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I’ve been speaking about my book for
some months now, and I’ve been

hearing from people about their own
experiences raising children. A woman
I met in Philadelphia told me that the
older of her two children, a girl, was
one of those kids who just seem to
want to go along with the pro g r a m — I
have one too, there a re c h i l d ren like

this. You would tell her what’s expect-
ed of her, and she would more or less
do it. And then came her boy, who was
nothing like that. He was a very, very
wild child, she said. They couldn’t
seem to civilize him at all, so they went
to a psychologist in despair. When they
described the situation to the psychol-
ogist, he said—and this is not the kind
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of advice you usually get from psychol-
ogists—they should treat the boy like a
dog: Sit. Stand. Good. 

And it worked! I’m not going to be
recommending anything like that, but
it is one of my favorite stories. 

To get into the meat of my book, I
want to use a diff e rent story that comes
from an ad I saw some time ago. A
seven- or eight-year-old boy is sitting on
the steps of his house, a baseball mitt in
one hand and a bucket of Kentucky
Fried Chicken in the other. At the bot-
tom of the ad, it said: “Have dinner
ready for Mom when she gets home.”

The anthropologist Lionel Ti g e r
w rote about that ad in a column. He
was impressed by what he called an
epochal reversal of tens of millions of
years of mammalian dining. Animals
have always fed their young, but this ad
seemed to suggest that we turn things
a round and have the young feed the
adults. It was as if we had reached a
stage at which we no longer needed to
attend to either biology or millennia of
human history. In our postmod e rn
world, the young will feed their pare n t s .

Abandoning Kids
Tiger was pointing at something

much larg e r, of course—at a blurr i n g ,
and sometimes an outright reversal, of
the roles of adults and children. Popular
culture gives us all sorts of examples. 

An ad that appeared in Ti m e m a g a-
zine a year or so ago showed a middle-
aged man with a confused look on his
face sitting next to a boy who had that
kind of scoffing teenage face. The text
read: “It’s time we had a talk about

sex.” Underneath, it said: “Okay, Dad,
what do you want to know?” 

Tiger blamed the confusion of ro l e s
that he saw in the Kentucky Fried
Chicken ad and that I saw in that Ti m e
ad on the time crunch experienced by
just about all adults in this country
t od a y, and he’s partly right about that.
The growing number of single-pare n t
and dual-working-parent families has
contributed to a change in the dynam-
ics between parents and children if for
no other reason than that adults simply
d o n ’t have the time to supervise their
c h i l d ren to the extent that they once
did. The Council of Economic Advis-
ers recently re p o rted that on average,
p a rents have twenty-two fewer hours
each week to spend with their childre n
than they did thirty years ago.

This is the home-alone generation.
New businesses are cropping up all
over to service the now autonomous
child. For the latchkey child—the
child in self-care — t h e re are new prod-
ucts: single-serving dinners to pop in
the microwave while they watch T h e
S i m p s o n s , videotapes and books
explaining their responsibilities. In my
own neighborh o od in Bro o k l y n — a
child-crazy place, where thundering
packs of strollers push you off the side-
w a l k — p a rents sometimes give their
e l e v e n - y e a r-olds a couple of dollars to
pick up a muffin and some orange juice
for breakfast since no one is at home.
The principal of my daughter’s middle
school says that he sometimes sees kids
sipping coffee from Styrofoam cups,
complaining that they went to bed so
late, they can’t wake up without it.

Kay S. Hymowitz
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T h e re ’s a memorable image of post-
m od e rn childhood .

While the time crunch is crucial for
understanding the blurring boundaries
between adult and child, and the
changing conditions of childhood, it is
by no means the whole story. I argue in
Ready or Not that the changes in child-
h o od we are witnessing today are not
the inevitable consequence of chang-
ing demographics or, for that matter,
the growing presence of a hypersexual-
ized media. To a far greater degree than
has been previously understood, they
a re a consequence of conscious human
design. 

In the past thirty years, we have
seen the emergence of a new and seri-
ously misguided set of ideas about what
c h i l d ren are like and about adult
responsibility toward them. These
ideas have come from educators,
e x p e rts, child advocates, judges, and, of
course, the media. They boil down to
this: children are rational, self-aware ,
morally mature, and autonomous. The
universal understanding that the job of
adults is to induct children into a pre-
existing society, a web of meaning, a
c u l t u re with a set of values and beliefs
no longer makes any sense. Our prod i-
gies can create their own meanings. 

