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To M.W., whose marginalia always elevates what I started with.


Introduction

While chatting with a friend in his garden one day, the linguist George Lakoff came up with an interesting thought experiment. Was there, Lakoff wondered, a single question that one could ask people such that their answer would predict whether they were liberal or conservative on a range of political issues? Yes, his friend replied. Just ask them this: “If your baby cries at night, do you pick him up?”1

Lakoff tells this story at the beginning of his book Moral Politics to explain how he came to believe that our views on any number of topics—abortion, capital punishment, gun control, environmental regulation, foreign policy, immigration, and more—often bespeak a deeper “moral vision.” And this vision, he maintains, can be described in terms of “models of the family.” Conservative positions reflect what he calls a Strict Father model, while liberal positions point to a Nurturant Parent model.

Even after making my way through his 425-page book, I’m not entirely clear what status Lakoff meant to attribute to these views of parenting. Are they metaphors? (Elsewhere, he’s written about how our thoughts and actions are shaped by metaphors we may not even be aware of using.) Or are one’s attitudes about raising children actually supposed to be correlated with one’s positions on all those political issues? And, if so, is there any evidence to support that hypothesis?2

Whatever their status, the models themselves are coherent and undeniably compelling—I’ll say more about the Strict Father approach later—and it’s fascinating to imagine that the way you treat your kids really can predict and explain your politics. Does a heavy-handed emphasis on obedience in the home foretell opposition to affirmative action? Are parents who talk things over with their children rather than spanking them more likely to favor tax incentives to promote renewable energy? The possibilities lend new meaning to Wordsworth’s adage, “The child is father of the man.”

There’s just one problem with Lakoff’s theory. An awful lot of people who are politically liberal begin to sound like right-wing talk-show hosts as soon as the conversation turns to children and parenting. It was this curious discrepancy, in fact, that inspired the book you are now reading.

I first noticed an inconsistency of this kind in the context of education. Have a look at the unsigned editorials in left-of-center newspapers, or essays by columnists whose politics are mostly progressive. Listen to speeches by liberal public officials. On any of the controversial issues of our day, from tax policy to civil rights, you’ll find approximately what you’d expect. But when it comes to education, almost all of them take a hard-line position very much like what we hear from conservatives. They endorse a top-down, corporate-style version of school reform that includes prescriptive, one-size-fits-all teaching standards and curriculum mandates; weakened job protection for teachers; frequent standardized testing; and a reliance on rewards and punishments to raise scores on those tests and compel compliance on the part of teachers and students.

Admittedly there is some disagreement about the proper role of the federal government in all of this—and also about the extent to which public schooling should be privatized3—but otherwise, liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans, the New York Times and the Daily Oklahoman, sound the identical themes of “accountability,” “raising the bar,” and “global competitiveness” (meaning that education is conceived primarily in economic terms). President Barack Obama didn’t just continue George W. Bush’s education policies; he intensified them, piling the harsh test-driven mandates of a program called “Race to the Top” on the harsh test-driven mandates of “No Child Left Behind.”4

Applause for this agenda has come not only from corporate America but also from both sides of the aisle in Congress and every major media outlet in the United States. Indeed, the generic phrase school reform has come to be equated with these specific get-tough policies. To object to them is to risk being labeled a defender of the “status quo,” even though they have defined the status quo for some time now. Many of the people who have objected are teachers and other education experts who see firsthand just how damaging this approach has been, particularly to low-income students and the schools that serve them. But a key element of “reform” is to define educators as part of the problem, so their viewpoint has mostly been dismissed.

What’s true of attitudes about education is also largely true of the way we think about children in general—what they’re like and how they should be raised. Of course politicians are far less likely to speak (or newspapers to editorialize) about parenting. But columnists do weigh in from time to time and, when they do, those who are generally liberal once again do a remarkable imitation of conservatives.5 Articles about parenting in general-interest periodicals, meanwhile, reflect the same trend. The range of viewpoints on other topics gives way to a stunningly consistent perspective where children are concerned.

That perspective sounds something like this:

       •  We live in an age of indulgence in which permissive parents refuse to set limits for, or say no to, their children.

       •  Parents overprotect their kids rather than let them suffer the natural consequences of their own mistakes. Children would benefit from experiencing failure, but their parents are afraid to let that happen.

       •  Adults are so focused on making kids feel special that we’re raising a generation of entitled narcissists. They get trophies even when their team didn’t win; they’re praised even when they didn’t do anything impressive; and they receive A’s for whatever they turn in at school. Alas, they’ll be in for a rude awakening once they get out into the unforgiving real world.

       •  What young people need—and lack—is not self-esteem but self-discipline: the ability to defer gratification, control their impulses, and persevere at tasks over long periods of time.

These “traditionalist” convictions (for lack of a better word) are heard everywhere and repeated endlessly. Taken together, they have become our society’s conventional wisdom about children, to the point that whenever a newspaper or magazine addresses any of these topics, it will almost always be from this direction. If the subject is self-esteem, the thesis will be that children have an oversupply. If the subject is discipline (and limits imposed by parents), the writer will insist that kids today get too little. And perseverance or “grit” is always portrayed positively, never examined skeptically.

This widespread adoption of a traditionalist perspective helps us to make sense of the fact that, on topics related to children, even liberals tend to hold positions whose premises are deeply conservative. Perhaps it works the other way around as well: The fact that people on the left and center find themselves largely in agreement with those on the right explains how the traditionalist viewpoint has become the conventional wisdom. Child rearing might be described as a hidden front in the culture wars, except that no one is fighting on the other side.

