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You are my best friend.
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Hoke: My ABCs. Yassam, pretty
good. | jes’ cain’ read.

Daisy: Stop saying that. It’'s making
me mad. If you know your
letters then you can read. You
just don’t know you can read.
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O Daisy: And wipe up what you tracked
onto my kitchen floor.

Hoke: Now Miz Daisy, what you think

| am? A mess?
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Daisy: Hoke?

Hoke: Yassum?

Daisy: You're my best friend.

Hoke: Come on, Miz Daisy. You jes’--

Daisy: No. Really. You are. You are.

(She takes his hand.)

Hoke: Yassum.

%% ik Uhry, A. (1988). Driving Miss Daisy.

NY: Theatre Communications Group.




All in the

family

Peter J. Collins
Tokai University

“The family — that dear octopus from whose
tentacles we never quite escape nor, in our
inmost hearts, ever quite wish to.”

So said a character in Dorothy Smith’s 1938
play Dear Octopus. Smith was describing a
paradox familiar to many. We know we can
never truly break away from our family. On
the other hand, if we’re honest with ourselves,
we have to admit that we don’t really want to
do so. The image she presents is a startling
one, the family as a “dear octopus,” because it
is, in itself, a contradiction in terms. Smith
understood that many in her audience thought
of octopi as nasty, scary creatures. Adding
“dear” to the metaphor would highlight the
dual nature of the family.

The family is a particularly dynamic social
institution, reflecting realities and attitudes
that are continually evolving. In order to
express new notions of the family and its
members, English speakers and writers coin
new words and phrases. If the new terms are
self-explanatory, listeners and readers will
immediately grasp their meanings. And if they
are relevant to the experience of enough
people, they may find their way into common

use and established dictionaries.

The new term babyoddlers is one example
that strikes me as awkward, but potentially
helpful. It’s what is known as a portmanteau
word, meaning a combination of two or more
other words, in this case “baby” and “toddler.”
A babyoddler is a child in that brief period
between the two phases. The word kidlet,
meaning a small child, is less precise, but
sounds much cuter. It reminds us of words
like “piglet” or “booklet,” where the suffix
“let” denotes a smaller version of the root
word.

On the other end of the spectrum are
unflattering descriptions like rugrats and
ankle-biters. The first known use of rugrats
was in 1975, and by the ’80s there was a
Canadian children’s band called The Rugrats.
On top of this, a popular animated TV show in
America called Rugrats ran from 1991 to 2004.
The show focused on a group of imaginative
toddlers and their everyday lives. Surprisingly,
the term ankle-biter is much older than
rugrats; it was first recorded in an 1850
Harper’s Magazine story. I love the image of
babyoddlers crawling around and biting
people’s ankles, but I suspect the term was
coined by someone with an intense dislike of
children.

The word “teen,” abbreviated from
“teenager,” has also been in use since the 19th
century. Tween, however, didn’t emerge until
the late 1980s. It refers to a child between the
ages of about ten and thirteen, or “between”
childhood and the teen years. The word “pre-
teen” also covers this period, but tween and
tweenie have somewhat more negative

connotations. Tweenies are often thought of
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as children who, in their way of dressing,
speaking, and acting, pretend to be more
mature than they really are, which some
people find offensive. The BBC, in an effort to
help children navigate this difficult phase,
aired a show called Tweenies from 1998 to
2003. Confusingly, perhaps, the term pre-
tween has also been coined, to describe a
child from about six to nine years old.

Twins hold a certain fascination for many
people, and the term wombmates has
recently been invented in their honor. A play
on the word “roommates,” it reminds us that
twins once shared a single womb - their
mother’s. Another wordplay is twinchronicity,
with its origin in the word “synchronicity.”
This describes a special bond between twins
which may result in coincidences in their
thoughts, attitudes, and experiences, as if
their brains are synchronized.

Turning to adults, many are finding that
economic times are tough these days.
According to the Pew Research Center, a
think tank based in Washington, D.C., more
are back home and living with their parents
than at any time since the 1950s. This group of
adult children is commonly referred to in the
media as the boomerang generation. Unable
to pay off their college loans or land stable
jobs, many Americans in their twenties and
thirties wind up becoming boomerang kids.
For many empty-nesters (parents whose
children have all grown up and left home),
having a 25-year-old homing pigeon return to
live with them can be a mixed blessing.

