people might ultimately be more “controlling” than changing the situation itself. The same parents who worry about pushing their children too hard and too early also believe that children can act in an adult manner when they are very young. For example, consider the response given by Erica Harper, a white mother who wants her child to learn impulse control from an early age:

I actually have heard of those [child locator devices], and I would never, ever consider using one of those, even for Nick, who tended to be very impulsive. . . . I just sort of feel like there are other ways to manage kids. [The locator] just seems like a nursing home. [It is] unnecessary, and maybe [it] wouldn’t help the child to be able to internalize what’s been learned, safety behaviors, or listening. It feels unnatural to me as a parent to do something like that. (Emphasis added)

Like other parents in her peer group, Erica commits herself to finding ways to “manage” her children while eschewing simple solutions. She also hopes that she can change her children and help them internalize lessons (“what’s been learned”) so that ultimately she will be able to trust them to do the right thing.

“It Seems Like That Might Be a Pretty Nice Thing”:
Child Locators and the Working and Middle Classes

To be sure, the working-class and middle-class parents are also not entirely accepting of child locators. Fewer than half the parents in these two groups thought that they would rely on this device were it available to them (and when they objected, they often used language similar to that of the professional middle-class parents). But there were several undercurrents in the discussions with these less privileged parents that are worth noting.

First, as working-class and middle-class parents talked about why they might use such a device, they indicated that they are sensible gardeners of children with predestined personalities. Yvonne Wood, a working-class, African American mother of two who is employed by UPS, said that she has one daughter, Samantha, whose “mind was like somewhere else all the time.” Rather than advocating “working with” Samantha or insisting on internalization of safety behaviors, Yvonne suggested a locator would have been an appropriate—and useful—device. Similarly, Danielle Jones, another working-class, African American woman, spoke of one of her children, “who wanders.” She reported, “If I knew where I could get [a child locator], yes, I could get one. Yes, I would get one and put it on his wrist, you know, when we go out shopping, and, you know, [then] he can’t get lost.” In this kind of talk, these parents suggest a greater willingness to accept their children—with all their foibles and difficulties—as they are and then to find solutions that work for both parent and child without pushing the child to engage in sophisticated conversation.

Second, the working-class and middle-class parents spoke about dangers as being closer at hand. Tom Audet, the white college professor in Berkeley, explained that he would not need a child locator because where he lives “it’s not really very conducive for them to get out of the house and into places where they could get into trouble.” In contrast, Christopher Rodriguez, a Hispanic, working-class father who lives on Staten Island, New York, thinks child snatching “could happen anywhere.”

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the working-class and middle-class parents do not view the child locator as something that undercuts their competence or takes away from the importance of the job of being a parent. Instead, they view it quite simply, as something that would make their lives easier. As one working-class father said, “It seems like that might be a pretty nice thing.”

All the interviewed parents appear to have an interest in evaluating technological solutions to perceived problems, and none immediately accepts any and all technologies. Whatever a device’s ultimate effects might have been (and parents might not know what those were when they purchased it), parents do not believe that devices such as a baby monitor or cell phone would fundamentally alter the parent-child relationship as they want it to exist. Indeed, they believe those devices could enhance that relationship by ensuring greater attentiveness to safety concerns. Especially among the professional middle class, some parents believe that these devices would enhance that relationship in a different way also, by enabling greater attentiveness to children’s needs and desires while keeping them close to their children. The same is not true of child locators, as they are evaluated through the lens of the appropriate relationship between a parent and a child—even though they, too, might offer protection. For the professional middle-class parents, this “appropriate” relationship builds on ongoing parental attentiveness (which they resist making easier, as if that would make them appear negligent or unwilling to devote themselves wholeheartedly to their children) and a deep conviction that children can be “modified” to conform to parental expectations. For more of the working-class and middle-class parents, that appropriate relationship can be made less burdensome both by relying on technological assistance and by finding solutions that work with, rather than subvert or alter, a child’s intrinsic nature.

V-Chips and Software Filters

The professional middle-class parents would have been the first to nudge me when Katie Couric reported on the RAND Corporation’s finding that watching sexually explicit television programs is linked to teenage pregnancy.3 But these same parents are less likely than their less privileged peers to activate the V-chip on the television.4 They also differ in their use of filtering or blocking software on the computer. Nationwide, about a third of all parents do use this kind of software (with an additional 5 percent having done so previously but having discontinued its use within the past year).5 But as the sociologists Rong Wang, Suzanne Bianchi, and Sara Raley report, parents with lower levels of education are more likely to rely on filters than are those who are more highly educated.6 The same was true in the present study: whereas three-quarters of the working-class and middle-class parents were interested in a software filter on a computer in the home, only slightly more than half the professional middle-class parents expressed similar interest.7 These findings do not mean that the professional middle-class parents are unwilling to impose controls on the use their children make of computers. Nor do they indicate that parents are uninterested in monitoring what their children watch on television. To the contrary: they eagerly embrace hovering over and directing their children as they surf the Internet or watch television. However, as with a child locator, these highly educated parents are far more willing than are those with fewer educational accomplishments to substitute their own control for the control created through technology.

“I’d Rather Do It Myself”: The Perspective of the Professional Middle Class toward Controlling Media Exposure

The professional middle-class parents were less likely to be affronted by the mere notion that devices that constrain access to the media could substitute for parental control or undermine parental competence than they were when confronted with the idea of a child locator. However, as they talked about how they decide what their children may watch on television or what movies their kids may go to, it was clear that analogous concerns arise. Here, too, parents focus on internalized restraint rather than external control. Moreover, they are not just interested in the content of the programs available to their children; they also see it as their job to monitor and assess how their children interpret or comprehend what they see. And professional middle-class parents want to make decisions about what is appropriate by themselves rather than relying on a potentially unreliable source such as government ratings.

All these inclinations were apparent in the discussion with Erica Harper, the professional middle-class mother of three children who likened a child locator to the kind of restraint used in nursing homes. When she was asked how much her children watch television and whether she sets limits on hours and programs, Erica became defensive: “I’m really not a Nazi mom.” She then went on to explain the elaborate arrangements she has put in place to supervise the media to which her children are exposed. Erica’s three children range in age from nine to sixteen. Erica said that she tries to have different rules for each of her children depending on their level of maturity, illustrating well the efforts she makes to individualize the care she provides for her children. Moreover, she said that she does not simply restrict television viewing with a V-chip or rely on industry ratings to make those decisions for her. If she has concerns, she draws on the subtly coercive language of “make a different choice” to turn their attention elsewhere.8 She might also stay with her children to watch programs with which she is unfamiliar:

We have limits on TV and the shows they watch. I watch along with them if I have any questions about a show or a movie or a DVD that they’ve selected. And I definitely have criteria for the nine-year-old that’s different for the thirteen-year-old, that’s different for Nate [who is sixteen]. . . . For Nate . . . I’m watching [out for] sex and violence. . . . I always ask him to tell me what movie it is. Rose [at thirteen] is told to make a different choice [if it is an R-rated movie]. I think that any sort of adult content, sex, or violence or foul language is just . . . not appropriate for Caitlin [the nine-year-old]

Erica relies on a similar approach to the movies her children view in public settings; she also requires that they discuss the content of movies (and presumably television programs) to help them understand what it is they have seen:

I also like going out to movies. I check to see what the content of those movies are, and we have conversations about is that appropriate. . . . I do remember sitting and watching a movie with Rose. [It was a] cheerleading movie, . . . and we had some conversation about behavior and some of the words and some of the characters that were in there. We try to do that. . . . I will comment [to Nate] if there’s a particularly violent movie. . . . We’ll have some conversation. I ask him to talk with me afterwards when he’s seen R-rated movies.

Like Erica, Alice Osborne works in a nonteaching, professional position within a public school system. Also like Erica, Alice acknowledges that she has loosened the controls as her sons (aged twelve and fifteen) have gotten older. But she also suggested that, again like Erica, she opts to watch with her children when she can: this practice means that, on occasion, her older son has to forgo something he might have wanted to see, if he doesn’t want to view it with his mother by his side. Alice unabashedly admitted that she knows that through watching with her children she is “projecting [her] values on them,” a practice to which her children offer strenuous objections. Alice also indicated that the ensuing discussions are prompted as much by her being upset as by her children’s reactions and that she holds dear what she believes are “normal” values about human relationships:

Television [she sighs]. That’s gotten harder as they’ve gotten older because I can’t supervise the television. I don’t have blocks, but they know. There were a couple of shows I found out they were watching I wasn’t comfortable [with]—or it was okay for Jared [who is fifteen] but not David [who is twelve], and if they were watching TV together [the younger would see something inappropriate]. It’s a big issue in my house. I’ll watch it with them [to decide if it is appropriate]. I might tell Jared he can do it with his friends [but not with his brother]. For instance, Jared likes R movies. My kids think I’m ridiculous that I won’t let them go to R movies—like if it’s really violent or really graphic, women, drugs. Recently I took Jared to an R movie, and we saw it together. . . . And actually when we got into the theater Jared said [about the movie we originally intended to see], “This is a movie I don’t think I could watch with you. I’ll be really embarrassed” [because of the] sexual innuendo. . . . So we made the choice to go to a different movie, an R movie. And yeah, there were times [when he said], “I wish you weren’t here,” [when there is] sexual stuff. But we talked about it.

Even if making decisions is, as Alice said, harder than it was when her children were younger, Alice is unwilling to trust anyone but herself to determine what is—and what is not—appropriate content for her children. And even though making these determinations brings her into conflict with her children, Alice is unwilling to remove herself from the situation.

“Just Put It in a Public Place”: The Professional Middle-Class Approach to Computer Use

As noted earlier, the professional middle-class parents are also unlikely to have software filtering devices on their computers. For the most part, as with the television, the absence of such a device does not mean the absence of parental control.9 Parents described a variety of techniques for keeping tabs on their children’s computer use: they put computers in open areas of the house where they can walk by at any moment; they make sure to stop into a child’s room unannounced to observe what is going on; they check web browser histories on a regular basis; they make their way to a child’s Facebook or MySpace page; and they require their children to give them their passwords.10

In short, the professional middle-class parents are vigilant, but the vigilance—as with television and movies—is personal and not technological. And, as with the control of television and movies, the practices in which they engage are time-consuming and require being constantly alert and ever aware of what is going on. They are also extremely intrusive practices because they do not allow a child freedom to roam within clearly stated and predetermined constraints. These practices rely on ongoing monitoring and periodic negotiation about just where to draw the lines.

These are also arbitrary practices. If one parent believes that it is acceptable for his son to “take a look at some [pornography] on occasion, in the realm of curiosity,” as Tom Audet does, other parents might take a very different position. And even Tom, a white college professor who finds an occasional foray into pornography acceptable, is quite certain that he would feel differently if what he saw were what he defines as beyond the bounds of normal curiosity: “There’s always some concern about pornography. I don’t think either of the children is concerned about that, even the boy. I mean, probably everybody takes a look at some things on occasion, in the realm of curiosity, but there’s no obsession.” From the perspective of children, parental controls, like that mentioned by Tom, require subtle understanding of what their parents might find “reasonable.”11

A white, professional middle-class mother explained why her family no longer relies on the preestablished parental controls that AOL provides:

For a long time we had AOL, and we had some of the parental controls, different levels—the preteen or whatever—but we ultimately got rid of that. Part of the issue was . . . the kids couldn’t do certain research. . . . You can’t, for example, research breast disease because you couldn’t use the word breast. . . . The kids [were constantly saying], “I can’t do this.” . . . At some point we said, “Forget this.” Then it just became a matter of either being aware of what they were doing and them knowing what our limits were. Just them knowing what we thought was acceptable and not acceptable and us being very reasonable. . . . I guess it’s on every computer: you can go in and [check the history]. I don’t [make a conscious effort on a daily basis], but I do on occasion. . . . At this point I feel like we have set the limits, [and] we’re certainly visible and around. (Emphasis added)

All the themes discussed by professional middle-class parents—the time-consuming nature of direct parental control, the hope of internalization, the safety net of oversight, the unpredictability, and the arbitrariness—are present in this woman’s account.

A Distinction between Television and Computers

Among the professional middle-class parents, some of the reasons for not having a block on the television and not having a filter on the computer were the same. But there was one key difference. Television constitutes a big part of what these privileged parents don’t like, and they see no reason to allow the programming they find offensive. On the other hand, although the professional middle-class parents are also anxious about what happens on the Internet, they spoke about the importance of having their children learn by themselves what computers have to offer and to indulge their own curiosity and imagination. They discussed the dangers and rules (i.e., don’t correspond with people you don’t know, and don’t give out personal information), but within these rules (which can shift without notice) they encourage exploration. Kevin Hansen, a white doctor in St. Louis, in describing his seventeen-year-old twins and twenty-year-old college student said, “I guess I sort of feel that they need to learn for themselves what they should do with computers. I don’t want to censor what they should and shouldn’t look at.” Mark Ortiz, a Hispanic college professor and the father of four, said the following about the possibility that his children would be exposed to pornography on the Internet:

I think maybe it’s part of how I see the education of my kids—in this kind of situation I wouldn’t be so much proactive as reactive. . . . I’m curious to see the reaction of the kids if they stumbled on something. Would they talk about it? Rather than pretending it’s not there, would they talk to me about it? And if they did, I think that’s a better learning opportunity. . . . I’m willing to take that risk.

