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We the Parents: A Worldwide Perspective

IN 1969, RECENTLY married but not yet parents, we went to a small Nigerian town in the Sahel region south of the Sahara Desert in West Africa on our first field project together. Our goals were to discover how the Hausa people raised their children and to compare their parenting practices with those of America and Europe, beginning with infant care and the social attachment of infants to their mothers.

The Hausa are West Africa’s largest ethnic group.1 Most are Muslims, but they share many family life and child care customs with other West African peoples regardless of religion: polygamy, early marriage for girls, high rates of divorce, child fostering and adoption, and kin-avoidance practices (rules forbidding certain types of social contact within the family). Over seven months, Sarah was welcomed into dozens of households of women secluded from men (including Bob) to talk with mothers and grandmothers and observe babies and young children. Her experience raised questions about what constitutes adequate infant care, questions that remain with us today.

The Hausa code of kin-avoidance is called kunya. It forbids a woman to utter her husband’s name or to speak to her oldest child (and in many cases her younger children too) or engage him or her in eye contact, even in infancy. While many other African peoples also practice kin-avoidance, the version Sarah encountered among Hausa-Fulani families was among the most restrictive on the African continent.2

Sarah met fifteen-year-old Rabi, who had given birth to Amina, her first child, in her husband’s home. Rabi had brought her four-month-old infant daughter to her parents’ house for an extended visit. During the half-hour Sarah spent in the house one morning, Rabi’s mother, Delu, held her plump, bright-eyed granddaughter Amina on her lap. But Rabi, who was sitting about a yard away, didn’t look at or speak to the baby. Every so often a group of children would run up, play with Amina’s fingers and toes, make her laugh, and run away. Deserted, Amina would start to cry, prompting the grandmother to hand her to Rabi, who would nurse her, stony-faced.

Anthropologists are expected to cultivate objectivity, but while Sarah tried to do so, her training as a psychiatric social worker and child therapist deepened her dismay at what she regarded as Rabi’s unnatural behavior. She had been taught that a mother’s lack of warmth for her baby would do drastic harm to the infant’s psyche. Sarah only began to question that assumption when she met an exceptionally bright and engaging Hausa university student named Musa. A chief’s son and the oldest child of his mother, he had experienced kin-avoidance as an infant. Furthermore, like many other Hausa children, he had been sent after weaning in the second year of his life to a cousin in a distant district and had not been reunited with his biological parents until he was fifteen years old. How could this young man, who would later earn a PhD in the United States and become a senior Nigerian government official, have come through these “adverse” experiences with no apparent damage to his mental health? His case and others among the Hausa seemed to challenge the most authoritative Western thinking of the time on infant development.

In this book, we consider many such challenges from all over the known world of Asia, Africa, Europe, Latin America, and the Pacific. We also set contemporary variations in parental ideas and practices in a historical perspective. Over the last 3,000 years, the standards for parenting were shaped by humankind’s reliance on family-based agriculture and animal husbandry. But since 1800, and particularly in the early twentieth century, lifestyles in the developed (urban-industrial and postindustrial) countries and, more recently, in some of the less developed (poorer, agrarian) countries have changed how we parent. Since 90 percent of the world’s children are currently being raised in the agrarian countries, we consider the questions that their practices raise for American parents.

If American parents knew more about child-rearing elsewhere in the world, they might have a better chance of evaluating, and perhaps resisting, advice directed to them from the media, the Internet, and the “experts.” Margaret Mead made this point in her classic Growing Up in New Guinea in 1930, arguing that cross-cultural diversity in parenting is like an experiment: we can benefit from the experience of parents elsewhere before trying new practices ourselves.3 She initiated the project of recording parental experience in other cultures, a project in which we have participated for much of our lives, working in Africa, Latin America, and South Asia. In this book, we draw upon our observations and those of other anthropologists and child psychologists, comparing American parents with parents from all over the world.

