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A detailed comparative study of the presentation of parental role and responsibility in Emma Donoghue's Room and Heather O'Neill's Lullabies for Little Criminals.
Emma Donoghue’s Room and Heather O'Neill's Lullabies for Little Criminals are complex, poignant novels that explore the importance of parental roles in the development of a child by depicting two challenging childhood experiences. Whilst Jack has not had the most conventional childhood, living since birth in a small shed ('Room') at the bottom of his Ma's captor's garden, together he and Ma have turned their negative environment into as much of a home as possible. Ma hones in on the fact that she needs to shield Jack from the horrors that she herself is suffering in order to preserve his innocence. Baby's childhood in 'Lullabies for Little Criminals' is similarly negative. Her unorthodox upbringing stems from her father’s substance abuse which forces her to fend for herself. Devoid of a strong parental figure, she learns to survive in the destructive environment that she finds herself in. The narrative perspectives used in both novels are crucial in the exploration of parental role and responsibility since they tell the story from the child's point of view. This allows the reader to experience the impact a parent can have on a child’s life first hand. Additionally, symbolism of childhood innocence is utilised to show how parental involvement can be the ultimate difference between a positive and negative upbringing, impacting on how the child's identity is shaped and how equipped they are for adult life.
The use of a child narrator offers a unique perspective in fiction. They are often adopted in order to explore challenging adult perspectives in an unbiased way due to the innocence of their voice. This is exemplified in both Donoghue and O'Neill’s narrators - Jack and Baby. The difference between Jack and many other well-known child narrators such as Huck from Huckleberry Finn and Alice from Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, is his almost total lack of awareness. Jack is a five year old boy, so it is natural that he finds it more difficult to grasp concepts in comparison to these characters and Baby herself. Therefore, Donoghue uses Jack to present a perspective of complete innocence. Jack was born in captivity - a product of rape. The irony of this is clear as Jack is the embodiment of innocence and yet he was brought into the world through an act of evil. Having never been ‘Outside’, he has no concept of the world and thus has only his Ma as a guide. Claire King makes an intriguing point when she says: “Child protagonists are unable to effect change themselves. Rather, they are trapped as observers, ingenuous participants in their environment, and it is the tension in this that can make their stories so illuminating.”
 Jack exemplifies this. Since he is unaware that there is an entire world waiting for him outside of 'Room', he remains ignorant of what he is missing out on and is therefore happy to live in the prison he has learnt to call home. Donoghue depicts a serious situation through the vivid imagination of a child and helps us to understand the way in which Jack views 'Room'. The story is told from Jack's perspective which gives us a chance to experience the relationship Jack shares with his Ma. Ma acts as Jack’s only source of knowledge, symbolising the stage of early childhood wherein a child has a limited sphere of influence. The reader expects Jack to have grown out of this dependence on his mother however, due to their circumstances, we recognise that Jack has never had the chance to grow and learn independently. This is demonstrated when Jack raises the question: “How would I know if she doesn't?”
 The responsibility of Jack’s education falls entirely on Ma and he relies completely on the knowledge she shares. As readers, we only see Ma through Jack's eyes causing us to accept and learn about her parental capabilities from Jack himself. Ma makes the difficult choice to deliberately mislead Jack about the outside world, a decision which can be considered cruel. However, Ma is only trying to protect her son. Unaware of the world, Jack never yearns to escape from 'Room' as his mother does. The reader is therefore able to comprehend Ma’s decision as an act of kindness; she is forced to make difficult decisions in order to do what she thinks is best for her child. Jack remains oblivious to the struggle his Ma must live with from day to day, demonstrating the love she has for Jack but also the limitations which he imposes upon her. She is unable to risk her own life attempting to escape 'Room' because she understandably feels responsible for Jack and must think of his needs before her own, illustrating her worth as a parent.
In contrast, whilst Donoghue uses Jack’s narrative voice to reinforce his inability to grasp the horrors of his situation due to a lack of understanding, O'Neill takes a different approach by giving Baby a mixed voice. Her narrative embodies both the harsh reality of her situation and the sanctuary that her imagination provides. O’Neill demonstrates Baby’s understanding of the world when she writes: “People give you a hard time about being a kid at twelve. They didn't want to give you Halloween candy anymore. They said things like, "If this were the Middle Ages, you'd be married and you'd own a farm with about a million chickens on it." They were trying to kick you out of childhood. Once you were gone, there was no going back, so you had to hold on as long as you could.”
 This indicates that Baby is not oblivious to the impermanence of her childhood, as well as the destructive environment surrounding her. She has a profound and mature awareness of her situation and has already lost some degree of her innocence. However, Baby also has the ability to retreat into her imagination, relishing in a simpler life that a young girl, such as herself, should be living. In a Harper Collins interview, author Heather O'Neill explains how she: “wanted a voice that kind of captured the metaphors of a childhood spent on the streets, and described the heroes and villains of that world. Baby is a poet in this way.”
