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Family “Bonds”: Making Meaning of Parent–Child Relationships in
Estrangement Narratives
Kristina M. Scharpa and Lindsey J. Thomasb

aDepartment of Languages, Philosophy, and Communication Studies, Utah State University; bDepartment of
Communication Studies, The University of Puget Sound

ABSTRACT
Framed by relational dialectics theory, the present study takes a critical
approach to the discursive navigation of the parent–child relationship.
Specifically, this study explores the ways in which the parent–child relation-
ship is constructed in 52 narrative interviews with adult children who are
estranged from their parent(s). Contrapuntal analysis revealed that two
discourses compete to illuminate meanings of the parent–child relation-
ship. Three interrelated themes that emphasize biological connection, famil-
ial webs, and shared history constitute the Discourse of Relationship
Endurance (DRE). Four interrelated themes that emphasize the need for
relational maintenance, care/support, love, and individualism constitute the
Discourse of Temporal Contingency and resist the DRE. The competition of
these discourses, in the form of diachronic separation, synchronic interplay,
and a discursive hybrid coalesce to making meaning of the parent–child
relationship and hold implications for both theory and practice.

“Blood is thicker than water.” This phrase permeates U.S. culture and suggests that despite whatever
hardship, families bound by blood can survive insurmountable odds. Within the family, these bonds
are arguably most apparent in parent–child relationships, considering they are some of the most
long-lasting and close relationships individuals experience (Knoester, 2003). Not all parent–child
communication, however, is positive. Parent–child communication can be hurtful to both parents
and children (McLaren & Sillars, 2014). Vangelisti (2007) explains that despite this intense hurt,
parents and children rarely engage in distancing practices because they are bound by high structural
commitment, or what Hess (2000) terms a nonvoluntary relationship status. Specifically, nonvolun-
tary relationships are those in which individuals believe they have no viable choice but to maintain
them; many scholars including Hess (2000) and Vangelisti (2006) argue that families are prime
examples of the enduring power of nonvoluntary relationship ties.

As suggested, one reason why families are perceived as inescapable is due to the common belief
that blood ties define the family (Baxter et al., 2009). Baxter (2014) productively observes, however,
that estrangement exists, and the fact that individuals are able to communicatively accomplish it,
“speaks to the agentic capacity of family members to transform even this presumably nonvoluntary
relational bond to voluntary status” (p. 39). Unfortunately, despite some notable exceptions (e.g.,
Agllias, 2011, 2013, 2015), parent–child estrangement research is virtually nonexistent (LeBey, 2001).

This dearth is particularly problematic given that estrangement is often an especially distressing
life event and the opportunities estrangement creates for redefining what it means to be a family. The
present study, then, seeks to address this gap by exploring the meaning of the parent–child relation-
ship from the perspective of adult children who are engaged in the estrangement process with their
parents. This alternative perspective answers calls by family communication scholars to better
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understand the ways in which communication both (de)constructs family relationships and privi-
leges particular family forms (Baxter, Norwood, Asbury, & Scharp, 2014; Galvin, 2006, 2014; Suter,
Baxter, Seurer, & Thomas, 2014).

To expose and give voice to the different types of “bonds” that tie parents and children together,
this study begins with conceptions of parent–child relationships before turning to an exposition of
the parent–child estrangement literature. Understanding conceptualizations of parent–child relation-
ships is essential to establishing estrangement as a critical rupture that exposes the taken-for-granted
assumption that biological relationships are permanent (Hess, 2000). Framed by relational dialectics
theory (RDT), which posits that meaning is made in the interplay of competing dominant and
marginal ideologies, and focusing on talk from adult children engaged in the estrangement process
with their parent(s), this study illuminates the ways discourses interplay in participants’ talk to make
meaning of parent–child relationships.

Conceptions of parent–child relationships

Family communication scholars interested in studying family relationships typically approach their
study from one of three perspectives. Families can be defined transactionally, which emphasizes the
communication among individuals and the subjective feelings generated by interaction (Segrin &
Flora, 2011). Scholars who study parent–child relationships from a transactional approach privilege
the communication and behaviors that constitute close relationships. In everyday life, this might
translate into the belief that parents should communicate that they love their children and that
children should respect and show affection for their parents.

Next, functional definitions are sometimes used to illuminate different facets of parent–child
relationships. For example, functional definitions rely heavily on the tasks members perform (i.e.,
financial support). From a lay perspective, the parent–child relationship might be understood as
reciprocity of care depending on the life stage (i.e., children might take care of their parents in later
life). Finally, structural definitions rely on specific criteria (e.g., blood ties) to determine family
membership (Floyd, Mikkelson, & Judd, 2006). For example, Schneider’s (1980) research found that
many individuals privilege blood-ties, especially those that unite parents and children. In fact, he
argues that “real,” “true,” “blood,” or “by birth” relationships can never be severed and cannot be lost
given that each parent provides one half of the child’s “biological constitution” (p. 24). In other
words, biological ties are permanent ties.

Despite the typical presence of biological ties, children, regardless of their age, might not always
have close, or even healthy, relationships with their parents. Indeed, the “involuntary nature of
family relationships” has the potential to provide serious constraints on family members who are
“distressed, psychologically troubled, or abused,” placing them at a great deal of risk (Vangelisti,
2006, p. xv). Consequently, this study now turns to the scholarship on parent–child estrangement. In
particular, extant estrangement research calls into question the meaning of the parent–child relation-
ship when structural definitions hold but functional and transactional definitions do not. Stated
differently, the existence of parent–child estrangement challenges the conflation of approaches as
well as the assumption that relationships bound by blood never end.

Parent–child estrangement research

Although many children and their parents experience a major relationship disruption (e.g., intense
conflict) over the course of their life, a study by Golish (2000) reveals, “All of the participants were
able to recover from this major disruption and regain their ‘typical’ level of closeness with their
parents” (p. 93). Thus, despite some turbulence or increased autonomy that comes with age, parents
and children typically are able to overcome their differences, and most disruptions do not have
lasting negative relationship implications (Golish, 2000). Parent–child estrangement, as conceptua-
lized in this study, however, is a process in which at least one of the relational parties voluntarily and
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intentionally engages in communicative practices to both accomplish and continuously maintain
distance because of a negative relationship. Estrangement, then, departs from the typical disruption
that might permeate a parent–child relationship and emerges as an ongoing family disruption.
Although this study focuses on adult children, it is important to note that researchers have yet to
focus on the voices of parents who seek to distance themselves from their children. With this in
mind, the review of literature primarily casts the adult children as the protagonists without acknowl-
edging the parents’ perspective.

Communication and social work scholars have recently begun to explore the attributions for
parent–child estrangement (Agllias, 2015; Carr, Holman, Stephenson-Abetz, Koenig Kellas, &
Vagnoni, 2015), the parent–child estrangement backstory (Scharp, Thomas, & Paxman, 2015),
estrangement disclosures and privacy considerations (Scharp, 2015), parent–child estrangement at
the end of life (Agllias, 2011), and the gendered experience of parent–child estrangement in later life
(Agllias, 2013). Findings from these studies suggest that parent–child estrangement often results
from maltreatment/abuse (e.g., physical, psychological, sexual) and/or gross neglect (Agllias, 2015;
Scharp et al., 2015).

