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PREFACE

Like millions of Americans born in the 1950s, I grew up in the long shadow of Dr. Spock. I came of age thinking of him as my generation’s ally (though I never carried a “Dr. Spock Delivers Us Again” banner myself). He also seemed to me something of a mystery. Why had he been so popular with mothers, including mine, when I was young, and how had he gotten into so much trouble when I was older? Who were his predecessors, and had they stirred up as much social controversy?

And how had Spock’s successors come to be so numerous and contentious? That question joined the list a decade or so later when I became a magazine writer who made American family dilemmas my beat, and then undertook a biography of a fiction writer who made the hidden ordeals of childhood her theme. Less than a decade after that, I became a mother. My own turn had come to confront the flood of child-rearing guides that had by now inundated Spock-marked middle-class parents. The countless popular parenting advisers all saluted the doctor who had told Americans not to be “overawed by what the experts say”—and then, sounding anything but unanimous, went on to tell us just what to do.

A copy of Spock, fatter than my mother’s edition, was the one thing I had on hand when my first baby came early. Good Spock student that I was, I dabbled—I didn’t delve, or drown—in the many other manuals. And by the time I embarked on Raising America, the insecure intensity of the nursery phase was behind me: my second (and last) baby was heading off to kindergarten. Personally and professionally, I was eager to try giving the twentieth century’s scientific experts and their books the cool historical scrutiny busy parents rarely have time for.

Whenever my topic came up—at dinner parties and school gatherings, on Little League and soccer sidelines—quirky child-rearing stories came out: about a Skinner-box babyhood, a Mozart-steeped toddler, a toilet-training nightmare (I heard all about it at an elegant State Department banquet), a son’s hard-driving girlfriend raised by hippies. And along with the stories came questions from opposite directions. First, had exposing myself to a whole century of advice made me a perfect parent? Second, I was asked (often by the same person) for a more cynical, impersonal assessment: Had a hundred years of child-rearing advice amounted to psychological hokum, male dictums issued in the name of scientific certainty, unnerving mothers who had turned to experts in search of security?

Naturally, I hadn’t become a paragon (nobody, I could tell, wanted to hear that I was). And right away I suspected I wasn’t on the trail of expert villains, or heroes—or firm science. My first forays beyond the popular advisers’ books, into their own lives in the lab and outside it, were enough to suggest that they had stumbled up against their share of contradictions and unintended consequences in their quest to understand children and enlighten parents. What the experts seemed to be offering and mothers eagerly buying (which was not the same as obeying) was indeed something quite different from reassurance. Again and again the advisers’ careers and their conflicting counsel reflected American confusions about children’s natures and futures, and about mothers’ missions, during a disorienting century. Baby boomers assume we’re the first to be so obsessed, but I was discovering that for decades the mark of worthy parenthood had been worry.

Dr. Spock once called it a “fascinating and somewhat mysterious phenomenon, this one of the parents of America being this nervous about doing right by their children.” The spectacle of experts being so ambitious and contentious about setting parents right has also turned out to be fascinating, and usefully humbling in its way. The irony has not been lost on my children that all the time I’ve spent probing the experts’ lives and lore has sometimes left my own family feeling justifiably impatient. But I’d like to think (and maybe one day they will too) that it’s partly thanks to my preoccupation that I’ve sometimes managed to be uncharacteristically patient. For me, the experts’ hidden struggles and escalating expectations and frustrations have served as reminders of how little can ultimately be predicted or controlled, and how often vaunting hopes and acute fears yield surprises.

Two years before he died in 1998, a ninety-three-year-old Dr. Spock heaved a sigh during an interview I had with him over a long lunch. “I don’t see that what I’ve written has made any difference at all,” he muttered, sounding like a weary parent. But with a new edition even then in the works, he was not about to let that dampen the curiosity and indefatigable energy that child rearing calls for and, luckily, so often inspires. Leaving the restaurant, his wife, Mary Morgan, told him it was time to rest. “No, Mary, I don’t want to take a nap,” Dr. Spock whined as he grinned at me. “None of my friends have to take naps.”


Introduction
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Dr. Spock at work

It is a messy and often impulsive business carried on mostly behind closed doors. We think of it as the source of our deepest happiness and our most intense anxieties. How does our performance measure up? How well, we ask ourselves, do others do it? Do they have any special techniques? Is everyone else as susceptible to seizures of guilt as we are? We want reassurance that our experience is not too far from average, especially in the frustrations, disappointments, and embarrassments we suffer. We also want to feel that our experience, above all in its pleasures, is unique.

Our voyeuristic curiosity, we know, is impossible to satisfy: we can’t eavesdrop on the households of others. Instead experts, manuals, magazines, studies, and conferences supply us with ever more informative and normative advice. Public rhetoric is full of exhortations to form deep attachments, to be models of loyal and loving attentiveness—to resist all the corrupting enticements to selfishness and irresponsibility our commercial culture constantly offers. Public rhetoric is also full of warnings about the social, moral, and psychological costs of carelessness, of casualness. We take the warnings very much to heart, although in private the reality can feel more mundane. There is lots of noise and struggle. There are interruptions, inconveniences, and distractions. Bliss rarely comes as planned. Often what we feel we could use most of all is just a little more sleep.

Raising children has rated very near to sex—and to success—as an American fixation, especially since the start of the twentieth century and particularly among the middle class. “In no other country,” one historian noted in the 1950s, “has there been so pervasive a cultural anxiety about the rearing of children.” Never has this concern been as intense, as self-conscious, and as publicly debated as during the past hundred years. You don’t have to believe (and many historians no longer do) that the idea of childhood was invented in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as Philippe Ariès argued in 1962 in Centuries of Childhood, to be convinced that late in the second millennium the idea of parenthood was reinvented again and again.*

Dr. Benjamin Spock, whose career as an expert took off with the start of the baby boom in 1946, told millions of us and our parents that America had seen “violent changes in child-care teaching.” His book—with its reassuring mantra, “Trust yourself. You know more than you think you do”—was the reinvention designed to calm fears about the conflicting scientific wisdom on raising children that by then clamored for attention. The supply of advice was large. Expert prescriptions for parents and descriptions of children had been accumulating ever since the turn of the century, when newly minted psychologists and pediatricians had begun founding laboratories and packaging their findings (or, more accurately, their hypotheses) in primers for “modern” mothers.

