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CHILDREN AND SCCTALI@M : CPENING PLENARY SESSION

({ Note on method of recording this session: P _ L

No names are given, because I didn't know everyone's names, .
The contributions are listed as 'points!, and the numbers indic-
ate where I think a separate issue has beon raised.  Vhere

- possible I have broken the text with my own sub~headings, )
The prepared introductory talk was held over til the after noon
sessicn because a lot of people arrived late, so this opening
plenary was fairly unstructured,)). .

1. The issue of having and locking after children was talked about
a lot in Big Flame a few years ago - we discussed and were invol-
ved in nursery campaigns, questioning the type of childcare,
werking cut our ¢wn ways of bringing up kids, all these kinds of
things, and yet ncw, when more of us have kids, these, things seem
tce be getting ignored, . , . : ‘ S

2¢ TIt's not just a question of childcare : it is bigger than this =
questions about hew children are treated in society, the situat~
ion c¢f youth, the growth of ‘the appeal by organisations. like

the Naticnal Frent to young people, . o - :

Js VYhnat we need is a whole cultural offensive to make -sccialism.
real for young pecple and children, "We've got tc get away
froem the situation where socinlist activity feor young people
Seems tc be simply organising them tc go and beat up. the NF,: - This .
problem invelves everyone, not  just the left. :

Bringing up children as sccialists

4, We should talk about the difficulties of bringing up your child-
ron as sccialists, when sc few people around them are social~
ists,  ¥inding a way of supporting our kids when-they have

such different standards thrown at them:what they get from their

friends, what they get from us, the ideas they get from teachers. eto,

And we need to talk about the pressures we feel on us as socialist
parents, Tt won't make any difference what we say to cur kids about
things like racism and thae NF unless we can find ways of putting

cur ideas into practice, A o B ' ' -

* Sceialism is not sometning fixed which we can tgive" to our

children, : It is something which we create in the process of
trying to organise ocur lives in a pPro=-human wav, Marx fecrgot
abcut rep roducticn - he just talked abcut proaiction; but producte

ion de ends cn repreducticn, and this has to become a major issue
for us as sccialists,

# There's a problem cf trying tc create an ideal world for kids,
Ve should alsc remember what we need as parents, The main
thing, I think, is nct to insulate kids from the world, finding

a little socialist paradise at home (even if this were possiblel),

but tc create a situation fer them in which they arc encouraged to

gquestion ever&thing; including the way that we do things, We
shouldn't force our sccialism cn them in the way +that our parents
fercod their conservatism on us,  Sc that when they get into sit- |
uaticns which are far from ideal, like school, then they have the

resources to gquesticn toings, ' o

* We shouldn't repeat the idea of child psychologists like Bowlby
who maintain that children need their parent(s) with them all
the time, by us assuming that they won't become socialists

unless we are nurturing them every ninute ' '
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Non--paronts and kids

5, Itd like us tc-blk about the rolailonshlp between pecple whc
aren't parents to parents and thedir calldren.' This Asntt
tqlked about.; "1 live with a mother and her child and qnother

woman, and I sometimes want to make comments about wnat's gcmng on

with the chald, mut I don't feul that T can; and thls is very dlff—
icult. '

#* This is a major ccentradicticn, I T we are at all serdious in
cur efferts tu re-structure child-care, this has +tc be disc-
_ ussed in Some_detail._

‘State nurseries

6., 'Pecple on the left dont't seem ¢ know much about the function

of state nurseries, They are cften wrongly assumed to be
progressive, when all scrts of terrible things are done to
chlldrbn in tuese places ~ they should bhe challenged, ;erhapu

thlu could nnpien v1a tha ncu National Chlldcare Cqmpaagn.

* This prov1des a link w1th tie flght galnst the cuts, = Sheff-
ield ccuncil is geing in for new metheds ‘of ‘child-care, which -
hias somo goocd aspects, such as increa51ng parentsgl  dinvelve-

ment, but this is part cf its real aim tc provide the "service!" on

the cheap., =& & ot SR I EL P P = o L

#* Welre nct after the rdplacement of cne set of capitalist inst—“
itu. tions with ancther, We want tc¢ change all sccial relat-
ionships, We don't simpily want better bulldlnga, better

adult-child ratics, we want an entirley @1erant apprcach to

Jbringing up calldrcn._

* Tu ro's a prublcm with the completely new Q?praucﬁ. We weare
invoelved with a "free! nurscry, one which we ran ourselves,

_ according te cur own principles, but we coculdn't keop it up

because there was sc much werk involved .in running it. ZJo cculdn't

help run the nursery and do full- tlmb7¥gpf as well, '

#* Tt's hard to talk about alternatives when women have sc few

chicices available to them, Ye have tc fight tc keep nurseries
open whatever they'ye like - and fight to make them better,
After all, state nurseries are no worse than schools, My kid

goes to a child-minder, and T sometimes wonder if I should try and
find a Scocialist child~minder, but it roally comes down te whe 18
available, and o the child likes being with.

