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Economist


‘Enjoyable and thought-provoking’
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‘Anyone who’s hit middle-age exhaustion will enjoy the gentle exercise of nodding along’


Elizabeth Heathcote, Independent on Sunday


‘[An] entertaining . . . hymn to the pleasure of allowing everything its proper time . . . well-executed and persuasive’


Will Hutton, Guardian


‘Try reading this book one chapter a day – it is worth allowing its subversive message to sink slowly in so it has a chance of changing your life’


Bill McKibben, author of Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age and The End of Nature


‘This charmingly written . . . exploration of the quiet life is so good, you have to resist the temptation to race through it . . . a million times more inspiring than any of the mass of self-help books around on downshifting . . . A rare treat to be savoured – at your own pace, of course’


Sunday Express


‘In brisk, cleanly written chapters . . . Honoré traces his personal encounters with advocates of slow living . . . In Praise of Slow shows us various methods to release ourselves . . . from what Baudelaire denounced as “the horrible burden of time”, to break free of the “Matrix”-like illusion that we have no choice’


Washington Post


‘[This] book makes a persuasive case against mindless speed and offers an intriguing array of concrete suggestions about ways “to make the moment last”’


Los Angeles Times
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That great Cathedral space which was childhood.


Virginia Woolf


I wanted to do everything for my children: clear every obstacle
from their path, fight every battle and take every blow.


John O’Farrell, May Contain Nuts
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INTRODUCTION



MANAGING CHILDHOOD
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No matter how calmly you try to referee, parenting will
eventually produce bizarre behaviour, and I’m not talking
about the kids.


Bill Cosby


In an affluent corner of London, in a primary school built more than a century ago, a very modern parent-teacher evening is in full swing. My wife and I are here for an interview about our seven-year-old son. A few parents sit outside the classroom on plastic chairs, staring at the floor or glancing at their watches. Some pace the corridor, fiddling nervously with mobile phones.


The Year Two workbooks are piled up like small snowdrifts on a table. We flip through them, smiling at eccentric spellings, cooing over sweet drawings, and marvelling at the complexity of the arithmetic. Our son’s triumphs and failures are laid bare on the page, and they feel like our own. I celebrate each gold star in his workbook with a silent cheer.


Eventually, Mrs Pendle invites us into the classroom. Our son seems to be thriving, so we have high hopes for the interview. Once we take our seats at a low table, Mrs Pendle delivers her verdict: our son is very good at reading and writing; his maths is solid; his science could be better; he is well behaved and a pleasure to teach.


It is a very good report, yet somehow not quite good enough. ‘She didn’t mention his amazing vocabulary,’ says my wife, as we walk away from the classroom. ‘Or explain why he’s not in the top group in every subject,’ I add. Our tone is jocular – we’re making fun of the pushy parents you read about in the newspapers – but there is an edge to the irony. We partly mean it, too.


After my wife goes home to relieve the babysitter, I head off to visit the art teacher. ‘Your son really stands out,’ she gushes. ‘He always comes up with a different twist on things.’ That’s more like it, I think to myself. One of his works is pinned to the wall of the art room as a model for other pupils. It is a sketch of a scraggy magician done in the style of Quentin Blake, who illustrated the books of Roald Dahl. Underneath the portrait, our son has depicted the old man’s head from different angles. The teacher takes it down to show me. ‘Amazing for a seven-year-old to come up with something that plays with perspective like that on his own,’ she says. ‘He really is a gifted young artist.’


And there it is, that magic word, the six letters that are music to the ears of every parent. Gifted. I walk home from the school already mapping out my son’s ascent to the top of the international art world. Will his first exhibition be in London or New York? Does he need an agent? Are we raising the next Picasso? Suddenly, all those visits to the Tate Gallery, all those Sunday mornings spent dragging the children around the Turners and Titians, have paid off. My son is an artist.


My wife is delighted by the news, not least because the father of a classmate was present when the art teacher delivered her panegyric. After a late supper, I start sifting through parenting magazines and surfing the Internet, hunting for the right course to nurture our son’s gift. The ad that catches my eye promises, ‘Unlock your child’s genius!’ My wife wonders if I’m going too far, but her words are no more than background noise to me now.


The next morning, on the walk to school, I float the idea of enrolling in an art course. But my son is having none of it. ‘I don’t want to go to a class and have a teacher tell me what to do – I just want to draw,’ he says, firmly. ‘Why do grownups have to take over everything?’


