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Introduction


It’s shortly after Christmas, and my wife, youngest son and I are on our way to visit the Archers at their cabin near the ski slopes north of our city. We have come equipped with gifts for the kids and a mandatory bottle of wine for the adults. When we arrive, Brad Archer has a roast in the oven; Irene is creating some of her famous ratatouille and their children are cheerfully playing a game of board hockey, although 7-year-old Kevin clearly outmatches 3-year-old Christine. We all smile as we enter, as If we’d been looking forward to this for months. Actually, there was some question about how well the seven of us would get along for a long weekend in a relatively small cabin.


With the Archers, we all got along very well. The presence of all three kids added a lot to our time together. Little Christine, whose biggest demand was to have one more book read aloud to her, did much more than the wine to warm up the adults. The older child, Kevin, not only helped out with his sister, but seemed to enjoy being with the adults for part of dinner and then playing Clue with us before his bedtime. My own sometimes surly, sometimes delightful teenage kid consistently offered the nicer side of his personality.


When we left the next afternoon, my wife and I were both enthusiastic about the time everyone had spent together: “The food was great . . .”; “the kids were wonderful . . . ”; “everybody got along so well . . . .” Even my teenage son declared that the Archers were “cool,” verging on, “way cool.”


As every parent knows, family visits don’t always go so well. Two weeks later, we were called on, to make a weekend visit to a family I’ll call the Zaeharies, a visit that quickly turned into the proverbial Weekend from Hell. Not that the Zacharies themselves are Stephen King horrors, by any means. Bill and Francine are a thirtyish couple, both college educated, well read, creative and articulate people. They have two children, cute as the clichéd buttons, but the parents’ notions about parenting are quickly turning the kids into monsters and their family life into an ongoing Simpsons episode.


On this weekend, our mostly grown children were busy at their own enterprises, so we made the five-hour drive to the Zacharies’ remodeled farmhouse on our own. We were slightly dazed on arrival. Maybe that’s why I wasn’t ready for their 5-year-old, Freddy, who raced into me, knocking his head into my crotch. “Uncle Paul! Uncle Paul!” he shouted as I fought to get my breath back.


The Zacharies’ second child, Sally, was just over two years old and not so forthcoming. She was busy hiding behind Francine until we took off our coats. That’s when she began to cry, for reasons that probably made good sense to a 2-year-old but were lost on the rest of us.


“She’s a crybaby!” Freddy said triumphantly. “Crybaby! Crybaby!”


“Freddy, please . . .” his father warned.


“Crybaby! Crybaby!” Freddy went on, deaf to his father’s words and unappreciative of his tone of voice.


At this point, Francine spoke sympathetically to her daughter, “Sally, you know it makes me unhappy when you cry like that.”


Great, I thought to myself, now two of them are unhappy. At least Freddy had let go of my leg. He was too busy chanting, “Crybaby, crybaby!” to pay farther attention to me.


Sally, irritated by her failure to get instant attention and her brother’s successful if unmusical chant, decided to take a swing at Freddy. It worked. Her little fist connected with his face and Freddy started crying. We were up to three unhappy people, not counting ourselves. The casualty list was mounting.


Bill looked sternly at his family, perhaps trying to figure out how to impose some discipline. He looked at triumphant Sally, crying Freddy and unhappy Francine, Then he turned to us with a sheepish expression. “I guess we’re not having a good day.”


The night proved no better. The Zacharies do not believe in a fixed bedtime for their kids. Instead, they wait for the children to expire. Only then do they tuck the still-warm but now pliable bodies into bed.


“It’s more natural,” Francine explained to us at ten o’clock, “for kids to go to bed when they’re tired,”


With a fall day of arguing, crying, whining and complaining behind them, one might expect both children to be quite tired. But the only people who seemed exhausted at that point were the adults. Certainly I was tired of the kids lighting, yelling, crying and throwing things. I was tired of Francine’s repeated, “You know I’m not happy when you do that,” and Bill’s desperate efforts to distract the kids from various dangerous or unpleasant behaviors. I kept looking at my watch, wondering whether it would be socially acceptable for me to go to bed.


Finally Sally expired in front of the TV and was carried to bed by her father. Apparently she often woke up screaming as she was slipped into bed and, according to Francine, the only way to get her back to sleep was for dad to sing along with a Barney tape as it played on the children’s tape recorder. When the rest of the adults went to bed at eleven o’clock, dad was still singing and Freddy had taken over the TV to watch a video.


The next day, my wife and I felt the urge to leave early. This was a shame, really, because with both kids sleeping that morning, we found our time with the parents to be fairly pleasant. But I confess I had a certain dread of the day to come, when the kids would be at it again and the parents would start behaving like the idiot adults in Home Alone. It was the dread that sent us packing.


So we left, or fled, depending on how you look at our retreat, mumbling phrases to each other like “well, one visit down,” and “the kids are at a difficult age” and “maybe we’re getting too old for this.” Running through the back of our minds were visions of these out-of-control children and foolish parents who had made it unbearable to stay any longer.


