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FOR SUMMER
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DANCE
After a three-year hiatus, the Astaire Awards
are back. In 1982, when the great Fred As-
taire was still with us (he died in 1987), the 
Astaire Awards were established by the
Anglo-American Contemporary Dance 
Foundation with Fred A.’s blessing to
recognize outstanding achievement in
dance on Broadway. The awards were
given in the name of Fred and his sister,

Adele, who had danced together in 10 Broadway 
musicals from 1917-’31. On June 2, awards 
will be given in five categories: best Broad-
way male dancer, best Broadway female
dancer, best Broadway choreography, 

best film choreography and a lifetime 
achievement award. Tommy Tune 

is the recipient of the group’s 
2008 lifetime award. Reuters

S O C I E T Y

B Y  R E B E C C A  F I E L D  J A G E R

L
ong before he picked 
up a metal bar and
bludgeoned his aunt
and uncle to death, 
Terry Colbourne was

considered the black sheep of
the family. The middle of seven 
children and the only boy, the
45-year-old parolee remembers
getting in trouble as far back as
grade school. And not for doing
things such as pulling a class-
mate’s pigtail. Young Terry liked 
to steal, vandalize and light fires. 
Older Terry liked to take drugs,
commit armed robbery and beat 
the crap out of people.

Colbourne would be the
first to tell you he deserves to
be branded the black sheep
forever. You kill a relative or
two, there’s bound to be long-
term family backlash. But what 
about the folks whose trans-
gressions are nowhere near
as severe as Terry’s? To be as-
signed the dark, eternal label,
what did they do?

Everything and nothing, as it
turns out.

A few facts most experts agree
on: The definition of the black
sheep is the person in the fam-
ily who is the centre of negative 
attention in everyone’s mind. He 
or she may be banished, treated 
with contempt and hostility, 
picked on, barely tolerated or
politely ignored. In any case, the
person deemed the black sheep
almost always knows it — being
aware of your lowly status dis-
tinguishes you from being the
village idiot, say. Black sheep
come in different shades: As 
mentioned, you don’t have to 
commit a crime to get the title.
Studies suggest, however, that
typically boys are pegged be-
cause they are troublemakers. 
The downfall of girls usually has
to do with some form of sexual 
taboo.

Sadly, either sex can become
the black sheep of the family
for reasons beyond his or her
control. 

Take the case of Lisa, who
begged us not to use her last 
name for fear of yet another
family fallout. She claims that 
she is, was and always will be
the black sheep of her family for

the things she didn’t do. 
“I wasn’t born first, I wasn’t as 

pretty as my sister and I wasn’t 
as girlie as my mom,” she says. 
“As a kid, I remember my mom
and sister walking ahead of me
holding hands and I’d be by my-
self trailing behind.”

Lisa’s story is familiar in
black-sheep flocks. Although
you’re not necessarily doomed
if you have an older, highly
thought of sibling, you are more
susceptible to being the black 
sheep if you’re born into a family 
where the bar is set sky-high. 

Such is the plight of Jack 
Davidson (not his real name for
reasons similar to Lisa’s). He’s
the middle of three children and
describes the oldest as perfect.

“My parents thought the sun 
rose and set around my sister,” 
he laments. “They still do.”

Jack doesn’t blame Miss
Goodie-Two-Shoes for his un-
desirable behaviour, however. He 

blames it on the fact that as a kid
growing up in the 1950s, he was
running around like a lunatic 
with undiagnosed attention-defi-
cit disorder. Despite spending 
most of his early adulthood in 
and out of trouble with the po-
lice, Jack turned out to be a pro-
ductive, law-abiding citizen. Still,
he holds the title of black sheep 
of the family to this day.

Some people wind up with the
black-sheep status for a mish-
mash of small infractions rather 
than one terrible deed or trait.
Tanya Evans, a single mother of
two, says as the youngest of five, 
and with seven years separating 
her and the next sibling, the age 
difference alone sets her apart 
from the rest of the family. She
also feels that physically she
doesn’t live up to her mother’s 
ideals. Plus, she challenged her
parents at every turn. 

“My parents believed in the
whole virginity-until-marriage
thing. I was the first of the kids to

live with a guy before marriage 
— when my mother found out,
she was sick in bed for five days.”

Being branded a black sheep,
or Identified Person, to use con-
temporary psycho-lingo, involves
not living up to some expected
value, says Dr. Eliana Cohen, a
psychologist with a practice in
Toronto’s Yorkville area.

“It may be as simple as a
mother thinking all her girls are
pretty except one, so that child is
a perceived failure.” 

Or it may be as simple as be-
ing lousy at sports in an athletic
family. Or being a dreamer in
a family of doers. Or being the
middle-born or the wrong sex.
Studies show that the favourite 
is less likely to be the middle
child and more likely to be the
only girl or the only boy. 

It may even be as simple as
being a colicky baby. Infants 
labelled as difficult often main-
tain the reputation long after 

the condition passes. 
“Assigning roles to family 

members is a natural process
and that’s how you end up with
the difficult one, the impulsive 
one, the crazy one, the respon-
sible one and so on,” Cohen says. 
“There may be just a grain of
truth to it but because the family
hangs on to that role, it becomes
a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

While most people buy into
the notion that if you tell little 
Johnny he is bad, he is more 
likely to turn out bad, the theory 
doesn’t account for why so many 
black sheep who clean up their
act later in life are still saddled
with the stigma.

