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THE DEVELOPMENTAL DIALEC%ICAL APPROACH

TO ADAPTIVE & MALADAPTIVE PARENTING
B. Paklzegl, Ph. D.

Why do parents parent the way they do, ana what does this
mean for supportlng parenting efforts? Several .models of
parentlng are impllcit 1n the research ‘and &linical work'

’concernlng the family (Wiehe, 1985). Below some of the exlstlng
major models of parenting and their relevant research w111 be
neV1ewed briefly, clarifying the need for a more comprehen81ve
’integrative model. A case study of a maladaptlve parent w111 be
.presehted ta clarify how eagh pf the ex1st;ng models might
agaress it. - Then, the ma1n tenets of the developmental
ldlalectlcal model will be ou11ned and their relevance to adaptive
and maladaptlve parentlng, explalned. Finally, I will return to
the case study presented.earlier and ¢larify how a dévelopmental
dialectical perepectiVe midht address it.

One of the ' most infL&ential models af parentiﬁg~\'
rs the psychéanalytic'medel which emphasiées intra ané

R‘interpersohal family dynamics. In generai,.tnis model suggests .

“ that we‘parent the way we have beea parented. Thréugh the »

. pxocess ef identification, parents play out past reso;ved or
unresolved <hildhood conflicts with tﬁeir children. An adequate
or deformed charaeter structure mediates between the.barent‘e
past upbringiﬁg and present cﬁild—rearing. This model suggests

that consciousness of past unresolved conflicts through therapy

is helpful to the parent who 'needs help or support.
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Most aVaiiable‘neséarch and case,studies using this model

‘ 1nvolve maladaptlve or damaged parentlng. These on the whole

usupport the "1ntergeneratlona1 ‘cycle” of, par@ntlng conbept

(Kotelchuck, 1982 oates, Dav1s -& ,Ryan, 1983), However, studles
report that the majorlty of damaged parents lack serlous
persenallty d1sorders and there is 11tt1e agreement in. the.
_ llterature on their psychologucal tra1ts (Gelles, 1982, Parke &
Collmer, 1975). wWhile the stage of. the sc1ence of personallty
and its assessment probably contribute to -the lack of clarity in -
these rlndlngs, 1t is also ﬁ§§§?b1e that'the differing resulté,
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reflect some ‘'variables not con81dered signiflcant in the ™
i . - -
o 'psychoanalytic model . -~
! Wh11e there is 1itt1e systematic evaluation of therapy for 7

parents in their: parentlng role, data from the general f1e1d of
e .therapeutlc treatment .suggests that therapy is more effective~
with 1hte11ectua1 people w1th vergsl »facility, where there is a
-common ba e of assumptions and experiences- ,between theraplst and
client (Brlfla& Storrow, 1964, Grunebaum, Weiss, CShler, Hartman &
Gallant, IBBZJ Tﬁls often translates to therapy being most -
effective with mlddle class (or higher) clients working with
. middle class (ox hlgher) therapists. Thus, it seems that~issues .\

?i ": such as class a;e 1nyolved in behav1or.' The psychoanalytlc model
suggests that child maltreatment 1s a ciassless problem
j% . (Polansky,. Chalmers, Buttenwelser & Williams,,198l, Steele,
19§0). Howevex, the evidence for- thls is weak' (Pakizegi, 1985;
Belton, 1981). fThe next model focuses on some social 1ssnes that )
are not emphas12ed in the psychoanalytlc modelrof parenting.

The social structural model emphasizes a parent's membershlp »
in v;rlous social, cu’tural or economic groups.as fundamental to
their childrearing practices. Significant groupings that have
-been studied 1nvolve gender, ethnlcity and social class.
Ev1dence suggests that there 1s a correlatlon between the
characteristics of groups in high power positions in the society

(e.g. men, whites, the well-off),-and those in low power

positicne in the society_(Veroff, Douvan, Kulka, 1981). Some *

. ) . . o
even suggest that social categories such as race and gender

-~

+ [}
'derive their significance from class issues (Dixon, 1978; .Kohh,
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1969).According to this model, one's social groups create certain
sQcial or material conditions that form the basis for parenting

values, 1deologles and ultimately behavior (Kohn, 1969; Harrison,

Serafica & Mcadoo, 1984). Maladaptive parenting is thus seen as

a response of overtaxed parents-to stressful social situations,
. .

such as poverty. ‘

'Researcq suppérts the significance of social membership and
stryicture in adaptive and maladaptive éarenting. Gender, culture
and class, for example, all contribute to ‘one's style of
- parenting (ﬁarrisoq et al., 1984? Korbin, 1981; Bro;ks-Gunn &
Matthews, 1979).Also, while it is clear that most ‘low income
minority mothers do notlmaltreat their ehildren and that the rich
can be poor parents as well (Crawford[-l978;‘8tone, 1979), it

seems that mothers (Brandon, 1976; Pelton,1981), the poor,

(Murphy, Jenkins, Newcombe & Silbert, 1981; Pelton,, 19%1;

-Shearman, et al., 1983), -ethnic minorities (Gil, 1970; Child

-Abuse & Neglect Programs,1977), and those lacking support systems

{Garbarino & Gilliam, 1980) predominate in the child abuse.aq§

neglect literature.

The focus of interventién in this model i's on how the social

structure supports or deters adaptive parenting. 1In the U.S.,
one's informal group memberships and private arrangements are the
'main forms of parenting support. The government becomes involved
in fam111es mainly wunder condltlons of extreme poverty and
duress (Kahn & Kamerman, 1976). Through the welfare system,
there is an attempt to reduce stress factors associated with the

parent's social situation. Food stamps, public housing and
E)

~




»

. ! \ ‘ ’

-
-~ R .

