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INTRODUCTION

Are today’s kids spoiled rotten or are selfish parents giving them a rotten time? Choose your answer with your newspaper or talk show, your politician or your cab driver. On my last transatlantic trip I rode to Heathrow with a driver who told me: “Today’s parents aren’t fit to have kids. They think about nothing but their pockets and pleasures—out to work, off to the bar; poor kids aren’t brought up: they have to drag themselves up …” But it was the other story on the ride in from Kennedy: “Kids today don’t know when they’re well off. When I was a boy I worked for what I got and then it wasn’t much, I’m telling you. Now kids from decent homes where parents work to buy them everything just think they’re entitled to do as they like … beating up teachers, raping, robbing.”

Today’s parents … Kids today … When I was a boy … Social debate always relies on statements about past times and distant places to throw the present into high relief, but most such statements should start with “Once upon a time,” as in “Once upon a time there was a golden age of the family … a proper balance between rights and responsibilities … majority agreement on decent social values.” Many people certainly believe that things are worse than they have ever been, but many people in each successive generation always do, and our generation is rendered especially susceptible by mass communications.

A torrent of media messages reflects, and may also create, societies that are fascinated by their boundless potential for horror and horrified by themselves. Fiction and faction, commentary and news seem to compete to make us think about the unthinkable, and to find new limits to challenge us as our tolerance rises. Rape has become a subject everyone can discuss, so now we must face male rape, mass rape and the rape of children. Everybody has been forced to accept that many children are abused in “ordinary families,” but there is still shock value in child abuse by bishops and priests, by satanists and porno rings and in the institutions we set up to care for children who are “at risk.” And if we are near to having faced the limits of horror with children as victims, there is still mileage in children as aggressors and more still if their victims are children, too. Rape by a twelve-year-old is certain of headlines, while the recent death of a British two-year-old allegedly at the hands of two ten-year-olds received more coverage than all the 100-odd murders of toddlers at the hands of adults in the same year put together. We are being shown children and young people from every kind of background—yours and mine as well as his and hers—not just failing in schools but terrorizing them; not just flouting teachers but injuring them; not just getting into mischief but joyriding, burglarizing, destroying, out of control.

These are real pictures of real happenings but they may nevertheless distort reality as a zoom lens distorts a landscape—highlighting selected detail and contrast and distracting us from a context that is less dramatic but at least as deserving of our concern. It is that context of ordinary, everyday lives and experiences that this book explores, through the widest possible lens.

My lens has not always had such a wide angle. I spent most of ten years in child development research and most of another ten passing on the findings to parents and using them myself in bringing up our own two children. I believed that “good parenting”—the kind that meets the needs of both children and parents—was not something that could be authoritatively generalized, but something that had to keep evolving out of the constantly changing interaction between growing children and adults who felt sufficiently supported and self-confident to respond to them. I believed that the more people knew about children in general, the more fascinating they would find their own child in particular—and I believed that while finding a child fascinating is no substitute for loving her, it could be a most useful support at 4 a.m. when there was not much love around.

I still believe all that, but the last ten years have forced me to widen my focus. I know that most individual parents do everything they can to facilitate the health and happiness, growth and development of their babies; to deliver socialized and sociable children into society’s formal education system and to support them through it and out into adult life. But everything parents can do is clearly not enough. Whatever the real scale and scope of horrors perpetrated on or by children, there are not hundreds, not thousands, but millions more who are being failed by Western society, and are failing it. We leave parents the responsibility for children’s well-being and happiness, but do we also empower them to ensure it?

This book argues that our society is inimical to children and has therefore devalued parents to such an extent that individual good parenting is not only exceedingly difficult but, ultimately, insufficient. Dissemination of information concerning child development remains valuable to individuals, but parent education alone cannot create a better future for children, nor parent bashing explain their grim present. When a company is ailing, the board often tries to blame the training, performance and wage demands of its work force, but shareholders know that its success or failure depends on adequate capital investment and good management. All of us are shareholders in society’s children and it is time we widened the focus of our attention from what is happening at the bottom, in individual families, to what is happening at the top in society as a whole.

Looking to the top means looking to policy-makers and opinion-makers in government, civil service and social institutions, in the media and the professions, in financial markets and in industry. That does not mean looking to people other than parents and children, though. Top people were all children first and most of them became parents later, but to meet the demands of the job they were encouraged to leave all that at home with their jeans and sneakers, and put on indifference with their business suits. The charge of indifference to children will offend many of them, as will the suggestion that Western children are having a lousy time. I regret that offense because I am sure that on a personal level most people are concerned for children, and that almost all those who are actively parenting are doing their utmost to give their own children a good life. But the offense has to be given and gotten through, because it is only when we get to the far side of the personal that we can start to see what may have gone wrong and rethink what might be right.

On a personal level, the birth of a healthy child is as much cause for celebration in Western societies as it is all over the world, and for the same reasons. Children’s survival depends on adults, so the survival of the human race depends, as it always has depended, on women and men wanting and caring about them. We do not have children for their own sakes but for ourselves. Parents of both sexes from many cultures sum up their reasons for wanting them in words that best translate as “for pleasure and for fun.” Childbirth and health are not solely individual concerns, though. The newborn baby, focusing the universal blue gaze that spans time and place, culture and race, and is simply human, sees nothing of substance beyond her mother’s face. But her parents or parent figures will only be the foreground of her life-style and chances. What parents do—and what they can do—depends on what their society allows, approves or arranges.

