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Introduction

MEET THE BOYS
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Why a man-made world is making 
boys’ lives toxic … 
and how we can raise boys fit to meet the 
challenges of a new century


Meet Dylan. Five years old and in a state of perpetual motion. Happiest when outdoors - running, tumbling, climbing, fighting. Indoors he squirms and jostles, limbs flailing all over the place. According to his mum, he only ever seems at peace in front of the TV (although perhaps peace is the wrong word - more a sort of zombie-like trance). According to his teacher, Dylan is a real handful, always getting into fights and mischief and already having problems in class: she worries for his future. And she’s finding more and more little lads with Dylan-like behaviour arrive in her class every year.

 



 



Perhaps you’d rather meet Ozzy. Eight-and-a-half, going on 30. He’ll engage you in very serious conversation, and would love to show you his remarkable collection of fossils. Ozzy’s parents hope he’ll eventually make it to Cambridge, but realise that his immediate problem is to find some way of relating to his classmates. They’re worried that the relentless teasing might soon turn into something worse. Ozzy’s teacher, on the other hand, isn’t so sure it’s all the other kids’ fault. She too finds Ozzy extremely annoying: if a subject takes his fancy, he’ll work like a Trojan, but if it doesn’t, he’s a menace and can be very disruptive …

You’d probably prefer to avoid Leo. He’s 14 and really pissed off with school. He just about coped at primary, but since starting secondary it’s been downhill all the way. He’s now such a handful that his teachers are secretly grateful when he bunks off, but his mum is terrified. Leo is hanging out with a very disreputable-looking crowd and she fears he might be taking drugs. He’s definitely smoking and drinking, messing around with girls he calls ‘bitches’ and ‘hos’, and out on the streets with his new mates till all hours. The police have been round a few times, and told her she has to keep him under control. But what can she do? - he’s bigger than her now …

 



 



Still, you’re unlikely to bump into Kevin, 16. He disappeared into his black-painted bedroom many moons ago and nobody’s seen much of him since. His parents hear the door slam as he leaves for school, then again when he returns - but apart from brief encounters for the exchange of food and washing, they’ve given up trying to communicate. He’s supposed to be revising for his GCSEs, but he might be hacking into the White House computer for all they know, or racking up a nightly death toll on Grand Theft Auto IV. Kevin’s always been a bit difficult to talk to … and far too keen on computer games. Now his parents fear he’s given up on this world and taken up virtual residence somewhere else.



Boys have always been boys - restless, impulsive, excitable, obsessive, aggressive, inscrutable - but in an overcrowded, over-heated, 21st century world their boyishness seems to be more of a problem. These four are fairly extreme examples, of course, but many parents I meet see echoes of behaviour from one or more of them in their own sons - not to mention their son’s friends, and the boys they see out on the streets and in the malls. So maybe we need to talk about Kevin, Leo, Ozzy and Dylan …




Do we need to talk about boys? 

During the last few years, there’s been what newspapers call a ‘moral  panic’ about childhood - every day seems to bring more stories of disturbed children or disaffected teenagers. A couple of years ago UNICEF reported that, on a range of measures of well-being, British children were the unhappiest in the developed world, while a think tank found that the UK had the worst behaved teenagers in Europe - at, or near the top of, the poll for drug abuse, binge drinking, under-age sex and youth crime.

None of this came as a surprise to British teachers, who’d noticed a steady deterioration in children’s behaviour and capacity to settle at school over at least two decades. It was their concern that led me - as a literacy specialist - to spend three years interviewing experts from a range of disciplines to find out what was going on. In Toxic Childhood, published shortly before the official reports began to appear, I collated research showing how junk food, poor sleeping patterns, a screen-based sedentary lifestyle, the wrong sort of childcare and educational experiences, family fragmentation and the effects of consumer culture can affect children’s development. Many youngsters now suffer from a combination of these factors - a dangerous cocktail that’s bound to have an effect. So as well as fuelling childhood obesity, ‘toxic childhood syndrome’ damages the brains of a growing number of children.

As I ferreted about among the statistics, it became depressingly obvious that boys were particularly affected. In terms of school work, they’d begun to lag behind girls in the 1980s, gone into free fall in the 1990s and - although government threw money and initiatives at them for over ten years - are still languishing in their sisters’ shadow. Girls now out-perform boys in every subject of the curriculum except maths and science, with almost 50% going on to university or college, as opposed to fewer than 40% of boys. Considering that, less than a century ago, the chances of a girl even being allowed near a university were negligible, this is a remarkable reversal of fortunes.

Part of the reason is boys’ greater chance of suffering from one of the ‘developmental disorders’, rarely heard of 30 years ago, but now affecting around one in ten children. These include ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) and dyspraxia (problems with physical co-ordination), both four times more likely to affect boys than girls,  and Asperger Syndrome (a form of autism which causes problems with social relationships) which is nine times as common in males. Academics are at the moment locked in dispute over whether more boys than girls are dyslexic but - whatever the finer points of their argument - they’re at least twice as likely as girls to have problems with reading at school.

Boys come out worst in terms of mental health too. The British Medical Association reported in 2006 that boys in the five to ten age group were twice as likely as girls to have an emotional, behavioural or mental health problem, while among 10 to 15-year-olds 11% of boys had diagnosable conditions, as opposed to 8% of girls. They also found that young men in the 15 to 24 age range were the group most at risk of committing suicide. Indeed, in this age group, suicide is the second most common cause of death.

So yes, I think we should recognise that all is by no means well with children and young people in contemporary Britain, and that boys in particular are getting a pretty raw deal. What’s more, if boys aren’t reasonably civilised, confident and able to exercise self-control by the time they reach their teens, they can become a problem for society: four out of five criminal offences are committed by males. In the words of psychologist Sammi Timimi, who has written widely on the subject: ‘The big difference is that boys externalise their problems and it comes out as bad behaviour - girls tend to internalise it, as sadness. Boys’ issues are therefore issues for others, not just themselves.’


There have always been disaffected young men - scamps, scoundrels, hooligans and ‘juvenile delinquents’ litter the pages of social history - but the fact that youth crime has always been with us doesn’t excuse it. As we learn more about the workings of the human mind, it should be possible to make life and learning easier for boys, so they grow up balanced, happy and able to make their own contribution to society. But at present, more and more 21st century boys seem to fall victim to the toxicity of modern childhood. And if we close our eyes to the problem, hoping it’ll go away, these lost boys’ plight will become an ever greater threat, not just to themselves but to society as a whole.

This is the first of two books about bringing up children in a 21st century world, one about boys and one about girls. The decision to treat the sexes separately doesn’t mean I believe that one is more equal than the other. As a thoroughly 20th century woman, I’m as committed to gender equality as it’s possible to be. But 60 years of personal experience and wide research into gender and child development have convinced me that there are essential differences between boys and girls. And if we refuse to acknowledge them, we damage the prospects of all children - indeed, perhaps of our species as a whole.




The role of nature 

Why should a 21st century lifestyle be particularly damaging for boys? The evidence suggests it’s to do with fundamental truths about human nature - and the growing discrepancy between instinctive male behaviour and the demands of modern life. According to evolutionary biologists, major gender traits relate back to our remote past, when the responsibility for keeping the species alive was divided up between males and females. Females, who were usually pregnant or looking after small children, stayed behind at camp, keeping the home fires burning and nurturing the next generation. The job of the male was to protect and provide, fending off dangers and roaming the local terrain in the quest for food.

