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The changing space of childhood in the West and
its relationship to narcissism and children’s mental health
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Abstract

Rates of diagnosis of psychiatric disorders in children have increased
dramatically in most Western countries in recent decades. This article
explores some of the possible socio-cultural reasons for this. The impact
of the growth of Narcissism (love or pre-occupation with the self) in
Western culture on both children and their families is discussed.
Implications for professionals working with children who are growing
up in Western or non-Western societies are outlined.

Introduction

Firstly 1 need to ask the reader to of coherence. Real life is never as
keep in mind my own scepticism simplistic and all cultures contain
about what | have written, as | diversity at every level. None-
fear it is often in danger of  theless, these genuine concerns
slipping into a romanticised about the difficulty of reaching
stereotyped view of childhood. beyond shifting social const-
This is an ever present danger in ructions should not deflect from
most discourses on childhood, as  pointing out that something is
children are so often receptacles  going on for children in rich,
for projections of our own industrialised free market based
(particularly parental) unfulfilled societies, and that this something
wishes and thus these discourses is more than a little disturbing.
can easily become conflated with What | shall limit myself to doing
sentiments about the general state is to paint a bit of the background
of society. In addition, my Context into which children in
arguments necessarily suffer with such societies are born without
the over-generalisations needed in attempting the more complex task
order to give my narrative a sense of translating this into its effects
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at the ‘micro’ level of individual
children and their families.

The case of bilingual support
worker Aishah Azmi, who was
suspended as classroom assis-
tance by a school in West
Yorkshire (UK) after she insisted
on wearing a veil in certain
lessons, is symbolic of the way
priorities seem to have become
distorted in countries such as the
UK. The decision of the school
was supported by most senior
politicians in the UK. Aishah was
suspended on the grounds that the
veil impeded her communication
with the children and therefore
interfered with their education.
Leaving aside whether this
decision is right or wrong, writing
as a psychiatrist who works in the
UK, I find it ironic that we attack
the symbols of a belief system
and culture from which Western
societies have much they could
learn with regards raising and
educating children and instead
paint the traditions that Aishah
symbolises as detrimental to
children’s well being. After all it
is societies like the UK’s that are

struggling with increasing
problems of alienation, anti-social
behaviour, alcohol and drug

misuse, bullying, violence, eating
disorders, self harm, behaviour
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disorders, and neglect in the
young, to mention but a few. | do
not wish to romanticise other
cultures concepts of childhood
and child rearing nor do | wish to
minimise the enormity of the task
of improving children’s lives
across the world, particularly in
the context of an aggressive
market led neo-liberal glob-
alisation,  destabilised  com-
munities, and regional conflicts
with all the devastation to family
life this brings and where some
local cultural beliefs are clearly
problematic (like female infant-
icide). However, | wish to state
firmly and confidently that
amongst those more stable and
rooted cultures across the world,
sophisticated  discourses  on
childhood and child rearing
spanning millennia, exist
(including within Islam) with
many anthropological and other
studies confirming that such
communities do not share the
same magnitude of problems with
anti-social  behaviour, anxiety
states and so on, amongst the
young (see Timimi, 2005a). | am
not saying that we can import sets
of beliefs and practices from
other cultures and simply
transplant them in Britain or any
other country and expect them to



Sami Timimi

work. However, some reflection
on the nature of beliefs, values
and practices in our own and
other societies may help inform
us about things that can be done
in our bid to develop these in a
way that can be applied to the
unique context each culture has.
After all cultures are never static,

always transforming and, in
particular in the era of glob-
alisation, always open to in-
fluences  from  outside its

immediate set of traditions.

| also want to acknowledge that
our ideas about what an ideal
childhood should look like, is
culturally  constructed.  Thus
whilst the immaturity of children
is a biological fact, the ways in
which this immaturity is under-
stood and made meaningful is a
fact of culture Y- Members of any
culture hold a working definition
of  childhood, its  nature,
limitations and duration based on
a network of ideas that link
children with other members and
with the social ecology ®- While
they may not explicitly discuss
this definition, write about it, or
even consciously conceive of it as
an issue, they act upon these
assumptions in all of their
dealings with, fears for, and
expectations of, their children ©"
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This makes it difficult to pass a
value or scientific judgment about
whether children are better or
worse off in any particular culture
or society, as the idea that there
are universal ideals or natural
unfolding process that all children
should be able to ‘have’, is
suspect. Nonetheless, children are
socialised by belonging to a
particular culture at a certain
stage in that culture’s history, so
certain differences in children’s
behaviour can be seen as a result
of different child rearing
philosophies and socialisation
processes. We can, therefore,
make some comparisons, whilst
keeping in mind the above
caveats and indeed using them to
help us ‘interrogate’ any naive or
romanticised assumptions.
Changing childhoods
West

