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      Introduction

      
      Oscar Wilde once spouted: ‘All charming people, I fancy, are spoiled. It is the secret of their attraction.’ Yet were he alive
         today, we might find Wilde abandoning his masochistic interpretation of what constitutes ‘charming attraction’ in favour of
         more intolerant-sounding dinner-party classics such as, ‘Love is a boy, by poets styled, Then spare the rod, and spoil the
         child’. He may even have been stirred to write a caustic parenting guide.
      

      
      Today, there are deep problems in the socialisation of our children and young people, and our unease about exerting authority,
         along with our inability to distinguish between being authoritative versus authoritarian, is partly to blame. It’s been far
         easier and more fashionable to be obsequious in the face of ‘youth culture’, and tolerance has been the zeitgeist. The lack
         of cultural and political will to acknowledge and address these problems has been cowardly and unprincipled. I’d say even
         more appalling than the spoilt children.
      

      
      My views on this subject are the product of an unusual blend of my own experiences and professional background. I have four
         children, and because I’m self-employed I spend a lot of time with them (as well as with other people’s children), giving
         me a day-to-day hands-on conception of parenting. I say this not with a sense of smug one-upmanship, but to make it clear
         that my understanding of children is more than academic. I also travel. My addiction to street anthropology has led me around the world to places such as North Korea, Bhutan, Mali, Tonga,
         Myanmar, Borneo, Laos, Iran, Vietnam, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Far Eastern Siberia, Sumatra, South Korea and Cambodia, among
         others. Albeit informal, this approach to understanding children, parenting and society has been invaluable. I’ve seen universal
         patterns that have convinced me of some fundamental principles in child welfare and development that transcend time and space
         and are not subject to the whims of fashion.
      

      
      I’ve spent today, for example, in Sarawak Borneo with a large group of seventeen-year-old conscripts in the Program Latihan
         Khidmat Negara (PLKN), the Malaysian national service. In addition to cultivating nation-building patriotism, the three-month
         spell is intended to instil a spirit of caring and volunteerism within society, to develop ‘positive characteristics’ among
         the young, with a heavy emphasis on community service and civic responsibility. My experience truly rubs in how the other
         half behaves. Hearing teenagers address me in terms of ‘Excuse me, sir’ seems as exotic as the knowledge that some of their
         recent ancestors were headhunters (I saw the shrunken heads hanging in their villages). These young people respect me just
         because I’m an adult and a human being, and none of it seems contrived. As I walk along the path, they naturally move aside
         to let me pass. They offer to shake my hand, smiling, as if they’re genuinely pleased to see me.
      

      
      My day-to-day anthropology back home is equally informative. I live in Brighton, Britain’s San Francisco-cum-Amsterdam. The
         social terrain is a veritable Rift Valley of child evolution offering the observer every conceivable form of family structure
         and parenting style.
      

      
      Finally, I’ve lived long enough to compare a golden age of easiness and indulgence with other times. Yet today, I find our
         children – ‘freedom’s orphans’ – choking on our tolerance.
      

      
      There are far-reaching consequences to the way we parent and the kind of children we are now rearing. As I read the news headlines and the ongoing debates about the state we’re in,
         the origins can, increasingly, be traced to the lack of authority children received from their parents and the adult figures
         in society who should also be socialising our children. By removing boundaries and retreating from authority, we adults have,
         it seems, failed our children, robbing them of their basic supporting structures.
      

      
      Taking a variety of underlying issues by the scruff of the neck, this book will help, I hope, to halt our retreat from authoritative
         parenting, thereby reversing this modern-day form of abandonment.
      

      
      The landscape of spoiling starts at home with parenting. Parents have a duty to try to bring up socially viable children. If we accept that we live in a society, then we must accept that child-rearing
         is not merely a question of personal style. We have an overriding responsibility not just to rear our children to our own
         satisfaction, but to the satisfaction of others as well. In most societies around the world, bad parenting that produces badly
         behaved children has a sense of stigma attached to it, along with accountability and shame, all of which act as a self-egulating
         mechanism for that society. So, why should we suspend judgement about ourselves when it comes to the most important role on
         earth?
      