The question stops me in my tracks. My son loves to draw. He can spend hours hunched over a piece of paper, inventing alien life forms or sketching Wayne Rooney dribbling a soccer ball. He draws well and it makes him happy. But somehow that is not enough. Part of me wants to harness that happiness, to hone and polish his talent, to turn his art into an achievement.


Of course, I am not the first parent eager to steer my child to the top. It comes with the territory. Two thousand years ago, a schoolteacher named Lucius Orbilius Pupillus identified pushy parents as an occupational hazard in the classrooms of ancient Rome. When the young Mozart helped make prodigies fashionable in the eighteenth century, many Europeans hothoused their own children in the hope of creating a wunderkind. Today, however, the pressure to make the most of our kids feels all-consuming. We want them to have the best of everything and to be the best at everything. We want them to be artists, academics and athletes, and to glide through life without hardship, pain or failure.


In its more extreme form, this brand of child rearing has different names around the world. Helicopter-parenting – because Mum and Dad are always hovering overhead. Hyperparenting. Scandinavians joke about ‘curling parents’ who frantically sweep the ice in front of their child. ‘Education mothers’ devote every waking second to steering their children through the school system in Japan.


Yet parents are not the only ones curling, pushing and helicoptering. Everybody, from the state to the advertising industry, has designs on childhood. In Britain, a task force of parliamentarians recently warned that too many children dream of growing up to be fairy princesses or soccer stars. Their solution: career advice for five-year-olds.


Wherever you look these days, the message is the same: childhood is too precious to be left to children and children are too precious to be left alone. All this meddling is forging a new kind of childhood. In the past, the Working Child toiled in the fields and, later, in the factories of the Industrial Revolution. The twentieth century saw the rise of the Free-Range Child. Now we have entered the age of the Managed Child.


Before we go any further, let’s be clear about one thing: not all childhoods are created equal. You don’t find many children being project-managed in the refugee camps of Sudan or the shantytowns of Latin America. Even in the developed world, millions of youngsters, especially in poorer families, are more likely to suffer from underparenting than overparenting. Let’s be honest: most helicopter parents hail from the middle classes. But that does not mean this cultural shift only affects the well-to-do. When it comes to social change, the middle classes often set the tone, and over time their hang-ups and foibles trickle up and down the social ladder – or at the very least they make everyone else feel guilty for failing to keep pace.


Look around and it’s clear that children are already the target of more adult anxiety and intervention than at any time in history. A pregnant friend in New York e-mails to say that she spends one hour every evening pumping WombSong Serenades into her bump in the hope of stimulating her unborn infant’s brain. On the other side of the world, ambitious parents are enrolling their children in an ‘Early MBA’ programme in Shanghai. Every Sunday morning, the pupils learn the value of team-building, problem-solving and assertiveness. Some are barely out of nappies.


Many children now keep the kind of schedule that would make a CEO queasy. Infants are shuttled from baby yoga to baby aerobics to baby sign language lessons. In Corte Madera, California, Gail Penner bought a Palm Pilot for her son John’s birthday to help him keep track of his extracurricular activities – piano, baseball, Spanish, basketball, soccer, tennis, swimming and karate. ‘He’s so busy he needs to learn how to manage his time,’ she says. John is ten.


Even when children do have spare time, we are often too afraid to let them out of our sight. The average distance from home British kids are permitted to wander by themselves has fallen nearly 90 per cent since the 1970s. My son, like more than two-thirds of his peers, has never walked to the park alone.


Technology helps us keep tabs on children like never before. GPS devices embedded in their jackets and school bags turn them turn them into little red blips on our computer screens at home and at work. Mobile phones increasingly double as tracking devices: if a child drifts out of the designated ‘safe zone’, Mum and Dad get an instant text message. Day-care centres and nurseries are installing web-cams so parents can view real-time footage of their toddlers from anywhere in the world. Even summer camp is no longer a refuge from the prying eyes of the twenty-first-century parent, with photos and video clips relayed from remote lakes and forests to inboxes back home or uploaded to the Web. ‘People used to be happy leaving their kids with us for a week or two without hearing any news apart from maybe a postcard or the odd phone call,’ says one veteran camp counsellor in Colorado. ‘Now, we get parents freaking out if their kid doesn’t appear on the website every day. Or if he does appear and isn’t smiling.’


