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Introduction

Markus P.J. Bohlmann

Growing up, I was startled at the ability of children to detect difference. They seemed to possess a heightened sense of smell that discerned difference and that assigned difference to that which did not fit their perceptions and conceptions. They seemed to know what difference was and what it entailed. Most perturbingly, however, they seemed to be cognizant of my own difference, sensitizing myself to my own sense of difference well before I would become aware of it, inscribing and policing difference according to their groupings of insiders and outsiders, as well as their associated subgroupings. And yet, these formations showed some flexibility depending on what kind of Panini pictures I was willing to trade or what kind of cake I brought to class on my birthday. I seemed to move within a grid of difference and sameness that cherished those similar enough to fit in and that abandoned those deemed not to fit. There remained the dreaded feeling and risk of being among the latter, the unsettling feeling and risk of being a misfit, which in turn stimulated my own sense of smelling difference and wish to join the ranks of those who fit.

This anecdote, retrospectively composed, does not aim to offer a universal account of misfits based on an autobiographical narrative. This anecdote constitutes a personal reflection, a snippet of memory, historically set in a town in Germany, roughly in the mid-1980s—a confession of one misfit child, if one will. Rather than offering a single metanarrative or an all-inclusive account on misfits, this volume wishes to point to the diversity and ubiquity by which misfit children have made their appearance in particular after World War II. Just as the concept of the nuclear family was on the rise after World War II, so were the many children who did not fit the picture of an ideal family. Misfit children have come into cultural view as “the monstrous child,” “the disabled child,” “the poor child,” “the postcolonial child,” and “the queer child,” among others. However, despite this abundance of children who do not fit the concept of “the normal child,” that is, a child of innocence, asexuality, whiteness, and middle-class status, this normative concept prevails. The hegemony of “the normal child”—his or her looks, behaviors, and aptitudes—subordinates and glosses over any heterogeneous experiences that children may have, spurning designations of deviance and dissidence in relation to those children who do not fit, but who are yet expected to live up to and to embody the image of “the normal child” against which they are being measured.1

Nonetheless, the normativity of the child and childhood is unable to discount child anomalies. It depends on those for its definition. The normal produces the abnormal for it to exist and to assert its rule. In her seminal book Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas considers the anomalous not the opposite of the normal, but an integral part of it: “Any given system of classification must give rise to anomalies, and any given culture must confront events which seem to defy its assumptions. It cannot ignore the anomalies which its scheme produces, except at risk of forfeiting confidence. This is why . . . we find in any culture . . . various provisions for dealing with ambiguous or anomalous events.”2 Anomalies are hence produced in any classifying system and constitute side-products, an indispensable waste, within any system of categorization that lays claim on the normalcy of its organization. With regard to child and childhood normalcy, anomalous children and childhoods confirm this normalcy and create the impression that this normalcy be a natural state of existence. In this system, the categorization of misfit children as misfit children, in turn, constitutes its own system of classification, adopting its own normalcy and producing its own misfits—misfits of misfits—within a regime of continued categorization and normalization.

Childhood normalcy further involves a developmental teleology up to adulthood. This progression of the child along steps and stages toward adulthood, however, brings with it the risk of missteps, regressions, delays, swerves, decelerations and accelerations that threaten to derail its upward growth. To minimize these dangers and to maximize the possibility that children grow up “normal” and “normally,” adults tend to (their) children with a vigilant eye/I, ensuring that the telos of developmental growth fits. Yet for this developmental trajectory to fit, it must also not fit and give way to anomalous outgrowths and detours that sanction and normalize the teleology by which children are supposed to grow up.

Given these complexities and paradoxes of childhood, there seem to be more things in disarray than in order when it comes to children and childhood. Things that seem to fit do not fit, and things that do not fit somehow seem to fit. The normal might be that which does not fit, and that which does not fit becomes the normal. The perceptions and conceptions that the child then receives become conflicted and paradoxical ones: as innocents, children are cherished as those who are closest to nature and the divine, as those who are more-than-child and more-than-adult. However, this super-human quality of children comes with the discomfort that these cherubs fail to fit into the realm of the human and that they hence escape the grip of the adult. To make children fit, to secure them in the world of the human and the adult, they are disciplined and made obedient to this world.3 Though innocence is the default image of childhood, one that fits the child naturally, it does not fit as properly as one would hope. Moreover, child worship raises doubt that this adoration may not fit. It needs to fit, however, or those who turn their back to this unfit adoration are brought dangerously close to suspicions of child-abuse should they not worship the cherubic child.4

