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In 1968 I was training to be a teacher, which was not, you know, the height of fashion then. And while I was at Brighton Teacher Training College, which was in a separate kind of makeshift building, it was on a piece of arable land overlooking the beautiful University of Sussex with very plush buildings, and they were revolting and they were calling out, you know, for the workers to join them and so on. And we actually were spending most of our time building adventure playgrounds, and I was involved in the Left at the time, I was very involved with the New Left, and was involved in writing the May Day manifesto in 1968, and it did seem to me I was very attached to the New Left but at some point after 1968 the New Left kind of – to me – split into two directions; one went off to study Althusser and went into the world of theory and the so-called long march through the institutions, which for many of them meant they walked into universities and stayed there for the rest of their lives. And the others of us who had taken much more cognisance of radical politics in America, saw the potentialities of community organising, very much under the influence of a Catholic priest called Saul Alinsky. (Obama has actually recently rediscovered this whole kind of Chicago school of community organising). And Alinsky wrote two books, Rules For Radicals and Reveille For Radicals. These other kind of radicals, the ones that didn’t go to Althusser, were a smaller minority that we used to say went into adventure playgrounds, and we very much saw that our version of radical politics had to be around community organising. And because we were trained to be teachers we were also trying to connect back to that notion that childhood or the child, in the kind of English tradition of Blake and Morris and so on, has a right to be at the centre of political and social policy. 

In the last 30 years I’ve made a living writing and researching that social policy. And time and again one does come back to what has really happened to childhood in Britain.

I trained to be a teacher between 1965 and 1969 and in a way there were two very strong influences at that college. Those who were going into primary education were very much under the wing of a group of stalwart women – elderly women – lecturers, who had grown up on Susan Isaacs and who were very committed to the primary school and Freudianism and the notion that the child had tremendous potentiality to be creative, to paint, to draw, to dance, to sing, music and movement, all that long tradition. And then the other ones, those who were going into secondary schools tend to get taught by more men, who’d actually grown up under the influence of RFR Leavis, and this notion that the school should be a centre where children should be connected back both to their home culture and a bridge should be made between the home and the wider political and intellectual culture. 

So both those two influences, very strong at the college of education I was at, were both, again, very much child centred. They did see that the whole point of education, the whole point of the wider current notion of cultural democracy was around the notion of childhood.

I think today, though, we seem to be in a very different position. We regard, it seems to me, the child as either a victim or almost a criminal. If they’re a victim we see them as under the pressure of commercialism, of advertising, of consumer society, television; they’re ferried from school to home and so on. Or if we see too many of them out on the streets they then become criminals. And we don’t seem to have… we seem to have lost the notion that the child is a sovereign individual and groups of children together have a very strong role to play in society. And key to this, which is why I’ve got so interested in Jonathan’s project, was how do we refind, or negotiate, or identify, the space of the child, particularly in the modern city. And this is a space that is both a kind of geographical space but it’s also an intellectual space and a cultural space. How could we reintegrate children and young people back into the wider culture of the city?

This is UNICEF 2007, an overview of child wellbeing in rich countries. And there were 21 countries surveyed, across a whole range of indicators, including poverty, family relationships and including attitudes of public authorities and so on. And Britain came the bottom. And this here is a kind of telling symbol of that. It’s an adventure playground skate park they put up in a suburb of Oxford about ten years ago. And the residents of the streets on which… not which children had to kind of walk down or skate down to get to this playground, objected so strongly that in the end the council closed it and they spent £50,000 pouring sand over the whole of the adventure playground skate park so that nobody could use it any more. And I think this kind of attitude to children, that they’re really a problem and they shouldn’t really be out and about in the streets, is actually now part of the morphology of suburban life.

In terms of physical health, British Heart Foundation says a third of under sevens failed to reach minimum recommended activity levels. By the age of 15 two thirds of girls are classified as inactive. And there’s a tremendous gender gap around the issue of activity. Boys still have football but we seem to have lost any sense of how we encourage girls and young women to be active. And what shocked the House of Commons, and I think really triggered off this whole preoccupation with obesity, and I don’t want to get too much into that because then again it’s coming back into seeing children as victims again, but there is clearly a crisis around obesity. But the House of Commons were told by those specialising in children’s health issues that there would be a significant proportion of today’s young children who will die before their parents as a consequence of poor diet, obesity and other kind of endemic health issues associated with growing up in a consumer society. 