Whether their children are pre-tweens or

boomerang kids, mothers and fathers may

feel the need to establish a parentarium
somewhere in their home. The suffix -arium
indicates a special place for a specific thing or
activity, as seen in words like “planetarium”
and “auditorium.” A parentarium is a room or
space where parents can retreat when they
need some time to themselves. My own
childhood home didn’t have this kind of
designated childfree zone; when my sister
and I started driving my parents crazy, they
would simply send us to our rooms, making
the entire first floor a parentarium!

One modern parent who may feel the need
to set up a parentarium is the househusband.
Another portmanteau word, househusband
describes a father who acts as the primary
homemaker and caregiver to a couple’s
children. It was coined in the 1970s as a joke
when women began objecting to the term
“housewife” as sexist. Thirty years later, there
is far less stigma attached to being a stay-at-
home dad or stay-at-home father. Other
labels range from the gender-neutral house-
spouse to the humorous Mr. Mom, originally
the title of a 1983 movie in which a woman
works outside while her husband manages
things at home.

I imagine it must be hard to snoopervise
from inside a parentarium. A play on the word
“supervise,” snoopervise refers to parents
snooping on their children. When I was
growing up, parents might simply rummage
through their son’s dresser drawers or read
their daughter’s diary, looking for evidence of
bad behavior. These days, however,
snoopervisors need to be tech-savvy, able to

monitor their children’s use of various social



and other media.

Whether or not they’re snoopervisors,
some parents don’t trust their children to
think for themselves or fight their own battles.
The term helicopter parents, similar to the
Japanese concept of “monster parents,” refers
to mothers and fathers who continually hover
over their children like helicopters,
supervising every aspect of their life.
Helicopter or Velcro parents (who stick to
their kids like Velcro) seem to be even fiercer
when their children are away at college.
They’ve been known to complain to professors
about their children’s grades and to call every
morning to wake up their sons and daughters.
Some even get involved in their children’s
salary negotiations later on!

Backseat parents, on the other hand, offer
unsolicited and unwanted advice on how other
parents should raise their children. This term
is a variation on “backseat driver,” meaning a
passenger who nags the driver about their
driving. And just as some backseat drivers
don’t even have driver’s licenses, some
backseat parents have never raised children of
their own. A sanctimommy can be just as
unpleasant. Another portmanteau word,
sanctimommy combines “sanctimonious” and
“mommy” and describes a mother who enjoys
pointing out others’ parenting mistakes. Even
more negative is the phrase drive-by
parenting, which derives from the violent
image of “drive-by shooting.” Imagine that
you’'re at an amusement park with your
children. A total stranger turns to you and
says, “You know, you really shouldn’t let your

kids drink so much soda,” then turns away.

You've just been a victim of drive-by parenting.

Backseat parents and sanctimommies are a
nuisance, especially in otherwise family-
friendly places like swimming pools or
playgrounds. Nobody thinks children should
be allowed to run around in a four-star French
restaurant. But visitors to kid-friendly zones
like beaches and petting zoos know that
they’re going to be surrounded by other
people’s children, and will hopefully suppress
the urge to engage in drive-by parenting.

No matter how our perceptions of the family
continue to evolve in the future, our sense of
familyship is likely to remain constant.
Familyship describes the pride and pleasure
we take in being members of our family.
Whether we're enjoying a familicious movie
or TV show (one the whole family can enjoy!)
or calling our parents from across the globe to
wish them a happy birthday, we’ll always be

tangled in the tentacles of that dear octopus!
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143 | &5l4 friend [frénd] @] &7 5 friend [frénd] ] R7Z B 23
147 | &5117 melt [mélt] & B w90 melt (melt] B &1 5
147 | A5016 (needDIB) B LB - coveeeeee e 49 (KRR
158 |3, 14,19 A 53i4
159 |2,13 RR 53
ERERL | BE (® among mountains (D among the mountains
(&) | %51
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