      
      But it isn’t only parents who are crucial in socialising our children. Grandparents, teachers and policy-makers alike all
         need to be part of an honest and uncompromising reappraisal of how we can redress the status quo, redefine our roles and,
         together, create a more unified approach. In so doing, we will cultivate better-behaved and happier children, who, in turn, will cast off their reputation as the spoilt generation.
      

   
      
      One

Little Emperors: Their Rise to the Throne

      
      Children’s growing sense of entitlement

      
      Anyone over forty who claims that today’s children are more spoilt than their predecessors will most likely be dismissed as
         being middle-aged and out of touch with the children of today. Historians are ushered in to remind us that, ‘This is nothing
         new … you really must read a bit more history, old chap.’ We all feel more comfortable when we surrender to intellectual laziness
         and lean on well-worn refrains such as ‘history repeats itself’ and ‘nothing is new’. The dismissive evidence is brought forward,
         the best examples being attributed controversially to figures ranging from Aristophanes, Socrates, Plato and Hesiod to Peter
         the Hermit – all of it a pot pourri of ancient disdain: ‘The children now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for
         authority, they show disrespect to their elders … They no longer rise when elders enter the room. They contradict their parents,
         chatter before company, gobble up dainties at the table, cross their legs, and are tyrants over their teachers.’ (Fifth century
         BC (?)) Sound familiar? Read on …
      

      
      ‘The young people of today think of nothing but themselves. They have no reverence for parents or old age. They are impatient
         of all restraint. They talk as if they alone knew everything and what passes for wisdom with us is foolishness with them. As for girls, they are forward, immodest and unwomanly in speech,
         behaviour and dress.’ And isn’t it reassuring to know that the ancient philosophers were just as doom-laden as today’s cultural
         commentators? ‘Children are now tyrants, not the servants of their households.’ And, ‘I see no hope for the future of our
         people if they are dependent on frivolous youth of today, for certainly all youth are reckless beyond words … When I was young,
         we were taught to be discreet and respectful of elders, but the present youth are exceedingly wise [disrespectful] and impatient
         of restraint.’ (Hesiod, eighth century BC (?))
      

      
      It would be easy to end this discussion here because, of course, ‘history repeats itself’ and ‘nothing is new’, but I believe
         that our children are now making history and there is a new backdrop to the stage in this repeat performance.
      

      
      By the way, successive spoilt generations can lead to entropy – the inevitable and steady deterioration of a system or society.
         Entire empires have crumbled because of spoiling.
      

      
      The science of spoiling

      
      The first things that come to mind when we think of a spoilt child are too many material goods and a physical appearance of
         chubby excess borne of laziness and too much choice and access to junk food. Of course, all of this is generally true about
         our children. They are, in terms of material goods and adipose tissue, richer and fatter than ever before, born during a bull
         market of often double-income parents with access to credit that their grandparents hadn’t even heard of. If this is the case,
         then the credit crunch and economic recession should soon put paid to this latest historical outbreak of spoiling.
      

      
      But many of us already know that this is only a small part of the picture. It is still quite possible for a child to be fat
         and rich, yet unspoilt. But it’s even more possible for a child to be all three. And it can be done remotely and cross borders: the Philippine Institute for Development Studies reported in 2008 that Filipinos
         working abroad have spawned ‘a generation of instant gratification and spoilt children’. Parents usually ply their kids with
         material luxuries, such as mobile phones, to make up for their absence in the family, then use their children’s good academic
         performance as a measure of the positive effect of their migration. ‘But deep inside, here is a person who is trying to look
         for a sense of self.’1 Ironically, spoiling is often the result of deprivation – in particular, a parental attention deficit – and the materialism is a decoy that has duped us, frequently being used by
         less involved parents to mask this parental shortfall. It’s also far easier to point to physical material goods and hard cash
         or even plastic as the spoils of spoiling because more abstract concepts, such as parent-to-child eye contact and attention,
         are harder to get our teeth into.
      

      
      Unlike with fashionable subjects such as ‘self-esteem’, there’s little empirical study or hard facts to shed light on what
         we mean by ‘spoilt children’. This is partly due to the fact that the term has gone underground, much of what we used to call
         bad or spoilt behaviour having been sensitively rebranded as ‘lacking adequate social skills’. I personally love the ring
         of this attempt at a definition of spoilt as a mindset: a spoilt child is a child with a sense of entitlement – ‘I deserve
         whatever I want’ – a child with less empathy and sympathy, more interested in himself than others.
      