The sorts of masculine behaviour required for stalking, pursuing and killing wild animals are very different from the feminine virtues needed for raising infants and getting along with one’s fellow campers. Natural selection therefore meant that over the millennia, male and female developed gender traits fitting them for their particular roles, and these traits are hard-wired into our psyches at birth. There’s now a huge mass of statistical data generated throughout the world - such as psychometric tests, educational assessments, crime statistics and a plethora of social surveys - that link convincingly with the evolutionists’ case.

For instance, males are proven to be more violent than females, as  would be required for fending off attackers and hunting down prey. They’re also better at ‘visuospatial tasks’ such as judging distances and ‘three-dimensional mental transformations’, which means imagining how objects look from different angles or as they move through space. These skills would be useful when making one’s way around the hunting grounds, working out how to turn natural objects into tools and weapons, or visualising the trajectory of a spear slicing through the air. And men are far more likely than women to be risk-takers, which would come in useful when throwing themselves headlong into the chase or closing in for the kill.

They’re also extremely competitive — necessary not only for hunting, but for mating with the most attractive females, thus passing on one’s successful genes to the next generation. Evolutionists reckon this competitiveness underpins the male preoccupation with rank and status, from church hierarchies to football league tables. It probably also accounts for men’s preference for status (as measured by their rank at work but also money, fast cars and other trappings of success) over personal relationships and family. Women, on the other hand, tend in surveys to give more balanced weighting to status and relationships.

It makes sense that relationships would be more important to females, since their main function was to bear and rear children while getting along with the other mothers. They’d also find the human potential for language helpful for smoothing social interactions and passing on knowledge to their young, so it’s no surprise that conversation comes more naturally to women. For hunters, more inclined to action, the main use of language would be warnings, commands or brisk discussions of strategy, so men are constitutionally nowhere near as inclined to chat.




From Stone Age to city limits 

If every little boy is born with the brain of a Stone Age hunter, and his natural inclination is to be active, run about outdoors, take risks, compete … and win, he’s going to come up against obvious problems in our uptight, urban 21st century world. 2008 was the year when the  global balance tipped in terms of human habitation: around the world more people now live in cities than elsewhere, so there’s far less space for most boys to run about. In an increasingly risk-averse society, there’s also less opportunity to throw oneself headlong into any physical activity and opportunities to compete physically are increasingly regulated.

Little wonder that poor young Dylan, full of pent-up male energy and designed by nature for a free-range existence, causes problems for his mother and teachers. He’s desperate to run and scramble in the great outdoors - but lack of space, too much traffic and adult fears about a range of real and perceived dangers mean he’s being battery-reared indoors for most of the day.

He also needs ways of dealing with his instinctive need to compete and fight. In the past, boys sorted this out through play of various kinds. But in a world where childcare is increasingly institutionalised, play-fighting and other rowdy, boyish activities are frowned upon. And now he’s at school, the only accepted way to compete is through schoolwork. Since he can’t even sit still at his desk for five minutes, let alone make progress in reading and writing, he’s not going to win much status there.

And then there’s Leo - an older, stronger, untamed Dylan who’s finally escaped back into the wild. As a 21st century boy who has never found a socially acceptable way of channelling his energy, he’s drifted into a range of socially unacceptable behaviours. He can’t achieve at school, so he either plays up or bunks off. Out on the streets, he’s discovered a tribal subculture in which impulsive, antisocial activity can bring status and success. And now that his male drive for action, risk-taking and dominance has been topped up by a fierce surge of adolescent hormones, Leo has regressed right back to the Stone Age.

Stone Age teenagers would at this point be initiated into the tribe to join the other men in the hunt. But a tribe of disaffected lads on a 21st century housing estate has nothing to hunt but drugs, drink and trouble. Their male role models - rappers, macho movie stars and older gang members - preach that, with enough muscle on your side, you can take what you want, when you want it (including those ‘bitches  and whores’). And if that means the life of man returns to being nasty, brutish and short … well, too bad. For Leo there doesn’t seem much else to look forward to.

The natural impulses of these two boys are in direct conflict with the mainstream 21st century culture they live in. Dylan’s still just a little boy, but his teacher’s rightly worried - unless we acknowledge his problems, find ways for him to work off excess energy and help him settle down at school, he could turn into a Leo. And Leo’s behaviour may soon become a threat to the law-abiding majority - teenage gang culture has become increasingly violent of recent years, with stabbings and shootings dominating the headlines.

At present society applies short-term solutions. If Dylan runs out of control in the classroom, we diagnose ADHD and give him Ritalin, a psychotropic drug to calm him down - in 2007, almost half a million prescriptions were doled out in the UK. When Leo oversteps the mark, we issue an ASBO - if he still won’t toe the line, he’ll end up in the criminal justice system, and if there’s room in the overflowing prisons, we might lock him up for a while.

These are both sticking-plaster solutions that ignore the underlying issues. If we want these boys and millions like them to contribute to society rather than threaten it, we have to find ways of helping them adjust to life in an increasingly urban culture. That means acknowledging that they can’t be battery-raised.




Systems, status and success 

But Dylan and Leo are only half of the problem. There’s another sort of boyish behaviour that’s always been around but may be becoming more problematical, for the boys themselves and, in the long run, for society. Fossil-loving Ozzy and computer-loving Kevin don’t so far seem to fit as neatly as Dylan and Leo into the evolutionary jigsaw.

Neither looks like a natural action man - it’s hard to imagine Ozzy yomping around the neolithic hunting ground, and Kevin seems more like a solitary stalker than a functioning member of the tribe. Since both of them seem more academically inclined than our first  two examples, you’d expect them to be thriving in a culture that lays great store by education. But neither is a balanced, happy boy.

A further strand in the evolutionary argument, put forward by Cambridge psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen, might explain their problems. He’s identified two types of human thought and behaviour, which he believes are related to gender. In his book The Essential Difference: Men, Women and the Extreme Male Brain he suggests that men are more likely to be ‘systemisers’ (S-type thinkers), while women are more inclined to be ‘empathisers’ (E-type thinkers). Systemisers are driven to understand and build various types of systems, ranging from the mechanical or natural to systems of abstract ideas such as mathematics or music. Empathisers, on the other hand, are interested in human beings, how their minds work, how they feel, and how they interact with one another in terms of relationships.

The two ways of thinking aren’t in any way mutually exclusive - indeed, all human beings need to be able to do both, as they’re both necessary for survival. We have to systemise our understanding of the world, to bring order to the immense amount of information we absorb every day, and to gain increasing control over our environment. But as social animals, dependent on each other to keep our world turning, we must also be aware of - and responsive to - each other’s needs and feelings.

However, Baron-Cohen argues that men, with their long-term interest in tools, weapons and strategies for using them, are more likely to incline towards S-type systemising, while females, after countless millennia collaborating over the care of children, have more natural capacity for E-type empathising. Large-scale surveys of adults’ thinking skills do indeed show that, while most people are proficient in both S- and E-type thinking, males are more inclined to systemising while women score higher on tests of empathy.