There are however, some things
that we can say with reasonable
certainty. We know that the space
of childhood has changed.
Contemporary Western culture
has witnessed rapid changes that
effect children. Well documented
changes include: children’s diets
(which have increased in sugar,
saturated fats, salt, chemical
additives and decreased in certain
essential fatty acids and fresh

in the
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fruit and vegetables); family
structure (which has seen the
demise of the extended family,
increase  in  separation and
divorce, increase in working
hours of parents, and a decrease
in the amount of time parents
spend with their children); family
lifestyle (there has been an
increase in mobility, decrease in
‘rooted” communities, and an
increasing pursuit of individual
gratification); children’s lifestyle
(which has witnessed a decrease
in the amount of exercise, the
‘domestication’ of childhood due
to fears about the risks for
children resulting in more indoor
pursuits such as computers and
TV); the commercialisation/com-

modification of childhood
(increase in consumer goods
targeted at children and the
creation of new commercial

opportunities in childhood, for
example the ‘parenting’ industry
and the pharmaceutical industry)
and changes in the education
system (modern teaching ideol-
ogy is rooted in methods such as
continuous  assessment  and
socially orientated worksheets
that favour the learning style of
girls over boys). These changes
are occurring at a time when
standards in the West for what is
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considered to be acceptable
behaviour in the young and
acceptable child rearing methods
are both narrowing. It is now
harder than ever to be a ‘normal’
child or parent

Increase in

disorders in children
In parallel with this claims are

psychiatric

being made that ‘mental’
disorders among the young in
Western  societies  (such as

emotional, anxiety, eating, and
behavioural disorders) have been
steadily increasing in the past few
decades ® despite the perception
that recent generations have
‘never had it so good’. Figures for
prescriptions of  psychotropic
medication to children and
adolescents both illustrate the
depth of this problem and the
peculiar cultural style of res-
ponding to it. For example,
researchers analyzing prescribing
trends in nine countries between
2000 and 2002, found significant
rises in the number of pres-
criptions for psychotropic drugs
in children, were evident in all
countries- the lowest being in
Germany where the increase was
13%, and the highest being in the
UK where an increase of 68%
was recorded ©  Of particular
concern is the increase in rates of
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stimulant prescription to children.
By 1996 over 6% of school-aged
boys in America were taking
stimulant medications with
children as young as two being
prescribed stimulants in increase-
ing numbers ®- Surveys show
that in some schools in the United
States over 17% of boys are
taking stimulant medication ©
and it is was recently estimated
that about 10% of school boys in
the United States take, have taken
or will take a stimulant “% In the
UK prescriptions for stimulants
have increased from about 6,000
in 1994 to over 450,000 children
by 2004 a staggering 7,000+%
rise in one decade %'

Is this the canary in the mine?
These rapid changes in practice in
the area of children’s mental
health have not come about as a
result of any major scientific
discovery (12 13 14a015). Thare are
two other possibilities that could
explain these dramatic increases.
The first is that there has been a
real increase in emotional and
behavioural disorders in children
leading to greater public scrutiny
and concern  about  such
behaviours which, in turn, has
resulted in a greater professional
effort to understand and alleviate
these behavioural and emotional
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problems. The second possibility
is that there has not been a real
increase  in  emotional and
behavioural disorders in the
young but there has been a
change in the way we think about,
classify, and deal with children’s
behaviour — in other words our
perception of and the meaning we
ascribe to children’s emotions and
behaviour. Both possible causes
for the rapid increase in our
identification of and treatment for
mental health disorders in the
young require an examination of
contexts. Indeed the third, and in
my opinion, most likely poss-
ibility that explains the increase is
an interaction between the afore-
mentioned two possibilities. In
other words, it could be that
changes in  our cultural-
/environmental ~ contexts  are
causing increases in certain
emotional and behavioural
problems and these, in turn, are
changing our perception of and
the meaning we give to childhood
behaviour, and this in turn, is
changing the way we deal with
childhood behaviour and our
common cultural practices around
children (such as child rearing
and education), which in turn is
further increasing these beh-
aviours and so on.
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The impact of ‘Narcissism’

In a short paper such as this |
cannot possible explore in any
detail the impact of changes in the
space of childhood in Western
modernity that | listed above.
Instead | will confine the rest of
this article to the impact a
particular aspect of its value
system which has become
embedded in daily discourse due,
at least in part, to reliance on
rather aggressive forms of neo-
liberal free market principles and
the growth of individualism. This
is the problem of ‘narcissism’.
Narcissism describes the charac-
ter trait of ‘self love’ or in the
more everyday sense ‘looking
after number one’. The spread of
narcissism has left many children
in a psychological vacuum, pre-
occupied with issues of psych-
ological survival and lacking a
sense of the emotional security
that comes through feeling you
are valued and thus have an
enduring sense of belonging.

