Solidarity editorial

Of all the industrialised countries Britain is the poorest, unhealthiest and most depressing place to grow up in

So said a recently published UNICEF report, ‘Child Poverty in Perspective’… They looked at life for children and young adults across a range of social indicators - wealth, health, education and so on - and found Britain came bottom out of the 21 richest countries, particularly on issues relating to family life and friendships, self-esteem and mental health.

Britain is a worse place to live than the US, with its vast gap between rich and poor; it is a worse place to live than ex-Stalinist states such as Poland whose citizens are in large numbers forced to leave in order to build a better life for themselves!

Some in the media doubted the veracity of the UNICEF report. The Government said that the report’s data was “out of date”. Yet nothing in this report - none of the shocking detail - is new. Many statistical analyses in recent years have told the same depressing story. But the UNICEF report has had more impact and it may yet stimulate a rational debate about why UK children fare so badly.

Though the UNICEF report identifies many of the objective symptoms of childhood distress it does not really examine root causes. This gave the politicians the chance come forward to spin the meaning of the report.

For the right everything nasty is an effect of family breakdown. This is indeed a distressing event in many children’s lives, but it is not a convincing explanation for all the childhood misery which UNICEF records. Sweden has nearly as many single parent families as the UK but it came second in the UNICEF’s league table.

The New Labour government reacted to the report with obscene self-satisfaction. They said that though they “still had a long way to go”, it was making great strides in tackling childhood poverty. Stick with us, we’ll succeed in the end. They were less convincing even than the overt right.

Plainly childhood poverty is the key to understanding childhood misery and a lot of its symptoms - including “anti-social behaviour”.

Poverty does and must lead to physical and mental illness, poor personal and family relationships, educational and other underachievement, in childhood and throughout life. This is obvious but it is continuously denied by the policy makers. Obesity, for instance, is seen to be the result of poor “lifestyle choices”, rather than what it in fact often is, an illness, something that is the result of socially-caused distress and self-abandoning despair. 

By better understanding and politically explaining the link between poverty, inequality and ill health we can build a powerful social movement against poverty - and against the kind of society the Thatcherites and Thatcher’s sons, Blair and Brown have built.

The UNICEF report, and others like it, can help us do that. But first we have to demolish the fallacy that New Labour are at all serious about tackling childhood poverty. 

The facts here are damning to the Blairite case for their own defence. Childhood poverty doubled between 1979 and the end of the 1990s. When New Labour came to power around a third of children lived in poverty - that is in homes where the income was less than 60% of median household income after housing costs. Credit where it is due, the government has managed to reduce some poverty - an estimated 700,000 children have benefited from policies such Tax Credits and now live above the breadline. Good. However something like the staggering figure of three million children still live in poverty (as it is defined above)!

The government said it wanted to halve childhood poverty by 2010. They will not do that. For New Labour to meet their targets they would have to radically alter their disagnosis and their remedies.

They would have to give more money to families living on benefits. But neo-liberal dogma says you cannot do that. The jobless poor must be kept poor - the better to “incentivise” them into taking low paid jobs. It is the age-old dogma that in the past led to the imprisonment of the poor in workhouses where life was deliberately made as nasty as possible for them so that anything outside would be better.

To eliminate, or even to seriously reduce childhood poverty, New Labour would have to increase the minimum wage, to a level on which a human being can live comfortably. And neo-liberal dogma says you can’t do that. That would eat into profits for the capitalists.

That is why the government have failed to do more than dent absolute poverty.

Yet absolute poverty is not the only cause of ill-health. Living just above the breadline is also a morale-breaking struggle. Under New Labour many people, many of them single parents, have swapped benefit poverty and absolute poverty, for struggling to survive on low and obscenely inadequate wages. Can such parents take their children on holiday, or afford a big party on birthdays? Probably not. Can they get out of temporary accommodation and have a proper home with, maybe, a garden, a room for each child, place to do homework? Almost certainly not.

If the government really wants to tackle childhood misery it has to do something about this relative poverty. It won’t. 