Baron-Cohen acknowledges that social expectations of gender roles are bound to affect men’s and women’s behaviour. However, his team at Cambridge has also conducted two ingenious experiments strongly suggesting that this ‘essential difference’ is actually written into our DNA (see pages 26 and 31).

The ability to systemise underpins the capacity for rational thought, so in terms of cultural evolution it’s been an incredibly useful skill. For instance, a Stone Age systemiser with forensic powers of observation and analysis could use his brainpower (along with his fellow tribesmen’s brawn) to dominate the hunting grounds. Ever since, given our species’ ability to pass on knowledge through the generations, the insights of talented systemisers, combined with competitiveness, yearning for status, and willingness to take risks, have been the major force behind human progress. Tools and technologies, models and machines, cities and civilisations, empires and economies - are all based on the principles of S-type thought. So it’s not surprising that talented S-type males through the ages have acquired high status, or that parents should encourage this strength in their sons.




Too much of a good thing? 

The problem is that brain backed up by brawn is not enough to drive human progress. S-type systemisers may devise machines and institutions, but E-type empathy underpins the collaborative effort needed to build and operate them for the long-term good. In the same way, civil society depends on E-type thinking: unless citizens can take each other’s point of view into account, the social fabric of life will unravel.

Indeed, when the drive for systems, status and success is allowed to accelerate without the counterbalance of an E-type brake, it can threaten the survival of the species and possibly the planet. Most of us would agree that wholly systemised solutions to human problems, such as those devised by Hitler, Mao Tse Tung and Pol Pot, are fundamentally flawed. And as man’s systemising ability increases, the tools he devises - such as DDT and nuclear weapons - may usher in as many problems as they do solutions.

Just as the species needs empathy to survive, so do individuals. The relationships underpinning all positive human endeavour are personal, emotional and social. Without empathy to balance it, the ability to  systemise can become a liability. This is poor Ozzy’s problem: he can systemise for Britain, but he can’t work out how other people think. So although he knows everything there is to know about fossils, he hasn’t the faintest idea what’s going on in the minds of the people around him. He rubs everyone up the wrong way: so his teacher thinks he’s arrogant and defiant, his classmates consider him a complete oddball, and he’s a gift to playground bullies. From Ozzy’s point of view, the social world of school is by turns baffling and terrifying. Little wonder he prefers the company of fossils.

In fact, Ozzy is dangerously close to what Baron-Cohen calls the ‘extreme male brain’. This is his term for autistic children, locked in a world of non-communication, with no ability to empathise at all. In autism’s milder variant, Asperger Syndrome, children can speak and learn (and some have high systemising ability in particular areas) but still have little or no idea of what makes other people tick.

Over the last 20 or 30 years, an increasing number of children, particularly boys, have been burdened with ‘an extreme male brain’. Autism - especially Asperger Syndrome - is hugely on the increase. Baron-Cohen notes a tenfold rise in diagnoses in the UK over the last 30 years, with current estimates ranging from 1 in 200 to 1 in 58. He puts this wide range of estimates down to variations in methods of diagnosis. But while there’s clearly a biological basis for the condition - and many Asperger sufferers are undoubtedly locked by birth into social isolation - I suspect, and argue throughout this book, that changes in lifestyles and attitudes may be exacerbating the problem. In days gone by, a boy like Ozzy might have achieved - through constant unavoidable human interaction - a good enough level of social competence to pass muster.

Then there’s Kevin, locked in his personal black hole. His natural drive to systemise has led him to an obsessive interest in computer games, and thus to growing social isolation. For a boy who finds the cut and thrust of real life a tad too threatening, gaming is a simple way to satisfy the masculine quest for action, risk and conquest. When you have endless onscreen worlds to conquer in the privacy of your own room, why bother with the real one?

A natural systemiser is always at risk of getting carried away. And, indeed, the obsessive behaviour this inspires occasionally brings great success: musicians or sportsmen who practise remorselessly may become world-beaters; scientists or engineers who can’t stop worrying at a problem may eventually make a ground-breaking discovery; genius is famously 99% perspiration. But most people aren’t geniuses.

In Kevin’s case, his obsession is essentially passive and non-productive, distracting him from both schoolwork and normal social interaction. The more he withdraws into his virtual world, the less successful he’s likely to be in the real one. There may also be other long-term effects: in a living, breathing, social animal like a human being, we don’t yet know the psychological and social consequences of choosing to live one’s life through an avatar.




Nature and nurture 

However, although these 21st century problems seem to be on the increase, the vast majority of boys are still on track. Human beings are remarkably adaptable, and through the centuries we have managed to accommodate our Stone Age brains to the requirements of a vast range of cultural environments.

That’s one of the reasons that, as a species, we’ve been so successful. Being born with a sparsely formed brain means children can be moulded by nurture to survive and thrive in their own particular physical environment and culture. This is why babies born with the same brain structure may end up wearing fur coats or loin cloths, speaking Chinese or Hindi, living in long huts or high-rise flats, or thrilling to the music of a string quartet or a didgeridoo.

The really good news is that, unless something is seriously awry with brain structure, there are tried and tested ways of raising well-balanced boys that seem consistent across cultures, and can work just as well in 21st century Britain. So …


Meet Adam. After our uncomfortable introduction to Dylan, Ozzy, Leo and Kevin, you’ll find it remarkably easy - he’ll proffer a hand, look you straight in the eye and grin as he says ‘Hello’. Your only problem will be pinning him down - what with cricket, band practice (he plays keyboard), working on the bike with his dad and playing computer games with his mates. He somehow also manages to fit in his schoolwork, and to do pretty well. His last school report calls him ‘a good all-rounder’ (Adam claims he’d be a ‘brilliant all-rounder’ if they’d teach him something worth learning) and predicts he’ll achieve the grades needed for university.

Of course, Adam is not perfect. His parents say he has the usual teenage moods and whinges, and got into his fair share of scrapes as a child. But he doesn’t stay down for long, can gruffly apologise if he’s in the wrong, and always tries to learn from mistakes. It helps that he has, as his mates point out, a wicked sense of humour.

Adam’s parents are quietly proud of their son and he’s quietly grateful to them. Though really looking forward to leaving home next year, he knows they’ve worked hard to give him a happy childhood. They spent time with him, sharing their interests and teaching skills like cooking and how to fix things, but they also gave him plenty of freedom to play out with his mates. Even when he hit their bad books, they usually tried to listen to his point of view - but that didn’t make them a pushover: there were always firm boundaries for behaviour and big trouble if he crossed them. Now he’s older they trust him to make his own decisions, and he wouldn’t want to let them down.

When you ask Adam how he feels about being a 21st century boy, he says ‘Great!’, and you know by the look in his eye that he means it. You also know that, whatever challenges the future brings, he’s ready for them.



I’ve met many boys like Adam as I researched this book. And it’s fascinating how little they differ from boys I met 30 years ago, during my time as a teacher, and the boys one meets in literature from across the centuries. The world may have changed immeasurably over recent decades, but the boys haven’t. They’re still born the same squirming bundles of human promise that they always were and, given the right sort of nurture, are just as likely to grow up bright, balanced and raring to go.

In our species, nurture counts for a lot - which is why a boy’s parents, friends, teachers and local community are so important to the way he eventually turns out. Between them, they have to help this prototype hunter rein in his aggression and find productive ways to channel his competitive and risk-taking instincts. Their influence can encourage his natural drive to systemise, while ensuring it’s balanced by the capacity to empathise. Nowadays this means developing good language and people skills. Neither of these comes as naturally to most boys as they do to girls, but in an overcrowded, urban culture the strong, silent type is way past his sell-by date.