And this is really, truly very shocking. Part of it, of course, is related to this issue of how children, in an informal way, not when they’re doing their two hours a week at school of physical exercise, but how children informally keep active. And of course one tradition very strong is the notion that they belong to the street and they have playgrounds in which to play and so on. But again when you look comparatively a cross view of them, British teenagers, British young people, expressed the highest level of dissatisfaction of with play facilities in their towns and cities.

And partly, I suppose, to further exemplify or show up this attitude to children, in Britain now more children aged between ten and 14 are locked up in England and Wales than any other Western European country. We have the highest child prison population of all. And attitudes, which are collected fairly regularly by Barnardo’s, who do some tremendous research into public attitudes to children, reported two years ago, November 2008, that nearly half of British adults think that children pose a threat or danger to society, and 54% of them think that children are beginning to behave like animals. So there is this tremendous kind of gap between the adult world and the children’s world, in which increasingly, partly I think fuelled by certain kinds of political discourses about children and the role of children or the place of children in society, but we are producing this very negative public attitude to children. Now, individual parents who of course love their children, individual families look after and cherish their children, but we do seem to have a problem in this wider notion of a collective attitude to children, and I do think that is part of the individualisation of society, which while personally we look after and cherish children, collectively we’re in danger of losing this kind of wider sense of do these children belong to us, are they our children in a wider universal sense, or are we all individual families looking after our children but no longer any sense that a generation’s growing up that doesn’t feel that it belongs to the wider culture.

Because I’ve always been involved in adventure playgrounds and interested in them, and a lot of my work has in the last 15, 20 years been around public space, parks, I’ve been looking back over how this got to be, where in the thirties Britain was hailed across Europe as the place that most cherished their young people, provided the most opportunities for play, to a position now where we’re regarded as the least favourable towards children and we’re regarded as the people who paid least attention or provide least resources for public play. 

And a good starting point is this Danish book Park Politics published in 1931 as I remember, by Sorenson who was a landscape architect. And it’s a fabulous book, beautifully illustrated with black and white photographs, and it’s a look across Europe about all the different kinds of parks, play spaces, adventure playgrounds, canal side walks, all the open spaces that a modern town or city in Europe might expect now to provide as part of the amenities of a high quality public domain. And there are sports’ parks, there are lidos, there are open air swimming pools, it’s the whole range of play public spaces, amenity spaces. And when it comes to children’s play Sorenson only used examples from England, where he found playgrounds, he found children swimming in the Serpentine Lido and so on. So the imagery of the child at play as perceived by a Danish landscape architect in 1931 is that England is leading on this. And later on Sorenson went to set up the first adventure playground actually ever in 1943.

But it kind of ties a bit to that famous remark made in 1940 by the historian Johan Huizinga in Homo Ludens, which is a wonderful book to read, it’s about man as a person who plays and it came out just at the beginning of the War. And again when he looked across Europe to see who had developed most strongly this sense that play was an essential element of the modern urban condition, he said it was the British; only the British, he said, have the word for fun. And then in 1936, slightly earlier, when another architect, Danish I think, Rasmussen, wrote a book about London called London, The Unique City. He devotes a whole chapter to London parks and says, “In Europe we tend to think of parks simply as natural vessels containing trees and bushes and shrubs and places to walk. But in London they regard parks as places where everybody goes to play. There are picnics, there are ball games, there are kites flying, all sorts of things happening.” So in the 1930s we in Britain were regarded as kind of the Avatars, the scene setters, the people who were mostly doing their best to explore this notion of public space was an area of play, of joy.

Sorenson set up Emdrup in 1943. I’ve been there and photographed this wonderful playground. And he was visited by a Lady Allen of Hurtwood in 1945. Lady Allen was a very interesting figure, she was married to a man called Clifford Allen, who was a conscientious objector during the First World War, later became Lord Allen, very involved with the Independent Labour Party. But for me what was interesting, that’s a very strong link between radical politics from the 1920s onwards and notions of childhood and play. Lady Allen of Hurtwood came from that kind of IRP tradition. And she went over there and then she did her Planning for Play book and published it 1968 and Sorenson wrote the introduction to it. And I did kind of tell this history in a book I published about six years ago called Here Comes Summer, which was about this kind of culture of the open air.