The problem with the Zacharie household was not that Francine and Bill didn’t want to be good parents. The problem is that they followed the current dogma in parenting much too closely. They read all the parenting magazines, knew how important it was to be child-focused, had mastered the “12 Easy Ways to Distract Your Disruptive Child” articles, worked desperately to maintain the children’s self-esteem, and tried so hard to be friends to their kids that it became virtually impossible for them to act like parents.


I’m sympathetic to the Zacharies’ situation. After three kids and two stepkids of my own,, I have to be. I know perfectly well that it has never been easy to be a parent—not in the year one, with the Pharaoh causing problems, or in the year 1001, with limited opportunity for job promotion around the manor; nor in the year 2001, with unpredictable economic change and massive social confusion.


These days, I often see young’ couples like the Zacharies who are simply too tired and distracted themselves to be parents. They are overworked by the demands of the outside world and unsure what’s “right” in dealing with their own children. Not many of these young families are being helped much by their own parents or by a society that gives little support for the vital business of raising children. Even worse, many young people who read popular writers on parenting emerge with clever techniques on how to survive the years with their children but too many wrong-headed concepts on how to raise kids to become reasonable human beings in the twenty-first century.




They . . . tried so hard to be friends to their kids that it became virtually impossible for them to act like parents.





Frankly, parenting shouldn’t be that hard.


So I decided to undertake this book, to investigate what we know and don’t know about parenting, where today’s parents may be smarter than my generation was, and where they may be off course. This is a hazardous proposition for anyone to undertake, especially if some of the views expressed do not jibe with contemporary thought. There are other books on the shelves that are wonderful manuals on childhood ailments, or speak eloquently of children’s needs, or look deeply into child development. Any young parent should have a copy of Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care for reference, Penelope Leach’s Children First for its philosophy and Burton White’s The First Three Years of Life for its insights on early development. Yet I think it’s past time for a new hook that offers some serious thought and a little historical perspective on the hot-button, topics in raising children—on what works and what doesn’t, on what’s true and what isn’t, on what’s politically correct and what’s really correct.


The chapters in I’ll Be the Parent, You Be the Child can be read in any order, although I think the first two chapters provide good background for subsequent reading on particular issues. The boxes simply encapsulate the basic ideas in a handy format for people who like to browse books by thumbing from the back. Obviously the topics treated here are enormous—child development, discipline and punishment, child psychology, demographics, pharmacology, education, modern sociology and economics as it affects families— and all of them have received treatment in whole books if not on entire library shelves. None of these topics is going to be definitively treated in a book of this size. But there is a need, I feel, to bring together contemporary thought, solid research and real-life experience in a style and format that’s accessible to most parents, I’ll Be the Parent, You Be the Child doesn’t pretend to offer the last word on these issues, but to survey the available research, do a reality check up and down neighborhood streets and then take a stand on what parents should be doing.


I’ve spent the last three years haunting libraries, studying research literature, attending parenting workshops and classes, watching families in real life and on video, consulting with college professors and psychologists, and otherwise seeking out the material for the book that’s in your hands. Some of what I found is encouraging: We really do have a body of research that should make parenting today more intelligent than it was thirty years ago, when I first became a father. But some of what I see in both popular and professional writing depresses me: opinions dressed up as research, untested notions presented as tried techniques, unreasonable fears and dumb suggestions trotted out as the latest wisdom. It seems to me that today’s parents deserve better.




Good parenting . . . calls for tough decisions, consistent day-to day discipline and often financial sacrifice.





The overall theme of I’ll Be the Parent, You Be the Child is that good parenting is a serious responsibility—it calls for tough decisions, consistent day-to-day discipline and often financial sacrifice. Our kids will not grow and thrive if we abdicate decision making to them, or substitute the latest electronic marvel for our time and attention, or allow drug companies to modify their attention spans. Our kids need us to take on the role of parent so they can be free to be kids. Anything less cheats them—and us—of what ought to be the most wonderful relationship in our lives.














Chapter 1
Styles of parenting . . .
 and what really makes us the parents we are


How do we end up becoming the parents that we are? There is a couple across the road who have thrown out the television and always put their kids to bed at eight; parents down the street whose kids are glued to the tube and go to bed at all hours; parents who act like Ward Cleaver of Leave It to Beaver and parents who seem more negligent than the Bundys on Married . . . with Children, All of us undertake the enterprise of raising children differently, making up much of what we do as we go along, but somehow defining our own style in the process. Lately this concept of “parenting styles” has become very trendy, indeed.


There used to be only two parenting styles: Parents were either “strict” or “permissive.” Strict parents adhered to certain codes of conduct that required children to behave in socially approved ways. Their children didn’t dare wiggle at church, talk back to the teacher at school or refer to adults without a “sir” or “ma’am” attached to the sentence. The way in which strict parents usually elicited such behavior involved a combination of regular spanking and considerable emotional distance between child and adult. The results of these techniques were too often children who acted like flawless angels in public and ruthless little devils in private.