However, like any natural organism, the human brain develops according to a biological timetable, not at the whim of other human beings or the behest of systems. Nurturing a child involves being attuned to where he is, and providing the sort of input that will help, rather than hinder his development. Brain growth is also governed by emotion: insecure or unhappy children are inclined to learn the wrong sorts of lessons. So rearing a son - particularly in the first seven or so years, before he develops the capacity for rational thought - requires deep sensitivity on the part of the nurturer. Perhaps this is why human females have, over the millennia, developed a particular talent for empathy?

 



The basic recipe Adam’s parents found is the same as that recommended by countless mothers and fathers I’ve met over the years, and appears to be much the same across time and cultures. It begins by giving a boy love, time, talk and freedom to explore. While necessary throughout childhood, these are particularly essential for healthy  brain development in the first three years. As he grows older, he needs to play, especially with other children, and for boys this must include opportunities for lots of physical, active, outdoor play. Then, although it’s important not to push boys into formal education before they’re ready, he’ll need the 3Rs. Even in a multimedia world, reading and writing are now human must-haves - the acquisition of literacy skills leads to more rational, civilised behaviour as well as access to humanity’s accumulated store of S-type wisdom.

But there’s another R boys need to learn from their earliest years, upon which success in the educational system is based: respect. Respect for others, respect for social rules and - very importantly - self-respect. This involves a careful balancing act on behalf of parents and teachers. On the one hand, to nurture self-respect they have to be ‘warm’, taking their charges’ feelings and opinions into account. On the other, since boys are born to take risks and test boundaries, they have to be firm. If the adults in their lives can achieve the right balance of warmth with firmness, boys will accept the discipline they need to learn. The external discipline provided by parents, teachers and other responsible adults can then turn into self-discipline, which boys need to acquire the knowledge, skills and values to survive and thrive in adult life.

None of this is rocket science. Neither has it proved, in the past, particularly taxing: countless parents - working alongside their sons’ teachers and others in their community - have found themselves ‘good enough’ to carry it through. Indeed, if we want to see the fruits of their labours, we need only to look around us. The steady march of human progress through the centuries, leading to the Age of Enlightenment and the spread of democratic ideals, are testament to generations of parents who’ve nurtured their sons into bright, balanced, thoughtful men.

In fact, they helped them become so civilised and thoughtful that, at the end of the last century, the human quest for scientific understanding and social justice helped overturn the ‘natural’ order of things, and blew apart traditional gender roles.




The S/E balancing act 

And here, very probably, is one major cause of 21st century child-rearing problems. In terms of social history, this change in traditional male and female behaviour has been little short of seismic, and has had a profound influence on the way we rear our young.

Since the beginning of time, women were trapped by biology into their domestic role as nurturers while men were out, moving, shaking and transforming the world. Suddenly - with the advance of science (contraception, labour-saving devices, electronic media) and in an age of reason (universal suffrage, equality, human rights) - women’s domestic shackles crumbled away. Not surprisingly, they seized the chance to escape from domestic drudgery and join in with the moving and shaking.

Since all human beings are capable of S-type thought - and since the education system is designed to deliver it - women had no problem acquiring the skills needed in a 21st century workplace. They were also happy to embrace the masculine values of status and success. Indeed, after countless millennia of low status ‘women’s work’, they relished the opportunity to show what they could achieve, and to earn some material rewards. So women entered the economic fray on men’s terms.

The trouble is - as pointed out earlier - systems, status and success aren’t enough to guarantee human progress. While women were locked into their domestic role, one of the few rewards open to them was a loving relationship with their children. So throughout history they valued their talent for E-type thinking and passed it on by example. But when women moved out of the home and into the workplace, they - and everyone else - suddenly ceased to value the traditional female talent for caring.

This devaluing of E-type skills has blinded 21st century society to many ancient truths about childcare (indeed, about care in general). In the space of two or three decades, we seem to have forgotten the importance of love, time and talk in the early years of childhood, of allowing children freedom to explore and play, and of balancing  warmth with firmness to ensure they are well disciplined and able to learn. In over-valuing systems as opposed to empathy, we’ve also been blinded to the significance of trust in human relationships. This has had an effect on many aspects of our lives, including education.

It doesn’t help that the momentous shift in gender roles coincided with two other sociocultural revolutions. First came the rapid development of the ultimate systemising tool - computers. Within a matter of decades, digital technology has transformed the lives of everyone on the planet, not least through the influence of the electronic media. Second, there was the triumph of consumer capitalism as the main driver of human progress. The relentless quest for economic growth focused everyone’s attention on material wealth at the expense of personal relationships.

It’s not surprising that, in this highly systemised environment, parents began to look for system-driven, technological, commodified solutions to the challenges of child-rearing. Nor should we be surprised that governments and businesses constantly try to provide them. But turning a baby into a fully rounded human being isn’t something you can systemise. It still involves the intensely personal human input described in the last section. E-type thinking is grounded in the here and now, in face-to-face contact between real live human beings. The reason Adam looks you straight in the eye is that, from the moment he was born, people have been looking him in the eye and responding to him as a person.

If we want to raise more boys like Adam - boys with the emotional resilience and social competence to rise (alongside their sisters) to the challenges of the 21st century and continue (alongside their sisters) to take the human race onward and upward - we have to recalibrate the balance of S- and E-type thinking in our society. It’s not enough for men and women to regard each other as equals. Both sexes have to value the E-type skills that women traditionally passed on in the home, and recognise the E-type ways men have built on these skills to civilise boys through the ages. We have to accept that empathy, emotional engagement and eye contact matter just as much to human progress as systems, status and success.

There’s no doubt that the 21st century will be challenging. As I write, the global village is confronting a worldwide financial crisis, climate change, food and fuel shortages, the possibility of pandemics and other alarming scenarios. These challenges are by no means insuperable - now that computers have extended our systemising powers far beyond our own mental capacity, there’s immense potential for rapid scientific advance. In his book The Meaning of the 21st Century the futurologist James Martin describes today’s children as the ‘transition generation’, who must guide that advance for the good or ill of the planet and the species.

Today’s adults are responsible for raising this transition generation, so when research suggests all is not well with our children’s mental health, it’s definitely time to stop and consider what we might be doing wrong. And if, as the statistics suggest, the male of the species is faring less well than the female, perhaps we should start by talking about boys.

How are we to raise our young men in a culture that’s evolved so far beyond their biological nature? How can we give them the skills they’ll need in the future while respecting developmental needs that stem from mankind’s distant past? How can we make sense of age-old concepts such as mothering, play and discipline in a unisex, quick-fix consumer culture?

This book is not a call for women to return to domestic servitude or adults to foreswear the many benefits of modern technology. Progress means going forward, not harking back - but it’s perfectly possible to learn from the past without having to live in it. To recalibrate society’s S/E balance we have to accept the limitations of S-type material values, and recognise the importance throughout human history of E-type personal contact and care.