In order to write this book I’ve had to track down research studies on the relevant issues so as to be able to distinguish truth from myth. But I’ve also come across dozens of articles in the popular press, articles with titles like “Spoiled Rotten: Why Do Kids Rule the Roost?” (The New Yorker), “How to Land Your Kid in Therapy” (The Atlantic), “Just Say No: Why Parents Must Set Limits for Kids Who Want It All” (Newsweek), “Parents and Children: Who’s in Charge Here?” (Time), “The Child Trap: The Rise of Overparenting” (The New Yorker again), “The Abuse of Overparenting” (Psychology Today), “The Trouble with Self-Esteem,” (New York Times Magazine), and “Millennials: The Me Me Me Generation” (Time again), to name just a few.

If you’ve read one of these articles, you’ve pretty much read all of them. The same goes for newspaper columns, blog posts, and books on the same themes.6 Pick any one of them at random and the first thing you’ll notice is that it treats a diverse assortment of complaints as if they’re interchangeable. Parents are criticized for hovering and also for being too lax (with no acknowledgment that these are two very different things). In one sentence, kids are said to have too many toys; in the next, they’re accused of being disrespectful. Or unmotivated. Or self-centered. Anything that happens to annoy the writer may be tossed into the mix. Kids are exposed to too many ads! Involved in too many extracurricular activities! Distracted by too much technology! They’re too materialistic and individualistic and narcissistic—probably because they were raised by parents who are pushy, permissive, progressive. (If the writer is an academic, a single label may be used to organize the indictment—“intensive parenting” or “nurturance overload,” for example—but a bewildering variety of phenomena are offered as examples.7)

In fact, the generalizations offered in these books and articles sometimes seem not merely varied but contradictory. We’re told that parents push their children too hard to excel (by ghostwriting their homework, hiring tutors, and demanding that they triumph over their peers) but also that parents try to protect kids from competition (by giving trophies to everyone), that expectations have declined, that too much attention is paid to making children happy. Similarly, young adults are described as self-satisfied twits—more pleased with themselves than their accomplishments merit—but also as being so miserable that they’re in therapy.8 Or there’s an epidemic of helicopter parenting, even though parents are so focused on their gadgets that they ignore their children. The assumption seems to be that readers will just nod right along, failing to notice any inconsistencies, as long as the tone is derogatory and the perspective is traditionalist.

Rarely are any real data cited—either about the prevalence of what’s being described or the catastrophic effects being alleged. Instead, writers tend to rely primarily on snarky anecdotes, belaboring them to give the impression that these carefully chosen examples are representative of the general population, along with quotes from authors who accept and restate the writer’s thesis about permissive parents and entitled kids who have never experienced failure.

Oddly, though, even as these writers repeat what everyone else is saying, they present themselves as courageous contrarians who are boldly challenging the conventional wisdom.

Perhaps the experience of reading all those articles—sloppy, contradictory, or unpersuasive though they may be—wouldn’t have been so irritating if it were also possible to find essays that questioned the dominant assumptions, essays that might have been titled “The New Puritanism: Who Really Benefits When Children Are Trained to Put Work Before Play?” or “Why Parents Are So Controlling . . . and How It Harms Their Kids” or “The Invention of ‘Helicopter Parenting’: Creating a Crisis Out of Thin Air.” If anything along these lines has appeared in a mainstream publication, I’ve been unable to locate it.

The numbing uniformity of writings on children and parenting, and the lack of critical inspection on which the consensus rests, is troubling in itself. When countless publications offer exactly the same indictment of spoiled children and entitled Millennials—and accuse their parents of being lax or indulgent—this has a very real impact on the popular consciousness, just as a barrage of attack ads, no matter how misleading, can succeed in defining a political candidate in the minds of voters. But of course what matters more than whether a consensus exists is whether it makes sense, whether there’s any merit to the charges. And that’s my task here: to dissect casual claims in light of the evidence.

Those claims can be sorted into three categories. Some of them are descriptive statements. (Permissiveness is widespread. Failure is useful. Kids today are more narcissistic than those of previous generations.) Some of them are predictions. (Children who are “overparented” will not fare well as adults. The absence of competition will foster mediocrity.) And some of them are simply value judgments. (Self-esteem ought to be earned. A parent’s priority should be to make children more independent.) My goal will be to ask whether the descriptions are accurate, whether there are any data to support the predictions, and whether the values are defensible. I’m also intrigued by the worldview on which all these statements rest—along with the anger that often animates them—and what that tells us about ourselves.

In the first two chapters, I’ll look at accusations that parents are permissive and children are spoiled—accusations that, as we’ll see, have been around for quite some time, with each generation insisting that the problem has never been worse than it is now. To understand why so many people are eager to believe these complaints, we’ll need to take some time to explore the nature of parenting itself and the version of it that actually helps kids to flourish.

In Chapter 3, we’ll consider charges of “overparenting.” As with permissiveness, absolutely no evidence exists to support the claim that this phenomenon is widespread. Where it does exist, moreover, the impact on children is troubling not because they are being indulged but because they are being controlled. The common stereotype of young adults being directed by helicopter parents also turns out to have virtually no basis in reality—in terms of either its pervasiveness or its effects.

The next two chapters consider a variety of situations in which children are supposedly protected from unpleasant experiences or allowed to feel more satisfied with themselves than they deserve. The claim is that kids are praised too readily, given A’s too easily, and allowed to go home with trophies even when they haven’t defeated anyone. Traditionalists have responded with fury at even modest efforts to scale back punitive practices as well as competitive activities that range from dodge ball to calculating high school students’ class rank. This intense opposition, I’ll argue, is based on three beliefs: that rewards are necessary to motivate people, that these rewards should be made artificially scarce and given only to winners, and that the best way to prepare children for future unhappiness and failure is to make them experience unhappiness and failure right now. Even though these assumptions prove false, each of them is driven by an ideological conviction that cannot be unseated by evidence—namely, that anything desirable should have to be earned (conditionality), that excellence can be attained only by some (scarcity), and that children ought to have to struggle (deprivation).

