
Jason DeCaro often feels guilty when he
drops his infant daughter off at her care-
giver’s house, but it is not because of sepa-
ration anxiety or concern for her welfare.
He is torn because his in-laws take care of
her, and at times it seems like a favor that
he and his wife never can repay.

“They offered to do it, and yet it is an
awfully big favor,” said DeCaro, a graduate
fellow at the MARIAL Center whose in-laws
moved from New York to Atlanta so they could
help take care of their granddaughter, Alexa.
“Every time I bring the baby over, every single
day, I feel this little twang of ‘Gosh, am I ask-
ing for too much?’ ”

DeCaro is one of several MARIAL faculty,
fellows, and staff who juggle work and family
responsibilities at the same time as they are
studying them. They know firsthand the stresses
and strains of being a working parent.

“It’s a constant struggle,” said Riché Daniel
Barnes, a MARIAL graduate fellow who has
three children and is working on her doctorate
in anthropology. Her three-year-old daughter,
Nailah, attends the private Romar Academy,
and she takes her twin sons, Nikhil and Nasir—
who recently celebrated their first birthday—to
a babysitter in her neighborhood. Her husband,
Darnel, is a high school math teacher, who is
beginning work on a doctorate and runs a tuto-
rial service as well.

Barnes jokes that she needs a wife to help
take care of everything. “It’s just very differ-
ent when you have a wife that you can depend
on to take care of the kids, and keep the
house clean, and make sure you have every-

thing you need,” she said. “I think it’s hard
for everyone.”

Although DeCaro seems to have a child-care
arrangement that others envy, it is not without 
its challenges. Take, for example, the time his in-
laws left town to attend graduation ceremonies
for their son, leaving DeCaro and his wife, Erin,
scrambling for temporary child care. “For about
a week, we were really having a hard time. We
had nothing in place that we could fall back on.”

Then his mother-in-law was diagnosed with
cancer and had to return to New York for med-
ical treatment. For most of the summer, DeCaro
and his wife relied on help from Erin’s aunt and
grandmother, who also had moved from New
York to Atlanta when the baby was born. Now
as they await the birth of their second child, they
are hopeful that Erin’s mother will recover from
treatment and return to Atlanta to help with
child care.

Elizabeth Kurylo joined the MARIAL Center
as communications director partly because it
offered her a flexible, part-time work schedule
that allowed her to spend more time with her
daughters, who are seven and four.

“I do most of my work while my daughters
are at school,” said Kurylo, who was a journalist
for twenty years before joining the
MARIAL Center. Her husband also
is a journalist. Their children went
to day-care centers before they
started elementary school. After
their second child was born, though,
Kurylo felt the strain of working
two full-time jobs: one at the news-
paper and one at home.

“Part of the reason I left the
newspaper is that it is not a job that
fits neatly into a 9:00-to-5:00 sce-
nario. If a story broke at 5:00 p.m.,
it was hard to tell your editor that
you could only work until 6:00
p.m. because the day-care center
was about to close,” Kurylo said. And
with no relatives in town to watch the kids in a
pinch, Kurylo and her husband had no reliable
backup child-care plans. Something had to give.
Her solution was to find part-time work.

MARIAL Center Director Bradd Shore and
his wife, Linda, spent the first twenty-five years
of their marriage doing a high-wire juggling act

with child care. As a flight attendant, Linda 
was away from home three to four days a week.
Since her work schedule changed every month
(sometimes every week), it was impossible to get
reliable at-home care without hiring a full-time
babysitter, which they couldn’t afford. Emory
had no child-care options for employees back
then, so they juggled a variety of ad hoc babysit-
ting arrangements.

“We both experienced what you might call
‘serial single-parenthood,’ ” says Shore. “Linda
would get home from a hard trip, and after 
a quick hello and a half hour of catch-up, I’d
hand off the kids to her and disappear into my
study to get the work done that I hadn’t been
able to do.” However, Linda “never really had
time to recover from her trips.”

Barnes and DeCaro say that being parents
helps them build rapport with the families they
interview. “When you meet people and you
have kids, you chat about your kids,” DeCaro
said, adding that he often asks very personal
questions as part of his research. Because
Barnes is a mother, “there’s an almost instant
connection” with the women she interviews.
“I’m constantly dealing with the same issues
that these women are dealing with,” she said.

Despite the stress of juggling work and fam-
ily, DeCaro and Barnes say they wouldn’t do
anything differently. “There is never a good time
to start a family. So one has to do what feels
right,” said DeCaro. “You find a way to integrate
it in your life.”

To convey the healing power of
Salem, we framed the meeting
against the frenetic backdrop of a
typical day in the life of two campers
when they are not at Salem. Both are
working mothers, whose frantic jug-
gling of home and work obligations
allowed us to book-end the film with

jarring contrasts to the gentler
rhythms of camp meeting.