This fallacy I call a n t i c u l t u r a l i s m .
Instead of grasping the profound tru t h
that children are shaped by their cul-
t u re—not just their values, but also
their beliefs and their very grasp of
their own identity and place in the
world—we have concluded that chil-
d ren pretty much shape themselves.
They are anticultural. They develop

a p a rt from and often even in opposi-
tion to culture. 

T h ree examples will give you a
sense of where I see these ideas show-
ing themselves, how pervasive this fal-
lacy is, and how its effect is to abandon
and isolate children and to leave them,
in many cases, to their own worst
i m p u l s e s .

The Competent Infant
The first example comes from the

field of psychology, and it concern s
infants. In the 1970s, re s e a rch psychol-
ogists came up with something they
called “the competent infant.” They
w e re amazed to see—via new video
technologies—that infants were capa-
ble of far more than anyone had ever
imagined. They announced that every
b a b y, from its earliest days, is an active,
p e rceiving, learning, inform a t i o n - o rg a-
nizing individual.

It is true that the “competent
infant” phrase never developed com-
mon curre n c y, but the image of the
autonomous infant overachiever,
exploring and learning about the world
by himself and for himself, persists. 

“ Your child is a genius,” begins one
1985 self-help book. “His or her capac-
ity for learning is virtually limitless.” I
recently read about a set of videos
called Baby Einstein, and I suspect its
title is only half tongue-in-cheek. Yo u
can see the same expectations about
infants in some of the leading advice
books of the second half of the twenti-
eth century. 

H e re ’s Dr. Spock: “Things we think
we must impose on children are actual-

Ready or Not
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ly things they enjoy learning to do
themselves.” 

“ D o n ’t insist your youngster try new
f o ods or eat his peas,” Penelope Leach
said. “Trust him to know best.”

How do we know when a child is
ready to be toilet-trained? The very
popular What to Expect series of advice
books answers, “Look no further than
your toddler for the answer. Only your
child can tell you.” 

Sociobiologists’ current theories
actually confirm the picture of the
competent infant. Children, even
babies, we learn, are naturally empath-
ic. That’s why newborns cry if they
hear their dorm mates wailing in the
hospital nursery, so goes the theory. 

It is not my purpose to argue that
empathy is not natural or that babies
a re not learning all the time, but
n o w h e re in this picture of the indepen-
dent and kindly information org a n i z e r
do we get a sense of the child’s less
obliging side: the irrational behaviors,
the restlessness, the cru e l t y, the ego-
tism. It is particularly surprising that
we don’t hear anything about such
things from sociobiologists. 

The political scientist James Q.
Wilson remarked that he was surprised,
when he looked at contemporary books
on moral development, to see nothing
about self-re s t r a i n t .

If my reading of the literature is cor-
rect, our baby Einsteins and tod d l e r
Gandhis have no impulses to re s t r a i n .
Indeed, the word i m p u l s e has virt u a l l y
d i s a p p e a red from expert and advice lit-
e r a t u re. The word i n s t i n c t , which once
described our animal urges, is now
benign and constructive. We hear

about the language instinct or the
attachment instinct, but not about the
instincts that we all know so well: to
bash brother or sister, for example.

Notice how the role of the pare n t
changes when the definition of the
infant changes. Parents are no longer
experienced members of a culture, one
of whose jobs is to teach the limits of a
c h i l d ’s egotism and the meanings of the
world around him. Parents are now
personal trainers and companions,
along for the ride. 

This is an epochal shift in mam-
malian culture. 

Anticultural Education
My next example comes from the

world of American education theories.
A c c o rding to many educators, we
should empower children to choose
what to learn, how to learn it, and
even, in some cases, how they should
be graded.

This is not what we’re hearing in
most of the newspaper stories about
education these days. We ’ re hearing an
awful lot about testing and standards. 

But a 1998 study from Public Agen-
da, a nonprofit and nonpartisan org a n i-
zation, found that only 7 percent of
education professors think teachers
should be “conveyors of knowledge
who enlighten students with what they
know”; 92 percent believe teachers
should simply enable students to learn
on their own. That is a very dominant
idea in the education establishment. 

You see a lot of examples of this
kind of thinking all through education
l i t e r a t u re. Let me give you a few. 

