INTRODUCTORY NOTE: Pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock (1903-1998) became America's
most respected expert on child care with the publication of The Common Sense Book of Baby
and Child Care in 1946. The following passage is adapted from an essay in the 1976 edition of
Baby and Child Care.

CHILDREN AND WAR PLAY

Americans have often been tolerant of harshness, lawlessness, and violence. We were ruthless
in dealing with the Indians. In some frontier areas we slipped into the tradition of vigilante
justice. We were hard on the later waves of immigrants. At times we've denied justice to groups
with different religions or political views. We have crime rates way above those of other,
comparable nations. A great proportion of our adult as well as our child population has been
endlessly fascinated with dramas of Western violence and with brutal crime stories, in movies
and on television. We have had a shameful history of racist Iynchings and murders, as well as
regular abuse and humiliation. In recent years it has been realized that infants and small
children are being brought to hospitals with severe injuries caused by gross parental brutality.

Of course, some of these phenomena are characteristic of only a small percentage of the
population. Even the others that apply to a majority of people don't necessarily mean that we
Americans on the average have more aggressiveness inside us than the people of other nations.
I think rather that the aggressiveness we have is less controlled, from childhood on.

To me it seems very clear that in order to have a more stable and civilized national life we
should bring up the next generation of Americans with a greater respect for law and for other
people's rights and sensibilities than in the past. There are many ways in which we could and
should teach these attitudes. One simple opportunity we could utilize in the first half of
childhood is to show our disapproval of lawlessness and violence in television programs and in
children's gun play. I also believe that the survival of the world now depends on a much greater
awareness of the need to avoid war and to actively seek peaceful agreements.

But can we imagine actually depriving American children of their guns or of watching their
favorite Western or crime programs? I think we should consider it--to at least a partial degree.

I believe that parents should firmly stop children's war play or any other kind of play that
degenerates into deliberate cruelty or meanness. (By this I don't mean they should interfere in
every little quarrel or tussle.)

If I had a three- or four-year-old son who asked me to buy him a gun, I'd tell him--with a
friendly smile, not a scowl--that I don't want to give him a gun for even pretend shooting
because there is too much meanness and killing in the world, that we must all learn how to get
along in a friendly way together. If when he was seven or eight he decided he wanted to spend
his own money for battle equipment, I wouldn't forbid him. I'd remind him that I myself don't
want to buy war toys or give them as presents; but from now on he will be playing more and
more away from home and making more of his own decisions; he can make this decision for



himself. I wouldn't give this talk in such a disapproving manner that he wouldn't dare decide
against my policy. I would feel I'd made my point and that he had been inwardly influenced by
my viewpoint as much as I could influence him. Even if he should buy weapons then, he would
be likely to end up--in adolescence and adulthood--as thoughtful about the problems of peace
as if I'd prohibited his buying them, perhaps more so.

One reason I keep backing away from a flat prohibition is that it would have its heaviest effect
on the individuals who need it least. If all the parents of America became convinced and agreed
on a toy-weapons ban on the first of next month, this would be ideal from my point of view.
But this isn't going to happen for a long time, unless one nuclear missile goes off by accident
and shocks the world into a banning of all weapons, real and pretend. A small percentage of
parents--those most thoughtful and conscientious--will be the first ones who will want to
dissuade their children from war toys; but their children will be most apt to be the sensitive,
responsible children anyway. The main ideal is that children should grow up with a fond
attitude toward all humanity. That will come about basically from the general atmosphere of
our families. It will be strengthened by the attitude that we teach specifically toward other
nations and groups. The elimination of war play would have some additional influence, but not
as much as the two previous factors.

I feel less inclined to compromise on brutality on television and in movies. The sight of a real
human face being apparently smashed by a fist has a lot more impact on children than what
they imagine when they are making up their own stories. I believe that parents should flatly
forbid programs that go in for violence. I don't think they are good for adults either. Young
children can only partly distinguish between dramas and reality. Parents can explain, "It isn't
right for people to hurt each other or kill each other and I don't want you to watch them do it."

Even if children cheat and watch such a program in secret, they'll know very well that their
parents disapprove, and this will protect them to a degree from the coarsening effect of the
scenes.

ESSAY TOPIC

How, according to Spock, should parents approach children's attraction to war toys and TV
violence? To what extent do you believe that if parents follow Spock’s suggestions that their
children will “grow up with a fond attitude toward all humanity”? Write an essay responding
to these two questions. To develop your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples drawn from
things you have read--including, if you choose, "Children and War Play" itself--or from your
observation and experience.