The question that arises is what makes us so preoccupied with children and their missteps? Why this particular interest in child misfits rather than adult misfits? The answer, in part, lies in the grounding of adult identity in the child. In her study on the child in psychoanalysis and fiction, Virginia L. Blum maintains that the child has made its predominant appearance in the discourse of psychoanalysis in the twentieth century.5 Here, the child has come to explain the adult. Posited as the origin of the adult, the child has entered direct cause-effect relations with the adult. Adult mishaps are explained through the child who the adult once was: something must have gone wrong in the adult’s childhood. To amend these mishaps, adults turn to the child whom they remember to have been and to children who allegedly currently experience what the adult must have experienced. In this retrospection and cross-spection, adults are led “by a tacit confidence in privileged insight into this ‘space’ [of childhood that] we all once inhabited.”6 That this insight is tainted and built on a slippery ground of memory is often ignored by adults, who turn their retroactive presumptions about children and childhood into prescriptions. However, as Blum remarks, “In the effort to present the ‘reality’ of the child and its perceptions, we cannot help but interpret the child in light of adult motives; we cannot help but interpret ourselves through the child. The study of the child thus becomes a perpetual reenactment of the suppression of the actual child in favor of adult imperatives.”7 This involvement in restructuring the child and childhood yields child figurations rather than actualities and makes the actual child subservient to these adult fantasies of who the child is or what it experiences consciously.

The child is the product of the adult. It is more motivated by an adult imagination and by figurations than by actualities. With the heritage of the innocent child as imagined by our Romantic forebears, children are professed to be angels and to possess a purity that adults have lost. Children have come to embody the potentiality and the futurity of humankind. They are its cherished future, but also its venerated past. Protective measures are put in place to safeguard the child as this figure of futurity and a nostalgic past, with innocence as its hub. Corrective measures come into effect should children fall outside the cherubic parameters of being innocents so that these fallen angels are redeemed and restored to a state of innocence.

Yet this child figure does not seem to fit. Given that the innocent child is an adult invention, the actual child finds itself confronted with a figure that does not fit as seamlessly as we adults hope it does. In her book on the queer child, Kathryn Bond Stockton reckons that “children don’t know this [innocent] child [of adult invention], surely not as we do.”8 Nonetheless, she notes, “there are bodies (of children) that must live inside the figure of the child.”9 Children are thus configured to inhabit the figure of the innocent child; they are configured to fit its shape-giving words and concepts. Just as the evil stepsister in the Brothers Grimm’s “Cinderella” cuts off part of her heel so that the golden slipper may fit, children are molded into the figure of a child whose innocence, for the girl child, is expected to persist in female adulthood with women and children being both figurations of innocence.10 That the slipper only fits Cinderella and no other female in the kingdom rewards the goodness of one obedient child-now-adult with a fairy-tale ending and leaves the others with a slipper that does not fit and a fate that seems to fit all the better. The child who fits the figure of the innocent child best gets the Prince. Though the other girls attest to this slipper to be uncomfortable and to induce bleeding, fitting into this golden slipper is what becomes worthwhile. Slipping into the figure of the innocent child comparably asks children to wear a skin-like garment, to inhabit words and concepts tailored to fit seamlessly and comfortably. That this induction into innocence is expected to go as unquestioned and uncontested as the pecking out of Cinderella’s stepsisters’ eyes as their form of punishment at the end of Grimm’s fairy tale brings to light the degree by which we have become blinded by and to the operations of innocence—a blinding that the transparency of a glass slipper fails to make more translucent.

Something, then, seems to be amiss in the construction of the child. The prefix in misfit suggests that there is something missing, something lacking, and something depriving, but that there is also something too much, something too profuse, something too lavish in that which does not fit. The etymology of the word misfit calls to mind a disproportion or disparity. The OED lists the first usage of the word in 1823 to denote clothes which do not suit the wearer’s shape. Hence, ‘’tis a misfit’, when a story, or some endeavour fails of its effect, then ‘it von’t fit’.11 The word’s association with clothes that do not fit implies that those may be too loose, too tight, or too snug for the wearer’s physique, but that they may further not be appropriate for the wearer’s class, gender, age, or race. Garments are thus more than a piece of cloth. They are the intersection of the body and the social. In this sense, garments become the skin. Just as the Emperor’s new clothes in Hans Christian Andersen’s same-titled fairy tale are invisible to anyone who is unfit for his or her position, so does the Emperor’s skin become the garment that configures the social world around him. Interestingly, it takes a child to unveil the charade, to disclose the social hypocrisy of those pretending to see the Emperor’s clothes as they aim to fit into the Emperor’s world. The child names what everyone knew all along, that the Emperor isn’t wearing anything but his skin. The child calls everyone out on one’s paranoia that one sees and believes what others do not see and believe, that one does not see and believe what others see and believe. It is a tale of misfits, with the Emperor, as it turns out, being a sheep in wolf’s clothing.