Over a long life that spanned almost the entire century, Spock discovered that his mission was a frustrating (though best-selling) endeavor. Parents were evidently not to be soothed, his fellow experts were not to be stopped. Quite the contrary. The mother’s helper who aimed to defuse the debate over “Strictness or Permissiveness?”—as Spock titled a section of Baby and Child Care—stirred up more conflict on that core child-rearing subject than any expert before him. Spurred on by the spectacular sales of his book, an already burgeoning advice market grew even more rapidly in the postwar era. “Advice on how to be a ‘good’ parent,” a child psychologist sighed in the early 1950s, had become “a big commodity indeed,” peddled to mothers and fathers at every opportunity—“in endless books and pamphlets, in every newspaper and magazine … dinned into their ears through radio programs, movies and mass advertising.” By the time Spock began revising his manual in the mid-1950s, the adviser who had set out to make parental confidence his theme had become obsessed with parental “hesitancy.” It was, he worriedly concluded, “the commonest problem in child-rearing in America today.” He did not change his mind through five more revisions.

Dr. Spock was not the first to offer the diagnosis. In The Century of the Child, the best-selling book of 1909 whose title was promptly applied to the dawning era, the Swedish feminist reformer Ellen Key deplored “at present a lax hesitation between all kinds of pedagogical methods and psychological opinions, in which the child is thrown about here and there like a ball, in the hands of grown people.” She joined a chorus, louder in America than perhaps anywhere else, calling on science to come to the rescue.

On the brink of the modern age, a contingent of professional men and progressive-minded women led the way in spreading a new gospel that the child’s fate could no longer be entrusted to God or mere custom. Only when adults paid more heed to the mysteries of children’s growth, and to the miseries they often suffered in a harsh world, would civilization thrive. Yet too many parents were at the mercy of impulse—buffeted between fierceness and fondness as their Victorian parents had been before them—and now they were swayed by motley “opinions” from unreliable sources, too. Children, who faced a future of greater complexity and possibilities than their grandparents had ever dreamed of, could not fulfill their miraculous potential if reared by mothers and fathers so prone to inconsistency. Inspired by Darwin, the doctor’s order of the day was to fit a child’s nurture more systematically to his nature, which men of science would discover through rigorous study. By the grace of such an “entirely new conception of the vocation of motherhood,” in Key’s words, human culture would thrive. It was a very tall order.

How tall, the rest of the century would tell. “Let mothers, fathers, nurses, educators, ministers, legislators, and, mightiest of all in its swift, far-reaching influence, the press, make the child the watchword and ward of the day and hour,” urged the president of the National Congress of Mothers in 1897 as she welcomed enlightenment from the laboratory. “Let all else be secondary, and those of us who live to see the year 1925 will behold a new world and a new people.” The world was indeed different a quarter of a century later, and among the new people in it was a fresh generation of experts. They were still hard at work on the child-rearing problem that she had expected would be solved—and along with it, or so the New York Times had dared to hope back when the congress met, “a vast proportion of [the] human ills [on] the face of the earth.”

The experts of the interwar era, busier than ever in their better equipped labs, lamented even more loudly the incompetence and inconsistency of mothers, and the social woes they caused. Promoting grander theories and invoking data collected since their turn-of-the-century predecessors had begun their studies, America’s scientific advisers more stridently debated the laws that governed a child’s nature and should guide his nurture. Some issued harsher calls for more parent-directed strictness. Some urged more comprehensive, child-focused solicitude. Everybody counseled steadiness. “I try to do just what you say,” confessed a mother in the mid-1920s who was overwhelmed by all the wisdom, “but I am a nervous wreck just trying to be calm.”

Those who lived to see the year 1950 beheld Dr. Spock trying to reassure mothers by the millions, and to make peace among the experts. His efforts succeeded in further stirring everyone up during the 1960s, when the cry went out that children had been “Spocked when they should have been spanked.” In his wake, experts sounded more worried and at odds than ever, their audience of women challenging the demands and constrictions of that “vocation of motherhood.” America’s families, although they had of course never been homogeneous, had never been so diverse—or seemed so precarious. There was hardly time for hesitancy: the harried working parent and “the hurried child” had become the type of the times. Joining in as combatants in the culture wars that closed the century, America’s child-rearing advisers branched out from manuals to issue social manifestos. They arrayed themselves in the fight over family values.

America’s parenting experts, in short, have fared no better or worse than the rest of us in the quest for calm consistency in child-rearing technique and theory. The story of the popular advisers’ search for clarity about children and for authority with mothers is marked by controversies, contradictions, and unintended consequences. Among the most ironic of those consequences has been to leave parents, teachers, policymakers, ministers, and the media—to say nothing of the experts themselves—convinced that expert counsel is precisely what it was not supposed to be: constantly shifting and conflicting, throwing both grown people and children here and there like balls.

That history, from the turn of the twentieth century to the turn of the millennium, is the subject of this book. It is a story with its own unintended, and instructive, consequence. A tour of expertise and the experts who offered it ends up revealing an unexpected continuity in the child-rearing confusions that have accompanied industrial America’s surge into secular, urbanized maturity as a technocratic, consumer culture. The advisers’ dogmas and data have varied dramatically over the course of four generations of guidance, but the underlying dilemma has remained the same from the start: As children—and just as important, their mothers—prepare to meet the pressures and the allures of an increasingly materialistic and meritocratic mass society, is it more discipline or more bonding that they need at home? The answers to the question have in turn reflected the long-running debate over whether nature or nurture counts most in shaping children’s destinies, which parenting experts across the spectrum and the decades have presumed are decisively cast in early childhood.

The popular advisers have regularly lined up at opposite poles with the views they have elaborated in each period, sounding more ambitious and more embattled as the century progressed. But the truth is that both the advocates of more authority for parents and the proponents of greater intimacy with children have betrayed their share of ambivalence about their own theories and advice. That ambivalence, in fact, has been a secret of their appeal.

As Margaret Mead noted (and then sometimes forgot), experts’ tenets “throw light on the explicit and changing ideals of the adult culture and only to a very limited degree on the practice to which living children are subjected.” This book does not pretend to have discovered how the middle-class American mothers who have constituted the growing clientele for the genre have acted on the advice they have read with ever more avidity as the century advanced; the difficulty of finding out what is happening behind those closed doors, as the experts themselves discovered, is part of what has made their science so slippery. The historians who have probed for mothers’ responses—in the records of women’s organizations, parent education programs, mothers’ clubs—have concluded, as have most of the experts, that even the most reverent of advice-readers have rarely been slavishly obedient.