Furthermore, researchers suggest that the estrangement experience itself can be psychologically
damaging and a source of significant distress (e.g., Dattilio & Nichols, 2011). This might come as no
surprise considering adult children often report that their estrangement disclosure is met with
negative and unsupportive reactions from their network members, including other immediate family
members, extended family members, and friends (Scharp, 2015). Research even suggests that
estrangement with one parent might lead to estrangement with the other parent or even the entire
family (Scharp, 2014).

One reason parent–child estrangement is also distressing might be that adult children often have
to continuously estrange themselves from their parents because of the cultural and relational
pressure they feel to reconcile with their parents (Agllias, 2015; Scharp et al., 2015). Especially, a
study by Scharp and colleagues (2015) reveals that some adult children described feeling like they
were failing in their role to be a dutiful child, yet others tried to combat the guilt of feeling like a bad
person. Yet, when faced with overwhelming maltreatment and neglect, many adult children were
able to communicatively accomplish estrangement with their parents. Nonetheless, they still nego-
tiated feeling caught between cultural expectations of being a “good child” and the reality that they
were in an abusive relationship. Given the competing ideologies that animate talk about the
estranged parent–child relationship, we turn to a theoretical framework that centers communication
and illuminates how meaning emerges from the contradictory experiences that mark the parent–
child estrangement process.

Relational dialectics theory

Based on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin (i.e., dialogism, 1981, 1984, 1986), relational dialectics theory
(RDT), formally articulated by Baxter and Montgomery (1996) and later advanced by Baxter (2011),
contends that meaning is made in the interplay of competing discourses. According to Baxter (2011)
a discourse is a system of meaning, ideology, or point of view that is constituted in communication.
These discourses, however, are not given voice with equal force, and RDT highlights how multiple
discourses compete for power.

Pivotal to RDT is the utterance, or, what Bakhtin (1981) often termed “voice.” The utterance is a
space where multiple discourses are at play (Baxter, 2011) and emerges in light of an anticipated or
actual hearer (Baxter, 2011). In this regard, an utterance serves as a link in what Bakhtin (1986) calls
the utterance chain. If conceptualized as a turn in talk or a link (Baxter, 2011), the utterance
responds to what has already been spoken and anticipates what has not yet been spoken (i.e., a
response or answerability; Bakhtin, 1986). This connection of response and anticipation constitutes
the utterance as intertextual. Specifically, Baxter (2011) identifies four links in the utterance chain:
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(1) distal already-spoken, (2) proximal already-spoken, (3) distal not-yet-spoken, and (4) proximal
not-yet-spoken.

In this study, we focus on the distal already-spoken and distal not-yet-spoken links of the utterance
chain. The distal already-spoken link of the utterance chain refers to the general conceptions about
social life that are given voice in everyday communication. In many ways, the distal already-spoken
link reflects discourses circulating in the culture at large. From a RDT perspective, culture embodies
many worldviews, allows speakers to construct multiple realities, and ultimately is an important
source of meaning. The distal not-yet-spoken link in the utterance chain emphasizes anticipated
evaluative judgment, whether positive or negative, that informs an utterance even before it is given
voice (Baxter, 2011). This anticipated evaluation is made by what Bakhtin (1986) refers to as a
superaddressee. As Baxter (2011) describes, “this superaddressee, although imagined in some future
time and space—is nonetheless present in the expression of a given utterance as parties pursue the
business of constructing their personal and relational identities” (p. 114). Put simply, individuals
address their utterances to a generalized other whose approval is just as important as the immediate
individuals listening to an utterance.

Discursive interplay

RDT does not merely focus on discourses; instead, it illuminates discourses that are in competition,
struggling to gain dominance. In this sense, RDT attends to the power relationships evident in
discursive interplay. As argued previously, RDT positions discourses as the ideologies that struggle to
create meaning as opposed to individuals’ competing wants and needs (Baxter, 2011). Thus, power
resides in discourse. Some of these discourses, as explained by Bakhtin (1981), are centripetal: those
that are normative or legitimated as natural. In opposition, some discourses are centrifugal: those
that are seen as unnatural or deviant. Centripetal discourses are heard as dominant whereas
centrifugal discourses are heard as marginalized. Discourses, however, do not always struggle
directly; interplay might take many forms.

For example, interplay might unfold over time (diachronic separation) or within a given utterance
(synchronic interplay). In diachronic separation, individuals might give voice to one discourse and
later align with a different semantic position (Baxter, 2011). Synchronic interplay, alternatively,
focuses on the four links of the utterance chain. Take for instance, polemical-transformative struggle,
which celebrates the jockeying of centripetal and centrifugal discourses. Interplay, then, is a site
where discourses “strike polemic blows” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 195) at one point in time. Yet, “polemic
blows” might be direct or hidden. In direct polemic struggles, centripetal and centrifugal discourses
are both articulated in an utterance. Alternatively, indirect or hidden polemic interplay occurs when
an utterance gives voice to one discourse but does not lend the other equal importance. In addition,
Baxter (2011) explains that the most generative polemic enactment is discursive transformation
where new meanings emerge.

Hybrids and aesthetic moments are two types of transformative struggles. Bakhtin (1984) contends
that transformation is an idealized process where one discourse “no longer oppressively dominates
the other [discourses] . . . it loses its composure and confidence, becomes agitated, internally
undecided, and two-faced” (p. 198). In opposition to monologue, transformation gives rise to the
possibility for new emergent meanings. Specifically, hybridization occurs when two or more distinct
discourses create a new meaning (Baxter, 2011). An aesthetic moment, on the other hand, involves a
reconstruction of the discourses and is affective as opposed to rational; in this way, an aesthetic
moment is a joyful celebration of new meaning rather than the achievement of a communicative goal
(Baxter, 2011). Given the heuristic force of RDT in illuminating emergent meanings and exposing
marginalized perspectives, we pose the following research question: What, if any, competing
discourses animate the meaning of parent–child relationships from the perspective of adult children
who are engaged in the estrangement process with their parents?
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Method

Narrative stories as a communication genre of discursive struggle

Communication genres might include small talk, making plans, or catching up (Goldsmith & Baxter,
1996). Yet, not all genres hold equal potential for dialogic struggles and meaning making (Bakhtin,
1986): Some genres are dialogically expansive and some are dialogically contractive (Baxter, 2011). In
other words, some genres allow for many meanings to emerge whereas others stifle alternate
meanings. According to Bakhtin (1981, 1984) and Baxter (2011), narrative stories belong to an
expansive type of genre. Baxter (2011) argues that, “Any narrative story—whether in the form of a
novel or tale told aloud, holds dialogic potential because of its capacity to place several viewpoints in
play simultaneously” (p. 143). Bochner, Ellis, and Tillmann-Healy (1997) similarly contend that
narratives are rife with contradiction and are a way to explore how individuals cope with exceptional
crises, deviate from the norm, and create new ways of communicating experience when traditional
convention fails them. Scholars also suggest that stories have the power to reduce stigma surround-
ing disruption events, restore order with respect to psychological well-being, and create legitimate
social identities (e.g., Baxter, Scharp, Asbury, Jannusch, & Norwood, 2012) Thus, narrative serves as
a dialogically expansive genre and particularly fruitful way to explore estranged relationships.

