Children: An Endangered Species?
By Chris Mercogliano
How many of you have seen or read The Lorax? You know, Dr. Seuss’s parable about the mossy little man who tries to save the truffula trees before they are all cut down to produce a useless piece of clothing people have been convinced they absolutely have to have. “I am the Lorax and I speak for the trees,” he announced to the greedy Once-ler in a voice that was “sharpish and bossy.” 
Well, I have hit the road in my veggie oil mobile in order to speak for the children, because I believe a similar fate is currently befalling the landscape of childhood.  It is becoming barren and denuded, stripped one by one of the qualities that nourish children’s inner selves.  
That’s right, in a VW diesel wagon powered by the used vegetable oil I obtain from Chinese restaurants all too happy to give it away, I am taking my message to twenty-four cities and towns across the U.S. and Canada, to colleges and universities, parent forums, and independent bookstores alike. 

Fueling me is my fear that, as in Seuss’s cautionary tale, our society is woefully unaware of the ominous implications of the changes childhood has undergone over the past couple of generations. It’s not that we are completely oblivious. Many of us have noticed that kids go outside less than they used to and stay much closer to home when they do. In fact not long ago this sad development was the subject of a front page story in the Washington Post, in which reporter Donna St. George noted a decline of 50 percent, from 16 to 8 percent, in the number of nine- to twelve-year-old children who spent time in such outside activities as walking, hiking, fishing, beach play and gardening between the years 1997-2003. Let that statistic sink in for a moment: less than one kid in ten in the prime of childhood goes outdoors anymore. 
Concerns about long-term consequences, according to St. George, led to a recent meeting of 40 civic leaders, including several governors, three big-city mayors, and representatives from the Walt Disney Corporation, the Sesame Street Workshop, DuPont, and the gaming industry in order to launch a 20 million dollar capital campaign that will ultimately fund 20 initiatives across the country to encourage children to lure outside again. Allow the irony of that prospect to sink in too.
Or we realize that young children’s school backpacks are getting heavier and heavier, even becoming a chiropractic issue for some. 

But it strikes me that virtually no one is putting all of the pieces together and seeing the whole picture all at once. That’s one of the pitfalls of our modern era of specialization. Experts hyper-focus on one particular facet of an issue, but they neglect to communicate with one another and no one sees the connections or the overall pattern. And then we fail as a people to arrive at systemic solutions that produce real change. Just look at the mess we’re in with regard to global warming right now, as one vivid example. It has taken decades for the experts to assemble the climate change puzzle enough for us to be alerted to the cataclysmic effects that are looming closer and closer every year. And it finally took a non-specialist like Al Gore to explain how and why things are going to go down in a way that all of us can plainly understand, and what it is that we can do about it.

I’m not actually suggesting that children themselves are about to suffer the fate of the Lorax’s precious truffulas. It isn’t kids who are endangered – they are too resilient for that, thank God. But I do believe that the wondrous inner spark that resides within every child—which I have named “inner wildness”—is being placed very much at risk by what I call the “domestication” of childhood. 
Before I go any farther perhaps I should explain exactly what I mean by the somewhat unorthodox use of these two terms. Inner wildness is the luminescent spark that animates children, serves as the source of their uniqueness and creativity, and supplies the energy and the impetus for them to become who they are intended to become. It is an elusive essence that strives mightily to resist the control of others. 

Although as far as I know I am the first one to coin this particular term, the idea certainly isn’t an original one. Really what I’m talking about here is soul, or spirit, both of which literally mean “that which animates us.” Or Sigmund Freud called it the id, Henri Bergson the élan vital, and Jean Liedloff the continuum. However, many of these terms carry with them too much religious, psychological, or New Age baggage to suit my purposes. Besides, I was seeking something that especially evokes the sparkling effervescence and originality of children. 

Perhaps more importantly I wanted to call attention to the powerful connection between inner and outer wildness, by which I mean the earth’s wildlife and wild places. For, as Henry David Thoreau once wrote: “It is in vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves. There is none such. It is the bog in our brains and bowels, the primitive vigor of nature in us, that inspires that dream.” And by analogy I wanted to alert us to the reality that, just as outer wildness is seriously threatened by environmental degradation and overdevelopment, inner wilderness is being equally threatened by, well, the very same forces – progress, technology, greed, exploitation, control, and so on. And if we don’t launch a childhood conservation movement, so to speak, the damage, just like the crimes humans have committed against the atmosphere, will soon become irreversible. 
One by one the warning signals are blipping onto the radar screen. Two “canary in the coal mine” phenomena are already clearly visible: the so-called ADHD epidemic and the growing number of twenty-somethings who are getting lost on the road to adulthood, some hopelessly so. We might add a third at this point: the rapid emergence of childhood obesity. According to a recent report by the Institute of Medicine in Washington, DC, nearly one in five American children is medically obese. A far greater percentage is significantly overweight. It’s a shocking state of affairs, if you stop to think about it.
Allow me another moment to say what inner wildness is not, because I realize that by associating “wildness” with children I run the risk of invoking in some people Lord of the Flies-like images of destructive, uncivilized children run amok, answerable to no one. 
So let me make it perfectly clear that there is no necessary link between inner wildness and the kinds of outward behavior we commonly call “wild.” All children, whether their natural temperament is quiet and delicate or noisy and frenetic, are born with a certain wildness inside. While some children express it by behaving in ways that some might deem excessively rambunctious or daring, and so on, others do so through art, the imagination, fantasy play, a deep sense of wonder, and unique perceptions of the world around them. 