Bringing up catldren and deoing revelutionary pylltncs

Te How any pouplu hcr have committed scoiallists as parents?

(buly twe nands go a}, aout of £fifty cr sc¢ pecplc‘) This

shows tnat there 18 someothing wrong with the system our conservs-
ative cr liberal parcnts used 3 they didn't have much success

transmitting their ideas Yo us, did they? My ceonclusion frcm
tihis is that the childeare preccess is uncontrolled, and ofte
unconscious, We sihould take sericusly the fact that the pos SEb -
ilities fer us tfﬂnumztthg cur socialis sm _to cur childrenare very
limited, ' :

¥ This brings uwp Mary Carvrter's letter tc Sccianlist Challenge

(15.5.80 3. Mary describes the lack of sympathy she got from

her comradss zbout the contlict of doing politices and locking
after her culldren; the resentment her children expressed abcut
her being cut s¢ much; and her conclusion that she weuld have to
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stop spending sc much time at meetings etc, and concentrate instead
on-making her children beceme revoluticnaries, The letter was
reprinted in the BF Discussicn Bulletin *Children and Socialdsm?
which was circulated befcre the Day Schook), o h R

# I don't ‘think it is possible to dc what Mary Catter says she's
geing to do -~ I don't think you can bring up ycur children
as sccialists, But we can begin tc think of what we want-

of the future : trust, comradeship, a gquosticning attitude ‘etcy
and we can try and pass on these things in the way that vou deal .~
with children, = So I disagree with the comrade whe said it was

an uncoscious proeess ; I think therc is scme control, 1If we
enquired carefully oncugh c¢f all of us here, we would prchably
find that we had scmething in commen in cur upbringing, despite
all the differences in cur backgrounds, which made us what we

are today, socialists, togethor, '

* Ancther thing abeut Mary's letter is that lots ¢f pecple go
to meetings every night, and theoy aren't sccialists -~ my dad
for instance, The point is8 to explain exactly ‘why you are

deing this or that, and nct to fesl guilty if the child gquestions

the validity of what ysu're doing, =~ 0 7 _

* But it's noct sc simple, As far as my kids are concerned ,

being din Big Flame means being at meetings oy being on the
phone when they want wme, Ve have tc find ways of doing

our politics which don't exclude them -~ we should de mere things
with them, ' C : _ S _

* It 48 also a matter of tho adults treating ecach cther in a
sgecialist and cemradely way, This has a big impression on
kids, they pick up on it, and notice how yeu are with others,-

* You also get this problem when there aren't kids in the Hcuses
The otiher adults that I live with alsc comvlain ‘about me
being at mecetings all the tize, YWe snhculdn't home in on

kids in an ‘exclusive way - it's nct natural +t¢ separate kids and -

adults : it's an ideological, artificial division, 0 0 o

* When T read Mary's letter, I thought that I'm sure a lct of
kids sey things like "you shculd have had an abortion" to
their mothers, like Mary's kid did, The problem is that

she sounds as though she lacks suppcrt, and scit's very easy for

her, like all women in thatsituaticn, t¢ feel very guilty,

Everywhere pecple feel uncenficent about bringing up children,

e should remember that there are lots of toher contexts for

kids tec grow in, apart from the family, = SR '

* But dcing these things in cthber ways depends on Soc many
Practical factors like the kindnf housing available, what
their friouds say, which ofton puts rrassure on them, '

We are ferced te individualise ti ings much more than we want,

even wien we don't like wiat we are docing,

* Yhen I read that letter in Sccialist Challenge I felt that
we, the left, had failed her, made life inpcssible for her,
Big Flame 45 beotter now than it was in +his respect, But
unfertunately cclicvetive arrangements den't werk in everyday life
all the <time, ey may werk for a Cenference or a Day Scheool -~
but the collective repscnse isn't there all the time, day to day,
You can sce from what Mary Carter's ccmrades failed t¢ do, o

¥ Hemen in her position asve to feel very confident te make
domands on ¢ctherpeople, even when pecple cffer to help,
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- T feel bad if the kids walke up when scmecne's baby-sitting,
even though I know they don't mind, = It is interesting that =~
nohildhocd" isn't a concept in the Third Vorld like it is Here :
kids are a part of life and work, tihey learn about 1life and cook-
ing and locking after children nct as play, but as what they have
to do, - Ye are toc far away from this ddea, | 1e should credit
children as human beings, -expect mcre of them in things like
helping in the house, .. . T -