Pornography is a risk this parent is willing to take if it leads to insight into his children and encourages communication between parent and child.

Overt Constraint: The Working and Middle Classes

Working-class and middle-class parents choose a different style of supervision for both the television and the Internet. Technological solutions are more attractive to these parents. Many limit television in a straightforward manner by not subscribing to channels with programs they find distasteful. As one white, working-class mother of two said, “I’ve never forbidden certain programs [because] we don’t get the channels that those programs will be on.” Cost is clearly a factor here: cable is expensive. These parents also activate the V-chip on the television in order to prevent their children from watching specific programs. As a white, middle-class mother of two said, “[There’s no] ‘R.’ We have the blocks on all those channels if there’s an R movie. So they watch PG or PG-13, which they can get anywhere.” In addition, working-class and middle-class parents purchase software to control computer use. And some parents frankly admitted that they need these varied technologies because they can’t otherwise make certain that their children are staying within the limits they have drawn. Indeed, the working-class and middle-class parents acknowledged that their work schedules and other obligations prevent them from ensuring that their children are not watching programs or going places on the Internet of which they wouldn’t approve. Danielle Jones, an African American mother of three, explained:

I had to call in and put in a code to block out certain channels. . . . I had a problem with the kids watching things. . . . And I’m not home at all times. Even when I wasn’t working, and I was home, if I ran to the store, they would cheat on the TV and watch that stuff. So I did do a code with [the cable company]. We’re working on [a filter for the computer]. That’s what I’m going to get when I get the other computers up and running.

But the approach of getting a block on the television or on the computer goes beyond practicality to the broader issues of parenting that are at stake here and that are the subject of this book as a whole. The working-class and middle-class parents trust the technology more than they trust their children (and perhaps more than they trust themselves), and they also want to contain curiosity and nip problematic behavior in the bud in order to keep their children safe. In addition, they see advantages in having their children negotiate the world without constant parental intervention even as they are protected by arbitrary limits. In their minds, freedom from parental intervention is as meaningful as other earned freedoms. It thus constitutes a real benefit to children as well as to parents. Danielle Jones, who said she is working on getting a filter for the computer, added that one of the reasons is because she wants her children “to be able to use the computers without . . . being over their shoulder all the time.” Annemarie Fernandez, a Hispanic mother of three from Texas, similarly spoke about how the AOL filter could give her, as a parent, peace of mind while giving her daughter more freedom and autonomy:

I’m hoping that [the AOL filter] will prevent her from getting curious and going to sites where she shouldn’t be. . . . I started [using those] when I bought the computer, five years ago. [It gives me] peace of mind—as much as can be had with the computer. There’s always some way around it, [but I like] just feeling at least there is that one wall up there. [And] it gives her more freedom because I’m not constantly questioning her. (Emphasis added)

From the working-class and middle-class point of view, devices such as filters are advantageous to parents who no longer have to make subtle distinctions about what is or is not too much of something or worry about what happens when they are not at home. A professional middle-class father such as Tom Audet deliberates about whether looking at pornography constitutes an “obsession” before he acts. In contrast, Maria Ascoli, a woman who sometimes acts more like the professional middle-class parents, was securely “middle class” in her response to pornography. She explained that, “like every other boy, we had caught Gary looking at pornography on the Internet [in] seventh grade.” She laughed easily when she recalled the conversation with her son, indicating how comfortable she was with a straightforward resolution: “I just said, I had caught him. . . . I just told him as a parent I can’t have him looking at all this stuff on the Internet. When he grows up if this is what he wants to do, [he can do it], but he can’t do it here. I’d be remiss. So we have some software.”

In contrast to the professional middle-class parents, then, the middle-class and working-class parents avoid unpredictability in their child-rearing style: certain things are always off-limits. The latter group of parents also save themselves from the burden of having to know precisely what it is their children are doing at all times: the blocks and filters free them to turn their attention elsewhere. The parents also free their children to wander within defined limits rather than controlling their every move.

When it comes to employing devices that prevent wandering through the creation of enclosures, significant class differences emerge. In general, middle- and working-class parents more readily adopt these modes of discipline. They believe that a child locator could make life simpler and that filtering and blocking devices free both themselves and their children. They are comfortable with external constraints.

Professional middle-class parents reject such devices because they say it is their job as parents to maintain control over their children and because they believe that their children can learn at a relatively early age to internalize parental values. The rejection of filters on computers and televisions is especially interesting given that these professional middle-class parents, as shown in chapter 2, are vitally concerned about their children’s exposure to images of both sex and violence. However, the parents suggest that they view mechanical devices as being insufficiently fine-tuned and insufficiently responsive to their ongoing assessments of what it is each of their children can and should be able to do. They not only see it as their responsibility to maintain control, but they much prefer to do so in person; “being there” gives them the opportunity to interact with their children about just what it is they are seeing and then to guide them to “appropriate” responses. They thus define the job of parenting in a particular way that demands engagement of themselves. No playpen for the professional middle-class parent. Rather, they opt for ongoing, intensive monitoring. As parents, they can never be off duty. Indeed, the “second shift” expands to fill ever more time and ever more of one’s attention.12
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WHAT THEY’RE HIDING
Spying and Surveillance

The winter before I spoke with her, Beth O’Brien, a PhD psychologist who runs marathons and worries about her children having fun, had become increasingly concerned about the behavior of one of her four children. She explained that fifteen-year-old Melissa’s problems had gone from bad to worse. Not only was Melissa not sleeping, but “at one point she actually got out of her bed at two in the morning” and went out. Naturally Beth was consumed with worry. Believing that she simply had “to find out what [was] going on with this kid,” Beth broke down and bought—and installed—a piece of software that would allow her to read everything her daughter wrote on the computer. After several days of “monitoring her text with her friends,” Beth discovered that Melissa “was stressed about applying to private school.” Armed with this knowledge, Beth was able to intensify the help she gave to her daughter as she navigated the application process; she was also better prepared to reassure her daughter that her parents were happy to see her remain in the local public school if that is what she would prefer. As we talked at the large oak table in her spacious kitchen and watched the leaves swirl around outside, Beth explained that she believes she made a wise choice when she decided to buy a spyware program. Learning about her daughter’s concerns, she said, “made us aware of how to manage her differently, and I feel like for that purpose it was so helpful.”1 Beth also explained that her action of installing spyware on the computer had been an anomaly and that usually she has no need to resort to technology to find out about her children’s concerns. As Beth told me (without any awareness of the intrinsic contradiction), her children usually show her “what they’re hiding.” But Beth was quick to add that she has not tossed the spyware into the garbage compactor even though it is no longer installed on any of the three computers in her house: “I would not hesitate to use it again if I were really worried and I couldn’t figure it out [through] the regular route.”

Beth’s story represents well what the makers of similar spyware programs wish parents to do. Advertisements for programs with names like NetNanny, Cybersitter, SafeEyes, and IamBigBrother promise stealth access to everything a child has written on a computer. For example, an advertisement for IamBig-Brother says,

When using IamBigBrother, you’ll know exactly who your kids chatted with last night and be able to read the full conversation! Our software runs in stealth mode where it is not detected by the user of the computer. It captures everything from chats and instant messages to email, web sites and much more. . . . Not only do you see what your child types online but what is said back as well. It monitors both incoming and outgoing activity—no other program offers this feature! . . . IamBigBrother runs in total secrecy, and is very hard to find. . . . Do your kids use Yahoo for email? We monitor it! . . . Additionally, the user cannot get around IamBigBrother by clearing cache or history—it gets everything as it happens . . . including passwords! See a complete list of all web sites visited with the web page URL, title and time visited. . . . Another useful feature is to let IamBigBrother capture the screen when certain keywords are typed. If any of the words you set up are typed, IamBigBrother will capture the whole screen and save it for later viewing by the parent.2

Beth’s story also represents what I assumed would be the norm among professional middle-class women like herself: that concerns about the safety and well-being of their adolescent children would lead them to engage in practices of concealed surveillance and that these parents would welcome with open arms such new devices as the keystroke monitoring system that Beth used, home drug testing kits, and GPS tracking systems for adolescent drivers.

But Beth’s story actually represents a relatively unique and isolated case among the parents I interviewed. Only six other parents had used a keystroke monitoring system (and no other professional middle-class parent had done so), four parents (one of them professional middle class) had relied on home drug testing, and none had installed a GPS tracking system in a car.3 Moreover, most of the elite parents suggested that they were quite horrified by the notion that they would rely on any such mechanisms for engaging in the surveillance of their adolescent children. The middle- and working-class parents, however, showed genuine interest far more often. If they hadn’t yet heard of these mechanisms, once informed, they wondered if they could afford to purchase them.

To understand these different responses, we need to explore the ways in which surveillance technology intersects with, and is imagined as being relevant to, different sets of relationships between parents and children. As we explore these issues, we can see quite vividly how parenting with limits and parenting out of control are enacted on a daily basis.

An Interest in Spying among
Working-Class and Middle-Class Parents

By and large, working-class and middle-class parents do not reject out of hand the possibility of using technological devices to spy on their children. Many of these parents say something that sounds like this: “Yes, indeed, there might be conditions under which I would want to use something like that device, and if it were affordable, I would definitely buy it.” At the same time, many of these parents say they would hesitate to rely on this kind of stealth surveillance because they respect the privacy of their children. In fact, one of the most adamant negative responses to the possibility of spying came from Anita Mayer, a middle-class, white mother of four children (ranging in age from fourteen to twenty-four) who lives in rural Texas. When asked about using a keystroke reading program, she blurted out,

My God, I’m not the KGB. This is not communist China. You can have private conversations. If my child were a drug addict or an addict of some stripe that was unbearable, maybe I would. Desperate people will do desperate things. But in the ordinary course of events I cannot imagine using it. I believe in privacy. People have private lives. ’Cause people have private lives, unless people have problems, I as their mother shouldn’t be prying into their private lives.

But even Anita, like so many others, put in qualifications that indicated a slippery slope easily traversed from protecting privacy to violating it. If her child were “a drug addict or an addict of some stripe that was unbearable,” Anita would use a home drug test; she believes people who “have problems” need not be granted privacy.

Surveillance to Ensure Safety

As with issues concerning devices of connection and constraint, safety concerns are paramount when working- and middle-class parents consider adopting technological aids for surveillance. Parents say that if they have reason to believe that a child is in some kind of danger, they will turn to some piece of technology to obtain the information necessary to protect that child. Concerns about threats from outside are common; concerns about shifts in a child’s behavior are even more common.

Parents appear to know well the signs and portents that might indicate drug use or drinking among their children.4 They learn these by talking with other parents, venturing onto relevant websites, and reading handouts they receive from their children’s schools. Parents readily acknowledge that if they were to see changes in their children’s behavior, they would institute drug testing, in spite of what initially appears to be opposition to engaging in that practice. As one Hispanic, working-class mother of three children said of her daughter, “She’s not given me any reason to believe she’s doing drugs.” “But,” she continued, “if her behavior were to change, out of the ordinary, erratic, all the signs whatever, if things started adding up, I would definitely drug test.” A middle-class, African American mother of four was similarly inclined to consider the possibility of testing with one of her sons: “I can’t say no, never. . . . If [there were reason], I would definitely use [a home drug test]. If he comes in smelling like marijuana or his behavior’s different, I would definitely use it.”

The same kinds of indicators function as signals for parents to consider other surveillance technologies, especially if they believe the normal routes of communication have broken down. The Hispanic, working-class mother of three who would use a home drug testing kit if she saw “any reason to believe” one of her children was using drugs would also use a keystroke monitoring device “if the circumstances called for it.” A perhaps overly cautious mother, she included among suspicious circumstances her daughter’s going to the mall too often or always talking about a certain boy. A middle-class, white mother of two children said she thinks that keystroke monitoring would be “invasive” and that she “wouldn’t want anyone doing that” with her children. At the same time, however, this mother said if she thought her daughter “was into drugs or something or she was real depressed or didn’t talk to [her] or something,” she wouldn’t hesitate to snoop. A white, working-class mother of three said she thinks there might be occasions when she would want to reconsider her initial negative decision about a GPS tracking device:

I think [the GPS tracking system is] probably a great tool. I haven’t felt the need to use it. . . . At this point I’m going to give them the benefit of the doubt. [But I would use it] if they were showing some behavior that would lead me to believe that they were doing something harmful to themselves or going somewhere where they weren’t supposed to be.

Some working-class and middle-class parents were actually enthusiastic about the possibility of using these surveillance devices even if they haven’t yet seen signs indicating trouble. In Philadelphia, Danielle Jones, an African American, working-class mother of five, simply stated that she might be interested in looking over her child’s writings on the computer to check for the possibility of problematic behavior:

DANIELLE: You know, if like the theory behind that is to find out who’s doing what, and you can address those issues with that particular thing, I would use [the keystroke reading device].