The other style of parenting was “permissive,” from the Latin permissio, which suggests that the parents have “let go” of their children or at least taken a more hands-off approach than have other parents. Dr. Spock was widely accused of having foisted permissive parenting on the world, but such charges came mostly from political conservatives in the sixties who were upset that members of the first Spock generation were burning draft cards and growing their hair too long. The conservatives accused Dr. Spock of “permissiveness"— which was nonsense to anyone who actually read Spock—but the label stuck and the word achieved some force.


Strict and permissive are really two poles on a single continuum in parenting, a pretty linear way of approaching a very complex phenomenon. Recent writers have attempted to make this line somewhat more three-dimensional.





More and more and more styles


The number of parenting styles increased from two to three or four as time went on and various writers looked at parenting in more complex ways. Some of this expansion goes back to work done when educator Bernice McCarthy began working with McDonald’s—a company so serious about selling hamburgers that it has its own “university” at which to study the business. McCarthy’s project was to find the most effective way to train employees. She devised a theory of learning styles to explain how similar concepts need to be presented in different ways to different people. In education, learning styles quickly flipped into teaching styles so that, in the 1980s and ‘90s, teachers were constantly being reminded to vary their lesson plans in order to accommodate the different ways in which kids learn.


Parenting books became stylish, if you’ll pardon the pun, shortly after that. One of the best known is Barbara Coloroso’s Kids Are Worth It. Coloroso, a teacher and consultant in Denver, is a popular presenter at teachers’ conferences. Her talks are punchy, practical and leave audience members smiling with the sense that they have something new for first period Monday morning. Her book offers much of the same for parents. There is excellent material on dumb things that some parents do, on how to talk to kids effectively, and important statements about maintaining dignity for both parent and child. But Coloroso also believes in styles, and she draws on earlier academic work by psychologist Diana Baumrind to separate parents into three groups: “brick-wall,” parents, “jellyfish” parents and “backbone” parents.


Brick-wall parents don’t listen to their kids and have all the flexibility a wall suggests. Jellyfish parents give in to a child’s every whim and then wonder why the child turns into a monster. Backbone parents are the good guys—us, presumably—who manage to deal with difficult situations in child rearing without resorting to beating or rolling over and playing dead.


Taking the “styles” approach one step further is Elizabeth Fishel, an editor of Child magazine. Her provocatively titled book, I Swore I’dNever Do That!, offers four differently labeled parenting styles: Traditionalists, Rebels, Compensators and Synthesizers. For Fishel, the operating modes of parents aren’t established by their own wonts but in reaction to the way they grew up. Traditionalists, then, embrace the parenting style of their own parents and try to replicate it in raising another generation. Rebels swear to do the exact opposite of what their parents did, defining their parenting by opposition. Compensators are anxious to give their kids “what I didn’t have when I was growing up.” And Synthesizers are the good guys—presumably us—who make conscious parenting choices, either repeating the best of the past or adopting the best of the new.


Fishel does an intelligent critique of her four styles, exercising her penchant for psychological insight into parenting as part of the commentary. She says of traditionalist parents, for instance, that adolescent separation tends to be a difficult issue because “boundaries are fuzzy and enmeshed.” She notes, too, that the glowing memories that traditionalist parents cherish may be difficult to achieve in today’s changed circumstances. Ward Cleaver on Leave It to Beaver and Dr. Jim Anderson on Father Knows Best made plenty of money, all by themselves, to pay 3% mortgages on $15,000 houses and still look after their families in fine style. Parents today don’t have it quite so easy.


Fishel’s Rebels, the opposite of Traditionalists, are ironically unaware of how much their behavior is dictated by the very parents whose style they are trying to reject. Again, she notes, “Rebels are sometimes excessively tied to their children, particularly their negative attributes.” Such parents sometimes permit their children to do their own, acting out, producing kids who can be real terrors, Fishel’s Compensator parents use all sorts of imagination and fantasy to conjure up an ideal world for their own children. This fantasy world tends to be delivered in very material ways, especially around Christmas, and can lead to children whose concept of parental love and approval is much too connected to their receipt of a new Lego set or computer game.


Fishel is justifiably critical of the first three types of parents and only abandons her arched eyebrow when, she conies to the good guys:




The Synthesizer is likely to have a stack of books by her bed on families and child raising. After the last child has been tucked in. she will settle down and savor the stories of family life, noting different families’ choices and approaches the way other people might relish the quirks of character in a good novel. She reads not for answers or directions but for the pleasure of sharing kinship with fellow travelers on the parenting journey.





Sigh! It is possible to be a good parent after all.


The attraction of books that discuss styles of parenting is their Aha! factor—Yes, there are other parents like me. We acknowledge, at a certain, level, that part of us may be a jellyfish or a rebel, but mostly we pride ourselves in being the synthesizer-backbone parent so approved of by the authors of the books. By and large, people who read books on parenting are already capable parents and looking for ways to do a somewhat better job. Child abusers, wife beaters, kid haters, alcoholics and negligent parents tend not to shell out twenty dollars for a book that will make them feel worse about themselves. At a deep level, they feel pretty lousy already. It is to the “high-functioning” parent that the idea of parenting styles appeals. Like those fashion mirrors with flattering lights, these books make us look good to ourselves.