 Unlike Jack, Baby has had to grow up fast. Her father suffers a life of addiction which Baby is drawn into. However, she has an inner strength that allows her to survive. Baby separates her father from the rest of the world and evidently loves him unconditionally. Her narrative puts a spin on the situation, taking a negative environment and twisting it so she can glean the positives, such as her ability to be independent.
Donoghue characterises Baby as being extremely intelligent, which is demonstrated when she reveals how she: “knew a lot of things about what it felt like to use heroin, just from listening and looking.”
 Baby has the unique ability to grasp concepts and is constantly trying to understand the world around her. This is an extreme contrast to Jack whose experience of the world is extremely limited. Since Ma is unwilling to reveal the truth about their situation, Jack fails to understand the seriousness of the crime committed against them. Even after escaping ‘Room’ and learning the truth, Jack constantly questions when he will be able to return to what he believes to be his home. Ma restricts Jack’s knowledge to ward off temptation; if Jack learnt of ‘Outside’ he would wish to explore it. However, Jack’s freedom is restricted and therefore the reader understands Ma’s decision, realising it would be cruel to tempt him with the possibility of ‘Outside’. We are similarly able to connect and sympathise with Baby’s position. We can follow her journey, understanding her desire to explain disturbing places and nightmarish experiences in an oblique way, in order to grasp at the positives, small wonders and slight beauty in her life. However, there is a sense of naivety surrounding Baby as well. Baby worships her father and, in doing so, is unable to recognise his failings as a parent. Through her voice, we can discern the love that Baby feels for her father, placing him on a high pedestal. Despite this, we are still able to recognise that Baby’s father, Jules, is incapable of fulfilling his role as a parent and leaves Baby to fend for herself. As a consequence, Baby prematurely loses some of her childhood innocence.
For Jack, Ma is the one person whom he shares a serious relationship with. Jack has relied on Ma his entire life and hasn't interacted with anyone else. Ma is crucial in both keeping the majority of the world a secret from Jack, whilst also preparing him, in the hope that one day they'll be able to escape 'Room' and enter the world. Donoghue stated in an article that the parent-child bond is: “the most unstable, unpredictable kind of love story – and it's asymmetrical in that you will always worry for them, and they won't necessarily worry for you.”
 This is crucial to Ma's character. She is ever vigilant of Jack's safety and well-being and makes sure that he is continuously developing and learning. However, there is a downside to Ma's parenting choices. Although arguably necessary due to the situation, keeping Jack from the world and providing him with constant mistruths hinders his development. Firstly, Ma is only telling Jack the very basics of life causing him to be confused and overly dependent, not only Ma, but 'Room' itself. Additionally, what really makes this relationship work is how Jack anchors Ma. Before Jack was born, Ma was alone, facing a horrifying situation alone. When Jack arrives, Ma realises that she has brought a human into the world and thus far has managed to nurture and love him despite everything. It gives her the strength to survive, which ultimately leads to them escaping 'Room', where the next problem is navigating the real world. Overall, it is made apparent that Ma relies on Jack almost as much as Jack relies on her. Donoghue uses extreme circumstances to explore the nature of parenting and the way in which we take our child’s needs into consideration before our own. It is undoubtedly clear that Ma fulfils her role as a mother, going beyond what is required of a parent to ensure her son’s continued safety.
In contrast, O'Neill presents a contrasting example of parenthood. The relationship between Baby and her father is one that draws a fine line between being a parent and being a friend. Jules became a single father at a young age and has an aggressive heroin addiction which limits his ability to give Baby the care she needs. When explaining the reasons why she and her father took heroin, Baby comments: “I think we both did it for the same reason, though: because we were both too fragile to be sad, and because no one was prepared to give us a good enough reason not to do it.”
 Baby seems to be hinting at the idea that she and Jules are essentially bonded. They share the same addiction because neither character had a strong familial figure to save them from the ordeals they have been through. This establishes the idea that Baby has been influenced by the behaviour of her father. She has been misguided by her parental figure, proving that to ensure the continued safety of the future generations, children must be presented with a responsible and positive role model -someone quite unlike Jules. Being young himself, Jules has not experienced a good role model which has had an effect on his relationship with Baby and his 'role' as a parent. However, O'Neill makes it clear that, whilst Jules may not be the type of parent that a child needs in their life, the relationship he shares with Baby is one that is filled with love. This is noticeable especially when Baby constantly refers to herself and Jules as one: “Jules and I were tiny people,”
 or: “Jules and I were both put here – to see the sadder things.”
 Despite not being the best father, the bond shared between Baby and Jules remains strong, illustrating the way in which circumstances can intrude on the abilities of a parent but not the love shared between a parent and child. Jules eventually gets the help he needs and takes a step towards becoming a better father. O'Neill’s depiction of a struggling parent is successful in highlighting the mistakes that can be made during a child’s upbringing. Jules does not have the responsibility needed to be considered a positive role model and therefore does nothing to prevent his daughter from taking drugs. Baby learns by example and therefore it can be said that Jules is a bad influence. However, his failings as a figure of authority, it cannot be denied that the love shared between these two characters is indicative of a healthy parent-child relationship.