But if we move onto another connection in this story, the photographs that Sorenson included in Park Politics, several of them came from the grounds of King Alfred School in Hampstead. And quite separately and interestingly one of the pupils of the school was the Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck who was there for eight years. Again that’s where he picked up this notion of free play. And after the War van Eyck designed hundreds and hundreds of playgrounds as I understand. I’ll tell that story in a minute. But interestingly the headmaster of King Alfred School in Hampstead was a man called Joseph Wicksteed. And Wicksteed, apart from being a headmaster of King Alfred’s he wrote books about William Blake and also his family were very famous, and still are, as producers and manufacturers of children’s play equipment. And I think it was a Quaker family. And there’s a village in Hertfordshire where they have their factory and they have the playground exhibiting all the play equipment they built in the 20th century in there.

But that connection to Quakerism, IRPs, non conformism, play, comes up time and time again in the history of, as it were, radical politics in the 20th century, in that non conformist tradition where the child was very central.

As you know Amsterdam was terribly damaged during the Second World War and 20,000 people died of hunger in 1944 and lots of the houses were demolished actually by people in Amsterdam, because they needed the firewood, and there was tremendous despoliation of the build fabric. And when Aldo van Eyck was hired by the Amsterdam City Council in 1945 at the end of the War, in the architects’ department, he was sent to work on housing. And he said he didn’t want to work on housing, he just wanted to work on playgrounds. And his idea was that he would rebuild the kind of convivial life, the street life of Amsterdam, after the War, through more or less having a playground on every street corner. And he saw these playgrounds as meeting places where parents would bring children, talk to each other. And if you go to Amsterdam today it’s still very much a strong tradition. There are so many public playgrounds everywhere, and he did regard them as meeting places. And this wonderful book published about six years ago has a most fantastic map, it’s kind of dark and it’s got all these lights where all the playgrounds are, and there are 740 of them. And he called it The Starry Constellation, and he saw Amsterdam’s kind of night sky would be lit by the stars of all these playgrounds. And he had this other wonderful phrase that he said during the winter of 1944 he had obviously wandered around Amsterdam and he noticed that when the snow came down and settled suddenly, he said, the children became lords of the city. And he wanted to create a world in which you could have the city without snow and the children still there playing. So he was a very visionary man on this notion of the role… Yes, he said he wanted to build a city in which play would happen with something more permanent than snow, and this was the exhibition at the main museum to commemorate this. And he also designed, obviously, this play equipment. And I interviewed the curator of the exhibition – I did a piece for The Guardian when it happened. And she said two thirds of all Dutch people swung upside down on one of these in their childhood. But he designed lots of other play equipment.

But this was a very strong tradition, and he was connected to and had picked up many of these ideals from his experience in Hampstead as a child in that free play area.

The book about Aldo van Eyck, the first half of it was just about the playgrounds, the second half of it was a series of photo essays which were commissioned around the same time by a group called Photo 48, and they’re one of a whole series of kind photographic projects that happened in Europe, and also in America, which really did privilege the role of the child in the street. We call them bomb site photographs. Lots of cities were badly damaged by war, some almost obliterated by war, and strangely the notion of regeneration or renewal or hope of what was going to happen after the War was usually symbolised photographically by children playing on a bomb site, or various bits of growth, fire weed or various other weeds growing, flowering in these terrible conditions.

And this became a kind of trope of post-war photography, most famous of which was this international exhibition, The Family of Man created by Edward Steichen in 1955, that literally went round the world. And it was very powerful; it was just photographs of children of all nations and its theme was somehow at the end of the Second World War we have to rediscover that childhood is the universal condition and that if we’re going to have generations growing up healthy and so on we’ve got to build a world beyond war and the child and the universality of childhood has to be a function of this.

I was talking to Jon earlier about we are embarrassed by this sort of iconography now; The Family of Man seems terribly trite and I’m sure lots of theoreticians would say it’s banal, it’s too family orientated and so on. But it’s interesting that people like McDonalds or some of those other multi-nationals are now using that imagery again, but as the child is now a universal consumer not a universal actor in building a new world, but it’s the kind of Family of Man, mixed race, colour, all joining in together to become part of global consumer culture.