The Five Most Powerful Influences on Our Parenting




	Subconscious memories of our own childhood


	Conscious memories, examples set by our parents, whispers and overheard conversations when we were growing up


	Images of what parenting should be—from television, movies, books


	Standards, expectations of friends and community


	Advice from various sources







Nonetheless, “parenting style” is probably a misnomer. The suggestion is that we have a style, as we might have curly hair, or that we choose a style, as we might tell a hairdresser how to cut our bangs. In parenting, this is not entirely true. A fair amount of research in the 1980s showed that most parents used many different parenting styles—at least for discipline—depending on the nature of their kids and exactly what the children had done. Many parents used physical punishment when their kids broke something, “power assertion” for offenses such as lying and stealing, and reasoning for complex social issues such as cooperation in the playground. Real parents, it seems, are far more varied than the slots that writers create for us. And the most powerful influence on real parents is not any style or theory; it is our own past.





Ghosts in the nursery, ghosts in our heads


In 1974, three staff members at the Child Development Project at the University of Michigan—Seima Fraiberg, Edna Adelson and Vivian Shapiro—wrote an article called “Ghosts in the Nursery” that has since become famous in psychological literature. The three authors write with a power and poetry unusual in their profession. They begin:




In every nursery there are ghosts. They are the visitors from the unremembered past of the parents, the uninvited guests at the christening.





Indeed, there are always such metaphorical ghosts. As parents, we carry them with us. When we are weak, or unthinking or lost in our parenting, the ghosts can take over.


First, whatever “style” of parenting we think we’ve embraced, chances are that most of what we actually do is determined by what our parents did. We carry the ghosts of our parents’ child rearing in our heads. These specters haunt us unconsciously, in how we feel, and consciously, in many of the small, day-to-day dealings we have with our kids.


Fraiberg and her colleagues, who worked with severely dysfunctional families, dealt primarily with the most tenacious of ghosts: those in the unconscious. One of their most powerful stories is that of Mary, a baby who was with their program for almost two years. Mary’s depressed mother, Mrs, March, gave her baby only cursory child care. Her neglect was so apparent that the diagnostic team had a hard time controlling their urge to intervene. In one excruciating videotape, Mary screams for five minutes while mom looks off into the distance, unconcerned. This led the therapists to ask each other the central question: “Why doesn’t this mother hear her baby’s cries?”


The answer had nothing to do with parenting style; it lay in Mrs, March’s unconscious. Her own mother had attempted suicide, so Mrs. March was reared by an aunt and then a grandmother, with occasional visits from a mostly absent father. Connected to this was the mother’s depression—an anger and grief she had turned against herself. After a few weeks, the therapeutic team came up with a treatment hypothesis: “When this mother’s own cries are heard, she will hear her child’s cries.” To do that, they needed to form a bond between the principal therapist and Mrs. March, a bond of trust that the mother had never known before.


The hypothesis turned out to be better than that—it was a real treatment plan. As Mrs. March was able to open up with the therapists and “feel” her own past neglect, she was also able to become a better mother.




And then, one day, still within the first month of treatment, Mrs. March, in the midst of an outpouring of grief, picked up Mary, held her very close, and crooned to her in a heartbroken voice. And then, it happened again, and several times in the next sessions. An outpouring of old griefs and a gathering of the baby into her arms. The ghosts in the baby’s nursery were beginning to leave.





For parents who are haunted by such terrible ghosts, specters whose names cannot even be spoken and memories too awful to be felt, there is little choice but psychotherapy. Only by opening up and working with the memories can unconscious repetition be avoided.


However, not every child who was abused or neglected in growing up will become abusive or neglectful as a parent. The resilience of the human spirit is such that many such people will, most of the time, keep the ghosts at bay and become reasonably competent parents themselves. Psychology presents us only with tendencies, not necessities. Thank goodness for that.


Experience, on the other hand, suggests that our parents’ parenting has enormous influence even on our conscious choices. As Elizabeth Fishel rightly points out, many of us actively model our parenting on how we were brought up. Many others vigorously attempt to reject those memories, thereby making our child rearing into ranhouse mirror reflections of our own past.


This became obvious to me while listening to a group of moms and dads at a parenting class. These are mostly competent parents, looking for ways to be better yet. So they sit in the school library, drinking coffee from Styrofoam cups and turn to the topic of discipline.


“She kept crying,” begins one mother, “so I said, if you keep making that noise, I’ll have to put you outside.”


“What happened?” asks the instructor.


“She kept it up, so I put her outside.” The mom looks at her hands and hesitates a little before going ahead. “I put her outside in the backyard. Then I locked the door.”


“What happened then?”


“She started banging on the door.” The mom looks up, feeling guilty. “Maybe I should have tried something else.”


The instructor nods. “Why did you lock her out?”