As evidence on parenting in different cultures has accumulated over the eighty-six years since Margaret Mead published Growing Up in New Guinea, we have lost her confidence that reading the answers presented in the ways of life of different peoples is simple or straightforward. There have been too many hasty judgments of the parental practices of other peoples, ranging from condemnation to admiration. We need to examine those practices in greater depth, from a child development perspective, and particularly from the viewpoints of the parents in their cultures and ours.

A few years back a group of behavioral scientists openly recognized what anthropologists have been saying since Margaret Mead: that what passes for general knowledge in psychology is based largely on studies of individuals from Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) societies.4 In social psychology, the subjects are mostly college sophomores at American universities. In child psychology, despite serious efforts to broaden the scope of research, many theorists still feel free to generalize about human development from local samples in the United States that are unrepresentative of—indeed outliers in—the human species. We now know that children are raised under a wide range of conditions and that human parents approach reproduction, infant care, and the rearing of toddlers and older children in diverse ways, many of them discussed in this book.

    Transforming Parenthood
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Parenting has undergone three major transformations in human history. The first began with the invention of agriculture and animal husbandry 11,000 years ago. As food production gradually spread, parents became supervisors of their children’s work in a home production team. A majority of humans lived this way, under varied agrarian conditions, for at least 3,000 years; for them, obedience to parents was a sacred virtue. Then, about 250 years ago, the second transformation began as industrial production drew families into cities with factories, markets, and state bureaucracies and productive work moved out of the home. In the twentieth century, bureaucratic health care systems were established, children were sent to school, and family incomes increased. This second transformation is still under way; the world’s urban population moved past the 50 percent mark for the first time in 2007. A third, and concurrent, transformation in parenting known as the “demographic transition” occurred during the twentieth century, when medical and socioeconomic advances brought down infant and child mortality rates and then fertility rates, first in Western countries and East Asia and eventually in most of the world, to low levels hardly imagined as recently as 1900.

At the present time, there is a great divide between the wealthiest and most developed countries (in North America, Europe, and East Asia) and the low-income countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, which have more than twelve times the under-five mortality of high-income countries and almost twice the fertility. Ninety percent of the world’s children are being raised in these agrarian and transitional countries. The trend toward modern conditions is unmistakable everywhere, but there are still many societies where child mortality rates are high, children are numerous, and they work for their parents. On the other side of the divide, modern parents enjoy the unprecedented assurance that hardly any of their few children will die and none will have to work during childhood, yet they are remarkably anxious about the risks their offspring face—far more than the parents we have worked with in other, less fortunate, societies.

It is tempting to use simple dichotomies like rich versus poor, agrarian versus modern, and collectivist versus individualist to explain the diversity of parenting across the globe. However, parenting cannot be fully understood in those terms. Parents in every society have a distinctive cultural heritage of child-rearing ideas and practices they adapt to the local situations they experience in their own generation, and that creates differences in parenting from one agrarian people to another as well as among the modern societies of the world.

For most parents, it is hard to imagine ways of child-rearing other than those that are conventional in their communities. They are amazed, sometimes outraged, that anybody could do things differently. Here are some parenting practices and their reflections in early child behavior that vary more widely than many American parents might imagine.

    Fear Versus Sociability: African Toddlers’ Reaction to Strangers
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Let’s start with fear or friendliness as reactions to a strange-looking anthropologist. When Bob first walked through a rural (Gusii) community in Kenya in the 1950s, toddlers fled from his path, some of them screaming in fear, a reaction they gradually relinquished as he became a familiar figure there. But when he first visited a Yoruba neighborhood in the city of Ibadan, Nigeria, a few years later, children of the same age greeted him boldly in cheerful, giggling groups, hugged his legs, dogged his steps, and could not be discouraged from their extreme friendliness, though they were no more accustomed to white visitors than their Kenyan counterparts. How is it that the reactions of children to an odd visitor had become so different in these two populations by the time they were about three years old or even younger? The answer had to be in their prior social experience, perhaps taking place as early as infancy.