Each section of this book opens by looking in at one of the much publicized conferences that early on became a trademark of that “new conception of the vocation of motherhood.” There lay participants welcomed the latest expert diagnoses of what troubled the nation’s parents and children, and learned about the progress of the experts’ own child-rearing mission as it marched onward, from one generation to the next. The press, too, flocked to cover the National Congress of Mothers gathering of 1899, the Conference on Modern Parenthood of 1925, the Midcentury White House Conference on Children and Youth in 1950, and two gatherings that bracketed the last period, President Carter’s White House Conference on Families of 1980 and the Clintons’ White House Conference on Early Childhood Development and Learning in 1997 (known as the “conference on the brain”).

The evolving assessments were not objective barometers of prevailing child-rearing practices by any means, but they revealed—and served to broadcast—shifting social concerns and aspirations of science. At the successive meetings, each marking a new generation of parents and of expertise, the verdicts grew more mixed and alarmed: scientific lore was spreading, yet hand in hand with rising expectations of parents’ and children’s performance went rising apprehensions of failure as the American family, everyone agreed, fought for survival in a society rapidly encroaching on its hallowed terrain. The challenge for “enlightened” mothers at the turn of the twentieth century was to bolster children physically for the new jangly urban world. Their daughters, many more of whom now turned to the experts’ books, faced a subtler mission, over which Freud cast a large shadow by midcentury: to assure children’s emotional adjustment in a corporate, consumer era. For the baby boom generation, come of age during feminist ferment and embarking on parenthood amid family instability, the Piaget-inspired task was fine-tuning children’s recently discovered cognitive capacities. There was no time to waste in readying youth to cope in the fast-paced information age of media overload and more attenuated ties.

As the new millennium approached, “raising a scientifically correct child,” which had been a stirring goal a hundred years earlier, risked becoming a “neurotic national pastime,” wrote a journalist about the hubbub stirred up by brain research. Meanwhile, the failure to solve the “vast proportion of human ills” was very much on the minds of the late-twentieth-century conferees. Poor children were slipping further behind, teenagers were adrift, mothers had never felt under more stress. Amid rising laments about America’s demoralized culture, old-fashioned concern about children’s—and parents’—“characters and values” resurfaced, harking back to the Victorian origins from which the scientific mission had sprung. As parenting Web sites spread, so did skepticism about the accumulated psychological wisdom. How solid had the scientists’ findings about parents’ long-term influence on children turned out to be? Was the ever-rising demand for, and supply of, expert directives for parents helping or hindering America’s scrambling families?

They were not new questions. Behind their own closed doors, the experts themselves, almost from the beginning, had been asking them. Well aware that their data was less firm than they hoped, they were at odds among themselves and worried that their public clout was rarely what they expected. This book’s real focus lies beyond the scene-setting conferences, in the lives and the labs and the homes, as well as the particular books, of a succession of America’s pre-eminent popular child-rearing advisers whose unusual careers helped to shape the genre’s course. They emerged from the growing crowd of experts, not just to capture the attention of middle-class American mothers, but to become defining influences on one another. Theirs is the lineage that helps makes sense of the proliferating post-Spock progeny of today.

They were a new breed of men—the mission to elevate child rearing to a high-status science has been male-dominated from the start—who set themselves up as, in essence, the modern mother’s new and very modern model of parenthood. And in each generation, much as parents struggle to revise their own parents’ ways, a new set of experts wrestled with their predecessors’ legacy as they seized their moment to preside. They were also, perhaps not surprisingly, wrestling with more intimate influences. It was their experience as sons growing up when and where and how they did, as much as any timeless experiments as scientists, that shaped their advice. As the best child-rearing experts have appreciated, an ounce of narrative evocation can be worth a pound of abstract prescription, and these men’s lives cast an unexpected light on the spirit, and even the letter, of the counsel they have offered over the changing decades.

What unfolds is a peculiar family saga that features an odd couple in each period: one expert a stern father figure of the Lockean nurture-is-what-counts school, the other a gentler Rousseauian proponent of letting nature take its course in childhood. Their allegiance to opposite camps has been essential to their popularity: there is nothing like parental uncertainty to whet an appetite for what sounds like clarity, and nothing like controversy to stir up publicity. The “hard” adviser, extrapolating (often wildly) from data about the power of environmental influences to shape a child’s fate, issued the call for parent-directed discipline. His “soft” counterpart, fascinated by the inner developmental forces that guide a child’s growth, won attention by urging child-focused bonding as a parent’s priority.

Their relations with one another began in harmony at the start of the century, and they envisaged mothers as their able collaborators in a data-gathering enterprise that had just begun. But family feuds lay ahead, and more than a few surprises. To visit the experts in their historical contexts is to discover that they proceeded to hedge their advice, responding to one another and to a market of mothers who, along with children, proved more demanding and multi-dimensional than the scientists’ theories allowed: clarity gets you the spotlight, but a degree of ambiguity helps to keep you in it. And their gruff and gentle tones could be somewhat misleading. Over the course of a century, the disciplinarians have often turned out to be unexpected champions of autonomy—for mothers and for children. By the same token, the softer-spoken advocates of loving attachment have had a way of insisting, ever so solicitously, on control and conformity in attentive mothers and responsive children. The choices on offer in the child-rearing advice market, in other words, have rarely been quite what they seem—and what individual parents might find most useful may lie where they are least likely to look for it.

The cast of characters is a curious one, most representatively American in their anxiety about being just that, representative Americans. They were doctors who had grown up with acute cases of a classic middle-class national malady: as the adored sons of imposing mothers often do, they worried about fitting in and dreamed of standing out. As scientists, although a few of them were quite tireless researchers, they were not the most skeptical analysts or circumspect theorizers; popularizers rarely are. Gravitating to psychology and pediatrics, fields eager to win scientific and social prestige, these men brought with them the energy of public and practical crusaders. And though they mostly did their best not to show it, they found the attention of mothers a welcome recompense for the condescension of their colleagues.