Kay S. Hymowitz
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The new Standards for the English
A rts, published by the Intern a t i o n a l
Reading Association and the National
Council of Teachers of English, say
that “childre n ’s perspectives, intere s t s ,
and needs [should] shape classroom dis-
cussion, writing projects, and curr i c u-
lum choices.” Educators fro m
High/Scope, an organization that
founded one of the most highly
respected Head Start programs in the
c o u n t ry, recommended that “teachers
s h a re decision-making with chil-
d re n ” — v e ry young children, by the
way—“about what will be learned and
how they will learn it.” 

At a curriculum meeting last fall at
my sixth-grade daughter’s school, her
e a rth sciences teacher announced in a
v e ry excited way to the parents that he
had asked the children what they
wanted to learn. Amazingly enough,
they answered that they wanted to
l e a rn about the human bod y. He was
redesigning his entire curriculum to
c o n f o rm to what the children wanted
to learn. 

T h roughout history, human beings
have imagined education as a pro c e s s
w h e reby an experienced and knowl-
edgeable teacher passes on the knowl-
edge considered meaningful in that
c u l t u re to the ignorant and inexperi-
enced young. No longer. Now we don’t
have cultural education, we have a n t i-
c u l t u r a l education. Our children do not
need to be taught. 

In the current argot, teachers are
not even teachers. They are facilitators,
managers of instruction, or coaches.
One expert has even called them co-
learners. And in some schools, students

grade teachers in reverse re p o rt card s .
No wonder that a worrisome perc e n t-
age of teachers leave their jobs after
only one year. 

Anticultural Sex
My final example of anticultural

thinking comes from the field of sexu-
ality theory. Here again, experts have
taken up the anticultural appro a c h .
You load the kids up with facts and let
them figure out what it means. Sex
educators, curriculum planners, public
health officials, psychologists, and pop-
ular writers all talk in this way. 

We often used to hear—I think the
scene is changing now—that sex edu-
cation was kind of an X-rated event in
the schools. This image may have been
m o re hype than re a l i t y. Fearful of con-
t ro v e r s y, most educators stuck to the
m o re neutral and more anticultural
policy of encouraging teens to make
their own decisions. By 1981, accord-
ing to the Guttmacher Institute, 94
p e rcent of school districts agreed that
the major goal of sex education ought
to be informed decision-making, and
they went about it in a big way. They
taught decision-making skills and
refusal skills and communication skills
and stress management skills and goal-
setting skills. 

The decision-making model is anti-
cultural in this sense: it assumes that
kids already possess the values, beliefs,
and self-awareness that go into good
decisions. They are their own pare n t s
and teachers. 

The psychologist Mary Pipher, who
is well known for her book R e v i v i n g
O p h e l i a , tells her young patients to find
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a quiet place and ask themselves, “How
do I feel right now? What do I think?
What are my values?” 

“Once they have discovered their
own true selves,” she continues, “I
encourage them to trust that self as the
s o u rce of meaning and direction in
their lives.” Even younger teens seem
to have access to what Pipher calls
their own true selves. 

A human sexuality values and
choices program for seventh and eighth
graders uses the same model. And I
came across a fascinating statement
f rom somebody who was at a debate
about AIDS education in New Yo r k
C i t y. One member of a district school
b o a rd said, “The more information you
give people, the better choices they
make.” Unfort u n a t e l y, she was re f e rr i n g
to nine- and ten-year-olds. 

Those of you with teenagers at
home, or those of you who have a dim
m e m o ry of being a teenager, may re c a l l
an alternately insecure and grandiose,
idealistic and crude, moody and perpet-
ually glandular cre a t u re. But accord i n g
to the experts, the competent infant
and the self-directing, self-grading
grade schooler has grown up to become
the rational, self-aware, and indepen-
dent-minded teenager. It really seems
as if we have very little to teach such
m a rvelous cre a t u res. 

P a rents are often paralyzed, espe-
cially when it comes to the subject of
sex. Take this example from a book
called G round Rules by Sherril Jaff e .
She had an awful period with her fif-
t e e n - y e a r-old daughter. The child dis-
a p p e a red overnight. She stopped going

to school. She refused to tell her par-
ents where she was. Jaffe asked the
family therapist what she should tell
this poor child about sex. “All you
should say,” the therapist said, “is ‘I
hope you practice safe sex.’ ” 

“I hope you practice safe sex,” I said
to her one day. She gave me a look of
disdain. 

“I hope you practice safe sex,” she
said back to me in a mocking tone. 