Compared with other times and places, newborns and their parents in post-industrial Western societies are fortunate. They are heirs to a legacy of scientific attention to childbirth and related “women’s matters” that goes back to the nineteenth century and has given us an awesome and increasing control over the production of babies. Parents can opt for quality rather than quantity. We can prevent conception without limiting sexual activity and assist it with a range of techniques from simple artificial insemination to sophisticated in vitro fertilization. We can practice quality control on the conceptus, using diagnostic techniques in utero and abortion—or even corrective surgery—when fetal development does not meet our norms. We can intervene to ensure women’s survival through perilous labors and employ intensive care and pediatric surgical techniques to save babies who would not be viable in any other place or time. Safely born to women whose physical and mental health has not been debilitated by early and repeated childbearing or the fear of it, and to men who are not overburdened with mouths to feed and bury, or the dread of being so, Western babies get the world’s best start.

A good start is only a start, though. Focused on the beginning of life, Western societies see later needs far less clearly. The frontiers of medical science and associated technology have been pushed forward without a matching commitment to social science and human relations. We know much more about the reproductive biology and genetics of parenthood than we know about the social, emotional and psychological impacts of parenting and we devote far greater research resources to producing physically healthy babies than to rearing emotionally stable children. Indeed, while family planning, artificial baby foods and a host of childcare aids have dramatically reduced the burdens of traditional mothering roles, those roles themselves have been invalidated and have not been replaced with a workable restructuring of gender roles and relationships. What is needed now is something that cannot be produced by further scientific advance or a new technical fix: a reappraisal of the importance of parenting and fresh approaches to the continuing care and education of children in, and for, changing societies.

We need to remind ourselves that human children require intensive, personalized and long-lasting care. Babies have to be fed, warmed and protected, and we are good at that, but if physical care is all they are given, many fail to thrive and some die. Affectionate interaction with a few familiar people is not merely enjoyable; it is a necessity for good health and development. Yet we ration it. The ending of infancy alters the necessary commitment of parents or their surrogates but does not end it. Children under seven still need constant adult protection. In middle childhood, survival and life skills, along with morals and manners, go on being learned over at least five more years of close apprenticeship to adults. Even then, on the edge of puberty, it takes people at least five further years of physical growth and intellectual and social maturation to refine those skills so that adolescents can begin to function as adults within the value system of their particular culture. However much they may delegate to other caregivers and to educational institutions, parents and parent figures are crucial to every phase of this long human childhood, not least because it is individual parents who most passionately want to meet the needs of their own children, and passion is part of what is needed.

In these final years of the twentieth century, Western states are well placed to help and facilitate parents through their governments and institutions and through their opinion-makers and media, but they do so far less than they could. We enjoy the greatest wealth and productivity and the most advanced health care, broadly based education and widespread communications the world has ever known. That means that we have room for choice and maneuver, and it means we have information to guide us in using it, too. Accumulated research evidence suggests that child-friendly choices would not only make things better for today’s children and their parents, but also for yesterday’s and tomorrow’s, improving the least desirable aspects of modern Western life for everybody. How long are we going to go on ignoring all that evidence while moaning about “today’s parents” and “kids today,” yearning nostalgically for an undefined past time when every rainbow had “family values” in its pot of gold?

If the powers-that-be are ever to recognize the need to make choices for children, and face the results of their own failure to make those choices to date, they will first have to relinquish the moral high ground of their assumption that today’s children “have never had it so good.” Of course children in post-industrial Western societies are better off, in our terms, than the children who worked with their parents on the cotton plantations and in the mills of nineteenth-century America and Britain, or those who work in the sweatshops of contemporary cities in countries that are industrializing now. Of course our children’s world is privileged beyond the dreams of millions in the villages of developing nations. And of course we can see our treatment of children as humane and respectful if we compare it with the treatment of children swept around Eastern Europe in an orgy of “ethnic cleansing” or shot as vermin in the streets of Brazil. But hindsight, and value judgments that tell us life is better for most children here and now than somewhere else or at another time, are cop-outs. The moral imperative for any society, surely, is to do the best it can in response to its own unique conditions; doing better than other societies that are less well-placed is no good cause for complacency. The comparisons that matter, and the ones that anger me, are between how things are for our children and how they could be. When we make those comparisons the moral high ground crumbles beneath us, because our society could do so much better for children than it does.


Which modern Western trends are inimical to children?

How do they distort policy and practice in areas of known parental and child need?

How, practically, could we do better?



Those are the three broad questions addressed in turn by the three parts of this book.



PART ONE
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Parents and Society




— 1 —

People, Profits and Parenting

Whether they live in Manchester, Milwaukee or Milan, most people want to be self-respecting, solvent citizens and good parents and find it exceedingly difficult to be both at the same time. There is conflict between these two parts of most adult aspiration at every level: from the particular everyday experience of individuals striving for a balance between working and caring, through the social institutions that isolate rather than integrate the public and personal aspects of life, to an overall “social ethos” of individualism and competition. That ethos is inhospitable to all personal caring roles because caring always demands a sharing, even a subsuming, of self. It is especially inhospitable to parenting because children’s minute-by-minute physical and emotional dependency may be as great as that of even the most dependent adults—the acutely sick, the frail aged—and lasts much longer.