But a government that really cared about children would more than anything tackle the general inequality in society and the conditions of life this generates, not only for those at the bottom but for the vast majority of working-class people.

The increase in inequality over the last thirty years (all over the western world) is - perhaps even more than poverty in the absolute sense - the key to the increase in child and adult ill-health.

New Labour has done nothing to reverse the income inequality that so spectacularly increased in the 80s and early 90s under Thatcher. 5% of people now own half the entire wealth in the UK. Under New Labour aspects of inequality have got worse. Wage inequality between skilled and unskilled workers has increased.

Huge inequalities in society reflect dog-eat-dog global capitalism, with its privatised services and neo-liberal welfare policies. It introduces a hundred competitive imperatives into all areas of everyday life. People are constantly forced to compare their own lives to unrealisable models.

They are presented - in advertisements for example - with an ever-expanding selection of manufactured wants. They are invited by a capitalist lifestyle and celebrity culture to compare themselves to people with better jobs, to those who can afford what is advertised.

Increased competition between people mirrors the brutal reality of the capitalist workplace. Are you a productive worker or a time-waster? Shape up or ship out!

Such pressures have been shown in scientific studies to cause stress, anxiety and ultimately ill-health in adults. And children have less capacity, are less hardened even than their parents, to resist this culture. Most working-class children, despite the best efforts of their parents, do not escape at least some feeling that they and theres are - as the playground taunt goes – “losers”.

They have pressures from their peers to be better looking, better dressed to “fit in”. They have pressure from schools to be an A star student, to be fodder in their schools battle to move up the “League Tables”. We repeat: all of these pressures are generated by the competitive winner-loser culture of capitalism.

So what has happened to British children over the last 30 years?

* 20% of children now suffer from a mental health problem. One million children under 16 have some kind of serious stress-related illness.

* 22% of 18-19 year olds have considered suicide.

* A quarter of girls aged 15-19 have wanted to self harm. 13% have actually self-harmed. Self harming was almost unheard of 30 years ago.

* 65% of 16 year olds are stressed about school work.

And so on.  

The inequality of British capitalist society is brutal and brutalising. The absolute and relative poverty which so many children live with is a disgrace. For nearly ten years - ten years in which they have had the chance to do something adequate about this! - Blair and Brown and the rest have presided over a blight on children’s lives.

What is the answer?

First we have to recognise — which very few anti-poverty agencies do — that New Labour’s child poverty policy has failed, and that it will continue to fail. They do nothing more than tinker with the system. Ulitimately they support the capitalist system that makes people miserable and ill. 

As the UNICEF survey shows even a modest reformist programme of decent welfare benefits and services and a more redistributive tax system make a big difference. In Finland, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands, where such things exist in one form or another, life is much better for children. If the leaders of the trade union movement could summon up the energy to aspire even to a modest reformist programme that could have a big postive impact on the quality of everyone’s life.

We should use the opportunity of a public debate on childhood poverty to criticise the nature of capitalist society, its inequality, its built-in destruction of social solidarity and its lethal effects on millions of people’s health.

We should use the opportunity to advocate a radical alternative to New Labour’s grossly inadequate anti-poverty strategy.

That would involve such things as:

* Full employment; publicly funded job creation especially in the public services

* A much higher minimum wage, the same for all from 16 and upwards.

* An increase in benefits across the board, linked to average wages; restore benefit rights to 16-17 year olds!

* Abolish testing and league tables in schools; scrap the Academy school building programme; bring back community-based comprehensive schools,

* End all incarceration of children

* Rebuild and increase funding for social services, youth services, child protection and health services.

By Colin Foster

From the Blairites, and from further to the right, we hear more and more about “restoring discipline” and “restoring old-fashioned standards” in schools.

The real chaos generated in some schools by social decay and by incessant “restructuring” from above is being used as a springboard for the re-imposition of more punitive, authoritarian regimes in schools.

Maybe we will have to fight again some battles fought in the 1960s and 1970s. And they were real battles.