- X . \ .

A,
Medicaid are some forms of assistance nséd for families.

The thirad or transactlonal ‘model focuses on 1nteractlons

’among family members as an important. explanatlon for parenting

style. This model stresses the 1nteract10n of the parent's and
the chlldﬁs characterlstlcs and family positions. For example,

the worklng status-of a parent, the husband-wife power relations,
and the child:f tem?erament,and birth orcer, all affect
parenting.

Studies of abusive and neglectful parents support some
1nteractlon effects as s1gn1f1cant and not others. While studies

of the s1gn1f1cance of the child's gender or birth order are

contradictory (Child abuse & Neglect Programs, 1977; Oliver,
1978);'there is'a general tendency in research for premature,
handicapped or more difficult children to’be maltreated more
often (Diamond & Jaudes, 1983; Graham, 1981). The correlation of

[

some personal factors (e.g. prematurity) with social factors
s\

(e.g. poverty) makes the interpretation of these findings.

difficult. .
) .InterVention'in this model would include as many of the
family members as possible. Individual therapy for child and
parent, family therapy, dyadic parent-child interaction

intervention ‘(i.e. modeling adaptive interactions during dyad's

maladaptive ones) are examples (Martin, 1984; Minuchin, 1974)

It is clear that there is evidence for each of the above.
. a B .

models, and that each suggests significant influences on

ﬁarentingi There have been .attempts at integrating these models

as, well. While not directly focused on pareﬁtlng,

\
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Bronfenbrenner's ecological model of development (1979) has

implications for influences on child rearing. He discusses four

-

levels 'of influences; the 1;nge sys;ems,and cultural values of a
society (maérosystem), systems indirectly affecting people
(exosysteﬁ), the roles, and interpersonal relgtions experiencedh,
directly (microsystem) and the relationship be£ween varioué roles
and relations across settlngs (mesosystem). The strengths of
this model have made it a. r1ch source of 1mpllcat10ns for
adaptive as well as maladaptlve child rearlng (Garbarino et al,
1980; Paklzegl, 1985). Desplpe this, little systematic or grand
scale research has been condpc;éa incorporating all these system§
or variables. Some even feel-that with its current garadigms,
psychology can only provide;fragmented pieces of infqrmaéion of
limited value, and that it is not in a position to evaluate
integrative' models (Hoffman, 1984; sSigel, Dréyer Q
McGillicuddy—Delisi, 1984).

Aﬁother,integrative.model has been Greenspan's developmental
' structuralist model (1981). This model basically integrates the
analytic and t}énsgctional models in the understanding of
maladaptive parent-child relationships. However; it has
implications for cgild—rearing in general. Its main point is that
a child's stage specific needs evoke in the parent deep feelings
(resolved or unresolved) about the same needs which the parent
experienced as a chi}d. This‘model helps explain why parenting

might go smoothly at some points in the child'Sgﬂeve;opment and

not at others. For example, if a parent's depen ency needs were .

frustrated as a child, the parent might have difficulty in
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parenting when the child is highly d@pendent, but feel more\

competent as the child gains more independence. -
Both of the above models have integrated a number of
different findings. However, Bronfenbrenner s lacks a clear

ana1y81s of how the various leVElb interrelate in the process of

e

change and development, and Greene an's lacks an integrated
macrosystem level of analysis. It is here that a developmental
dialectical approach might be useful in 1nt’;rating the strengths

of the above models .
A

Before doing so however, I'd like to introduce a
1) +
hypothetical comp031te sketch of a maldaptive parent and suggest

t

how 1n}ervention might look u81ng the different models ahove.

«— -Wendy, a black welfare mother of two children, was accused
of neglecting and abandoning her children and lost custody of
them to a foster family. In order to work -toward getting her
children back, she was court-mandated to attend a mental health
clinic and. therapeutic nursery for her children.

During this time, Wendy might start a weekly therapy_
session, during which she would explore her past and present‘
interpersonal relationships. She was the list of nine children

in a family where both parents drank The father was alternately

employed. At these"times he w°u1d bring the children gifts and




drink less. When unemplbyed, he would Slt around the house,

drink, and yell at the kids. At times he would dlsappear for
months. Her mother was often depressed and ‘self-involved. The
last time she was hosbitalized for severe depression, Wendy, then

seven, and her siblings were parceled out to foster families.

2

Wendy's bedwetting  problems meant that she was transferred from .

one foster family’to another.

Wendy ran away from her last foster family at seventeen and
thereafter took up with a series of ﬁen. Her chlldfen wexre of
different fathers. When the last man she was W1th left she
would leave her children alone for hou¥s and go out shopping.
Often she would spend her welfare checks on ekpensive items for
hereelf or the kids, 1eag}ng no money for necessary items. When
-at home, she would wa;ch T.V. for hours while “the ehiléren cried.
The last time she left the childreh with a neighbor and
disappeared for a few days, she was reported.

During therapy Wendy would be' helped to realize her

identification with-her unwanted children and her neglectful

parents, AssociationﬂﬁWBuld be made between her father's gift buying

for the children when he was employed and her own
misplaced largesse when she wanted to feel good. Consciousness
and release of feelings associated with her own experiencefof
neglect would be consideréd import:ﬁf in her healinq.

