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706 * PARENS PATRIAE

be used to protect adults whose lack of capacity for decision
making renders them vulnerable.

The doctrine of parens patriae derives from the jurisdic-
tional authority of the English Court of Chancery, which
originally exercised oversight of the property of wealthy
orphans; this jurisdiction then expanded in the 17th cen-
tury to include concerns about the child’s personal care and
safety. In the United States, early 19th-century courts used
the doctrine to justify state removal of poor children from
their homes. As early as 1838, the Pennsylvania Supreme
Court denied a father’s petition to release his daughter
from the Philadelphia House of Refuge on the ground that
parents may be “superceded by the parens patriae, or com-
mon guardian of the community” (Ex parte Crouse, p. 11).
The court explained that “the public has a paramount in-
terest in the virtue and knowledge of its members,” which,
in that case, entitled the state to assume responsibility for
the girl’s education (ibid.). This practice continued into
the early 20th century as group homes and placement on
family farms began to replace care in large asylums. These
programs, under the rubric of parens patriae, contain the
roots of the contemporary foster care system.

The doctrine of parens patriae also justified the estab-
lishment of the juvenile court at the opening of the 20th
century. Juvenile courts, which had jurisdiction over de-
pendent and delinquent children, initially denied children
many of the procedural protections to which adults are
entitled, such as the right to an attorney, on the grounds
that the state was stepping in for the parents as the child’s
custodian, that the proceedings were not adversarial, and
that children should be rehabilitated rather than punished.
In In re Gault (1967), the U.S. Supreme Court held that in
this instance the doctrine had led to unbridled discretion,
and it restored many procedural protections for minors in
the justice system. By the mid-20th century, the doctrine
of parens patriae was used to justify many forms of state in-
tervention on behalf of children. For example, today, when
parents choose not to seek medical treatment for their chil-
dren based on religious beliefs, the state will sometimes as-
sert its parens patriae authority to seek a court order allow-
ing the state to make decisions on behalf of the critically
ill child. Similarly, parens patriae may support substituted
judicial consent to medical treatment for incompetent
adults. Where circumstances warrant, as in cases of extreme
neglect and physical abuse, the state’s interest in the welfare
of the child may justify removal of the child from the home
and even termination of parental rights. In some countries,
the doctrine supports laws that bar parents from using any
form of corporal punishment on their children.

In addition to protecting children as individuals, the
doctrine serves the state’s compelling interests in ensuring
the education, health, and welfare of the next generation
of citizens. The U.S. Supreme Court has held that the state

may “restrict the parent’s control by requiring school at-
tendance, regulating or prohibiting the child’s labor, and in
many other ways” (Prince v. Massachusetts, 1944, p. 166),
notwithstanding the parents’ constitutionally protected
right to direct the upbringing of their children. In addition
to requiring that children of certain ages attend school, the
state may require proof that children have received vaccina-
tions. Although parents may choose to send their children
to private schools or home school them, the state is enti-
tled to impose uniform curricular standards that apply to
all educational settings deemed to satisfy the compulsory
school laws. The government, as parens patriae, supersedes
parental authority in this instance to ensure that children
will grow up with sufficient skills to be self-supporting and
to participate in democratic government.

The doctrine of parens patriae is also enshrined in the
international Convention on the Rights of the Child. The
Convention states that the government of each signatory
nation is ultimately responsible for taking care of the chil-
dren within its borders. The Convention imposes affirma-
tive obligations on signatory states to consider the best
interests of the child in every decision affecting children,
to “take into account the rights and duties of parents,” and
to provide each child with a free, compulsory primary edu-
cation, adequate health care, and protection from exploita-
tion. Although the United States has not executed the Con-
vention, the Supreme Court cited it when it held that states
could not execute people for crimes they committed before
they turned 18. Naomi Cabn and Catberine J. Ross

SEE ALSO: Abuse and Neglect; Child: Legal and Public-Policy Per-
spectives; Family: Legal and Public-Policy Perspectives; Rights, Pa-
rental; Rights, Termination of Parental

PARENTHOOD. Imagine a mother and father and a child
and think about all the things that are going to influence
them. What is the most important thing you could do that
will influence those parents in accomplishing the tasks
parents everywhere have to accomplish? Many very impor-
tant things come to mind: the resources and wealth of the
parents, the characteristics of the children that that parent
has, how the parent was raised, the beliefs and values of the
parents, the resources parents have available personally in
their households and in their community, other caretakers
(grandparents, siblings, child care workers) to assist them,
the parents’ physical and mental health, and many others.
However, it is worth considering that the single most im-
portant thing that you could do to influence those parents
would be to decide where on earth the parents and children
will grow up. In what local cultural community are the par-
ents living?