The living arrangements in which Gusii and Yoruba infants were raised seemed to tell part of the story: young children lived with their mothers in both societies, but a Gusii mother and her children occupied a separate hut with its own front yard, where other adults and children came only as occasional visitors, whereas the Yoruba mothers lived in a bustling compound sharing hearth, yard, and veranda with other mothers and children and having frequent encounters with visitors. In other words, Yoruba domestic social life was much greater in sheer density than that of the Gusii, and the Yoruba child grew up associating with many more people, strangers as well as kin, of all ages. Furthermore, although infant care by older siblings or other children was known in both communities, Yoruba babies were more frequently cared for by adult women—grandmothers, childless aunts, and older women living in the compound. Thus, the relative isolation of the Gusii children compared with their Yoruba counterparts seemed to account for their greater wariness and fear of strange adults.

An equally important part of the story, however, was the invisible environment of cultural ideals. For Yoruba adults, the prevailing ideal was one of sociability and gregariousness; in this environment, extended greetings, cheerful and noisy interaction, lengthy and hilarious conversations, and expressions of concern for the welfare of others were mandatory as well as commonplace. No child could escape this kind of upbeat interpersonal performance, and all would begin to learn the script. The Gusii, however, were reticent about interpersonal encounters outside the domestic group, believing excessive sociability to be dangerous for a person of any age, and their conversational interaction was governed by a code of restraint. Even young children were warned against too much mingling with strangers.5 Parents told us they wanted their children to learn fear.

Thus, two agrarian peoples in Africa diverge in something so fundamental to raising children as how they should behave toward adults, including strangers, and, more broadly, whether to encourage or discourage sociability in children.

Modern societies show similar contrasts. The Japanese and Chinese are neighbors in East Asia, share a great deal of cultural background and history, and are both often categorized as “collectivist” or “interdependent” in comparison with “individualist” Westerners. Why, then, wouldn’t they resemble each other in parenting? In fact, however, there are dramatic differences between them in the ideals that guide the parenting of toddlers, even among urban middle-class families in contemporary Japan and (Chinese) Taiwan, despite their common concern about their children’s future academic success. This is transparently clear in video observations of parents with young children made by Shusuke Kobayashi in Japan and Heidi Fung and her team in Taiwan.6

    Patience Versus Confrontation in Mothering
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Kobayashi, then a young graduate student at Harvard, gained access to private homes in Japan by seeking the cooperation of ten mothers he had known in school. They welcomed him into their apartments to video their two- to three-year-olds at snack time. He found, and his videos show, that as mothers tried, sometimes desperately, to teach their children table manners—for example, to not throw food on the floor—they avoided chastising their little trainees, no matter how much the toddlers tried their patience. It is amazing to an American viewer of his videos that they could maintain their sweet and upbeat attitude in the face of persistent misbehavior. Softening their commands as questions or hints, they refrained from using the imperative but never gave up on attempting to secure the child’s cooperation.

You might think that these mothers were exceptionally—from a Western point of view, almost comically—patient individuals, but they were following a standard Japanese cultural model of learning that is intended to protect the teacher-learner relationship as a positive emotional bond first and foremost in order to ensure that learning occurs. Japanese believe that scolding and other forms of confrontation will jeopardize the “sticky” (that is, adhesive) relationship that in the long run will achieve the teacher’s goals. These sweet but persistent mothers were able to outlast their young children’s resistance without losing that nonconfrontational style. They may have seemed to an American observer to be “coddling” or “indulging” their toddlers, but they were pursuing a strategy that would result in training them.