And in Britain I suppose the most famous photographer in this period who captured this changing world was Roger Mayne, who for five years photographed in Notting Hill, particularly around Southam Street, and he said “I remember when I turned a corner to Southam Street, a street I’ve returned to again and again, and the feeling of space in the street can be fantastic.” And this really was a very strong set of images, that the street belonged to the child, and you’ll see in this photograph the one reason why it belongs to the child, there’s only one car there. This is going to change. And he also did the cover of a book that came out in 1959, The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren. And again this was a set text for those of us training to be teachers in the 1960s. It was a collection of playground rhymes and songs, collected from primary schools throughout Britain, and it was a reminder of how creative children were in their own language and how creative they could be in adapting familiar hymns and adapting familiar pop songs and making them into their own, this very lively use of language. 

And the Opies made this, I think, very important point that no section of the community is more rooted to where it lives than the young. I mean for young people the street where they live is everything; it is their world. And when children engaged in a game that used to be called Last Across, which was basically standing on one pavement, waiting till a car comes along, and then running across, and the last one to run across and almost get hit by the car was the winner. But they said well is it just devilment or was it some kind of impulse of protest in the try? Was this the last stand of children against the encroachment of the car? And I think this is now a very big issue in planning. It’s a truism that the car does dominate the streets, but in much more complicated ways than simply traffic numbers. The morphology of new housing. I’ve been involved in some work for the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment which has looked at a whole series of modern housing estates built in the last ten years, including some in the north east, around here actually, and what is common to the design of all of them is that the priority is given over to the car, not simply in terms of the street layout but actually in terms of the front of the house, that often the door is now at the side, the front of the house is given over to the garage or a carport. And so this orientation of the house is no longer to the street through a front garden which the child can move between spaces, but in fact the road literally comes up to the very house itself.

And in early moves, I think, by some local authorities to kind of tackle this problem the most advanced I would say at the moment is Southampton City Council and they have developed this play strategy, for which I think they made the brave and courageous statement at the start of that strategy that children being seen and heard in public places is one of the hallmarks of a vital society.

The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren, we don’t want to get nostalgic, children still invent these amazing rhymes and still play these astonishing games. In fact a good friend of mine who I trained to be a teacher with, Dan Jones, the painter, who has worked for Amnesty for the last 30 years but he still paints, and he recently did an enormous mural for the Museum of Childhood. Actually I believe he’s got a mural in Newcastle.

((Speaker from the audience shouts out: “he’s in the process of doing one for the School of Education. He was up here recently with Sandra Carr visiting Tyneside school playgrounds”)).

That’s perfect. A right historical moment. So Dan recently did this enormous mural in the Museum of Childhood in London, which is part of the Victoria and Albert Museum, and again that was based on children’s stories he’d been collecting for the last decade in London. And then I remembered, he told me that he was going to do something in Newcastle. So this tradition is very much alive but how we kind of capture the resource it represents in terms of children’s creativity is another issue. And this issue of the car, there are now four cars for every child in Britain, which is probably not quite the right proportion. And what is increasingly happening in the suburbs, which those defenders of the suburb, and I’m not antagonistic to suburbs, one of their strongest claims is that the suburb is a child friendly environment, unlike the city, which is why those who knock the suburbs are not being very progressive. The fact is that the suburb has been changing enormously under the impact of the car in the last 20 or 30 years, to a degree which local authorities in retrospect, or too late actually after the horse has bolted, have only recently begun introducing planning legislation to stop people paving over front gardens. I mean, 80% of all trees in Britain are in people’s gardens … private gardens, domestic gardens, do contain a lot of biological diversity. Typically in the picture one would have of a suburban house the front garden was the smart bit that was looked after and people would do their front garden on Sundays then. But the child had it to play in and then there was a gate and if the child didn’t want to just hang around the front gate and wait for someone to pass by, wait for other children to pass by, they could then start chatting and maybe they could get invited out to play. So there was a whole series of spaces between the front door, the front path, the porch, the front gate, the pavement and so on, which the child could negotiate every time they went out how to get from the private domain into the public domain. This destroys that morphology completely and it becomes a car port and basically if the child is brought home from school they’re delivered with the car, a bit like valet parking, they’re delivered now from the door. But what has disappeared here is that kind of sophisticated network of spaces that allowed the child a whole series of degrees of freedom and licence and protection, moving from the house into the public domain, and that’s gone.