“Well, it’s what my mom used to do when I bugged her,”


“Did your mom’s technique work for you?” the instructor asks.


“Well, it was plenty good enough for my parents,” a dad chimes in.


“But did it work for you?” the instructor repeats.


“Well, no,”


“So why did you do the same thing to your own child?” asks the instructor.


“It’s all I could think of,” says the first mom emphatically. “That’s why I’m here, so I can think of something else.”


That mom is exactly right. So much of what happens in parenting happens immediately, without thought or planning. As parents, we feel like we are making up the script to this real-life drama as we go along. The only cue cards we have seem to pop up from our own past history. We may not know what an ideal parent does, or what a good parent would do, or even how our neighbors might handle a given situation. But we can remember what our mom and dad did.


Parenting classes at least provide a chance to think about what we’re doing and suggest a different set of impromptu responses than the ones we remember from our own childhood. Thought and inventiveness don’t solve all the problems of being a parent, but they do help.





Ridding ourselves of the ghosts


Psychology tells us that the most powerful influence our parents had on us goes back to memories we don’t even remember. This irony is the basis of psychoanalysis. By working through the unremembered memories, a person brings the unconscious into the conscious mind where the ghosts are less powerful and certainly less scary. When memories stay unremembered, a person simply repeats them in unconscious ways.


The problem in being a parent with invisible ghosts whispering advice all the time is that our supposedly rational choices aren’t really rational. Instead, we repeat some actions of our parents, which may well go back to actions of their parents, and on and on. Our kids end up on the receiving end of this psychological sludge-pile and then, if they’re lucky, realize it and change their behavioral patterns. If they’re not lucky, they carry the sludge forward another generation.


I remember a dinner party at our house that we gave for a few people visiting from a distant university. I was anxious to impress the visitors, for reasons I can’t recall any more, and a sit-down, dinner for ten is always a pretty harried event even among the best of friends. The food for the dinner went okay, conversation was reasonably pleasant and everyone seemed to have a good time except for one of my sons, who had settled into a blue funk. Such a large teenager sitting at the table, morose and silent, was hard to ignore. All right, maybe it was just hard for me to ignore. Here I was, trying to impress these people and be a gracious host and listen attentively and not drink too much—and my kid was sitting at the table like a surly adolescent.


I fumed, dinner went on, the guests left and I coded up driving the son in question to the subway fairly late that night. I lit into him, using words and expressions that embarrass me to this day. He responded, as that particular son tends to, by falling into a sullen, pouty silence that made me even more irate. Fortunately, the subway isn’t far from the house so my tirade probably didn’t go on for more than five minutes before he slammed the door and went off to see the girlfriend who had brought on the blue funk in the first place.


The next morning, I felt lousy and confessed to my wife.


“He wasn’t that bad,” she said. “I don’t think anybody really noticed.”


“He was that bad,” I maintained. “He didn’t say a word all evening. He kept rolling his eyes when Dr. Jones talked about statistical analysis. He brooded.”


“Paul, everybody rolls their eyes when Dr. Jones talks about statistics. And teenagers do brood. He got dumped by that girl what’s-her-name, you know?”


“Really?”


“It was brief,” she explained. “They made up.”


“Well, I’m still not going to have a kid of mine sitting like that at a table when there’s company in the house. He can at least be civil.”


She looked at me. “Paul, what’s the problem? The real problem?”


“It’s the kid.”


“No, it’s not,” she said, “The you who lit into him in the car isn’t the you we usually see. Who is it?”


At that moment, I had a quick image of my father, back when I was 13. He was red in the face with anger. My dad almost never got angry, not in my memory, but there was this one time. It was a company party. The crew from work had shown up at the house. My mother was desperately trying to be charming and witty and keep the snack trays fall. My father was busy pouring drinks. My brother was being his delightful 11-year-old self. And I was a hunk of 13-year-old, obnoxious adolescence, somehow stuck in a blue funk.


Midway through the party, my dad came back to the bedroom where I had gone to mope and lit into me. Because I deserved it, I was especially shocked and embarrassed. So much so that I buried that moment for more than thirty years . . . until I acted out the scene with my own child. It was my child who paid the price for my embarrassment way back then.


To conclude the story, let me say that I did not immediately undertake a personal analysis; instead, I apologized to my son. He responded graciously, “It’s okay, dad, I knew you were nuts.”


As parents, we’re all nuts upon occasion. One of the many advantages of having two parents is that they are rarely nuts in exactly the same way. My wife may be irrationally fixated on seat belts, use of dental floss and unchipped glassware; I may have irrational problems with messy rooms, fingerprints on windows and collections of spiders kept in alcohol. But our nutty areas only rarely overlap. When they do, the kids had better watch out, because such overlaps can really distort the definition of reality in the household.




For most of us, a little conscious reflection on our goals as parents will do wonders to improve our handling of day-to-day crises.