Slmultaneously, vendj 5 caseWbrker would act as a liaison

between Wendy, the foster family, the therapeutic nursery her
v .
children were with, and any other public assistance offices Wendy

was involved with. 1n the therape%tic nursery, Wendy would see

*
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her children once a week. She might waEch the teachers do

varlous projects and ipteract in perhaps dlfferent ways than she

N,

would have W1th the chlldren. Perhaps occasionally the staff

o

might glve some.feedback to Wendy about her interactions with.her

i ch}ldren and suggest alternatives. The plan hoq}d be. to éiovide

ko )

a}ternative modLls‘of parenting. ; ’ ot

How does a developmental dlalectlcal model approach the
understanding of Wendy!' 5.parenting and the
analys~s of adaptive and maladaptlve parentingutfmmWUhat does it
add.to the' other models and what are its implications for the
support of parentlng? The developmental dialectical model
'examlnes parenting in terms of present stage needs and
characteristics of“parents and children in the ;ontext of thelr
developmental,hlstory and in the context of the social systems oﬁ
_ which they have been and are members. In a developﬁental model,
the totalitf,of the person is stressed_as s/he develdps. Present
.stage neehs and‘characteriétics have to be addresseﬁ as well as
’ past eveﬁts in one's life. Cognitive capablllties and needs have
to be con51dered as well as emotional qnes. Strengths.-have tc

¥

recognized as well as deficiencies,and ﬁhe conscious has to be
addressed as well as the unconsc1ous. All of theseaare in a,
process of development over t1me in the parent as well as in the
child.

This developmental abproach can be incofporateé into and
further expanded by the éialectical.approach. The dialect%cal
approach is one with a longstanding philosophical background

and application in many fields (Tolman, 1983). However, despite

the worke of European psychologists such as Reich, Fenichel and

§
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Vygotsky, its use in American psychology is more recent (éuss,

11979; Riegel, -1975 & 1976; Wertsch, 1979).

This approach stresses ‘the integration and interpencetration
of the various-parts:of a whole. While the integrity of each
level of organiéation (e.g. *individual, family, society) is
recognized, these levels are seen as inteépenetrating and
transforminc of one'another. Behav1or (in this case, parenting)

is undergtodd not only intrapersonally and 1nterpersonally, and’

not only as a product of social, political and economic sistems,'

but as impacting on them as well. Thus, the activity or agency
aspect of peogle is emphasized as well as their being products of

environmental influences. -Although some’ things change slowly,

-2 .

3
actiVity, change and development are seen as the essence of

people and social systems‘and a product of the,contradictions and

asynchrony 1nherent Wlthln and between them. Contradictions:

1nvolme the unity of OppOSlteS in and across organisms and

systems. While change'occurs sometimes quantitatively, enough:

quantitative change involves a qualitative difference,  leading to
. — ] - .

higher levels of development. For example,.in,Piaget's theory,

%
the contradictioh between the child's mental ;structures- and

those of.external reality, creates a disequiligrium that with
further activity, leads to a new level of development Phd the
quantitative 1ncrease in the child's a;e involves gualitative
transformations of the child which involve qualitatively
different family 1nteractions and}dyndmics.

' What does this model imply for understanding developmental

processes in adequate and maltreating parents and what are its

o
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implications for the support of parenting and interventiop~in
abusiVe‘aHd neglectful families? It suggests that parenting
styles and characteristics aie as insepérable from evolving-
social conditions, as they are from their developmental history.
A first step then is to provide a descriptive analysis of £he
social structure of American family life and its interpenetraiion
into parenting.

The overadl'value framework of indepéndence and
individualism in American society is cldsély relatéd to its free
ehterprise economic sfruoiurg. One consequence of this type of
economic system is é~BIerarchica1 class ¥tructure in the society.
As mentioned earlier, a porson's sooiai\@ggss is one of the most
pervasive aspecto of his/her social condé??Bh..Class ﬁas been
defined in many ways and has many components. For the purposes
of this paper, the prevalent social psychologicol definiflon
involving education and occupation, will be used. .

While American society consists of several social classes
(Hollingshead & Redlich, 1958), for purposes of this paper, I
will deal with two segments of the society , the middle class and
the,poor. The middle class will refi§‘102white collar
professionals who usually have more than a igh school education
( e.g. teachers). The,poor will refer to unskilled laborers or
those who are on welfare.Some are high school dropouts and others
have at most a hlgh school educatlop. Data clearly suggests that
adults have a class consciousnes;\and categorize themselves

accordingly (Lundberg,1974). Even children as young as séven show

awareness of social class (Leahy, 1983).

13

10

ok




Some méthodologicél words of warning are in order. Many of
the studies done in the areé of social class, values and
socialization, are inierviews. Some are observatiocnal. Many
report percent differences between classes. Some use measures of

-

association, Differences average about ten percent.

Correlations range in the .20's and .30's. Many are not well

controlled, with confounding variables such as the social class
of the investigator. Definitions of social class vary from study
to study, making comparisons difficult. Keeping these in ming,

-

let us,examine some of the findings in the area. .
What a society values‘as ideal and good are characteristics

that maintain Fhe social structure of the sbciety. ~ For
example, a capitalistic society char;%terized by large ineguitigs
between social classes ?e.g. the U.S.), is 1likely to foster
characteristics such as an "intérnal control"” ideology. Those in
power stand to_gain from increasing éhe internality of beliefs on
locus of control and stand to iose]from increasing externality .
For exanle, if one perceives the inability’ to flnd a JOb to be
the resdlt of one's own actions, the response is 11ke1y to be
apathy or self-improvement . However, if one perceives
‘unemployment to.be the inevitable résult:qf an economic system
incépable of supggrting full employment, then one's response
might belgggs/sig;sant for those in power (Furby, 1979).