This is a road in Tottenham near where I live. I think why I wanted to write this chapter of the book is that we have lost a lot of that imagery of childhood somehow representing what the good society might be about.  I don’t want to get too deeply implicated in debate about identity politics, but it does seem to me that in the whole last 20 years in which different identities, or cultural identities, or embodied identities, have kind of put themselves forward as being principal identities for people in their place in the public domain, that children have actually not had many people speak up for them on their behalf and so they have actually lost out.

But I do think that if there is a move back to some kind of universalism in social policy, and I am a universalist, I do think it has to be based around provision for children, which happens to be why I don’t particularly favour faith schools. I think that childhood is a kind of experience in which people can learn to live alongside each other and the earlier at which we try to put children and young people into other identities the dangers that creates for later on. I think the play is a domain of liberty and freedom and that there is a long English tradition that the child is essentially – it goes back to the Enlightenment and to Rousseau – that the child is born with enormous capabilities and potentialities and whether it’s education or nurture or nature, that somehow play is the way in which they can become more autonomous, they can become more sovereign in their learning about issues to do with freedom and justice and democracy than if it’s imposed from above.

And the classic case, of course, of that, which we learned at teacher training college, is that we studied the work of Piaget, particularly on children’s ideas of justice. The book was Children and Moral Development, it was a long study of how children played games and what they learned from games. And basically children learn from games that you have to play by the rules; if you don’t play by the rules then the game really just falls apart; that there are certain spaces that if you say here are the rules, here’s the game, you create a measured space, which is what public space is; and within that space if everybody plays by the rules everybody gets enjoyment out of it, if people break the rules, or the boundary, you don’t know where the boundaries of the safe and the unsafe space is, then again it falls to pieces. You learn that people have to have fair shares, that maybe very small children have to be given a little bit of an advantage over the bigger children if you’re playing a certain kind of game. But actually through games, through play, children learn the basic elements and the values of sharing, of not free riding, of everybody putting in enough to make the game work for everybody else. And thus they learn this notion of what a participatory negotiated way of living with other people is about.

The problem is, and I hadn’t really thought about this until I heard an architect giving a talk at a play conference, who made the very eminently sensible point that we don’t have much of a history because most play – there are a few bits of equipment around that we can look at in catalogues or we can look at photographs – but of course most play is invisible; children just do it. They make up stories, they make up games, they make up plays, they go climbing, they build things to try and float them across the pond. But actually it’s invisible, it doesn’t leave any kind of material trace. And unlike the adult world which kind of erects this enormous infrastructure to express its values, whether they’re libraries or schools or shopping malls or train stations or whatever, the world of child which is so rich in creativity alas, of course, leaves few traces. And it happens outdoors using materials and the environment to hand, and therefore it’s anti-design and cannot be scripted. And again this tends to be a reason why architects and designers show very little imagination when it comes to designing play equipment, because they really think in terms of structures, and the best playgrounds, the most interesting playgrounds, which I looked at in this report I did for Groundwork about five years ago, which is called No Particular Place To Go, coming from Scandinavia, which is simply in school playgrounds and in parts they are recreating something that looks like a beach. It’s got irregular stones, it’s got stairs on which there are no even risers between, everything is uneven because they say life is uneven, there are no kind of grids in life. So there are rocks, there is sand, there are trees and dead trees, there are lots of element of water to play in, but they are trying to recreate a kind of natural world as the best form of playground. And again that’s something I know that when you go to a local authority and they have a play strategy the first thing the council officers do is send for the catalogues, the play equipment catalogues, and they go to the members and the members think they must be doing something for the children on this ward because they’re going to spend £85,000 on play equipment. And that doesn’t even begin to think about what are the issues around how can we create a play environment in this particular ward, whether it’s a suburban ward or an inner city ward or a rural ward, is fixated on this notion of a budget for equipment. And I think it’s very, very hard to resist that because it’s part of the target culture where if you show you’ve spent some money you think you’ve achieved something, whereas the negotiation, the discussion, you need to have with children, with their parents, with others around what kind of environment would be most productive for children playing, then it would have a different outcome.