For parents who carry real emotional scars from childhood—people who were beaten or abused or shunned as kids—the initial response to anyone who comes close to the memories is aggressive defense. Freud called this resistance. Resistance is why you can’t fix deep psychological problems by chatting with your golf buddies or having a discussion, with your wife. A dad who was regularly taken to the woodshed by his father and now occasionally wallops his own kids is not going to get over his tendency for child abuse because he reads an article on “timeout” or remembers cowering in the woodshed thirty years ago. A real fix takes time and often some professional help.




Five Ways to Beat the Ghosts




	Thought and discussion in sane moments, before the next crisis, work wonders.


	Pray that your partner balances out your personal foibles rather than mirrors them.


	Create alternatives: Invent new family traditions to crowd out the old ones.


	Choose your clichés: Instead of repeating your parents old clichés, invent your own. They might be an improvement.


	Psychoanalysis: You don’t beat terrible ghosts by naming them, you’ve got to work your way past them.








But most of us don’t carry such baggage. For most of us, a little conscious reflection on our goals as parents will do wonders to improve our handling of day-to-day crises and may even help us when major stress-filled disaster comes along. Elizabeth Fishel suggests we write up a list of parenting techniques our parents used, then break down the list into techniques we want to keep and things we want to do differently. For people who actually keep to their New Year’s resolutions, such a list might just do the trick. For the rest of us, it’s at least a start.





The other big influence on our parenting; TV


While we all mimic our own parents in dealing with our kids, each generation does bring some new ideas to the task of bringing up children. We read, we think, we observe trends, we find out what works for friends—but above all, we see. And the place where we see the greatest number of families dealing with kids isn’t at school, or in the playground, or on the street—it’s on television.


For the generations before us, images of ideal family life were drawn from earlier forms of media; books, plays and movies. Clarence Day’s Life with Father, for instance, gave a good image of upper-middle-class family life just after the turn of the century. This extended family revolved around Father, who was depicted as a bumbling but kindly man, successful in business but awkward with both his wife and his children. Mother was far brighter than Father, but in a seemingly subservient position in terms of family and social power. That she invariably got her way by using her superior intelligence and social skills is sometimes forgotten by critics, but it may well be indicative of how families actually operated at the time. Men were nominally in charge; women mostly ran the operation.


In a story entitled “A Holiday with Father,” son Clarence tells Father that he wants to grow up to be a cowboy. The older Mr. Day pooh-poohs the idea. Clarence recalls, “Father briefly explained that their lives, their food and their sleeping accommodations were outlandish and ’shimmy.’ ’Put your cap on straight,’ he added, ‘I am trying to bring you up to be a civilized man.’ ”


Young Clarence immediately adjusts his cap and continues walking with his father, not daring to whine or complain. But his thoughts are his own. “The more I thought about it, the less I wanted to be a civilized man. . . . What with fingernails and improving books and dancing school, the few chocolate eclairs that a civilized man got to eat were not worth it.”


Obviously, Father is no modern parent. He is unconcerned about his son’s self-esteem; has no intention of being his son’s buddy; and actually thinks he has some idea what it means to be a civilized man. There are some disadvantages to such arbitrary parenting, but the advantage for young Clarence is that there’s plenty of room in the father-son relationship for a kid to be a kid. That’s why Clarence can so easily hold on to his cowboy dream.


Of course, many real parents and children did not quite measure up to such charming depictions, or else we would never have had the plays of Ibsen, Eugene O’Neill or Tennessee Williams. But popular entertainments did not ordinarily represent the seamier sides of family life. The major problem for Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz was not her absent parents, the perhaps iffy relationship of Auntie Em and Uncle Henry, or the covertly sexual looks of the three hired men. No, Dorothy’s problem was a tornado and the difficulty of getting back to Kansas. At the end of the film, when the Good Fairy of the North asks her what she’s learned, Dorothy replies brightly, “If I ever go looking for my heart’s desire, I won’t be looking farther than, my own backyard.” The media ideal used to be as simple as that.


Early television reflected some of the worldview of the films and plays that preceded it: the family as a solid, safe, reassuring spot in a somewhat mad world. The major change in the 1950s was the elimination of the traditional extended family that had included grandparents, uncles, aunts and servants. These were replaced with a new extended family of neighbors, a change that reflected the rise of the suburban single-family home after the end of World War II. The roles of uncle and aunt in / Love Lucy are not taken by relatives but by Fred and Ethel Mertz, who live down the hall. Lucy and Desi themselves live in an apartment so small that neither grandparents nor indigent uncles could be accommodated.


This smaller, mostly nuclear family could be found in many of the TV shows of the late 1950s: Ozzie and Harriet, Burns and Alien, Leave It to Beaver, Father Knows Best, None of these households had financial problems of any kind, nor did they reflect any of North America’s growing racial and ethnic diversity (Amos ‘n’ Andy and The Goldbergs were dropped by American networks early in the 1950s). Like the families in earlier forms of media, these TV families were stable: Nothing really changed week to week or season to season. Little Ricky wanted to grow up, go to college and become . . . just like Big Ricky.