As for the savagery into which those marooned English schoolboys descended in William Golding’s iconic novel, I would argue that it was a projection of the author’s Calvinist heritage—by day he was a schoolmaster in an elite Church of England grammar school— and the accompanying fear of wildness of any kind. Here I stand shoulder to shoulder with the most radical of Freud’s students, Wilhelm Reich, who declared that children at their core are loving, responsible, and sociable beings. It is only when they are neglected, traumatized, excessively managed, or overindulged that they develop a defensive “middle layer” of distrust, aggression, and out-of-control impulses.

Now, just what do I mean when I say that childhood, and along with it, children, are rapidly becoming “domesticated?” Here I am sticking strictly with Webster’s, whose one-word definition for domesticated is simply, “tame.” Then, if you look that adjective up you will find that it means “reduced from a state of native wildness so as to be tractable and useful.” The secondary definitions are perhaps even more telling: “made docile and submissive, and lacking spirit, zest, or the capacity to excite.”
I’m sure that many of you out there who are, or who have been, parents of two-year-olds or of teenagers are chuckling to yourselves. Submissive? Lacking the capacity to excite? But bear with me for a moment while I outline the situation as I see it.

Like so many deep human problems, this one involves a central paradox: Speaking generally and ignoring for brevity’s sake the pernicious racial and socioeconomic inequity that persists in this country, childhood in America is healthier, safer, and more comfortable than ever before. In the 19th century, for instance, 25% of Americans died before the age of one, 50% before twenty-one. In medieval and ancient times, for the majority of kids it was a story of infanticide, slavery, abuse, abandonment, and economic and sexual exploitation. Then, mortality rates ran as high as two out of three; whereas today, infant mortality is only slightly more than one in 2,000. And today there are no more child sweatshops, and far fewer fatal diseases. There is a foster care/adoption system for abandoned children, and universal schooling—though whether that is a blessing or a curse to inner wildness remains open to debate. 

So you might say that physically speaking, the quality of childhood has been steadily improving over time. Psychologically speaking, however, I believe that the quality is heading in the opposite direction. The same social, economic and technological changes that have made it safer and easier are a double-edged sword at every turn because they are also squeezing out the novelty, the independence, the adventure, the wonder, the innocence, the physicality, the solitude—the juice, if you will—from the lives of today’s kids. 
It is my current belief that a pattern of domestication begins to establish itself at birth, which has become a heavily managed medical procedure for most mothers and babies, and then repeats itself at every turn throughout childhood. There isn’t time to give you a full tour here—I do that chapter by chapter in the book. I will only mention the major pieces of the puzzle, because I want to be able to reserve a few choice words for the largest single agent of childhood domestication, and to still leave time for questions. 
There is the takeover of meaningful children’s work by the adult service economy and the resulting loss of control that children used to have over their own money. There is children’s ever-expanding dependence on electronic media – TV, video games, the computer – for stimulation and entertainment. There is their ever-shrinking interaction with the natural world – what Richard Louv calls “Nature Deficit Disorder.” I could go on, but I’m concerned about the time.

I want to linger a moment on this business of education—which is very much a business these days—because it is such a sacred cow in this society, and because, again, it is our compulsory, factory-style, standards-driven model of schooling that has become inner wildness’s most formidable foe. The demands of high-stakes testing have forced schools to eliminate nearly every vestige of physicality, imagination, and creativity from the curriculum; and now, more than ever, classrooms are becoming places where kids spend their days like cloned sheep, grazing passively in a pasture of uniform right answers.

Suffice it to say the reason I am arguing that childhood has become thoroughly domesticated is because so much of a contemporary children’s experience is mediated or controlled from without. So little depends on their own inner resources anymore. Their lives are over-supervised, over-managed, over-scheduled, and over-saturated with electronic media. Consider, for instance, what has happened to real play, which is perhaps inner wildness’s truest ally. Real play is play that children generate and structure themselves. It pours forth from their imaginations. It is unscripted and unpredictable. Again, you might say it is “wild.” 
Today real play is being entirely overrun by two powerful outside forces: adults and technology. Take kids’ sports as an obvious everyday example. These days you rarely see children playing baseball or football by themselves anymore. Even in my inner city neighborhood in Albany, New York, I see fewer and fewer kids on the outdoor basketball court every year. Instead they’re indoors at the “Y” playing in the Saturday morning youth league.