The founding great-grandfather generation of experts—G. Stanley Hall, America’s first psychology doctorate and the president of Clark University (and the man who brought Freud to America in 1909), and L. Emmett Holt, one of the nation’s first and finest pediatricians (the Rockefellers’ doctor, no less)—joined the urbanizing wave at the turn of the century, leaving their northeastern farm families behind. As nostalgic and earnestly religious as they were scientific, they united in promising to protect children and mothers from the enervating complexity of city life, and also to prepare them to prosper in it. A similarly ambivalent agenda—one foot in the past, eyes anxiously on the present, mind straining to anticipate the future—has inspired every child-rearing expert since.

“Hard” Holt, as precise in person as in his prose, studied the effect of nutrients on growth, especially in babies; “soft” Hall, given to effusions, probed for the inner currents of growth, especially during puberty. Their books were a study in contrasts. Holt’s catechistic Care and Feeding of Children of 1894—it was a bible among well-off mothers and cast a far wider influence as the guide that inspired a million and a half Infant Care bulletins issued by the federal Children’s Bureau between 1914 and 1921—curtly prescribed milk formulas, schedules, and no play with baby. Hall’s huge Adolescence of 1904 celebrated long and deep communion with the “awkward, often unattractive neophytes.” Both Holt and Hall welcomed an audience of eager “scientific” mothers as their accomplices in the fledgling studies of the child, and they endorsed each other. The incongruous harmony, however, proved precarious.

Holt and Hall’s heirs, who presided during the interwar era, had ridden the tide of upward mobility in a country that emerged from World War I a more institutionalized, as well as urbanized, society. The behaviorist John Broadus Watson, from the rural South, had become a young star in the Johns Hopkins University psychology department, stirring up the field just before the war with claims that personality was entirely the product of environmental conditioning—and that the process would soon be amenable to control. Arnold Gesell, the son of German immigrants and a former student of Hall’s at Clark, aimed for a rigorous, not rhapsodic, vision of growth. He set out at Yale University after the war to record children’s maturation on film, promising to discover the underlying laws of development.

Neither succeeded in his grand quest, or ever quite blended into academia: Watson was kicked out of Hopkins after an adulterous affair and became an advertising executive. So when they turned to peddle their wisdom to a public of parents concerned about emotional “adjustment,” perhaps it was no surprise that the experts had mixed messages for a middle class as eager and uneasy as they were about fitting in to an increasingly bureaucratic America. In his Psychological Care of Infant and Child of 1928, which sold 100,000 copies within a few years, “hard” Watson scoffed at nonsense about how children “develop from within” and made a bow to demure Holt—and then grew strident. He warned against kissing and cuddling children, scolding that mothers were rearing soft citizens ill suited to an impersonal, organized world. Gesell eclipsed Watson in the 1930s, deriding “autocratic” training and emphasizing individuality as essential in a democracy. Yet even as he dispensed his signature “it’s just a stage” counsel, he armed mothers with developmental charts and “norms,” pioneering what has become the modern milestone mentality. A study in contrasts, Watson’s and Gesell’s regulated regimens nonetheless both aimed to assure autonomy and conformity. It was enough to keep mothers on their toes (and tied in knots) whatever they tried to do, which Watson for one was quite sure would not be what he told them.

Benjamin Spock, born in 1903 to pedigreed gentility and reared with Holtian austerity, was swept into power in the third wave. The first expert to say “Don’t be overawed by what the experts say” achieved awesome popularity overnight. His gospel of maternal confidence was greeted as a godsend by the postwar cohort T. S. Eliot once called the “Worried Generation,” anxious in an age of rising affluence and possible nuclear apocalypse—and busy having lots of babies. Three quarters of a million copies of Spock’s book sold within a year, pushing him to a prominence undreamed of by his predecessors and unmatched by any competitors—and unnerving to him, a man with plenty of insecurities (and more than his share of family troubles).

The only expert to reign alone in the twentieth century, Spock served as, in a sense, his own counterpart. He was, as he put it, the master of “the ‘on-the-one-hand, on-the-other-hand’ stuff,” which was a key to his appeal in a Cold War era preoccupied with security and harmony—and, obviously, with anxiety. Contrary to legend, which casts him as the radical prophet of permissiveness, Spock’s distinction lay in succeeding “to an amazing degree in striking a middle ground in his advice,” as a review of Baby and Child Care marveled. His counsel mixed dilute Freudianism with supervisory solicitude about keeping conflict at bay on the newly democratic home front: children in Spock’s warm Oedipal drama were eager admirers, not would-be murderers, of parents who presided like friendly bosses eager to engage their hearts and unobtrusively channel their drives. But it was a delicate balance, and no sooner was Spock’s child-friendly first edition out than he worried he had made mothers feel guilty and cowed. He got right back to work on a firmer, “parent-centered” revision—feeling guilty himself, but also growing restless in his role as therapist to mothers.

During the 1960s, America’s child-rearing confusions burst from behind closed doors and into the streets, where Dr. Spock the antiwar protester was out marching, never expecting to be caught up in generational and gender wars. His hegemony was over, and when Bruno Bettelheim mounted the political barricades opposite him as the scourge of student radicals, an odd couple was again in the spotlight. An Austrian émigré who made his name in the United States working with severely disturbed children, Bettelheim was an interloper in the American succession who delivered a timely jolt.

Spock’s dark Freudian doppelgänger came bearing the “hard” message that children were deeply conflicted creatures in need of limits—and so, Bettelheim surprisingly went on to say, were mothers. Even as Gloria Steinem in 1972 was indicting Spock, the erstwhile savior of mothers, as “a major oppressor of women in the same category as Sigmund Freud,” Bettelheim was speaking out against the Spockian vision of emotionally all-consuming maternity; it was suffocating for everyone concerned. Mothers need to be relieved of the total, self-sacrificial responsibility for their children’s fate that they had come to bear, he argued, both for their own fulfillment as women and for the sake of an invigorated family. He warned that no prescriptive formulas could guide what was bound to be an arduous process.

Certainly no pre-eminent pair of individual experts staked out the child-rearing terrain in the same way again. Spock’s successor Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, joined by the British child development expert Penelope Leach in the late 1970s, introduced the Spock-marked generation to the learning-by-loving-and-listening child-rearing ethos of the cognitive era. But an advice market that surged as baby boomers embarked on parenthood—five times as many parenting books were published in 1997 as in 1975—was ever more cluttered with specialized counsel for a buy-the-books, rather than by-the-book, audience of more and more working mothers. By now feminism had made fealty to a favorite expert seem old-fashioned among a cohort “presumably more worldly and confident and less in need of a guru than their parents were,” as the New York Times put it in the early 1990s. Or were busy mothers—and fathers—feeling more beleaguered than ever? Brazelton and Leach were not the only generalists to speak out about social pressures. At the same time, as counsel spread to the Web in an increasingly wired world—and brain lore proliferated—a more systematic and less intimate brand of advisory fare set the tone.