In Taiwan, Heidi Fung, an established researcher trained at the University of Chicago and based at the highly respected Academia Sinica in Taipei, also videotaped middle-class mothers at home with their two- to three-year-olds. These mothers, unlike their Japanese counterparts, sought confrontations with their young children over current or even remembered instances of misbehavior. They were following a traditional Chinese script for “opportunity education” (jihui jiaoyu), in which parents take advantage of a misdeed, either one that has just occurred or one referred to in conversation, to chastise the child and deliver explicit instruction on proper behavior and moral virtue. The Taiwanese mothers believed—contrary to their Japanese counterparts—that these confrontations and moral lectures would build rather than destroy their learning relationship with their child; for their part, the young children in Taiwan were not necessarily upset at having their transgressions exposed in the presence of the investigator or even at being harangued by their mothers. In the videos, they do not seem anxious about their mothers’ approval, and they appear to regard the moral lectures as familiar experiences. It is evident that the Japanese mothers who avoided confrontation with their toddlers and the Chinese mothers who sought it represent different premises about how to raise a child.

Parents have different goals depending on their cultural traditions. In an agrarian setting, parents’ emphasis on hierarchy, obedience, and fertility is rooted in and reinforced by the household economy, but as the Gusii-Yoruba contrast suggests, there are different ways of being agrarian. And the contrast between Japanese and Chinese mothers shows that modern, urban mothers are similarly varied. Parents are not immune to adaptive pressures, and their practices change from generation to generation, reflecting their changing environments. But they are not simply rational decision-makers: their child-rearing ideas and practices are infused with the moral ideas of a particular tradition.

    Variability
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The world of parenting encompasses wide variations that seem bewildering, though that world is no more varied than the plants and animals Darwin first encountered—and the variations occur within a single species under increasingly well-documented conditions. Anyone expecting to find a fixed or universal system of parental behavior for the entire species would certainly be disappointed. For example, even African hunter-gatherers—once assumed to be survivors of a single ancestral population from which we are all descended—vary widely in infant care: !Kung San mothers of the Kalahari Desert care for their babies largely by themselves; mothers among the Efe of the Ituri forest share the care, including breast-feeding, with other women in the same camp; and among the Aka of the northern Congo rain forest, fathers play a major role in infant care, more than has ever been documented for any other population. Each parenting pattern makes sense in terms of the hunting and gathering practices on which the group depends for food, but the variation is striking for these peoples as for others.

In the agrarian world, there is wide variation on every social factor imaginable: marriage, divorce, household size, formality of interaction at home, the position of women. Polygamy is standard in most African societies, but its frequency and the relations of the co-wives vary greatly; in the rest of the world polygamy is illegal, as in our own society, or restricted to four wives, as in Islamic societies, or limited to secret unions, as in Mexico (the casa chica). Legal marriage is going out of style in western Europe, and it’s been a rarity for a long while in the West Indies, but it’s still the major focus of social life in India. Divorce is rare in India and elsewhere in South Asia, but very frequent in West Africa, where many women as well as men marry several times. The Indian joint family is large—there were 25 million male-headed households with seven or more persons living in them in the 2011 census of India—but in East Africa each mother tends to live in a house just with her own children. We found the domestic behavior of Africans and Asians to be highly scripted, especially according to respect in a hierarchical family, in striking contrast to the informality of American parents and their children at home. Women are subordinated in many families of Africa and India, where they may also be regarded as polluted, but far less so in the Southeast Asian societies of Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia, where something closer to gender equality prevails.

This variability in social conditions—and the rules and codes of family behavior in particular communities—reduces the scope of personal choice even in America, where we like to think we can decide how to be a parent. The fact is that we too are standardized in the marital and household arrangements in which we raise our children. We tend to conform to the recognized standards of our own class, community, generation, and friendship circle.

    Morality
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The moral force of child-rearing codes becomes clear when one travels across cultural boundaries. In 1497 the ambassador of Venice to the court of King Henry VII of England wrote a letter home describing the English “want of affection,” as manifested in their sending their children out to be apprentices in other families’ homes, a practice he termed “repulsive.”7 Five hundred years later, in 1997, the New York City police arrested a Danish mother for parking her baby in a carriage outside the restaurant in which she and the baby’s father were eating, a practice she claimed—correctly—was customary at home in Copenhagen. And in the German-speaking countries of Europe, at least before 1980, it was common practice for mothers to leave babies and toddlers alone at home in their cribs while they went shopping in the daytime or attended a party with their husbands at night. This would have been legally punishable as neglect in the United States at the time, and in fact European tourists and immigrants in the United States have been reported to the police by neighbors when they hear a child crying. Moral and legal standards vary, and the emotions supporting them run high.