These value judgments inform the usual appraisal of what adults do for kids, but also of how kids think of themselves. Chapter 6 examines what’s known about the psychological importance of self-esteem, and how that body of knowledge squares with traditionalists’ efforts to discredit the concept. It then zeroes in on the major point of contention, which again concerns conditionality: What provokes particular outrage and ridicule is the idea that children might feel good about themselves in the absence of impressive accomplishments, even though, as I’ll show, studies find that unconditional self-esteem is a key component of psychological health.

So, too, do the best theory and research challenge the claim that all children would benefit from more self-discipline. Chapter 7 examines this concept closely, reviewing the dynamics of self-control and exploring the ideology that leads so many people to demand that children work harder, resist temptation, and put off doing what they enjoy. Even if kids were as self-centered and spoiled as we’re told they are, we might respond not by invoking the Protestant work ethic or with stricter discipline but by helping them to work for social change. Chapter 8 discusses ways we can promote a disposition to question things as we find them and refuse to go along with what doesn’t make sense.

In the pages that follow, I want to invite readers who don’t regard themselves as social conservatives to reexamine the traditionalist roots of attitudes about children they may have come to accept. And I want to invite all readers, regardless of their political and cultural views, to take a fresh look at common assumptions about kids and parenting. We’ve been encouraged to worry: Are we being firm enough with our children? Are we too involved in their lives? Do kids today feel too good about themselves? Those questions, I’ll argue, are largely misconceived. They distract us from—or even make us suspicious about—the shifts that we ought to be considering. The sensible alternative to overparenting is not less parenting but better parenting. The alternative to permissiveness is not to be more controlling but more responsive. And the alternative to narcissism is not conformity but reflective rebelliousness.

In short, if we want to raise psychologically healthy and spirited children, we’ll need to start by questioning the media-stoked fears of spoiling them.


CHAPTER 1

Permissive Parents, Coddled Kids, and Other Reliable Bogeymen

THIS TIME IT’S DIFFERENT . . . AGAIN

It’s the sort of rhetorical cliché favored by high school orators and academics who are trying to spice up their plodding monographs: Offer an anonymous quotation that’s directly pertinent to the topic and then reveal with a flourish that the source is actually decades, or even centuries, old. Ha! Gotcha!

This device, however, has the potential to be more than a source of mild entertainment. To read strikingly familiar observations or sentiments offered by people long dead is to be deprived of the myth of uniqueness, and that can be usefully unsettling. Whenever we’re apt to sound off about how certain aspects of modern life are unprecedented in their capacity to give offense, the knowledge that our grandparents or distant ancestors said much the same thing, give or take a superficial detail, ought to make us stop talking in mid-sentence and sit down—hard.

Take education. Commentators and veteran teachers often announce—in a tone of either resignation or disgust—that the performance of our students and the standards to which they’re held have become increasingly lax. Kids do the bare minimum and manage to get away with it. Heck, they’re actually pleased with themselves—and celebrated by others—for their mediocrity!

“In recent years,” one article observed, “parents have cried in dismay that their children could not read out loud, could not spell, could not write clearly,” while “employers have said that mechanics could not read simple directions. Many a college has blamed high schools for passing on students . . . who could not read adequately to study college subjects; high schools have had to give remedial reading instruction to [students] who did not learn to read properly in elementary schools.” On and on goes this devastating indictment of our education system. Or, well, perhaps not “our” education system, since few of us had much to say about school policy when this article appeared—in 1954.1

Comparable jeremiads were published, of course, in the 1970s and ’80s (an influential example being the Reagan administration’s deeply dishonest “Nation at Risk” report2), but couldn’t one argue that those, like today’s denunciations of falling standards, reflect the same legacy of multiculturalism, leftist education professors, and the post-Woodstock cultural realignment that brought down traditional values inside and outside of schools? Yes indeed, one could certainly make that argument. But defending it proves rather difficult given that people were attacking America’s supposedly dysfunctional education system before Vietnam, before Civil Rights, before feminism—and were striking the very same tone of aggressive nostalgia.

So if pundits were throwing up their hands even during the Eisenhower era about schools on the decline and students who could barely read and write, the obvious question is this: When exactly was that golden period distinguished by high standards? The answer, of course, is that it never existed. “The story of declining school quality across the twentieth century is, for the most part, a fable,” says social scientist Richard Rothstein, whose book The Way We Were? cites a series of similar attacks on American education, moving backward one decade at a time.3 Each generation invokes the good old days, during which, we discover, people had been doing exactly the same thing.