'.In addition, whét the society values ag ideal and‘good often
reflect the values of the dominant cléss. Thus the

characteristics given for a healthy personality and parenting are

the same as those reported for the middle class (Lundberg, 1974).

-~
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Cenerélﬁy, the middle class is reported to be characterized by a
future orientation in their activities. This involves plapning,
deferred gratification and goal.orienéation. This class
emphasizes ;ationality ractivity andbthé individual's efforts in
attaining goals (an internal locus of control). Whilekpeople in
~this class are involved with Felatives, they  have more
1re1ationships with friends. fTheir relationships are-less sex typed
than the poor's. They algo become involved with sécondarx
groups and participate more in peolitical 1life “(Gonzalez &
Zimbardo, 1985;Lundberg, 1974; Spiegel, 1982). People of higher
income and edgcation feel better about thejir lives, feel more in
control, less demoralized and have higher aspirations in 1ife
than those in loﬁer positions (Veroff, et al., 1981). However,
there is no support for higher self-esteem in the higher social
classes (Gecas, 197°).

Although the evidence is not strong and it is often
indirect, the poor are reported to be present oriented, and more
motivated by instant gratification (Gecaé, 1979)! They aré also
peported to be mgre passive vis-a-vis life's problems, to have
more of an external locus of control and stress tradition and the ID
primary group. They do not join secogdary groups often and/or
are not active in them. They often do‘not participate in the:
political system (Lundberg( 1974; Spiegel, 1982). ‘

In childrearing, values of the different classes are
reported to have changed over the years, with middle class values

presently being more similar to that of the "experts'"

(ﬁoffman, 1984). The middle clask is reported %o be more lenient,

15 ‘
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democratic and less ‘disciplinary than the poor. Discipline among
the middle class is reported to -be more oriented to internal
motivationé, while for the poor it.focuses on the immediate
concrete results of aétion. The former éLso has shigher
aspirations for ;he child, and expects the child to act
%yaependently sooner than the latter group. Among the middle
class aid often flows from the parents to the (adult) children,
while in the working class, it oftén flows from the (adult)
children‘to the parents {(Davis & Havighdrst, 1969; Lambert,
Hamers & Frasure-smith, 1979; Lee, 1979; Lundberg, 1974).

Few studies differenggg;g_bgtnggg;;ge,maltrea;ing behavior
of the classes. jhe samples étudieéﬁmost are the pepor, and the
charactcristiés often repoEted, seem indistinguishable from those
of the poor in general. Damaged parenting is reported t6 be
characterized by harsh and inconsistent discipline and/or
undercontrol, inaccurate neading.of or nonfesponsivity to the
child's psychological needé, reject}on, and age inappropr{ate
expectations. Damaged mothers aie‘characterized as exhibiting low
self esteem, being impulsivé, feeling powerless (external locus
of control) and being socially isolated (Elmer, }9?7, Garbarin9
et al.,1980; Polansky et al., 1981{ Steele, 1980). The few class
felated findings are general in nature. For example, neglect
seems to predominate in low income familigs (Polansky et al.,
1981).

Deve}opmen¥a1 dialectics suggests that the characteristics
of adequate and démaged parents' of the classes are Both products

of as well Es contribute to the social and material conditions of

16
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their classes. They are a product in'that'théy reflect the
internalization of external conditfons.of their lives. for
example, the greater mobility, experience and stability(:f life
0f the middle elass and the reality of more.death, iliness and
disruptions 1n jobs and education for the poor (Veroff et al.,
1981) reflect themselves in dlfferences in characterlstlcs and in
parenting. The opportun;ty ‘for self ~direction'in one's job and
stability of conditions allows for rational planning and for the
perception of oneself as in control. Having the welfare office in
charge of your 1life hoﬁever, and having the minimum‘of your
biological ahd psychologica% needs met, promotes an external -
locus of control and an emphasis on immediéte gratifioation when
the chance is there. Having basic material -needs met allows
middle class people to become attentive to internal motives and
needs in the1r children. Struggling for the physical minimums in
life, leaves little room for attention to much else (Gecas, 1979;
Hoffman, 1984; Kohn,,;969) The higher’ moblllty of mldd;e Hass
people, due to the1r jobs‘is probably related to their v1ng
less family close by and therefore their greater involvemZnt with
friends . Homeowners (usually the middle class) are more likely
to become involved with nelghbors than those liv1ng in apartments
(Bronfenbrenner Moen,& Garbarln?,l984) .Finally, middle class
jobs that require. working with ideas and symbols, might bring
these{barents oloser to the latest developmehts in childrearing
theory. The traditional, authoritarian bend of ‘the working class

parent reflects job conditions involving more supervision and

standardization, comparative lack of contact with new thoughts

-
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and greiter attachment to the extended family (Kohn, 1963).
These internalized traits, in.turn, contribute to thé.
malntenance of the class system in their own lives and in the
spc1ety. For example, a stress on the present will mean
diminishing the 51gnif1cance of education and deferred
graQ1£1catlon, skills necessary if poor children are to rise to

the middle class. - i

-
-

Dialectics also .focuses on contradictions, particularly on
their role in development ena change. What are some of these
contradictions? "Although much reseazch &till focuses on a
unitary concept of loeus of control, there is sone res erch that
suggests that one"'s locus of control is actually com osedhdf two
types of control, personal control and control id ology. The
latter involves the culturally accepted view that 1nd1V1duals
control their own lives. Personal control is the dégree to which
a person feels s/he is in control of hls/her own life. For
middle class people, the two are often congruent (explalnlng why
many researchers have not noted the differentiation). For poor

people, the two stand in contradiction. For examplé, black

subjects 1n one study had an internal control ideology and an

external personal control,reflecting their experienées (Gurin,
Gurin; Lao & Beattie, 1969). It is suggested that such a
c1rcumstance of contradiction, leads to a sénse‘of helplessness
and guilt overinonperformance (Brim, 1974). Dlalectlcs%suggests
that this contradiction also holds the seed for change and
development, a topic we will return to.