Data collection

Given the potential of the narrative, with IRB approval, the first author collected 52 in-depth
narrative interviews (see Langellier, 1989) from adult children who were at least 18 years of age,
who had a negative relationship with at least one parent, and who distanced themselves from their
parents because of that negative relationship (i.e., aligned with our conceptualization of estrange-
ment). Participants also indicated that their decreased interdependence with their parents was both
voluntary and intentional.

Specifically, adult children were sampled because research suggests that adult children can
provide a more holistic account of their estrangement experience (Carr et al., 2015) and because
young children often lack the agency to gain distance due to limited resources/unequal power
dynamic. All narrative interviews were conducted face-to-face and lasted, on average, 47 minutes
(range 15–112 minutes). The majority of participants were interviewed in a private lab at a large
Midwestern University, but three participants requested to meet at a public space (e.g., coffee shop).
Many of the adult children indicated that they preferred the lab because it ensured their privacy.
Participants were instructed to “tell me the story of how you distanced yourself” and to share the
“cast of characters” involved in their experience. The stories were then transcribed, resulting in
approximately 650 pages of single-spaced text. The transcription process included replacing all
identifying information with pseudonyms or place markers. As part of the analysis, the first author
transcribed the majority of the narrative interviews (n = 32); the rest were transcribed by a research
assistant.

Participant demographics

Adult children responded to a listserv announcement made to all employees at a large Midwestern
university in the United States. Consequently, many participants were affiliated staff, although some
participants indicated that their partner had passed along the research announcement. The majority
of participants were women (70.6%) and White (94.1%); educational backgrounds varied, with six
participants reporting a high school diploma, 15 reporting an Associate’s degree, 15 reporting a
Bachelor’s degree, 10 reporting a Master’s degree, and 6 reporting a Doctorate/Professional degree as
the highest level of completed education. Ages ranged from 20–66 (M = 35.73; SD = 11.05), and
adult children reported that they began the estrangement process at age 21 on average. Those
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participants who had been able to maintain distance reported being able to do so for an average of
9 years (SD = 9.48). Participants who characterized their negative relationship with a parent or
parents as on-again/off-again, reported being able to do so for an average of 15 years (SD = 10.43).

Of the 52 participants, 32 identified that they had a negative relationship with one parent; 18
identified both parents; and two participants indicated they were estranged from both their parents
of origin as well as a step parent (i.e., three parents total). Of the parents who were identified, adult
children identified that 35 were mothers, 36 were fathers, two were stepmothers, and one was a
stepfather. Of note, step-parents were only mentioned in addition to a biological parent. Thirty-five
participants indicated that they wanted to become estranged and their parents did not, although
many participants indicated that they could not be sure whether their parent wanted the estrange-
ment or not. The majority of adult children reported having no contact with their parents
(n = 46.2%), 17.3% reported having hardly any contact, 32.7% reported some contact, and only
two participants (3.8%) reported regular contact. Typical reasons for estrangement included psy-
chological, physical, and/or sexual abuse and gross indifference. We report these attributions
generally because research indicates that estrangement is a complex and cyclical process in which
those initiating the estrangement might have multiple reasons for wanting distance that can change
over time or with each iteration of coming apart/together (see Scharp et al., 2015).

Data analysis

Corresponding to a RDT framework, we conducted a contrapuntal analysis, which is a type of
critical discourse analysis (Baxter, 2011). We began by identifying the emergent discourses, which
begins with conducting a thematic analysis (see Braun & Clarke, 2006). After becoming familiar with
the data, we identified codes that answered the analytical question: “What is the parent–child
relationship?” Themes coalesced from these codes which, in turn, coalesced into larger systems of
meaning (i.e., discourses). As Baxter (2011) explains, a discourse is constituted by interdependent
subthemes that illuminate particular meanings.

Both authors independently conducted their own analyses then came together to discuss pre-
liminary findings, argue through differences, and co-construct a tentative analysis (i.e., investigator
triangulation, see Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although we did not label our themes and subsequent
discourses the same, a strikingly similar analysis emerged. Both authors hit theoretical saturation at
narrative #21 (i.e., when no new codes emerged, see Corbin & Strauss, 2008). By hitting saturation
before narrative #26, we were able to verify our findings by conducting referential adequacy (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). This required that we split the data into halves and refrain from conducting analysis
on the second half until we reached saturation. Once we established the discourses in the first half,
we analyzed the second half of the data to ensure no new discourses emerged.

Although interpretive scholars often stop at this point of the analysis, critical communication
researchers continue to examine the negotiation of these discourses for dominance. The examination
of this interplay and struggle is accomplished through a variety of techniques. The first, what Baxter
(2011) labels unfolding, is the process of locating utterances in a larger chain of meaning of prior and
anticipated utterances. To accomplish this, we asked two questions, “What prior utterances might
this utterance be a response to?” and “What subsequent responses are invited by this utterance?”
(Baxter, 2011, p. 161). By engaging in unfolding, scholars can potentially draw attention to hege-
monic discourses that are taken for granted as a way of life and that silence other perspectives or
acknowledge other experiences as stigmatized, marginal, and/or deviant.

As we unfolded, we analyzed the data for diachronic separation and synchronic interplay, paying
particular attention to polemic struggles between the discourses given voice by each adult child (see
Baxter, 2011). Diachronic separation occurs when the dominance of a particular discourse changes
over time. As Baxter (2011) describes, diachronic interplay “is characterized by a back and forth
pattern over time in dominance of first one discourse and then another for a topical or activity
domain” (p. 127). Synchronic polemic interplay might appear as negating, countering, and/or
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entertaining. For example, negating occurs when a discourse is directly or indirectly refuted.
Countering is more nuanced and requires some discursive position replacing or supplanting another
discourse that a member of the culture might expect in its place. Countering often invokes the use of
adjuncts or adverbials such as even, only, just, or surprisingly. Next, entertaining functions to suggest
that the discourse is merely one possibility and is typically marked by words such as might, could, or
possibly. Finally, the last step in our process included looking for transformative struggle.

To ascertain the validity of the study, we engaged in five procedures: investigator triangulation
and referential adequacy (described above), as well as negative case analysis, audit trail, and exemplar
identification (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Negative case analysis is one of the most rigorous forms of
verification and required that we account for 100% of the data (see Kidder, 1981). Specifically, when
analyzing the data, we made sure that all themes and corresponding discourses were included in our
results, regardless of their prevalence. Throughout the analysis we kept detailed notes, creating an
audit trail that could be used to explain our decisions and results. Finally, we selected exemplars that
provide evidence of the interplay that characterized the narratives. These exemplars not only
illustrate in rich detail to support the presentation of the themes (that coalesced into discourses),
they also provide evidence (often via discursive markers) of interplay.