“Families are very rigid. Like 
any group, they resist change 
and like to stay with the status
quo,” Cohen says.

On a more sinister note, it
doesn’t help that siblings usual-
ly benefit from the black sheep’s 
situation. “If one sibling is get-
ting all the negative attention, it

means the others are getting less
negative attention at worst, and
positive attention at best,” she 
says.

Laurence Basirico, the author 
of The Family Reunion Survival 
Guide (2003), offers a different 
spin. In some families, he says, 
siblings actually vie for the pos-
ition of black sheep. “A negative 
identity is better than no iden-
tity. If you draw attention to
yourself by being bad, it makes 
you the centre of attention.”

He agrees with Cohen that it
is difficult for families to change,
and that’s why black sheep
often feel pigeonholed at family
events. 

“People have an image of 
you in their mind that goes way 
back, maybe to childhood, and
they want you to be that person,
to be the same.”

After serving almost 20 years
for two counts of second-degree
murder (the murders weren’t 
premeditated), Terry Colbourne 
was released to a halfway house 
in Southern Ontario a year ago.
The day I interviewed him he
was celebrating his first an-
niversary of freedom. He will
be on parole for the rest of his
life. Despite his crimes, Terry 
is in contact with his sisters 
and speaks to his father several
times a week.

Four months ago, he wanted 
to attend his mother’s funeral.
Although the extended family
knew that his mother had stuck 
by him through everything, an
aunt who had testified against
him at his trial let it be known 
to all of the relatives that she
was attending and Terry was
not welcome.

“I didn’t want to risk a scene
or anything that would disre-
spect my mom,” he says. He 
didn’t attend.

Conversely, Lisa recently at-
tended a funeral and no one,
including her mother, acknow-
ledged her.

“I don’t understand why I’m
treated this way. Is there some-
thing wrong with me?”

Take heart, poor lamb. Cohen
and other experts agree that 
sometimes there is nothing
wrong with the black sheep. It’s
the family that’s pathological.

Weekend Post

Black sheep may be good, bad or indifferent, but the role is fixed

Family values redux

If you draw attention by being bad,
it makes you the centre of attention

INA FASSBENDER / REUTERS

Pity the poor black sheep: He or she may be banished, treated with contempt and hostility, picked on, barely tolerated or politely ignored.

ROLE REVERSAL 

LET MEN 
MAKE THE

BOOTY CALLS,
NOT WOMEN 

B Y  J A N I N E D I  G I O VA N N I

in London

The SMS arrived close to 5 a.m. I know
because I was sleeping next to my 
husband’s phone when it bleeped. He 
went on snoring. I, of course, read it.

To say that it was hopefully roman-
tic would be putting it mildly. This was
a blatant message from someone who
wanted sex with my husband, and
from the sound of it, at that moment.

When he woke up, I said he had
five minutes to explain himself. My 
husband has many flaws, but lying is
not one of them. He was as baffled as
I was. He phoned the woman, a col-
league, while I stood there fuming.

She was sheepishly apologetic. She
was drunk, she said, and she had a
little crush on him. Didn’t she know
he was married with a small child, he
asked in a perturbed voice (and that 
my wife checks my SMSes, I thought).

The woman apologized, profusely.
She even asked to speak to me and
breathlessly begged forgiveness, 
saying no harm was ever done. She
knew my husband was happily (ha!)
married. She was just trying to see if
she could get lucky.

My spouse and I laughed about it,
but it made me think. Now that I am
old enough to say “in my day,” I will
say it. In my day, it was the men who
made the booty calls.

A 600-page sexuality study found

recently that French women have 
twice as many partners as they did in
the 1970s. In the 1970s, people were 
not exactly slouches when it came
to sex, and women were supposedly 
finding their sexual liberation. The 
study basically revealed that the old
role of the male being the hunter of
flesh and the female waiting patient-
ly by the cave is long over. 

I asked around, and my friends
seemed to be having the same experi-
ence. One friend, the mother of two 
young girls, said her husband’s as-
sistant relentlessly pursued him until
she got him.

“He even said no several times, 
then he caved in,” she said sadly. “I
just don’t think that would have hap-
pened a few years ago.”

The feminist tenet of a few dec-
ades ago when I came of age would
have excluded women from going 
after other women’s property, even at 
a time of sexual liberation. 

“It’s just unattractive to see a
woman on the make,” says Laur-
ence, a friend. “But if I have my cof-
fee in the morning in a bar, I get lots 
of looks from the mothers who just 
dropped their kids off at school.”

Another friend’s husband ran off 
with one of those hungry mothers,
and insists it was the woman who
made the first move.

I blame it all on new French first
lady Carla Bruni. She said monogamy 
was “terribly boring” and talked glow-
ingly and a little too openly of her
conquests. It made too many women
who never made the first moves feel
insecure.

It’s not necessarily a good thing. 
The report says young women have 
sex earlier, and have more partners: an 
average of five in their lifetime. In the
1970s, it was less than two. (Men have 
had the same number of lovers for the
past 40 years: an average of 13.)

Where will this lead us? To a so-
ciety of Carla-like Amazonians who
take the lead not only in industry but 
in sex?

I am too old-fashioned for this. Go 
back to the male booty call, I say. And 
girls, let the men make the first move.

Featurewell/The Evening Standard

Carla Bruni
 talked about

 her conquests 
a little too openly
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