
Liberty or Licence?
We do not regard children as fully
responsible for their actions. In law their
contracts are void or voidable, their
destructive acts are punishable only in
some mitigated way, and to seduce them
is a major crime. Those legal rules reflect
the same idea, which is that a child is
undeveloped as a moral being and
therefore in need of special protection. 

Hence laws which forbid the sale of alco-
hol or cigarettes to children seem only
reasonable. But as soon as we stray from
those uncontroversial instances we find
ourselves wading deeper and deeper
into moral confusion. Take the case of
sex. We protect children from sexual pre-
dations because we know that sex
divorced from responsible choice is dam-
aging, not just to moral development
but also to long-term happiness.
Moreover children represent the future,
and their sexual relations are the way in

which that future will come about. We
therefore strive to ensure that sex
belongs, in their thinking, to the realm
of mature adult choice, and is not treated
as a playground game. Hence, the seduc-
tion of children is so severely punished.

However, as Theodore Dalrymple points
out, the severity of the law in punishing
the adult abuser is undermined by its
total laxity — indeed its subversiveness
— in encouraging the child. Moreover,
there is a growing and publicly-funded
network of ‘sex educationists’ devoted
to the cause of endowing children with
the means and the excuses to bring sex
into the playground. The American
‘Silver Ring’ initiative is an attempt to
encourage chastity in the young. It is not
merely scoffed at by the official busy-
bodies: it is condemned by the publicly
funded National Children’s Bureau as
dangerous. (See inside.) The lonely old
man who whispers lascivious thoughts
into the ear of a twelve-year old girl is
not doing anything different from the
expert in sex education who shows her
obscene pictures while explaining the
use of a condom. The one goes to jail,
however, while the other collects a
funded salary.

We value freedom; but we do not confer
freedom on children. Why is that? We can
give them licence, but in doing so we
deny them freedom. Let children run riot
and they will never be free, since they will
never be able to take responsibility for
their actions or submit what they do to
the judgement of others. Freedom is
acquired not by indulging the appetites,
but by controlling them to the point
where rational choice takes over.

Moral confusion abounds in other areas
too. Three in particular have come to the
fore in recent discussions: obesity, televi-
sion, and video games. If we protect chil-
dren from stimulants and drugs, ought we
not to protect them from fast food, which
is every bit as bad for them? It is in the
first years of life that the child is set on
the road to obesity, and obese people do
not merely die younger; they use up more
of the earth’s resources to stay alive, and
are entirely useless when the only way to
stay alive is by fighting. Moreover, the
causes of obesity are known: junk food
and television. So where are the legisla-
tive measures to control those threats?

As we have often pointed out in this
Briefing, TV is seriously addictive, damag-
ing to the brain and productive of behav-
ioural and attention disorders. It is partic-
ular damaging to children, directing their
dealings with the world entirely through
shocks administered to the eyes, stultify-
ing linguistic and motor development,
and frying the visual synapses. Yet could
there be, ought there to be, and do we
want there to be, legislation governing
the use of television?

The moral quagmire becomes thicker as
we advance from television into video
games and internet pastimes. Games
which glamourise violent behaviour, sexual
aggression and general misanthropy are
freely available to children. The Daily Mail
wants to ban them but, as Benet Simon
argues, this can only make the problem
worse. In the end children have no protec-
tion save through parental control. But
the power of parents is being steadily
eroded by the state. Compulsory school-
ing condemns many children to places
where sex and drugs are the core curriculum,
while absurd legislation makes it a crime
to smack your children. The law, which
should be protecting children from preda-
tion, is in fact protecting them from their
protectors. The question is no longer who
guards the guardians, but how are the
guardians to get on with their job?
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we deny them freedom



Child file
Frank Furedi

A Children Bill is currently going
through the British Parliament. Once
this Bill becomes law, an electronic
database will be established, contain-
ing information about every child in
England and Wales. Newborn children
will be allocated a number and their
files will be added to the database.
Information filed on the database will
be provided by virtually every profes-
sional who deals with the child.
Teachers, doctors, social workers and
other professionals will be expected to
input any ‘cause for concern’ on a

child’s file. The term ‘cause for concern’
is likely to be interpreted in an expan-
sive manner. Anything unusual, such as
a child weighing more or weighing less
than expected, exam results that are
lower than anticipated or untidy
appearance can be flagged as a cause
for concern. If two flags of concern are
recorded, a professional would be
charged with investigating the circum-
stances surrounding a child’s life.