This is the first generation to star in its own version of The Truman Show. It starts with the print-out from the ultrasound scan and moves on to eavesdropping on the womb with prenatal heart listeners. Actor Tom Cruise was so desperate to monitor his unborn daughter that he bought his own sonogram machine, despite warnings from doctors that his amateur spying could harm the foetus. After birth, every moment is then captured in digital and Dolby. Like paparazzi, modern parents are always lurking, finger on the shutter release or the record button, waiting for that perfect shot – or seeking to engineer it. I catch myself barking orders from the director’s chair: ‘Just make that face one more time for the camera.’ Or: ‘Everybody stop playing for a second and look at me with a big smile.’


The micromanaging no longer stops at the end of school. Many Britons now plan every detail of their children’s ‘gap year’ before university. Parents in China take on average a week off work to settle their offspring into college, with many moving into makeshift accommodation on campus. North American universities are assigning full-time staff to field the deluge of calls and e-mails from mums and dads who want to help pick courses, taste-test cafeteria food, proofread essays and even screen Junior’s roommates. The umbilical cord even remains intact after graduation. To recruit college students, blue-chip companies such as Merrill Lynch have started sending out ‘parent packs’ or holding open house days when Mum and Dad can vet their offices. ‘Our candidates and our interns look more and more to their parents when they’re making career decisions,’ says Dan Black, director of campus recruiting in the Americas for Ernst & Young. Employers even find parents tagging along to their children’s job interviews. One candidate recently turned up at a leading consultancy firm in New York with her mother in tow. ‘Mom asked all about the salary, promotion prospects and vacation package,’ says one of the interviewers. ‘It was like she just couldn’t hold back.’


These days, nothing is too good for our children. I am amazed by how much stuff my own kids have. How did it happen? We are not a shopaholic family, yet their rooms are submerged in a river of toys – and that’s just the ones we haven’t carted off to the charity shop. What will happen when they discover information technology? Will they end up like Julio Duarte Cruz, who, like teenagers all over the world, rushes home from school to spend time with his gadgets. ‘My bedroom is my own virtual world,’ he tells me via e-mail from Seville, Spain. ‘And my parents like it because they know exactly where I am.’


By any yardstick, we are raising the most wired, pampered and monitored generation in history – and is that really such a bad thing? After thousands of years of trial and error, perhaps we have finally stumbled on the magic recipe for child rearing. Maybe all that micromanaging pays off in the end. Maybe we are bringing up the brightest, healthiest, happiest children the world has ever seen.


Reports of the death of childhood have certainly been exaggerated. There are many advantages to growing up in the developed world in the early twenty-first century: you are less likely to suffer malnutrition, neglect, violence or death than at any point in history. You are surrounded by material comforts that were unthinkable even a generation ago. Legions of academics, politicians and companies are striving to find new ways to nurture, feed, clothe, school and entertain you. Your rights are enshrined in international law. You are the centre of your parents’ universe.


Yet childhood today seems a far cry from the ‘nest of gladness’ imagined by Lewis Carroll. And parenthood is no walk in the park, either. In many ways, the modern approach to children is backfiring.


Let’s start with health. Cooped up like battery hens, with little exercise and a high-calorie diet, children are growing dangerously fat. In the United States, manufacturers are supersizing car safety seats to accommodate the nation’s tubby toddlers. Nearly a fifth of American children are overweight, and the rest of the world is following suit. The International Association for the Study of Obesity estimates that 38 per cent of under-eighteens in Europe and 50 per cent in North and South America will be obese by 2010. Already the extra pounds are condemning children to heart disease, type 2 diabetes, arteriosclerosis and other disorders once confined to adults.


Athletic kids suffer as well. Too much training too young is wearing them out. Injuries like ACL (anterior cruciate ligament) tears, formerly only seen in college and professional athletes, are now rife in high school and increasingly common among nine- and ten-year-olds.


And where the body goes, the mind follows. Depression, self-harm and eating disorders are on the rise among children around the world, as are cases of stress-induced illnesses, such as stomach pain, headaches and chronic fatigue. Even allowing for overzealous diagnosis, the numbers are alarming: the United Nations warns that one in five children already suffers from a psychological disorder, and the World Health Organisation estimates that by 2020 mental illness will be one of the top five causes of death or disability in the young. In Britain, a teenager tries to commit suicide every 28 minutes. Rather than end it all, Japanese teens retreat into their bedrooms and refuse to come out for weeks, months or even years at a time. Experts estimate that over 400,000 of the country’s adolescents are now hikikomori, or full-time hermits. Elsewhere, university students are cracking up like never before. A decade ago the most common reason for visiting the campus counsellor was boyfriend or girlfriend trouble; today it is anxiety. Steven Hyman, a professor of neurobiology, former director of the US National Institute of Mental Health and current provost of Harvard University, says that the mental health of US college students is now in such a parlous state that ‘it is interfering with the core mission of the university’.


