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Our Babies Ourselves by Meredith Small is a groundbreaking exploration of the complex interplay
between biology, culture, and child-rearing practices. Published in 1998, this work delves into the
ways various societies approach the care and upbringing of children, highlighting the significant
impact that cultural context has on parenting. Small, an anthropologist, draws on her extensive
research and observations to challenge conventional wisdom about child development, asserting that
the ways we raise our children are deeply influenced by the societies in which we live. This article will
provide a comprehensive overview of the main themes and insights presented in the book, examining
the implications for parenting practices and societal expectations.

Understanding the Scope of Parenting

In "Our Babies Ourselves," Small begins by posing critical questions about the universal aspects of
parenting. She investigates whether there are innate behaviors that govern parental care or if these
behaviors are entirely shaped by cultural practices. This discussion leads to an exploration of the
various parenting styles observed across different societies, making it clear that no single method is
superior to others.

The Biological Imperative

Small emphasizes the importance of biological factors in parenting. She discusses how evolutionary
psychology suggests that certain behaviors are hardwired into our species. However, she balances
this perspective by noting that biology alone cannot dictate how we raise our children. Key points in
this discussion include:

- Innate Behaviors: Small identifies specific behaviors that are common across cultures, such as the
instinct to nurture and protect offspring.
- Attachment Theory: The book references attachment theory, which highlights the emotional bonds
formed between parents and children, critical for healthy development.
- Physical Needs: Biological imperatives, such as the need for food, shelter, and safety, are universal;
however, the methods of fulfilling these needs vary widely.

Cultural Influences on Parenting

While biological factors lay the groundwork for parenting behaviors, Small emphasizes that culture
significantly shapes how these instincts manifest. Different societies have developed distinct practices
based on their unique environments, economic systems, and social structures. Some of the cultural
influences discussed in the book include:

1. Socialization Practices:
- In communal societies, children often have multiple caregivers, promoting a sense of belonging and
shared responsibility.
- In contrast, individualistic societies tend to emphasize the nuclear family, which can lead to isolation



for parents and children alike.

2. Rituals and Traditions:
- Cultural rituals surrounding childbirth and child-rearing can shape parental expectations and
behaviors.
- For example, some cultures celebrate milestones such as first steps or first words with communal
gatherings, reinforcing community bonds.

3. Childhood Independence:
- Different cultures have varying views on the independence of children. In some societies, children
are encouraged to explore and take risks, while others may prioritize safety and supervision.

The Impact of Modern Society on Parenting

As Small examines parenting through the lens of modern society, she identifies several factors that
have transformed traditional child-rearing practices. The rise of technology, changing economic
conditions, and shifting social norms all play a role in how families function today.

Technology and Information Overload

In the contemporary world, parents have access to an overwhelming amount of information about
child-rearing. Small discusses the implications of this information overload, including:

- Conflicting Advice: Parents often find themselves inundated with contradictory guidance from books,
websites, and social media, leading to confusion and anxiety.
- Pressure to Perform: The visibility of parenting styles online can create pressure for parents to
adhere to perceived standards, which may not align with their values or circumstances.

Economic Factors

Economic conditions significantly impact parenting practices. Small notes that:

- Work-Life Balance: In many societies, the demands of work can hinder the ability of parents to
engage in traditional child-rearing practices. This can lead to increased reliance on childcare services
and reduced family time.
- Socioeconomic Status: Families with different economic backgrounds often have distinct parenting
styles, influenced by access to resources, education, and support systems.

Lessons from Diverse Cultures

One of the most valuable aspects of "Our Babies Ourselves" is Small's examination of parenting
practices from around the world. By highlighting various cultural approaches, she illustrates that there
is no one-size-fits-all model for raising children.



Case Studies of Different Cultures

Small provides numerous case studies to illustrate her points. Some noteworthy examples include:

- The !Kung San of Southern Africa:
- This hunter-gatherer society practices communal child-rearing, where children are cared for by
multiple adults. This fosters independence and social cohesion among the group.

- The Japanese Approach:
- In Japan, the concept of "amae," a term that describes the desire to be taken care of, is central to
child development. This cultural understanding influences parenting styles that emphasize nurturing
and close emotional bonds.

- The Inuit of Canada:
- Inuit parenting is characterized by a strong emphasis on teaching children through observation and
participation in daily activities, promoting practical skills and community involvement.

By sharing these examples, Small highlights the diversity of parenting practices and urges readers to
consider the broader cultural context when evaluating their own approaches to raising children.

Revisiting Parenting Norms

The insights presented in "Our Babies Ourselves" prompt a reevaluation of prevailing parenting norms
in contemporary society. Small advocates for an understanding of parenting as a fluid practice that
can evolve and adapt based on cultural influences and individual family dynamics.

Creating Inclusive Parenting Practices

To foster a more inclusive approach to parenting, Small suggests the following strategies:

1. Embrace Diversity:
- Recognize and respect the myriad of parenting styles that exist, understanding that different
approaches can yield positive outcomes.

2. Encourage Community Support:
- Promote community involvement in child-rearing, allowing for shared experiences and collective
wisdom.

3. Prioritize Mental Health:
- Acknowledge the stressors associated with modern parenting and prioritize mental health and well-
being for both parents and children.

Conclusion: The Path Forward



"Our Babies Ourselves" serves as a reminder that parenting is not a monolithic experience but rather
a tapestry woven from the threads of biology, culture, and individual choice. Meredith Small's
exploration encourages parents to reflect on their practices, consider the influences of their cultural
backgrounds, and embrace the diversity of parenting styles around the world. As society continues to
evolve, so too should our understanding of what it means to raise a child. Ultimately, Small's work
calls for a more nuanced approach to parenting that values both the biological imperatives and the
cultural contexts that shape our experiences as caregivers.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'Our Babies, Ourselves' by
Meredith Small?
The book explores how cultural practices shape the way we raise children, emphasizing the
differences in parenting across societies and how these practices influence child development.

How does Meredith Small approach the topic of breastfeeding
in the book?
Small discusses breastfeeding as a cultural practice, highlighting its biological benefits while also
examining societal norms and pressures that affect women's choices.

What role do cultural beliefs play in parenting according to
'Our Babies, Ourselves'?
Cultural beliefs are shown to significantly impact parenting styles, influencing everything from
discipline methods to emotional bonding, and creating varied developmental outcomes for children.

Does Meredith Small advocate for a specific parenting style in
the book?
Rather than advocating for a single parenting style, Small encourages readers to understand the
cultural context of their methods and consider the diversity of practices around the world.

What insights does the book provide on the importance of
attachment in child development?
The book emphasizes that while attachment is crucial for a child's emotional and social development,
the ways in which attachment is fostered can vary widely based on cultural practices.

How does 'Our Babies, Ourselves' address the idea of child
independence?
Small explores how different cultures view child independence, with some encouraging early self-
sufficiency while others prioritize close-knit caregiving, affecting how children navigate their



environments.

What research methods does Meredith Small use in her
exploration of parenting?
Small employs a mix of anthropological research, comparative studies, and personal anecdotes to
illustrate her points about the diverse ways of raising children across cultures.

What impact does the book suggest media and technology
have on parenting?
The book discusses how media and technology can influence parental expectations and behaviors,
shaping children's experiences and interactions in modern society.

In what ways does 'Our Babies, Ourselves' challenge
traditional views of parenting?
The book challenges the notion of a 'universal' parenting model by showcasing the rich variability in
child-rearing practices globally, encouraging parents to question and reflect on their own methods.
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