In the spirit of Andersen’s tale, the appeal to fit in and to belong makes us see fullness and abundance where there is absence. We see that the Emperor is fully clothed and that the child is innocent. Those who do not see and lack this vision are considered unfit subjects though they may be the ones who do see. After all, it takes an innocent child to get away unscathed from disclosing such operations of denial and repudiation. The child is decreed innocent though it is the absence of innocence that makes for the child’s nakedness. Paradoxically, it is the child who seems to fit the image of innocence most perfectly who becomes the most uncalled-for misfit. The children who do not fit the figure of the innocent child struggle to slip out of it, as this would expose that this figure of the child does not fit as comfortably as it is supposed to.

The disparity and disproportion that define misfit children take on absences and excesses. Aside from children who are deemed deficient in regard to the ability and capability of the normal child, there are those children who exceed the aptitudes of the normal child. The prodigious child with technological, scientific, or musical talents indicates precocity, which renders this child closer to the adult than to the child. This child who is “adult-too-soon” does not fit into the realm of childhood; however, this “adult-yet-child” does not fit into the realm of adulthood, either. This misfit bends the boundaries of childhood. Its gifted talents moreover destabilize the boundaries between the human and the divine. As Jane O’Connor in The Cultural Significance of the Child Star remarks, for the child prodigy, the “‘genius from nowhere’ explanation[,] which explains the prodigious child’s talents as a mysterious gift from the divine,” puts this child in-between the human and the divine.12 The child’s heaven-sent talents indicate a grandeur that removes the child from the realm of the human. In turn, the child’s remove humanizes and infantilizes the adult. Yet despite these destabilizations, this child prodigy is welcomed into the adult world. His or her talents can be put to use and prove to be productive for monetary gains, turning this misfit child into one who fits well into a capitalist system.

The child star is an extraordinary child, who, however, is not as readily welcomed to the adult world. The child star is a misfit who risks remaining one in adulthood as the now-adult begins to turn backward, attempting to recuperate a childhood that never was. Loosing attraction and, by relation, monetary value as they become adults, former child stars are furthermore punished for their early, untimely success. O’Connor describes the default narratives that accompany the exit of child stars from childhood: they are doomed to fall into an adult life of drugs, misery, and regret over their childhood careers. Former child stars are made to repent their untimely rise to fame and to financial success, and their downfall is met with “an element of schadenfreude, perhaps infused with jealousy,” a derision that, for O’Connor, affirms a Protestant work ethic where “hard work over a substantial period of time is the only morally acceptable way to achieve financial security and success.”13 They are punished for their transgressions, and their defeat serves to confirm the normalcy of the unemployed child who does not work, but who is worked and provided for.14

The stigma attached to the fallen child star renders the now-adult a misfit in adulthood. In order to fit into the world of adults, the former child star seeks to overcome stigma by disclaiming the experience of a child star and by claiming an ordinary childhood. O’Connor reports that for the child star this subsequent act of redemption consists of “an emphasis on having wanted to be a ‘regular kid’ rather than be a star as a child,” which includes “[t]he logic of having to reclaim a childhood that was ‘lost’” and “the highlighting of their unhappy experiences as a child star and/or their difficult relationship with their parents.”15 These methods of reclaiming a normal childhood, however, remain futile since, as an adult, the former child star has lost any claims on childhood. The unattainability of childhood renders the “child-star-turned-adult” a misfit that is still immersed in childhood and that is thus not fully an adult. The adult’s entrapment further qualifies as a punishment for the adult’s earlier transgressions, in particular those that involve the child star’s relation to otherworldliness. Former child stars are punished for their involvement in the divine and the idealization that elevated them “beyond the ‘normal’ parameters of childhood, whereby acceptable adult-child relations no longer appl[y].”16 The child star occupies a position in-between the human and the divine, and while “[t]his ‘in-betweenness’ is seen as sacred,” as enviable and untouchable, “the habitation of a category which is between being a child and an adult is seen as accursed.”17 It follows that once children lose their connection to the divine, their transgressions from the human into the divine realm are punished. The now-adult is not granted full access into adulthood, but remains trapped, “accursed,” as a misfit caught “in-between” the realm of childhood and the realm of adulthood. The childhood that the disempowered child star so fervently seeks to reclaim then may not arrive but in retirement and in old age in the form of a second childhood, a second coming of Christ.