Until 1960. That was the year Lucy filed for divorce from Desi in real life, just like millions of other North Americans in what was becoming a liberated age. Television—and perhaps the institution of the family—would never recover from the trauma. But it took another ten years for the image of the family on television to begin to reflect the changed life of most North American families. In 197’1, All in the Family became a hit by featuring an out-of-tune, working-class, urban household, one that was dominated by real-life problems and generational conflict. Archie Bunker, the character America loved to hate or hated to love, had virtually nothing in common with Rob Petrie of The Dick Van Dyke Show or Ward Cleaver of Leave It to Beaver. But the program was a tremendous success because it reflected the new reality of an America divided along generational lines. It was no accident that when Mary Tyler Moore returned to television in the 1970s, she was no longer a New Rochelle housewife but a single woman working for a Minneapolis television station.


Was television reflecting change or creating change? When African Americans began rioting in 1967, commentators said that their frustration stemmed from the difficulty of achieving the economic quality of life they saw on TV. 1f so, television had begun to define a normality as much as to reflect what was really there. Sometimes, television and real life began to interconnect with each other in surreal ways, as in Archie Bunker’s line: “Y’know, there are three great moments in a man’s life. He buys a house, a car . . . and a new color TV. (audience laughter) That’s what America’s all about.”




Was television reflecting change or creating change?





To some extent, the image of “father” in All in the Family was simply an enlargement of the image of Father in Life with Father, Bumbling had turned to stupidity. Social awkwardness had turned to boorishness. Conservative opinion had turned to bigotry. In both cases, mom ruled the house—although Edith Bunker was considerably less adept than Vinnie Day. Parents in the popular media, who had always been verging on the foolish, were now verging on idiocy. Children in the media, who had previously accepted the value systems of their elders, now challenged them.


So we got. . . lip.


In the 1980s, adult parents were still reasonable enough to be able to turn around childish “lip” and maintain some semblance of control. The amazing Huxtables of The Cosby Show were remarkably adept at this, more than Kate or Allie or the ex-hippie parents of Family Ties. But by the 1990s, the image of adult parents on television was reduced to its lowest common denominators: Homer Simpson and Al Bundy. The children on The Simpsons and Married . . . with Children are not only intellectually superior to their parents, but use their quick wit to demonstrate their parents’ stupidity and ineffectiveness. In Life with Father, Clarence Day Sr. is in a position to tell Clarence Day Jr. that “I am trying to bring you up to be a civilized man,” presumably because the father has some idea of how to raise children and what civilization means. It’s hard to imagine this from current TV parents. Homer Simpson would never tell Bart to put his cap on straight, or if he did, Bart’s one-liner response would reduce Homer to his characteristic line; “D’Oh!”





What’s wrong with TV images of parenting


As a dad, I confess I dislike seeing fathers on television portrayed as bumbling idiots. But the effect of television on parenting is really much more pervasive than the way it depicts any single player in the family. What’s scary is the kind of normality television defines—a normality that is frequently accepted by kids and sometimes even by their parents:



	Fathers are stupid or menacing, or both.


	Mothers are sweet and comforting, unless troubled by a stupid, menacing father.


	Children are inordinately wise, clever and capable of looking after themselves.


	Discipline of children can be handled with a cheery “Hey-hey-hey!” or occasionally by a stern, “Now, son.”


	Almost all family problems are neatly resolvable within 22 minutes.


	Individual and family situations have no relationship to social policy or political issues.


	The ultimate goals of life are not spiritual, emotional or philosophical, but revolve around the acquisition of consumer goods.




Intelligent adults all know that television is guilty of these distortions. For children, our schools are now offering media literacy courses to teach them why the world they see on the tube doesn’t resemble the household where they wake up in the morning and munch their bowl of breakfast cereal. But our collective immersion in these images has had an effect, chronicled by Douglas Coupland in his novels and any number of social scientists in their academic works. We parent differently now because our ideas of normality are drawn less from church and community ideals, and more from a medium that primarily exists to sell us consumer goods.




Our families have to deal with some big issues . . . that are not reflected on the television screen.





In one notable television commercial. Bill Clinton declared television screen. that being- a parent is a rougher job than being President of the United States. Such hyperbole echoes the feelings of many parents, SO percent of whom tell pollsters that parenting is the hardest job they know. Actually, parenting isn’t that tough—but television makes it seem that way. While most parents I know do quite a reasonable job, and frequently make many sacrifices for their children’s benefit, no one manages to parent with the continuing ease and good humor of the Huxtables or the parents on The Brady Bunch, It’s not that most of us are bad parents, just that we can’t measure up to the impossible ideals of televised family life.


This is not to suggest that our real-life parenting is always wonderful as is, but that we’d better stop looking at TV for models if we want to improve it. Our families have to deal with some big issues, right now, that are not reflected on the television screen. As parents, we have to find a balance between praising our children and engaging in verbal fraud, between occasional distraction and much-needed discipline, between listening to children and idealizing them, between looking after the kids at home and somehow meeting the mortgage payment. In the larger world that affects our families, social inequalities are growing, young families are more transient and less connected to their own parents, and there is less time available to be a parent than ever before. None of these situations can be resolved by a 22-minute television show or will be discussed on Oprah or Jenny Jones, but they deserve attention from parents and the general public.