      
      I also see another dimension that amplifies this sense of entitlement: the increasing expectation of instant gratification.
         Another way of describing this is a reduction in our children’s ‘impulse control’. It isn’t merely a case of a child wanting
         something; nowadays, they expect to get it, and more quickly than ever before. This could be explained as the result of the click-andsee and click-and-buy
         culture of screen technology, but this too has been amplified by big shifts in parenting, social values and legislation. Of
         course, every child is born selfish and the centre of their own universe, and whether that child is the son of Socrates or Paris Hilton or the daughter of Joe the plumber, we as parents have to shape and socialise the souls, values and actions
         of our noble savages, who may have no thought for the feelings of others and whose behaviour only serves their own needs and
         comforts. It is called civilising our children. But there have been unprecedented obstructions to our efforts.
      

      
      From this unrefined mindset of entitlement, emotional disregard and weakened impulse control come many of the things that
         we complain about and that make up the facts and figures detailing society’s ills. However, much of the landscape of spoilt
         behaviour is formed at a terribly subtle level. Nuances in body language, such as a lack of or delay in eye contact, disrespect
         in voice inflection, a pause in reaction, can all denote a profound change in recognition and respect. At a slightly more
         visible level, perhaps, is a lack of acknowledgement on the pavement, whereby children don’t move aside or make way when an
         adult walks by. All too often now, it is the mountain that must move for the Little Emperor.
      

      
      In discussing any sensitive subject nowadays, the intellectual coward always regurgitates the default mantra: the need for
         ‘evidence-based conclusions’. Yet any true scientist realises that beyond the realpolitik of research grants and the ‘publish
         or perish’ confines of their intellectual ghetto lies the human condition, which is often difficult to measure and where we
         have to use good judgement to draw conclusions. There isn’t a way in which to ‘prove’, definitively, that children and young
         people are more spoilt, but there is plenty of circumstantial evidence if you’re set on the need for a so-called ‘evidence-based’
         discussion.
      

      
      We don’t need no education

      
      To start with, most teachers who have been in the job for several decades report that there have been significant changes
         for the worse in children’s sense of entitlement and concern for – or even awareness of – others’ feelings and in the behaviour
         that goes with this. For example, ‘spoilt children’ and the serious implications of them for schools and society was, for the first time,
         the main theme of the general secretary’s speech at the Association of School and College Leaders annual conference in 2008.
         John Dunford saw parents as failing in their duty to instil basic moral values and acceptable conduct in their children, arguing
         that for too many children school was the only place where they experienced clear moral boundaries. In particular, Dunford
         said, inconsiderate attitude and bad manners have to be reversed, along with teaching children not to eat solely with their
         hands but how to use a knife and fork. Dunford concluded that it is, perhaps, a sad indictment on the present age that we
         accept the need to help parents to play their natural part and to rediscover what being a parent means.
      

      
      ‘Teachers Under Pressure’, a report published by Cambridge University’s Faculty of Education in 2008, identified a growing
         trend of children at primary school who challenge teachers and throw tantrums in class. There was a general pattern of disobedience
         at home spilling into classrooms and the report cited ‘highly permissive’ parenting and misguided discipline policies in schools,
         resulting in poor pupil behaviour reaching the highest levels. Confrontational children were often found to be imitating their
         parents who often undermined teachers’ authority by failing to support their disciplinary measures. ‘Five years ago, primary
         teachers blamed the behaviour problems on an insufficiently motivating curriculum. Now teachers blame a rapidly changing social
         scene. By the time they come to school, many of these children have become expert in manipulating adults.’ And for those who
         sleep easily, assuming that this applies only to the lower orders, the lead researcher pointed out, ‘It does, to some extent,
         run across social class …’2

      
      The difference between the son of Socrates and the child of today is that the old teacher–philosopher was complaining about
         miscreants who were five times the age of today’s spoilt generation – teens and young men – while the reports quoted above refer to children as young as three. Low-level civil disobedience now has a youth market or, in fact, a toddler market. One
         graphic snapshot of this trend is the significant rise in rapes and sexual assaults actually taking place in London schools
         during 2008/9 reported by the Metropolitan Police. Their statistics suggest the vast majority of victims were school children
         under the age of sixteen and as many as one-in-three were under eleven.
      