In one fell swoop, the Children Bill abol-
ishes the relation of confidentiality
between parents, children and their
doctors, teachers and other profession-
als. More insidiously, it seeks to erode
the private dimension of child rearing
and turn it into a public matter of direct
interest to the state. The erosion of the
right to confidentiality and of family
privacy is the inexorable outcome of the
growing tendency to politicise parent-
ing. According to the worldview of
many experts and politicians, parents
are unlikely to be successful child carers
unless they rely on their services and
advice. Back in 1997 Jack Straw, a lead-
ing New Labour politician, bemoaned

the fact that parenting is still treated as
a private matter in British culture, since
it is also a public issues with ‘implica-
tions for children and society’. Since
1997, the New Labour Government has
set out to rectify the problem. Initially,
it targeted the small group of ‘irrespon-
sible parents’ through imposing ‘parent-
ing orders’ on them. Gradually it has
expanded its brief. In effect through the
Children Bill, the Government crimina-
lises parental failure and turns every

Do children belong to their parents or
to the state? The UK National Children’s
Bureau sees danger where parents 
see hope. 
‘This month [July 04] has seen the arrival of a particular
brand of US evangelism: the Silver Ring Thing. The SRT
programme aims to run a series of ‘shows’ across the
country, encouraging young people to buy their £10 rings
and pledge to abstain from sex before marriage. 

For many sex educators, programmes like this pose a
particular danger. For all their glitzy merchandising and
cheerleader style, they simply reinforce taboos about sex.
Rather than encouraging young people to think for
themselves, they use fear and shame to influence their
behaviour, with a negative legacy which may last well beyond
the teenage years.’
Extract from ‘Opinion, The Danger of the Silver Ring Thing’, Anna
Martinez, Coordinator, Sex Education Forum, The National
Children’s Bureau (1 July 2004). See also websites, back page.

mother and father into a potential suspect.

Advocates of the Children Bill claim that
it is designed to ‘maximise opportunity
and minimise risk for every child and
young person’. This statement is quite
consistent with the wider cultural out-
look that seeks to transform childhood
into a risk-free experience. The impera-
tive of children’s safety has already led
to a situation where youngsters are
treated as an endangered species and
needing to be protected from the every-
day challenges of life. But the statement
goes further, implying that the main
sources of danger facing children are
their parents. The claim that the
Children Bill will minimise risk for every
child is founded on the premise that the
real threats facing youngsters are to be
found in the home. 

Of course, the Children Bill will do little
to improve the quality of child rearing.
Whenever politics intrudes into the
sphere of parenting, problems are exag-
gerated and mothers and parents are
put on the defensive. Worse still, by depi-
cting parents as a risk to their offspring,
the Bill weakens links that bind family
members together. By undermining the
family the Bill will undermine the only
refuge that children actually have. 

Frank Furedi is Professor of sociology at
University of Kent (see also publications)

The Children Bill . . . seeks to erode the private
dimension of child rearing and turn it into a public
matter of direct interest to the state.

A nation of paedophiles 
Theodore Dalrymple
The crime of paedophilia is treated in much of the press as
uniquely horrible. It is difficult to escape the conclusion that
fear and hatred of paedophilia exists in exact proportion to
the licentiousness that creates the conditions in which it is
most likely to occur. 

Hand in hand with this fear of paedophiles is the ever
greater, and ever earlier, sexualisation of children.
Magazines and books for children increasingly make sex and
sexual appearance the measure of all things. A teacher told
me how he had one day to comfort a child of seven who
had been horribly taunted and insulted by a classmate, who
had called him a virgin. "What is a virgin?" asked the

teacher. "I don’t know," replied the child. "But I know it’s
something horrible."

Parents happily, indeed proudly, put televisions and videos
in their children’s rooms — and innocence of any descrip-
tion cannot long survive a diet of contemporary television,
or indeed of contemporary advertising hoardings or pop
music.

Doctors are officially enjoined to connive at what the law
nevertheless still considers sexual crime. They are profes-
sionally obliged, indeed, to act as panders to paedophiles,
at least in supplying under-age girls with contraceptives
without telling their parents. The practice has led not to a
decrease, but to an increase, in abortion and pregnancy in
under-age girls.

Each and every under-age pregnancy is the result of a
sexual crime, since the law holds that a child under the age
of 16 cannot give consent to intercourse, because he or she
lacks capacity to do so. Yet no investigation of such crime
ever follows; instead, we are asked to believe that girls
whom the law regards as incapable of giving consent to
intercourse have the capacity to give consent (without
parents’ knowledge) to abortion.