While researching and writing 21st Century Boys, I kept remembering the words of economist Richard Layard when I interviewed him about ‘toxic childhood’. As one of Britain’s foremost economists, he believes that hypercompetitive consumerism is now eroding social capital, the glue that holds communities together. I asked what we need to do to get society back on track, and his off-the-cuff reply was:
‘We just have to change the relative prestige accorded to smart-arsed behaviour and that accorded to kindness.’






Chapter Summary

The introduction explores why it’s worth considering boys’ development - as distinct from girls’ - within a specifically 21st century context. Research suggests British children are the unhappiest in Europe and that boys are falling behind girls educationally, are more at risk from developmental and mental health disorders and more likely to become involved in crime in their teens.

It suggests that the reason many boys find it difficult to adapt to the demands of 21st century life relates to their evolutionary inheritance. For some, the restrictions of a sedentary, urban lifestyle may cause problems in focusing attention and controlling behaviour, leading to disadvantage in the education system. For others, a male tendency to S-type (systemising) over E-type (empathising) thinking may increase educational attainment, while leading to problems with emotional and social development.

These problems are by no means insoluble, but tackling them depends on ‘warm but firm’ child-rearing tactics, involving personal involvement by parents and other responsible adults in boys’ lives. During several decades of rapid social and cultural change, the E-type skills required for this approach have been devalued.

 



 



 



Getting boys back on track

 



 



The message of this book is that bringing up children is a hugely important social enterprise - and it’s not just the responsibility of parents. While mothers and fathers are clearly on the front line in terms of their sons’ physical and mental health, they have, in the past, been personally supported by their families and communities. But in a complex 21st century culture, professionally-manned and screen-based systems have often taken the place of personal,  relationship-based support. The emergence of ‘toxic childhood syndrome’ suggests that these systems are not good enough. Bringing up children in the 21st century still requires E-type personal involvement. S-type institutions can clearly support the enterprise but they’ll never be an adequate substitute, even (perhaps especially) for the ‘cleverest’ children - see Chapter 10 (Born Winners). Because of the biological ‘fragility’ described in Chapter 1, boys are likely to suffer more than girls from a dearth of E-type understanding and kindness within their society.

So each chapter of 21st Century Boys ends with a few suggested starting points for rebalancing our attitude to child-rearing - not just for parents, but for the other adults whose lives impinge on them and their children, and for the policy-makers whose decisions influence us all.

 



 



What can parents do?

 



 



Parents’ part in ensuring a healthy S/E balance to ensure their sons’ physical and mental health is really pretty basic. First, they have to provide the obvious ingredients of nutritious food, a safe warm home and plenty of sleep and exercise. Next, there are the ingredients that underpin boys’ social and emotional needs so they grow up able to survive and thrive in a modern technological society. These can be counted on the fingers of one hand:

 



 



LOVE
LANGUAGE
DISCIPLINE
PLAY
LITERACY

 



 



Of these ingredients, love - the first and foremost - is parents’ major responsibility: everything else flows from that. The next three are still largely up to the family, but responsibility is shared with the rest of the community. The final ingredient can these days usually be handed over to schoolteachers, but since its foundations rest in the  preceding four, parents still play an important part.

There’s no perfect recipe - parents can only ever hope to be ‘good enough’ - but given a reasonable dollop of the key ingredients, the vast majority of boys should acquire the human qualities they need to become confident, caring responsible citizens. As boys grow older, parents, working with teachers and other responsible adults, have to do everything possible to develop the personal qualities they need to keep them on track. There are five of these to watch for too:

 



Physical
Emotional
Social
Intellectual
Creative
fitness
resilience
competence
curiosity
potential

 



 



What can the rest of us do?

 



 



One of the greatest social evils of recent decades - earnestly debated as I write by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (www.jrf.org/socialevils/defaultf ) - is the fragmentation of our local communities. There are many reasons for this social disintegration, but several are specifically identified as factors driving 21st century boys off the rails:
• Encouragement of individual citizens by commercial and marketing forces to pursue ‘self-realisation’ through consumption rather than relationships with others in the community. Marketers now aim their messages at very specific groups of consumers making them ever less aware and tolerant of those outside their immediate social group (see Chapters 3, 7 and 9).

• The professionalisation of social support means specific social groups are increasingly viewed as discrete units, provided for by specialist departments (e.g. Children’s Services) or organizations (e.g. Age Concern). There’s therefore probably less contact today between different members of the community - including different generations - than ever before (see Chapters 1, 2, 6 and 9). This development is recognised by policy-makers, who regularly trot out mantras about ‘social inclusion’ and ‘cohesion’, but their systemised solutions tend to make the problem worse rather than better (see Chapter 10).

• A generalised climate of risk-aversion has eroded trust between individuals and increased dependence on ‘health-and-safety’ regulations. Among other evils, this has left the old frightened of the young (Chapters 6 and 10) and - as far as children are concerned - it’s made everyone irrationally distrustful of men (Chapter 9). In terms of child-rearing, the ill-effects of social breakdown seem worse in the UK than other countries - we may now be the least child-friendly society in the world. Turning the situation round involves a change of mind-set in every sector of the adult world, e.g.

• For businesses and marketers it means accepting that long-term economic success depends upon social responsibility, especially to children.

• For professionals it involves recognising the limits of systemised support, and helping parents and other members of the community take more personal responsibility for children’s welfare.

• For all of us, it means challenging our excessively risk-averse health-and-safety culture, replacing fear with tolerance and assuming other people are trustworthy unless there’s good evidence to the contrary.





Basically, we all have to stop putting such store by smart-arsed S-type solutions and values and accord more prestige to personal relationships and human kindness.

 



 



What can politicians do?

 



 



Just as every one has to share responsibility for the community in which we live, politicians must accept that, in today’s sophisticated global culture, one man’s irresponsible behaviour can affect the  destiny of the whole species. This has been graphically illustrated by the financial and economic crisis that hit the world in 2007. The better we get at systemising, the more profound the effects of individual irresponsibility can be. Environmental campaigners have, of course, been arguing this case for decades - but perhaps the near destruction of the world economy will help focus politicians’ minds for the future.

If we’re to create a brave new ‘transition generation’, able to cope with 21st century interconnectedness, policy-makers need to recognise the importance of what happens at the beginning of human being’s lives (see also Chapter 10). This involves accepting the limitations of systems: the transmission of E-type understanding to the next generation relies on the personal input of real-life adults. The political challenge is to devise systems that can support the personal contribution of parents, families, teachers and communities to boys’ (and girls’) long-term mental well-being.

Recent governments have focused heavily on systemization and accountability. The resulting health-and-safety legislation, child protection procedures, and statutory regulation of childcare (including, in England, the Early Years Foundation Stage) have created a mass of red tape that deskills and disempowers individual parents and other adults and adds to the problem. On the other hand, there’s been little attempt to restrain the market forces that have helped skew social attitudes, throwing family life out of balance. To rebalance our society, the excesses of consumer capitalism must be reined in. In the words of social campaigner Richard Reeves, we need a family-friendly economy, not economy-friendly families.






Chapter 1

THE FRAGILE MALE

[image: 003]

Why baby boys need mothering 
more than ever … 
and why modern mothers need support

 



So is it nature, nurture or culture that leads so many of our boys towards ADHD, Asperger Syndrome, ASBOs and avatars? As with most human phenomena, it’s probably a complicated, personal cocktail of all three. But as far as nature’s concerned, there’s increasing evidence that boys are more fragile than girls from the very outset.