      
      This heralds a tipping point. From aristocracy to underclass, our children are now spoilt in ways that go far beyond materialism.
         We feel we’ve given them so much in terms of legislation, rights, opportunities and experiences. Indeed, on the surface, society
         has never done so much for its children. However, far from being protected, their wellbeing enhanced, our children are suffering
         in ways we could never have expected. And the consequences are measurable: we now have the highest rates of child depression,
         child-on-child murder, underage pregnancy, obesity, violent and anti-social behaviour and pre-teen alcoholism since records
         began. According to a study by UNICEF of twenty-one industrialised countries – ‘An Overview of Child Well-being in Rich Countries’
         (2007) – there is no strong relationship between per capita GDP and child well-being. Even before the recession, when their
         economies were riding high, Britain and the US ranked bottom in most tables for child wellbeing. Britain’s children are the
         unhappiest in the West, and are among the least satisfied with life, being described as a ‘picture of neglect’.3 Furthermore, a recent government-funded review highlighted research spanning twenty-five years and found that the prevalence
         of many mental health problems has doubled since the 1970s. One in ten children – that’s more than a million – now has a clinically
         recognisable disorder such as depression, anxiety, anorexia or severe anti-social behaviour. And millions more may have ‘lower-level’
         mental health problems that do not warrant a diagnosis, but cause concern and put them at risk of struggling at school. Interestingly, the report suggests that ‘at least one good parent–child relationship’ could help to reduce children’s
         risk.4

      
      These are the many cracks that have ultimately produced the Broken Britain endlessly discussed by political parties and the
         media, who themselves have blood on their hands and a smoking pistol in their studies. And the same general trends are emerging
         in all industrialised countries.
      

      
      Death of the inner parent

      
      Even as we chant ‘put children first’ ever louder, we have actually retreated from parenting. We used to parent far more.
         Yet in the space of a few decades, the way we parent has changed dramatically. Something we once did unknowingly and intuitively
         has been elevated to a fine science and become the subject of political fashion, the province of gurus, experts and TV nannies.
      

      
      As parents, we are older and more time-poor than ever before, and we have the highest proportion of single-parent households
         in history. Our resourceful children have learnt successfully to manipulate their tired, overworked or separated parents to
         their own advantage, and are now spoilt in ways that extend beyond possessions and the confines of the family home. So we
         have to start asking direct questions: why has compulsion been replaced by the politically correct alternatives of persuasion
         and negotiation as the ‘right’ approach to shaping our children’s behaviour? Is parental guilt behind the trend of parents
         saying ‘No’ with a sense of apology in their voice?
      

      
      Spoilt behaviour is making a growing impression in every area of society, from the classroom and workplace, to the streets,
         criminal courts and rehab clinics.
      

      
      Death of the outer parent

      
      The erosion of our parental influence has also been caused by a variety of external measures ostensibly intended to protect
         our children, yet often merely disempowering us, their parents, and ultimately achieving the opposite. We need to ask ourselves
         further direct questions. For example, how and who has undermined the ability of parents, teachers, doctors and the police
         to help our children to become socially viable adults? And do laws that criminalise those of us who dare to smack our children
         erode our authority? A parent who holds their daughter by the wrists to prevent her from going out to have underage sex with
         a married man can be charged with assault. The Data Protection Act frequently prevents parents from discussing important things
         about their child’s mental or physical health with the family GP. And the parental authority of separated fathers has been
         weakened by the Children Act, the Family Law Act and Child Support Agency at a time when children desperately need authoritative
         responsible fathers.
      

      
      The act of parenting does not stop and start at our front door. In a civilised society, it extends into the wider community.
         At one time, there was an unspoken understanding that neighbours, teachers, policemen, even strangers were, in effect, deputised
         to deal with our children. However, there has been an almost complete reversal of this dynamic. Teachers are often challenged
         by parents when children are chastised, and a new study by the General Teaching Council has found that, ultimately, four in
         ten new teachers are driven out of the profession within two years,5 while strangers may be either beaten up or arrested by the police for assault if they attempt to control unruly children,
         even when they are breaking criminal law.
      

      
      If we are to dignify our living circumstances with the term ‘society’, we must now recreate a state of joined-up parenting
         in the fullest sense of the word, as this will make it easier on all of us, especially our children. And we need to begin
         by restoring authority to the adult figures in our children’s world.
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