INTERVIEWER: What kind of stuff would you be looking for?

DANIELLE: The drugs, the chatting, porn, just anything that I would feel is inappropriate.

Darlene Walker, an African American, working-class mother of two children, said that she would “definitely” use a GPS tracking device when her daughter begins to drive. As was the case with Danielle Jones and Annemarie Fernandez, who was discussed in the previous chapter, Darlene expressed her belief that clear parental restrictions can actually free a child. And Darlene sees no more contradiction in the idea of tethered independence than do parents who talk about cell phones as providing for both autonomy and parental supervision:

Oh yeah, I’m definitely going to use that [car tracker], just to keep track of where she’s at, and so if something happens, I can track her. So I can give her a little independence, and while she’s still in those teenage years let her go out there and see those things while I still have control. . . . I just want to keep track of her at all times.

Some parents remember that during their own teen years they concealed information from their parents or even lied outright to them; these memories motivate them to go beyond a respect for privacy to straightforward surveil-lance. A Hispanic, working-class mother of three children was explicit about her enthusiasm for the GPS tracking system: “That’s great. . . . I’m all for [the GPS system]. . . . I was a kid, I know what happens. If I feel like they can’t account for where they’ve been, [I’ll use it]” (emphasis added). A white, working-class mother of three noted frankly that such a system would be appropriate because, as a general rule, teens are not to be trusted:

I didn’t know you could [install a system to track driving]. I’m going to have to look into this. I wasn’t familiar with that. . . . I trust [my daughter]. She’s not a stupid girl. I guess she knows right from wrong. I trust her, but you know what kids are. Kids are kids. You can’t just give the message that you’re trusting them. You just have to watch them at all times. . . . She lied to me once, and she was punished for it. and I don’t believe she’d do it again, but you never know. I don’t trust anybody one hundred percent. I don’t think my daughter just yet [needs it], but who knows. (Emphasis added)

Parents like these do not want their children to engage in the risky behavior they did when they were young. Nor do they want to be as oblivious as they remember their own parents having been. A heightened sense of danger combines with a parental belief that responsibility for children’s well-being falls on their shoulders alone. In response, parents want all the help they can get to keep their children safe.

And some of these parents have very good reason to worry. When Danielle Jones considers the possible conditions that might motivate her to track her children, she is acutely aware that her surveillance is preferable to that of the criminal justice system:

They have their cell phones, [so] I don’t think that I would have to track them like that. . . . If I felt that they were doing some really mischievous behavior, on the street, or involved with people who are doing the wrong things, you know, drug dealers, trying to run a scam, yeah, I probably would try to use [the GPS tracking system] then [to] see where they’re going and who they’re going with so I can try to put a stop to it and try to get them help before the law gets involved.

As the mother of African American children, Danielle knows she must be especially vigilant.5

“Why Would I Want to Do a Thing Like That?”
A Professional Middle-Class Approach

In contrast to Beth O’Brien, whose story opened this chapter, most professional middle-class parents assert disinterest in the three devices that allow access to information that children do not make available themselves. A few of the more elite parents said that the reason for their reluctance lies in their commitment to a child’s “right to privacy.” As one white attorney said, “That type of device, to me, is a little bit invasive, going into their privacy.” But even more commonly, these privileged parents offered three other reasons for opposition to engaging in forms of surveillance that rely on technology. First, the parents insisted that their children are good kids who do what is expected of them. Second, they insisted that mechanical surveillance is unnecessary; they backed up this assertion with evidence that their children communicate sufficiently and that they, as involved and invested parents, would know if there were a problem. And finally (and most significantly), they insisted that they would not engage in this kind of surveillance because they trust their children. Within this framework, spying has to be adamantly denied—even, and perhaps especially, to oneself.

Drugs and Privilege

Before looking more closely at these three responses, I want to make a particular note about how the distinctive issue of drug testing has a different resonance among professional middle-class parents than among those with less privilege.6 Several points are relevant. First, by virtue of their cultural, social, and economic capital not only do professional middle-class parents have access to counselors and treatment centers when drug or drinking issues emerge, but they believe that they can rely on these private sources to test for drugs or drinking without incurring any legal repercussions.7 When asked about this issue, some of the more privileged parents suggested that a referral to a family physician would be their preference over home drug testing. A white mother of two said that if she “felt [her] kids were using [drugs] and they were denying it, [she] would take them to [her] family physician and have a drug test.” A Hispanic man, a college professor and father of four children, also said that he would not do drug testing at home because he could “see other tools [he] could use.” He named both counseling and the pediatrician as options.

Professional middle-class parents view these outsiders—the doctor, the counselor—as resources who will help them keep the results of tests secret and away from formal agencies of social control. Thus, when they say that they do not want home drug testing to intrude in the relationship between themselves and their children, they do so with a unique consciousness about the available alternatives. These alternatives allow room to remain, as one woman implied, the “good cop”: “[I would want to] take myself out of the equation but force [the drug testing] to happen. I would create the bad cop somewhere else.”

In addition, a number of professional middle-class parents are casual, if not laissez-faire, in their attitude toward drug use.8 A variety of reasons might stand behind this position: the professional middle-class parents have outlets for getting help (as just noted); they also know that the police are more likely to target lower-class youths (and people of color) than they are middle-class youth (and people who are white). Moreover, because drug use was common among the older generation of parents (and for some was the basis on which they challenged their own parents), they are open to acknowledging familiarity with illegal drugs. Some convey this familiarity—and their more permissive attitude—to their adolescent children.

Kristen Garner, a white, widowed mother of two children who lives in suburban Connecticut, said that she hopes for her children that “if they decide to try some sort of drug, . . . it’s only marijuana” and then added that she also hopes “that they don’t like it.” And Jenna Hall, another white mother of two from across the country in Berkeley, openly acknowledged a bias toward drug use over drinking and admitted her own enjoyment of drugs (at least during her teen years):

My husband drinks, and I really don’t. And I think I’ve made it pretty clear to them [that] people don’t really do great things when they’re drunk. It’s usually a bad situation. . . . And as far as drugs, you know, I think they’ve had stuff in school, and I kind of let it slip by. But if they were going to do something, I would kind of rather have them smoke pot than drink. Personal view. I know they’ll try things, and it’s just part of growing up. But, I mean, there’s drugs and there’s drugs. I don’t want them doing heroin or anything, but I want them to have fun. That’s kind of how I was. . . . They’ll need to figure that out. I just hope that they use good judgment when the opportunities present themselves.

Jenna puts a higher premium on having fun than she does on abiding by the law: she believes that smoking pot is simply part of growing up. But Jenna has rules, even if they are unstated. She also has unstated expectations about her children’s character. Just as Tom Audet said that pornography was okay if it didn’t become an obsession, Jenna allows some drugs (marijuana) and not others (heroin). The trick for her children may be to figure out which revelations will confirm to their mother that they are using “good judgment.”

As these examples suggest, professional middle-class parents respond to drug use within a very particular context. In comparison to the less privileged parents—and especially to parents with children of color—who have quite reasonable concerns about their children being targets of the criminal justice system, some parents can afford to be more lenient about drug use. This lenience rests, at least in part, on the awareness that should drug use become a problem within their families they will have the resources to turn to professionals for help and guidance.

“My Kids Are Good Kids”: Heads in the Sand?

Over and over again professional middle-class parents insisted that their children were different from other children, that they were good kids who therefore deserved the “respectful” treatment of not being under technological surveillance. For example, when college professor Tom Audet was asked about drug testing, he suggested that it might be appropriate if “your daughter came home reeking of marijuana” or if her “behavior was erratic, doing cocaine or something like that.” But he does not think that these conditions apply in his family; he said he wouldn’t want to engage in drug testing “as a routine sort of thing,” and he added, “not with my children.” Other professional middle-class parents responded in similar language to questions about surveillance, whether through drug testing, GPS tracking, or keystroke monitoring: “Like I said, she’s a good kid now, and I’m not concerned”; “I have good kids; they’re not a surveillance problem. . . . I have very good kids.”

The elite parents my research assistants and I interviewed may well be right about their kids. Indeed, we may have found the parents with perfect children in each of the various locales in which we conducted our interviews. It is worth noting, however, not only that some of the parents did say that they think or know that their children have tried drugs or engaged in other potentially problematic behavior but that the precise kids they are talking about—children from “good” homes, high-achieving students, suburban dwellers—are frequently crossing into behavior that some might view as problematic. One recent study, for example, suggests that rates of drinking, smoking, drug use, and sexual activity are high among all high school students and that they are equally high in suburban and urban areas. Three-quarters (74 percent) of suburban twelfth graders have tried alcohol more than two or three times, whereas 71 percent of urban twelfth graders have done so; two-thirds of all suburban and urban twelfth graders have “had sex” (and 43 percent of suburban and 39 percent of urban teenagers have had sex with a person with whom they did not have a romantic relationship); about four out of ten twelfth graders in suburban schools have used illegal drugs; the same statistics apply for urban twelfth graders.9 (Moreover, if the adolescent children of the professional middle-class parents are not now drinking, using drugs, or having sex, they are likely to engage in these activities at the colleges to which they are headed.)10 That is, the parents we interviewed might be right; they might also have their heads in the sand.

Knowing Anyway and Requiring Open Confession

Some of the professional middle-class parents acknowledged that they know that they might be “naive” about what their children are up to; most of them quickly backed off from an open acknowledgment of ignorance, however, claiming that their relationship with their children builds on intimacy and daily communication. They thus see home drug testing, GPS tracking, and spyware as being unnecessary. They assume that the hovering they do—which others might perceive as outright spying—provides sufficient protection. Additionally, these parents say they are less concerned with “deviant” behavior per se than they are with openness (confession) on the part of their children. A white father explained that he believes that his children have answered honestly his questions about drug use and drinking. Therefore, he said he has no reason to want to subject them to the surveillance of home drug testing. As he talked, he made it clear that he experiences no contradiction whatsoever between prying into his children’s actions (and requiring confessions) and a stated commitment to respecting their privacy:

I had no motivation for [drug testing my children]. One thing about our children, they’ve been very open and honest when we’ve sat them down and asked them questions. We asked [our son] in high school—we suspected some marijuana experimentation—and he was very honest and open and said, yes, he had been involved in a little bit of that. He told us the extent, and he told us his schoolmates’ response to it, and we were very pleased that he could be that honest and share it and also pleased that that was what it was. It was a very brief experimentation. I felt that with the nature of our relationship, given his honesty, I didn’t need to monitor or test; I just asked him. And he got into a little beer drinking in that high school period. . . . But again, my son was quite open and honest about that, and I figured if our children were open and honest about issues, we really didn’t need to get into privacy or monitoring. You may not get the answers you want, but with the openness, you have a lot going for you.

Similarly, Jenna Hall (who expressed acceptance about drug use) said that the only conditions under which she would test her children for drugs at home would be “if they denied it.” Like other elite parents, Jenna puts a higher premium on openness and honesty than she does on being drug free.

Trusting Children?

A third, and even more significant, theme in discussions about surveillance technologies has to do with what professional middle-class parents call “trust.” Parents view the use of surveillance technologies—and particularly technologies that involve stealth—as indicating that they do not trust their children to do what they want and expect them to do. Technological surveillance is thus perceived as being a significant violation of the norms—friendship, respect, openness, and honesty—that prevail in parents’ relationship with their adolescent children.

In Berkeley, Donna Gibson, a white, professional middle-class mother of two who works as an attorney, said that a GPS tracking system is a “big nega-tory [sic]” and that she and her husband “wouldn’t do anything like that.” And she continued, “See, our philosophy is, until our kids give us reason to mistrust them, we’re going to function like we trust them and that they deserve our trust and that they know when they breach the trust thing will change. . . . We’re not at that point. Let’s hope we never get there.”

Ellen Barnes, a married, professional middle-class mother of three who lives in rural Vermont and works on special projects at a liberal arts college, said that conversation should be sufficient and is a better way to interact with children rather than subjecting them to drug testing: “If there was an issue with drugs with our children, we would deal with it in other ways, not in a drug test. I can’t imagine not trusting your child enough to have a conversation. I feel sorry for people who do [not have that trust].”

A DISCREPANCY BETWEEN PARENTS AND CHILDREN

While visiting colleagues in western Massachusetts one day, I asked their teenage daughter what she meant when she said “trust me” to her parents. She responded, “It does not mean that I won’t do things that my parents don’t want me to do, but it does mean that I will do them safely. It doesn’t mean that I always do what my parents want, but it does mean that they can trust my character.”11 As her father, a sociologist, noted with mild contempt, this is an “essentialist” definition of trust: his daughter was proclaiming that she would always remain essentially the same—reliable, safe, self-protecting—and her parents had to respond to and respect her even when or if she were engaging in behaviors about which they had concerns (e.g., staying out late or visiting her boyfriend at his home) and even when or if she were not engaging in the behaviors they would like (e.g., getting to school on time or turning in her homework). Jenna Hall suggested that the older of her two daughters has precisely the same essentialist approach to trust. Jenna added that her daughter even believes that lying to her parents does not violate trust: “Like [my daughter] says, ‘You don’t have to believe me, but you have to trust me. And you can’t always believe me because I’ll not always tell the truth. But you’ve got to trust me with the big stuff that I’ve got my head on.’”