These variations show us that what is standard in the treatment of children in one society may be unacceptable, illegal, or “abnormal” in another. The wide array of “normal” child-rearing patterns in the world may challenge the advice of American experts and raise new questions about how much parents influence their children. Have American parents been misled by experts about the psychological impact of what they do and its risk of damaging their children?

    Psychiatry?
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We need first of all to free our thinking about parental influence from the psychiatric perspective in which parenting is defined by its potential to make children mentally ill. Parental practices vary much too widely across cultures for us to accept uncritically the supposition that the mental health of American children is being put at risk by “insensitive” infant care. The resilience of children under varied conditions is far more evident than the emotional vulnerability in which many American parents believe.

As we show in Chapter 1, experts in pediatrics, public health, and psychiatry have provided advice that claimed the authority of science while blending moral ideology with empirical evidence. In retrospect, the unscientific nature of much of this expert advice, despite its empirical contents, casts doubt on the notion of parenting as science. There may be a science of parenting one day, but premature attempts to build a general theory of human parenting have tended to oversimplify the evidence, ignore exceptions, and use fallacious analogies about adaptation or progress.

Modern parents in America and elsewhere seek to optimize their children’s life chances and exert a virtuous influence on their children’s development. But the expert advice that parents attend to has grossly exaggerated the influence of parenting on child development, inflating its predictability beyond the evidence and underestimating the resilience of children and the likelihood of change in later childhood and adolescence. The time has come for American parents to reconsider the burdens they place on themselves, for dubious ends.

When we were new parents in Chicago in the early 1970s, we practiced a version of the child-centered style of parenting, which seemed to come naturally to us, though we were not ourselves raised that way. Indeed, our own early childhood experiences were sharply different: Bob, an only child raised in a small Manhattan apartment, had early memories of his rather strict mother and playing by himself in his room and the park; Sarah, the second of three siblings, was raised in an English manor house and had memories of her uniformed nanny and her siblings but none of her parents. When we ourselves became parents, we were probably as enthusiastic about every one of our children’s advances in motor development or language—praising, cheering, taking pictures or home movies—as any other American parents at the time. We always responded to their solicitations of our attention and often let them interrupt adult conversations. And we were quick to prop them up with encouragement should their spirits falter. In these respects, we behaved differently from the way our far more restrained and distant parents—or the servants who cared for Sarah and her younger brother—had behaved in the 1930s and 1940s.

Sarah remembers the day’s schedule as set in stone. It centered on meals (in the “day nursery”): breakfast, “elevenses” (snack), lunch, “high tea,” and bed at seven o’clock in the “night nursery,” which she shared with her brother and “nursie” (who had also raised their considerably older sister). There was a lot of playing, being read to, and being taken for walks; long after napping was a thing of the past there was an obligatory rest in the afternoon. After Sarah’s fifth birthday, for which she received her first pony, learning to ride was added to the schedule. Before she and her brother went to kindergarten, the objective was to keep them calm and busy until they had learned to read, at which point books would take the place of physical activity. Companionship was provided by the servants, who were numerous, attentive, and unfailingly kind. Adult expectations were clear: being “naughty” and “showing off” were frowned upon.

Sarah remembers feeling safe, cared for, and—fairly often—bored as a child. When she became a mother, she soon began to notice that she was more structured and stricter with her children than her Chicago friends were with theirs, particularly about bedtimes. For though she saw the shortcomings of the way she had been brought up, she also saw its benefits. Like Bob, she was all for letting children “unfold like flowers,” but within limits. American hyper-individualism scared her!

We nevertheless adopted the new child-centered style of parenting, though not based on a conscious calculation that it would improve Anna’s and Alex’s life chances. Rather, our behavior with the children felt consistent with the people we had become, expressing an identity that belonged to us in particular as well as to our generation. We were, in short, reflecting a shift in American (and British) child-rearing that had already been under way for some two or three decades.