But there is work going on. There’s an organisation called Learning Through Landscapes which is involved around the country transforming flat asphalt school playgrounds into natural environments with ponds and gardens and allotments and food growing areas, and I think this is coming back. So we shouldn’t be negative about this; there is a very strong, particularly from the environmental movement, impulse back into rethinking the environments we create for children.

This is an image I like, it’s my local park which is in Hackney in the middle of London. And why I like parks is you can do all sorts of things in them and the next day nobody knows you were ever there. You have a surface come and it’s gone. You don’t have to build theatres, you don’t have to build enormous leisure centres, which only cater usually for a minority of the population. For example what we know about indoor leisure centres, the generation that have been built in the last 25 years, is that 80% of the people who use them drive to them, the majority of people who use them are in paid full time work, and they’re between the ages of 18 and 45. So basically under New Labour most of our leisure budgets in local authorities have been spent providing facilities for the young, fit, middle class who own cars; that is not the kind of approach to leisure I would particularly commend.

One of the things we do in our local park is that one weekend a year we just say that everybody who wants to who’s got children in the area can camp in the park. Now it doesn’t cost anything, it’s a big flat field, and it really is amazing, and it brings back that kind of sense of adventure and yet you can’t see it because the way this park is designed obviously is so that you can’t see the houses around it, but there are some very wealthy streets on one side, there’s the famous post-war Highbury New Park estate on this side, there are a lot of poor terraced houses on this side, and so on; it’s a very mixed area. But you can find ways of creating play environments or very exciting environments, that don’t cost much. And I think again play parks will become – are in the process of becoming – venues or places where new thinking around play, including allotments, that’s a big move in France now, to take part of under-used parks over for food growing, working with local schools to use parks for those sorts of activities.

So I think what I’ve been trying to do in this talk and what I was, I suppose, encouraged to think about when it came to commemorating 40 years after 1968, that there is a tradition in radical politics, or it’s called sometimes progressive politics, or whatever, that isn’t simply about the adult world, is not simply about addressing economic and social inequalities, it’s a much more positive thing. It is around a notion of what is a good society and if you have a notion of a good society then a starting point has to be the degree of respect with which you treat each individual child who is growing up in the society. And it isn’t enough that although we have very wonderful resources for children within families and most families, as I say, care very strongly for their children, but the fact is that collectively we’ve lost that sense that we have to provide for the generation. And Jon mentioned that I was on the Urban Green Spaces Task Force, which was kind of the re-look at parks that sat between 2001 and 2002. And at one of the meetings we were given a presentation by the Home Office. It was very interesting, the Task Force sat for 15 months and it had three ministers in the course of that 15 months, and I think there have been two more since. So in the Department of Communities and Local Government or whatever it was, looking after parks has changed to five different ministers in about the last eight years. But anyway, at one of the sessions we had a presentation from the Home Office, and basically the Home Office line was, well how do we get children off the streets? And we were saying, well, no, this task force is about getting children on the streets, it’s about creating spaces and places, particularly parks, where children can feel that they are respected as people in society. And I think this conflict still goes to the heart of a lot of government policy; different departments have still got different messages and have still got different priorities. And I’m afraid the Home Office priority is still very much that if you get more than two or three children gathered together and they’re over the age of 12 they are an incipient social problem, and you wouldn’t find that in a number of other European countries. And I think that’s the issue we’ve got to resolve. How can we create a public domain, a series of spaces, in our towns and cities in which children do feel they’re once again citizens.

I will end with one last point, because I’m very involved also in libraries. Research done at Sheffield University found that when teenagers go into town in Sheffield, they go in to spend their pocket money, they usually join it up with a visit to the library. And actually children’s membership of the library, and the novelist E L Doctorow wrote in The New York Times a few years ago that there are three things that any modern society should offer its citizens: a birth certificate, a passport and a library card. And it is interesting that so many of my generation, when we got our library card at the age of five, we felt we actually were citizens, this was our induction into the world of public culture. Now, we’ve got to kind of reinvent that notion that children are not simply consumers or atomised people, they also have to be reconnected to local government, they have to be reconnected to public culture. That’s it.
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