What we see in all this is a population, or a substantial part
of a population, unwilling to draw any boundaries and stick
to them for fear that its own activities might have to be
curtailed. In the language of art criticism, after all, trans-
gression is the highest praise. Boundaries are always to an
extent arbitrary, but that does not make them any less
necessary in the maintenance of a civilised society. Both the
dishonest execration in which paedophiles are held and the
unprincipled sexualisation of childhood suggest the British
are a nation of paedophiles who, with good reason, despise
themselves.                          Full article New Statesman (9/8/04)



between parent and child lies in the shared
challenge to these internal boundaries. This
idea inspired the approach of an early
20th-century Russian psychologist, Lev
Vygotsky, who coined the term
‘scaffolding’ to denote the process whereby
children make use of their social context to
surmount their internal limitations. Each
child explores a ‘zone of proximal develop-
ment’, in which adults and peers can be
called upon to guide him beyond his own
internal boundaries. There is no single for-
mula for navigating this zone, since neither
the starting point nor the goal can be
determined in advance of the individual
child and his social context. One thing
alone is sure, which is that a child stands in
need of the adults whom he can trust. First
among these adults will be the parents
who gave birth to him. In recent legislative
initiatives however we have seen an
attempt by the state to control the social
context of the child, and to put the bleak
imperatives of ‘health and safety’ in the
place of the thing that children most need,
which is parental love. 

Jadwiga Gromadzka is a psychologist with a
special research interest in families.

Every parent matters
Jadwiga Gromadzka
A Green Paper before the UK Parliament
tells us that ‘Every Child Matters’. This is
the sentimental double-talk of bureau-
crats, designed to conceal the truth, which
is that nothing matters more to a child
than parents. What the state would forbid
— adventures, sports requiring risk and
courage, the hit or miss search for friends
and also enemies, the tit-for-tat and
rough untutored justice of childhood
quarrels — the normal parent will not
merely allow but also encourage. After all,
parents love their children as individuals,
are aware of their special strengths and
weaknesses, and are prepared to take
character-building risks on their childrens’
behalf. 

Children form their personalities by imita-
tion and by challenge. They are aware of
boundaries, and press constantly against
them, seeing ‘how far they can go’, and
learning both to respect opposition and
also to meet it on terms. Delinquency is
too often the result of a search for elusive
boundaries. If there is no answer to the
question ‘How far can I go?’ then this
simultaneously signals that ‘no one cares.
I don’t matter.’ The boundaries erected by
the state are clear, uniform and loveless.
They challenge the child to transgress
them, since they offer no real reward for
obedience. The boundaries erected by a
parent are flexible, shaped by love, and by
the knowledge that over-strictness invites
transgression just as much as indulgence.

Children have another set of boundaries.
There are things which ‘lie beyond them’,
physically, intellectually, emotionally.
Possibly the most constructive cooperation

Sweden leads EU
advertising ban to
children Daniel Hannan 

The EU is surprisingly adept at spread-
ing worst practice. National
governments see it as a way of
avoiding tough decisions at home.
Rather than deregulating their
markets, they can simply export their
costs to their chief rivals.

An interesting example is the proposal
to ban advertising aimed at children.
Sweden already has such a law, and
doesn't see why the rest of Europe
shouldn't follow suit. As always, com-
panies that are disadvantaged in one
member state are at least as keen to
see similar regulations elsewhere as to
lift them at home. Such adverting, runs
the argument, is unfair to children
from poorer backgrounds. It dangles
baubles in front of them that are
beyond their parents' reach, thus
putting the parents under intolerable pres-
sure to spend more than they can afford.

This argument is so silly that it is hard to
know where criticism should begin. Set
aside, for a moment, the vexed question
of what precisely constitutes advertising
aimed at children (are we talking only
of toys, or should all confectionery be

counted too?). Disregard, too, the
objection that parents ought to be able
to say ‘no’ to their offspring without
having to call in the full force of the law
to do it for them. Ignore, if you can, the
fact that such matters could perfectly
well be decided by elected national
parliaments rather than by Eurocrats.

Clear all these things from your mind,
and instead ask the most basic question
of all: why stop at children? If advertis-
ing is so deleterious, ought it not to be
banned outright?

After all, we do our children no favours
if we fail to prepare them for the life
they will lead. As adults, they will often

see luxurious items being advertised
that are out of their price range. Their
logic applies equally to adults. Ought
we not to accustom ourselves to the
idea that we cannot always have every-
thing that we want?