Child-rearing practices, styles, and codes have continued to change since we were new parents in the 1970s. More mothers work, more infants and toddlers are cared for outside the home, and there is far more concern about risks, even for older children, than was true in those days. Parenting for middle-class Americans (the educated middle class, as opposed to working-class, blue-collar, or poor) has become more labor-intensive and stressful, as the sociologist Annette Lareau and the journalist Jennifer Senior have documented in detail, and as we discuss in the final chapter.8

Learning about the worldwide cultural variations in child-rearing practices reviewed in this book will not answer all your questions about parenting, but it may well change how you think about your own parenting practices—not by raising your anxiety about the choices you’ve made, but by giving you a fresh view of them in the wider context of human parenting as a whole.
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Parent-Blaming in America

IN THIS BOOK we propose a new way of thinking about how parents affect their children’s development—one that is social as well as psychological, consistent with the cross-cultural evidence, and less worrisome for parents than the views that have been dominant for many years. Theories offered as scientific have grossly exaggerated not only the amount of parents’ psychological influence but also the risks that parents face in raising their children.

We see parents as their children’s sponsors in a social world with multiple influences, setting priorities for the training of young children and selecting the environments that will shape their children’s development rather than influencing that development themselves. This viewpoint retreats from the exorbitant claims of psychological influence that were prominent in public discourse about parenting during the middle decades of the twentieth century and have never been fully dispelled.

During that period, psychiatrists and psychoanalysts replaced pediatricians as advice-givers and captured public attention through best-selling books and magazine articles that blamed parents for their children’s mental disorders. Psychiatrists or psychoanalysts serving as advice-givers to parents differ drastically from pediatricians like Benjamin Spock. Pediatricians, whatever their prejudices, are general practitioners who work with and monitor basically healthy children as they undergo minor and major illnesses. Child psychiatrists and psychoanalysts, however, are specialists who see only those children already considered problematic in their behavior by parents or teachers. Psychoanalysts treating adults are even further removed from ordinary children, being exposed primarily to their patients’ childhood memories. Thus, when these mental health practitioners formulate the advice they would give to the ordinary parent, they have to imagine what normal child development is like, without basing it directly on their own experience as practitioners. They may draw on their personal experience as parents or on their construction of an ideal child who lacks the pathologies they confront in their practice. We believe that they almost always underestimate the variability of child behaviors accepted as normal in the general population. In effect, mental health professionals treat “normal” as a coherent “syndrome” similar to a diagnostic category of disease in medicine, marked by a certain set of tendencies and attitudes. But “normal” behavior is actually a broad range of (nonpathological) behaviors and dispositions; there are many kinds of normal. As a result, experts end up putting pathological labels on a large part of that normal range, thus exaggerating the dangers of “abnormal” development. Where did these exaggerations come from, and how did they come to be believed?

    Public Responsibility: The Government and Parents
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In the early years of the republic, the US population was largely rural, parents were responsible for their own children, and the Protestant churches provided moral guidance and schools in which a majority of boys, and a lesser proportion of girls, acquired biblical literacy. In the mid-nineteenth century, this began to change as mass public schooling became established and, together with urbanization, immigration, industrialization, and new conceptions of the child, altered the conditions for parenting.

One early landmark is the Massachusetts legislature’s adoption of the “Prussian system of education” in 1852, on the recommendation of the state’s secretary of education, Horace Mann, who had visited schools in Prussia, England, and Scotland in 1843.1 This was a secular system of public schools offering standardized instruction to all children, with a bureaucratic organization designed to maintain quality and equality through inspection, examinations, and teacher training. Mann promoted its spread throughout the United States, and it became the form that spread to many other countries as well. Public school education did not become universal in the United States immediately, but it expanded rapidly after the end of the Civil War in 1865, and by the end of the century primary schooling was virtually universal.