A focus on the cultural and community contexts of par-
enting does not diminish the importance of parents. Rather,



it points to a useful way to think about parenting: Parents
are important to how children develop, but parents’ contri-
butions blend with genes, peers, and community context.

Americans might first think of parenting as primar-
ily direct interactions between parent and child: showing
love and affection, disciplining, managing the day, solving
relational problems, and providing material resources for
children. However, in addition to thinking of parenting
by beginning with the individual parent in relationship to
his or her child, it is useful to think about the community
context—the cultural learning environment—in which
the parent and child live. These communities vary widely
around the world.

In Northeast Brazil, impoverished single mothers survive
struggles of high child mortality, social oppression, and suf-
fering by using their religious faith and kin to help. In rural
western Kenya, mothers are concerned over the jealousy
of others, the safety of their children, health and physi-
cal strength, and that they will have assistance with their
heavy domestic and subsistence workloads. At the same
time, they want their children to be bright and success-
ful in school, diligent and hardworking, as well as socially
competent and respectful. In northern India, modern ways
of economic and family life blend with the moral virtues
and caretaking support of the extended family. Women’s
investments in their household’s success are often realized
in their daughters’ (and sons’) achievement of education
and improved jobs. Indeed, nonparental care of children, or
alloparenting, as a complement to parental care is as im-
portant a proximal influence on children as direct paren-
tal care. (About 8% of U.S. children live with grandparents,
for example, and grandparents provide care for many more
children even when not living together).

In Japan, parents seldom have more than one or two
children, and they strive to find economic and academic
success for their children in the face of intense competitive
pressures and provide children with a deep sense of sym-
biotic harmony and empathy in social relationships, rather
than generative tension from more autonomous, contrac-
tual social relations, as in the United States. Japanese par-
ents strive to create this very close relationship early in life
with the mother and then send their children to preschools
and public schools, including extra tutoring schools later
on, in hopes of ensuring both peer experience and educa-
tional success. In Germany, some parents will leave their
young children alone at home for awhile when they go out
and ensure the children have their own room from an early
age, believing that this is important for child autonomy and
independence as well as parents’ own clock-driven sched-
ules. In parts of Holland, parents strive to create a calm,
restful routine for babies and young children, and as a result
they successfully have their young children sleeping longer
than U.S. children. There are thousands more places in New
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Guinea, Sri Lanka, China, Los Angeles, New Orleans, and
so forth with their own models for parenting and pathways
available for parents and children.

It is not only that it takes a village to support parents to
raise a child; it takes an understanding of the parents’ and
children’s place in their local community and in the world
they face today to understand parenting. Every community,
region, and nation has its ways of making a living; its levels
of public health; its demographic and fertility patterns; its
conventions about gender, race, ethnicity, and age ranking;
its practices regarding child work and ideas about success;
and its ways of marriage, partnerships, household forma-
tion, and so forth—all of which influence parenting. Very
broadly, parents in nonurban communities with high fer-
tility, greater mortality threats, more gender segregation,
lower literacy, and less formal education emphasize greater
child (and parent) heteronomy and social interdependence.
Parents in the opposite circumstances, on average, empha-
size greater child (and parent) autonomy and independence.
But other combinations, such as autonomous-relatedness
(closer family and ethnic ties that remain sustained even in
the face of modern economies), are common as well.

What accounts for this variability in parenting around
the world? There are vast differences in material and eco-
nomic resources that parents have available to sustain their
households and provide for themselves and their children.
Billions of parents around the world continue to have little
or no access to good biomedical health care, are unable to
send their children to school, and face threats from war,
forced migration, and political and social oppression.

Women still do most of the direct care and household
management tasks of parenting; fathers are doing more
such parenting today in industrialized nations and often
provide more family resources, but the mothering role con-
tinues to be a task of women. This is due to a mix of evolved
sexual dimorphism, gender preference, and social, cultural,
and economic pressure.