* Tt's intolerable if collective help isn't available in the
day~to=day, orif it doesn't work, ¢ften ncn-parents have
ne contact with children, and are cften in fact excluded -

but they need to have contact and. could take on much mare. o

We've also got tc ackncewledge that croches often aren't suitable;

and arrange baby-sitting nct just for meetings, but for other .

nccasions tco, just so . pecple can get .out of the howuse,

*® We could organise things that bring thekids into more
direct contact with us and cther kids, Parts of the BF
Summer Schocl work like this ~ but we could do things like

one of the AS Neil grcups, special week-ends with adults and

kids doing things. together.. .

* Ancther preblem is that if you arven't fully invelved witih
- your Big Flame branch, you tend tc lcse touch with what's ‘
going cn, and that way you lusc the collective support that's
availablic tc pecple whoare fully involved -~ even though ycu still

believe in the same things,. . . - :

Schdolé/teachers/children.

8, I'm a teacher, and being tho vnly sccialist in my schocl,
I find it very difficult tc work in.a socialist way. The
kids expect a -certain patiern c¢f behavicur frcm you, :
_ There -must be a tensicn for cihildren breught up in a sccialist
way in a non-8Sccialist werld, with all the oppcesitce Pressures
acting con the child, He or she might well chocse the ideas of
his cor her friends, rather:than the parents! ideas,

* 1 agree, because c¢f the compremises the kids have to make -
they often have to align with their friends,  This is diff- .
icult fcor yzu as a parent, becausge it divides you from the

children, . ' L I

* My parents were sccialists, and I found that the preblom at
schoel was the non-sccialist teachiers - the sccialist teachers
were easy . tc relate to. . Growing up with socialist parents

brings you close to them - they never pushed their politics on

me, but when I sew what the world was like, T realised that their

ideas were right, ' : X - :

* We den't use the pewer wo have to influence what goes on in
schools - we don't make the links between socialist teachers
and scecialist parents, There are lcts cf things we can do

legislaticn decrees that education should foster multi-racial and
nen-sexist ideas (Roce Relations and Sex Discrimination Acts).

S0 we parents have the right to dnsepct libraries, complain about
what the cihildren are being taught. And there are a numbsr cf
progressive trends cutseide sciuculs = the ITV programme "Cur Paople!
the youth werkers'! "Girls Projects", thencn-sexist books being
produced, Te ‘sheuld get onto governing bedies ¢f schecls and

push these things, ' :
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* Yell, I was cn a governing body for a year and it was pretty
hard work - I'm nob-Saying it isn't worti doing, andif T was
a parent rep I!d have had a chance cf sticking at it for a
decent length of time, and maybe made more impression, But the -
thing that'!s woerrying me is heow deep Sexist conditicning goes,: and
how little one can do as a parent, given the strength of  the pres- ~.
supe frem friends and schocl, My four year cld daughter is ohsess-
_ed with lipstick, pretty dresses and the like. e T

* X think peuple make toc much cf make-up on girls, " It's nci
necessarily so bad -~ there arc plenty of fominisis here wear=. .
: A B R T -‘

¥  But things are getting much better in schocls, They'r forming -
groups and having discussions at my sister's scheol which we
wouldn't have dreamt of when I was there a few years ago, |

#* We shculd assess the disatisfaction that people outside school .
feel, My child is at an inner. Londen Primary Schocl, and
she says she finds tike lesscns bering, ¥hen I went to disc-

uss this with the staff, at first I cculdn't get tc speak to

anyone, and.then I was told thot the school cculdn't meet the
needs of wy child, But the truth is that the school can't meet

the meeds of any of the children, e

Winding up comments

* Guilt about how we are dealing with children is ever present, .
., If we were tc asume that ths prccess is unconsciocus or not
in cur contrel, then when things don't geo according to plan
we don't feel gullty,

* A fow years ago I had a very good collective arrangement with
cther women fcr locking after the kids, We'll have tc get

this tegether again,

¥  Tt's wrong to think of bringing up children in isclation of

the rest of scciety, Tig shculd bring them up as peopls to
cope with this werld, Tt's not going tc change toc much,

toeo quickly. 2Zbout girls wearing lipstick : maybe you the
father should wear it toc (much applause and agresnent),

* Wo shouldpay mcere attenticn to thelanguangs we use, nKigr is
the word for a baby gecat, s o o

* Thet comment zbout girls wenring lipstick : why ds it that

all the 7Tressure is cn girls tc change -~ you den't see boys
being sent cut wearing frocks, : coe :
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