Thus, middle-aged grumblers during the 1950s undoubtedly grew misty-eyed as they recalled their days in school—you know, back when excellence mattered and excuses weren’t accepted. How inconvenient, then, to discover that, when they were children, adults had been outraged that the judges of a college essay contest were forced to select “the essay having the fewest errors” (in 1911) and high school students missed two out of every three questions on a test of “the simplest and most obvious facts of American history” (in 1917).4

Did someone say “grade inflation”? Everyone knows that A’s are handed out like fun-size candy bars on Halloween nowadays—a disgraceful dilution of rigorous standards that “got started in the late 60s and early 70s,” as Harvard University’s Harvey Mansfield tells the widely accepted story.5 (Blame all the bleeding-heart radical professors hired and tenured during that period.) Hence a report from Harvard’s own “Committee on Raising the Standard”: “Grades A and B are sometimes given too readily—Grade A for work of not very high merit, and Grade B for work not far above mediocrity. . . . One of the chief obstacles to raising the standards of the degree is the readiness with which insincere students gain passable grades by sham work.” Except that report was written in—you saw this coming, didn’t you?—1894. Back then, letter grades were still a novelty at the university, less than one decade old, but Mansfield’s ideological forebears were already complaining about how little the top grades had come to mean.6

“Nostalgia is only amnesia turned around,” said the poet Adrienne Rich. Of course all this historical evidence doesn’t mean that today’s scolds, braying about our recent decline, will finally sit down and shut up. It just means they should.

“Before the days of dumbing down and propping up, we held high standards for children at home as well as in school.” That declaration appears in a book published in 2003 called The Epidemic: The Rot of American Culture, Absentee and Permissive Parenting, and the Resultant Plague of Joyless, Selfish Children. (Once you’ve read the subtitle, you’ve read the book).7 Like many other writings from the grouchy/wistful school of cultural criticism, it contends that education is just the beginning of our current problems. Indeed, the last few years have brought a boatload of polemics that focus less on how children are taught than on how they’re raised. Given that the latter is our primary focus in this book, we might be forgiven for wondering what to make of claims that kids today are more spoiled than ever before and that parental authority has eroded over time. Is it possible that a response of “been there, seen that” is called for here, too?

Even without a trip to the archives, readers of a certain age will recall that condemnations of pervasive permissiveness are hardly new. For starters, the very same points being made today about pushover parents and their coddled offspring could be found in books published in the early 1990s (Spoiled Rotten: Today’s Children and How to Change Them) and in the early 1980s (Parent Power). The latter was written by the Christian conservative John Rosemond, but at least three other books over the last few decades have used that same title, with its call for an unapologetic assertion of control.

A little earlier, in 1976, U.S. News and World Report ran an article called “Permissiveness: A ‘Beautiful Idea’ That Didn’t Work.” And a couple named Joseph and Lois Bird wrote, in their 1972 manifesto Power to the Parents, that “teaching the child responsibility . . . is not a popular idea” these days. “Most parents and teachers expect too little” from kids, they explained, with the result that we now have to worry not only about “the terrible teens” but also about “the rebellious preteens and the obstreperous grammar schoolers.” The Birds hearkened back to a simpler time (though with no hint of when that was) during which “we knew what we believed in,” before those “pseudo-psychologists” started telling us that children need more freedom.8

Not too long ago, Time magazine’s cover featured an illustration of a smirking boy, his arms folded and a gold crown on his head, surrounded by an enormous collection of toys. “Do Kids Have Too Much POWER?” the cover demanded in boldface capitals. (Guess what the answer was.) The article reported that “80% of people think kids today are more spoiled than kids of 10 or 15 years ago.”9 But there’s every reason to believe that a poll taken ten or fifteen years earlier would have found a large majority making precisely the same claim. When the author of a book called Spoiling Childhood warns, “We have entered an era of permissiveness in which the scales are tipped toward gratification,”10 that can be true only if the word era denotes a period of at least forty years. Clearly, there’s not much difference between what we’re hearing today about how children are raised and what was being said before most parents of younger children were even born.

Here, though, just as with claims about education, the possibility exists that we’re merely suffering from a lengthy interval of crumbling values and lax parenting, one that can be traced back to all those tie-dyed baby boomers who were allowed to do as they pleased and are now raising their own children the same way. Does it all get back to the tectonic shift of the late 1960s and early ’70s? Did people raise their children responsibly before everything went to pot?

Like, say, in the early 1960s? Apparently not. Journalist Peter Wyden declared in Suburbia’s Coddled Kids that it’s become “tougher and tougher to say ‘No’ and make it stick.” The cover of his book, published in 1962, depicted a child lounging on a divan, eating grapes while Mom fans him and Dad holds an umbrella to protect him from the sun.11 (Perhaps the artist was the parent, or even the grandparent, of whoever created that Time cover illustrating how kids have never had so much power as they do now.)

Newsweek, meanwhile, which warned us a few years ago about the need to “just say no” to today’s youngsters who “want it all,” managed to scoop itself in the early 1960s with a cover that depicted a little girl with a miniature mother and father standing on her outstretched hands. It asked the ominous question, “Are We Trapped in a Child-Centered World?” The answer was conveniently supplied by The Child Worshipers, a 1963 book by Martha Weinman Lear: “We are living, like it or not . . . in a child-centered society”; in fact, “child worship is in some ways a national epidemic.”12

Any chance that things were better in the mid-1950s (despite the failing schools)? Let’s check in with Marguerite and Willard Beecher, authors of Parents on the Run:

Time was when parents had their own authority about the rearing of children. In those days, children were supposed to be “seen and not heard.” The fear of parents and of God was instilled in them. There was no back talk and no nonsense. The homes of yesteryear were adult-centered. Today [in 1955] we have the child-centered home. In it there is little peace and quiet, and certainly not much respect for, or fear of authority. Today’s comic-tragic home reveals the child is firmly and autocratically in command. Parents are barely tolerated around the house. Indeed, it is parents who are to “be seen and not heard.”13

That denunciation was echoed by respondents to another poll, who lambasted contemporary (1950s) moms and dads for being “not strict enough,” as well as by Parents magazine in a January 1950 article—“When and How to Say No”—that condemned parents for being “unable to take the responsibility for being grown up and making decisions.”14