It’s not that there’s anything wrong with adult-organized sports. They get kids out of the house or apartment, keep them moving, and give them an opportunity to learn how to play the game; and if the coaches are on their game, organized sports teach good sportsmanship and fair play. But as far as a child’s inner wildness is concerned, adult-run athletics are dry, empty calories. All of the essential ingredients of real play are missing. There’s no initiative required, no open-endedness or creativity involved, no place for improvisation. Years ago I remember reading an article in a Canadian hockey magazine in which the stars of a former generation—Bobby Orr, Guy LaFleur, Gordie Howe—were lamenting the fact that kids no longer play hockey out on the pond by themselves. That’s where Orr, LaFleur, and Howe said they honed their Hall of Fame skills and developed their own unique moves. Instead, today’s junior players are all being taught the same scripted style in youth hockey programs and the flash and originality is disappearing from the game as a result.

I played a lot of organized sports when I was growing up. Still I would say that 90% of my athletic play took place without any adults around. My friends and I would arrange our own games, and tailor the rules and structure to the number of players, the equipment we could manage to scrounge up among us, and of course our personal idiosyncrasies. For a couple of years a bunch of us fifth and sixth graders at Janney Elementary had our own Saturday-after-cartoons, kid-run football league. There were usually more than twenty of us involved, and so we were able to play regulation-size games. The whole thing was very fluid and exciting. During the week we held secret strategy sessions on the playground at recess time, and during the games arguing over and constantly changing the rules were an important part of the experience and a key source of its wildness.

Or sometimes we would hybridize our own unique games. One day at the playground for example, when there were only a handful of us and a single tennis racquet and ball, we invented a game we called racquetball because it was half tennis and half baseball. Using a tennis ball eliminated the need for mitts. One of the basketball courts served as the infield and the intersecting white lines painted on the concrete provided the bases. The game was highly flexible, too. If there were plenty of players, we would expand the field to include the hedge at the end of the court and the grassy area above the bushes. We would also play by more traditional baseball rules. If there were only a few players, on the other hand, we would make the “outfield” out of bounds and alter the rules so that a fielder could get a base runner out by hitting him with the ball when he was between bases. We would also reduce the number of outs per inning. The game suited our needs so perfectly that it became a neighborhood tradition that endured throughout my childhood.

And then there is the relentless takeover of play by technology, which is far too complex and controversial a subject to delve into here. Suffice it to say that play which revolves around electronic toys and games is not real play. I’m not saying it’s necessarily bad for kids; it’s just that, like adult-organized sports, it lacks the essential nutrients that feed inner wildness.

Viewed in its entirety, it’s a pretty alarming picture. It’s why I have been crisscrossing North America to alert anyone and everyone who will listen that, if we don’t begin taking active steps to reverse the domestication of childhood, then the time is not far off when we will find ourselves raising a generation of domesticated children who have been “made docile and submissive, and lacking spirit, zest, or the capacity to excite.”
The good news is that, despite the slide of childhood down the slippery slope of domestication, the wild nooks and crannies of childhood—make-believe play, reading exciting literature, unsupervised outdoor activity, working for cash, art in any form, encounters with nature, learning on one’s own and pursuing one’s passions uninterrupted—can be preserved. Ample opportunities for adventure and discovery still remain—and when those opportunities don’t exist, we can always create new ones. That is the beauty of undomesticated experience: it is largely self-generated and seldom depends upon sophisticated resources.
So parents: Turn off the boob tube and read fairy tales aloud to your kids instead. Push them out the front door if you have to, and don’t manage their play once you do. Take them hiking. Spend a month of the summer driving cross-country, and make sure to hand your kids the map and let them help determine the itinerary. Gather together some tools, wood, and nails, and build something with your children. Anything. Tell them stories about your undomesticated experiences when you were a child.

Teachers: Rebel against what psychologist Wendy Grolnick calls the receptacle model of education. Stop teaching to the test. Let your students choose from open-ended options. Get them out of the building as often as possible. If you run into too many roadblocks when you try to loosen the controls, then do what Josh Hornick and Ken Danford did in Amherst, Massachusetts and open up a learning center for homeschooling children. It wasn’t hard at all. Give Josh or Ken a call and I’m sure they will be more than happy to walk you through the steps.
Both at home and at school, perhaps what is called more than anything else is for us adults to stop the incessant managing. We need to get out of kids’ way and allow their inner wildness to take charge. It will guide them toward activities that are novel, creative, and challenging.

Again, childhood is not a lost cause. Just as in The Lorax, the seeds of new possibilities still exist. It is not too late to save inner wildness from extinction, if we start planting them now. 
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