Along with these wide variations in community contexts
and parenting beliefs and practices, there are tasks all par-
ents worldwide are responsible for: the universal functions
of parenting. These include providing for the safety of chil-
dren; providing subsistence needs; directing and managing
everyday care of the child, including monitoring the child’s
daily routine of activities; providing emotional support,
nurturance, and parental love; and providing for the so-
cialization of the child—that is, ensuring that the child has
acquired, through experience, training, and teaching, ways
to be a socially and morally appropriate and competent
person in that community. This last task of parenting can
be thought of as the task of social replacement: preparing
children as best as one can for a changing future.

Parents provide direct care but convey very different in-
formation to their children about how to live in the world
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and what to believe. With so many people around her,
whom can and should a child trust and why? People with
kinship ties to her, those who live nearby, those with fa-
miliar names or appearance, those who act in a certain way
toward her, those who share group membership with her?
Should girls and boys grow up similarly or differently? Did
the world come to be because of supernatural beings, and
are those supernatural beings still influencing the world
and people in it? Beyond interactions with the child, the
meaning or content of what parents say to children about
life matters deeply.

The emotional context parents provide also matters.
Parenting in a climate of fear, anger, and threat has very
different—and negative—outcomes for children, even if
the other tasks of parenting are being adequately met.

It is useful to think of parenting as the many linked ac-
tivities parents engage in with their children or place their
children in when the parent is absent. All of these activities
matter for development. Family sleeping arrangements, the
morning routine, household tasks, transportation, watch-
ing TV, doing homework, dinnertime, visiting family and
friends, going to a religious site, participating in games and
sports, playing together—all are activities between parent
and child that constitute parenting. These activities take re-
sources; accomplish often vital tasks; have a “script” (the ac-
cepted, appropriate ways to do such things; there is a right
way to eat dinner together, to visit grandparents, to go to
church); have particular people and relationships present;
have parental goals, values, and beliefs embedded in them;
and are experienced with varying emotions and feelings of
engagement. What activities do parents prefer or accept as
appropriate for their children (TV, movies, digital games;
playmates and playdates; kin care, stranger care, center-
based and after-school care)? To do all this reasonably well
is the central accomplishment of parenting,

A pervasive sense of stress, pressure, and loss of control
may ring true for many contemporary U.S. parents. Ameri-
can parents today are busy. Busyness is not only a condi-
tion producing the stress of hectic work lives, produced
by financial and family demands and pressures to provide
for others (one’s children and one’s own parents); it is also
sometimes perceived as amoralgood. Dual-income couples
and growing numbers of single mothers of necessity need
to be organized, clock driven, productive, efficient, and en-
gaged. As time for parenting grows scarcer and there are
fewer kin to help, parenting tasks need to be purchased as
commodities from others. Yet as parents are asked to do
more, many today accept or are driven to the view that life
is a race; the more done for children, the better; the earlier
the process starts, the better! Not all parents share this view
in the United States and certainly not around the world,
yet many will recognize this cultural model of a good de-
velopmental pathway for parents. Many Western parents
think the first mechanism for teaching children is through

didactic instruction, teaching, and directives from parents
and others. But the great majority of what a child learns is
acquired not through direct instruction using words but
in other ways. The most common way to affect children
is through imitation, observation, and mimicry of people,
behavior, language, and affect in those everyday activities.
Parents can provide opportunities for children to rehearse,
practice, experiment, and be apprentices in learning with-
out direct instruction, and children are prepared to learn in
these ways.

Today’s world is a globalizing world with fewer barriers
to the flow of information, goods, and beliefs about how to
be a parent. It is also an increasingly pluralistic world. With
so many models possible, what should a parent do? There
is no shortage of handbooks on parenting. What are the
grounds for determining that parenting practices are good?
Here are four criteria that, often in some combination, are
offered by science and/or found in common use by parents
and communities: achieving reproductive success, meeting
basic needs, following religious authority, and engaging
with cultural learning environments,

If offspring survive to reproductive age and successfully
reproduce, and those offspring in turn are good enough
parents to raise their own children to successfully repro-
duce, then parenting was good enough (parental invest-
ment was sufficient for both survival and psychosocial
competence in a culture) to have successfully transmitted
parental genes into future generations. Parents in the devel-
oped world, where child mortality is very low, may not find
this criterion very useful in deciding how best to parent, but
they remain concerned about health nonetheless. Yet hun-
dreds of millions of parents around the world are living on
less than $2 a day, and millions more live in war zones or
in places filled with risks to child and parental health and
basic competence.