Results

Two discourses emerged as competing to construct the meaning of parent–child relationships: a
discourse of relationship endurance and a discourse of temporal contingency. Each of these discourses
is defined and presented through exemplars in the following sections.

Discourse of relationship endurance (DRE)

The DRE invokes the culturally taken-for-granted assumption that parents and children are forever
connected. The DRE constructs parent–child relationships as unending, regardless of communica-
tion and interaction. Three interrelated themes that emphasize biological connection, familial webs,
and shared history constitute the DRE.

Parents-children are forever connected through biology
The DRE contends that parents and children will always be connected because they are biologically
related. As Andy stated, “I don’t think I would ever make a complete separation . . . she’s my mom.
So, like the biological factor” (3: 1675, 16791). Regardless of the state of the relationship, Andy and
others voiced the DRE by highlighting the endurance of biological ties. Whitley elaborated:

I think with my dad, there’s always this desire to have a relationship because we are related by blood. Um, we
have other family members who are interested in us having a relationship and have to be around, you know if
we are in the same place and there is tension. (30: 18570–18573)

For Whitley and others, biological connections ensure the (desire to have a) relationship. Whitley
also voices the role that family members play in the DRE, illuminated in the following theme.

Family webs create unending obligations and interactions
The DRE argues that children are forever connected to parents not only biologically but also through
extended family networks. According to the DRE, children are forever tied to their parent(s) because
family members link them together (e.g., through information sharing; at family-wide gatherings).
For example, Braxton voiced the DRE, as constituted by webs of connection, when he explained,
“[W]e’re forever going to be, until he [his father] passes, forever going to be linked in some ways

1All participants’ quotations are cited with the number of the interview followed by a colon and the line number(s) that denote
the location of the quote in the full set of interview transcripts.
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whether I choose to be or not . . . Even just by family” (7: 5151–5157). Braxton implicates the entire
family system as a cohesive force. Thus, permanence is not only established through the dyadic
blood link but also through the connections that link the entire family. Fred more explicitly
illustrates his family’s involvement:

My mom, she’s up there in the [city] with my grandparents and my aunt and my uncle and basically the core of
my family. And so when I go up to visit my grandparents they try and get everyone together and they always
ask, is it okay if we invite your mom? Or, if I am planning on going to something they let me know my mom is
going to be there. (21: 13280–13284)

Fred explains that in order to see the core of his family, he must also risk coming into contact
with his mother. Although Fred is able to participate in family gatherings, other participants said
they completely stopped attending family functions. Ultimately, Fred and Braxton voiced the DRE
created through family webs; even when someone chooses to not maintain the parent–child relation-
ship, the separation is never complete unless adult children are willing to give up family-related
obligations and interactions.

Shared history is irreplaceable
In addition to shared family ties, the DRE suggests that parent–child relationships are permanent
due to irreplaceable shared histories. Participants, like Harley, invoked the DRE when they explained
that the enduring connection created through shared history in childhood, or the “nurturing years,”
forever links children to their parents. Harley stated, “You’re always going to be connected in some
way whether or not you’re physically [connected] . . . because there’s so much history with your
nurturing years with your mother and parents” (10: 6729–6732). Whitley expressed a similar
sentiment when she contrasted “breaking up” with a romantic partner with dissolving a parental
relationship, stating:

I think in romantic relationships, ending those, I feel like I have more control than I do in the situation with my
dad. Obviously there’s less, you know, I have twenty-something years of with my dad versus a year or two,
whatever with someone else and so you know, I think that the emotions and ties run a little bit deeper. So it’s a
little bit harder to be, um, to get to that place where you are emotionally detached. (30: 18576–18580)

In these excerpts, it is “so much history” and “twenty-something years” of shared pasts that create
connections that are difficult (e.g., “it’s a little bit harder to be . . . emotionally detached”), if not
impossible (e.g., “You’re always going to be connected”), to dissolve. Thus, participants like Harley
and Whitley voiced a component of the DRE that puts forth shared and irreplaceable history as
argument that parent–child relationships are enduring and permanent.

Discourse of temporal contingency (DTC)

Although the DRE, detailed previously, is the culturally dominant ideology of family, it is not the
only discourse that helps to make meaning of the parent–child relationship. The DTC counters the
DRE, challenging the DRE’s assumptions and offering an alternative ideology for making sense of
what it means to (not) be in a parent–child relationship. The DTC resists the assumptions that
shared biology, family webs, and history render parent–child relationships enduring and inescapable.
Instead, the DTC positions interactions as central to the parent–child relationship. The DTC
contends that the parent–child relationship is contingent upon role performances that have the
potential to fluctuate across time. Four interrelated themes that emphasize the need for relational
maintenance, care/support, love, and individualism constitute the DTC and resist the DRE.

Parent–child relationships require maintenance
The DTC counters DRE assumptions of endurance created through the inertia of shared biology,
family webs, and a shared past by asserting that parent–child relationships rely on efforts to maintain
a (close) relationship. Participants voiced that endurance did not just “happen”; rather, relationships
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needed to be cultivated by both parents and children. For example, Dave explained that he and his
father are not close because Dave is the only person making an effort to maintain connection:

[D]espite all of that [negativity], I was still an adult and I tracked him down and contacted him and whatever.
And, when I contacted him it wasn’t, it was almost like I expected, I put in the effort now you kind of show
some . . . I gave him so many chances . . . I was giving him all kind of leading questions and he never, I think
maybe he asked twice about my son after I made sure to tell him I had a kid, and you know all this stuff about
him. And he only asked about him twice. (18: 11646–11654)

For Dave and many others, the parent–child relationship requires both children and parents to
make an effort to maintain the relationship. Regardless of their biological connection and shared
family webs, it is both parties’ performances that are important to maintaining parent–child
relationships. Indeed, in the above exemplar, the biology and family webs that are important to
the DRE are drawn upon to illuminate why Dave and his father are not close. Dave’s father fails to
show interest or investment in one part of his biological family web: his grandson, Dave’s son. Thus,
the DTC counters the DRE through talk that positions the (non)performance of roles that are linked
to biology and family as (de)constructing family.

Parents and children support and take care of one another
The DTC also counters the DRE by emphasizing that shared biology and history mean nothing in
the absence of support and care. Indeed, in the DTC, a shared history of unsupportiveness or
maltreatment, including abuse and/or neglect, becomes fodder for the deconstruction of the parent–
child relationship instead of marking irreplaceability of a relationship, as it is framed in the DRE.
Some participants, such as Andy, voiced the DTC through talk of parent–child relationships as
reliant on parents and children supporting one another, and unsupportive behaviors can be a catalyst
for relationship dissolution. Andy explained that his relationship with his mother went downhill
when she not only did not support his college attendance financially but also did not support the way
that he had chosen to fund his postsecondary education. Andy stated, “ . . . she never saved up college
funds for me so I don’t, I had to do what I had to do to get done. When I decided to make those
actions [and joined the military] she wasn’t supportive of it” (3: 1646–1647).

The DTC is voiced through talk of a problematic shared history, thus calling out the DRE’s
assumption that shared history helps relationships to endure by emphasizing that parents and
children need to not just interact but also support one another’s best interests over time.