For damaged lqw income parents, developmental dialectics

1518’\‘ i




suggests that their powerlessness and external locus of control

reflects still further contradictions resulting from the

interpenetratlon of social and psychological structures. .On the

one hand powerlessné%s reflects a paralyzing guilt due to the
1nternallzat10n of external blamedand responsiblllty (control
ideology). on the other hand, it’'is partly a correct reflectlon

of their reallty {personal control)fw‘

V1ct1mlzed by both their fam111es and the soc1ety, both

hile they have beenr

institutions have given them the society's individualistic

message that they alone are qespoﬁsible\for their position and
brought it upon themselves'by being "bad" (short of pérenéal
expectations and 1ack1ng soc1a1 skills such as delayed
grat1f1cation) (Ryan, 1971). While they feel guilt and shame for
their position, they simultaneously feel the injustice. of their

position, and defen81ve1y totally blame external conditions.

—

7

J

Given the above, one could argue that the psychoanalytic

explanation for poor parenting is therefore applicable for the

materially comfortable but not for the poor; i.e. if there are
-
few external pressures on the well-cff that would lead to poor

parenting, then their pbor‘parénting must come fainly from a
familial past. However, such a conclusion is neither waraanted
nor scientifically efficient. o

Available analyses of social conditions suggest that there
are stres;es associated with middle class life also. Two surveys
of national samples done in - 1957 and 1976 revealed that job

satisfaction has gone down in thls generatlon (Veroff, et al.,

1981). fThe increasing bureaucratizatidn, mechanization, de-
. X - . ) .

.
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skilling, routine work and declining job security of white collar
pésitions brings these p091t10ns closer to that of the working
class, if not that of the poor (Abercromble & Urry, 1983). Middle
income families see mgfg,restrlctlveness in their parental roles
and report more immobilization (powerlessness) in 1976 than in
1957 (Veroff et a1;, 1981). The differences between the classes
use of control and physical punishment in parenting has
diminished in recent studles as compared to the past (Gecas,
1979). 1In the structure of society as is, the traditional tools
of freedom (education & incomei are not working as well any more
(Sennett & CoBb, 1972). oOne has to ask then what has made it
difficult even for middle class parents to fu1f111 their
parenting role? : “

| Critics of the society claim that the fragmentation of the
psYche becomes necessary in a social structure that separates
mind from body (as in physical labor vs. mental work), the
private from the public, the individual form -the social, and work
from pleasure, etc. 1In a profit based economic system, it is
important that the consumption of commodities not lead to
satiation of needs.but to restless reconsumption. Thus, it is
suggested that these overarching life conditions involve all the
clasaes and theik personal life and interpersonal relationships.
Parenting becoﬁes difficult in such a situation because the
society's structure goes caanter to the integration of the person
and counter to the satisfaction of human needs. The family
cannot regulate itself because)}he market is regﬁlating it

, !
(Kovel, 1981). For example, the bombardment of families with
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T.V. ads for new toys and foods every day means that parents
often feel that they are not doing enough for their children.
Tﬁe'children, too feel that they are being deprived if ‘they

cannot have all the new goods. a reporter concluded from the

1980 White House Conference on Families, that the family is not '

d1s1ntegrat1ng. It is the systems that do or do not support 1t

that are disintegrating. The family is in fact working overtime
]

to maintain itself (Anderson, 1982).

In addition, the intexrnal control ideology of the sogiety

can become an unrealistic burden on the shoulﬁers'of the middle -

class. 1In a materiall& comfortable life situation, it is easy to
take for granted the role of the other systems in one's life.
-ﬂAllﬁappearances ( and social messages) suggest to middle class
families that it is their hard work alene tgat has resulted in
their position in 1ife, Withess the rise of organizations such
as EST, which emphasize that individuals alone are tesponsible
for what happens to them. ' These organizations.cater mainly to
the sociaily successful (Nahem, 1981). There is little- analysis
of all’ that is taken for granted before the individual's actions
are effective. | p

With a training in internal locus of control, social

" conditiofis that support this, ‘and educational dnd other

opportunities that are available to the middle class, it is not

surprising that parents from this class are more concerned about -

the adequacy of their parenting than the poor (Veroff et al.,
1981). 1In fact, statements such as "there are no bad €thildren,

only bad parents", are more acceptable to middle class parents
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fhagkto low income parents (Nye, 1979).
, - blame

Add these to a personal past of reJectlon and it is llkely
that middle class damaged parents will take personal blame for
thelﬁngzg;onal and parentlng problems.It is likely that contrary
to the perceived powerlessness of low income damaged parents,
middle income damaged parents might feel uhrealistically
omnlpotent They might feel a need to control most 81tuat10ns with
thelr children and to blame themselves for all that goes wrong.

Developmental dlalectlcs Suggests that in a hierarchical
situation the different social positions of each class has led to
an incomplete emphasis on-only one aspect of the situation in the
understanding of their lives. While there are the personal,
interpersonal , social, political and economic systemé operating
on who we are and how Qe parent, who we are and how we parent
also influence the larger systems. Thus, the middle class's
internél locus of control, for example,J is as far from (orkas
close to) reality as the poor's external locus of. control.

