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This paper is part of a research on the interface between ‘work’ and ‘family life’ and it explores how children between 0-10 affect parents’ strategies in combining home and work. Parents’ everyday life with children is analysed as constituting the ‘emotional’ side of family life and as such is connected with moral frames, and therefore the caring and gendered aspect of family.
Three areas of everyday interaction with children have been analysed: daily transitions, recreational activities (with ‘spontaneous’ play and ‘formal’ activities) and family rituals. The concepts of ritual, emotional focus and frame have been used to show how family life is connected to the definition of different spheres and how, framed as sacred, parents perform an implicit management of its boundaries and a symbolic management of the emotions experienced within it. 

All the activities and routines set up to make meaningful the interaction with children are here interpreted as symbolic arrangements oriented to “mark off” family practices from the rest of everyday life practices (so deemed to be less “sacred”). This symbolic work, as well as signalling an intensification of parenting, is always associated with the domestic labour of the families practices themselves. These practical and symbolic actions are arranged within the private sphere, with the lack of mediation of the social sphere of paid work. The ‘symbolic’ disconnection of the ‘emotional’ and the ‘economical’ in parents’ everyday experience then points at how the work-family issue is “privatised”.