Other participants cited specific behaviors and/or ultimatums that showcased nonsupport and
relational distancing rather than endurance. For example, Gwen, who described experiencing a
variety of abuses at the hands of her stepfather from the time she was a young child until she
married at the age of 16, discusses not going to the hospital and subsequent funeral when her
stepfather and family requested her presence. She reflected:

My family called, he died at some point. And I remember my family calling and asking me if I was going to go
to the funeral, he was sick and in the hospital for two weeks, and they said he was asking for me and I did not
go. And then they called and asked if I was going to go to the funeral and I did not go. The fact that they even
asked . . . [end] (41: 23902–23907)

In this example, Gwen’s failure to visit her sick stepparent draws attention to the assumption that
children are expected to care if their parent and/or parent’s spouse is unhealthy. As such, many
participants noted that not taking care of their parent was one of the most difficult (in)actions they
took. As Gwen suggests, the (in)action is part of what marks the (non)relationship. For many
participants, the history of inaction by their parents relinquished them from the burden of care
reciprocity and exemplifies one way in which the DTC draws upon relational role performance (of
support and care) to close down arguments of the importance of shared history that are made within
the DRE.
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Parents and children love one another
The DTC also counters the DRE through talk of love; although love might be culturally understood
to “conquer all,” in the DTC, lack of love outweighs shared biology and history. Indeed, parents and
children are expected to love each other, and relationships dissolve in the absence of that love. For
example, Betty described “performing” love like she felt she was “supposed to do”:

I remember kind of performing love for my father, like when I would like hug him goodnight or something, or
tell him that I loved him and it felt like what you were supposed to do and I remember trying to have feelings of
love for him but not really knowing how to [be]cause he wasn’t really receptive to anything. (2: 546–549)

In this excerpt, Betty marks mutual lack of love as a reason for the dissolution of the relationship
with her father. Although they share biology, historically the relationship between Betty and her
father has not been loving, despite Betty’s attempts to “perform love.” By marking love as a
performance, Betty exposes the idea that biological relationships are not necessarily loving relation-
ships, and the DTC renders the biological component of the DRE unimportant.

Similarly, Adeline’s confession (i.e., “if I am being honest”) is couched in the DTC and under-
mines the DRE:

I mean if I am being perfectly honest I don’t love my parents. Um, like who doesn’t love their mom? Like
prisoners, rapists, they love their mother probably. They probably got a prisoner tattoo that’s saying “I heart
mom,” but I don’t. (33: 20005–20008)

Adeline illuminates the expectation that children, no matter how terrible (e.g., rapists), love their
parents. Yet, biology means nothing without performance; the DRE is shut down as the act of love is
centered as what “makes” a parent–child relationship. For other participants, the lack of uncondi-
tional love also became apparent with the help of social network members. Diana recounts, “I knew
she didn’t care about me. Because Riley [Diana’s husband] would say, your mom doesn’t love you”
(5: 3172–3173). Despite the cultural contradiction, many of the participants came to the conclusion
that they did not love their parents and their parents did not love them. In these moments, the DRE
is recognized (e.g., pointing out that someone’s parent does not love them is only necessary given the
cultural expectation that biological relatedness is linked with unconditional love) only to be
supplanted with the DTC (e.g., the absence of love creates/maintains estrangement despite, or
perhaps even because of, biological relatedness).

Individual needs outweigh the dyad
Finally, the DTC acknowledges that what is best for one member of the parent–child relationship is
not necessarily best for both. In this way, the DTC acknowledges shared family webs and history but
presents these components of the DRE as fraught with past, present, and/or likely future negativity
for one or both parties of the parent–child relationship. This is evidenced in Lily’s talk, when she
explains that cutting ties with her father was necessary to her growth:

[Ending contact] got me out of so many terrible things and I, I couldn’t even imagine what he would say, I can’t
imagine being a part of his life anymore, it was bad, I know that I’m just like my mom, but at the same time I’m
more successful and I’m doing my own thing and there’s things that he wouldn’t be able to handle about me
because I’m my own person. He never wanted me to grow up and that’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I’ve always
wanted to be independent and do my own thing and he never wanted that for me. (15: 9899–9904)

In this exemplar, if Lily had maintained a relationship with her father, she would not have been
able to mature. Shared family webs that hold family together in the DRE hold the potential to wreak
havoc on families in the DTC. In another exemplar, Whitley explains:

You know your parents aren’t the ones who are in control anymore and so it’s important for you to acknowl-
edge that and if you need space, take it. You know, it [estrangement] doesn’t have to be forever, but if you want
it to be forever, it can be forever too and just do whatever is best for you. (30: 18608–18611)
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Whitley emphasizes that “you” need to “do whatever is best for you,” even if that means creating
distance from a parent. She articulates that as children grow, parents cease to have the same type of
power they might have when the child was younger. Yet again, shared history is turned on its head;
instead of creating an eternally enduring relationship, it provides justification for distance. The DTC
counters the DRE by emphasizing that shared history means nothing without a relationship that is,
in a given moment, mutually beneficial to parents and children. In this way, the DTC also constructs
the parent–child relationship as in flux rather than enduring/inescapable.

Discursive interplay

Overall, the DRE worked to reify cultural understandings of family as enduring forever through
shared biology, webs of family relationships, and shared history. On the other hand, the DTC
undermined the DRE, constructing the parent–child relationship as dependent on more than
“just” the DRE. The DTC resists the assumptions of the DRE by contending that performances of
mutually beneficial care and support, love, and relationship maintenance constitute the always-in-
flux parent–child relationship. This competition of the DRE and the DTC emerged through both
diachronic separation and synchronic interplay (see Baxter, 2011; methods section).

Diachronic separation
Many utterances gave voice to only one of the overarching discourses; these text segments were
internally monologic and can be seen throughout the DRE and DTC examples in the results section.
However, through the process of unfolding, interplay between the DRE and DTC emerged. This
competition unfolds across utterances and interviews rather than within, with the centrifugal DTC
working, without directly referencing the DRE, to explain how parent–child relationships can
dissolve despite the cultural prevalence of the DRE.

Synchronic interplay
Some participants voiced both the DRE and the DTC within a text, thus exhibiting synchronic
discursive interplay. In particular, given that estrangement does not readily align with the assump-
tions of the culturally dominant DRE, participants’ talk drew on both the privileged DRE and the
culturally more marginalized DTC to make sense of parent–child relationships in the context of
estrangement. The texts revealed that the meaning of the parent–child relationship was at times
negotiated through negating, countering, and entertaining.