I think few parents would share in these young women’s approach to the significant issue of trust. Indeed, Jenna responded to her daughter’s declaration by stating, “I don’t always buy into that.” And like Jenna, most of the parents with whom I’ve spoken appear to hold dear a very different definition. For them, essentialism be damned—trust has to do with perceived actions rather than with character alone. In their minds, children could demonstrate trustworthiness (and thus earn a parent’s trust) by doing precisely what my colleague’s lovely daughter said was irrelevant to her understanding of trust: that is, both by not doing what parents didn’t want their children to do and by doing that which the family morality prescribed. At the very least, professional middle-class parents of teens believe their children should freely and openly communicate about what is happening in their daily lives.

Of course, this parental definition leaves the determination of trustworthiness in the hands of the beholder (rather than the actor, which is where the teens would place it) because only the beholder knows for sure which actions cross the line from prescription to prohibition. In this context, consider Kristen Garner, a widowed, white mother of two children. Kristen blithely suggested that she assumes that her eighteen-year-old daughter Helen “must have tried something just because of her friends” and implied that “trying” a little something does not violate her more general prohibition against drinking or drug use. Kristen also said she doesn’t have to worry because of all the years she has spent in an “open, honest, communicative relationship” with her daughters. Yet for all that, it might be that her children have good reason to conceal drinking, drug use, and sexual activity: the limits of trustworthy behavior (as was the case for Tom Audet and pornography) may not be openly discussed (and in fact the parents might be more open to a little experimentation than children believe), any more than is the definition of trust itself. Indeed, children might not know that telling (confession) may be more important than not doing and thus concealing what appears to be proscribed.

TRUST AS A TOGGLE

And there are good reasons for concealment, even if “confession” is urged by parents. As interpreted by the professional middle-class parents, trust is quite brittle and quite easily broken (even if the parameters of appropriate behavior might be looser than children know). Parents speak readily in the language of “broken” trust or of trust being “lost,” thereby suggesting that their trust is neither elastic nor plastic. In the courts, it’s three strikes and you’re out—incorrigible, excluded, shut away for good. In the family, one strike alone may unalterably challenge a parent’s trust.

Although, like their less privileged peers, the professional middle-class parents say there are a host of “signs and portents” that they rely on to assess whether their children are drinking or using drugs, among the professional middle class especially these signs and portents coalesce not just into a notion of change but into a description of the child having wandered off the acceptable path to fulfilling her or his potential. Not surprisingly, given how intensely privileged parents monitor academic achievement (even as they deny doing so), that achievement becomes one of the indicators on which they rely. One woman said she would know if her son were experimenting with legal or illegal substances if there were “a change in his personality, a change in his grades at school, a change in his appearance, the way he dresses, . . . any dramatic change from the status quo.” Another woman responded that she would be concerned about her children “if their grades start dropping dramatically.” Indeed, among these parents, a failure to maintain high achievement in school transforms a child into a “deviant” who is no longer worthy of parental trust. There were exceptions, but for the majority of parents trust is inelastic. Moreover, for the majority of parents, trust is not about character but about behavior, even though, like the winnings of a gambling spree, it can be won and lost. And maintaining high levels of academic achievement is key to ensuring winnings over losses.

PARENTS SPY

As we probe, we thus find that all this trust is something of a sham. Professional middle-class parents who talk at length about not wanting to enlist technology to help them spy because that would indicate that they do not trust their children also in the next breath talk about spying on their children. And many openly acknowledge that it is the spying (along with the confession) that leads them to hold the stance that they call “trust” in their children. The spying they do takes a variety of different forms, ranging from the covert glance at a diary left open in a daughter’s room to the quite overt insistence that a son make available the password he uses on the computer. But it does not rely on technology. Indeed, for many of these professional middle-class parents the technology itself—whether about drug testing, keystroke programs, or a GPS tracker—appears to be the issue. This is what crosses an unacceptable line.

Kristen Garner, for example, insists that the behavior of her daughters fits within the limits she has set (which would allow an occasional drink for her eighteen-year-old daughter) and that the intimate and open relationship she has with her daughters ensures that they do not go beyond those limits. She also, astonishingly, assumes that the absence of boyfriends means that her daughters are not engaged in sexual activity (with either boys or girls), and she locates responsibility for drug use in her daughters’ friends. Throughout her comments in response to a question about home drug testing, Kristen clearly made a distinction between what we can think of as monitoring (with a small “m”), which entails open conversation and taking a look at what her children place on social networking sites, and Monitoring (with a capital “M”), which entails actually going out and purchasing a piece of technology. The former occurs all the time, and Kristen believes it to be part of being a good parent. The latter she believes to be going too far, and she has never done that:

I have never thought that I needed to scrutinize their actions. They’re both doing quite well in school. . . . I don’t think I need to monitor stuff like that. Maybe [I would] if I had seen anything that led me to believe that they weren’t making good choices. And I could be a naive parent, but neither of them has ever had a boyfriend, so I don’t have to worry about sexual activity. And I’m pretty certain neither of them has done drugs, and I’m pretty certain that Jennifer has never had a drink. I assume Helen must have tried something just because of her friends. So it’s not like any of the stuff that I wouldn’t want them to do is any aspect of their lives. So I don’t need to monitor. And also because I’ve spent all of those years in an open, honest, communicative relationship, I don’t think I need to do any monitoring. . . . We’ve had conversations about MySpace and Facebook, and I’ve seen both of their pages, and I don’t think they’re hiding anything from me. So I don’t think I need to monitor.

Kristen sees no contradiction between asserting that she engages in close observation and denial that she monitors.

GETTING HELP IN SPYING

Although most parents see themselves as being alone in child rearing, there are exceptions. In small towns and tight social circles, parents can rely on others to report on their children. Indeed, some parents make it clear that their spies are everywhere and that their “trust” hinges on the fact that they will find out what their children are doing whether or not their children share that information. Paula Brown’s initial answer about whether she would want to install a GPS tracking system in her car was both informed and negative: “I’ve heard of them. I can’t imagine why I would need that.” When asked whether there were any circumstances under which she might be interested in such a device, she responded, “If I thought my child was really not to be trusted at all times, . . . but man, I would just hope I would go on something very different to say [to my child], ‘just be honest.’” Paula suggested initially, then, that she wants to trust her children to do what is right and good and to confess to her if that is not the case. But immediately after, she suggested that her trust is not very deep, that she engages in practices of finding out what it is her children are doing and therefore that they are controlled as much by her spying on them as she is by their honesty with her: “What we try to tell Emily and Josh is that we’re in a small community. . . . Emily has been places, and she’ll say, ‘I saw so and so,’ and I’ll say, ‘I know, they told me.’ So it’s almost like that’s at work long before the GPS system.” Under these conditions, when asked about a GPS for tracking, Paula is in a perfect position to claim that it is “extreme”; quite simply, she feels that she has no need for a device that will duplicate the arrangements she has already put in place to learn what her daughter is doing.

And technology can be an asset in this endeavor of keeping track within small circles of friends. Jeff Wright, the white, widowed father of a fourteen-year-old daughter, said that he wouldn’t read his daughter’s diary unless he had good reason to do so. But, in the next breath, he indicated that he is quite confident that his informal “spies” would alert him to problems; knowing that he has other ways of finding out what is going on and what his child is posting on her MySpace or Facebook account, he is comfortable “trusting” his child:

I know that she has a MySpace account or a Facebook account—I can’t remember which it is—and I would never [look at it]. There are times when I wonder what is she doing on there, but I also know that that’s where she is, and I also know that she has enough people on her list that if there was something wrong, they would probably tell me. So I’ve got to give her as much trust as I can. (Emphasis added)12

SPYING ALL THE TIME

Even more commonly than professional middle-class parents indicated their reliance on others, they openly acknowledged that they spy all the time, even if they have not installed a device to record keystrokes. Checking the history on the computer seems to these parents to illustrate good sense, but they do not characterize it as being overly intrusive or demonstrating a lack of trust. A white mother of three, for example, said that although she is familiar with the software that enables one to read keystrokes, she doesn’t use it because she trusts her teenage son and, perhaps even more significantly, because in checking histories on the computer she has never seen anything that would lead her to be suspicious.

For this elite group of parents, monitoring by having the computer in an open place or “coming across” private possessions does not count as demonstrating a lack of trust either. As one white mother of two said,

I trust my kids a lot, and they have to be able to trust me. . . . I don’t go through their room. Now, I come across stuff by accident sometimes. I went to pick out change, and there might be a note there, and I might open it up to see what is this. . . . And I never found anything that made me be suspicious that I needed to go more—I’ve never blocked anything [on the computer]. I don’t know how to use it. I would have to get my kids to help me figure it out. I trust them—like with the TV programs. The computer is out in the open, so they weren’t surfing for porn. It was right there in the family room. I just kind of trust them, given the kids that I have.

In a similar vein, consider Eve Todd, the white mother from rural Vermont, who wants to raise her children without fear, “to be encouraging and supportive in what their views are,” and to support her daughter’s ambition to be a rock star. The availability that she—and other parents—proclaim as a hallmark of the favored child-rearing style, has some ominous overtones. Eve said that trust depends on “being there” or, as she put it, being “not not there” so that you remain aware of what it is that your children are doing. If Eve monitors closely (she admits she checks the odometer after her daughter has borrowed the car) and trusts her children in the interstices, she doesn’t need a GPS tracking system:

But I think that you have to have some level of trust, and if there’s a level of trust and it seems to be going okay and you’re watching your kids and you’re not not there, that you would pick up if there was something wrong or something askew, and then you would have to talk about it. But if we have her take a car, and she does what she says she’s going to do, . . . there’s no reason for me to track her.

Indeed, the parents suggest that going beyond these methods of keeping track (casual snooping, reliance on spies, checking the odometer) would make them confront and admit to their own intrusiveness.13 The commitment to “trust” while not being trusting is so unselfconscious that parents who engage in actions that might easily be read as violations of trust still maintain that they have a trusting relationship with their children.

Marian English stumbled over herself as she sought to explain the circumstances under which she read her daughter’s diary, while she insisted that she does not intrude into her daughter’s private life. Marian finds herself in an awkward position when she learns more from reading the diary than she wants to know—and especially more than she wants her husband to know.14 Still, Marian makes a distinction between casual reading prompted by the diary’s being left open (monitoring) and purposeful reading prompted by her concern about her child’s well-being (Monitoring):

She does [keep a diary], and I read parts but not all. I would never tell her that. This is a hard area for me because you want to protect your kids, but you also want to protect their own privacy and ability to have their own lives; sometimes she would leave them out, and I would open to a page and read it. [But] if I thought there was something seriously wrong, if I thought she was going down a bad path, whether sexually, drugs, or that kind of thing, [then] I would probably find it and read it to find out what was going on. And in that case that is probably the only time I would justify doing it. The couple of times I found it and looked at a couple of pages I felt guilty, and I never told her I did it. And I would never say to her, “I read this in your diary. When did you do that?” But if I thought she was in some kind of danger, I would find them and read them. [When I did read them it was because] they were just there, and she just leaves them out because she’s careless. And I was just cleaning her room one day, and there they were. And I read things that disturbed me, but I also didn’t think I could say [anything to] her. But they weren’t life threatening, and I didn’t want to break her trust. I didn’t want to lose her trust because of that—because there are other issues bigger than that that she still needs to be able to talk to me about. It wasn’t something I felt like was going to result in some kind of dangers. . . . I didn’t tell my husband because he would have probably gone berserk, freak out, ground her. . . . He does react differently. We have different parenting styles.

Professional middle-class parents thus not only suggest that trust is brittle and a bit of a sham, but they incorporate a fair degree of “spying” into trusting relationships. At the same time, they prefer not to reveal their snooping because they believe doing so will challenge the two-way relationship of trust and result in their children’s not telling them things that, as Marian put it, her daughter “needs to” talk to her about. And the elite parents mostly do not choose to use those devices—a GPS tracking device, a keystroke reader, home drug testing—that could make that spying easier but would also make them acknowledge the spying they now do.

Few of the interviewed parents had ever used any of the new devices available for spying on their children. When asked about these devices, the parents imagined various situations they might face and then declared themselves willing—or unwilling—to deal with those situations through technological surveillance. These hypothetical responses are telling.

The professional middle-class parents adamantly rejected the devices that would enable them to spy on their children. They gave several different reasons for this response. The professional middle-class parents suggested that while the devices might be appropriate for other parents, they are unnecessary with their “good” children. As noted, it is likely that many of these parents are operating on the basis of a kind of denial: evidence shows that precisely these “good” kids are drinking, using drugs, and engaging in a wide range of sexual activities of which their parents are unaware and of which they might not approve.15 But as parents who believe they have established intimate communication and who believe that their children will confess misdeeds, they have no basis on which to openly doubt their children’s statements about what they are doing.