Social attitudes and institutions reflect that individualism and reinforce the conflict. Individual endeavor and achievement, personal fulfillment and self-esteem, social recognition and rewards are all focused on work that is both conceptually and actually separated from interpersonal aspects of living and sometimes so salient to individuals that it serves as a replacement for those aspects. Work is paid for with money, of course, but money that is valued for itself as well as for what it buys. Nobody can ever have enough money—more would always be preferable—so working for a living, in the sense of choosing or aspiring to a life-style and then working to support it, turns into working for money—and more money. Once social status and self-image are not merely associated with but built through the accumulation of wealth itself, personal and pecuniary motives for work become inextricably entangled, unpaid activities degraded, and satisfaction in the actual processes of daily work, or in anything it produces other than money, a rare privilege. Rarest privilege of all—as parents particularly know—is the time and energy to enjoy what work and money buy: to have fun with the children, use the longed-for products, visit the saved-for vacation home. It is difficult to take time when more work would make more money. Time is money. Most employed people must seek extra hours, and negotiations for shorter working weeks are often intended to ensure increases in overtime rather than leisure time. Even the seriously wealthy are usually as rushed as they are rich.

For our societies, money is a god, the marketplace is its temple and mass communications—from TV advertising to motivational speakers—ensure that its creed is an inescapable driving force not just in corporate lives but in the lives of every one of us.

With societies’ attention, energy and excitement focused on the marketplace, areas of human endeavor that cannot be directly bought with money and sold for profit tend to be regarded as peripheral. It may be thought worthy to work at personal relationships (as parents work to relate to their children and each other), but it will usually be considered more interesting to work at professional ones (as daycare workers or marriage counselors)—and get paid for doing so.

We still pay lip service to the pursuit of knowledge and excellence for their own sake but they earn little credit unless they are marketable. Forty years ago C. P. Snow castigated Britain for allowing arts and sciences to diverge into what he called “two cultures.” Now the conflict is not only between arts and sciences but also between the pure and applied forms of each. Funding for pure science is rare unless an eventual application is expected; the accepted tonic for an ailing engineering institute is an industrial sandwich for its students; fine art and literature departments shrink while commercial art and media studies flourish. It works the other way around, too: if somebody recognizes or creates commercial possibilities, the most improbable areas may suddenly become intensely exciting. Religion, for example, became big business in the United States because somebody saw the commercial possibilities of televising it. The spread of Fundamentalism we live with today was almost incidental. Even public concern for anticommercial issues, such as protection of the environment or the sexual abuse of children, can be exploited to produce handsome profits from “environment-friendly” toilet paper or “anatomically correct” dolls.

It sometimes seems that nothing is generally interesting that cannot be bought and sold; that “anything goes” (and must be allowed to go) if it sells; that almost anything—object, fact, idea or ideology—will sell if enough capital and associated power and influence are put behind the effort, and that if the prospective profit is large enough, they will be.

Just as activities that cannot be bought and sold are peripheral to post-industrial societies, so the people who do the least buying and selling are marginalized. Whole segments of populations are sidelined, including all those whom industry classifies as elderly when they cross an arbitrary age line. As soon as people retire (or are retired) from the marketplace, Western societies become unable to use the skills for which they paid last year, the leisure they have imposed this year, or the likely concomitants of age itself, such as experience, which increase year by year. Almost overnight the elderly become social appellants rather than participants, and generally rather unsuccessful ones. Only in trader terms can it be seen as “necessary” to expend substantial parts of health budgets on hi-tech heart and transplant surgery to keep a few workers (and many highly paid surgeons and medical technicians) in business and “impossibly expensive” to provide the simple podiatry that would keep millions of chair-bound elderly people comfortably mobile. Again, though, it works both ways: if “social service” can be made profitable, it will be provided. The United States has a long tradition of private health insurance as well as an aging population. Adjustment of the social security contributions paid throughout their working lives has given senior citizens commercial potential, and the American market in retirement homes and golf courses, elder care, and out-of-season cruises is booming. Perhaps that unglamorous podiatry will also be forthcoming when it dawns on somebody that the old spend better when they can walk.

Children are a special case. Like the very old, the very young do not earn and therefore play little direct part in the marketplace. Indeed children are doubly unproductive because their maintenance and education cost money they cannot earn for themselves, and their care absorbs adult time that could otherwise be spent producing it. But because children are the producer-consumer units of tomorrow rather than yesterday, no economy can disregard them. The prospect of a shortage of children, or of adequately qualified young people, within aging populations is a nightmare for economists. Although the return on any investment in children is very slow, all Western societies do invest heavily in quantity and quality control over the production of babies—thus freeing women to work—and in the education that prepares children and young people for work. The net cost is not as high as it seems because an enormous seller’s market in children’s goods—nursery equipment, baby clothing and diapers, toys, CDs, designer clothing, sports equipment—has been created as a powerful incentive to parents to earn and spend. Investment on children themselves goes little further though. During the eighties the United States spent less than 5 percent of the federal budget on programs supporting families with children, compared with 24 percent spent on people over sixty-five years old. In Canada, by 1990, government per capita expenditure on the elderly was 2.7 times as great as its expenditure on the young. Outside the Nordic nations, where children’s care is regarded as a joint responsibility of parents and the state, Western governments leave responsibility for children to their natural families as a matter of individualist, laissez-faire principle—and economics.