Negating. Some participants’ talk called up the DRE to directly refute it, privileging the DTC. Given
the cultural dominance of the DRE and the context that situated all participants as estranged from
one or more of their parents, it makes sense that negating operated to directly shut down the DRE
while centering and legitimating the DTC and creating distance from one’s parent. For example,
Betty said, “I would say that them [parents] being a major player in your conception does not give
them the right, does not obligate you to endure their cruelty” (2: 1250–1251). In this example, the
DTC, constructed through support and care (i.e., not “cruelty”), is positioned as superior to the DRE,
constructed through biology (i.e., “being a major player in your conception”). The negating of the
DRE provides us with glimpses of familial deconstruction: Biology does not automatically grant
parents (relational) rights, nor does it force children into obligatory relationships. Instead, the
performance-based DTC is privileged and allows for relational distancing in the absence of the
maintenance, care and support, love, and/or individual benefit that the DTC argues makes a parent–
child relationship meaningful. Despite refuting the DRE, however, the previous example of negating
as well as other utterances that illuminate synchronic interplay also highlight the pervasiveness of the
DRE; even when the DTC is privileged, the DRE is also drawn upon to explain and legitimate what it
means to seek and/or have distance in parent–child relationships. In other words, some text
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segments illustrate that the dominant DRE must be discursively acknowledged and closed off, at least
for particular relationships, before the DTC can become a viable alternative discourse.

Typically, participants whose talk privileged the DTC also engaged in other discursive moves to
negate the DRE, such as stripping their “parent” of that title. For example, at the beginning of her
interview, Janey stated, “As far as I’m concerned, I no longer have a mother” (12: 7594–7595). She
later explained, “Um, she, Sarah is my mother, and I actually don’t call her mother anymore, I call
her Sarah . . . I started doing that about two and half, 3 years ago (12: 7715–7716; 7801). Janey’s talk
negates the DRE and its assumption that parent–child relationships endure forever by stripping
Sarah of the title mother. This is accomplished by calling up the DRE (“Sarah is my mother”) only to
close it off again (“I actually don’t call her mother anymore, I call her Sarah”). In doing so, the DTC
becomes centered. This centering of the DTC becomes intelligible only through the acknowledge-
ment then refutation of the assumptions underlying the DRE; thus, the privilege held by the DRE is
readily apparent. Of note, the DRE’s power is also illuminated in the inability of participants like
Janey to escape the language of the DRE. Although Janey calls her biological mother “Sarah” rather
than “mother,” she has no means to explain this without first associating Sarah with the label of
mother (“Sarah is my mother”); the DRE is so dominant that even in the breakdown or absence of a
parent–child relationship, the labels of the DRE must be used to convey partners’ (dis)association.

Like Betty, Janey, and many other participants, Xenia’s talk also negated the culturally dominant
DRE, supplanting it with the DTC. For example, Xenia talked about potential social ramifications of
telling others about distancing herself from her mother:

I know it’s, sometimes I get the reaction, um, like how can you feel that way about your mom? She’s your mom.
And I say, Okay. Let’s do some education. You know, like, nobody wants to believe a mom could drown her kid
in the bathtub. [They say] But, that’s your mom! And I’m like, well, my mom’s a crazy person who hurt me all
the time. Um, so when I get that reaction, that sort of surprise or judgmental reaction, like you can’t say that
about your mom, it just makes me kind of stubborn and contrary and [I] say, let me tell you what I went
through so you can understand why this person is not my mom and I don’t have to respect her and love her like
that. (31: 19014–19021)

In this excerpt, reported speech represents the DRE’s ideology of parent–child relationships as
enduring regardless of performance (i.e., “How can you feel that way about your mom? She’s your
mom.”). Xenia’s talk acknowledges that many people seem to believe that parents, specifically
mothers, deserve to be treated with enduring respect and love by their child(ren) simply because
they are a mother. Xenia closes down such claims with her own reported experience, however. Her
talk negates the underpinnings of the DRE, first by challenging cultural assumptions about the
(positive) nature of mothers (i.e., “nobody wants to believe a mom could drown her kid in the
bathtub”). Her talk then turns to privileging the DTC when she states that assumptions of the DRE
are unfounded (she does not “have to respect . . . and love” this woman, her biological mother)
because the woman is not her mom. Xenia’s talk draws on the DTC to explain how a biological
parent who is unable to perform their role in the parent–child relationship (her biological mother is,
instead, a “crazy person who hurt [her]”) is not a parent at all, despite biological relatedness. Overall,
negating operated to illuminate the power held by the DRE: only when the DRE was discursively
refuted could the DTC be legitimated.

Countering. Some participants voiced a competing discourse yet ultimately privileged another, thus
countering one discourse to center the other. As with negating, most often the DRE was referenced
only to ultimately privilege the DTC. This again shows the pervasiveness of the DRE; the DTC
becomes useful to making meaning of the parent–child relationship only after the DRE has been
acknowledged and then de-centered. For example, Harley explained:

Your natural tendency is to always to keep that communication open with your mom but if it’s not a positive
relationship for both of you . . . it’s better to not, to disconnect, to not connect as much. I think it’s both. I think
generally you want to have a more nurturing relationship with your parent. (10: 6752–6755)
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This excerpt initially privileges the discourse of biology, or the “natural tendency” to maintain a
connection with one’s (biological) “mom,” or parent. Indeed, this presumably applies to everyone,
given that the statement opens with a “your” that implies “one’s,” or “everyone’s.” In other words,
within the culturally dominant DRE, it is natural for every child to maintain a relationship with their
mom, or parent(s). However, there are exceptions to this DRE “rule.” The DTC counters the DRE,
privileging disconnection when a relationship is not “positive” or, presumably, supportive and/or
caring, as exemplified in the DTC. In other words, “natural” relationships are also “nurturing,” and it
is this positive performance that makes a parent–child relationship meaningful. Thus, although
maintaining parent–child relationships is “natural” in the DRE, the performance-based DTC
becomes the discursively more legitimate ideology of family when a parent–child relationship is
offering a (perhaps unnatural) negative performance.

An excerpt from Trisha’s interview also illustrated countering in which the DRE was voiced but
ultimately de-centered. However, instead of talking about privileging increasing distance from a
parent for personal reasons, Trisha describes decreasing distance from her mother for personal
reasons when her mother was in the hospital postsurgery:

I would go to visit her and I told—I not only told my family but I told group therapy about it, and I told them
that I wasn’t going to see her because she’s my mom—I was going to see her because I have my own morals and
I have my own values and even though like I can’t stand her, she was still a part of my family. And so I wasn’t
going there for like her; it’s because, I was kind of like I would feel bad if I didn’t. (26: 16282–16287)

Trisha’s talk acknowledges that, in the DRE, a child would visit a parent in the hospital simply
because they are child and parent; this assumption is acknowledged when Trisha explains that she is
not visiting her mother just because they are mother and daughter (“I wasn’t going to see her because
she’s my mom”). Instead, the endurance of the DRE is countered by assumptions of the DTC that
position individual needs as outweighing the dyad. Trisha’s personal reasons (her “own morals and
values”) and need to reduce negative feelings (“I would feel bad if I didn’t”) are put forth as
components of the DTC that ultimately make sense of distance, or lack thereof, in the parent–
child relationship. Although examples of countering and negating throughout the interview corpus
center the DTC while simultaneously illuminating that the DRE is culturally ingrained and must be
referenced to be able to privilege another ideology of family, other synchronic interplay emerged
from utterances that simultaneously balanced the DRE and DTC.