Moreover, the professional middle-class parents view these devices as violating some essential trust between parent and child. Yet it appears that parents and children may well have very different definitions of trust. For children, trust appears to be based on “essential” character and not incidental actions. For parents, the reverse is the case: trust builds on actions rather than character. Parental trust also operates as a toggle switch: parents trust their children until they don’t trust them; there is no in-between point. Moreover, it turns out that among the elite, parental trust hardly exists, despite the image parents want to present. Parents engage in a wide range of “sneaky” behaviors to ensure that their children are doing what they want them to do (and not doing what they don’t want them to do). But they appear reluctant to purchase a device that would force them to confront that sneakiness (and the ways they actually do violate trust); in this way they can maintain the illusion of a trusting relationship with their children. Yet this illusion requires that they be always alert and always available, since concealed spying takes more time and more subtlety than doing so out in the open. In their efforts to maintain this illusion parents, on occasion, act with questionable integrity.

When children break their parents’ trust, professional middle-class parents are not unwilling to use technological devices to spy. Of course, the evidence for broken trust is in the hands of the parents. Although parents talk initially as if they would have to see quite dramatic changes in a child’s behavior before instituting what one parent referred to as a “draconian measure,” it turns out that parents such as Beth O’Brien are willing to abandon trust for relatively moderate alterations in behavior. Indeed, several parents suggested they would adopt a mechanism for spying if they simply believed that their child’s academic status was in jeopardy.

In contrast to the subtle—but sharp—distinction made by professional middle-class parents between casual practices (such as reading a child’s diary) and practices that rely on technology (such as a keystroke monitoring system), working-class and middle-class parents make little distinction between spying through technology and spying without it.16 Because these parents have an enthusiastic impulse toward surveillance (at least under certain conditions) and because they are more ambivalent altogether about trust, the means may be a less important consideration than the ends. If a diary is there, the working-class and middle-class parents might very well read it (especially if they have grounds for suspicion that not all is well); if they can find some other mechanism for accessing concealed information, they might use that instead (or as well). When these parents talk about surveillance devices such as the keystroke reader, the GPS tracker, and home drug testing, they are less interested in the possibility of stealth (spying) per se than they are in deterrence and in keeping their children safe. They believe that teens are not yet self-disciplined: as one parent said, “Kids are kids. You can’t just give the message that you’re trusting them. You just have to watch them at all times.” Eventually, they hope that discipline will be internalized; eventually they will be able to “trust” a young adult to act appropriately. During the teen years, however, these working-class and middle-class parents believe in maintaining an overt disciplinary gaze—both to induce self-control and to provide protection.
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FROM CARE TO CONTROL

When the elite students on my college campus are asked about contact with their parents, they report that they initiate communication almost as much as their parents do. They report as well that they do not believe communicating with their parents more than ten times a week is too much. Indeed, they say they are “satisfied” with this level of interaction, and some report that they would prefer even more communication with their fathers.1

I’ve observed how this communication plays out in a number of different situations, even beyond my casual observations walking across the central quad. When I told a first-year advisee that she would probably not gain entry into an introductory psychology class during her initial semester on campus, tears welled up in her eyes. When I asked her to consider alternatives, she told me that she couldn’t do so just then, that she would first have to talk to her “mom.” Clearly, the patterns of parental responsiveness that began when they were infants in their cribs have now become taken-for-granted parts of my students’ daily lives. When they have questions, meet difficulties, or simply want to report on their days, they reach out for their “moms” and, somewhat less often, their “dads.” The (relatively few) less privileged students who take my classes and visit my office also own cell phones, and they too often describe themselves as being close to their parents. But they differ from the children of the professional middle class in the nature of their cell phone use and in the nature of this closeness. More of them have already assumed adult responsibilities of employment not just to support their pleasures but also to help put food on the table. They talk to their parents about financial aid forms and how they can reduce the economic burden that college tuition places on their families. And more of them know they have to handle incidental “crises” on their own.

Styles of Care

The summary characterizations captured in the phrases parenting out of control and parenting with limits help us think about the breadth and depth of parental influence and how this ultimately shapes the behavior of college-age students. Across the board, parents want children to internalize their values, embody their hopes, and fulfill their dreams. Parents who enroll their children in the full round of extracurricular activities, assess every academic achievement, and hoard advantages thereby create lives in which every moment is designed to contribute to privilege, to preserving a competitive place, to becoming the best. No sphere of life is untouched. Simultaneously there is a depth to this influence as parents build relationships with children based on intimacy, on being available, on staying connected, and on friendship. Among the nonelite, less structured lives leave more room for children to simply be; less intense relationships with parents allow children more occasions to demonstrate who they are (rather than who they might become).

The phrases parenting out of control and parenting with limits also refer to the absence—or presence—of external constraints imposed on children as part of a caregiving style. Elite parents have concerns about children who wander off an acceptable path; they do set some limits for their children. But some of those limits go unstated, and at least some of those limits are up for grabs—as Anna Benton said, her approach is “1-2-3 maybe.” Children who sense (or know) that their parents are hesitant to stay firm may very well respond by wheedling and whining. Parents acknowledge that wheedling and whining sometimes make their job a nightmare. But their commitment to flexibility allows for the negotiation that engenders such behaviors. Less elite parents who make clear that there are limits to what kinds of behavior they will allow may also be confronted with wheedling and whining. They are more likely, however, to nip it in the bud—to tell and yell instead of negotiate. For the working-class and middle-class parents who live with more present dangers, limits are seen as lifesavers, rather than as barriers to free expression or as premature restrictions on potential.

Finally, the phrases make reference to the absence—or presence—of external constraints of time and money that frame styles of care. Almost by definition, privilege carries with it a certain freedom. Professionals are often in a position of authority; they make decisions themselves rather than enact those made by others. Parents with professional training are often also in the position to make the decision to devote themselves to their children. Even jobs that are intensely demanding—being a college professor, an attorney, or the CEO of a camping-goods business—contain at least some flexibility for those at the top, and parents can opt to work that flexibility to serve the end of being available to their children. In the process they may also work themselves into exhaustion. Having chosen the path of intense responsiveness, they may not know just when to cut short their engagement with their children. They may feel that their parenting has gotten out of control.

For many of the elite parents, few economic constraints exist to help them define limits. Substantial financial resources allow them to purchase whatever it takes to ensure their children’s social, psychological, and academic well-being. Here also they may feel that their parenting has gotten out of control as they indulge their children’s every whim. Quite obviously, and by definition, less privileged adults function within more serious constraints. Less flexible jobs and lesser financial resources circumscribe the style of parenting that can be adopted.

Parenting Styles Meet Technology

A parent commenting about the delights of her baby monitor wrote on Epinions.com that she had extended its use to engage in concealed observation of her older children:

This is also a great monitor to hide in the playroom. I can put the transmitter in the room and when I hear them getting too rowdy, I just push the button and tell them to simmer down. It’s great because they think God told me they were acting up and I don’t have to walk all the way upstairs!2

The control strategy is (like the Almighty) simultaneously omnipresent and invisible. As this mother likened herself to a god in both her omniscience and her invisibility, she illustrated just how easily care could shade into control. Like this mother, the professional middle-class parents interviewed for this study generally began with a concern about care when they explained why they eagerly use devices of connection such as baby monitors and cell phones. As they talked more freely, they provided evidence for the dialectical relationship that exists between seemingly disparate impulses.

The more privileged parents also indicated that they found the level of care abetted by these devices—being able to hear every whimper and sigh made by an infant or being able to keep track of a teen’s whereabouts and activities from morn to night—to be especially compatible with other aspects of what they choose as a style for raising their children. These parents actively want to remain close to their children, and they equally actively want to respond to needs and concerns as they arise. The professional middle-class parents praise baby monitors and cell phones for helping them to establish this desired closeness and responsiveness and for enabling them to use the knowledge thus obtained to better control their children. In contrast, the working-class and middle-class parents praise these devices because they ensure safety.

Even sharper class differences emerge with respect to the devices that openly seek to constrain behaviors—a child locator that lets parents know where a child is, a filtering device that stops wandering to an array of web-sites on the computer, and a mechanism that blocks television programs. In general, the professional middle-class parents are least inclined to report that they find these useful; the working-class and middle-class parents are more inclined to view such devices favorably. Among the professional middle class, parents’ objections rest on a number of grounds, including the sense (and this is especially the case for the child locator) that these devices are an unwelcome substitute for parental responsibility. Professional middle-class parents are willing—even eager—to manage their children’s behavior, and they view doing so as part of the definition of being a parent. They want to remain intensely involved; they want to know what is happening; they want to “be there.” One aspect of what Annette Lareau calls “concerted cultivation” or what Sharon Hays calls “intensive mothering,” then, is ongoing, continuous involvement in children’s lives.3 This is time-consuming parenting.

In contrast, the working-class and middle-class parents want to limit parenting both in space and in time. Recall that more of these parents indicated that they find parenting to be burdensome in some way. Recall as well that more of these parents assume that intensive responsibility will end by the time their children graduate from college. On a day-to-day basis, they know that they cannot always be home, and when they are home they want to free themselves from negotiations and arguments about appropriate behavior. Quite simply, if the technology will help them keep their children safe and enable the implementation of clear limits, they are interested in using it.

Discussions with parents about these constraining devices illuminate some deeper aspects of parental relationships with teenage children, and some other key differences between parenting out of control and parenting with limits. Professional middle-class parents discuss how their role as parents involves shaping and guiding their children to help them fulfill their boundless potential and become the best they can be. Of course, they can describe their children as having rather distinctive and rather set personalities—one child is compassionate, one is athletic, one is a good student—just as the less privileged parents do when asked to describe their children. But the professional middle-class parents also understand their parental responsibility to include gaining intimate knowledge of what their children are capable of and “imposing” their values through (sometimes coerced) conversation. When they talk about why they wouldn’t want to have a child locator, they talk about “working with” their young children to teach them not to wander off, they talk about helping a child “to be able to internalize . . . safety behaviors,” and they talk about traumatic events (e.g., when a child is lost) as “learning opportunities.” Professional middle-class parents of older children talk about how they negotiate the transition to more adult content in the media. They watch television with their children, and they discuss the significance and meaning of what they have seen; they check histories on the computer and ask about Internet activities. And as they do, they continue their efforts to shape their children in their own likeness.

Erica Harper, who had different rules for her three children and required her sixteen-year-old son to watch R-rated movies with her, spoke about how she simultaneously allowed that son to have access to his PlayStation and his video games (as a reward) when he was younger and about how she still wants to change who he is so that he can achieve a perfect “balance” in his leisure activities:

Back when Nate was younger he was really into PlayStation and video games, and I consider that just sitting in front of a screen. We would limit that to chunks of time. We actually tried to keep that a privilege for him, so if he got his responsibilities concluded, . . . then he could earn himself the privilege of being on for x amount of time. . . . It wasn’t good for his brain; it wasn’t good for his temperament. . . . We worked really hard to encourage our kids to have a balance in what they do with their free time. Nate is so incredibly drawn towards technology. . . . He is one of those kids that would sit in front of [a screen] and rarely do much more. . . . To this day we have to say, “You’ve been on a long time.”

That perfect “balance,” of course, is far more difficult to establish than are clear and straightforward limits on the number of hours a child can sit in front of a screen.

And rather than allowing “freedom” within identifiable constraints, the professional middle-class parents constantly shift the constraints themselves. Working-class mother Danielle Jones relies on the cell phone to augment the parental gaze, “to find out where [her children] are” and “remind them of their curfew.” In contrast to Danielle, a professional middle-class mother uses the cell phone to negotiate about appropriate behavior. Recall, for example, Anna Benton, who first encouraged her daughter to attend a party and then called her home. Or consider Donna Gibson, who described herself as being both permissive and protective. She discussed the intense negotiation that took place, with her daughter and with the parents of her daughter’s friends, about whether to allow her child to attend an underage club in San Francisco (they live across the Bay in Berkeley). The rules about what is or is not acceptable behavior might quite appropriately be outside this sixteen-year-old’s control; even so, she is subject to a considerable period of indecision and a negotiated settlement as her parents find the best midpoint between their concerns about safety and their desire to nurture their child’s emerging independence, and between their own attitudes and those of other parents:

You just get a feeling about balancing safety and their desire to be independent and what is okay and what is not okay. My daughter wanted to take BART [the Bay Area’s transit system] into the city to go to an underage club and come home on BART, and it was a big brouhaha for a week. And what finally happened was we let her go in with her friends in daylight, but a parent had to escort them back at night; it was going to be like midnight or one—she’s sixteen. It goes on and on, these issues.

During this period of indecision, a child is subject to changing rules:

I was very insistent about the girls’ being accompanied by an adult on the way home on the BART. [The] other adults were not as concerned about it. They would probably have let them come home alone, and it was out of the question for me. In fact, I did insist for a while that they be accompanied to the club and ultimately backed down because all the other parents said they can make it okay on their own, so I say, “okay in the daylight.” So I think in the area of security I’m more protective than what I see are the average parents.