‘It’s as if boys have a flaw line of biological weakness from the word go,’ says consultant psychiatrist Sebastian Kraemer, who has made a study of ‘the fragile male’. This biological weakness shows itself long before babies are born. Kraemer estimates that around 120 male embryos are conceived for every 100 females but they are from the outset more vulnerable. More male embryos are lost through miscarriage in the early weeks of pregnancy than females, and thereafter ‘the male foetus is at greater risk of death or damage from all the obstetric catastrophes that can happen before birth’. By the time those embryos have got through nine months in the womb, the ratio is only 105 male per 100 female live births. The remainder, having weathered more natural catastrophes, have a greater risk of problems in later life.

In a world accustomed for millennia to viewing females as ‘the weaker sex’, male fragility comes as something of a surprise. Might men and boys not be as constitutionally tough as they’ve always wanted us to think they are?




What are little boys made of? 

A boy-child’s DNA is handed down by his parents. His mum and dad both have their own personal DNA, found in each cell of their bodies in the form of 46 chromosomes, arranged in 23 pairs. In 22 of these, the chromosomes are essentially identical (half derived from grandma, half from grandpa) and look, under the most powerful of microscopes, like two chummy little X shapes. But in dad the 23rd pair is different.

This is the pair that influences sexual characteristics. While the mother’s 23rd pair is another two Xs, the father’s consists of one X and one Y. This male Y chromosome is, in the words of a distinguished (female) obstetrician, ‘an X chromosome with a little bit missing’.

Each parent hands on half their personal DNA to their offspring, so every mother’s egg contains one of her X sex chromosomes and every father’s sperm has either an X or a Y (half of an XY). When an egg and sperm fuse, it’s the sperm that determines the baby’s sex. During reproduction, an equal number of the father’s X and Y sperm set out on the great competitive journey to fertilise the egg. But Y sperm swim faster than X sperm (perhaps because they’re slightly lighter?), which may account for that 120:100 ratio of male to female embryos.

So it’s not slugs, snails and puppy dogs’ tails that determine the nature of a boy-child, but a string of DNA in which the final chromosome is lighter and leaner than the female version. Smart-arsed feminists enjoy the ‘little bit missing’ joke and refer snidely to men as ‘the products of a damaged gene’ and mischievous male biologists encourage them by pointing out that the Y chromosome has shrunk in size over the millennia, and is gradually ‘fading away’. According to geneticist Steve Jones, author of Y: The Descent of Men, every second of every day the world’s women produce 400 eggs between them, while men produce 200,000,000,000,000,000 sperm. This profligacy has gradually eroded the Y chromosome, which is now ‘a mere remnant of a once mighty structure’ and destined eventually to disappear altogether. Fortunately for the human race, male extinction is still a few million years away. In the meantime, in the challenge to create  each new human being, those feisty little Y sperm are out there in the lead from the start, racing headlong into the great unknown.




Must try harder 

Once the Y sperm makes it to the egg, things go quiet for a while - every fertilised embryo starts off as sexually neutral. However, at around eight weeks the Y chromosome triggers the formation of male sex organs, which start producing the male hormone testosterone. From then on, hormones combine with other genetic factors to affect the development of the soon-to-be-baby boy’s body and brain.

X-fertilised embryos take it easier - ovaries don’t begin to form for another couple of weeks. Very occasionally, if a faulty Y chromosome fails to trigger male changes on time, ovaries begin to form in that foetus too. Biologists have therefore concluded that female anatomy is our species’ default mode, occurring more naturally than male sexual characteristics.

So, right from the beginning, the male of the species has to put in that little bit more developmental effort than the female in order to stay on track. As Sebastian Kraemer points out, ‘Males are attempting something extra all through life.’ Females, on the other hand, with their XX chromosome, ‘are endowed with what is in effect an extra Duracell battery’ . If one X is faulty or damaged in some way, they have a spare and since many brain-related genes are located on the X, females have an insurance policy against certain neurological traits.

It may also be that male embryos and foetuses find survival in the womb more challenging because they’re less in tune with their mother’s metabolism. As hostess to any developing child, a mother is in effect harbouring an alien body. Her immune system is more likely to reject an interloper full of male hormones than one sharing her own female hormonal make-up. So advice to pregnant women about eating healthily, eschewing cigarettes and alcohol, and avoiding inessential medication has even more resonance if they are carrying boys. A study of mothers who took cocaine during pregnancy showed long-term ill-effects in terms of their sons’ development, but not of daughters.

This image of a fragile male, struggling to survive in a potentially hostile environment and forced to make more of an effort than his laid-back sister, is a very new one. Indeed, until the scientific advances of the 20th century, there was no reason even to suspect it. Most fragile male (and female) foetuses were in the past obliterated by nature. A baby that suffered prenatal damage was seldom born alive, and more often than not premature arrivals also perished.

With vast improvements in medical science over the 20th century, many more children survive those perilous first nine months and the trauma of birth, so it’s not surprising that more are born with disabilities of some kind. Physical problems are usually immediately apparent, but learning difficulties are not usually noticeable till later childhood. And given this newly discovered male fragility, there’s a far greater chance of those difficulties affecting boys rather than girls.




Strong, silent … and slow 

The prenatal development of male foetuses has further long-term implications. Simon Baron-Cohen, whose theory about S- and E-type brains was outlined in the introduction, believes that many boys’ lack of interest in people and how their minds work begins the minute the Y chromosome triggers the release of testosterone. All foetuses - like all babies, children and adults - have both male and female hormones in their bloodstreams, but in boy foetuses testosterone levels are usually much higher than in girls.

Baron-Cohen measured the levels of testosterone in amniotic fluid taken from pregnant women during medical tests in the early stages of pregnancy (this testosterone comes from the foetus). A year or so later, he contacted the mothers concerned and asked to meet their offspring, who were now toddlers. He found that the higher the level of testosterone these children had before birth, the less communicative they were in early childhood, making less eye contact and speaking fewer words than children who’d had low foetal testosterone. We’ll see in succeeding chapters how these natural characteristics may act alongside nurture to affect emotional, social and cognitive development.

It’s also been suggested that foetal testosterone speeds the growth of the right hemisphere of the brain (the side that specialises in spatial relationships - which would, of course, have been helpful on the hunting grounds) and slows down development of the left hemisphere (housing the main language areas - helpful for socialising back at camp). While there’s still huge debate about this in scientific circles, it can’t be denied that, by the time they’re born, girls have better connections between the two sides of the brain than boys. The corpus callosum, a bundle of nerve fibres linking the left and right hemispheres, is thicker in the brains of female newborns than males.

Newborn boys’ brains are actually heavier than girls’ - there are around 9% more grey cells in the cerebrum, the part at the front of the brain where higher mental functions are centred. And there’s some statistical evidence that, as well as being prone to more learning difficulties, the male sex produces more brilliant male scientists. (This evidence is hotly contested by at least one brilliant female scientist.) However, while there seems to be a relationship between brain size and intelligence among males, size doesn’t seem as significant in females, who appear to get along fine with their slightly smaller cerebra. Maybe the greater ability to make links across the two hemispheres allows girls to make more ‘balanced’ use of the grey matter?