Chapter 2
Kids can be born rotten . . .
 and grow up even worse if we help them


In the school playground, I watch the children at recess. There are supposed to be two teachers, a principal and perhaps a parent volunteer keeping an eye on things, but the supervision roster has come up short today. Only one teacher is actually on duty, off in one corner, and she seems busy with a first-grader who is crying.


The other children are scattered about the playground:



	three groups of girls are busy playing a game, fairly cooperatively;


	two groups of boys are playing ball, noisily at times, but they’re peaceful enough until one boy fouls another on a lay-up;


	three boys are watching the ballplayers, perhaps waiting to be asked to play—and they will wait a very long time;


	a dozen children, are playing on the monkey bars, near the distracted teacher, perhaps because they feel safer with an adult close by;


	one upper-grade boy has taken another boy’s ball; the “owner” is complaining and then threatening; the “borrower” is laughing derisively;


	one fifth- or sixth-grade girl has jabbed another girl in the back with her pen, but pretends she’s done nothing;


	one boy, hidden from the teacher’s view, is kicking a smaller boy who was sitting on the ground reading a book; I cannot determine the cause for this.




This is an ordinary suburban playground, a playground anyone might observe who stopped to take the time. Mostly we don’t stop to take the time—the world of childhood, especially while the kids are at school, gets little attention from adults. But the variety of behaviors we see in a playground have much to say about the various personalities of children.


Why is the one boy kicking the other? Why is the “kickee” accepting the punishment rather than running for help? What is it that makes one child so aggressive and another so masochistic?


Is it nature or nurture?


This is a basic philosophical question, lately much explored by psychologists, geneticists and medical researchers as well. The answers to it are of real importance to parents in determining how we deal with our children. Liberal parents, for instance, must assume that children are innately good, basically compliant and easily moved by reasonable argument. Authoritarian parents may feel that children are innately evil, born into their vile personalities and fit to live in the world only after considerable and frequent punishment. Neither view is entirely correct, but sorting out what’s true and not true is important if we’re going to make intelligent choices in raising our kids.





Hobbes, Rousseau, Freud and today’s monster children


The glorified image we have of children today is a relatively new development, dating roughly from the days of Shirley Temple in her 1930s movies. For most of human history, children have either been ignored or seen as creatures who are as nasty as any adult. The Catholic concept of original sin, in which children are born guilty of the transgression, of Adam and Eve and purified only through baptism and other rites, certainly does not suggest that children, are innately sweet and innocent. The British philosopher Thomas Hobbes used the phrase “nasty, brutish and short” not to describe children specifically but to define the essential nature of human life. For Hobbes and his Puritan colleagues, children were in need of strong punishment to overcome their basic willfulness. Regular abuse of children with rods, belts and other brutal instruments has been, part and parcel of child rearing for more than two millennia, always justified because “it’s for their own good.”


It was the eighteenth-century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau who first maintained the opposite, that children are innately good. Rousseau wrote that “everything is well when it leaves the Creator’s hands, everything degenerates in the hands of man.” Rousseau’s concept, largely developed in opposition to the church of his day, led him to write the remarkable novel Entile, In, that book, Rousseau describes the ideal education of a young child in order to show the wondrous results that a wise, kind and thoughtful parent can achieve with a coherent philosophy of education and child rearing. That Rousseau never actually undertook such a project with a real child is a mild technical flaw— in the eighteenth century, neither novelists nor philosophers were expected to engage in anything as mundane as research—but his ideas had tremendous impact nonetheless.


By the nineteenth century, children were seen as either corrupt or angelic, and sometimes both at once. One British minister preached to his parishioners “as innocent as children seem to be, they are young vipers!” This was a popular view. Of course, this was also an age when Queen Victoria’s personal physician could declare that rocking babies and singing them lullabies was a “miserable and depressing performance” for parents. Actually kissing babies, according to childcare authority Dr. Emmett Holt in, his 1895 Can and Feeding of Children, was a sign of parental weakness. Far better that the children be purified with, an hour-long cold bath, or with healthy doses of cod-liver oil. Regardless, parents were urged to understand the “extreme necessity of a daily action from the bowels” as recommended by the Society of Artificial Surgeons, Impurity was everywhere and it began at birth.


This is the image we sometimes get in the media of our century. Those dastardly children in Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour were obviously evil from birth. The kids in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible were shaped by their times, but still quite evil and vindictive at heart. And then there was Linda Blair in The Exorcist, who, born innocent, was obviously overwhelmed when possessed by an evil spirit. In real life, of course, we do not believe in evil spirits, and we have increasing difficulty acknowledging that there may be evil people. Instead, we tend to blame upbringing. We look to the parents of serial murderers, for example, point the finger and say that they produced the human monster. Increasingly, research shows that this isn’t fair.
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