Indeed, one of the technologies examined here—the cell phone that remains so present in the lives of college students—becomes a key tool for this shifting, as children negotiate freedom and independence against parental restraint.4 The child at the other end of the conversation does not know whether she or he will be allowed to engage in a desired activity but must remain in constant contact and participate in constant discussion. Parental control abetted by technology thus operates like a “sieve whose mesh will transmute from point to point”; the actions of an individual child may—or may not—be allowed at any given time; and since the power lies with the parent, whose rules change and shift as children mature or as the parents themselves change their perceptions, the privileged child’s world is full of unexpected and unanticipated shifts.5

Working-class and middle-class parents talk with a greater clarity about rules. In keeping with their standpoint of “predestination,” they also demonstrate a greater acceptance of who their children are at any given moment. Recall that Yvonne Wood said that she would have used a child locator with Samantha because “her mind was like somewhere else all the time.” In addition, there appears to be a greater acceptance by these parents of the sheer likelihood of misbehavior. Because children “cheat,” parents put a code in their television to block out certain channels; because children will be curious and look at pornography, parents put a filter on the computer to prevent wandering onto questionable websites. The parent does not try so hard to change her or his children or to encourage the internalization of the family morality; the parent accommodates who her or his children are by adopting technologies that allow for the implementation of clear, unchanging, and obvious rules. These technologies also ensure compliance, whether children want to comply or not. In short, middle- and working-class parents adopt fundamentally different styles than do their more privileged peers; these different styles do not depend on technology but work in conjunction with—or sometimes against—new developments.

Taken as a whole, then, the working-class and middle-class parents regard both the devices of containment and the devices of surveillance more favorably. They are more likely to use filtering devices on the television and computer, and they think that if they could afford it, they would purchase some of the new surveillance devices. They speak with more open acknowledgment that teens are not to be trusted and that it is better to know where they are and what they are doing than to ignore the possibility that they might be getting into trouble. They also view these devices as good substitutes for parental discipline when parents can’t be at home and when parents are too busy to engage in personal monitoring.

Inclusionary and Exclusionary Control

In the discussion of surveillance technologies, professional middle-class parents suggest that they will not impose “draconian measures” such as drug testing because they have good kids who confess to them and whom they therefore trust. Of course, parents are not unanimous in their determination of what constitutes trustworthy behavior. Some parents might be accepting of an occasional drink or even experimentation with illegal drugs; other parents would find these same behaviors unacceptable. But as long as children remain openly confessional and apparently trustworthy, the “good kids” of elite parents are subject to the individualized control and oversight that their parents prefer to the straightforward discipline emerging from the use of technological devices. Professional middle-class parents communicate, remain involved, and allow freedom within personalized and very intense surveillance. Through these methods the parents hope to stay close enough to know what is going on with their children and to ensure that their children pursue behaviors that will preserve an elite class position down the road. The professional middle-class parents also rely on these methods of engagement to monitor well-being and self-confidence. The simultaneous demands of accomplishment and happiness, and of working hard while appearing to find work effortless, exist as enormous pressures in the lives of successful adolescent children.6 The fact that the parents themselves may not know how to produce the children they want and hold out highly elusive and indefinite goals (e.g., how do you know when your children are happy and passionate?) constitute all the more reason for parents to remain intensely attentive.

The contemporary social theorist Nikolas Rose describes two sets of control strategies: inclusion and exclusion.7 Inclusionary control, he explains, relies on constant evaluation according to rules that can change without warning. In such a system, evaluation is ongoing and built into all activities. In this context, the process of becoming is perpetual, and surveillance is both built into everyday existence and “dispersed across the time and space of ordinary life.”8 Thus, surveillance may be less apparent in control strategies than in disciplinary ones such as Bentham’s panopticon (as analyzed by Foucault).9

But the surveillance is no less real.

Exclusionary control stands in contrast to inclusionary control. And Rose suggests that it can take two different forms. In some cases, “excluded” individuals are subject to “reeducation” and then reincorporated into civil society: an example would be when drug-using teens are sent to “treatment centers” for rehabilitation. In more extreme cases, the “excluded” remain confined and separate: an example would be when “hardened” criminals are locked in jail for life.10

On a daily basis, it would appear that the professional middle-class family operates far more often on the principles of inclusionary control than of exclusionary control.11 In turn, inclusionary control rests equally on the assumption of intimacy, as well as on the veneer of goodness (on the part of the kids) and the veneer of trust (on the part of the parents). Professional middle-class parents engage in negotiation with their children, shift the rules as their children mature, and subject children to ongoing assessments, the terms of which may be unclear. The professional middle-class parents indicate that in their households control is a constant process: every activity at every moment—from school to soccer to watching movies—becomes an opportunity for children to reveal themselves, a mechanism for self-improvement, and a means through which a child can discover her or his own potential.12 Moreover, inclusionary control is an endless project: children are not “finished” when they head for college or even when they graduate. In fact, as with the first-year student in my office who needed to discuss her course options with her mother before making a decision, control remains a persistent and ongoing strategy, abetted by the constant electronic communication between parents and children.13

The practices of inclusionary control are burdensome. From time to time professional middle-class parents might attempt to relieve themselves of these burdens in their dealings with their teenage children. They might, for example, opt for some kinds of formal enclosures such as a gated community or a private boarding school. But for the most part, professional middle-class parents appear to welcome the burdens of parenting out of control and choose the ongoing construction of (and negotiation about) the limits of what constitutes acceptable behavior.

As professional middle-class parents talk about how they decide whether to engage in the disciplinary practices of technological surveillance, they suggest that they would need to see some significant shift in behavior from that which they find acceptable and especially about which their children have not confessed. Only a few of those who were interviewed had relied on such devices as the keystroke reader or had instituted a policy of home drug testing with a teen. However, professional middle-class parents contradict their own preferences when they discuss their reasons for these actions. Then they suggest that something as ordinary as obstinate behavior or nighttime wandering provided the basis for making the shift from inclusionary strategies of control to those that might appear more exclusionary or even more traditionally “disciplinary” or punishing.14

The sociologists Dawn Moore and Kevin Haggerty have identified home drug testing as an appropriate part of a strategy of inclusionary control (at least in relation to other antidrug strategies). They write,

In keeping with the disease trope, home drug testing is a strategy of inclusion, situating the detection and punishment of criminal behaviors in the compassionate embrace of the family. In contrast, the state’s anti-drug policies constitute a strategy of exclusion, which follows the trope of criminality, to remove individuals from their usual social settings, subjecting them to more intensive forms of repression.15

Moore and Haggerty thus view the family as being a single unit, and a “compassionate” one at that. But to think this way is to ignore the ways in which the family itself can operate on the basis of both inclusion and exclusion and can simultaneously embody different modes of control in addition to both discipline and punishment.

As the discussion in chapter 7 showed, professional middle-class families do want to contain deviance within the embrace of the family, and, to be sure, they also view professionals standing outside the family—the doctors, the counselors—as essentially on their side, as operating with their interests at heart, and therefore as worthy of their confidences. But from the perspective of the usual practices of the professional middle-class family, home drug testing is viewed not as a part of an inclusionary strategy of control but as a disciplinary one that might result in the implementation of exclusionary strategies. The teen who might need drug testing is no longer acting like himself or herself but has become the “other.” The same is true of the notion of tracking driving with a GPS system or reading keystrokes on the computer. These are looked at askance, at least in part because they overtly shift the mode of parenting from control to discipline with clear limits. And even when used, these (potentially stealth) technologies—along with the drug testing—are often hopefully temporary expedients: children who meet their parents’ expectations for good behavior and clean drug tests are returned to the embrace of the family; they move, then, from being one of them—the other—to being one of us (again). This was the case for Beth O’Brien, who used the keystroke program secretly to gather information in order to better control her daughter Melissa: “It made us aware of how to manage her differently.”


CONCLUSION
The Consequences of Parenting Out of Control

Ivividly remember the moment when I first conceived of this project. As I was standing at my kitchen counter, eating a bowl of cereal, and glancing at the local newspaper, I came across one of those small “human interest” articles that described a “smart card” parents could use to track lunchtime purchases by their children. Do you know whether your children are buying nutritious meals? Are you concerned about why your daughter is gaining so much weight? Do you wonder why your son is so hungry when he gets home from school? No problem. You can find out what is happening, each day, even though you are not there.

As I read this piece, I wondered about the motivations of parents who so strongly believed that they had to know about their children’s every move that they would buy into a piece of technology that secured that knowledge. And I wondered whether these parents were the same ones who, it seemed to me from casual observation, were so intently engaged in hypervigilant practices, so controlling of their children, and seemingly so unwilling to launch them into adulthood. Although ultimately I decided not to include the smart card within the range of devices explored (because I wanted only those technologies potentially available to all parents rather than being dependent on what a school system had to offer), as I have shown, the answers to these two questions are more complex than I originally believed.1

I found that within what I have called the professional middle class, parents do, indeed, adopt a style of parenting that has as its key features constant oversight, belief in children’s boundless potential, intimacy with children, claims of trust, and delayed launching. And I found that this style of care emerges from anxieties about their children’s future, from nostalgia for the way they imagine families used to live, and from assessments of dangers to childhood in the world today. I found as well that this distinctive style of parenting gives rise to enthusiasm for technologies of connection that allow for both care and control, even as it creates ambivalence toward technologies of straightforward constraint and distaste toward technologies of surveil-lance. Indeed, most professional middle-class parents might look at the new smart card with some horror, seeing it as too clumsy a mechanism for parental control and as something that would overtly challenge the trust they have appeared to place in their children to do the right thing.

It is different among the working class and middle class, where parenting styles draw on concerns about concrete dangers, an awareness of youthful indiscretions, and a desire to see children mature sooner, rather than later. These parents might very well be grateful for the smart card—along with the full range of connection, constraint, and surveillance technologies—if they believe it could help them keep their children safe and operating within parental limits. Our sociological answers often challenge our simple commonsense assumptions about the world.

The Dimensions of Class

My use of social class throughout this book distinguishes little among material, social, and cultural meanings. Each of these is relevant to how I believe it is that parents choose among competing strategies and among existing technologies. Recall, for example, Peter Chaplin, the divorced, middle-class father of a thirteen-year-old. Peter is tempted by private school and expensive sports programs for his son; he believes he lacks the economic resources to enable him to afford those special privileges; he also lacks the social resources that would enable him to evaluate which privileges might be most effective in achieving the goals he wants; and he questions the necessity of this kind of “concerted cultivation.”2 But we can go beyond this one example to see how all these elements are relevant to parenting styles.

Quite obviously, material conditions allow for greater freedom not only to consider the range of privileges about which Peter was so concerned but also to imagine a future that puts self-confidence, happiness, and passion ahead of the necessity of earning a living. Professional middle-class parents envision a long period of dependence for their children in part because they can afford to do so. Ultimately, of course, elite parents believe their children will settle down and find a career, but they are in no rush to push them out of the nest.

In addition, the daily circumstances of everyday life give rise to different sets of concerns and opportunities. Professional middle-class parents might worry about the safety of their children as they traverse busy streets in urban and suburban neighborhoods, travel in cars with friends in suburban and rural areas, and hang out in empty houses in the full range of locales. But taken as a whole, these privileged parents need not worry about the same level of danger from the outside as do parents whose children live in neighborhoods with high crime rates. Of course, there are exceptions. One professional middle-class mother talked about a child who had been regularly harassed by a man on her block as she walked to and from school; another talked about a shooting in the neighborhood. However, these stories were rare. In contrast, for quite a few of the less privileged parents harassment and shooting were evoked more commonly as dangers to which they have to be attentive on a daily basis.

Material conditions matter in other ways as well. Most of those who were interviewed work full-time outside the home. This is as true for the working-class and middle-class parents as it is for the professional middle-class parents. However, working-class and middle-class respondents have considerably less flexible schedules than do their professional middle-class peers, and they feel less able to “be there” to supervise their children’s activities. Hence, they rely more often on technology as a substitute.

At the same time, many of the professional middle-class parents hold very demanding jobs; it might very well be the case that these individuals are working more hours than are their less privileged peers.3 In this context, parents’ clear-cut decisions to make themselves available to watch every move become significant. Furthermore, we cannot ignore the influence of social factors and of cultural attitudes as they circulate in the media, among groups of young mothers gathering on the playground or among the telephone trees of the parents of teens as they make decisions about what to allow.4 The practices that get established—the degree to which parents begin to use a language of “choice,” for example—may have less to do with what can be afforded than with what other people within one’s social group find appropriate.5

Among the respondents in this study the professional middle-class parents are, on average, four years older than their less privileged peers. This small average difference has large ramifications. The older parents had a particular set of cultural experiences when they were young. And although many participants in the sixties rejected the counterculture activities of drug use, protest, and antimaterialist values (and many adopted a far more conservative political position later in life), the experience of an acute generational divide (“don’t trust anyone over thirty”) may have left many in that generation with a sense that connection could be found more readily by looking down to one’s children than up to one’s parents. These privileged adults are also highly mobile and thus often live at a distance from their own parents. In contrast, the middle-class and working-class adults, who remain both ideologically and geographically closer to their own parents, might have less of a psychic need to find connection in the next generation.