Corporal punishment in schools was not finally abolished in England until 1989 (and in private schools not until 1999). That was a victory for a struggle over decades which had, eventually, made the once-commonplace beating of children in schools into something rare enough that it could, relatively quietly, be abolished by law.

In the USA, corporal punishment is still legal in 21 states, mostly in the South. In Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi, it is still relatively common, with over 5% of all students being beaten in the school year 2002-3. 38% of students beaten are black.

Britain lagged behind many other countries in Europe, which outlawed corporal punishment in schools long ago — in 1820 in the Netherlands, in 1860 in Italy, in 1881 in France.

In 1965, Risinghill comprehensive school, in Islington, north London, was shut down by the local authority, basically because the head teacher and the staff refused to use corporal punishment.

No-one was able to stop it being shut down, and the head teacher, Michael Duane, never got another similar job. But Leila Berg wrote, and eventually got published (in 1968), a book about Risinghill which became a best-seller. A new book on the school is currently being put together by ex-students from 1965.

School students themselves then started organising, According to an account by Graham Stevenson, in 1969 in Manchester, some two hundred school students went on strike against conditions at Miles Platting School. Of particular concern was the use of the ‘tawse’, a fringed leather strap used to beat students.

In London, the Schools Action Union (SAU) was formed in January 1969. As part of a campaign for genuinely comprehensive education, the SAU organised a demonstration in June 1969 to Dulwich College, a selective school in South London, to test the openness of its ‘Open Day’. It also called a strike for the last day of the Christmas term in 1969. The SAU claimed 500 members in late 1970, mostly in London. 

The activists came under pressure. One member of the Young Communist League at a prestigious Midlands school found his father under irresistible pressure to remove him from the school, after the boy had refused to name the dozen fellow pupils he had recruited to the League.

Five school students at Kingsdale School in London were expelled after the 1969 SAU Christmas strike.

In 1968 the National Union of Students had set up a scheme allowing all full-time students over 15 years of age to join the union as “associates”. In 1971 it followed up by convening Area Conferences to discuss setting up a national union of school students would be debated. The founding conference of the National Union of School Students was held on 20 May 1972, with one hundred delegates from thirty Area Conferences. NUSS grew to 12,000 members in August 1973.

In schools in Westminster and Forest Hill, mass petitions were able to forestall victimisations of activists. In May 1972 there was a strike of some eight thousand school students against the use of the cane.

On March 1973, sixth formers at King Edward’s High School for Girls in Birmingham, boycotted lessons and picketed outside their school in support of a campaign for higher student grants.

In one Manchester school in 1972, four hundred school students a massed in the playground to protest against the head teacher’s action in suspending a pupil for NUSS activities. A delegation was sent to the head teacher and threatened with expulsion. After a meeting was held with the Local Education Authority, the victimised NUSS member was re-instated.

The Educational Institute of Scotland, the largest teachers’ union in Scotland, supported NUSS, but both the NUT and the NASUWT opposed it. Although the Young Communist League played a big role in NUSS, and the Communist Party officially supported it, the CP’s best-known teacher activist, Max Morris, was extremely and publicly hostile to it. He vigorously suppressed the NUSS in the school where he was head teacher.

In autumn 1973, NUSS launched a high profile campaign against corporal punishment, with the support of some thirty MPs, and forced a vote in Parliament (which went against reform).

Another big campaign eventually won the re-instatement of a NUSS activist in Edgware after he had been suspended for 15 weeks. In a bizarre last minute twist, the suspended student received a copy of a letter from the local education authority intended for a school governor from the LEA. The letter recommended re-instatement, but urged it be done in such a way as not to give the NUSS any credence. 

By 1976, NUSS was waning, but still strong enough to organise a lobby of Parliament on caning. In 1977, pupils at East London’s Wanstead High, encouraged by a students occupation at Loughton College, voted in a mass meeting by 190 to 70 votes to occupy part of the school in protest at education cuts.

By then it appeared that the whole school students’ movement had petered out with little to show for it. In 1977, Croydon Education Authority became the first in England to publish figures for beatings of children in its schools, and it reported 1324 canings in the school year 1976-7. 