OK, so the problem didn’t start with the peace-and-love generation. Here’s a fallback hypothesis: Perhaps it began with Dr. Benjamin Spock, whose name in conservative circles has long been synonymous with permissiveness. If kids are insufficiently deferential, one author informs us, it’s because of “the influence of progressive child-rearing experts and educators. This movement started with Dr. Spock.”15

Alas, this explanation, too, suffers from a couple of rather serious flaws, beginning with the fact that Dr. Spock never really deserved his reputation. His famous Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care, published in 1946, hardly reads as a manual for letting children do as they please. Spock’s reputation for permissiveness was due mostly to his suggestion that parents should not impose a rigid feeding schedule on an infant—or potty-training demands on an unready toddler. In his approach to discipline and related topics, he was actually quite moderate. The famous distillation of his advice to mothers was “Trust yourself”—not “Trust your kids.” “Don’t say [to young children] ‘Do you want to’—just do what’s necessary,” he advised. “It’s easy to fall into the habit of saying to a small child, ‘Do you want to . . . have your lunch?’ . . . It is better not to give him a choice.”16

Moreover, the book went through seven more editions during his lifetime, with its title shortened to Baby and Child Care, and he seemed to grow increasingly conservative as the years went by. Beginning with the second edition, in 1957, Spock took pains to emphasize his conservative credentials on the very first page: “Nowadays there seems to be more chance of a conscientious parent’s getting into trouble with permissiveness than with strictness.” Like so many others, Spock regarded that as a serious problem—and one that he, himself, clearly didn’t create. By the third edition, he was even more worried about the possibility that children might be spoiled, and he recommended that parents just let them cry if they resisted going to sleep lest they become dependent on parental comfort. When he wasn’t updating his book, Spock spent time rebutting the charge that he sanctioned permissiveness—beginning with a 1948 speech in which he denied being “foolish enough to say that a child does not need control . . . [as] some people imagine we have said,” and continuing in a magazine article almost a quarter-century later that was titled “Don’t Blame Me!”17

The other problem with the “it’s Spock’s fault” argument is that traditionalists were decrying what they saw as permissive parenting before this particular pediatrician ever set pen to paper. Shortly before his book was first published, an article in American Home—“I’ve Raised Three Selfish Little Savages”—blamed progressive child rearing for making the author’s children believe “they have priority over everything and everybody.”18 Even earlier, during the 1920s, there had been a “great hue and cry about the loss of parental authority in the modern home.”19 Readers of The Atlantic Monthly, meanwhile, were treated to a stern rebuke directed to the younger generation. Sure, the author conceded, kids have always been pleasure seekers, but what we’re currently witnessing “is different from anything we have ever seen in the young before.” Parents teach “nothing wholeheartedly,” and things now come so easily to children that they fail to develop any self-discipline. Forget about traditional values: Today, it’s just a “culte du moi.” That essay, by one Cornelia A. P. Comer, was published in 1911,20 when Benjamin Spock was eight years old.

When Comer’s piece was subsequently reprinted in an anthology, the editor added his own two cents. He confessed that “the older generation is bewildered. It cannot understand the freedom of youth. It agrees with foreign observers, that American children have the worst manners in the world; that they are thoroughly spoiled; and that, intent upon pleasure and oblivious to duty, they are driving straight to destruction.” He added, “Though the world has certainly changed before, it never has changed at the whirling speed of the last half-dozen years”—that is, since 1915.21

This time, in other words, things really are different. That’s what people today post on their blogs to get you to take their italicized complaints seriously, and it’s what people were using fountain pens to communicate a hundred years ago for the same reason. Appeals to historical perspective apparently need to be put in historical perspective.

Set the Way-Back Machine even earlier and you’ll find an English visitor clucking in 1832 about “the total want of discipline and subjection which I observed universally among children of all ages” in America.22 In fact, it’s difficult to know when these themes weren’t being sounded. One writer in the 1640s decried children who carry their insolence “proudly, disdainfully, and scornfully toward parents.”23 And there are reports of people having said these sorts of things thousands of years ago. The following rant, for example, is widely attributed to the Greek poet Hesiod, who lived in the eighth century B.C.E.: “I see no hope for the future of our people if they are dependent on the frivolous youth of today, for certainly all youth are reckless beyond words. When I was young, we were taught to be discreet and respectful of elders, but the present youth are exceedingly [disrespectful] and impatient of restraint.” And this, allegedly from Socrates: “Children today love luxury too much. They have detestable manners, flout authority, and have no respect for their elders. What kind of awful creatures will they be when they grow up?”24

True, even ample historical precedent doesn’t rule out the possibility that parents are too permissive; theoretically, they might always (and everywhere) have been so. But the force of the argument one hears—in books and articles, at seminars and dinner parties—is that parenting is more that way now than it used to be. Back then, parents set limits and kids obeyed (which is uncritically assumed to be desirable). Back then, standards were high and students were motivated and self-disciplined. Thus, if it turns out that “back then” people were actually saying the very same thing, we’ve taken the first step to forcibly deflate this hot-air balloon.

ARE PARENTS PERMISSIVE?

To call attention to the vintage of our whines—or, if you prefer, how long our gripes have been fermenting—is just one of many possible responses when we hear sweeping claims about how children nowadays are spoiled because parents fail to set limits. A reasonably thoughtful person might point out that there are actually three assertions being made here: parents don’t set limits, children act in a way we might describe as “spoiled,” and the first problem causes the second.