Popular experts, in addition to becoming public advocates, sounded more like management consultants to an on-the-go clientele as they peddled programmatic visions of child rearing in a high-tech, hectic era. From “affirmative parenting” to “attachment parenting,” trade-marked approaches got multimedia promotion. Even Dr. Brazelton had become plugged in. “America’s pediatrician,” as he was known by the 1990s, signed up with Procter & Gamble as chairman of their Web site, the Pampers Parenting Institute, which helped promote what he called his Touchpoints Model of advisory support for families. (Posthumously, Spock joined in the business whirl, too: with “branding maven Martha Stewart” in mind, a former managing director of a health care venture-capital fund raised $14 million and bought the rights to the doctor’s work and promptly launched Drspock.com, the first step toward what he hoped would be a billion-dollar company based on “the power of Spock.”)

Yet amid rising alarm about a family-unfriendly America during the 1990s, two camps of experts could again be discerned in the commercial commotion. They gravitated to the familiar poles as they stepped forth to talk, not just about psychology, but about morality and social responsibility—each invoking the spirit of Dr. Spock. With Brazelton and Leach in the lead, joined now by the psychiatrist Stanley Greenspan, the “child-centered” contingent graduated from manuals to manifestos denouncing an impersonal and competitive society as, in Leach’s words, “inimical to children.” They issued calls for policies to give the nation’s overstressed families more time for studiously attentive (not just intuitive) bonding with babies and children—to fine-tune their brains, but even more important, to nurture empathy and thus lay the sturdy foundations for a more compassionate citizenry.

The “child-centered” proselytizers were met by a “parent-centered” corps of self-proclaimed “Judeo-Christian” experts loudly condemning the decadent state of American culture. Dr. James Dobson, a psychologist and the author in 1970 of the popular Dare to Discipline, had long been active in the cause. The founder of Focus on the Family, a right-wing Christian radio “ministry” with a following in the millions, he emerged as a prime mover in the conservative family values crusade that crested as the century ended. The “hard” contingent, too, indicted American society as inimical to children and to parents, laying the blame for a sexually permissive, materialistic, morally relativistic culture on “secular humanism in the hands of big government.” Parental authority had been undermined, and along with it a core ingredient of morality, as revealed by “the prescriptions of the Creator Himself”: self-control.

Dobson was joined by, among other “disciples of discipline,” a proponent of “affirmative parenting” named John Rosemond, a best-selling success with a mostly middle American audience. The combative traditionalist took aim at “nouveau parenting” experts who “tried to make a ‘science and technology’ out of raising children in order to keep it in step with ‘progress,’ ” and had turned child rearing into a thoroughly daunting challenge in the process. The end of the “Age of Parenting Enlightenment” was long overdue, he felt, and it was time “the voice of Grandma” was heard again—at “John Rosemond’s Managerial Parent Skillshop.” The Century of the Expert was evidently not quite ready to be over, which is all the more reason to find out why it started, how it unfolded, who led the way—and what its perennial two camps may have to say to parents today.


*Notes appear on this page, keyed to appropriate words.




PART I

The Birth of a Science


ONE

The Century of the Child
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Our Baby Congress, 1898 (photo credit 1.1)

1.

Blizzards are famously conducive to conceiving babies. During a huge snowstorm that blanketed the East Coast in mid-February of 1899, a particular group of American women and a few men certainly had babies on the brain. But they were not at home in their beds. The sturdiest among an anticipated gathering of two hundred or so were fighting their way to the third annual convention of the National Congress of Mothers, in Washington, D.C. Headed to the capital for four days of speeches and discussion about the latest enlightened principles of child nurture, the women delegates and the experts who had signed up for the event found the traveling rough. “Nearly all trolley lines had abandoned their trips … and livery men refused to send carriages out,” it was reported later in the proceedings of the congress. “Hundreds of travelers were compelled to remain from twelve to twenty-four hours in ordinary passenger coaches without food or sleep.”

The progressive-spirited mothers, educators, reformers, doctors, and others were the vigorous type, “young enough in years and mind to be affected by new movements,” as one attendee put it. Still, some turned back. Those who finally arrived in Washington, full of “strange and wonderful stories … of their adventures,” encountered a virtual state of nature. The city was threatened by a coal famine, because trains hadn’t been running. Gas had given out, leaving many parts of the capital in darkness. “Food was also scarce, and the streets impassable,” transformed into mere paths flanked by walls of snow ten to twelve feet high.

The primitive gloom made an ironic setting for a self-consciously modern gathering that aimed “to educate public opinion” about the opportunities that awaited in what was soon to be known as “the century of the child.” In the vista of human improvement ahead, as a speaker at an earlier convention had described it, there was no hint of darkness: “It is childhood’s teachableness that has enabled man to overcome heredity with history, to lift himself out of the shadowy regions of instinct into the bright realms of insight, to merge the struggle for existence into mutual coordination in the control of the environment.… The very meaning and mission of childhood is the continuous progress of humanity.” The February storm mocked that faith in control of the environment. Rude nature had dramatically assumed the upper hand.

Yet for that very reason, snowbound Washington also made an ideal backdrop for the conference. Among the participants there was clearly an exhilarated sense that the elements had supplied them with an occasion to display their missionary mettle. In an up-to-date capital that had overnight become a frontier outpost, these respectable pioneers had a chance to prove themselves just the rugged apostles of improvement they aspired to be. The city at a standstill was a vivid reminder of all that they aimed to overcome: the pre-industrial hardships that had made the lives of wives, mothers, and children brutish and, all too often, short, and the efforts of doctors so unavailing. The snowstorm was also a stirring summons to the kind of old-fashioned hardiness that was threatened by the modern age of the city and the machine—a vigor the Congress of Mothers hoped to preserve or revive.

The conferees had strayed from “the fireside” where women belonged, as the upper-class urban leaders of the movement—Mrs. Adlai Stevenson was a vice president and the wealthy Phoebe Hearst, wife of the California senator George Hearst, was the major benefactress—were forever telling their middle-class following of mothers’ club members and others. But their mission was domestic, even if they were not at home with their spouses helping to avert the prospect of “race suicide,” as females of their sort were urged to do in fin-de-siècle America, when alarm about declining fertility ran high. They prided themselves on not being seduced by the effete “illusion of self-culture” that they worried was tempting women out of the house and into careers. They had set their sights on “the sunlight of service” to homes throughout the nation, service that required them to be rational and systematic as their Victorian mothers had not been.