Resegrchefs too, have often promulgated this centration on
incomplete information. Fo?}example, while éxternal locus of
control has often been negatively qssociéted with a belief in
fate, chance or luck, it could in fact be'anksécunggg_retlection

: TN

of aspects of reality (Gurin et al, 1969). or, while researchérs
have focused on poor people s inability to delay gratiflcatlon
in lab situations, they have failed to account for their
tolerance for frustration and delayed gratification és they wait

innumerable hours in welfare offices.

In short, the integrative model of developmental dialectics

4
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expands- the analysis of pafenting\to include the social
dimensions of past and present integpersonal relationships.
Parenting problems are seen as reflectiods of the interaction of
past unresolved personal and social conflicts with contradictions
aqd conflicts in the parent's present 1life. Finally, these
contradictions are perceibedAto contain the germ of further
development and change)ﬁn parents.

Wh;t are the implications of the above developmental
dialectical analysis for the the support of édequate'parents and
the treatment of damaged parents? Dialectics)\affirmation of the
‘integrity of levels of systems sué%ests that ail generaliéations
cannot substitute for knowing the_individual.\°Thus, while the
above analysis might serve as a general framework, the
complexities of each individual parent and family need t? be
understood and supported in its own unique way.

Dialectics’ stress on development ensuing {rom
contradict%pns means that the acceptance and affirmation of
inhereng contradictions leads to adaptive development, while
their denial leads to rigidity and maladaptive patterns 3jin
childrearing. For example, recall that the middle class is seen
as embodying the positive values of the society and the poor and
the damaged parent, the negative. There are many studies trying
to increase people’s locus of controlf and none on how to
decrease it (Furby, 1979),. Dialectics’ emphasis on
contradictions and complexity does not support such a simple

notion. It is clearly not advantageous to have people believe

they can control something when they cannot. It is not realistic
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for example, for parents to believe that they are the sole

1nf1uence on their children's Jlives. Also,for mlddxe class

(damaged) parents, too much future orientation and planning leads

to"rigidity and loss of spontaneity. The pocxr (damaged )*

parent, however, might be betfer able to respond to and-enjoy

. )
‘the present with the child. Denial of the inhexrent

contradictions in each class's tendencies Yeads to each Class's
rigid uee and exercise of one dimension of 'its capabilities.
Affirmation of contradictions underlines the continual ‘change and

developmenf inherent infa person and allows fof fluidity, change

and responsiveness. : .-

~
*e

The integrative approach of developmental dialectics also
suggests that proqrams to support positive parenting or 1ntervene
in negative parentlng have to be integrated in their llfe. The
larger the n%pber of systems affected, the greater the impact.
This integration has to be done in such a way as to clarify the
contradictions igabehaviors and situations which are pe;sonaily
and socially destructive as well as to support the resolution'of
conflicts towards higﬁfr and more constructive levels of
development. 1In some European countries, preventive support of
families in their childrearing role and development (e.g. da&
care) is a systémat;c goveénJenfél”po¥icy carried on through
consistent éegular contact between health or educational
professionals and the family. The individualistic tendepcy‘in
American society has resu}ted in a primarily hands-off policy

towards the family and childrearing by the American government.

The main time that the U.S. government begomes involved .in
, .

.21 24

-

~




‘s . R . . - A
« P

°/ famllies is under conditions of extreme poverty and duress. The
/ ’
case finding programs in the U. S. are a poor substitute for the

more integrated European approach (Kahn et al., 1976). 1In an
affluent society where the guarantee of basic famiIial needs is a

prlvilege of the well off and not a soc1a1 requn81bllity, this .

~ -
approach stigmatizes these fam111es and puts them in a dependent

and passive pogition. AR h ; /E“‘
. . -

While in the present sociaﬁ system, the immediate way to//
prOV1de re11ef fﬂom pressing material needs might in fact be the/
.welfare system, a long term involvement with th://system

exacexrbates the problems that it cstensibly seéks to s lve. The

_ﬁ\\\;

welfare systen requires the poor to accept rudeness and long
waits. Welfare recipients have to prove repeatedly, in writing
,and with documentatlon: how inadequate theyxare (Bronfenbrenner
et al., 1984).. also, the.intrinsiq'depersonalization.of
bureaucracy goes against the essentiariy personallnatuxe of the /
"welfare” of people (Kovel, 1981). all of the‘abofe furthers the-’
powerlessness and alienation of the poor. Aireadf highly o/
sensitized to negative eJ;iuationE, all of the aboVe also f
exacerbate the cyc¢le of self blame and lack of control that‘/
paralyzes low ,income maltreatlng pareﬂts into depressed inactlo /

or causes them to lash out in anger at their own images in the}r

children. ,f

H

Therapy (1ndiv1dua1 or famlly) has been another commo;/%ode
of support or 1ntervention into family dynamics in the U.§ How

does developmental dialectics evaluate this approac¢h? It

-suggests that while it traditionally focuses on intraperSonal and

1




interpersonal-dimensions, it ignores the social'structures
inyolved in childrearing. Wh%le it presents the view of the-
individual as‘changeahle, it portrays social structures as given
and immutable. While it traditionally focuses on unconscious
emotions, it ignores conscious cognitive capabilities. While it
focusei on an individual profe581onal 5 attention on a family, it

isolates the professional as well as the family from support:

from an interconnected larger group. Let us examine these in

‘ H

more éepth.