Each of those claims needs to be proved; anecdotes, even the sort that make us shake our heads and click our tongues, simply aren’t sufficient. There has to be some reason to believe that the stories we hear, or the behaviors we happen to observe, are representative of the population at large. And that, in turn, means we need to define more precisely what we’re talking about. “Parents let their kids get away with murder” or “Kids are out of control” are not testable propositions—not just because they’re vague but because they’re infused with the values of the speaker, who is really saying, “Parents put up with behaviors that I think they should forbid” or “I disapprove of how some kids act.” If we want to claim that more people act this way today than did those of prior generations, we need a clear way to circumscribe what we’re looking for so we can compare data from different eras.

So how should we evaluate a complaint such as “We live in a child-centered society where children’s wants and demands are increasingly being given priority”?25 Our first response might be to ask how that assertion squares with deeply disturbing social indicators such as the high number of American children in poverty or the fact that juveniles are still tried and imprisoned as adults. More prosaically, we could point out that, as a culture, our attitude toward children appears to be ambivalent at best. Parents love their own kids but often have little patience with everyone else’s. Sometimes we find children adorable, but more often we seem to regard them as nuisances. A “good” child is one who sits still and keeps quiet. Surveys of American adults consistently find what one newspaper report called “a stunning level of antagonism not just toward teen-agers but toward young children as well.” Substantial majorities of our fellow citizens say they disapprove of kids of all ages, calling them rude, lazy, irresponsible, and lacking in basic values.26

In the 1930s, a researcher named Harold Anderson commented, “I think as a culture we have not yet learned to like children.” One would have a tough time making a case that things have changed since then. In 2012, the late Elisabeth Young-Bruehl devoted an entire book to the “huge range of anti-child social policies and individual behaviors” still in place.27 Child-centered? It’s not clear that America today could be described even as child-friendly.

On the other hand, there has been a shift over a long period of time toward regarding children as individuals who possess intrinsic worth, as human beings who should be treated humanely. Children in the industrialized world today are much less likely to be forced to work, or to be viewed chiefly as economic assets, than they were as recently as the 1800s.28 Similarly, they are less likely to be seen as sinful creatures whose wills must be broken than was the case a few centuries ago. In the New England of Puritan times, children were publicly flogged. Play was viewed as unacceptably frivolous, even for toddlers. Babies were described as “filthy, guilty, odious, abominable” beings and dealt with accordingly.29 Indeed, infanticide was common throughout human history, with children routinely abandoned, tortured, and sexually abused. “Prior to modern times I have not been able to find evidence of a single parent who would not today be put in jail for child abuse or neglect,” writes the historian Lloyd deMause.30

The answer to our question, then, depends on the time span we’re considering and the definition we’re using. Yes, there has been “greater expression of affection toward children and a greater interest in their development . . . over the past several centuries in industrial Western societies.”31 But that doesn’t mean our culture is “child-centered” in the specific, and pejorative, way that phrase is often intended, with adults’ needs and wishes made subservient to those of children.

And what if the question is whether parents today are more “permissive”? Again, we need to proceed carefully. Does that word refer to treating kids more humanely, giving them something to say about what happens to them, allowing them to be heard as well as seen, acknowledging their preferences rather than bending them to our will? Does it mean we’re willing to take our cue from young children about when they’re hungry or tired rather than making them eat or sleep when it’s convenient for us? That we’re willing to allow kids to fool around and have fun sometimes, and to comfort them when they’re sobbing?

In fact, these do seem to be just the sorts of attitudinal changes to which the word permissive referred when it was first used. And in those days the general trend was indeed in that direction. One writer refers to “the ideology of permissive child rearing” that characterized advice to parents in the 1930s32—a decade that produced a book with the revelatory title Babies Are Human Beings. Another writer points out that what was described at the time as the “new permissiveness . . . reads today like common sense.”33 People were starting to talk about children’s needs and to realize that they progress through stages of development such that they may not be ready to assume a given responsibility or acquire a proficiency just because we demand that they do so. However, this progress didn’t take place in simple, linear fashion. The strictness that gave way to permissiveness was itself a reversal of an approach to child rearing during the nineteenth century that had been more responsive to children’s needs.34 Things had gotten worse before they got better again. And that reversal was later reversed once more: The 1950s brought retrenchment, as even some of these basic principles were once again viewed with suspicion.35

Today, the word permissiveness has a different meaning: It doesn’t signify humane treatment or a willingness to nurse infants when they’re hungry; it means coddling kids in a way that’s unhealthy by definition. (Interestingly, the connotation of coddle also shifted. It once meant “to treat tenderly”; now it means “to overindulge.”) Permissive parenting these days is understood by the general public as well as by developmental psychologists to refer to an approach in which demands and limits are rarely imposed and children are pretty much free to do what they like.36

So has any researcher tried to quantify the number of parents who could reasonably be classified as permissive in this sense? Most people who refer to an epidemic of permissive parenting just assume that this is true, that everyone knows it, and therefore that there’s no need to substantiate the claim. My efforts to track down data—by combing both scholarly and popular databases as well as sending queries to leading experts in the field—have yielded absolutely nothing. I’m forced to conclude that no one has any idea how many parents could be considered permissive, how many are punitive, and how many are responsive to their children’s needs without being permissive or punitive. (The tendency to overlook that third possibility is a troubling and enduring trend in its own right.) In short, there is absolutely no evidence to support the claim that permissiveness is the dominant style of parenting in our culture, or even that it’s particularly common.

Notice, though, that many authors, journalists, and casual commentators aren’t just saying that lots of parents fail to set limits. They’re asserting that this is true today to a greater extent than it has been in the past, that permissiveness is, as Time magazine put it, a problem of “our age” because there has been an “erosion” of parental authority. Of course, if there’s no good snapshot available of current parenting practices based on a representative national sample, we have no evidence about whether these practices have changed over the years—and, if so, in what direction.