Good-enough parenting meets the basic requirements
for growth that all children need. These basic needs include
essential physical care, sufficient nutritionally adequate
food, protection and safety, physical touching and hold-
ing, parental responsiveness to the child and the child’s
experience of responsiveness back from the environment,
stimulation in the form of social participation, knowledge
about how to become a competent and moral person, and
perhaps some others. Specific standards for meeting basic
needs vary among researchers, parents, and communities
around the world, and so this criterion depends on estab-
lishing some blending of universal criteria and local contex-
tual ones. However, all communities have core beliefs about
the practices they expect from parents to meet basic needs.
Nowhere are persistent parental violence, abuse, isolation,
and exploitation accepted normal practices, and they are
not good for children, although unfortunately parents and
other caretakers do such things.

The world’s religions have texts with commentaries on



parenting and family life and descriptions of child-rearing
practices, and indigenous religious beliefs offer parent-
ing prescriptions and proscriptions. Some of these have
become encoded in cultural group practices today. Many
parents turn either to these texts or to their religious com-
munity’s interpretations and strive to adhere to the laws of
good parenting codified there.

Finally, parents are embedded in a local cultural learning
environment with a daily routine of life of family and work,
economic constraints, and opportunities. Most parents use
some version of what is familiar in their local community as
the standard of good parenting. This is not the same as rela-
tivism (the idea that an individual can only assess what par-
ents do in another community by the local standards there),
rather it is contextualism: What local context presents as
good parenting becomes, far more often than not, the im-
plicit standard of good parenting (though it may change or
be contested ).

The purpose of parenting is in part to channel children’s
emotions, needs, and behaviors into the paths parents and
their community want for them. Frustration is always go-
ing to be the result for parents and children alike. Good-
enough parenting is an achievement; optimal parenting
without frustration and problems does not exist—nor, re-
ally, can it.

Parents worry about scores of specific questions. What
about cosleeping or bed sharing with my child? How and
how much should I stimulate my child to do well in school?
How much TV and video games is too much? Might my
child have a learning disability or not be developing typi-
cally? Will my child do OK since I am a single parent? How
can I deal with drugs, sexuality, teasing, and aggression in
school; poor school success; and the added burdens of racial
or ethnic minority identity? How do I best discipline chil-
dren of different ages to engage appropriately in all these
activities? Although there is useful advice to be found, there
is no one answer that fits all. But if a practice fits with basic
needs, does not threaten reproductive success, and meets
moral criteria and the implicit standards in a local context,
it will most likely also fit with how parents orchestrate their
daily routine and so be good-enough parenting.

Parenting is not only about children; it is also about
parents’ own continuing development. Parenting means
providing for a household, changing relationships with
spouses and partners, growing up, and growing older. Be-
coming a parent has so many joys and rewards for the par-
ent and brings the parent into maturity and recognition
within their own families and communities. It brings anxi-
ety, fears, material hardship, and many other challenges,
along with privileges, status, deep satisfaction, and joy.

Thomas S. Weisner
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PARKS, PLAYGROUNDS, AND OPEN SPACES. Parks,
playgrounds, greenways, and open spaces are public goods
provided for community recreation and enjoyment, includ-
ing children and their families. Together with streets, al-
leyways, school grounds, vacant land, commercial areas,
and other childhood spaces beyond home, parks and play-
grounds should offer safe and accessible neighborhood ter-
ritories to support healthy, outdoor, active play, as called
for by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child.

THE BACKGROUND TO CONTEMPORARY
PLAYGROUND THEORY

The oldest playground tradition in Europe and North
America is the standardized, brightly colored, industri-
ally produced, multilevel composition of metal posts, plat-
forms, plastic or plywood panels, overhead ladders, slides,
and track rides, combined with to-and-fro swings and tire
swings, jungle gyms, seesaws, and merry-go-rounds, to-
gether with sandboxes and water features. Early versions
of this traditional form installed over hard, impervious sur-
faces began to appear in American cities in the mid-1800s
and by the 1900s had become established as a feature of
both educational and public spaces. The equipment-based
model remained virtually unchanged until the 1970s, when
high-profile lawsuits resulting from playground deaths and
serious injury set in motion a playground safety movement,
which remains to this day. Traditional-equipment play-
grounds are often laid out and installed by manufacturers’
local sales representatives working directly with the cli-
ent (child care center, school parent-teacher organization,
parks system). Landscape architects are seldom involved,
which increases the risk that key design decisions may be
overlooked, such as effective drainage, appropriate path-
ways, and comfortable places for caregivers to gather and
relax while children play.