Much of the malaise is caused by a culture that leaves everyone pining for the fame, fortune and physical beauty of an A-list celebrity. Yet the burden falls most heavily on children higher up the social ladder, where the pressure to compete is more intense. Research from around the world suggests that child depression and anxiety – and the substance abuse, self-harm and suicide that often go with it – are now most common not in urban ghettos but in the smart downtown apartments and leafy suburbs where the go-getting middle classes project-manage their children. In The Price of Privilege, Madeline Levine, a clinical psychologist in an up-market part of San Francisco, reports that children in homes with an annual income between $120,000 and $160,000 (about £60–80,000) are three times more likely to become depressed or anxious than are their less affluent peers. A recent survey found that nearly 40 per cent of 15-year-old girls from well-off families in Britain suffer from the sort of psychological distress that puts them at risk of mental illness. In Brittany, France, anxiety and suicide rates have risen in tandem with rising marks in the tough baccalaureate exams and greater access to higher education. The Japanese hikikomori are almost always from middle-class families.


To keep pace, or even just to get by, more children than ever before – over 6 million in the United States alone – are taking medication to alter their behaviour and mood. Even infants are now washing down antidepressants with their bedtime milk. Worldwide, prescriptions for Ritalin, Attenta, Focalin and other drugs designed to help curb hyperactivity in children have tripled since 1993. Experts fear that many families are now using psychotropic medication as a parenting tool. One physician in a well-to-do suburb of New York now puts a question to every parent who approaches him for a Ritalin prescription: ‘Do you want this to make life easier for your child or to make it easier for yourself?’ Underlying this pill-popping boom is a tart irony: a generation of adults who used drugs to hang loose and free the mind are now using them to keep their own kids on a tight leash.


The urge to upgrade our children has taken on a Frankenstein edge. Inspired by research showing that taller people tend to be more successful, some parents now pay to inject growth hormone into their healthy, normal kids, with every extra inch of height costing about £25,000. Others prefer a little nip and tuck to create the perfect look. These days, plastic surgeons have to keep a watch out for teenage patients being pressured by their parents to get that nose job or ear-pinning procedure. A doctor in São Paulo, Brazil, tells how a 16-year-old girl recently broke down on his operating table just before the anaesthetic was administered. ‘She was sobbing and asking why her parents couldn’t accept her face the way it was, so we sent her straight home,’ he says. ‘Her mother was furious.’


The tragedy is that all this micromanaging, all this pampering, hothousing and medicating is failing to produce a new race of alpha children. Teachers across the world report that pupils now find it hard just to sit still and concentrate. Employers complain that many new recruits are less flexible, less able to work in teams and less hungry to learn.


Micromanaged children can end up struggling to stand on their own two feet. Academic advisers tell of university students handing over the mobile phone in the middle of interviews and saying: ‘Why don’t you sort this out with my mum?’ Large numbers of middle-class children now choose to live at home well into their twenties, and not always because of college debt and soaring house prices: many simply cannot bear to leave behind a place where they are the centre of the universe. One father I know in Oxford is amazed that his 24-year-old daughter, who possesses a glittering CV, has moved back into her old bedroom. ‘She even wants me to drive her to the cinema,’ he says. ‘It’s as if she’s twelve again.’ The Japanese refer to 20-something stay-at-homes as ‘parasite singles’.


Raised on a pedestal, children come to expect the world to fall at their feet – and get angry when it doesn’t. Is it a coincidence that Supernanny, Brat Camp and other television programmes showing how to tame unruly kids now fill the airwaves across the world? Later in life, the tantrums can give way to narcissism. A 2006 personality survey found signs of ‘elevated narcissism’ in nearly two-thirds of the 16,000 US college students interviewed, a 30 per cent jump from 1982. The Wall Street Journal recently reported that instead of buying flowers or chocolates for Mother’s Day, many American 20-somethings now prefer to indulge in a bit of self-improvement, going on diets, fixing their own teeth, getting haircuts, cleaning their apartments or joining dating services. Why? Because the best way to make a twenty-first-century mum happy is to upgrade her children.