Entertaining. Entertaining often emerged in talk about feeling guilty about distance in one’s parent–
child relationship. When talking about feeling guilt, a number of participants voiced both the
anticipated permanence of the parent–child relationship and the understanding that the parent–
child relationship is reliant on roles and performances that can change over time. For example,
Dave’s explanation of his family draws upon the DTC, positioning his stepfather in the role of “dad.”
Presumably due to their enduring biological ties, however, Dave still reserves the title of “dad” for his
biological father:

I would tell you about my stepdad. He is he is literally, and I’ve told him this all the time, he is literally more of
a dad to me than my dad ever was. I can remember all kinds of stuff from my childhood you know, um, I mean
he’s given me those talks, he’s done all of those fatherly things. And uh, and I’ve told him this, he’s he’s my dad.
Even though I can’t call him that, it just doesn’t feel right in terms of my dad, my dad is my dad and my
stepdad is my stepdad but if I think about who has had an impact on my life, it’s definitely my stepfather. (18:
11767–11772)

Dave’s talk emphasizes the DTC and how parents like his stepdad perform: they “give talks” and
“do fatherly things.” “Real” fathers “do” fatherhood. However, Dave’s talk also readily draws upon
the DRE when he explains that his biological father is also his dad and that he reserves the title of
“dad” for his (estranged) biological father. Both men are Dave’s parents but for different reasons:
Dave’s stepfather is constructed as parent through the performative language of the DTC, and Dave’s
biological father is simultaneously constructed as parent, despite being distanced from Dave, through
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the assumptions of biology and permanency put forth by the DRE. Rather than pitting the DRE and
DTC against one another, the performative and biological constructions of the parent–child relation-
ship are held up as separate but equally powerful ideologies of the parent–child relationship. Thus, in
this excerpt, “dad,” as well as the parent–child relationship, emerges through equal acknowledge-
ment and privileging of both discourses.

Discursive hybrid

The contrapuntal analysis also revealed one discursive hybrid, in which negotiation of the DRE and
DTC positions them as complimentary rather than competitive. Specifically, participants centered
both the DRE and DTC when talking about the ways that distance, marked by the absence of effort,
support, and care/love, has potential to breed relational closeness and enable enduring relationships.
For example, when Diana was asked what her first action was in intentionally distancing herself from
her mother, Diana answered:

Coming to the University of [State] . . . was the first step in that process . . . As a child I tried to have friends and
go out but my mom was very protective, so I probably didn’t have the same social life or experiences that other
people did . . . So, my first instinct was that when I could leave for college I would go . . . And I knew if I didn’t
get out it wouldn’t be good for me or my mental well-being so I needed that peace that I couldn’t get there if
that makes sense . . . . I always thought that when I left home our relationship would get better cause I wasn’t
under that same roof, because I wasn’t under that same microscope where all of that aggression would go
towards me. So I thought it would be like gosh, when you leave home you could tell your mom everything you
did naughty when you were a kid because you were on that different kind of adult relationship. So my
expectation at that time was not that I would lose the relationship, it was that that I hope this would solidify,
fortify that relationship and make it better. (5: 2640–2684)

Although distancing did not lead to closeness in Diana’s story, she nonetheless recognized that
when some parents and children become less integrated (i.e., “I always thought that when I left
home”) they also become closer (i.e., “our relationship would get better” and “this would solidify,
fortify that relationship”). Similarly, Caleb succinctly stated, “I remember telling my mother that the
less we are around one another the better we get along. She didn’t deny it” (14: 8179–8180). Overall,
although the DRE and DTC were often at odds, sometimes they were positioned as working together
in talk about how distancing oneself (e.g., from putting effort, support, and or care/love into a
relationship) can assist with maintaining the biological, family-bound, and irreplaceable parent–child
relationship.

Discussion

As a complement to critical research that features alternative family forms that expose biology’s
hegemonic claim on family conceptualization (e.g., Suter et al., 2014), the present study focused on
52 narrative accounts of adult children whose biological linkages failed to wholly constitute and
maintain the relationship with their parents. Overall, these narrative interviews can be read as an
answer to the dominant belief that parent–child relationships have no possibility of ending because
they are bound by blood (i.e., the discourse of endurance). Positioned to make sense of their
estrangement, adult children provided an alternative account of what renders a relationship non-
voluntary (i.e., the discourse of temporal contingency).

Implications, applications, and directions for future research

The present study makes a number of important contributions to the literature on parent–child
estrangement. Results from this study challenge (1) the genetic/biological definition of family, (2) the
idea that family relationships are nonvoluntary and thus are relationships that do not require
maintenance, (3) the (mis)perception that ongoing/unresolved family conflict will eventually be
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resolved without any relational consequences, (4) the construction of closeness as a strictly positive
experience, and (5) the label constraints around the estrangement experience. Taken together, these
contributions also forward the critical family communication project by exposing the fragility of the
hegemonic discourse of biology. Indeed, estrangement fundamentally calls into question the confla-
tion of biology, permanence, and positivity. Thus, we see the force of language as it deconstructs
cultural taken-for-granteds and provides a platform on which other discourse dependent families
can communicatively constitute a legitimate identity. Unlike other critical family communication
scholars that highlight the ways alternative forms of families resist their “second-best” designation,
this critical study provides an alternative perspective by highlighting the misconception that biolo-
gical families are best.

Specifically, the DTC resisted the DRE to emphasize the importance of relational maintenance,
reciprocity of care, unconditional love, and individual survival. Adult children provided accounts in
which they explained that despite their biological ties, neither they nor their parents were function-
ing as they “should.” Furthermore, despite research that found parents and children were typically
able to resolve their conflicts (Golish, 2000), these adult children told very different stories where
they not only failed to resolve the negative relationship but actively engaged in practices to maintain
distance with their parents, such as revoking their label of “parent” or bestowing the title of “parent”
to someone else. In doing so, the DTC exposed the fragility of a strictly biological definition of family
that had no possibility of ending. The resistance to the dominant discourse, then, helped to
emancipate the adult children from the cultural and lived constraints of “family.” This is an
important move, as it creates moments in which abused individuals no longer have to acknowledge
a harmful and unwanted relationship.

Positioning parent–child relationships as contingent also has theoretical implications. Many
communication scholars argue that families do not need to engage in a cost-benefit ratio analysis
(i.e., social exchange approach) because families bound by blood cannot end (e.g., Hess, 2000). As
Vangelisti and Crumley (1998) contend, it is possible that family members communicate with each
other in more hurtful ways because they believe they can without repercussion. From the perspective
of relationships as an economic exchange, family members might fall into the trap of relational
moral hazard (i.e., when individuals believe they have insurance, they engage in riskier behaviors
than they would without it; Erlich & Becker, 1972). This study reveals that biological insurance does
not guarantee the relationship will thrive or even be maintained. Consequently, it is important that
individuals are conscious of how they treat their family members and remember to work to maintain
the health of those relationships.