A few decades ago, John Goodlad visited more than a thousand classrooms across the country in an effort to draw informed conclusions about the kind of education that’s offered to most American children. He found that schooling was overwhelmingly traditional—fact-based, teacher-rather than student-centered—notwithstanding common claims that progressivism was running rampant.37 It would be dauntingly ambitious to attempt such a comprehensive investigation of parenting practices. Such a study would have to overcome a long list of methodological challenges, beginning with how permissiveness should be defined and how to determine the way any given parent actually parents.38 (Asking both the parent and the child often yields different responses,39 and, interestingly, it’s the child’s that often proves to be more accurate and more relevant.40) But no one, as far as I can tell, has even proposed such a study.

Again, I came to this conclusion only after a reasonably exhaustive search. But that process yielded a couple of tantalizing false leads. For example, after I published an essay in which I mentioned the dearth of research on the question, a psychologist named Jean Twenge wrote to tell me I was wrong. She directed my attention to two academic journal articles by a sociologist named Duane Alwin,41 which I quickly tracked down—only to discover that the word permissiveness, or even a discussion of the idea, didn’t appear in either of them.42 In fact, these articles were virtually silent on the question of how children are actually raised. Rather, their focus was on the qualities that parents of different generations desired in their children. Alwin concluded that parents have come to be less concerned about raising kids to be obedient people and more likely to want them to be able to think for themselves. Of course there’s no reason to believe that these parents raised their children more permissively, or that doing so would have been a logical strategy toward that end.

Then I discovered a book written by a political consultant and pollster named Mark Penn that dealt with trends in popular opinion. One chapter was devoted to raising children, and it included some intriguing poll results:

Fifty-five percent of parents say they’re strict, compared to only 37 percent who say they are permissive. Fifty-two percent of parents (and 58 percent of older parents) say it’s better to guide children with “discipline and structure” than with “warmth and encouragement.” And by more than 2 to 1, American parents say it is more important to make their children good citizens than it is to make them happy.43

An opinion poll is not the same as a scientific study, but these numbers do seem to offer a solid challenge to the conventional wisdom about permissiveness.44 When the pollster then asked people for their impressions of other parents, those results, too, were striking. “A whopping 91 percent say that ‘most parents today are too easy on their kids,’ compared to only 3 percent who say most parents today are too strict.”

The vast majority of people, in other words, are saying, “Almost everyone is permissive except me.” So what should we make of this finding? It’s certainly possible that respondents are mischaracterizing how they raise their own children, perhaps because they’re eager to describe what they’re doing along the lines of what they think they ought to be doing—and in our culture strict discipline, not permissiveness, is regarded as the ideal. But it seems more reasonable to doubt the accuracy of people’s perceptions of what’s happening in other families—perceptions that reflect the uncritical assumption that permissiveness is widespread in our culture. This belief is called into question by what we know to be true of our own parenting, so we’re forced to resolve the dissonance by regarding ourselves as an exception to what we continue to assume is the rule. (Either that, or we believe that other children require a degree of strictness that our own children do not.)

But Penn instantly arrived at the opposite conclusion: If most parents think that they’re strict but that others are lenient, well, “they’re only half-right—and it’s about the others. Today in America, nearly all parents are more permissive with their kids than in generations past, despite their self-perceptions.” How in the world does Penn justify his certainty about this? Just as Twenge’s determination to believe that parents are permissive led her to cite irrelevant evidence (about parents’ desire for their kids to be independent thinkers), so Penn managed to justify that same conclusion primarily on the basis of his own conservative attitudes. (That he’s a consultant for Democratic candidates shouldn’t be surprising: As I pointed out in the introduction, even political liberals often sound like Fox News hosts as soon as the conversation turns to children.)

Like so many others who complain about how much worse things are today, Penn offered nothing to support his assertion that parents are “more permissive . . . than in generations past”; he had virtually no data from earlier times to compare to the results of his one-shot poll.45 And he chose to ignore the results of that poll because they conflicted with what he just knew to be true: “It has become socially unacceptable to discipline children. . . . In the old days, kids just got the rod, or at least the riot act. Now they get picked up, timed-out, and negotiated with at great length.”

Here’s where things get interesting—and useful for helping us to understand why so many people share Penn’s perceptions. The notion that disciplining children is out of fashion has attained the status of a meme, widely circulated in books, articles, and blogs. So let’s look more closely at each of the three phrases in that last sentence of Penn’s. First, “picked up” refers to the fact that “sixty percent of the parents in our poll declared that ‘babies should be comforted whenever they cry.’” That’s exactly the response to a crying baby that’s supported by developmental research,46 so one might be dismayed that only three out of five parents accept this basic guideline of infant care. But Penn is evidently a fan of the long-discredited “let ’em cry it out” approach. What’s more, he seems to view any departure from that approach as evidence of permissiveness.

