THE IDEA OF CHILDREN

R. Keith Miller

       I know it's the International Year of the Child [1979], and we should all be busy paying homage to the little tykes. But I've had enough. Not that I have any​thing much against children per se‑‑after all, who could blame children for being children? It is, as the saying goes, only a stage that they're going through, and sooner or later most of them will manage to grow up. But I do have something against adults, for it is adults who have sentimentalized children and fostered a variety of misconceptions about childhood‑‑misconceptions that have had serious consequences in both our homes and our schools.

       Foremost among these misconceptions is the idea that children are imaginative and creative. Given the state of modern art, it's easy to see how many a proud parent can confuse finger painting with the latest excess at the local museum. But can any​one who has taken the trouble to think about it really believe that children are imaginative? They certainly have little respect for diversity, the average child being as desperate as any executive at IBM to conform to the ways of his peers. And most children are hopelessly dependent upon adults for direction: their most common com​plaint‑‑and believe me, they have plenty of complaints‑‑is, "I don't know what to do."

       What we rush to label as "imagination" is at best a degree of spontaneity. Pro​longed conversation with a 9‑year‑old is unlikely to be very stimulating. The truth of the matter is that children are relatively predictable. And anyone who says, "You never know what the little devil will be up to next," knows, at least, that it probably will be something rotten.

       Despite much evidence to the contrary, we also like to believe that children are sensitive. Never mind the idiotic television programs that engage them for hours. Or their fascination with violence and all the paraphernalia of violence from water pistols to BB guns. Never mind the shrieks of delight that are likely to accompany the magic cinematic moment when a car goes tumbling over a California cliff, and the adults inside (who look suspiciously like parents) are presumably burned to a crisp. Never mind all that. I'm sure that you could always dig up a child psychologist some​where or other who would carefully explain that children don't really enjoy this sort of thing‑‑it only looks that way.

       Another myth has it that children are somehow "purer" than you or I. Few advo​cates of "children rights" would go so far as to demand sexual rights for children. Nearly everyone agrees that children deserve the protection of law, since they are vulnerable to abuse.

       But is it wise to assume that if you protect children from adults, you need not worry about protecting them from other children? Children may indeed be "born in​nocent," but complete innocence is seldom likely to survive the first grade. The realization that children are interested in their own bodies and that they are not beyond sexual experimentation makes many adults extremely uncomfortable. Apparently, we prefer to think of our children as Victorian gentlemen thought of their wives: attractively ornamental but blissfully sexless. The alternative is disturbing. It is to recognize that while not necessarily more sensitive or more creative than adults, children can be every bit as complex.

       But what has happened to our memories? Children can be appallingly cruel to one another. Spend a few days on a public playground and try to reconcile all this sensitivity business with the taunts, the name‑calling, the betrayals and‑‑worst of all, the systematic victimization of any child who is weak or just plain different.

       We knew this when we were young, and we were constantly on guard lest some other kid got to us before we got to him. But somehow or other we manage to forget all this when we have children of our own‑‑it's so much more satisfying to believe that children are happier than we are.

       I suspect that many adults are not so much interested in children, as in the idea of children‑‑children as individuals hold less value for them than children as the mythic representation of all they feel is lacking in their own lives. The unhappier they are with themselves, the more desperately they try to believe their children are somehow different. This results in a curiously contradictory attitude: many of the same people who affirm the importance of children effectively undermine that im​portance by turning young people into something far more ethereal than real flesh and blood.

       We need to recognize that ideas have consequences. By granting a special status to children, we go far toward ensuring that they will be self‑occupied and, all too often, irresponsible. If children are fundamentally different from you and me, how could we possibly expect them even to begin to measure up to the same standards? How can you discipline them when, by definition, they are supposed to be creative, natural and free? And so we find ourselves prone to make excuses where excuses are uncalled for‑‑producing children that increasingly become sullen, spoiled and altogether un​pleasant adolescents. We have forgotten that today's angry teen‑ager was yesterday's celebrated child.

       Consider also the dubious results of progressive education, which is based in part on the idea that children are intrinsically good and that if they are free to be them​selves, they will respond by learning and growing. I've always thought that a posi​tively lovely notion‑‑but it's hard to believe in its practicality when we look at the serious decline in reading and math abilities over the last ten years.

       Meanwhile, teachers in our cities increasingly find themselves victimized by knife-​wielding seventh graders‑‑who are, in turn, protected by a penal code that is so heavily imbued with the idea that children are special that 12‑year‑old murderers get off with probation.

       Of course, I am speaking here of an extreme. And it is only fair to admit that there are many delightful children who represent everything that we like to believe is the norm‑‑imagination, sensitivity and honor. On the other hand, many adults have precisely the same virtues. I do not wish to argue that children are any worse than adults, only to assert that they are not fundamentally better simply by virtue of be​ing children. It's time that we recognize that children are not some marvelously en​lightened minority group from which we all need to learn. Children can be clever, but they can also be dull‑‑and a callous child is no more extraordinary than a callous adult. Children are, in short, only human. We should see them as they are, not as we wish we were.
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