Why had she mocked me?
Because she didn’t need to be told to
practice safe sex? Because, of course,
she would practice safe sex? . . . Or
was she taunting me because she bit-
terly resented me making assumptions
about her sex life? The last possibility
I thought of was that she was mock-
ing me because she could tell my
w o rds were from the therapist’s script.
These were n ’t my words at all. I was a
foolish woman without any words of
her own. 

I find this an affecting description
of the situation many parents find
themselves in. They’re not really sure
of what their own words are. But I need
to stress that adults like my daughter’s
life science teacher and Sherril Jaffe do
not do these things out of laziness or
s t u p i d i t y. They are acting out of a sin-
c e re belief that they are respecting and
empowering childre n ’s individuality
and freeing them to be themselves. 

S e a rching for Meaning
Lucinda Frank wrote in the N e w

York Times Magazine some time ago,
“Those of us who were veterans of the
sixties and seventies swore that we

Kay S. Hymowitz
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would treat our children with re s p e c t .
We vowed that we would . . . treat our
o ffspring like people, empowering them
with the rights, the importance, the
t ruth-telling we had been denied.” We
would treat them like complete individ-
uals, rational and knowing, and they
would thank us by acting that way.

What was left out of this dream was
a difficult truth: human beings are born
unfinished selves who re q u i re experi-
ence within a culture to complete
them. This means a great deal more
than that human beings are born lack-
ing information and skills. It means
that they are wired to pick up the ru l e s
about how to act, what to believe,
what values to hold dear, how to dre s s
and behave. They are searching for
meaning. So what happens, then,
when adults refuse to teach children in
this most basic sense? Unfort u n a t e l y,
i t ’s not liberation. Children are not the
s e l f - a w a re and completed cre a t u re s
Americans have dreamt of. 

Anticultural education is a perf e c t
recipe for restlessness and disengage-
ment. Student apathy and re s t l e s s n e s s
a re the most common complaints
among teachers tod a y. In a 1996 study,
Temple University psychologist Lau-
rence Steinberg found “an extraord i-
narily high percentage” of “alienated
and disengaged” students. The UCLA
Higher Education Research Institute
finds entering college students
“ i n c reasingly disengaged from the aca-
demic experience”; the highest per-
centage ever re p o rts being bored in
class. Of course. They are told by their
elders that the outside world offers lit-

tle to inspire their allegiance and that
heaven lies inside their own narro w
and unstru c t u red minds. What we have
given these children is not freedom but
s o l i t a ry confinement.

When it comes to sex, the guiding
idea once again was to liberate young-
sters to express their full individuality.
Kids are now having sex earlier and
m o re frequently than their parents did
when they were young, but this has not
p roved to be the sexual promised land.
For one thing, kids are not capable of
being that self-aware, of knowing
“their own true selves.” The National
Health and Social Life Survey found
that nearly a quarter of teenage girls
describe their first sexual experience as
“ v o l u n t a ry but not wanted.” That’s a
haunting evocation of too much of
adolescent experience.

I t ’s no surprise that, given a message
that it doesn’t matter, kids would think
that sex doesn’t have all that much to
do with human emotion and higher
aspiration. You can find a good deal of
talk in sex education curriculums about
making decisions and respecting your-
self and your partner; you won’t find
much about love. A re s e a rcher re p o rt-
ed that one girl said of her seventh-
grade sexual initiation, “It was sort of
the thing to do. It wasn’t supposed to
be a big deal.” A recent Kaiser Founda-
tion survey of teenagers found that
over a third of sexually experienced
kids said they were n ’t using birth con-
t rol partly because they didn’t know
their partners well enough to talk
about such things.

Ready or Not
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The Teening of Childhood
Most kids will not turn out to be

Lolitas or Hitler-worshipping killers, of
course, but they will suffer more insidi-
ous consequences of the adult re t re a t :
c o n f o rmity and materialism.

Absent a clear message from adults,
kids will look to their peers, who, in
t u rn, look to the media to help explain
the world and to endow it with glam-
our and meaning. This has long been
the predicament of adolescence. Tod a y,
i n c reasingly younger children have
been freed from adult guidance and
t u rn to their friends, who in turn re l y
on the media for cultural messages. 

The consequence of this is what I
call the teening of childhood. Recent
studies have found that children are
f o rming cliques at younger and younger
ages, and that these cliques have very
strict rules about dress, behavior, and
l e i s u re. The cliques also determine sta-
tus according to grooming and clothes.
Teachers and principals see an incre a s-
ing number of ten- and eleven-year-
olds who have given up toys for hair
mousse and name-brand jeans and who
heckle those who have not. 

