art of mothering
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Strategies for maintaining your courage—and
sanity—when your choices are out of the ordinary

BY KELLY COYLE DINORCIA

I'VE ALWAYS BEEN A LITTLE ODD. I decided
at age 11 to become vegetarian. As early as mid-
dle school, instead of passing notes in English
class like my peers, I was a prolific letter-writer
on a variety of issues. As an adult, my way of

life was seen by others as quirky, eccentric, and
unconventional, if still tolerable.

However, when my daughter was born,
something changed. What had previously been
viewed as interesting, if a little peculiar, was
suddenly seen in a whole new light. My lifestyle
became the target of constant criticism. Some
of my parenting choices were viewed as silly
wastes of time that would be abandoned as soon
as they became inconvenient, such as cloth
diapering and making baby food from scratch.
Others, such as babywearing and extended
breastfeeding, were seen as indulgences that
would surely turn our daughter into a spoiled
brat. Sometimes I was accused outright of child
endangerment, because our daughter slept in
our bed with my husband and me, and we didn't
have her vaccinated.
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Mere acquaintances somehow felt justified in
judging the way we parent our daughter. Relatives
rarely passed up opportunities to share their
opinions about the way we're raising Bess. [ grew
so tired of answering the questions: When are you
going to move her to her own room? When are you
going to stop breastfeeding? Why don't you just let
her cry it out? When such criticism began to actu-
ally come between me and my relatives—when I
found myself wanting to avoid certain members
of my extended family rather than endure the
confrontations that were sure to ensue—I knew
it was time to find a way to deal with it.

We knew that we were making the right
choices for Bess, but our resolve was weakening
under the constant attacks. At first, we tried to
just ignore the naysayers, knowing that, one day,
our healthy, intelligent, kind, and well-adjusted
daughter would silence all critics. However, my
own failure to respond was interpreted as either a
refusal to listen to the criticism, or an inability to
understand it. Rather than this defusing the situa-
tion, my frustration escalated with each repetition