;- X Reality training has always been a significant part of
'therapy. Freud suggeste& ‘that blindly accepted norms and values
of-thersociety -instilled in people and the identificétion of the
oppressed with the class ﬁhich rules and exploits them, needs to

be made conscious, in order to gain” greater un&erstanding of

a: their élnctioning and therefore greater }reedom of action (Freud,
1927/1961). However, traditional therapy has limited reality to

1ntra and interpersonal dimensions. Social structures are not
usually addressed and assuming a rather unchanging character for

them, traditional therapy has often stressed the necessity for
parents to unidirectionally adapt themselves to them. Not o6nly s
this K an incomplete and therefore an igﬁccurate picture of

» reality, but it also serves to mystify the character of social

’

structures and to leave them even more unchanged.

For those whose social reality is more negative ?e.g.‘the|

poor), the message of the sociallstructure's unchanging nature is
both inaccurate and leads to further debression and

powerlessness. If, as evidence indicates, actual intFrnal sense

. «
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of control is correlated with effectiveness with the environment
tand thexef érﬁore positive feelings) then modification of the
poos'g/gﬁternal locus of control is possible only under the N
é;;umption of the modifiability of the environment. If the
énvironment is not changeable, trying to change their locus of
control contrary to their experience can only increase

frustration, gﬁi}t, negative affect or self-blame (Furby, 1979).

One goal of therapy therefore should be to support these parents

in -experiencing their effectiveness in influencing the

environment through the attainment of personal goals. Gradually,
"~ a longer term view of the nature and possibilities of societal
. change can evolve.

For those whose social reality is more positive (e.g. the
middle class), lack of knowledge of the nature of the
interpenetration of social structures in their personal 1lives
prevents them from developing the ability to exert more control
where %hey think they have little influence (in social
structures), and to exert less control where they thinf they are
the only influential'variable {(in the personal domain).

What form should support take to empower especially damaged
parents within realistic boundaries? For low income parents, an
important step involves clarifying their personal and social
victimization, as a way of reducing the blame~on-them. While
they have often accurately sensed the role of external conditions
in their situation, their perceptions havé not been validated
socially. Only when the validity of ﬁheir feelings of injustice

is affirmed through the clarification of the role of others {i.e.
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the‘parent“s family and tﬁe sé&ial systém) will they be able to
feel the pain and‘the Yage involved in their dﬁprésseq pogition.
Only then will they be able to take charge of the pért that is
theirs to play iﬁ transforming their lives, or in accepting the
less changeable. bonsciousness of one's embeddedness in various
systems allows one to have a more realistic assessment of one
individualfs role in making changes, while also affirming the
individual's role as one element in the totality of systems
operating. ! \ )

For middle class damaged parents too, intervention involves

clarification both of their personal victimization, and the

social pressures involved in maintaining their social status in a ~,

hieiarchical society ( e.q. competitiveness, definition of a man
only in terms of his job, etc.). Support in feeling the fear and °
the pain involved in these pressures and consciousness of the -
source of these feelings will allow these parents to accept,
dismiss or modify them, rather than be driveﬁ unknowingly by

«w [
them.

”

Some evidence supports the notion that awareness of the role
of external factors can have a positive influence.
Institutionalized old people who see external reasons as involved
in their daily problems have the most positive feelings of
adjustment (Felton & Kahana, 1974). Blacks who blame "the
system" are more ready to engage in sociélvaction with others
(Gurin et al., 1969). cCrime victims " who are aware of the role

of external factors in their victimization sustain less emotional

damage than those who solely blame themselves for the crime-
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(ﬁerglqss, 1985). However, the relation between_ldcds of
control,‘actio?»shd subjective feelings -is not simple and direct.
The valepce of thé goai intolved needs to’be'considered as well
(Fgrby, 1979). \

’ The above 'consciousness-raising' uses the adult's cognitive

skills to reflect en her owh situation.’ However, the more damaged

the'parents, the .more they are preyvented from using the best of

their, cognitive capsbilities in their own-service because of
* their smotional blocks. Accurate self analysis and positive self
esteem are often reflect;;ns of the external world's view of the
person. Sincé the personal (and the social) external world's view
of (low income) damaged parents has often been negative and
painful, reality based self-analysis and positive self view are
not their strength. A contéxt of affirmation, validation and
support allows thesée parents to experience the pain and'the rage
that go with having been maltreated and thus be enabled to use
anq‘develop their cognitive skills in their own healing. Thus,
i the traditional "neutral” stance of therapists needs to be
replaced with one of positlve support and affirmation (Fraiberg,
Shaplro, & Cherniss, 1983). Whlle many therapists equate thié
with countertransference, this conscious, 12Formed support is
different than the unconscious 1nvolvement and confusion of
countertransference. It is through this support that these
parents start to heal and become able to integrate their emotions

with their cognltlons, and their ynconscious with their

P B

conscious.

It is difficult for pr essiopals working with parents to bk
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truly supportive and to 'help in the above consciousness raising

if they themselves have had little tra1n1ng in the macro 1ssues

affectlng family Iife. The training of family profe851onals
often‘involves intra. & 1nterpersona1 analyses and imp11c1t
assumptions about the unchangeablllty of soc1a1 condltlons. Just
as the tra;nlng of many theraplsts involves belng in therapy
themselves, so as to be better able to handle transference and
countertransference, so too theraplsts and other professionals
worklng with families need to examine the role of their own
social status in their 11fe, and in their professional v1ews and

practices, Effective 1nterventlon 1nvolves the maxlmum of

L ]

support with the maximum of challenge (Bronfenbrenner, et al.,

1984). Without a macroanalysis, middle claSS-profeesionals'
work with poor parentéfbécomes challenging with little support
or understanding ﬁ,e:‘gudgmental), wh11e their‘work with middle
class parents becomes supportlve wlthout adequate challenge.
Most family support and 1nterventioq programs in the U.S.