What matters to this new breed of
child, according to Bruce Friend, vice
p resident of worldwide re s e a rch and
planning at Nickelodeon, is “being part
of the in crowd” and “being the first to
know what’s cool.” 

The real message adults should be
c o n c e rned about today is not that we
a re giving them freedom, but that we
a re telling them we have no real stake
in our own or our culture ’s meanings. It
d o e s n ’t matter if you study the human

b ody or mollusks. It doesn’t matter if
you study video production or the
American novel. It doesn’t matter if
you have sex with one partner or with
m a n y. 

The shootings at Littleton make it
clear that there are children out there
who have heard our message that noth-
ing much matters.

Following her speech, Kay Hymowitz
took questions from the audience,
which included two Minnesota state
s e n a t o r s .

Mitch Pearlstein: At the end of
your book, you say that loving our kids
is not just a personal act. In many ways,
i t ’s the most social thing we do. Could
you expand on that a bit?

Kay Hymowitz: The way you raise
your children inevitably shapes them
into citizens. You are raising the future .
You are raising children who will see
their role in the world the way you tell
them it should be. What is worrisome is
that some of the present ideas do not
communicate the sense that children
a re part of a broader world, that they are
growing up to be citizens and parents
and spouses, that they inevitably have a
social identity. We ’ re not shaping them
to adopt that in a responsible way. 

Dick Erlandson: I thought your
book was so enlightening that I bought
t h ree copies as Christmas gifts to the
p a rents of our ten grandchildren. I’m
wondering about the adult practice of
ending sentences directed to childre n
with “Okay?”—as if you want the child

Kay S. Hymowitz
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to confirm what you’re telling him or
her to do. It’s not really an instru c t i o n
to the child; it’s like a democracy in
which you’re taking a vote.

Kay Hymowitz: I’m glad you made
that analogy with democracy. At times
I’m awfully critical of parents and
teachers and other adults who are in
c h a rge of children, but the truth is, we
should understand that this is an evo-
lution of American thinking. 

Americans are anxious aro u n d
a u t h o r i t y. They don’t like it. They
d o n ’t like to be told what to do or how
to live. In the sixties and seventies, we
began to see those ideas extended to
c h i l d ren. That’s the kind of talk you
see in the childre n ’s liberation litera-
t u re of that period. It’s as if children are
full citizens. In fact, that liberation lit-
e r a t u re came out of the civil rights
movement; children were viewed as
another kind of oppressed group. 

Most mainstream people did not pick
up on these ideas—I don’t think many of
us believe that children are an oppre s s e d
minority—but nevertheless, the idea
that somehow something is wrong when
you want to control this individual lin-
g e red and permeated the culture. An
awful lot of parents now are attempting
to create an egalitarian home; the child
becomes more of a friend rather than a
child. And it doesn’t work. Some kids—
like the one I mentioned earlier—will
p retty much be socialized no matter
what you do. They seem to have an
intuitive longing to do exactly what’s
expected of them. But there are some
who will not, and will suffer for being
c o n s i d e red a friend. 

Kevin Petersen: Is this unique to
America tod a y, or has it happened in
another culture or another time or
place? 

Kay Hymowitz: As far as I can tell
f rom looking at the history of child
rearing, this is new and anomalous. 

It has always been assumed that
adults are responsible for passing on
the rules to the next generation. That’s
what seems to be blurring right now. 

It is also true, though, that people
have not always had the same sense of
c h i l d h o od. In the Middle Ages, for
instance, by the time the child was
seven, he would be off working as an
a p p rentice. He would not be part of a
family unit in the way that we imagine
t od a y. There was a much shorter period
of socialization, but there was no ques-
tion about what was supposed to be
happening during the child’s first years.
Whether it all happened in the home
or whether it happened in the village
s q u a re was irrelevant; the child had to
be socialized. 

As for other countries, my sense is
that there are enormous changes going
on in We s t e rn Europe right now, and
although some of them corre s p o n d
with the changes occurring here, Euro-
peans seem to have a better sense of
that line between children and adults.
What will be very interesting—if not
disturbing—to watch is, as the out-of-
wedlock birth rate rises, as it is doing
all over We s t e rn Europe, whether the
i n c reasing number of single-pare n t
homes will lead parents to see the child
m o re as an equal. All of the re s e a rc h
suggests that single mothers tend to see
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the child as an equal or to give the
child more responsibility earlier on, for
the simple reason that they don’t have
the time or the capacity to supervise in
the way that two parents might.