Foetal testosterone also sets up the male body for greater muscle development and higher bone density than a female, preparing a boy to be physically stronger (pound for pound), and with a natural advantage in terms of muscle growth and repair. It makes another bit of brain tissue swell too: the hypothalamus - the area that regulates sexual behaviour. Once that baby boy reaches maturity, his more proactive role in conception means he’s primed by nature to think about sex much more often than his girlfriend does.

But despite the potential to grow beefier than the female in the future, general development in the womb is slower. One indication of this was noted by psychology professor Peter Hepper. He found that at four months males and females make about the same number of movements with their mouths, but a few weeks later the females have raced ahead of the males - the neural connections between the brain  and the mouth seem more mature. It’s tempting to conclude that, even in the womb, girls practise to be the more talkative sex.




Not so big and bouncy? 

By the time they’re born, this developmental gender gap has become quite noticeable, with boys lagging several weeks behind girls in a range of ways. For instance, immediately after birth girls are more likely to respond to sounds, scents and light, suggesting their senses are better developed. Boys are described as more ‘emotionally reactive’ than girls and researchers note that boy babies display more ‘distress and demands for contact’ than their female counterparts. This immaturity could be the reason that, even with all today’s medical miracles, premature baby boys are less likely to survive than girls - in terms of actual maturity, they’re much more premature.

With less well developed senses, boys may also be less sensitive to parents’ attempts to comfort and communicate with them through smiles and songs. In experiments where parents hummed to premature babies, girls benefited from the experience whereas boys did not. And the developmental differences noted by Simon Baron-Cohen could make the problem worse. Since their brains were bathed in testosterone in the womb, boys may be less inclined to make eye contact than girls, thus making it more difficult for parents to engage with their sons. Research collated by the Gurian Institute in the USA suggests that by the time they’re four weeks old, boys make half as much eye contact as girls.

However, in a world programmed through countless millennia to assume that males are the stronger sex, boy babies - far from being considered fragile - are usually viewed as sturdier and more competent than their sisters. When assessing their newborn infants, parents use words like ‘big’ and ‘strong’ in relation to boys far more often than girls. Researchers record these comments even when there’s no measurable difference in weight and strength among the babies concerned, so it’s obviously a case of wishful thinking: ‘The masculine ideal is big and strong,’ think the parents, ‘therefore our perfect baby must already be on the way to fulfilling that ideal.’

This misconception (along with other atavistic fears relating to gender) leads some parents to believe that too many cuddles might do their baby boys long-term damage. There’s a widespread fear of ‘spoiling’ them, a fear so deep-seated that it’s spawned a special derogatory word: mollycoddle. So, despite boys’ immaturity, fretfulness and sensitivity they may well get less loving time and attention even in the early months of life than their sisters. After all, a baby girl - basking in the epithets ‘sweet’ and ‘little’ - is positively asking to be cosseted and cuddled, isn’t she ... ?




Knowing me, knowing you 

It’s pretty obvious that, in the early months of life, all children need to be ‘mollycoddled’. They are at this point helpless little bundles of instinct, and it’s up to their parents to keep them alive: fed, watered, clean, comfortable and safe from harm. But as well as these obvious physical needs, tiny babies also have profound emotional needs. They may be physically helpless but the emotional and primitive survival centres of their brains are fully functioning, and they desperately need to know that someone is there to care for them at all times. So they’re programmed to become ‘attached’ to this someone (usually their mother) from birth - by sight, sound, touch, smell and taste.

Psychologists believe the quality of this attachment in the early months and years has repercussions throughout the whole of our lives. Babies who are securely attached - meaning they feel utterly confident in the loving attention of their adult carers - are at a lifelong advantage. They’re likely to thrive at school, and to find it easier to make and maintain relationships throughout adulthood. Above all, they have a greater chance of developing emotional resilience - the inner strength and self-confidence to cope with whatever slings and arrows fortune may have in store. So at the beginning of life, the best way to build up the emotional, social and cognitive defences of a fragile male baby is a good dose of mother love.

Since a mother is physically close to her baby from the outset, she is the natural ‘primary attachment figure’. Hormones associated with  giving birth and suckling an infant also provide a head start for mum in bonding with her offspring. But looking after a tiny baby is physically and psychologically draining, and for a mum to keep on top of his interminable (and often tediously repetitive) needs, she herself needs ongoing support and rewards.

Support from her partner, other family members or others in the community is vitally important, and with luck some of these supporters will gradually become ‘secondary attachment figures’, to whom the baby will also learn to turn. But a mother also needs the support of the baby himself. Right from the beginning, the bonding process between mother and child is reciprocal. The baby’s gaze rewards the mother. If she can gaze lovingly at her infant and feel that he’s gazing lovingly back, she’s much more likely to be a contented committed attachment figure.

Developmental psychologist Colwyn Trevarthen describes how eye contact between parents and their babies leads into a ‘dance of communication’. When adults hold their tiny infants and look into their eyes, they seem programmed for certain behaviour: exaggerated facial expressions, rhythmic rocking movements, sing-song babytalk or nursery rhymes and songs. Babies, on the other hand, are hard-wired to imitate what adults do (if you put your tongue out at a newborn infant, it’ll put its tongue back out at you) so they gradually start copying the parental example.

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health borrows Trevarthen’s image when it describes attachment as a ‘reciprocal relationship’, developing into ‘attentive parenting in which children and parents follow each other’s rhythms, rather like dancers’.




The dance of communication 

However, Trevarthen has noticed that the first steps in the communicatory dance appear to be slightly different for girls and boys. While new mothers soon start singing and crooning to daughters, they often spend more time making faces at their sons. This could be the result of social expectations - adults may assume girls are more interested in  language and song - or it could be that it’s actually easier to engage a baby girl’s attention. Since they’re generally more mature at birth than boys, they may be more competent to hold the parental gaze and attend to the sound of the human voice. This backs up the ancient wisdom of old wives that ‘girls are easier than boys’.

Another experiment by Baron-Cohen’s team at Cambridge has suggested that baby boys are less interested in looking at people’s faces. They tested children in their first week of life, when social influences could scarcely affect behaviour, by placing images on either side of their cots and counting the number of times the infants turned to look at them. The choice was between a friendly human face (Jennifer) and a mobile on which Jennifer’s features had been rearranged to look like a machine (‘The Alien’). Baby girls showed a clear preference for the face, baby boys for the alien. So it’s highly possible that mothers through the ages have resorted to gurning in a desperate attempt to attract their sons’ attention.

If boys, because of the effects of high foetal testosterone, are slightly less well equipped to join in the dance of communication, there are implications for attachment. A baby who cries a lot because of an immature nervous system, and who’s constitutionally disinclined to reward adults with early eye contact (and the other copycat behaviours that follow), will need his mother to work harder. She’ll have to summon up more mother love to tune into her son’s feelings. And if she’s tired, anxious or low-spirited, it won’t be easy to keep up the cheery face-making and baby talk.

There’s no doubt it’s harder to get boys going. Scientists studying babies in the first three months of life found girls’ skills in making eye contact and attending to their parents’ faces increased fourfold, while in boys facial-gazing skills didn’t increase at all. Another group found six-month-old girls streets ahead in the imitation stakes. By this time, they were much more likely than boys to widen their eyes and lift their eyebrows when greeting new arrivals. Researchers describe girls as more ‘interested and sociable’ and boys as ‘more excitable’, less easy to soothe and settle.