Reared on someone else’s definition of success, with failure not an option, children can also end up with narrow horizons. At a time when the global economy is crying out for risk-takers, we are teaching our children to play safe, to follow the path handed down by others. Of course, young people still rebel, but where are the campus protests that rocked the political establishment and reshaped popular culture in the 1960s and 1970s? Many college students seem more interested in burnishing their CVs than brandishing placards. Professors describe a new generation of worker bees who are masters at playing the system but devoid of personal spark. ‘There’s no real fire there, no rough edges, no burning passion to go out on a limb or challenge the status quo,’ says one Ivy League professor. ‘A lot of kids now seem to be speaking from a script.’


William Blake famously summed up childhood thus:


To see a world in a grain of sand,
And a heaven in a wildflower,


Hold infinity in the palm of your hand,
And eternity in an hour.


Today, many children are too busy racing to violin practice or Kumon tutoring to hold infinity in the palm of their hand. And that wildflower sounds a little scary – what if it has thorns, or the pollen triggers an allergic reaction? When adults hijack childhood, children miss out on the things that give texture and meaning to a human life– the small adventures, the secret journeys, the setbacks and mishaps, the glorious anarchy, the moments of solitude and even of boredom. The message sinks in very young that what matters most is not finding your own way but putting the right trophy on the mantelpiece, ticking the box instead of thinking outside it. As a result, modern childhood seems strangely bland, packed with action, achievement and consumption, yet somehow empty and ersatz. The freedom to be oneself is missing – and kids know it. ‘I feel like a project that my parents are always working on,’ says Susan Wong, a 14-year-old in Vancouver, Canada. ‘They even talk about me in the third person when I’m standing right there.’


We all suffer when children become projects. Instead of bringing families together, too much striving and rushing around can end up pulling them apart. Just ask Connie Martinez, a mother in Los Angeles. On a recent visit to the cinema, her five-year-old son suggested sitting in the seat behind her. ‘He said it would be like being in the car together,’ she explains. ‘We spend so much time driving around to his activities that he feels most comfortable staring at the back of my head. I was horrified.’


Bubble-wrapping children drains the life from public spaces. In my old neighbourhood in Edmonton, Canada, streets that once hummed with the sound of kids playing road hockey, shooting baskets in the driveway, or just running through sprinklers are now eerily quiet. Instead, the children are parked indoors in front of the PlayStation, or riding in cars to their next appointment. An obsession with our own children can also make us less committed to the welfare of other people’s. Even in countries famous for their social solidarity, a me-first edge has seeped into the playground. ‘More and more I hear parents talking about “My child this, my child that,”’ says a schoolteacher in Gothenburg, Sweden. ‘Their child is the Messiah and they don’t seem to care about other children at all.’ Everywhere, parents are lashing out at anyone who stands in the way of their offspring. A 33-year-old woman recently knocked down and kicked the referee at a youth basketball game in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. She was furious that several calls had gone against her son. The referee was five months pregnant. In Toronto, a couple threatened to sue a Brownie Girl Scout leader when she urged them to stop obsessing about how many badges their eight-year-old daughter was earning. At a coveted primary school in Paris, a mother recently pinned the principal to a wall after he refused to admit her son because his birthday fell too late in the year. ‘If I had known, I would have induced labour and had him a month earlier,’ she shrieked. Other parents are seeking advantage by taking the opposite tack. Spurred by studies showing that the oldest children in a class are more likely to thrive in the long run, parents in the United States, Britain and other countries are ‘redshirting’ their kids, or holding them back a year so that they start kindergarten in the top age group.


This bubbling panic, this sense that only an alpha child stands a chance anymore, can have an ugly effect further down the social ladder. Blue-collar parents start wondering if they should sell the car or cut back on groceries to hire a tutor. A recent survey in the United States found that many children from lower-income Latino families had not bothered to apply to their local state college because they assumed the tuition fees and the grade requirements were on a par with those at Ivy League schools. Three-quarters said they would have applied had they known this was untrue.


The same panic also clouds judgement in better-off homes. Deep down, most of us know that hypermanaging children is absurd. The trouble is that it is very easy to get caught up in the frenzy.