They were models for the many nervous women and “precocious” children whose lack of moral and muscular fiber was lamented from the pulpit and in the press as the century ended. And in journeying to the capital, they aimed to speak beyond their club circle to address the needs of struggling immigrants and poor Americans growing up in crowded tenements and laboring in grim factories. The woes of all were to be prevented in the cradle. “In a common cause, the highest welfare of childhood,” as their president put it, “we can meet upon a universal platform, regardless of creed, color or condition.” Not least, the delegates could look forward to communing at the conference with men who took them and their cause very seriously—perhaps more seriously than did the husbands they had left at home. In Washington, they would confer with the scientists whose “study of the little child” promised to provide the “key to many problems which confront and daunt the race.”

“Notwithstanding the difficulties experienced in reaching their destination,” the congress secretary reported, “not a single speaker failed to appear.” On a program that included addresses by mothers’ club leaders, teachers, members of the League for Social Service, and assorted ministers, two scientific and medical authorities on children stood out. Dr. L. Emmett Holt, known as one of America’s first and finest pediatricians, and Dr. G. Stanley Hall, who had earned the first psychology doctorate in the country and held the first chair in the discipline, represented contrasting approaches in the turn-of-the-century mission to “[concentrate] national attention on the education and possibilities of parents in the home,” as the congress president put it.

Dr. Holt, whose manual, The Care and Feeding of Children, had been selling remarkably well since its publication five years before, made his way from New York City to deliver a talk on his specialty, “The Physical Care of Children.” (If Holt’s name lives on, it is because Dr. Spock was known to invoke, not fondly, his mother’s mentor; Mrs. Spock swore by the small book.) With the sober punctiliousness that was his trademark, he informed modern mothers of their duty to become scientific professionals on nutritional matters. They were also to guard their growing children vigilantly against germs and undue stimulation. Dr. Holt prescribed systematic study—of children and of expert wisdom—as the necessary antidote to sentimentality, an old-fashioned impulse all too likely to cloud insight.

Dr. Hall, the president of Clark University and an early supporter of the Congress of Mothers—he sat on its Committee on Education—came all the way from Worcester, Massachusetts. (He has been remembered ever since as the man who invited Sigmund Freud to Clark, where he delivered his “Five Lectures upon Psychoanalysis” in 1909 and won an academic hearing for the first time.) Hall was scheduled to speak twice. His first topic was to be “child study,” the popular cause he had helped to spearhead in the 1890s, urging scientists, mothers’ clubs, and teachers alike to collect data on every facet of childhood life. Adolescence, about which he was then busy writing a very big book, was his second theme. If his listeners remembered his stirring proclamations at an earlier congress about how “the study of children … enriches parenthood, brings the adult and child nearer together,” they were perhaps disappointed when he had time to deliver only “Initiations into Adolescence,” which didn’t begin to live up to its titillating title. This romantic guru was often given to effusions about young people’s need for excitement, but that day he spoke in his encyclopedic vein. As Dr. Hall droned on, summarizing mountains of data on puberty rites the world over, even the most attentive in his audience might have been tempted to nap.

But such an urge was to be resisted. For it was a point of pride with the self-consciously modern mothers gathered at the congress, as it was with the self-consciously “expert” men who addressed them, to expect an exhaustive treatment of the many child-related topics that concerned their cause, which was a burgeoning one. Dr. Holt opened his talk by marveling that “at no previous time has there been such a wide general interest in all that concerns childhood, as shown by the numerous books constantly issuing from the press upon these subjects, the periodicals devoted to the different phases of the child problem, and finally, but by no means least, by the organization of such societies as this.” His list notably omitted to mention the thriving nineteenth-century genre of women’s magazines, where pious portraits of tender youth and devoted maternity had been a staple for decades already. For Holt intended to mark a turning point in a new and demanding direction. The current upsurge of attention was no Victorian crusade on behalf of children, led by soft feminine hearts near the hearth, or by the gentle ministers from the pulpit who by midcentury had joined in promoting the cult of motherhood. The “child problem” now required studious thought for its solution, and scientists fresh from their laboratories proposed to train those maternal minds. To put it differently, the “child problem,” which as the congress president noted was inseparable from the “woman question,” had grown up—or at least it was ready to.

2.

The turn-of-the century “discovery” of childhood was not the first time adults in the Western world had subjected the family, especially the treatment of its younger members, to reappraisal. Pick any post-medieval century as it turns, and you can find historians proclaiming a notable shift in, and rising concern about, parent-child relations. The classic starting point is the work of the French historian Philippe Ariès. In Centuries of Childhood, he located the seeds of a new “child-centered” conception of family life in the late sixteenth century, as education began to acquire new social importance. Over the next century, under the influence of Reformation doctrines, among other things, “the family ceased to be simply an institution for the transmission of a name and an estate—it assumed a moral and spiritual function, it moulded bodies and souls.” The “affectionate” family was in the process of being born (the first of many times). “The care expended on children inspired new feelings, a new emotional attitude, to which the iconography of the seventeenth century gave brilliant and insistent expression,” Ariès observed. “… Parents were no longer content with setting up only a few of their children and neglecting the others.”

The turn of the eighteenth century, when Locke published his influential Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), marked another birth of the child, this time a tabula rasa whose nurture required yet more studious care. “Locke’s educational theory redefined the nature of parental authority in very much the way that the Revolution of 1688, which replaced an absolute monarchy with a constitutional one, redefined the rights and duties of the crown,” is the way one literary historian has framed the shift. Noncoercive, rational instruction became the parent’s newly responsible, rewarding duty. Nurturing “filial reason” rather than breaking fierce infant wills became the goal. Soon after the middle of the eighteenth century, Rousseau’s Emile (1762) issued the call for more freedom for children’s “natural inclinations.” The guidance of children must be subtly tailored to their growth, Rousseau urged, which entailed equally intensive (but more unobtrusive) tutorial efforts. Worshipful attentiveness on the part of adults, the Romantic poets concurred, was the least the imaginative child of nature deserved.