Another theoretical contribution emerged in light of the discursive hybrid. Indeed, the hybrid that
emerged in our data suggests that adult children might not always want to increase closeness with
their parents or might not benefit from strengthening relational ties. As Hess (2000) suggests,
limiting our conception of close relationships to those that individuals actively seek to maintain
misrepresents many interpersonal relationships, and it directs scholars away from examining rela-
tional distancing. This supports extant research such as Olson’s Circumplex Model of Family
Functioning that describes the problems that arise when family members are too close (see Segrin
& Flora, 2011).

As the hybrid suggests, distance and closeness are not opposites but instead work together to
create the possibility of a family relationship. Put differently, only through gaining distance were
some adult children even able to have a relationship with their parents. This also supports research
that illustrates the relational benefits for parents and children who are able to distance themselves in
an otherwise healthy parent–child relationship (see Golish, 2000). Problematizing closeness as a
strictly positive construct, then, might encourage scholars to examine the ways distancing can be a
healthy alternative for both relational parties to staying in a negative, even abusive, relationship. By
calling the concept of closeness as positive and inherent in family relationships into question, we
draw attention to the ways that closeness is not traitlike but rather a state that is constituted in
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communication. In doing so, we align the concept of closeness with a transactional definition of
family, again stripping biology of some of its power over the cultural conflation of biology and love.

Finally, although we have been discussing the ways the DTC resists the conflation of biology and
love, it is important to note that the DTC could also work to challenge the discourse of law, which
might also be given voice in the DRE. In the future, researchers might explore and complicate the
ways individuals and discourses resist the discourse of law as it pertains to constituting a family.

Limitations and conclusion

We now turn to the study’s limitations. The present study examines the perspective of the adult
child, but certainly garnering the parents’ perspective will be a critically important component to
understanding the estrangement process. Indeed, hearing only one perspective might unduly cast a
particular group as “villain,” without recognizing both parties’ roles in the estrangement process.
Understanding the parents’ perspectives might also illuminate the societal discourses that put
pressure on parents to behave in particular ways or make specific decisions. Likewise, understanding
the perspective of the relational party who did not initiate the distance might also yield particularly
insightful results about the parent–child relationship. Again, it is problematic to assume that adult
children always initiate the estrangement. Parents might have engaged in other communicative
practices to distance themselves from their children and encountered unique obstacles in explaining
their situation to others. Taken together, the parent’s perspective could elucidate ways the culture
might particularly punish parents for distancing themselves from their children, similar to the stigma
birthmothers face after placing their child for adoption (see Baxter et al., 2012).

In light of the need for more critical family communication scholarship, researchers might also
interrogate meanings of family and resilience from the estranged adult child perspective. Given the
cultural assumption that families are forever, the coping process and reconstruction of what it means
to be a family could offer helpful insights in resistance strategies. Practically, understanding the
communicative practices that adult children engaged in to create and maintain distance could offer
others options to leave abusive relationships. Theoretically, exploring these practices would make
significant strides in answering Galvin’s (2014) call for more family deconstruction research. This is
particularly important, considering critical family communication scholars are in the process of
exploring the ways alternative forms of family construct and negotiate their identities but have only
speculated about family deconstruction from a discourse dependence perspective. Deconstruction is
important for the critical family communication scholar’s agenda, because it draws attention to the
fragility of the discourse of biology in a way that creates opportunities to embrace alternative forms
of family.

Finally, we did not collect the median income of the adult children in this study. Future
estrangement scholars should collect this information, especially considering a person’s financial
resources might significantly facilitate or constrain their ability to gain distance. Indeed, it is also
pertinent to note that the majority of the adult children had at least some college education and were
employed by an institute of higher learning. This particular positioning might afford them extra
resources that facilitated distance. Finally, we recognize that the participants in the current study
were almost exclusively White, a standpoint that might also have enabled estrangement, which
warrants recognition in this study and exploration in future studies on estrangement.

In sum, this study provides important insight into the ways in which meaning of the parent–child
relationship as (non)voluntary is discursively constructed. Adult children resisted the DRE by giving
voice to the DTC, which negated and countered the conflation of biology, permanence, and
positivity. The adversarial interplay of these discourses unsettled this status quo in a way that
exposed the distinction between structural and transactional definitions of family. Moreover, the
emergent hybrid, in which the DRE and DTC merge to construct closeness through distance,
challenges scholars to rethink the meaning of closeness in family relationships. Taken together,
this study illustrates that the bonds that tie families together (e.g., felt obligations, biology, and

JOURNAL OF FAMILY COMMUNICATION 47

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ta

h 
St

at
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ri
es

] 
at

 1
6:

28
 2

3 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

16
 



closeness), which are often perceived as positive, can also function more negatively when they bond
individuals to unhealthy relationships. For critical family communication scholars, this study offers
evidence that, in some instances, not only are alternative family forms equally legitimate, they
sometimes can function in healthier ways than families bound by blood.

Author positionings and (re)positionings

Critical scholars often assess how their own positions and experiences contribute to their scholarship
and how their scholarship (re)positions and informs their lived experience. In keeping with this
tradition, this article emerged from my (Kristina’s) doctoral dissertation; a project that fits with my
program of research on major family disruptions—disruptions that not only affect a family’s every-
day life, but also contexts and processes that disrupt what it means to be a family. My program has
evolved over time (and is still evolving) but continues to relate to my own experience of being a
member of a discourse dependent family; specifically, a member of a transracial adoptive family.
Marked by dissimilarities in racial and national origin from my parents that signal a lack of
biological connection, I find myself consistently having to justify my parents and (adopted) brother
as “real.” Although my adoptive identities inform my program of research, I am not personally
estranged from my parents. On one hand, this afforded me the emotional strength to explore this
topic because I realize that sharing in those estrangement identities with my participants might have
made it extremely difficult to spend so much time with the participants’ narratives. On the other
hand, I recognize that my lack of shared identity might have influenced the adult children’s stories.
Although I did not share my personal estrangement status with my participants, a few adult children
asked me if I also was in a similar situation to which I always replied honestly. On the surface, the
adult children who asked did not seem to mind that I was not estranged from my parents, but given
the majority of participants felt that people who were not estranged did not understand their
perspective (see Scharp, 2015), it is possible that some participants might have withheld certain
aspects from their story or were more inclined to voice utterances that resisted the DRE in
anticipation of a negative evaluation from me.

I asked Lindsey to join this project for multiple reasons, one of which is her expertise with RDT
and contrapuntal analysis, another of which is her critical alignment. Similar to myself, Lindsey is
not estranged from her parents, which might have influenced both of our analyses. For example, as
we reflected back on this project, we recognize our lived experience as children (and not parents)
might have influenced our perception of the participants as protagonists, which we have acknowl-
edged in our review of literature and discussion. We also recognize our personal privilege of
belonging to families that meet the criteria for structural, functional, and transactional definitions.
We agree that conducting this research helped us to better understand the ramifications and dangers
of conflating these conceptualizations of family. Put differently, we better see the ways that biology
can constrain individuals from leaving (and beckon people back into) unhealthy relationships. It is
our hope that other critical family communication scholars see estrangement research as an
opportunity, a point of rupture within our cultural imaginary where new meanings of family emerge
and new family forms constituted by communication and love might have the opportunity to
become.
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