In short, the attentive hovering of the professional middle-class parents both requires and builds on a vast array of material resources, even though it does not necessarily rely on all available technology; simultaneously, the attentive hovering has roots and dynamics that emerge from, and are sustained by, cultural and social practices.

Concerns about Children
Cracks in a World View

No matter what the origins of the parenting style of the professional middle-class parents with whom I spoke, those parents appear to doubt themselves more often than do the working-class and middle-class parents. Indeed, the latter sets of parents often seem quite confident about their child-rearing approach.6 The style I call parenting with limits is in many ways straightforward and unselfconscious. But professional middle-class parents, who adopt parenting out of control, worry a lot about the consequences of their own actions: they worry about the pressure their children face in school and on the athletic field; they worry that there is not time for their children simply to “be” children; they worry about material and psychological “overindulgence”; and they worry that the hovering they do might have problematic consequences. As postmodern parents, they are committed to a therapeutic approach to daily life—to improving their children and to improving themselves.7 Not surprisingly, they are particularly concerned about their performance as parents.

Recall that when Jenna Hall was asked about her approach to raising children, she said she worries that there is too much “celebration for these things that aren’t that great” and that “later on these kids are going to be really disappointed [because] things aren’t going to be fun enough.” Even more openly, Susan Chase said she worries about “hoarding advantage” as parents eagerly seek out opportunities to provide “every little thing that will give [their children] some sort of little edge in this competitive and uncertain world.” Jeff Wright, the widower, after talking about how much delight he had found in being able to maintain contact with his daughter once she had a cell phone, speculated about whether it may have become too much of a crutch for her:

It almost makes it too easy at some times to ask for help instead of trying to [manage on her own]. . . . It can be an easy way out for her, [and] it raises expectations sometimes: “Well I can call you and tell you I need to be picked up right now.” [And I’m thinking], “Well, no, you don’t.” So it can increase her expectations inappropriately.

Similarly, one parent realized that even as a cell phone enables her children to range more widely than they might have without that device, her children have a delayed experience of autonomy: “You know, you’re not as independent because of the cell phone. Your parents can get a hold of you.”

Independence and Autonomy

The murmurings of concern expressed by these parents are echoed by those who (whether or not they are parents themselves) have taken a more critical approach to the new practices of parenting among the professional middle class. In fact, commentators seem almost universally critical of this new approach to parenting. The titles of their books convey their distaste: A Nation of Wimps: The High Cost of Invasive Parenting; Parenting, Inc.; Worried All the Time: Rediscovering the Joy in Parenthood in an Age of Anxiety; The Price of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Material Advantage Are Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy Kids; and Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety.8

Some of these commentators share the concern about delayed independence and autonomy. Researchers in the field of psychology measure emotional autonomy with concepts such as de-idealization (ceasing to perceive parents as perfect and seeing them as people with lives apart from parenting), individuation (the degree to which one sees oneself as separate from others), and nondependence (the degree to which one can make decisions oneself). The psychologist Barbara Hofer and her colleagues at Middlebury College use this array of standard measures in a series of interesting studies, one of which found high levels of communication between college students and their parents. Hofer et al. also report that “hovering” hinders the development of autonomy, and they note both that “a high frequency of communication [is] related to parental regulation of academics and behaviors, as well as to increased parental dependency,” and that students “who are in frequent contact with their parents may be less emotionally autonomous than individuals in either the low or medium groups.”9

But are delayed independence and low autonomy necessarily bad? Perhaps and perhaps not. And while there are many people ready to assert that “‘helicopter parents’ . . . stunt student growth,” the National Survey of Student Engagement found that “children of helicopter parents were more satisfied with every aspect of their college experience, gained more in such areas as writing and critical thinking, and were more likely to talk with faculty and peers about substantive topics.”10 If columnists argue that “letting go is the final frontier for boomer parents, who’ve made child rearing a major focus of their adult lives,” many parents—and their children—believe that the electronic tether should remain in good working form.11

We might remember as well that there is no set time when children should be independent and autonomous, in the sense of being free from the interest, concern, and advice of the older generation. And, as I discussed earlier, what is seen as being appropriate moments for independence and autonomy changes over time and differs across social groups. Although some people might have been bemused by the New York Times story about a couple who bought a second home so that they could more easily attend their daughter’s field hockey games when she was in college, “both General Douglas MacArthur and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had mothers who moved to be near them when they went to college.”12 At elite institutions, college students today, even if they no longer live with strict parietal rules, do live in surroundings where all the accouterments of daily life are taken care of for them, while their working-class peers might well be earning sufficient money to provide for themselves (and possibly for a spouse and children as well). When privileged students graduate from college they are likely to move away from their families even if they still draw on family resources to supplement internships, graduate education, or meager initial earnings. But today, as in the past, less privileged youth might well remain closer to ongoing support structures even if they are expected to meet more of their own material needs. These different experiences make it difficult to conclude if either group of young adults is fully independent or truly autonomous.13

Unequal Outcomes

Social class differences in child-rearing practices have been clearly linked to differences in educational achievement as measured by grades, standardized test scores, and college attendance; in turn, these differences in educational achievement give rise to enormously unequal life chances.14 Interestingly, now that the “hovering” of professional middle-class parents does not appear to end when children move out of the home and into college, social class might continue to matter in new ways. Indeed, the research by Barbara Hofer and her colleagues also demonstrates that the academic assistance parents offer to their children continues during the college years:

In terms of academic regulation, some parents are maintaining their involvement and monitoring. Proofing papers and editing papers are not uncommon, reported at 19% and 14% respectively, and 8% of the students responded that “my parent contacts my professors or deans when I have a problem,” although they do so infrequently. Some parents check to see if the students are keeping up with homework (32%), and check to make sure that students have written papers that are due (14%).15

If professional middle-class parents are now using their privileges to help their children not just to get into college but also to wend their way through college (and, as some commentators have suggested, in the years beyond), these class differences might have significant impacts that challenge whatever notions of meritocracy and individual achievement we might still hold dear.16

And What about the Parents?

For much of the foregoing analysis I have not distinguished between the parenting approaches of mothers and fathers. Indeed, men and women expressed many similar attitudes during the interviews. Occasionally differences emerged within couples, but even these were not consistent: for example, although some mothers said that their husbands are stricter than they are, other mothers said that precisely the opposite is the case in their homes. Of course, had I studied the number of hours put into providing child care and the degree of effort put into sustaining daily life, I would most certainly have found more significant differences between mothers and fathers. A substantial body of research demonstrates that rather than sharing equally in these efforts, women work far harder than do men.17

If parenting out of control is even more time-consuming and emotionally demanding than other parenting styles, the inequity between men and women might have particularly devastating consequences for women. This is precisely what a series of influential books and popular articles suggest, that at least some women in the professional middle class find the conflict between the demands of the workplace and the demands of rearing children so acute that they abandon highly successful careers.18 Although it is easy to overstate the numbers and misinterpret the data on this issue, the narratives of such women suggest two causes for “opting out”: the workplace has not proved to be particularly flexible, and parenting has become more intensive and more demanding than ever before.19 Time-use statistics support this assertion about the increasing intensity of parenting practices: since 1965 the amount of time mothers spend on all child care activities has risen even though the majority of mothers are now in the labor force. The increase in time devoted to parenting is true across the board; it is especially the case for the highly educated adults who are also putting in more time at work.20 Professional middle-class mothers thus appear to have few options: they can opt out, or they can overwork themselves.21 Those who do opt out may need to justify that decision: defining child rearing as a full-time, totally consuming job can provide precisely that justification. Moreover, professional middle-class mothers might have considerable managerial skills to enhance that activity of raising children, and they may well set trends for other parents both within and outside their circle of peers.

In addition, I suggest that if mothers in the professional middle class find themselves in a difficult spot, their marriages might bear the costs of those difficulties. The excessive attention paid to one’s children might leave little time for the maintenance and repair of adult relationships; in turn, the unsettled state of many marriages might lead adults to conclude that the only reliable, and persistent, relationships are those with their children. A study by Robin Wilson at the Washington and Lee University School of Law reports that “huge numbers of female, and male, professionals who remain in the workplace . . . opt out of family” and that “these men and women forego parenting and stable, long-term relationships in surprisingly high numbers, believing they cannot have both.” More specifically, using data from the 2003 National Survey of College Graduates, Wilson shows that women with MBAs are divorced or separated more often than those who have only a bachelor’s degree and that women with JDs and MDs “are also more likely to divorce or separate than their male counterparts in the same profession.”22 In short, when women have serious career obligations a high divorce rate might be both a cause and a consequence of intense devotion to one’s children.

The sociologist Rosanna Hertz makes the following provocative statement in the introduction to her compelling book, Single by Chance, Mothers by Choice: How Women Are Choosing Parenthood without Marriage and Creating the New American Family:

The bottom line of this book is clear: we can no longer deny that the core of family life is the mother and her children. Marriage was once the only socially sanctioned way to have a child, just as sex was once coupled with procreation. Even though it still takes both sexes to create a baby, only the availability of both sets of gametes is essential. This sea change is rendering sexual intimacy between husbands and wives obsolete as the critical family bond. . . . While this begs the question of where men fit in, it is the reality of the new family, built on the assumption that romantic ties are no longer the foundation of family life. Caregiving and nurturing, which have always long been the responsibility of women, are at the center of U.S. family life in the twenty-first century.23

Hertz reaches this conclusion through an investigation of sixty-five women who sought artificial insemination as a way to become mothers even though it would mean raising their children outside marriage. The women in Hertz’s study thus are not the stereotypical single mothers who arrive at that status as a result of divorce, separation, or abandonment by men. At least theoretically, they might say that they value marriage as much as or even more than they value children but were simply (or not so simply) unable to sustain (or even achieve) the former in their own lives.

Interestingly, however, Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas—in Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood before Marriage, a very different investigation of single motherhood that builds on interviews with 162 low-income single mothers—say that these less privileged women also place motherhood at the center of family life and that remaining single protects marriage as a goal to be achieved when (and if) one is able. Indeed, Edin and Kefalas insist that low-income women do not marry because they value marriage too much to risk it when the marriage vow is not a “promise” they (or their male partners) can keep. However, because these young women also value children—and believe in their capacity to keep the promise to care for and raise those children to adulthood—they go ahead with the decision to have children outside marriage and often before “the public” believes it is appropriate. It could thus be argued that like the more privileged single mothers Hertz interviewed, low-income women regard men as optional, while they regard children as essential.

Similarly, it could be argued that the high rates of divorce among all social classes, which produce intense struggles by both men and women to maintain custody of dependent children, provide evidence that mothers and fathers alike view their children as being more essential to their happiness than they do life with a (particular) spouse. Of course, I do not mean to imply that divorce is either taken lightly or that it is always a matter of choice.24 Rather, I mean to suggest that in contemporary times children often appear to be valued more deeply than are the relationships that produced them.

When I raised this issue of the irrelevance of spouses (at least in comparison with the importance of children) with friends and colleagues, an immediate response was to refer to the recent rise of lavish weddings. Precisely. The elaborate white weddings underwritten by the paychecks of parents like those interviewed for this study might be evidence of attempts to shore up a dying institution, to put front and center the romance of marriage, and to invest with significance something that contemporary statistics suggest is unlikely to last very long.25

But we needn’t be quite so cynical to note that the central obsession of many parents is the safety and psychological well-being of their children rather than the current status of their adult relationships. Indeed, it is a commonplace truism that raising children wreaks havoc on relationships, especially during the early years. Moreover, the same parents who are spending more time with their children are spending less time with their spouses: the time-use data analyzed by the sociologists Suzanne Bianchi, John Robinson, and Melissa Milkie demonstrate that married adults spent 20 percent less time with their spouses in 2000 than did adults in 1975, even as parents today spend more time with their children.26

In a maybe not atypical moment of prying, I asked a colleague about whether she is able to spend time with friends as she sustains her highly successful professional life while running her (equally successful) home. She blanched. Friends? And well might she blanch. As Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie report, both married fathers and married mothers spend less time visiting other people than did similar adults a generation ago. These declines are actually quite dramatic: married fathers spend three hours less per week visiting in 2000 than they did in 1964 (from 7.7 hours to 4.7 hours), and married mothers have reduced the time they devote to that social activity by almost the same amount (from 9.3 hours to 6.4 hours). (The statistics for single mothers also show declines, though not as significant: from 7.1 hours to 5.4 hours.) It would appear that the intensity of daily life might offer parents few opportunities to pursue friendship unless those friendships come “free” (e.g., with attendance at children’s sporting events or through contacts in the workplace). The opportunities for simple sociability might be particularly rare in the lives of members of the professional middle class who devote especially long hours to both work and children.