The newly self-conscious and solicitous nurturing doctrines found an especially fertile seedbed—to use the gardening imagery the pedagogues loved—in Colonial America during the Revolutionary era, when an upstart generation that had settled down far from home was fiercely debating its relations with the “mother country” and the “father-king,” as another historian has put it. The “American revolution against patriarchal authority” was about freeing sons as well as about deposing kings—about preparing ignorant children for independence, rather than exacting slavish obedience from recalcitrant beings. The child-rearing advice that began to appear, much of it aimed at fathers during the eighteenth century, warned against parental tyranny and set store by the taming power of love instead of fear. The message was also conveyed by the best-sellers of that newborn genre, the novel. The family dramas most popular in America—by Defoe, Sterne, Richardson—often turned on children’s new claims to freedom and self-control, and parents’ new obligations to educate without dominating. (The American abridgment of Richardson’s extremely popular novel Clarissa altered the rambling subtitle—The Distresses that may attend the Misconduct Both of Parents and Children, in Relation to Marriage—omitting any mention of “misconduct of children,” emphasizing instead the role of the Rigours of Parental Authority in the heroine’s downfall.)

The demographic, economic, social, moral, spiritual, literary, and intellectual influences at work creating an increasingly child-preoccupied culture in industrializing America defy neat historical summary. But a familiar refrain brackets the nineteenth century’s beginning and its Victorian close: a more affectionate (suffocating, according to some analyses) ideal of family life had arrived, again, this time in newly feminized form. Liberal theologians revised harsh Calvinist tenets, granting children redeemable, docile wills and their parents—increasingly their mothers—more power over the shaping of them.

A religious analogy between God and parent worked in much the same way as the political analogy between king and father did. The Puritans’ vengeful and punitive God, appalled at his depraved creation, was replaced by a loving Father, proof of whose goodness lay in his willingness to sacrifice his son to save mankind. In a similar spirit, mothers were gently and patiently to guide their well-meaning children to righteousness, and find proof of their own salvation in the process. As Ann Douglas has shown, such domestic counsel became a central message of liberal ministers, most prominently the Hartford clergyman Horace Bushnell, who cultivated a softer image themselves as they sermonized in the new vein. No longer did commanding men in the pulpit aim to project a “stern exterior” or to instill “painful … awe,” as a popular mid-nineteenth-century Unitarian novelist put it. A more insecure pastorate, its prestige in decline in “money-making” America, now projected a “most tender and gentle heart” in forging a sentimental alliance with a mostly female congregation.

Philosophers had reasoned with fathers in the preceding century, urging the wisdom of rationally guiding children and of inculcating, and modeling, restraint. Now ministers, relying less on the “theology of the intellect” and more on the “theology of the feelings,” appealed to mothers to rely on their “feminine instinct and sensitivity” in the shaping of innocent, not impulsive or wildly imaginative, souls. With the decline of a subsistence agrarian economy, especially in the minister-saturated Northeast, men’s work by midcentury more often took them farther from the hearth, where they toiled, an article in The Ladies’ Companion noted, “weary with the heat and burden … [for] the acquisition of wealth, the advancement of [their] children in worldly honor.” Home began to be conceived as the special, “separate sphere” of women, who were no longer partners with men in productive household labor, nor part of the new world of more organized, increasingly mechanized work. Instead they were expected to be soothing presences in an emotional, spiritual “haven” from what Sarah Josepha Hale, the editor of the popular midcentury women’s magazine Godey’s Lady’s Book, described as “a society given over without reservation to the pursuit of wealth.” A rough and rapacious world lay outside the door.

Tributes to gentle maternal molding power, and tracts about how best to deploy it on sweetly malleable specimens of youth, “as yet untainted by contact with evil … like wax beneath the plastic hand of the mother,” were the core of the Victorian “cult of True Womanhood.” While patriarchal power retreated behind an impressive beard, celebrations of feminine “influence” abounded, glorifying its uncoercive yet pervasive sway. “Like the power of gravitation,” exclaimed Hale, female suggestion “works unseen but irresistibly over the hearts and consciences of men.” In his Christian Nurture of 1842, Bushnell urged a similar sway over children, preaching that gentle rearing at home was more crucial than conversion in instilling a Christian disposition. A mother’s influence could guide a child’s “emotions and sentiments, and work a character in him by virtue of an organic power.”

Even allowing for the conventionally breathless rhetoric in which they were offered, the exaltations of feminine suasion often sounded strained. Certainly the work entrusted to America’s delicate hearts was daunting. From within her serene temple, the angelic middle-class mother was single-handedly supposed to solve what have long been the essential child-rearing dilemmas. It was up to her to secure obedience yet foster independence, ideally without rousing undue resistance. And she had to balance the desire to protect her child from a harsh outside world with the need to prepare him (not her: daughters were to be house angels in their turn) to thrive in it—without knowing what that world would be like in the years ahead, or even what it was like right now; she was, after all, in her separate sphere. Charged with such a fraught endeavor, Victorian mothers might be forgiven for wondering whether their vaunted status perhaps left something to be desired.

So what was left to discover at the turn of the twentieth century? That the child had never really been discovered, and that neither the fathers’ nor the mothers’ solutions to the “child problem” seemed to work satisfactorily—for either fathers or mothers. Nor did they seem to work for the child himself (everyone had a male in mind), whose fate in industrial America seemed more precarious than ever, and his future more mysterious. Only a new quest for the child, the creature of the modern era now dawning, could begin to answer the question of how best to fulfill youthful potential, redefine parental power, and assure social progress. It was time for scientists and children to pick up where philosophers and fathers, and then ministers and mothers, had left off. By the end of the deeply polarized Victorian era, even (or especially) revered mothers and industrious fathers welcomed wisdom from such enlightening sources. And what child complains about being made the center of attention? You might almost say “the century of the child” was born to save a marriage.

Like so much else in the late nineteenth century, the “child problem” was enrolling in school, becoming “professionalized.” The women who had once relied on “uncertain instinct” and religious dogma in guiding the growth of their progeny were now to aspire to “unhesitating insight” and to consult empirical data. The science of the child offered an opportunity rise above the dichotomies of abstract “masculine” reason and “feminine” emotion that pervaded Victorian gender lore (according to which men were “great brained” and the salient female characteristic was an expanded “abdominal zone … the physical basis of the altruistic sentiments”). Instead, scientists heralded incessant observation—“fine and quick,” one of them specified—as the key that would unlock the secrets of growth and guidance.