Second, he refers to the popularity of giving children time-outs—that is, forcibly isolating them if a parent decides they have misbehaved.47 This is not only an example of discipline but of punitive discipline. Because spanking isn’t involved, however, we’re supposed to conclude that “it has become socially unacceptable to discipline.” Penn acknowledges that two-thirds of parents still approve of spanking, but, remarkably, this fact, too, is offered as evidence of permissiveness.48 How? Because the approval rate was even higher a few decades earlier. (Note, too, that these numbers refer to attitudes about spanking. The proportion who actually engages in the practice appears to be higher still.49)

Penn’s last reason for pronouncing contemporary parenting permissive is that children are “negotiated with at great length.” Here he refers to poll responses suggesting that many parents say that if they had a nine-year-old child “who screamed a curse word at you and said he/she hated you,” or a fifteen-year-old who experimented with drugs, they would respond by having a conversation with the child to figure out what was going on. (In the first example, a substantial number actually said they would respond with punishment.) There is nothing in the responses to indicate that such conversations would assume the form of a “negotiation”—let alone that it would take place “at great length.” Those are Penn’s rhetorical embellishments, apparently intended to invite us to join him in rolling our eyes at the very idea that anyone would try to talk with a child who does something troubling rather than just resorting to punishment. And again, he believes that doing the former constitutes permissiveness.

I’ve reviewed Penn’s account in some detail here partly because he’s one of the few writers on the subject to present hard numbers, even if they are from a poll, but mostly because the spin that he gives to those numbers reflects a perspective that is widely shared and enormously revealing. Even in the absence of data—indeed, even in the presence of data to the contrary—many people are willing to pronounce our culture (though not themselves) appallingly permissive. If spanking enjoys anything less than universal support, if children are punished by any means other than spanking, if parents are willing to have a conversation with them when they do something wrong—well, that’s all the proof we need.

The idea that we live in a permissive or child-centered culture also seems unshaken despite what things are like for children at school, where they spend a significant portion of their waking hours. There, a variety of behavior management programs—consisting of some version of bribes and threats—are employed to make students comply with rules that they almost certainly had no role in helping to formulate. The emphasis is not on promoting moral development but on eliciting compliance. More broadly, John Dewey’s characterization of most schools remains accurate today: The “center of gravity” is outside the child. We say, in effect: This is the curriculum; this is how we will evaluate you; these are our rules and requirements, all of them having been set up long before we met you. Your needs and interests—or even those of an entire class—will have no bearing on what we do and what we demand.

Some of this is obviously a function of having twenty or thirty kids in a room and of the time and effort required to create a “learner-centered” environment. But not all of it can be explained that way, particularly since some teachers and schools have shown that it is possible to proceed more by asking than telling.50 Rather, there is an ideology at work here that’s similar to our approach to parenting—one defined by a fundamental lack of respect for children, by puritanical beliefs about the benefits of frustration and failure, by the assumption that children are best prepared for future unpleasantness by subjecting them to unpleasantness while they’re small, and by a view of human nature that implies little can be accomplished without employing rewards and punishments as inducements to learn or to treat others kindly.

One may endorse or oppose this ideology, but how is it possible to suggest with a straight face that the main problem with American parenting or schooling is that punitive discipline is rare or that we’re overly inclined to listen to our children’s points of view? It’s as though a magazine were to announce on its cover that people today spend an alarming amount of time reading for pleasure (“Bibliophilia Craze! Does It Spell Doom for Electronic Entertainments?”) or that most of us are excessively careful to eat healthy foods in appropriate quantities (“Junk Foods a Distant Memory in Slenderized America”). The difference is that this weird inversion of reality regarding how we raise children isn’t a curious anomaly that showed up in a single periodical. Somehow it seems to have become the conventional wisdom.

ARE YOUNG PEOPLE SPOILED?

A subset of adults has always viewed those who are significantly younger than themselves with something between impatience and contempt. Perhaps it’s because “every generation in power has issues ceding that power to the next. Boomers [born between 1946 and 1964] were called hippies and dropouts [by their parents]. GenXers [born between the early 1960s and early 1980s] were labeled slackers. . . . [Yet] these two generations conveniently and hypocritically overlook their own youthful dalliances when judging this new cohort” known as Millennials.51

Of course there’s no law against bellyaching—about how parents raise kids (the subject of the preceding section) or about the kids themselves (to which we’ll turn our attention now). But bellyachers who wish to be taken seriously have their work cut out for them. They must first be clear about whom they’re proposing to describe. School-age children? Teenagers? Young adults? Second, in order to argue that things are worse now than then, they have to specify when “then” was. Are they comparing today’s youth to those of a generation ago? Half a century ago? Third, exactly what characteristics are supposed to describe that cohort of tens of millions of youngsters: Are they spoiled? (And what, exactly, does that mean?) Self-indulgent? Self-centered? Selfish? Lazy? Do they think too highly of themselves? Are they narcissistic?

When you think about it, each of those labels denotes a different quality or set of qualities. Thus, if the goal is not just to hurl insults (like a 2013 Time cover story, which labeled Millennials “overconfident and self-involved,” “stunted,” “lack[ing] . . . empathy,” “famous for . . . entitlement”) but to offer a testable proposition for which data can be collected, it’s necessary to define one’s terms. Obviously some kids you’ve met, like some adults, could be described by any of those unpleasant adjectives. But how many more kids than adults, or how many more kids today as compared to kids at some point in the past, would have to be spoiled or self-centered or whatever? And how spoiled? And how exactly could that be proved?

Supporting data on any of these issues were pretty much nonexistent until a few years ago, when Jean Twenge and her colleagues began to publish papers in scholarly journals52 as well as popular books53 that purported to confirm just about any unfavorable description one might think of attributing to young people: greedy, lazy, selfish, superficial, you name it. The articles contain survey data; the books are polemics that reflect her deeply conservative values about parenting, education, and other issues. Both offer a consistent message that kids today think too well of themselves, scoring higher on measures of self-esteem, self-confidence, and even narcissism than their counterparts did in earlier surveys. She also contends that young people today are more anxious and unhappy, which is a bit challenging to try to reconcile with her assertion that they like themselves more.54
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