»

use the "case management® approach; i.e. a professional works
.

with a parent or family. This reflects the American value of

b3

individualism, a value also evident in the oft-noted isolation of
the nuclear family. 1t is common, for example, for a significant

proportion of housewives (41%) not to see anyone during the day

impersonal contexts such as the supermarket. fThis is lation,

Séems even more pronounced in damaged parents of low power
Positions. This isolates parentlng from sources oflsupport as

well as from deterrants to ch11d maltreatmenrt.

J
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-(Bronfenbrenner et al., 1984). Many who do see others ~d0 s0 in:
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If as dialéctics claims, interacfions and relationships. are

the medium of change, then one is led. -to question the case

8

-management approach as the main form of support or treatment for

families. While a close relationship with an emotionally healthy
and socially aware professional can be supportive or can act as a -
blueprint for a .positive relationship, the exercise and
strengthening of relating skills and the limiting of the already
formed negative skills, requires more than the two involved in
the therapeutic or supportive relationship, °

| Data available from related fields provides eVidence for the
positive role that support systems can play in people's lives.
The social networks of norually functioning adults is larger
(about 30) than that of neurotips (10-12), which is larger than
that of psychotics (4=5). " For the elderly, frequency of contact
with others predicts life satisfaotion. For ethnic minorities,
living in ethnic neighborhoods means fewer hospitalizations and
higher life satisfaction (Anderson, 1982). “However,

relationships can a1so exert a negative pressure. Abusive and

neglectful parents' relationships have been negative and often

- their involvementsg reinforce the status quo for them. Thus, the

development and maintenance of a 2081t1Ve reciprocal support

system becomes essential for the eéffectiveness of this snpport.

Professionals too, needs positive support if they are to be

effective. Burnout .in professionals is often a result of the

'heavy burden of responsibility and guilt that théy feel when

indiVidually responsible for the healing’ of these parents,
especially when working w1th needy low income damaged parents. At
€

,v‘
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the beginning, the professional can start with the groups that
are available to each class }egL family, church and neighbors
for the poor, and friends for the middle class). Team work W1th
-other proféssionals, group therapy and parent support groups
should be the modu; operandi of working with {damage§) parents.
Where these have been used, their success attests to their
significant role—an the healing process (dohn, 1982L

Finally, dialectics suggests that while change and
development might be slow and incremental, enough quantitative
. change will resu1t in a qualitative difference in the parent.
Support. is the medium of this development For maladaptive
parents, support will enhance the painstakingly gradual process
of redefining the personal and social past, clarifying the -
present and shaping the future. It‘lS throngh this process that
the damaged parent gradually becomes a more integrated whole
person. '

Let us now return to the case of Wendy and examine it from a
developmental dialectical approach. In general, the approach
would involve developing a community network through ‘which she
can be, supported in developing as a parent and a person. This
hetwork would involve formal and informal contacts through which,
she becomes empowered through the process of clarifying the
conflicts and contradictions in her personal, familial ang social

{hrough which she s .
Past and presefit and supporteo in experiencing the feelings
assobciated w;n.th these. The network~would also be a rich'source
f:of physical and emotional help and alternative ways of parenting.,
More speCifically, all this might be done in the context of

- .
N -
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a nelghborhood Parentlng Center freely available to all the

s -

residents of the area. This Center might have a day care center
¢

for Wendy's .preschooler, and an after school program for her
\first grader. 1t might have parenting courses and a librarylof
A hooks, films, toys and chlldren 5 equipment. It might have

social areas for parents to gather and to .share experlences

1nforma11y. It might have a "warm line" where parents can call

for support and information and a 'hot line™ for crlsls
situations. It might have a ped1atr1c clinic where all children
. in the neighborhood are checked regularly and preventlvely. - It
might offer 1nd1V1dua1, group and family therapy and parent
_support groups. As much as possible, the Center would be run by
the parents and prOfes51onals from the neighborhood.

At this Center, Wendy mlght de01de to go to -individual
therapy and group therapy. In these contexts, along with
explorlng her personal and familial past’ and present, she would
be encouraged to understand and feel the 1mplications of her
upbr1ng1ng and present life in a black urban ghetto. What are
the feellngs associated Wlth being black in the: U.S.? What does

this mean for her ag a person and for how she parents? Rhat

were the reallties of her life as a growing child and how diqd ’
®

they compare with the ”good life® of affluent America portrayed
‘on the media? How are these related to Wendy's problems wrth
budget management and the uncontroIled buying that she
) occasionally indulges in? How does it feel to be on welfare and
what are her alternativesf, What are the associations she has

learned between buying the right consumer goods and feeling
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accepted, esteemed, loved, and good? ~What are her parenting and |

other strengths that héve never %“een affirmed?

In additiorn, Wendy might participate in a parent supﬁort
group. Since all parents at the’farenting Center need support,
distinctions betwéen damaged and healthy parents become less
marked. Thus a support network woﬁld develop that because of its
‘natuFal roots in the neighborhood, woul? operate 24 hours a day
-on an informal basis. Parent-child groups would provide peer
models and reinforce appropriate parenting as well. A

Further delineation ana the final test of the developmental
dialectical model lies in its wider implementation and empirical
evaluation..'At éhis point, however, it seems to hold promise.
Psycho-analysis, when coupled with socio-analysis becomeé\a
powerful tool.' Whé; freedom from one's archaic past is coupled
with the ability to choose to accept or to ansform one's
present social reaiity, albeit slowly, therein f:;\zgzxseeds of

mental health and positive parenting.
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