In reality, of course, the logic of those
backing the ban applies equally to
adults. In private, they often admit this,
arguing that advertising is hurtful to
the poor. Their objection, in other
words, is not to an intrusion into child-
hood innocence, but to the capitalist
system itself. Theirs is, of course, a per-
fectly consistent point of view. It has
even been tried in practice, although it
has tends to require the apparatus of a
police state to make it work. None the
less, let us be clear that what is being
proposed is an attack on consumer
choice on principle; and let us hear no
more schlock about ‘the kids’.

Daniel Hannan is a Member of the 
European Parliament 

Ban this evil rag!
Benet Simon 
You may have seen headlines in the
Daily Mail: ‘Murder by PlayStation’, fol-
lowed by ‘Ban These Evil Games!’: Inside
the paper, a reporter wept over the
unnecessary fate of ‘a pleasant, harm-
less 14-year-old born into an age when
computer games celebrate violence...’.
Could it be, they asked, ‘that Warren
Leblanc was so brainwashed by this
game [Manhunt] that he did not
actually know that his friend would
suffer from the attack?’ 

The temptation, as a parent, is to shout
‘Yes! Hooray for the Mail!’ and
campaign for a ban. But maybe we
should reflect on the fact that there is
no better way to promote something to
a teenager than to ban it. Think back to
your youth. Remember ‘Anarchy in the
UK’? As soon as it was barred by Radio 1
it became a number one hit single. A
Clockwork Orange is still a cult film, just
as the outlawed video Driller Killer became a
must-see for the under-18s in the Eighties. 

And what was true of films and pop
songs is doubly true of video games. I
have been checking on the progress of
Manhunt sales since the Mail demanded
a ban, and over the last week they have
gone through the roof. 

You can be relatively sure that your ten-
year-old will have trouble getting hold
of alcohol and cigarettes on his own,
but if you outlaw or restrict a computer
game, children will just buy copies
online. EBay, the online auction house,
entered a furious trade in Manhunt.

So what do we do? The only answer, in
the end, is that parents should take
responsibility for their children’s gaming
habits, just as they should keep an eye
on whether and at what age their kids
smoke or drink. The only difference
between a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and a
copy of Manhunt is that with the game,
parents know less than their children.
So the best bet for parents is probably
to bite the pixillated bullet and play a
few of the games on their own. They
should at least make an effort to
educate themselves. 

Full article, The Spectator 14/8/04

Their objection is not to an intrusion into childhood
innocence, but to the capitalist system itself.



The Risk of Freedom Briefing is published quarterly. Sponsored by JT International
Editor Roger Scruton, editorial assistant Sophie Jeffreys. Back issues are available at www. riskoffreedom.com

Comments to:
info@riskoffreedom.com

Publications
Paranoid Parenting by Frank Furedi, Allen
Lane (2001). One of Furedi’s many books
where he analyses the effect of risk
aversion on society. 

Ready or Not: What Happens When We
Treat Children as Small Adults by Kay S.
Hymowitz, Encounter Books (2000) and
Liberation's Children: Parents and Kids in
a Postmodern Age by Kay S. Hymowitz
Ivan R. Dee Publisher (2003). A com-
pelling argument that our society offers
little depth or meaning to children and
leaves them unprepared for adulthood.

Prosecutions for non-attendance at
school: A guide for improving practice by
Jacqui Newvell and Graham Webb,
(2004). Available from the NCB.

Epidemic: How Teen Sex is Killing Our
Kids by Meg Meeker, Lifeline Press, (2002).
A pediatrician describes the extent of sex-
ually transmitted diseases (STDs) in the
teenage population. 

Children and Advertising by Adrian
Farnham, Social Affairs Unit, (2000). Argues
that parental choice not advertising
develops the tastes and desires of children.

www.
National Children’s Bureau (NCB). Founded
in the 1960s in the UK to give a voice for
young people and lobby on their behalf.
Assumes responsibility for ‘joined up
thinking’ across agencies. One priority is
to establish a national play day. Incoming
resources of £6.5m. http://www.ncb.org.uk

The Silver Ring Thing started 1995 in the
USA, designed to appeal to teenagers and
encourage them through the wearing of
a silver ring to say no to sex before mar-
riage  http://www.silverringthing.com/

National Institute on Media and the
Family presents statistics on the advertis-
ing aimed at children and the weekly
‘spend’ of teenagers. ‘Advertisers are
aware that children influence the pur-
chase of not just kid's products anymore,
but everything in the household. www.media
family.org/facts/facts_childadv.shtml

www.newrules.org/info/tvadban.html
Summarises extent of ad bans to children.

Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989) Unicef encourages governments to
ratify and uphold the Convention:
http://www.unicef.org/crc/crc.htm

not been required to learn the redeem-
ing features of adulthood. Authority,
dignity, self-restraint, a proper pride
and a proper modesty: these are all at a
discount. They are hard to discuss, to
find, to inculcate. The reason is quite
simple: we have been led to believe
that growing up is optional.  

In the Century of the Self, his TV show
about Freud and his fall-out, Adam
Curtis gave a convincing account of a
process which set us up for the institu-
tionalised infantilism which sees no
merit in traditional frameworks or
learning to obey them. The result has
been a fifty-year period in which
parents regarded society as a hostile
entity which might not give their chil-
dren their due. This was a reversal of
an ancient tradition under which par-
ents anxiously and diligently prepared
their children to be acceptable to society
rather than the other way round. 

We are watching people grow old
without developing. They could not be
expected to see that gain flows from
pain; that disappointment is inevitable;
that life is not fair.  

Infantilised non-adults cannot govern
themselves and are hard to govern, for
two reasons. They will not submit to
the wider needs of society, and they do
not understand the value of the elitist
institutions by which society mediates
competing needs. Childlike adults could
not be expected to see the merit of
representative democracy and stern
professions, nor to value compromise.

They are bound to be attracted by
glamourous campaigns led by shrill,
intemperate and petulant stars. They
are drawn to political parties which
pretend to be anti-Establishment.    

We will need to reassert adulthood
before we can expect to see the institu-
tions of politics regain their former
respect and value. Luckily, these things
are largely a matter of fashion. The gen-
eration of people now young will
relearn dignity and adulthood because
the bill — the real cost — of the 1960s is
at last presenting itself for payment. We
see the first signs of revolt against the
60s Revolution in what seems an unlike-
ly place: BBC TV's Grumpy Old Men
parades the grimmest of the product of
Flower Power, hating the modern
grunge informality and gracelessness
without noticing that they are the ones
who originally produced it. 

Richard D North is media fellow at the IEA

Eternal childhood
Richard D North
We Flower Children of 50-plus have
not really known how to acquire
maturity or guide others to it. Our
children have been given huge free-
doms, only to find themselves chartless
and insecure. As they become the
present generation of parents, childlike
themselves, they have produced a gen-
eration of children who are both
demanding and fragile. What is worse,
it is becoming much more difficult to
provide public services in a world pop-
ulated by brats of nearly every age.

So we see granny at the check-out,
wearing a skimpy pink T-shirt with
‘Princess’ sequinned upon it. Her hus-
band will be half-naked, dressed like a
teenage sportsman. Their children will
be impatiently steaming along, tail-
gaiting in their 4 by 4, he dreaming of
football, she of a new beauty treat-
ment. Their grandchildren — the mod-
ern eight and ten year olds in the back
of the car — will be masters of ‘pester
power’, equipped with mobile phones
and fashion mags, their pre-pubescent
bodies dolled up as a false-prospectus
of sexual availability. This isn't working
class culture gone wrong so much as a
multi-generational nursery school.

All three generations are of course
capable of charm and good sense. But
all are prone to petulance. They worry
very greatly about their self-esteem,
and rightly. It is sky-high, but prone to
plummet. Our three generations have

Saying no
Meredith Craig
Products which are bad for the young
ought not to be sold to them. But since
just about everything is bad for them in
some way or other, this gives no legisla-
tive guidance. When it comes to junk
food, sweets and fizzy drinks, there is
no way to forbid their sale to the young
without forbidding them entirely: like
toys, they have no other market. If some
adults also purchase this rubbish, that is
because they haven’t grown up. Only in
the case of cigarettes and alcohol has
any consensus emerged as to what the
role of the law might be — namely, to
forbid the sale of these products to
people under age. But that doesn’t stop
young people from obtaining them, or
from abusing them.

Hence tobacco companies have
launched ‘youth smoking campaigns’,
with a view to deterring young people
from acquiring the habit. Now you
don’t deter them by telling them the
medical facts: the risk only makes the
product more exciting. But you do deter
them by showing that the product has
no place in their favoured lifestyle —
that smoking isn’t cool. The drinks com-
panies are now adopting the same
approach to ‘binge drinking’ by young
women, funding adverts that will show
that excessive drinking is bad for the
complexion. Threats to sexual success
are taken far more seriously by
teenagers than threats to longevity, and
the best way of getting them to say no
to a product is to show that no means
yes to sex. 

Meredith Craig is Chair of the 
Moderate Drinkers’ Alliance. 