One of the dominant themes used
by advocates of neo-liberal free
market economy ideology is that
of ‘freedom’. At the economic
level this is a core requirement of
free market ideology. Companies
must be as free from regulation as
possible; to concentrate on com-
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peting with others, with max-
imizing of profits the most visible
sign of success. There is little to
gain from social responsibility
(only if it increases your ‘market
share’). At the emotional level the
appeal to freedom can be
understood as an appeal to rid us
of the restrictions imposed by
authority  (such as parents,
communities and governments)
@8- By implication this value
system is built around the idea of
looking after the wants of the
individual — narcissism. Taking
this a step further, once the
individual is freed from the
authority they are (in fantasy at
least) free to pursue their own
individual self-gratification
desires, free from the impinge-
ments, infringements, and
limitations that other people
represent. The effect of this on
society is to atomise the
individual and insulate their
private spaces to the degree
where obligations to others and

harmony  with  the  wider
community become obstacles
rather than objectives. In this

‘look after number one’ value
system, other individuals are
there to be competed against as
they too chase after their personal
desires. This post second world
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war shift to a more individualistic
identity was recognized, as early
as the mid-1950s, by commen-
tators who first spoke about how
the new ‘fun based morality’ @
was privileging fun over res-
ponsibility — having fun was
becoming obligatory (the cultural
message that you should be
ashamed if you weren’t having
fun). With the increase in new
possibilities for excitement being
presented, experiencing intense
excitement was becoming more
difficult, thus creating a constant
pressure to push back the
boundaries of acceptable and
desirable experiences and life-
styles, opening the doors,
amongst other things, to sub-
cultures comfortable with drink-
ing to excess, violence, sexual
promiscuity, and drug taking.

In this value system others
become objects to be used and
manipulated wherever possible
for personal goals and social
exchanges become difficult to
trust as the better you are at
manipulating others the more
financial (and other narcissistic)
rewards you will get. Such a
value system, which ultimately
seeks to eradicate or at least
minimize social conscience as a
regulator of behaviour, cannot
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sustain itself without our moral
conscience beginning to feel
guilty @ Thus it is no
coincidence that those who are
the most vociferous advocates of
free market ideology tend also to
advocate the most aggressive and
punitive forms of social control.
Whereas some of these guilt-
induced policy proposals are
aimed at putting some restraint on
unfettered competitiveness, greed
and self seeking; amongst those
more fanatical believers in the
ability of market ideology to
solve its own problems (and thus
best to leave the market to get on
with it), the most common
defence used to try and deal with
the anxiety produced by this guilt
is through finding target scape-
goats for this anxiety. In other
words, instead of facing up to the
suffering the encouragement of
narcissism brings to the world,
our leaders need to convince us
that our problems are due to other
evils (like fundamentalist Islam,
asylum seekers, homosexuals,
single parents, bad genes etc.). As
a result another hallmark of
Western  culture’s  increasing
psychological  reliance  on

developmentally immature
impulses that encourages it to
avoid taking responsibility for its



The changing space of childhood......

beliefs and practices, is the so
called ‘blame culture’, which fills
the media and contemporary
discourse more generally.

In any culture, children and then
adults come to acquire their
subjective selves through incur-
poration of values beliefs and
practices that sustain the desired
social relationships of that culture
(18)- people, Althusser argues, can
only know themselves through
the mediation of ideological
institutions. So how do the
ideologies of modern Western
capitalism influence the way
children and their parents see
themselves, their roles and sub-
sequently the way they behave?

In this narcissistic value system
others can easily become objects
to be used and manipulated for
personal goals, thus social ex-
changes become more difficult to
trust as the better you are at
manipulating others the more
narcissistic rewards you can get.
Dependence when it occurs is
more likely to happen with
professionals thereby reinforcing
the idea and status of the expert.
As Amin points out “® Western
capitalist ideology has necessarily
led to the domination of market
values, which penetrates all
aspects of social life and subjects
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them to their logic. This philo-
sophy pushes to the limit of
absurdity an opposition between
humankind and nature. The goal
of finding an ecological harmony
with nature disappears as nature
comes to be viewed as a thing to
be similarly manipulated for
selfish ends.