These extraordinary children expose and destabilize the boundaries of the child and childhood. They inspire both awe and fear in the adult in terms of their talents and transgressions. Yet the gifted child is not the only one exposing the boundaries of childhood. No longer children and not yet adults, adolescents find themselves in-between the realms of childhood and adulthood. Their liminality is defined as one of excessive misdemeanor such as binge drinking, sexual orgies, and rampaging that poses a threat to the social order. This threat requires disciplining in order to curb these excesses and, moreover, to control the adolescent’s entry into adulthood and to safeguard the boundaries that divide childhood and adulthood. Once an adult, the former adolescent is supposed to maintain the child-adult boundary and to exert the control that he or she had experienced while crossing over to the side of adulthood. From the perspective of the teenagers who are making their entry into adulthood, the discontinuity between the realms of childhood and adulthood might prove more troublesome than a change in hormones.18 Since adulthood is gained on the condition that childhood is lost, adolescents experience an identity crisis to let go of the child self and to welcome an adult self that is unknown to them. This uncertainty and insecurity foster group dynamics that are to protect and to draw boundaries around these groupings that shield them during their transitions.

That these group dynamics chiefly operate on gender and sexuality is indicative of the union between identity and sexuality, to follow Michel Foucault’s theorem.19 With sexuality explaining the self and arriving at the threshold of adulthood, adolescents go searching for their identities defined through gender conformity and dissociation from non-conformity and non-accepted forms of sexuality. The hyper-masculinities and the hyper-femininities of adolescence differentiate themselves against emasculinities and effemininities within a heterosexual matrix that welcomes those adolescents who confirm to its sexed and gendered mandates.

“It’s always open season on gay kids,” Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick claims in “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay: The War on Effeminate Boys.”20 She remarks that “advice on how to help your kids turn out gay, not to mention your students, your parishioners, your therapy clients, or your military subordinates, is less ubiquitous than you may think. On the other hand, the scope of institutions whose programmatic undertaking is to prevent the development of gay people is unimaginably large.”21 Since the development of gay people commences with children, those receive particular scrutiny. To ensure that children grow up straight and not gay, effeminate boys are being embattled to uphold a gender conformity that prevents them from being diagnosed with “Gender Identity Disorder of Childhood,” a diagnosis that replaced the pathological one of the homosexual, but that is nevertheless supposed to guarantee that the boy-child will grow up straight on the basis that his proper gender fits.22 The child is thus being read for signs of effeminacy that need to be eclipsed for this child to turn out straight. The effeminate boy becomes a misfit child that does not conform to gender norms and that produces anxieties about children and childhood insofar as he emits signs of (an aberrant) sexuality within a denomination of childhood that is supposed to be devoid of them. The effeminate boy is deemed asexual on the one hand, and yet he is scanned for sexual signs on the other hand and exposed to corrective and preventative measures that are intended to rehabilitate him to childhood asexuality.

This scanning attests to the childhood paradox of childhood (a)sexuality. In her work on the queer child, Stockton remarks that this paradox dominates adult thought about children and childhood given “the cultural and political tendency to officially treat all children as straight, while continuing to deem them asexual.”23 Children are considered asexual and yet straight, but never gay. To uphold this conception, children, that is, male children in particular, undergo a scrutiny that polices for their gender such as outlined above in the hope that these children “turn out” straight and fulfill what Sedgwick reports to be a “hygienic Western fantasy of a world without any more homosexuals in it.”24

This policing, however, is not an adult modus operandi entirely. Children become accomplices in these preventive measures. They apply words such as faggot, sissy, homo, or queer to any waywardness of child looks, behavior, and demeanor. Although the child-interpellator and the interpellated child might not know, but merely share an awareness of what those words actually mean, these words are intended to injure, to shame, and to exclude those children who are “just” different. Though the waywardness of these children may have little to do with sexuality and though these children may “turn out” to be perfectly straight, their just-being-different is nevertheless subjected to their peers’ nose for difference. They employ a denigrating language of gay slurs to assign difference a negative value, to expose (potential) homosexuality, and to render homosexuality a form of deviance. Their words denote anomalies, unnaturalness, and unworthiness. These words are moreover not merely a temporary address, spoken and forgotten, but they penetrate, linger, and hurt, and perhaps intentionally so, in particular in those children who Sedgwick calls “proto-gay children,”25 that is, children who Stockton further defines as those who “already feel[] queer (different, odd, out-of-synch, and attracted to same-sex peers).”26 In other words, the “proto-gay” child is left with language, with wounding words that isolate and that mark out difference in negative terms, rather than with playmates, friends, and companionship. Stockton writes: “Truly, one could feel that one more readily had a future with a word—homo, faggot, gay, or queer—words so frequently used by kids—than with the objects or subjects of one’s dreams.”27 Language has become this child’s companion.