Similarly, children whose parents spend lots of time talking and  singing to them are more likely to develop good language skills, with all the attendant personal, social and cognitive advantages (see Chapter 2). But as Trevarthen pointed out, mothers are more likely to talk and sing to girls than boys. And psychologists Gwendolyn Stevens and Sheldon Gardner found that this continues throughout the first six months: among the babies they studied the girls got more talk and song, the boys more physical contact. More worryingly, Stevens and Gardner found that, at six months, some mothers give up the unequal struggle. From then on, they not only continue to talk and sing more to their daughters than their sons, but they also give them more cuddles.

This could well be the genesis of all those strong, silent men throughout the centuries. And perhaps it didn’t matter too much in the past if many men were unempathetic and uncommunicative - their working lives depended on strength and/or systemising skills, and they left the caring, sharing stuff to the womenfolk. But in a crowded 21st century world where work is generally indoor, upfront and personal, everyone needs people skills. Which means 21st century baby boys need attentive mothering more than ever before.




Fragile parents 

Unfortunately, this is where the march of systemised progress throws a further spanner in the works. Another unintended side effect of the tumultuous cultural changes of recent decades is that adults are on the whole far less well prepared for parenthood than our grandparents. So natural, enjoyable interaction with little babies may not come as easily to modern adults as it did to previous generations. And despite our material wealth, new parents may also often be less well supported on a personal level. This can significantly affect their mental state, especially if a baby is apparently antisocial, distressed and demanding.

In the days when child-rearing was ‘women’s work’, most new mothers already had some experience of babies. As they grew up, they’d probably helped with siblings or other children in the local area. Then, when their own babies were born, they were usually  surrounded by an extended family and other women in the wider community who provided adult company and helped out if any problems arose. This is still the case in developing countries, where the women of a community observe various routines and rituals, coming together to support a new mother in the weeks after the birth.

But in a contemporary technological culture, parents - male and female - seldom have much personal experience of babies before bringing their own home from the hospital. They may also be several generations away from an extended family and the female lore that saw their own parents through. What’s more, if they’ve moved away from the place they grew up, their main social contacts are probably from the world of work - not likely to be much use for support or advice. While professional help is available in acute circumstances, the cost of providing ongoing personal advice and support for all new parents is considered prohibitive.

Many new mothers (and others caring for small babies) thus find themselves spending the greater part of their lives with little adult company, and with no one to turn to if they’re not sure what to do. A 2007 report found young mothers spent only 90 minutes a day with adults other than their partners - it was the ‘loneliest time of their lives’. Even when all goes well, looking after a small baby is a hugely demanding but not wildly entertaining task, and for adults used to the busy social life of a workplace this solitary servitude can be deeply destabilising. If problems arise, tackling them alone is doubly stressful. And women who’ve learned to value themselves in terms of their status in the workplace can find it difficult to cope with relegation to the low-status role of ‘mother’.

Between 10 and 15% of mothers are eventually diagnosed with postnatal depression, but according to the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health as many again probably go undiagnosed because they don’t realise that their feelings of guilt and helplessness are a recognised clinical condition. There are many other parents and carers who, although they never reach the stage of feeling helpless, find the demands of childcare render them tired and low-spirited. And when human beings feel down, depressed or despondent, they don’t  find it easy to smile, sing, make silly faces or engage in baby talk.

It’s therefore not surprising that research shows the mothers of baby boys are more likely to suffer from postnatal depression than the mothers of girls, or that male babies are more affected by their mothers’ depression. The dance of communication is a two-way process, and a miserable mum would find engaging with a less naturally sociable infant much more difficult. Research also shows that depressed mothers are less able to read their babies’ feelings, seem ‘out of sync’ with them, and have a tendency to look away. Unable to communicate with her son, it’s not surprising if a fragile mother chooses to direct her gaze elsewhere.




The technology trap 

At this point another aspect of modern life enters the fray. Twenty-first century adults have an unprecedented range of things to gaze at - TV, email, social networking sites, blogs, MSN … if we aren’t careful, it’s easy to spend hours engrossed in virtual communication which - once one’s gone into systemised thought mode - is far less demanding than face-to-face encounters. So it’s not surprising if harassed parents and other carers, particularly those for whom low spirits have made real human contact difficult, are attracted to electronic communication or entertainment. And when you’re watching a TV programme, answering your emails or plugged into an iPod, you can’t give personal attention to a baby.

Not only can modern technology distract adults from attending to the dance of communication, it can also distract babies. Before the arrival of video and all-day TV about 30 years ago, there was only one way for a mother to comfort her fractious baby son. She had to pick him up, give him a cuddle, look him in the eyes and try to communicate with him - the dance of communication was a downright necessity. Nowadays, however, even tiny infants can be hypnotised by the colour, movement and sound effects of screen-based entertainment. With an electronic babysitter blinking in the corner of the living room, a welter of children’s channels on offer every minute of the day  (including a dedicated Baby Channel), and a range of DVDs offering to turn one’s child into an Einstein, Mozart or Michelangelo, any parent who’s not in a dancing mood can easily sit this one out.

In a technological world, this doesn’t at first seem too worrying a development. After all, 21st century children are growing up in a high-tech, screen-based world - surely it’s good for them to learn their way around it from an early age? And can’t TV and DVD - granting access to a whole world of images - entertain and educate a baby far better than a humble mother, stuck in the dreary domestic here and now? As for all those lullabies and nursery rhymes, surely professional recordings would be much more enjoyable than mum’s amateur rendition? The answer, in terms of their baby’s development is, emphatically, No.

A baby boy in the first year or so of life is much closer to his Stone Age past than his 21st century future. His brain is designed to learn through first-hand experiences (see pages 48-52), not disembodied sounds and shapes on a flat screen. He also needs genuine, personal interaction, as Trevarthen demonstrated in a study where babies and mothers interacted over a video link. When the link was in real time, so that mother and child responded to each other’s images on screen as if real life, the babies were hooked. But when the babies were shown a recording of their mothers - meaning mum’s gestures weren’t responsive to her child in real time - they became distressed.

Through the rituals of attachment - eye contact, physical closeness, body language, song - parent and child gradually become attuned to each other’s emotions, and the baby gradually learns what it is to be human. But a baby boy who’d rather stare at an alien mobile than a friendly face (see page 32) isn’t naturally all that interested in learning these human skills. With his hunter’s visuo-spatial skills and his drive to systemise he’s much more likely to be fascinated by flickering patterns on a brightly lit screen. Given half a chance, he’ll attune himself to screens rather than people.

For many years, the American Academy of Pediatrics has recommended that children under two shouldn’t watch TV at all. There was no research to back up this recommendation - just a gut reaction on the part of doctors who knew something about child development. 

Indeed, it’s only in the last few years that research into the effects of technology on children’s brains in the first few years of life has begun to trickle through. Studies have now appeared linking early television watching to those male-dominated disorders, ADHD and autism. As argued in later chapters, I suspect the technology trap may also be related to many speech and language difficulties and to dyslexia. In 2008, the French government concluded the evidence is strong enough to ban French channels from airing TV programmes aimed at children under three and insist cable channels display a health warning.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/suep_9781409111269_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/suep_9781409111269_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/suep_9781409111269_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/suep_9781409111269_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
21ST CENTURY
BOYS

Sue Palmer