With narcissistic goals of self-
fulfilment, gratification and com-
petitive manipulation of relation-
ships so prominent, together with
the discouragement of the deve-
lopment of deep interpersonal
attachments, it is not difficult to
see why so-called narcissistic
disorders (such as anti-social
behaviour, substance misuse, and
eating disorders) are on the
increase ®® Y- A heightened
concern for the self can be both
‘liberating’ and simultaneously
oppressive. At the very least it
makes the transition to taking on
responsibility for others (as
parents must) problematic.

A system of winners and losers

The attention given to individual
cases of child abusers whom
society can disown as not
belonging to or being (at least in
part) the product of its culture
masks ~ Western  governments
implementation of national and
international policies that place
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children at great risk and the
extent to which it can support an
‘abusive’  culture. Monetarist
policies of the 80’s and 90’s cut
health, social, welfare and
education programmes as well as
enforcing similar austerity meas-
ures on developing countries,
policies that had a particularly
adverse effect on children and
families ®® 2 This also has a
class specific character with the
plight of poor children being
viewed as self-inflicted and the
more insidious problem of neglect
of their children by middle class
parents often passing unnoticed.
With the increase in the number
of divorces and two working
parents, fathers and mothers are
around their children for less of
the day. A generation of ‘home
aloners’ are growing up. The
amount of time children have
with their parents has dropped
dramatically in recent decades in
the West, and the back up
systems that extended families
presented are dwindling - As
families get smaller and spend
less time with each other, children
lose the learning opportunities
that come in social systems more
geared to social responsibility/
duty — instead of having to
negotiate several relationships
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within  regular contacts with
multiple Kkin, children increasing
live in more emotionally charged
small units (the nuclear family,
single parent families etc.) trying
to psychologically survive within
a fiercely competitive and
individualistic culture.

Children are cultured into this
value system by virtue of living
within its institutions and being
exposed daily to its discourse.
Ultimately this is a system of
winners and losers, a kind of
survival of the fittest where
compassion and concern for
social harmony contradicts the
basic goal of the value system. As
this system is showing itself to be
bad for children’s happiness a
similar process as above works to
try and distance awareness of the
anxiety arising from the guilt thus
produced. Instead of asking
painful questions about the role
parents/teachers/governments/etc.
may be playing in producing this
unhappiness, children’s  diffi-
culties can be viewed as being the
result of biological diseases that
require medical treatment (we can
blame their genes).

These social dynamics also get
projected directly onto children.
Children come to be viewed as
both victims (through adults using
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and manipulating them for their
own gratification) and potentially
‘evil’ scapegoats (as if it is these
nasty children’s bad behaviour
that is causing so many of our
social problems) ®®" This reflects
a profound ambivalence that
exists toward children in the
West. With adults busily pursuing
the goals of self-realization and
self-expression (these being the
polite middle class versions of
self-gratification), having absor-
bed the free-market ethic,
children when they come along,
will, to some degree, ‘get in the
way’. A human being, who is so
utterly dependent on others, will
inevitably cause a rupture in the
Western value system goals of
narcissism that individuals who
have grown up in these societies
will have been influenced by to a
greater or lesser degree. Children
cannot be welcomed into the
world in an ordinary and seamless
way. They will make the dom-
inant goals of modern life more
difficult. They will, to some
degree, be a burden.

More and more surveillance
Thus far | have suggested that a
basic feature of modern Western
free-market based culture is an
increasingly narcissistic  value
system, which interrupts chil-
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dren’s and families’ lives in a
number of adverse ways. The
complex dynamics of our
concepts of self increasingly
shaped along narcissistic notions,
interacting with the collective
guilt and fear of retribution,
becoming a loser in the com-
petition, or fear of pilfering of
one’s accumulated resources,
means that governments feel the
need to police these potentially
dangerous selves in an increasing
variety of ways. Thus, one feature
that has changed dramatically
over the past century of Western
society is the amount of
surveillance to which parents and
their children are subjected. The
state has all sorts of mechanisms
of surveillance and an ‘army’ of
professionals tasked with monit-
oring and regulating family life as
if they are aware that children are
struggling in this culture and deal
with their guilt by individualising
and ‘scapegoating’. This is not to
say that we do not need

surveillance as the effects of child
abuse are many and far reaching.
But we must also ask the question
of what the impact of this is on
non-abusive families and on
attitudes and practices of child
rearing more generally. The
increase in levels of anxiety