When the various US states passed laws to make schooling compulsory (as most European countries also did, at the national level, in the 1870s), thus requiring parents to send their children to school, they were assuming a responsibility that had previously belonged to parents. But the rise of public responsibility for children did not end there. Americans, like the British Victorian-era reformers before them, increasingly recognized that children were being abandoned, exploited, and abused under conditions wrought by urbanization and industrialization. Influenced by representations of children as innocent victims in Romantic literature (notably, the novels of Charles Dickens), they sought remedies in political and social action. The sentimental conception of the child in literature was a call to action in the real world and gave rise to organized reform movements. The New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was founded in 1875, followed by the Massachusetts society of the same name three years later, and orphanages were established to provide care to those who had lost their parents.

The number of adults infused with a concern for other people’s children kept growing, and with it the sense that society and its representatives in government must intervene with laws and institutions to protect innocent children from exploitation and other harsh conditions. The political struggle against child labor began in this period and continued into the twentieth century. Industrialization, with children working in factories and mines, slowed down the expansion of school attendance in some places, but the battle to ban child labor was ultimately won in the twentieth century. The reformers who cared about other people’s children established a role for government as the protector—as well as educator—of children, irreversibly modifying the role of parents.

Though public action diminished parents’ control over their offspring, the mother’s private role as nurturer was idealized in the prevailing spirit of the age. The loving mother was celebrated in romantic paintings, poems, and songs, her domesticity represented in sentimental terms as boundless affection for her infants and toddlers. (Paternal discipline would apply to the older children.) Science had yet to invade the nursery.

    Hygiene: Parenting as Disease Prevention
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The nineteenth century’s educational progress had not been matched by an equivalent improvement in child health. In 1900 the US infant mortality rate (deaths per 1,000 live births in the first year of life) was 100, a rate nowadays considered unacceptable even in the poorest countries. (The current US rate is 6 per 1,000.) Mortality rates of older children and adults were also high. But measures to improve the situation had been made possible by nineteenth-century advances in the scientific understanding of infectious diseases and how to control them. Beginning in the 1890s, state and local governments in the United States undertook major works to improve public health, including sewage disposal systems and the purification of drinking water. The pasteurization of milk followed in the first decades of the twentieth century. Chicago, in 1908, became the first city to pasteurize its milk supply.

In addition to these public health measures, advice to mothers dispensed not only in books and the mass media but also by private charities and governments promoted “hygiene”—the maintenance of sanitary and antiseptic conditions in the home to prevent the transmission of infectious diseases to the young. The care of infants and young children was increasingly seen as a series of medical problems that could be solved through the mother’s use of information provided by medical experts.

An influential text in the hygiene movement was The Care and Feeding of Children: A Catechism for the Use of Mothers and Children’s Nurses, published in 1894 by the New York pediatrician L. Emmett Holt.2 The book became extremely popular and went through many editions over the next forty years. Set up as a catechism of questions and answers, the book simulates a consultation between a mother and her doctor, but most of the questions are about the routine care of well babies and older children. The answers cover topics ranging from the desirable temperature of the baby’s bathwater to the firmness of the child’s mattress, with a great deal of attention to diet and food preparation. Holt was a physician, but most of the book is not focused on disease or pathological conditions; it implicitly asserts his medical expertise as a general warrant for authoritative recommendations on child care. Some of his admonitions are couched as preventive medicine: if the mother does not follow his advice, illness could occur. But some of the advice is designed to provide guidance in avoiding, or dealing with, “bad habits” and “indulgence,” so a moral element unrelated to hygiene is clearly present. The medical authority of Dr. Holt is extended to include morally correct training based on a pseudoscientific psychology, as in the following excerpts from the 1914 (seventh) edition:

Should a child sleep in the same bed with its mother or nurse?

Under no circumstances, if this can possibly be avoided. Very young infants have often been smothered by their mothers by overlying during sleep. If the infant sleeps with the mother, there is always the temptation to frequent nursing at night, which is injurious to both mother and child.

How is an infant to be managed that
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