Responsibility for children brings parents considerable rights over them; indeed many social institutions reflect a view of children as parents’ personal possessions rather than as members of society in their own right. But that does not mean that parents have the right to rear their children entirely as they please or the right to help and facilitation in rearing them in socially approved ways. Parenting is set about with prescriptive and proscriptive laws and regulations concerning children’s safety and well-being, but it is not cushioned by an equivalent set of privileges. Doing it well brings people no special personal or institutional recognition but doing it badly brings personal criticism, institutional intervention and the final legal sanction of losing their parental rights—losing their children.

Society insists that parents must care for their own while competing in the marketplace with individuals who are currently childless, but it does not even try to ensure that they compete on a level playing field.

Western Families

There is nothing unusual in children being seen as primarily family business—they have been and are so in most times and places—but there is much that is unusual about our families and children’s position in them. Children have always been an integral part of marriage and family, but it is only in the recent West that family has come to be seen as an institution that is created by marriage or by any first birth, and is primarily for and about children.

No concept of family is acceptable worldwide, but a more widely accepted concept than our own is a top-down model in which “family” radiates from the most senior, grandparent generation (or from dead ancestors) and is not primarily concerned with children and childish matters but with adults and adult needs. Marriages often enlarge and enrich family networks, of course, and may be contracted to do so, but in most of the world current marriages do not create families and the children born to them come in at the very bottom of an existing family hierarchy.

Being born into the bottom of top-down family hierarchies does not make children less important to their parents than the Western children who make parents into families, but they do tend to be important in importantly different ways. The chances are that they will be not only wanted but also needed: needed to validate marriage settlements and inheritance arrangements; needed to work and to help adults work; needed within the complex exchanges of favors and patronage that extend families’ political influence and economic scope; needed to broaden kinship ties through their own betrothals and marriages, and needed, perhaps above all, to support parents and other relatives in old age. Being needed may not be an unmixed blessing, of course: socioeconomic usefulness can mean child labor, even wage slavery; lack of education; arranged and personally unwanted marriage. But being a necessary part of the adult world, and knowing that they are, may also give children a kind of respect and self-respect that few Western children enjoy: respect as present participants in, and future heirs to, adult affairs, in families that are not primarily concerned with the children as children but as apprentice people—families that do not exist for them but that will continue to exist because of them.

However much individuals in modern Western societies may want a child—and most men as well as women want at least one very much indeed—they certainly do not need children for any practical purpose and, practically speaking, would almost always be better off without any. Furthermore, although children are usually their parents’ heirs, only the few destined for “family businesses” are brought up with a sense of apprenticeship to an adult world they will grow into and then take over. Most Western children are encouraged to grow out of, rather than into, their families of origin—to see themselves as separate and autonomous individuals rather than as links in a continuing family chain. As soon as they reach some marker of maturity—such as the end of compulsory schooling or higher education—they are expected to leave home and prove themselves in the workplace, divorced from roots and older generations. Family does not become central again to most young adults’ lives unless or until they “start a family” of their own.

The accepted definition of “starting a family” is having a first baby. The intention to start a family still involves marriage much more often than not and few couples who marry for the first time intend to remain childless. The oft-quoted figure of more than a third of Western births to people who are not currently married includes many second or later-born babies and therefore tells us more about families in flux than families in the making. Irrespective of marriage or intention, though, the peculiarly Western concept of a “nuclear family” is so closely tied to children that a woman and her baby are referred to by that term even if the father is not around, acknowledged or known, and even if there is nothing for the two of them to be the nucleus of.

Nuclear families are still idealized as children and their mothers and fathers at the center of “extended family” networks of grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins. In reality, though, few of today’s families match that image. Although longer lives mean more living grandparents, smaller families mean more limited networks, and changing patterns of marriage, divorce and remarriage mean different kinds. The numbers of children per couple have been shrinking in most countries over several generations, so that today’s one- or two-child nuclear family may have few relations by blood or marriage. Additionally, children who do start life as part of a neat nucleus and network may not remain so. In 1990, the number of divorces granted for every 1,000 people was 5.1 in the United States, 3.2 in the United Kingdom, 2.6 in Canada, 2.4 in Sweden, 1.6 in France and 0.2 in Italy. Over the whole post-industrial West fewer than two thirds of parents who are legally married when their first child is born remain together until their youngest child leaves school. Once-nuclear families may re-form, once or several times, involving and excluding not only various parent figures and perhaps half- or step-siblings, but also their relations. If a man comes to live with a divorced woman who has two children, does his mother become their grandmother? Can he, himself, be their stepfather if there is no marriage? If so, how long must he be in residence before he graduates into that role from being the mother’s lover? And if there is a marriage, does he, the stepfather, remain part of the children’s family if their mother divorces him?

Modern Western families no longer fit the conventional nuclear family mold but nostalgic attempts are still being made to confine or interpret them within it. Nostalgia seems misplaced since it is only the mold that is being abandoned, not families themselves. Nostalgia can even be destructive because it distracts us from objective consideration of the range of relationships that may constitute families and meet people’s needs. Rising divorce rates are discussed in terms of “broken homes” and “single parents”; the role of soaring remarriage rates and informal partnerships in mending some of those homes and hearts is scarcely considered.

Kinship alone clearly cannot define modern Western families. The concept of household adds a useful dimension (and facilitates the collection of census data and taxes) but it still does not accurately reflect complex reality because people can feel part of a family without living together—and vice versa. Where children—or other individuals requiring hour-by-hour hands-on care—are concerned, though, the shared household concept is particularly important because people who are available to give that care have special salience irrespective of other aspects of the relationship between them. A father who lives in Australia remains precious to his toddler in Vancouver, but mother’s new partner who holds the household steady and plays ball may be even more precious in a different way. Grandparents may hold a special position in relation to children by virtue of their blood and irrespective of their role, but the role played by some unrelated caregivers makes them “part of the family” in every other meaningful sense.