With everyone so wound up and with so much at stake, is it any wonder that around the world you find parents moaning about the burden of child rearing, or that novels and websites exposing the dark side of being a parent (and especially a mother) have mushroomed in recent years? Of course, children have always been hard work. But today, with expectations soaring, the burden is enough to put people off altogether. Birth rates have tumbled in much of the industrial world and the childless even talk of being ‘child-free’, as if kids were a nasty form of herpes. A recent magazine headline in Italy, a nation famous for its love of bambini, says it all: ‘Are children worth it?’


The answer, of course, is yes – and that is why we have to do better. This book is not a nostalgia trip or an attempt to turn back the clock. I doubt there has ever been a golden age for children – every generation makes mistakes. Yet now there is hope for change. Across the world, the frenzy surrounding children is coming under review. The media bristles with warnings and mea culpas. Newsweek columnist and mother of three Anna Quindlen spoke for many when she apologised to the graduating class of 2004. ‘You were kicked into high gear earlier,’ she wrote. ‘How exhausted you must be.’ One hundred British scientists and other intellectuals signed an open letter in 2006 calling for a campaign to save childhood from the toxic effects of modern life. A few weeks later, the American Academy of Pediatrics warned against the scourge of over scheduling and putting too much emphasis on schoolwork. Across Asia, political leaders have talked about the need to ease the burden on the young. Chen Shui-bian, the president of Taiwan, wrote of his hope that children will have ‘fewer tests, lighter satchels and more sleep’. Confessions of a Slacker Mom and other books that make the case against parental competition are selling briskly.


And from words comes action. Governments, even in the hard-toiling Far East, have started to make more room for creativity, play and rest in their school systems. Families everywhere are fighting to loosen the grasp that advertisers hold over their children. Youth sports leagues are reforming to allow kids to play without letting adults spoil the fun. Across North America, whole towns now hold days when homework and extracurricular activities are cancelled.


The young are also sending a message that they want adults to back off. When Britain held its first annual conference for head boys and head girls in 2006, the theme was ‘pupil power’ and the delegates called for less hothousing and testing. Leading academic institutions are starting to send a similar message. Not long ago, Marilee Jones, a former dean of admissions at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, noticed that the MIT campus had lost some of its creative lustre. She decided that the application process was weeding out the mavericks, the Bill Gates types, the rebels who pursue an idea for the sake of it rather than to please parents or potential employers. ‘The kid who grinds a telescope in his bedroom to satisfy his own curiosity rather than to take it to a fair to win an award – that kid is the true scientist and observer,’ she says. ‘Give me that kid any day’


After nearly three decades at MIT, Jones was forced to resign recently when it emerged that many years ago she had falsified her own CV – the ultimate sin for a dean of admissions. But despite her fall from grace, she helped to fuel the groundswell against the idea that childhood must be a mad dash to get into a blue-chip college. Towards the end of her tenure, Jones rewrote the MIT application form, halving the space devoted to extracurricular activities and including more searching questions about what really gets a candidate’s blood pumping. She also criss-crossed the United States, talking to auditoriums full of teachers, high-school counsellors and families. I caught up with her at a conference in Silicon Valley, a hotbed of hyperparenting. She cut straight to the chase: ‘We are raising a whole generation of kids to please us, to make us happy and proud, to be what we want them to be,’ she told the 350-strong crowd. ‘I know because I did the same thing to my own daughter for years and I almost lost her as a result.’


Her prescription was bracingly subversive: children thrive when they have the time and space to breathe, to hang out and get bored sometimes, to relax, to take risks and make mistakes, to dream and have fun on their own terms, even to fail. If we are going to restore the joy not only to childhood but to parenthood too, then the time has come for adults to back off a little, to allow children to be themselves. ‘This is the beginning of a revolution,’ Jones called out, and the auditorium erupted with applause.


Finding a new recipe for childhood in the information age will not be easy. The first step is to take a collective time out, which means stepping away from the hype and the panic long enough to see that many children are getting a raw deal. Then we have to tackle some hard questions: When is it right to push children and when to back off? How much freedom do they need? How much technology? What risks should children be allowed to take?


There are certainly dangers in writing a book like this. One is that any plea to be less anxious about children can end up making everyone feel even more anxious. Another is the old-fogey trap. Every generation has despaired of its youth, sometimes in apocalyptic terms, and I know I am reaching an age when the words ‘When I was young . . .’ can trip easily off the tongue. Yet the risks are worth taking.