Given these negative markers of homosexuality and the cultural assumption that “every child . . . be straight”28 and not gay, the self-relation of the “proto-gay” child becomes a negative and an asynchronous one: since homosexuality is an adult category, so Stockton, the “proto-gay” child is merely approaching this category and “showing itself as estranged from what it would approach.”29 This estrangement causes the proto-gay child to feel at odds with itself. Coupled with the negative linguistic markers of homosexuality, this oddity might manifest in the form of self-hatred and self-disgust, turning this child into a misfit to itself, as well as to homosexuality and to heterosexuality. Misfitting, this child struggles within a world that casts its straight and queer (a)sexualizations onto children and childhood.

However, the “proto-gay” child is not the only child that must feel at odds with itself. The “straight” child, too, as Stockton explains, “can only be ‘not-yet-straight,’ since it, too, is not allowed to be sexual. This child who ‘will be’ straight is merely approaching while crucially delaying (in its own asynchronous fix) the official destination of straight sexuality.”30 The “straight” child receives a “not yet” denomination, rendering both the “proto-straight” and the “proto-gay” child estranged from adult sexual categories. The adult labels of sexuality and (a)sexuality, then, do not seem to fit. Though for the “proto-straight” child, the advancement to adulthood may alleviate or annul these odd feelings within a heterosexual order deemed worthy and natural, the negative feelings persist for the now-gay-adult. Moreover, the notion of homosexuality as an arrested development furthermore keeps gay identities on the level of children as if to refuse to grant them access to the full stature of an adult.31 Whereas the “proto-straight” child is granted the permission and privilege to enter adulthood, the “proto-gay” child is outfitted to remain a child, and a misfit one at that.

Misfit children, then, disclose the boundaries that surround the child and childhood. They are children of denominations such as “not-yet-adult,” “adult-too-soon,” “not-yet-child” and “child-too-long.” Aside from excesses, they embody absences and deficiencies. Homosexuality, disability, and poverty are categories that are deemed deficient in terms of productivity, ability, and capability—and not necessarily in this correlation. Members of these groups are thought to be not fully functional, not fully operational, and not fully equipped. However, it is this missing fullness that accompanies constructions of the child. James R. Kincaid in Erotic Innocence: The Culture of Child Molestation claims that the child has been constructed as an inversion of the adult, as “a coordinate set of have nots, of negations.”32 The child has what the adult has not, and vice versa. Yet these negations do not render the child and the adult mere opposites to each other. They become a part of each other’s constructions in which, as Jacqueline Rose in The Case of Peter Pan or The Impossibility of Children’s Fiction notes, “each term only has meaning in relation to the one to which it is opposed.”33 Perry Nodelman refers to this relationality in his book The Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature when he writes: “If that conception of childhood is essentially and inherently just half of something, meaningful only in relation to the other half it insists on not being, it inevitably requires and always brings with it the very things it proposes to leave out.”34 The child is what is left out in the adult, and the adult is what is left out in the child. Both the child and the adult become absent presences in each other’s term insofar as the child is absent present in the adult and the adult is absent present in the child. The child and the adult are half-constructions. For Nodelman, this relationality yields “a conception of childhood [that] inevitably expresses the other half it wishes to exclude—the unheimlich in the heimlich once again.”35 The unheimlich in the heimlich conception of childhood, then, becomes a shadow of the adult that accompanies the child and that Peter Pan would be happy to lose. The unheimlich in the heimlich conception of adulthood becomes the shadow of the child that accompanies the adult. Both the child and the adult are haunted by their own bogeymen. This haunting further derives from the construction of boundaries between the child and the adult, between childhood and adulthood, which are moreover drawn within the self to design distinct child and adult identities, producing contradictory self-relations36 and provoking the return of the repressed in each other’s term that gives way to the uncanny.

The figure of the innocent child bears its own unheimlichkeit. It fails to offer a heim/home other than in emptiness, in the vacuity of innocence, to recall Kincaid. It comes with a homelessness that puts the child under erasure, and it is the recognition of this vacuity that generates a fear of inhabiting this figure, of being a child, in face of this unheimlich























































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MISFIT CHILDREN

An Inquiry into Childhood Belongings

eomen 8y MARKUS P.J. BOHLMANN






OEBPS/images/Infinity_fmt.png