The figures went up the next year, before eventually declining: 1581 in 1977-8, 1318 in 1978-9, 1049 in 1979/80, and then down to 755 in 1981-2 and 250 in 1984-5. Purley High School alone had seen 394 canings in 1977-8, or an average of two per school day. As late as 1980 a study by Edinburgh University’s Centre for Educational Sociology, conducted among 40,000 school leavers, showed that only one in 20 boys went through secondary school without getting the tawse.

The campaign against beating was carried in those years by the Society of Teachers Opposed to Physical Punishment. STOPP had been founded in 1968, around the same time as the school students’ movement, but had the greater durability of an adult-based organisation. It eventually won. It probably would not have had the impetus to do that without the student activism of the 1970s.

• Most of the information in this article on SAU and NUSS from:

http://graham.thewebtailor.co.uk/archives/

000044.html)

By Jean Lane
When my daughter was 20 months old, I took her to a parent and toddler group on a nearby estate. The parents sat at one end of the room nattering and gossiping, while a paid, trained worker took the responsibility away from them for a while and provided equipment and company for the kids to play with.

A little boy of about four, immediately on seeing my daughter, knocked her down and cracked her on the head with a plastic toy. I was quite shocked at the suddenness of the assault and looked around the room to see what the reaction of the other parents would be. Ruth got up, dusted herself down and toddled off to play with a toy in another part of the room.

A woman came up to me and asked if my daughter had been hit and when I said yes, she dragged the boy into a corner, pulled his trousers down and smacked his bum really hard. My emotions were in turmoil at this point. I was aggrieved for Ruth who had been hit for no reason, but I was now responsible for another small child being chastised in the most unpleasant way.

None of the other parents appeared to find anything wrong with what had just happened, and there could not have been anyone in the room who did not see it. I picked Ruth up and left.

A couple of weeks later, I went back and I saw the same woman. Getting into a conversation with her she told me this story. She was the boy's granny. Her daughter-in-law had left home, leaving her son on his own with the boy. Granny decided that she needed to take a hand in the boy's life because her son was far too lenient with him and he was "going to grow up wild". The boy needed discipline and needed to learn right from wrong or there would be no help for him. I suggested that if the boy had just lost his Mum and his Dad seemed disinterested then what the boy needed was not discipline but love.

The idea seemed to be totally alien to the woman. I told her that I believed that her grandchild was hitting kids in the toddler group because she was hitting him. He was learning his behaviour from her. She thought I was mad.

I suspect that she is one of the examples of 'loving parents' that the mover of the amendment to the Children Bill, in the House of Lords, allowing parents to continue hitting their kids (but not too hard), had in mind when he explained that the idea of the amendment was to ensure that "loving parents should not be criminalised for administering a light tap to their children".

I do not believe that sending that woman to court or jail would be a good thing, she being a product of her own upbringing and the times in which she was a child. However, I do think that outlawing physical abuse of kids sends a message to people like her that hitting children is wrong and helps change the culture in which we live.

The House of Lords failed to give children the same protection from assault as that enjoyed by adults. Parents can still claim they used 'reasonable chastisement' when hitting their children as a defence in a court of law.

The Children Bill currently passing through parliament came about in the aftermath of the enquiry into the horrific punishment, neglect and eventual death suffered by Victoria Climbie. It is supported by the Children Are Unbeatable Alliance who want to see an outright ban on all physical punishment of children. They have been campaigning for such a Bill since 1998 when the European Court of Human Rights declared physical punishment unlawful. The Court was then ruling on a case in Britain of a stepfather who severely and repeatedly beat his stepson with a 3 foot pole but was found not guilty under the 144 year old 'reasonable chastisement' rule.

'Too hard' is a relative concept. In the mind of your average Lord/Baroness who sends their kids away to boarding school where they can learn to 'get a backbone' and in order that the little blighter is not too much of a drain on his/her patience, 'too hard' is probably a long way down the line of possible methods of inflicting physical pain on a child.