Children, then, may have become the new companions, the promises adults believe that they can keep. And it’s not just that this relationship, as Sharon Hays suggests, “comes to stand as a central symbol of the sustainable human ties, free of competition and selfish individualism, that are meant to preserve us . . . from an unbearable moral solitude.”27 It may also be that this relationship saves one from literal solitude. Mobile, career-driven adults find new forms of companionship in the parent-child relationship, and this relationship now appears to last (as an intimate relationship, even as it changes over time) far longer than it did in the relatively recent past.28

What Lies Ahead?

I see no reason to believe that cell phones and baby monitors will cease to remain popular devices among all groups of parents. And why not? Safety and responsiveness are likely to remain significant concerns. New models of baby monitors solve older problems of poor reception; some now offer video as well as sound. And cell phones are being promoted for ever younger children and with ever more varied innovations.29

I also anticipate that among the professional middle class the current aversion to some of the other devices discussed here will disappear. Recently child locators got a major sales boost when they were advertised with Duracell batteries.30 And the insurance industry now promotes GPS tracking in cars as a way of keeping children safe.31 On the other hand, home drug testing seems to be in disgrace and may therefore be less likely to be used in the future by the professional middle class than are referrals to physicians and counselors.32

When I began this study newspapers reported frequently—almost daily it seemed—about predators and other dangers on the Internet; the frequency of those reports appears to be diminishing.33 Our moral panics are often time bound—here today, gone tomorrow.34 This panic may have subsided because more and more adults are themselves becoming comfortable with the new technologies of the World Wide Web. And I suspect that as anxiety decreases, parents will feel less compelled to adopt technologies that constrain Internet usage.35 (Moreover, as children become more adept themselves, they will be able to get around whatever devices their parents have chosen to use.)

There is already evidence that parents are becoming inured to sexuality and violence on television: fewer parents said they are “very concerned” about sex, violence, and adult language on television in 2006 than did in 1998, and fewer parents said they rely on ratings for television programs and movies (though more said they rely on music advisories and video game advisories).

In a 2008 piece in the New York Times, the popular mystery writer Harlen Coben described how a friend of his had put spyware on a teen’s computer. Coben suggested that, in spite of his initial revulsion, he had come around to believing this was a “good idea.” He explained: “This isn’t the government we are talking about—this is your family. . . . Loving parents are doing the surveillance here, not faceless bureaucrats. And most parents already monitor their children, watching over their home environment, their school.”36 Whether bringing this kind of activity out into the open and condoning it will produce more purchases of spyware among the professional middle class, I don’t know. With so many parents teetering on the brink, it just might be the case that a number of people will be persuaded by this kind of commentary. But, no matter what the outcome, these devices will be used within the framework of control itself, at least by the professional middle class.

Is control here to stay? Will parents continue to hover?37 In spite of some pushback in the encouragement of what is referred to as “free-range children,” hovering has roots in parental perceptions of where the burden for keeping children safe and secure rests and on parental perceptions of the consequences of educational and occupational failure.38 I argue that unless there are changes—in neighborhoods, in workplaces, in communities, in state actions—that demonstrate that child care is a community responsibility, and as long as our society continues to be marked by an extreme income inequality that makes consequences of “failure” so severe, it is likely that control is here to stay. Moreover, current parents—of emerging adults, of teens, and even of younger children—are modeling parenting styles for their peers, their younger friends, and, of course, the next generation. Whether that next generation—raised through control—will take it upon themselves to resist that control and raise their children some other way is impossible to predict. What is clear, however, is that to do so they will have to grow up enough to know their own minds.


APPENDIX A
Methods

In this book I rely on information collected during in-depth interviews with ninety-three parents.1 I asked parents to answer a series of questions about the two main issues of concern in this research: first, parenting practices and, second, attitudes toward and use of various new technologies of connection, constraint, and surveillance. In addition, I asked parents to answer questions about what worries, difficulties, and satisfactions they encounter as they raise their children today and to compare those with the worries, difficulties, and satisfactions they believe their own parents faced. I also asked some broader questions that were designed to shed light on motivations for parenting practices: for example, “What do you think are the greatest problems facing parents today?” “Do you think it is important to raise children within a religion of some sort or another?” and “Do you think there is too much surveillance in the United States today?”

I was interested in how parents across the country and parents from a variety of demographic groups would respond to these questions. In order to gain access to this broad range of respondents, I hired a team of research assistants to conduct interviews in places with which I was less familiar and to which I might not have ready access. Nine of these interviewers were young men and women who had very recently been my undergraduate students; one was a woman who had been my student several years before, another was a woman who had been my student over a decade before, and another was an adult friend trained as a speech pathologist. Among the relatively recent students, five were teaching through subsidized programs such as Teach for America and Teach Kentucky. Several of these individuals conducted interviews in both their hometowns and in the places where they were working. In the latter sites, they drew on colleagues and friends as well as the parents of children in the schools where they were teaching. All but two of the interviewers were women.

Although hiring others to conduct interviews often results in the loss of appropriate follow-up to questions of interest, the reverse can be the case as well: some of the interviewers had broader interests than I did and were quick to pick up on interesting issues I might have overlooked. In addition, these particular interviewers had access to populations with whom I might have had a far more difficult time establishing rapport. These populations include African American mothers in inner-city Philadelphia; Hispanics living in San Antonio, Texas; and whites living in rural (and semiurban) Kentucky.

Respondent Characteristics

Although only a relatively small proportion of the respondents are given pseudonyms in the text, the majority of those who were interviewed are mentioned in other ways (e.g., with the use of quotes or as examples). An overview of the entire sample of respondents is provided in table A.1. Altogether, four-fifths of the sample are women; a similar proportion of respondents are partners in heterosexual married couples.2 Among those who indicated race/ethnicity on a brief questionnaire that respondents were asked to complete after the interview, 70 percent identified themselves as being white, 16 percent as black or African American, 10 percent as Hispanic, and 4 percent as Asian American. The parents ranged in age from thirty-one to fifty-nine; the average age was forty-seven, and the median was somewhat lower, at forty-six.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Approximately half the respondents said that they live in a suburban area; another 29 percent said that they live in an urban area, and one-fifth live in either a small town or a rural area. The vast majority of those who were interviewed own their own home—only 11 percent are renters.

On average, the interviewed parents have 2.4 children; the median number of children is 2.0. All but 13 percent of the parents have at least one child who is a teenager; one-quarter of the parents have at least one child who has passed beyond her or his teen years as well as a teenager still living at home.

With regard to both income and education, the sample is a relatively privileged one. Only 14 percent of all parents have an annual household income of less than $50,000, and one-third of the parents have incomes over $150,000. In 2005, the median income for all U.S. families with children under eighteen was $56,886, and the mean was $74,037.3

As noted in the introduction, I divide the sample into three subgroups: I identify as working class those whose education does not include a bachelor’s degree, as middle class those with a bachelor’s degree but no higher education, and as professional middle class those who have some postgraduate degree. This latter group includes two MDs, four JDs, and three PhDs. (For most of the analysis I combine the working and middle class.) Taken as a whole, the study population is well educated: only 3 percent of those interviewed have no more than a high school education, 23 percent have some college credit or an associate’s degree, 35 percent have a bach-elor’s degree, and 39 percent have a graduate degree. By way of comparison, in the United States as a whole in 2005, 40.7 percent had no more than a high school education, 25.4 percent had some college credit or an associate’s degree, 18.1 percent had a bachelor’s degree, and 9.5 percent had a graduate degree.4

Of course, there are many “deviant” cases within the groupings I identify for purposes of analysis. Among the sample, for example, are a woman who has achieved high educational status but lives on an extremely low income and a woman who, although she has but a bachelor’s degree herself, lives with a man whose professional position secures a very high income. Because I do not adjust for these exceptions, numerical differences in practices and attitudes (see, for example, the tables in appendix B) may often be smaller than if my measure were more precise or took into account more factors of class (e.g., by including income and occupation as well). However, because for the most part I rely on qualitative data, I can look at general trends and also highlight occasions when a respondent fits better within a different grouping than the one to which she or he has formally been assigned. The messiness that remains both within the categories of respondents—and within any given respondent’s approach to parenting—reminds us that in the United States at least, social classes are not neatly bounded and that ideal types are figments of our (sociological) imaginations.

Comparing Social Classes

None of the three social class groupings is exclusively made up of white respondents; in fact, the racial/ethnic distribution is fairly consistent across the social groups. The only exceptions to this generalization are that the working-class and middle-class group includes a more substantial Hispanic population than does the professional middle-class group, and the few Asian respondents were all members of the professional middle class.

The groups do differ in other ways, as might be expected. Not only on average do the professional middle-class respondents have higher incomes than do those who are working class or middle class, but on average the professional middle-class respondents are also older than the middle-class and working-class respondents. The professional middle-class respondents were also older than their less privileged peers when they had their first child. Moreover, the professional middle-class respondents were least likely to have only one child and most likely to have the modal number of two children.

Race/Ethnicity and Gender

Not surprisingly, there are demographic differences within the sample with respect to race/ethnicity: more of the African American respondents were single parents at the time of the interview, and more of this group of respondents lived in an urban area. At the same time, as noted, the professional middle-class and the working-class/middle-class groupings had equal proportions of white and African American respondents. Needless to say, there were occasions when race/ethnicity seemed of particular relevance: for example, African American mothers expressed more overt concern than did other mothers about the possibility that their children would get in trouble with the police. However, for most of the issues with which this study is concerned, race/ethnicity seemed if not irrelevant, then at least insignificant in its effects.5

Intentionally I collected more information from mothers (who are generally more engaged in the hands-on care of children) than from fathers, and I interviewed more professional middle-class fathers than fathers in the other social groupings. Once again, however, I found that with respect to attitudes, class was more important than gender: within each social class mothers and fathers gave quite similar answers with respect to most of the questions. I did not examine differences in responses by the gender of children.6 However, when an issue seemed to be of particular concern with respect to children of one gender or the other (e.g., sexual images), I have discussed that in the text.

From Qualitative to Quantitative Data

With the exception of the brief questionnaire asking for information about demographic characteristics, I collected only qualitative data. In several places in the text and notes, and especially in appendix B, I do convert these data into numerical form. All tables should be interpreted with a grain of salt. Indeed, a handful of that salt might be applied to the data concerning adoption of the devices under consideration in part II. Respondents were asked if they had ever heard of these devices and if they had any interest in using them. Although some respondents gave clear positive or negative answers to the latter question, most answers could not be easily coded. Many parents hedged in their responses: that is, they would start by saying no, they would not use such a device, but then introduce a qualification. “Well,” they would say, “if this or that situation arose, I would consider it.” Indeed, the line between a negative response and an “interested” response was often merely temporal (that is, respondents started out saying no and then moved into a consideration of the conditions under which they might engage in this form of surveillance). For example, Patsy Doria, a working-class single mother of one teenage boy and two considerably older children, said the following about the GPS tracking system:

I’ve heard of it; I heard about it when a friend of mine was telling me about her husband [tracking her]. . . . No I would not [use it]. I should back up on that—I probably would for the same reasons I would read his diary . . . if I were concerned about drug use or a predator or something where I felt he could be in danger. . . . Currently I don’t feel I have a need to. (Emphasis added)

The relatively straightforward categories of “No,” “Conditional No,” and “Would Use or Did Use” represent my best attempt to translate these complex responses into a tabular form. The text discussion of the kinds of issues that arose as respondents thought about the issues represents more fully the complexity of parental attitudes.


APPENDIX B
Data Analysis

Educational Aspirations

Table B.1 shows responses to the question of how much education parents want their children to obtain (an issue discussed in chapter 2). The “college plus” category indicates that the respondent suggested that it might well be desirable to have education that extends beyond a bachelor’s degree; the “more than college” category indicates parents who named a professional degree or who were relatively insistent that their children continue their education beyond college. Because this table builds on qualitative responses, these categories are illustrative rather than definitive. I divide the working class from the middle class here to show how aspirations for children increase with the parents’ own level of education.

TABLE B.1
Parents’ Expectations Concerning the Future Education of Their Children
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Technological Choices

Tables B.2–B.10 all show responses to questions concerning the devices of connection, constraint, and surveillance (discussed in chapters 5–7). Once again I caution that because these tables build on qualitative responses, the categories are meant to be illustrative rather than definitive. In addition, not all respondents gave responses to all questions.

Devices of Connection

TABLE B.2
Baby Monitor Ownership by Social Class
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TABLE B.3
Cell Phone Ownership by Age of Child
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TABLE B.4
Child’s Cell Phone Ownership by Social Class

[image: Image]

Devices of Constraint

TABLE B.5
Attitudes toward Child Locator by Social Class
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TABLE B.6
Software Filter Ownership by Social Class
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Devices of Surveillance

TABLE B.7
Attitudes toward Keystroke Monitor Ownership by Social Class
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TABLE B.8
Attitudes toward GPS Tracking Ownership by Social Class
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TABLE B.9
Attitudes toward Home Drug Testing by Social Class

[image: Image]

TABLE B.10
Attitudes toward Reading Diary versus Using Keystroke Monitoring System by Social Class
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