This book is not another parenting manual – there are enough of those already. You won’t find a box with favourite tips or a pop quiz at the end of each chapter. My aim is to find a way to tame the anxiety surrounding children. That entails rethinking what it means to be a child and what it means to be an adult – and finding a way to reconcile the two in the twenty-first century.


Our investigation will take us around the world. In the coming pages, we will visit classrooms from Finland and California to Italy and Hong Kong. We will drop in on an outdoor nursery where three-year-olds live dangerously in a Scottish forest. We will visit a US town that jumps off the overscheduling treadmill once a year, then go to a sports clinic in New York that aims to reinvent youth basketball for children. We will attend a toy fair in London and a toy experiment in Buenos Aires. At every step, of course, we will hear from the experts, but we will also hear from those engaged most deeply in this battle to redefine childhood for the twenty-first century: parents and children themselves. Many of the people who feature in the coming chapters will tell their story in the rumpus room or across the kitchen table, or by e-mail from the home computer.


This book is also a personal journey. As the father of two children in London, I am on the front line. Like most parents, I want my kids to be happy, healthy and successful. But I also want parenting to feel less like Mission Impossible. I want to ditch the itch to take over.


In the end, what I really want is for my children to look back on their youth with joy, to remember seeing the world in a grain of sand. I want them to have a childhood worthy of the name.




ONE



IT’S THE ADULTS, STUPID


[image: images]


On these magic shores, children at play are forever beaching
their coracles. We too have been there. We can still hear the sound
of the surf, though we shall land no more.


J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan


On a summer afternoon toward the end of exams, the ancient colleges of Oxford are a playground for gilded youth. Sunshine warms the stone buildings as a breeze riffles the ivy clinging to the eaves. At Magdalen College, students from around the world hang out on lawns of putting-green perfection, reading newspapers, chatting on mobile phones, listening to iPods. A croquet game starts up, sending laughter echoing round the old quad. This is a snapshot of the new elite at rest. To paraphrase Cecil Rhodes, father of the Rhodes Scholarship programme, these young people have won first prize in the lottery of life.


Or have they? George Rousseau, co-director of Oxford University’s Centre for the History of Childhood, is not so sure. We meet in the old smoking room of Magdalen College. Faded paintings of rural scenes hang on the panelled walls. Professors chat over cups of tea and coffee beneath a beamed ceiling. From our worn leather armchairs we can see students ambling across the courtyard below. Rousseau, who has spent 35 years teaching at elite colleges on both sides of the Atlantic, kicks off by telling me that twenty-first-century children get a raw deal.


‘I feel sorry for many young people today, particularly those in affluent families,’ he says. ‘They don’t face the threat of death and disease that earlier generations did, and they have many advantages, but they are also nannied, pressured and overprotected to the point of suffocation. They are left with no sense of freedom.’


If that is going to change, then we must first understand how childhood evolved into its present form. This is not an easy task, Rousseau tells me. Generalisations are hard to make because children’s lives vary so widely, not only across time but also across social classes and cultures. The history of childhood as an academic discipline really took off only in the 1960s, and even now our knowledge of adult-child relations in the pre-modern era remains patchy. ‘The result is a lot of speculation and guesswork,’ says Rousseau.


One common myth is that childhood did not exist at all in the past. This idea entered conventional wisdom in the 1960s when Philippe Ariès, a French historian, argued that children in medieval Europe were treated as miniature adults from the moment they were weaned – wearing the same clothes, enjoying the same entertainment, doing the same jobs as everyone else.


Ariès was right that the distant past was a very adult place, but his claim that our forebears had no conception of childhood and therefore never treated children differently was wide of the mark. Two thousand years before Net Nanny, Plato insisted that a society should monitor what its young see, hear and read. Even the Rule of Benedict, the leading monastic guide in medieval Europe, stipulated that child monks be granted extra food and sleep, as well as time to play. ‘Ariès came up with a compelling narrative for his time but it was partly wrong, or at least incomplete,’ says Rousseau.


Another misconception is that, hardened by high death rates, parents in earlier times avoided forging an emotional bond with their offspring, treating them instead like disposable servants. Families often recycled the name of a dead child by giving it to a sibling. In the first century AD, the Roman philosopher Seneca recommended mutilating children to make them more effective beggars. Not long after, a Greek gynaecologist named Soranus published a book with a ruthlessly Darwinian title: How to Recognize the Newborn That Is Worth Rearing. Killing or abandoning unwanted babies was surprisingly common in the West right up until the nineteenth century. As late as the 1860s, a third of all infants born in Milan were dumped in doorways or left at the foundling hospitals set up to handle the deluge. Plenty of evidence suggests that beatings, neglect and sexual abuse of children were endemic in many cultures. Lloyd deMause, an American psychotherapist-cum-historian, famously concluded in 1974 that ‘the history of childhood is a nightmare from which we have only begun to awaken’.