Childcare in Nuclear Families

The needs of children and other dependent individuals for personal care used to be (and in many parts of the world still are) met within diverse, extended family groups, clans and communities and shared, in diverse degrees and ways, among various individuals, as best suited to their resources, wishes and other commitments. Each time and place, culture and subculture is different, but most have more in common with each other than the post-industrial West has with any of them in this respect. Only here and now is responsibility for the daily care and long-term upbringing of children left entirely to parents—often lone parents—without any viable support system.

The lack of support networks for parents is not entirely due to the small size and fragmentation of families, to which it is commonly ascribed. Geographical mobility is an important factor. Even where exceptionally large families exist and have extensive kin networks intact, they are often too geographically dispersed to be useful to each other on a day-to-day basis. According to the Census Bureau, over 90 percent of American households relocated between 1960 and 1989, and almost half of all American individuals moved from one home to another between 1986 and 1990. A recent British survey showed that most children had moved at least four times before they reached their sixteenth birthday. As political and economic barriers between Western European countries come down, mobility is increasing. Most important of all, though, is the pull of paid employment and the push of poverty. Every nation still has rural areas, or urban concentrations of ethnic minorities or recent immigrants, in which related groups of people do still live closely together, but even in those, the adults of both generations tend to be similarly committed, or aspiring, to the marketplace, so that the presence of a grandmother, aunt or sister just down the street offers parents no guarantee of sharing in their caring. Whatever their individual circumstances, Western parents can seldom take support networks for granted, nor are we searching for new ways to ensure them, because it suits the individualistic ethos of post-industrial societies to regard the whole business of “starting a family” as parents’ alone.

Meeting children’s dependency needs without the support of a wider circle limits parents’ freedom of individual action and therefore their ability to live by that ethos. The very process of having a child therefore conflicts with some social values even while it confirms others. According to those values, for example, sexual partnerships are the central relationships of adult life and children extend and cement them. Very often, though, the advent of a child blows sexual partnerships apart like a social bomb. Illusions of ungendered equality are shattered by the different feelings parenthood arouses in each partner. Sex—so heavily relied upon to keep partnerships glued together—may lose some of its power and mutuality. Careers—especially women’s careers—falter and may fail, and finances and life-styles fall out of equilibrium.

The material standards of living many of us enjoy and most of us aspire to are higher than they have ever been, but so is their cost. People who can earn enough can achieve a good life but only those who can keep earning more and more can hold on to it, because however fast money or credit accumulates, luxuries are transformed into necessities even faster. Both getting there and keeping up are far more difficult for parents than for others. In many Western countries having even one child cuts by two thirds the lifetime income a woman can expect to earn, whether she takes time out of work to care for that child herself or money out of her wage or salary to pay someone else to do so. And childcare is not the whole story. Whether they are partnered or lone, parents also have to meet both the direct costs of feeding, clothing and maintaining a child and the indirect costs—such as different housing—that a parenting life-style demands. And to all that must be added the accumulated costs of missed earning opportunities caused by competing demands for their attention and their time. The composite costs of raising a child have been estimated at between $200,000 and $265,000 in the United States and between £50,000 and £80,000 in the United Kingdom. Detailed budgets, published in 1993, show that it cost an average of around £3000 per year to keep a child in Britain at just above poverty level. The cost of a child—even a wanted child—is often so high that parenthood is as much a sacrifice as a pleasure and children more speculation than investment.

Home and Work

Direct competition between time for economically productive work and time for personal caring is a notable aspect of post-industrial Western societies. Women as well as men work everywhere, of course, and always have done—indeed it is only in the modern West that questions about their right and duty to do so have even been asked. In pre-industrial times and places, however, women combine work with the care of children—and other dependent individuals—conducting both from a home base and within a female network. Industrialization always creates jobs for women (and children) that are separated from home, but it does not initially lessen the economic importance of home production or reduce the numbers of people who contribute to and rely upon it. In much of modern urban Africa, for example, women’s gardens remain a vital source of food, and three-generation families, extended by obligations more complex than direct blood relationships, remain common.

The organization of post-industrial Western families and livelihoods is very different because virtually all productive work has moved out to the marketplace, causing almost all adults to follow it there. People do still produce things at home—jam or bread, vegetables or clothes, watercolors or photographs—but they do so more for the creative satisfaction of the process than because the products are wealth or needed artifacts. Jam, sweaters and celluloid sunsets are all available more cheaply from the specialization and mass production of the marketplace, so many traditional women’s skills have become hobbies rather than “real work” and for most people there is nothing economically productive to do at home.

Homes are still important, of course; people make them as best they can wherever they find themselves. The decorated shacks in shanty-towns in the developing world and the careful arrangements of cardboard boxes under London bridges and in New York doorways are poignant reminders of the human need to nest. More privileged homes even create a kind of “work.” Elaborated as wealth rises, they reflect material success in increasingly sophisticated gadgetry and creative decoration, and require maintenance rituals of weekend lawn mowing and car washing. But although these kinds of elaboration and maintenance, and a wide range of home-based hobbies, may bring important personal satisfaction, they take money rather than making it, and since society’s value system is based on the creation of wealth, such activities are peripheral to it.