Kathy Asgrimson: I have an eight-
y e a r-old daughter, a third - g r a d e r. I use
what I call choice with boundaries, and
it seems to help her organize her time.
When we get home from school, I say,
“By 6:00, your piano has to be done.
You can do it anytime between now
and then, but it’s got to be done by
6:00.” There are consequences if it’s
not done at 6:00. 

Is this an effective way of pare n t i n g ?

Kay Hymowitz: What you’re
describing is American child rearing at
its best. Yo u ’ re saying to your child that
she has to do certain things, but she
has some control over when and how
t h e y ’ re done. 

We Americans are raising childre n
for freedom, and that means we don’t
simply lay down the law. We are
p reparing our children for a life of fre e-
dom by encouraging them to make
choices. We need to be introd u c i n g
them, at fairly young ages, to the kinds
of self-discipline they will need in
o rder to thrive in such a world.

Senator Tom Neuville: In Min-
nesota, as I suppose in other states,
w e ’ re lowering the age at which we
t reat young children as adults for their
criminal or violent acts. Is that the
right way to be addressing young kids,
young juveniles, who are committing
these types of crimes, or is there a bet-
ter way? We assume that these kids are

making rational choices and should be
held accountable, just like adults, even
when they’re fourteen years old, and I
think the pre s s u re is going to be to go
even lower.

Kay Hymowitz: Yo u ’ re right—there
is that pre s s u re. 

I’m glad you raised this question. I
have a chapter in my book on the law.
When I started that chapter, I had
never before read a legal decision, so I
w a s n ’t sure what I was getting into. I
spent a good six months reading re c e n t
decisions about children. I was amazed
to see that the law led the way in term s
of redefining children. 

When it comes to criminal issues,
my feeling is that we’re going down the
w rong track and that conservatives are
completing a liberal project, which is
to turn the child into a pre m a t u re
adult. I believe that a fourt e e n - y e a r- o l d
is not, in fact, a completed human
b e i n g .

That doesn’t address the question of
how a community expresses its outrage
over a horrible crime. I’m going to
leave that question for a moment and
get to another issue. 

The juvenile court was originally
set up at the turn of the nineteenth to
the twentieth century with the explicit
idea of acknowledging that a child is
not an adult and that the court, instead
of simply punishing children or con-
demning them to jail, had to take some
role in socializing them. It’s true that
the crimes they were facing at that
time were generally not the kinds of
serious crimes that are causing this
reconsideration. 

Kay S. Hymowitz
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The upshot of several Supre m e
C o u rt decisions in the late 1960s
re g a rding due process for kids has been
that it has become much more diff i c u l t
to punish children for earlier and more
minor crimes. Let me explain how it
works. When kids have full due pro c e s s
rights, you’re much less likely to go
after a bicycle thief or a schoolyard
b u l l y. It is simply too expensive and
i n e fficient, and there are more serious
crimes to pursue. 

The problem is that the bicycle
thiefs and the bullies are not getting a
clear message at an earlier stage. Kids
who commit serious crimes generally
s t a rt with less serious crimes, and we
have to be dealing with them at an ear-
lier stage. I was startled to see that
Nathaniel Abraham, who was the
youngest child ever to be tried as an
adult for murder [in Michigan in 1999],
had twenty-two contacts with the
police and was never arrested. That’s
b e f o re he committed murd e r. Now,
something is wrong with a system that
d o e s n ’t deal with a kid who has been in
t rouble numerous times. I should say,
though, that this was a bad kid. Even
some of his earlier crimes were fairly
serious, and it may be that nothing was
going to help. But we can’t simply
write off a nine-year-old and say either
w e ’ re not going to do anything because
i t ’s too minor a crime or we’re going to
put him in jail. We have to deal with
the fact that they are childre n .

A a ron Sprague: Would you addre s s
one of the most nefarious parental cop-
outs that we hear nowadays, especially
when it comes to sexuality?: They’re
going to do it anyway. It’s as if that

somehow gives parents license to facil-
itate that behavior. Is that connected
in any way to the theories you put
f o rth, or are they entirely separate?

Kay Hymowitz: You do hear that a
lot. In fact, you hear some parents say,
“ T h e y ’ re going to do it anyway, so they
might as well do it in my house.” And
then they allow drinking or coed sleep-
overs. 