Children are human beings. They should have rights protecting them from violence, as do adults. It is nonsensical that the most vulnerable members of our society should have the least protection from abuse.

However, even if the total ban was passed, this would not be enough to protect children. It would be one, very important step down the road. There is also a necessity to change the way we think about kids; about who they are in relation to the adults around them, about how they learn and about the effects of our behaviour on them.

When you have a very tiny, defenceless child whom you have brought into the world - a hostile world - and for whom you have total responsibility to keep safe (because you can't rely on those bastards who run our courts to see to their safety) one thing you learn very quickly is that they want, more than anything in the world, your approval. If they have 'been naughty' withdrawing that approval hurts them so much. You don't have to go anywhere near the idea of a slap to get their attention. But this is not a common idea.

Parents do not feel confident about being able to survive the experience of parenthood. Smacking is often a nervous reaction to cover the fear that we have of not being in control, of being embarrassed when our kids do something 'wrong' in public, or when our kids speak the truth and show us up.

No law will change that on its own. We also need much better maternity and paternity leave and pay. We need parenting skills taught in schools, along with the notion of choice rather than role. We need much better facilities for both kids and parents, free and available to all. We need the kind of facilities and conditions which enable us to enjoy our kids rather than see them as a burden or a drain on our lives.

But a change in the law would be an important step along the road which sends out the message that all human beings, however small, have rights.

How does it make you feel?
The National Children's Bureau and Save the Children UK asked five, six and seven year-olds what it feels like to be smacked:

"It feels like someone banged you with a hammer" (5 year-old girl)

"It hurts and it's painful inside - it's like breaking your bones" (7 year-old girl)

"[It] hurts your feelings inside" (7 year-old girl)

"You're hurt and it makes you cry [and] drips come out of your eyes" (5 year-old girl)

"You feel you don't like your parents anymore" (7 year-old girl)

"You feel sort of as though you want to run away because they're sort of like being mean to you and it hurts a lot" (7 year-old girl)

"[It makes you] grumpy and sad and also really upset inside." (5 year-old girl)

"Sometimes may feel that inside like their tummy hurts" (5 year-old boy)

Britain and beating
According to the the NSPCC, every week at least one child will die in the UK as the result of an adult's cruelty. In Sweden (population 9 million), where there is a ban on all physical punishment of children, four died from physical abuse between 1990 and 1996.

The Government conducted research with 400 families. Among those families 97% of the four year olds had received some physical punishment. 75% of the one year olds had been smacked in their first year. One quarter of the seven year olds had been severely punished or been hit with an implement of some sort.

According to polls only 15% of people in the UK are against all physical violence on children.

On the other hand, according to the Children Are Unbeatable Alliance, 71% of people want to see children being treated equally in law.

There is no other situation in law where the victim of a violent crime has to prove they did not deserve to be assaulted. Indeed with the Domestic Violence Bill the Government is preaching zero tolerance of violence perpetrated by spouses. Make any sense?

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child recommended in 2002 that the UK Government: "With urgency adopt legislation throughout the State party to remove the 'reasonable chastisement' defence".

Lord Lester of Herne Hill introduced the amendment in favour of not banning physical punishment. He said if a child runs into the road for the fifth time he or she needs some discipline, needs to be trained... The same argument could be made for 'training' an ageing parent with Alzheimers who runs into the road for the fifth time! Now that would be illegal and there would, rightly, be a public outcry against it.

And elsewhere...
Eleven countries currently ban all physical punishment of children: Sweden, Finland, Norway, Austria, Cyprus, Denmark, Latvia, Croatia, Italy, Israel and Germany. Many of these bans reflect increasing awareness of children's rights in international law.

Many of these countries launched huge public awareness/education campaigns at the time of the ban.

Many of these countries (eg Sweden) had a history of cultural acceptance of corporal punishment on children. Everywhere attitudes have changed.

A 1980 poll in Denmark showed only 26% opposition to physical punishment. A similar poll today shows 57% opposition.

Across the board in those countries where they have a ban there have been no prosecutions for 'trivial' smacking even where reporting of abuse has increased.