For most people it is workplaces rather than homes that are the nerve centers of personally fulfilling and socially recognized activity and the site of salient relationships beyond their nuclear families. Even where homes are packed together in a horizontal sprawl of suburban streets or a vertical slab of apartments, community structure and a sense of communal purpose are rare. Homes are essentially private, individual spaces, sealed from neighborly intrusion by closed doors, fortified against criminal invasion by locks and bars and functioning as little more than a place for rest and relaxation after work, and a meal and clean clothes before it—unless, of course, they contain children. If there are young children at home somebody has to be there with them all the time. Failing any other reason for being at home, she or he is likely to be there because of and for those children and isolated from other adults.

Bringing up a child is a uniquely creative activity with satisfaction to be derived from both the process and the product, but that does not mean that many people can build a satisfactory life-style entirely around a baby. Some women do make a personally satisfying way of life out of mothering in an unusually rich home environment, perhaps in neighborhoods and villages that do still function as communities and stay alive on weekdays. There are some women for whom the good life of the moment is filled with the minutiae of childish lives, whose hackles do not rise at the thought of being financially supported by a partner in parenthood and who can do the chores and get the evening meal because they are at home, without feeling typecast in a retrograde role. There are some men who seek a mutual balance between working and caring and like to cook anyway. But those women, and especially those men, are a minority. Varying combinations of financial and other needs make most mothers feel that unbroken childcare would drive them stir-crazy, and ensure that most fathers do not consider it for themselves or even share it with their partners in any way that interferes with their work. Most Western children get equal parenting the way Alice got jam in Wonderland: yesterday and tomorrow, but never today.

We should not be surprised. One adult can fulfill all of a baby’s needs for companionship and stimulation, but one baby cannot fulfill the far more complex needs of an adult—nor is it her role to do so. Caring for one or two children in a modern home is certainly not easy or stress-free, but without other productive work that can be done at the same time, and other adults around with whom to do it, neither is it often sufficiently satisfying or stimulating for long.

There are still many people who feel that it should be sufficient. Dad going out to earn money while mom stays home with the kids and bakes apple pie is still widely regarded as basic to “family values,” and “full-time, exclusive motherhood” is often assumed to be an integral part of women’s traditional role. That assumption is as careless as it is unfortunate. While it is certainly true that in the West—as elsewhere—there are long traditions of division of labor between the genders, and that “women’s work” has been structured and rewarded differently from men’s in almost every time and place, the idea that women should do no work other than care for children (and that the most privileged, who did not even do their own caring, should do no work at all) is not part of anybody’s tradition, having a short history and a political provenance. Industrialization took millions of women into the paid labor market and although pregnancy took many of them out again, it seldom ended their economic contribution. Even in the early years of the twentieth century many mothers in most countries undertook a wide range of (ill)-paid outwork and all fulfilled with their unpaid labor the vast range of functions that make up modern service sectors.

The first proponents of motherhood as something akin to a paid profession were Nazi leaders, intent on breeding babies for the German Fatherland. After the Second World War full-time motherhood was idealized by politicians in most countries of the Western Alliance. The vital jobs women had filled throughout the war years were needed for returning soldiers, and there was money to be saved by closing down the nurseries and after-school clubs that had cared for their children while they did them. All involved nations, even those that had escaped the horrors of bombing or invasion, were war-traumatized. The United States, for example, was disrupted by fifteen million civilians moving around in search of work, as well as by having five million “war widows.” Propaganda for stay-at-home mothering had wide appeal. Soldiers supported it, of course, and so did many humanitarian professionals who, appalled by the tragedies of bereaved and evacuated children and refugees, saw mother care as a cure-all. And although many women resented their summary ejection from the labor force, the politicians did have some female support, because after the long separation from husbands and sons suffered by one sixth of North American families and almost every family in the European theater of war, many mothers were desperate to re-establish and expand their families. None of these people knew, or could have known, what shape life in the new West would take, but by the end of the fifties it was already becoming clear that the cookies-and-milk image of motherhood was a maladaptation to a post-war world run by men. Two generations of the women’s movement have still not expunged that image altogether but they have changed the world. Today, despite some signs of a return to stay-at-home mothering—dubbed “the new familism” in the United States—the woman who sees herself as “only a mother,” even if she lives at a high material standard and mothers with excitement and devotion, is likely to feel herself stranded in a backwater, missing the mainstream current that is rushing everybody else to the real focus of aspiration and achievement and social acknowledgment of both: the workplace. She needs to stay but she also needs to go; she needs to be not “only” but also a mother.…

Working and Caring

The geographical location of work relative to home is crucial to lifestyle. Industrialization concentrates employment, bringing people off the land, thronging to cities faster than services and infrastructures can expand to accommodate them. Post-industrial societies usually reverse that trend, leaving work in the cities and moving homes to the suburbs, and then leapfrogging work over both city and suburbs to relocate in outer-suburban or previously rural areas. Different planning policies interact with geographical features to produce different results—London, for example, is affected by the United Kingdom’s long-established green-belt policy; New York, by the fact that Manhattan is an island—but whatever the specific differences between places, the physical separation of home from workplace is one important generality. Traveling to work, commuting, is everywhere taken for granted, its basic wastefulness and inhumanity accepted without question and only its local conditions and costs much discussed. Millions of Western commuters make longer journeys every working day than anyone would make occasionally to have a meal with friends, and many do it daily in conditions of crowding and claustrophobia, dirt and dismay that they would not tolerate or be expected to tolerate once a year to reach a vacation destination. They pay dearly to do it, in time and in money, and the world’s environment pays dearly for it too. That hour, or two or even three, of acute discomfort that separates the worlds of home and work is useful to neither. It is limbo time. Those wasted hours make it impossible for individuals to move quickly and flexibly between home and work even if a fax machine at one end spews out a vital contract or a child at the other end is throwing up. And they add time away from home to working days that, despite official statistics, are often longer now than twenty years ago.