It is consistent with what I’m talk-
ing about. It’s as if the child’s sexual
drive simply has to express itself,
w h e reas the anthropological re c o rd
shows that every culture shapes and
o rganizes sexual self-expression. And
p a rents, teachers, the culture as a
whole have tremendous influence over
what kids do. The irony is that a lot of
recent re s e a rch is showing that pare n t s
a re the number one influence on when
sexual initiation takes place. So it’s
funny that there is that kind of fatal-
ism. Maybe it isn’t just fatalism; maybe
i t ’s also not really wanting to try to stop
it. My generation is worried about
seeming anti-sex, or they re m e m b e r
their own history and wonder if they
a re going to seem like hypocrites, and
they are not really dealing with the
reality that their children are living in
t od a y, which is quite diff e rent than it
was thirty years ago.

K a t h ryn Moore : You mentioned
cliques starting earlier and earlier.
What do you suggest for parents expe-
riencing that?

Kay Hymowitz: C h i l d ren need to
be reminded that they are childre n .
This is not to say that we don’t re s p e c t
their longings and desires, but they

Ready or Not
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need to be reminded in subtle ways
that you are the adult and know more
than they do.

A rich home environment counter-
acts the culture that they are so influ-
enced by at school and on television.
And take them to the right movies, not
the junky movies that the kids are all
talking about. 

T h e re will be a lot of compro m i s e s .
This happens all the time with my
d a u g h t e r. She will want a certain dre s s
because, according to her group, it’s
cool, but it looks kind of trashy to me.
So I’ll say, “You can get this one but not
this one.” That’s common sense stuff. 

The most important thing is that
the child remain attached to you and
to the home. That’s the best way to
fight the cliques. You may not totally
succeed, and there may be rough peri-
ods, but they come back. 

I have two children in college; my
oldest and my youngest are ten years
a p a rt. This problem has accelerated
e n o rmously in this gap. When my old-
est, who is now twenty-two, was twelve,
the cliques were not as powerful at this
age. Something new has happened.

Senator Linda Runbeck: P a re n t s
a re looking to legislators to help make
their job easier. Essentially, they want
laws to give them backbone. Let’s have
the law say how late adolescents can
work and when they must come in at
night. Do you agree that govern m e n t
has a role in helping parents? Does this
make sense?

Kay Hymowitz: My guess is that
when people are looking to the govern-
ment for help, they’ve already lost con-

t rol at home. I think that they do need
m o re help from the schools, at times.
This problem of adolescents working is
something that a lot of educators are
complaining about. Some kids are
working as many as thirty hours a week
while they’re going to school, and
homework just isn’t going to get done.
But I don’t see why the govern m e n t
needs to get involved. It seems to me
this should be a parenting decision.

Scott R. Erickson: Do you think
that the people of this country have
stepped away from their faith in God ?
And, if so, how does that affect society
as a whole and children in part i c u l a r ?

Kay Hymowitz: The surveys and
polls I’ve seen indicate that we are still
a very religious nation, so I’m not sure
that explains what I’m trying to
describe. 

T h e re ’s a tendency to see pare n t s
who want to be their childre n ’s friends,
who are reluctant to assert authority, as
reneging on their re s p o n s i b i l i t y. That’s
one view. But in many cases they imag-
ine that they are doing something good
for their children, that they are allow-
ing the children to be more completely
themselves and creating a happier,
richer childhood. I would be re l u c t a n t
to conclude that that has anything to
do with loss of belief in God .

D a ryl Williamson: Would you
comment on the use of Ritalin and
P rozac and other dru g s ?

Kay Hymowitz: One of the conse-
quences of the blurring boundaries
between adults and children is that we
t u rn to harsher, more coercive mea-
s u res to control them because we’re not

Kay S. Hymowitz
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doing the work of socialization. There
a re definitely children who need to be
on Ritalin, but I fear that in many
cases, we are seeing children who have
not been adequately parented. Because
their parents have not done what they
needed to do, the children are overly
impulsive and overly active. And then
we put them on drugs. 

One side effect of the competent-
infant theory was the idea that infants
should be stimulated as much as possi-
ble, since they take in all this inform a-
tion and are learning all the time. The
best thing parents and teachers can do
is to give them all possible stimulation. 

I’ve always been puzzled by that. In
other cultures, there ’s a tendency to
lull infants and children, to keep them
quiet and calm. And it’s interesting to
me that you don’t see hyperactivity in
some of those countries. I’m not saying
i t ’s because we’re buying our babies
mobiles that we’re seeing the growth of
Ritalin, but I do think there are some
misunderstandings about the baby’s
n e rvous system, about the young child’s
need for stru c t u re and ord e r.