The old adage that children should be seen but not heard cried out for revision in the century of the child, reform-minded Americans in the Progressive Era agreed. The first impulse, however, was not to encourage or expect a dramatic rise in the infant noise level. The new imperative was, above all, for adults to use their eyes and ears in ways they had never before bothered to—to cultivate a voracious, almost childlike curiosity about children. They had “seen” them, but they had never really looked at them—much less considered making an effort to imagine how the world might look to them, or tried listening to find out. It was time to focus steadily on children and watch them change.

Darwinism gave empirical scrutiny of the human species a new impetus, if not a completely respectable imprimatur in all eyes. But tracing human origins to children rather than to monkeys was an appealing enterprise. The child provided what Darwin’s theory needed, an example of evolution in action. One did not have to subscribe to the doctrine that embryonic or human development repeats the evolutionary history of the animal kingdom (the theory of recapitulation)—though many did, foremost among them Dr. Hall—to find the spectacle of adaptive maturation inspiring. At the same time, Darwinism offered what the new devotees of childhood needed, an example of systematic investigation in action. In fact, Darwin, as his American followers eagerly emphasized, paved the way. He kept notebooks about his own offspring, whose first tears, fears, reflexes, rages, noises, and then social and verbal antics he tracked with a naturalist’s curiosity and a father’s empathy, and ultimately published in 1877.

The fields of American medicine and psychology had long been dominated by, respectively, quackery and philosophy. Now as the century ended, biology promised to bring order and light, and the newly alluring specimen for study was the child. Pediatrics was officially ranked a specialty at a meeting of the American Medical Association in 1880. Its development had been spurred by a drive to discover the cause of a mortality rate among the young so high as to make a mockery of medical claims to curative powers. In America in the 1890s, more than one child in six still died before turning five, half of them before turning one. Almost a third of those infants were killed by diarrhea in the hot months—“summer complaint”—which, like many other diseases of babyhood, was commonly blamed on teething.

But more and more doctors suspected that some kind of germ lurking in unclean surroundings was the source of woe. By the 1890s, most medical men were ready to agree with Dr. Thomas Morgan Rotch of Harvard that the culprit was “an infectious disease caused by a specific organism not yet discovered.” The search was on to vanquish this killer and others, and everyone had a part to play. Dr. Holt’s dryly descriptive Diseases of Infancy and Childhood (1897) served as a landmark for his academic colleagues: an unprecedentedly methodical help in diagnosing and treating the symptoms that often heralded deadly dangers, especially in the early years. His Care and Feeding of Children promised to equip nurses and mothers, through exacting dietary prescriptions, to help keep the as yet unidentified germs at bay, since no cures were at hand (except for the diphtheria antitoxin, which was introduced in the mid-1890s).

At exactly the same time, psychology took an empirical, genetic turn, spurred by a conviction that the intricate secrets of the mind were to be found in its unfolding, which could be watched in the infant whose “germ of a human consciousness” grew so rapidly. “Not merely to the perennial baby-worshipper, the mother, and not merely to the poet touched with the mystery of far-off things, but to the grave man of science the infant has become a centre of lively interest,” wrote James Sully, a British philosopher of mind and logic, in his Studies of Childhood (1896). “Genetic psychology is the psychology of the future,” G. Stanley Hall proclaimed from his post at Clark, where he arrived in 1889, determined to establish the discipline on a newly scientific, experimental footing, complete with laboratory resources. The old introspective approach no longer sufficed. “We must carry the work of Darwin into the field of the human soul”—which meant carrying it also into the nurseries of America.

The psychologists stressed the rigorous, unfeminine spirit required for this baby-gazing, which should be “a perfectly cool and impartial process of scientific observation,” Dr. Sully emphasized, to which “baby-worship, the sentimental adoration of infant ways, is highly inimical.” But Sully, and Hall along with him, also celebrated the role of the “higher gift of sympathetic insight” and “tact or fineness of spiritual touch,” both womanly specialties. Hall took the lead in suggesting that mothers, logging long hours with the small specimens, might be useful accomplices—given, that is, some training. The pediatricians, too, emphasized that the new physical regimens called for an exactitude and discipline that had heretofore been lacking in the female precincts of the nursery. But Holt was of the view that a dose of rigor there was just what the doctor ordered. The rather grudging, condescending tone did not deter eager mothers. For increasingly urban and educated American women, the scientific perspective on child rearing presented a welcome challenge. Affection along with religious and family tradition, the nineteenth-century guideposts of parenthood that had made for an often conflicted mélange of fierceness and fondness, could now be supplanted by a modern regimen of investigation. When a group of upper-middle-class New York City mothers formed the Society for the Study of Child Nature in 1888, they were beginning a trend that soon spread.

3.

As Alice Birney, the president of the National Congress of Mothers, observed to the assembled company at the first Washington convention in 1897, they were joining what “is, as every one knows, an age of ‘movements’ … a time of specialized work and of organized effort.” The German pedagogue Friedrich Froebel’s proselytizing for kindergartens had met with growing success in America since the 1870s, and Birney aspired to unite the nation’s mothers’ clubs to spread more enlightenment. Although the conferees still employed soaring Christian rhetoric about “the highest and holiest of missions—motherhood,” it was science rather than sentiment that inspired the turn-of-the-century ideology of “educated motherhood,” as it was called. And what distinguished the occasion was its promotion of an unprecedented relationship in American family life, between parent—mother—and scientific experts. In the contemporaneous domestic science movement (the Home Economics Association was founded in 1899), a similar partnership had formed, but with a notable difference: the experts on household management, like their audience, were themselves women.

The restless women and the ambitious scientists who met in Washington were both embarked on a pioneering quest to establish themselves as prestigious professionals. The bridge between them was the concept of “vocation,” which blended spiritual zeal with practical purposes and, above all, with stiff educational demands. In Theodore Roosevelt, whose tenure as head of the congress’s advisory council began while he was governor of New York and continued when he arrived in the White House, “scientific motherhood” had the perfect national figurehead. There was no one better suited to ensuring that the cause evoked vistas of thrilling discovery. A buoyant champion of “strenuosity,” Roosevelt helped to rescue the mission of maternity from Victorian sentimentality.

Roosevelt’s preaching did not sound at all sanctimonious, coming as it did from a president who was also a very popular and high-spirited papa. The first family had captured the spotlight as no public figure’s ever had before, and the big brood’s
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