It is not only commuting that makes official statistics concerning working hours questionable; their interpretation also needs to take account of the nature of most employment and the behavior of many employed people. Calculations suggest that average weekly working hours are falling in most Western countries. Even in Britain, where much longer hours are worked than in the rest of the EEC, they are said to have fallen from 42 to 40 during the last decade. But those figures are based on manufacturing, which is in decline. In the growing service sector, the average “full week” is estimated at 48 hours, and is growing. Men in the United Kingdom spend about 4 more hours each week in offices than men in other EEC countries such as Germany, but not more than men in the United States. There, a recent survey suggests that the average working week for everybody jumped from 41 hours in 1973 to 47 hours in 1989; that entrepreneurs in small businesses average 57 hours, professionals 52.2 hours, and those with incomes over $50,000 per year 52.4 hours. On both sides of the Atlantic the recession has increased what London’s city bankers call “American masochism—putting yourself through a pointless and unproductive period of work at the end of the day to prove to your superiors that you are prepared to undertake tasks which you do not want or have to do.”

Even when leisure time is offered, many British and American workers dare not take it. Normal paid vacation periods are far longer in the EEC than in the United States, and in countries such as France and Germany, with an entitlement of five to six weeks, there is a strong tradition of family summer vacations away from home. In the United Kingdom, though, the entitlement is seldom more than three weeks, and about 30 percent of people fail to use it all. In the United States the average entitlement is only sixteen days, and some American firms frown effectively on anyone taking more than a single week’s vacation at a time. As Zelda West-Meade of the marriage guidance organization Relate put it: “Leisure time is what people crave but they are too worried to take it. I have been speaking to people recently whose companies issue lay-off notices on days off or vacations.…”

Not all paid work is physically separated from personhood, of course. There are people who do combine productive activities with personal caring, free-lancing from home or living on the job. Those who do it often prefer it, but those who have never tried it seldom want to. Perhaps working at home is still redolent of cottage industry and outwork in the Great Depression, when women and children labored for a pittance to turn entrepreneurs’ raw materials into artifacts and fortunes. Or perhaps mixing work into home spoils the professionalism of the one and the personal haven of the other. Certainly many people currently feel that the social desirability of going to work is matched by the desirability of being able to get away from it. Attitudes towards working at home may soon be changed by market forces. The capital and travel costs of office space and commuting are soaring, while the costs of communications technology—computer terminals, fax machines and so forth—are coming down and more and more business is conducted over the telephone and paid for by credit card. These trends are making it increasingly feasible and economical for large businesses to equip employees to work from home. Many mail-order operatives already function in this way and people in less casual occupations are beginning to do so. British Telecommunications’ information inquiries, for example, are answered almost entirely by women in their own homes, and there are more than five million American white-collar workers who “telecommute,” with plans for many more from companies such as Bankers Trust and American Express. It may be that the bridges individuals need between home and work will eventually be built by industry, not for their benefit but for its own. In the meantime, though, the work that adults take into their homes is mostly extra to their working day outside it.

New bridges that cross the gulf the other way so as to take children into the workplace seem less likely. Workplace nurseries sound promising but seldom prove to be so. High capital costs usually mean that daycare facilities are housed in less expensive nearby premises rather than in workplaces themselves, so parents must subject their children to commuter travel but still be apart from them all day. Even if children are tolerated or welcomed in them, most work environments are too dangerous or too boring for children to be safe, happy or participant for long. So most parents who are at work are not just physically away from home, but in a world that is quite separate from their children’s, being people those children do not know and leading lives they can neither understand nor share.

Not every parent is in paid work at all, of course. With national unemployment rates between 5 and 10 percent in most countries, and areas and groups for which that figure is far higher, little more than half the women with children under school age in many of these countries—America and Canada, Britain and Belgium, for example—are employed in a way that gets them into national statistics. Some of those women (and a handful of men) choose to stay out of the marketplace because they believe that their children need more of their time than they could otherwise give, but most are kept out by lack of available work and above all by lack of work that can be combined with parenting. “Full employment,” meaning the established male model of forty-odd hours in each of forty-nine weeks of every year between the end of full-time education and the beginning of retirement, remains part of the ethos of Western countries even while they struggle for economic recovery and hope for a consequent expansion of their labor markets. Some respected economic commentators are beginning to suggest that full employment of that kind may be a permanently unrealistic aspiration—that more various and variable working patterns, incorporating personal and parenting responsibilities for both sexes, and voluntary options as well as recurrent retraining, may be the models of the future. Right now, though, such arguments are seldom reflected in policy or personal experience. Everyone is expected to work full-time hours throughout their “working lives” and almost everyone wants to do so. Despite the fears and suspicions of those who must balance welfare budgets, freeloading on welfare payments is generally rare and unemployment abhorred. Voluntary work, although often respected in itself, is not regarded as a valid alternative. As for parenthood, mothers, and fathers, who are employed often worry about the limited time they can spend with their children but seldom get social support in acting to increase it. Indeed, the individual who contemplates refusing the only available job because of its long commute or turning down the promotion that will mean less time at home will usually be assured that life without that raise or prospect, or on one salary, one wage or one parent’s social security payments, “would not be fair to the children.” Poverty and deprivation are always relative to expectations so those arguments are as powerful when Nintendos or Nikes are in question as school trips or jeans. In societies where money measures all that is desirable, nobody can afford not to earn. Not many of the women who are at home full-time with children are there because they reject the separation of caring and working; they are there because they cannot arrange it. They are trapped.