Sami Timimi

amongst parents who may fear
the consequences of their action,
has reached the point where the
fear is that any influence that is
discernible may be likely to be
viewed as undue influence,
making it more likely that parents
will leave essential socialising
and guidance to the expertise of
professionals

Life has thus become difficult for
parents who are caught in a
double pressure when it comes to
raising their children. On the one
hand there are increased expect-
ations for children to show rest-
raint and self-control from an
early age, on the other there is
considerable social fear in parents
generated by a culture of chil-
dren’s rights  that  often
pathologizes normal, well-inten-
tioned parents’ attempts to
discipline their children. Parents
are left fearing a visit from Social
Services and the whole area of
discipline becomes loaded with
anxiety. This argument holds
equally true for schools. Parents
often criticise schools for lack of
discipline. Schools often criticise
parents for lack of discipline.
This double bind has resulted in
more narcissistic power going to
children. Parents are being given
the message that their children
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are more like adults and should
always be talked to, reasoned
with, allowed to make choices, to
express themselves and so on !
The atomization of society also
means that there is a lack of
common ownership of rules and
values with regards to upbringing
of children. Children may learn
that only certain individuals have
any right to make demands and
have expectations with regards
their behaviour and with the task
of parenting coming to be viewed
in Western culture, as one that
needs childcare expert’s advice in
order to get it right, a form of
‘cognitive parenting’ has arisen
whereby parents are encouraged
to give explanation and avoid
conflicts ®  This hands-off,
particularly verbal model of
parenting is both more taxing and
less congruent with children’s
more action based view of the
world.

Into this anxiety loaded,
narcissistically  pre-determined
vision of childhood and practices
of child rearing, new diagnoses
(such as childhood depression,
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder, Aspergers syndrome)
appear to provide a temporary
relief to the beleaguered,
intensely monitored child carers.
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By viewing children’s poor
behaviour and distressed
emotional state as being caused
by an ‘illness’, all are apparently
spared from further scrutiny. The
result however, fits into another
aspect of Western ‘fast culture’.
With the widespread application
of the techniques of medicine to
manage children’s behaviour and
emotional  state, particularly
through use of drugs, the
approach to children’s mental
health has achieved what | call
the ‘McDonaldisation’ of
children’s mental health. Like
fast food, recent medication
centred practice came from the
most aggressively consumerist
society (USA), feeds on people’s
desire for instant satisfaction and
a ‘quick fix’, fits into a busy life-
style, requires little engagement
with the product, requires only
the most superficial training,
knowledge and understanding to
produce the product, de-skills
people by providing an ‘easy way
out’ thereby reducing resilience,
creates potentially life long
consumers for the product, and
has the potential to produce
immeasurable damage in the long
term to both the individual who
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Consume these products as well
as public health more generally.
Conclusion

As a child and adolescent
psychiatrist who has dual heritage
(with an English mother and Iraqi
father) and who has experienced
growing up in both Arab and
Western culture | am naturally
interested in what each tradition
can offer the other to enrich the
experience and mental health of
children. 1 have outlined how
certain features of Western
culture have rapidly changed the
space of childhood in the West. |
have suggested that modern
Western culture is built on a
particularly aggressive form of
neo-liberal free market capitalism
and that one of the consequences
of this is an increasingly narc-
issistic culture. When narcissism
is privileged over social res-
ponsibility one of the first groups
to lose out is children. This has
contributed to an increase in
mental health problems amongst
children in the West (such as
emotional disorders, behavioural
disorders, and substance misuse)
as well as changing ideas about
what constitutes ‘normal’
childhood and  childrearing.
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In the era of globalisation those
with a more powerful economic
influence have been exporting
not only their goods but also
their value system. Visions of

child-hood and family life
carved out within Western
culture (including those

developed by psycho-medical
groups) may not be in the best
interests of children around the
world. Indeed, there is a good
case for arguing the converse —
that professionals working with
children in the West may have
much to gain by learning more

Clapais 4 Al saly ) o iy

about how non-Western cultures
understand both childhood and
child rearing ¥ In addition
professionals working in non
Western settings should think
twice before uncritically accept-
ing beliefs and practices about
family life and childhood that
were developed in the West and
simply transplanting these into
settings where such values and
practices may be alien to the
population and  undermine
approaches that may actually be
more protective of children’s
mental health.
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