But there is another side to the story. Even if life in the past was harsh, the parents of yesteryear did not necessarily regard their children as chattels unworthy of sentiment. Mothers who abandoned babies often left them with keys, brooches and other tokens in the hope of being reunited one day, even if in heaven. Across the ages, diaries, letters and journals reveal parental love and tenderness flourishing when life was at its cheapest. Just listen to Gregory of Tours lamenting the fallout from a famine in sixth-century France: ‘We lost our little ones, who were so dear to us, whom we cherished in our bosoms and dandled in our arms, whom we fed and nurtured with such loving care. As I write, I wipe away my tears.’


And yet much has changed. Even if our ancestors were no strangers to parental love or the idea of childhood, even if they felt a similar instinct to cosset, control and burnish the young, most of them were not obsessive about children. ‘This constant nannying, monitoring and pushing of the young is very much a feature of the modern world,’ says Rousseau.


The shift began after the Middle Ages, as new ways of thinking took hold. The Puritans declared that all babies were born with the stain of original sin and that only vigorous adult intervention could save their souls. The philosopher John Locke, whose views carried enormous weight across Europe, cranked up the pressure by publishing in 1693 a book called Some Thoughts on Education, which argued that a child enters the world as a tabula rasa, or blank slate, just waiting to be filled up (by adults, of course).


Later, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, one of the philosophers who inspired the Romantic movement, which swept across Europe from the late eighteenth century, told adults to back off. He argued that childhood–‘its games, its pleasures, its amiable instinct’–should be cherished for itself rather than exploited as the means to an end; that children were born pure, spontaneous and joyful and should therefore be left to learn and create at their own pace. Fired by this Romantic ideal, artists like Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough began painting children as little angels at play, while writers such as William Wordsworth and Johann Wolfgang Goethe exalted the child as a quasi-divine creature possessed of a special bond with nature.


Even today we remain torn between the Lockean and the Romantic approaches to childhood: should we mould kids like putty, or relax and let them be children? Either way, both philosophies, together with rising prosperity, helped nudge children up the agenda. This change came first to the upper and middle classes, who gradually paved the way for a broader cultural shift. Etiquette manuals started giving advice on how to educate and groom the young in the seventeenth century. The market for clothes, books, toys and games designed especially for children took off soon after. Around the same time, doctors began exploring how the young might benefit from specialised medical care, thus laying the foundations for paediatrics to emerge later as a separate field of medicine. And as the focus on children intensified, so too did parental worry. In the late eighteenth century, long before SATs and ‘stranger danger’, an English clergyman named John Townsend wrote of ‘fond and anxious parents, who have sacrificed your ease, your rest, your worldly property, your health, your all, for the comfort and prosperity of your offspring’. By the nineteenth century, child welfare was an important subject of debate among intellectuals, reformers, charities and bureaucrats, with the first movements for child rights springing up and states enacting laws and creating welfare programmes to protect the young.


The real revolution, however, was the demise of child labour, which gathered pace from the mid-nineteenth century. In Britain, for example, school attendance quadrupled between 1860 and 1900. This was largely driven by the Romantic belief that putting children to work and profiting from their toil was immoral and by the growing need for an educated workforce. As their earning power fell, children’s value rocketed in other ways. They came to be seen as a precious national resource. A British doctor named Margaret Alden warned in 1908 that ‘the nation that first recognises the importance of scientifically rearing and training the children of the commonwealth will be the nation that will survive’. The twentieth century was dubbed the ‘century of the child’, with the League of Nations declaring in 1924 that ‘mankind owes the child the best it has to give’.


The shift in public attitudes was mirrored in the home. Historians have found evidence that, as early as the seventeenth century, family relations took on a warmer, more sentimental tone. Parents started celebrating their children’s birthdays and using terms of endearment such as ‘my dear child’ in letters and diaries. Once derided as self-indulgence or even a challenge to God’s will, grieving the death of a child became commonplace in the nineteenth century. By the early 1900s, US courts were awarding compensation to the parents of children killed in accidents–not for lost wages but for emotional anguish.
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