Like most effective traps this one is deceptively simple. Babies and young children have to be cared for by committed adults in suitable environments for twenty-four hours of every day. Society expects all able-bodied citizens of working age to earn the money they need and the satisfaction they crave at specialized all-day jobs in special, distant and unsuitable places. People cannot be in two places at once; ergo one person cannot be simultaneously a solvent, self-respecting citizen and an actively caring parent.

The Post-Industrial Children’s World

Once infancy is over, mothers everywhere share their children’s care with other people. It is not the need for children to be cared for by someone other than the mother that is peculiar to modern Western societies but the special features of shared care in their context.

In most parts of the world young infants go where mothers go attached to their bodies, and mobile children are partially cared for by several people simultaneously, while all those people also work. Groups of women who are working together may pool the care of all their children. When they undertake physically taxing or potentially dangerous tasks, hands-on charge of children may be delegated to one elderly woman as her suitably lighter share of the work and when a woman works on her own or with her husband, an older child may be expected to keep younger ones safely occupied instead of helping with the adult task. As groups of children roam the compound, village, shantytown or city streets, all are usually supervised and reminded of their responsibility for younger companions by the adult relatives of any of them. There are always women—often but not necessarily including the mother—available to every child, but only rarely and briefly will one adult be involved with one child to the exclusion of all other activities.

In the post-industrial West, however, children tend to be cared for entirely by one person and as the sole task of the moment. If mother is there at all she will often be there for the child and giving him most of her attention. But the corollary is that she will often not be there but working elsewhere, and when she absents herself the child is not left in the care of a residual and ongoing group of which she is usually part, but in the charge of another adult, who is specially called upon to take charge of him, at home or elsewhere. Children’s care may sometimes be “paid for” within an ongoing relationship and exchange of favors, but it is more likely to be paid for with money. So children who can seldom be cared for while mothers work, and therefore often cannot be cared for by mothers because they must work, are cared for by others as work.

Separation of parents’ work from children’s care means that children have lost their taken-for-granted presence in, and apprenticeship to, what adults see as the most important aspect of their lives. Instead of spending much of childhood watching, “helping” and emulating a range of adult people doing adult things, Western children spend it in special environments designed to keep them out of harm’s and adults’ way: children’s worlds, staffed by people—mostly women—for whom childcare or education is paid work and therefore valued more highly than the personal care of parents.

Children still “live” at home, of course—only in Britain or North America is it sometimes counted a privilege to send seven-year-olds to boarding schools or residential summer camps—but even at home they get little opportunity to share or contribute to adult concerns. Many of the routine chores assigned to children in other cultures and centuries, such as the care of animals and younger children or the fetching and carrying of fuel, water and messages, are irrelevant to Western households, and the chores that have replaced them mostly involve the use of gadgetry that is considered too delicate or dangerous for children to use.

Most Westerners take it for granted that children benefit from being excluded from adult work. Unlimited playtime in the first years, followed by a careful mix of play with formal education and the hybrid we call sport, is widely accepted as the prerequisite of a “good childhood.” As a matter of policy, the years of freedom from formal work—and therefore, in a sense, of childhood itself—have been extended at least into mid-adolescence, and going to school is no longer a privilege, as it is in most other parts of the world. Children are legally required to attend school and parents are obliged not only to allow them to do so but to see to it that they do. Even outside school hours the amount and type of paid work young people may undertake is stringently limited in most countries.

Such a complete separation of children from the work that structures and absorbs so much of adult life may be a mixed blessing both for children themselves and for society. Play and education are indeed crucial to the development and self-fulfillment of individuals, but it is towards adulthood that children develop and into adult society that they must eventually be integrated. Children accomplish that by using parents or parent figures as models. Exclusion from important parts of adult lives and purposes renders those models incomplete.

Few parents are in a position to offer their children a more complete version of themselves. Most have only the small and interim part of their lives called “leisure time” available to share, and integrating children comfortably even into that is not easy because full-time work needs balancing with rest and personal space. Childless people can come home to do their own things after the day’s work, go out on Saturday nights and sleep late on Sunday mornings; parents cannot. Children’s needs for company and conversation, supper and supervision, expeditions, entertainment and endless cleaning up often seem like extra and unfairly stressful demands rather than an integral part of ordinary daily life.

The Post-Industrial Parents’ World

Insofar as parents’ stressful dilemmas





Childcare Choices






Looking Forward



















OEBPS/images/Leac_9780307803375_epub_tp_r1.jpg
CHILDREN
FIRST

What society must do—and
i not doing—for children today

Penelope Leach

o





OEBPS/images/Leac_9780307803375_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Leac_9780307803375_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Children First

WHAT SOCIETY MUST DO—AND IS
NOT DOING—FOR CHILDREN TODAY

PENELOPE LEACH








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