Te rry Kelly: I was on the faculty of
a prep school, and if there ’s a laborato-
ry for the formation of cliques, it’s a
b o a rding school. It seemed to me that a
lot of the cliques that formed—on the
basis of athletic prowess, gender, race,
all of those things—were pre d o m i n a n t-
ly a product thing, more of a Madison
Avenue hucksterism that gave these
kids so many choices in clothes and
appearance that they were able to form
these cliques and keep them going. Is
that a factor?

Kay Hymowitz: A b s o l u t e l y. What
often happens is that the peer gro u p
feeds off the media, and the media feed
into the peer group. The more that par-
ents remove themselves from the
socialization of middle school and high
school kids, the more children look to
peer groups and the media to tell them
what they’re supposed to be doing. We
c a n ’t look at the media in isolation. 

T h e re ’s tremendous variation in
how families are approaching the
media. An astonishing statistic I came
a c ross recently indicated that some-
thing like two-thirds of older chil-
d ren—and an astounding number of
one- to seven-year-olds—have televi-
sions in their bedrooms. Those chil-
d ren usually are not getting any
s u p e rvision as to what they’re watch-
ing. On the other hand, some people
d o n ’t have televisions in their home at
all. The media make it difficult to be a
p a rent now. 

The family has to do something it
has never needed to do before, which is
to set up a wall—permeable, but a
wall—between itself and the dominant
popular culture, and to create a coun-
t e rc u l t u re .

Mitch Pearlstein: Michael Medved
says that no matter how hard pare n t s
may try, there is no escaping Madonna.
That is his metaphor. How does one
remove oneself from the culture in
some reasonable way?

Kay Hymowitz: I’m not a purist on
this, and my family hasn’t actually
gone so far as to remove ourselves. We
do have a television, but there ’s a con-
stant conversation going on about

Ready or Not



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 4 0 FALL 2000

what we’re watching and what we con-
sider valuable. And we have limits on
what our kids can watch and for how
many hours.

You also want to be able to show
your kids good stuff. There are wonder-
ful movies out there. Your children will
resist like crazy: I don’t want to see that,
it’s black and white; I don’t recognize
the star. Sit down with them and say,
“Next week we’ll choose something that
y o u ’ re more interested in, but this week,
this is what we’re watching.” They get
interested, and eventually—I know
from having a twenty-two-year-old—
they come around and see the diff e r-
ence between the junk and the good
s t u ff. It’s important not just to say no,
but also to say what kids might find
attractive and aesthetically powerf u l .

Rick Rice: I’ve noticed a diff e re n c e
in discipline and organization and
motivation between the oldest kids in
the family and the youngest. Does birt h
o rder develop diff e rences in kids, or is
it just my imagination?

Kay Hymowitz: I t ’s not your imagi-
nation, although a combination of
f o rces are at work. It’s birth ord e r, but
i t ’s also temperament: an impulsive
child who is the youngest child is going
to be one kind of problem. But most of
the re s e a rch has shown what I’ve expe-
rienced, which is that the oldest child
is easier to socialize. They’re more
identified with the adults in the home.

It makes sense to me that the oldest
child would be more in tune with the
adult world. Then the next child
comes along and looks at the oldest
child and thinks, “I’m not going to do
that.” That’s why the next child often
is more diff i c u l t .

I suspect this is more true in this
c o u n t ry than in other places because
we do—and should—encourage self-
e x p ression in our children. We are rais-
ing them to be free Americans. That
may encourage, among some childre n ,
a certain amount of rebellion, which
we hope to keep contained. When you
add this cultural factor to the fact that,
for instance, the second child is more
likely to be rebellious, you’re likely to
see more, and more intensified, diff e r-
ences than you might in other culture s .
T h a t ’s a guess, by the way. I’ve never
seen any re s e a rch on it. 

Something is changing as we speak.
Columbine was a tremendous turn i n g
point that caused a lot of people to ask
w h a t ’s going on when seventeen-year-
old kids can develop an arsenal in their
b e d rooms without their pare n t s ’
knowledge, and when children are
allowed to make videos in which
t h e y ’ re shooting up their school. 

People are beginning to ask ques-
tions. I wouldn’t say that I’ve turn e d
into an optimist, but there ’s something
in the air.  ■

Kay S. Hymowitz