In a reflective moment rocking
on the front porch of her cabin at
Salem, one of the mothers wonders
aloud, “How did we get caught up
in all this?” “All this” is the sheer
busyness and fragmentation of her
family life. It’s a good question, one
that the film doesn’t address. In part,
the answer is obvious. With the
majority of mothers now employed
outside the home, American family
life has become something of an
afterthought as families struggle to
carve from their work, school, and
activity schedules a few slivers of
family time.

“Family time” is getting harder
to define, though. In The Time Bind,
Arlie Hochschild describes the blur-
ring boundaries between home and
work. The shift, however, is largely
one way, as our work increasingly
colonizes our time. With the prolif-
eration of cell phones, email, fax
machines, and laptops, work tends
to spill into our home life.

Once upon a time, many of us
clearly could distinguish home from
work. As long as family time was set
apart and work schedules meshed,
we could count on some coordina-
tion in family schedules. But in her
book Working in a 24/7 Economy:
Challenges for American Families,

Harriet Presser describes a trend
toward non-traditional work sched-
ules. Couples are increasingly work-
ing different shifts and odd hours to
accommodate child-care needs. Such
diffracted family schedules don’t
leave families much room for being
in the same place at the same time.
Familiar “family times” such as
“dinner” or “weekends” give way to
more fragmented regimes. Work,
school, or other “activities” have
moved into time slots that were once
reserved for families.

So our busyness stems in part
from these basic changes in work
habits and scheduling. Yet there was
something else our working mom at
Salem says in the film that caught
my attention. Enumerating her kids’
different activities throughout the
week, she complains how hard it is
to get them where they have to be
every day. Then she adds: “Getting
our kids involved with all these
activities is part of what we think
makes us good parents. We owe it
to our kids to keep them involved.”

There was certainly exasperation in
her voice but I detected a more com-
plex note: was it pride? In all her
complaints about the busyness of
her life, there was also an unmistak-
able sense that she was bragging.

This realization got me thinking.
I was hearing the same thing from
the families I have been interview-
ing—a sense that keeping busy, pil-
ing on activities, filling up the
calendar, and getting involved were
not just sources of exhaustion for
these people. They were also accom-
plishments, signs of success. Just
imagine, for instance, how people
would respond to a mother who
“bragged” that her kids were not
involved in any activities or that she
and her family had all the time in
the world on their hands.

Why would busyness be a brag-
ging matter? The answer involves
basic issues about social class in
America, issues that we don’t gener-
ally like to discuss. Could it be that
our complaints about our busyness
are also a form of status competi-
tion? Could busyness be a middle-
class virtue in disguise?

Despite vast differences in actual
wealth and social power, three-quar-
ters of us claim to be middle class.
Middle-class status would seem to
be a state of mind rather than an
income bracket. To be middle class
is to share aspirational goals, to pic-
ture our life as a kind of ladder.

How do we measure social
mobility? It isn’t so much a matter
of blood or breeding, or social con-
nections, or even wealth per se.
Middle-class Americans calculate
social mobility largely in terms of
consumption trajectories. So impor-
tant is an upward consumption
profile (and thus credit) to our class
identity that anthropologist Marilyn
Strathern has called the middle class
the “plasti-class.” Among our more
visible icons of status mobility are
the new house and the new car.

What is so striking in modern
America is how this newer class
emphasis on consumption has mar-
ried itself to a much older work
ethic. Consumption meets produc-
tion. Max Weber once argued that
“the Protestant ethic”—valuing pro-
ductive work as a sign of spiritual
and moral virtue—fueled early capi-
talism in Europe. In contemporary
America, this old work ethic is still
with us. However, in the context of
middle-class consumer culture, it has
become difficult to distinguish work
from consumption activities. Work
as a moral virtue has morphed into
an obsession with activities as status
markers, much as if they were con-
sumer items. We display our family’s
busyness to our friends and neigh-
bors much as we display our new
car or home improvements. They
are all signs of moving up.

Increasing production and
increasing consumption become
interchangeable as status markers.
Much of our everyday busyness
involves conspicuous consumption,
as any “shopaholic” will attest.
Like consumption, career mobility
is a major route to status mobility.
Career tracks provide a clear lan-
guage for assessing status. None-
theless, other kinds of “work”—
in kids, we call it “activities”—also
qualify as status markers. When
we elaborately outfit our kids for
their sports teams, or enroll them
in expensive lessons, or engage a
personal trainer, their play becomes
a kind of work and their “leisure”
activities a form of conspicuous
consumption.

Next time you find yourself
complaining about your busyness,
or lamenting how many activities
your kids are involved in, stop and
think about it.

Bradd Shore
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MINDING OUR OWN BUSYNESS
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Some of us have been busy this year making a documentary film called
Family Revival. The film is about Salem Camp Meeting, which is part
religious revival and part family reunion. Salem is a weeklong family
retreat that takes place every year near Atlanta. It has a profound effect
on the dozens of families that attend.      

Erin and Jason DeCaro, a MARIAL graduate fellow, with
daughter, Alexa.

Darnel Barnes, whose wife, Riché, is a MARIAL graduate fellow, with their children.