There are many symbols within Donoghue's Room that are crucial in exemplifying Ma’s role as a parent and sense of responsibility. Ma's bad tooth is used symbolically to showcase Jack's nightmares and through this we can see that his ultimate fear would be losing Ma. At the beginning of the novel, Ma explains: “You look like me. I guess because you're made of me, like my spit is,”
 to illustrate the bond she shares with Jack. The importance of ‘Tooth’, and therefore the bond between Jack and Ma, is highlighted in Jack’s escape from Room. Since Ma cannot accompany him on his journey ‘Outside’, Jack keeps ‘Tooth’ hidden in his sock. This indicates to the reader Jack’s reliance on his Ma and his reluctance to part from her and therefore he carries a piece of her with him. The final time Donoghue uses the symbol of ‘Tooth’ is arguably the most effective. Ma returns home from the clinic after a suicide attempt, to find that Jack has swallowed ‘Tooth’. Of course, this devastates Jack who believes he has lost a part of Ma. Ma reassures him however, that he no longer needs ‘Tooth’ because she is there with him. This solidifies Ma’s commitment to her son, emphasising the idea that she will continue to care for him as long as he needs her around. Jack accepts the loss of ‘Tooth’, stating: “Maybe he's going to be hiding inside me in a corner forever.”
 Through this, Donoghue accentuates the idea that Jack and Ma are undoubtedly connected. For Jack, this moment signifies that no matter what happens there will always be a part of Ma inside of him. This could be seen as the physical form of ‘Tooth’ or in the metaphorical sense that Ma imparted her own knowledge and love to Jack and therefore part of her exists within him. ‘Wardrobe’ is another symbol that Donoghue uses throughout Room to emphasise Ma’s protective nature, illustrating that: “not only is Wardrobe itself protecting Jack, but it's also the things inside there that are as well, such as Ma's dresses, the painting she made of Jack for his birthday when he was sleeping, and Bad Tooth.”
 These items keep Jack grounded whilst he is alone in Wardrobe. They allow him to remain connected to Ma when he must be hidden from Old Nick. The symbol of ‘Wardrobe’ mimics the symbolic nature of ‘Room’ itself. ‘Room’ acts as a prison but in many ways it can be seen as a sanctuary for Jack. Like ‘Wardrobe, ‘Room’ is used to hide Jack from the world, something which he struggles to understand. Jack thinks of ‘Room’ as his home, a place where he and Ma can never be parted. It is a constant reminder of the cruelty Ma has had to endure and the naivety with which Jack views the world. He does not understand why Ma is so desperate to escape. In his eyes, ‘Room’ is a place of innocence, warmth, love and learning; a symbol of parenthood itself. For Ma, ‘Room’ symbolises entrapment, terror and a lack of freedom. Donoghue cleverly presents the reader with two opposing viewpoints, which allow us to fully appreciate the struggle that both characters must contend with inside, and outside, of Room.
O'Neill’s use of symbolism in Lullabies for Little Criminals focusses more heavily on the subject of lost childhood. The symbol of the rag doll exemplifies the childhood that Baby should have had. The importance of the doll is highlighted when Baby notes: “the doll also made me feel sweet inside, too, because it made me feel that at some point, even before I existed, I had been loved.”
 O'Neill evokes sympathy for Baby as the reader understands how she never received the protection that Jack did. The love she received from her father, while plentiful, offered her no real stability or safety. It could also be said that Baby was always the one who loved those around her but was constantly used or considered an inconvenience in return. There is a moment in the novel where Jules breaks the doll, and it is here where we truly see Baby as a victim, suffering the consequences of a ruined childhood. The symbolism used in Room cements the love between mother and son and illustrates a parent who has protected and supported their child despite horrific circumstances. This idea is reflected in Lullabies for Little Criminals, indicating the significant and crucial role a parent must play in the life of their child. Baby's father's inability to fulfil his role allows us to witness to the detrimental effects on the development of a child which can be caused by a lack of parental responsibility.
The importance and consequences of parental role and responsibility is portrayed in both Room and Lullabies for Little Criminals through characterisation, the relationship and bond between parent and child and the symbols used in both novels. Heather O'Neill and Emma Donoghue undoubtedly exhibit how crucial fulfilling the role of a parent is through the individual situations depicted. Although it could be suggested that too much protection and support can be stifling for a child, Donoghue demonstrates that it is necessary in the right circumstances. O’Neill takes this subject to the opposite extreme, exemplifying the need for a parental figure and depicting the consequences of a child growing up without a strong support system to rely on. The message conveyed in both of these novels is definitely one that speaks of the significance of the complexity of the parental role when trying to balance between a protection of innocence and the need to prepare children for the real world.
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