* Chapter Twenty-One

Child-Rearing Research in
Communes: The Extension
of Adult Sexual Behavior
to Young Children

Bennett Berger, Ph.D.*

Conceptions of child rearing and changes in age-grading
generated by the conditions of communal living have been
our major research focus. We are interested primarily in
ideas and the relationship of those ideas to the social contexts that
Support or undermine them. What seemed most salient to us,
pa_rticularly in rural commune studies, was the extension of the
brinciple of equalitarianism to chronological age, age being pehaps
the last major ascribed barrier, race and sex being successfully under
attack already.
¢ noted age equalitarianism with respect to drug use, sexual
th avior, work, a voice in the political affairs in the commune, and
© Tghts of children to settle their own quarrels and resolve their
Sfr?ﬁrezements without adult interference. We have at least two fully
Year ldCaSes of sexual intercourse between six?year-olds and eight-
chil df % two not fully documented cases of intercourse between
ge:: and adults; and one instance of multiple rape of a small girl
e giﬂl‘al boys only slightly older. In this instance, the parents of
o “XPressed anger, although not furious rage, at the boys,
N it Cl.ear to the researcher that their anger was not about the
;e;atmn?-'bUt rather about the fact that the boys had forced
Paran ad willingly engaged in sexual intercourse previously.

5 and othey adults do seem to have mixed feelings about the
Wherg fy {).f their prepubertal children. Coming from backgrounds
8“rprisin&e ‘N8 about such matters are deeply socialized, it is not
M communal adults are sometimes surprised, even
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¢ the sexuality of their children,
ShOCk.efi’ to hea?vss(ﬁteii favorable predisposition to naturg|
surprising thagdglexamme their own shocked response ang tos m
ity, they would © they cannot explain their initig]

tural virtue. Often the} Y shockeq
o nse. If sexual behavior seems to do no visible harm tq Childre
Like the rationale for drug use by children, the appeal SEems to he ¢,
some natural sense of propriety. Th? rationale ?Xpresseq 18 that if we
as adults, believe that making love is a good thing, and if the childre,;
want to participate in something that we have found rewarding oy
beautiful, and if there is no persuasive evidence that what is good for
us is bad for them, then “let us not obstruct erotic equality becayge
of race, creed, color, or age.”

In these circumstances communal adults accept childhood sexyg].
ity as part of the pattern of equalitarianism between the two
generations. There is a strong predisposition by hip communards tg
assume that a relationship exists between a child’s expressed interest
in a given kind of behavior and a probable incipient competence to
engage in that behavior. Fresh from the conflicts with campus
establishments from whom they demanded ‘a right to participate in
the decisions that shape their lives” and met with such rebuttals that
thgy were too young, too inexperienced, too incompetent to shape
unversity curriculum or to judge the competence of professors, hip
Commqnards might well be receptive to the idea of children’s rights
and Chﬂ,dren s liberation; at the very least, they are sensitive to the
se;llfl-;ervm%hcharacter of argument by elders for the exclusion of the
y Thi on the grounds of an imputed incompetence. .

process 1s complex because the interactions between ideolog-

fva;akens essn d the pressures exercised by social contexts sometirll:%
and sometimes stre - ) - tions. For
m_ mple, the hij ngthens 1deological convictio
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hippies fro i rprises-
the othe : m serious communal enterprisés: -
ideologic;:u:::] otlal contexts sometimes affirm and reinforce lﬂ}‘,"l
bth 5 For example, the development of prim™
Imminent doon}; r:; o Comm\{nards may strengthen their belief mn
Such skills incye urb?" middle-class life, and their 1)08?{5‘55‘0n
ases thi;: C:nfidence in their ability to gurvwz o
toward » “1€ lavorable predispositions of the ¢ o
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Y relations are applical ]
h the same applicable tq
fuch What we ¢q the

. n-disattention patterns of child raising. I A
1(2;1':‘1(”“11’1““(‘5" i'm'lusion o f the (:hil(lr;(’en r}}::f;ilnrzl()rgﬁillfxqusly
) in the activities or rights of adulg IS genera] Odq1er
St‘?g({tpntion because of the inclusion ig routine, and lt'ho et
P);:;vlol is L‘hf;»roforo no% ospoc?ally nqted oF htElde.
Joseness of living quqrters, ﬁh(3'h1pp10 children, like ghett
are exposed to.sex betyveen thelr parents apd other adults g
age. The physical setting r'emforces the ideological feelj
candor and openness regarfilng sex. The parents and other adults are,
ihemselves, young, and since stable nuclear family units are not
modal, in the commune courtship and its equivalents are regularly in
process. Moreover, babysitters are rarely used, so children get
acquainted early with the erotic atmosphere of courtship.

Several of the communes we studied preferred home births where
children are routinely present, watching fascinatedly as babies are
delivered, sometimes assisting, and usually participating in chanting
and other rituals accompanying the ceremony.

The pattern of inclusion of children does not seem to reflect any
explicit and deliberate policy of child raising. It is, rather, seen as
emerging naturally from the lives that they have to live, needing no
explanation or justification unless questions are raised about it. The
ordinary responsibilities of child care do not mesh easily with
courtship or with the quest for a broadly defined personal freedom
and other spiritual quests in which many in the commune are
“i2aged. A philosophy of child care that diminishes the apparent
need for, or even desirability of, child care itself, that emphasizes the
Natural intelligence or competence of children, reduces thereby the
lr;?dgl'ee to which child care may be self-imp!icat?ng for the pareptt. Iz
Conlzpes the degree to which one’s reputation in the coEnmupl vyl

gent upon how “successfully” one manages one’s children,
ofufserlzﬁ?iemng the freedom and mobility of adults, even in the midst
Onc1 o poverty. : i bout child raising
alm g aelptlons of what children are and ideas a tt(: S ntapasts Are
likepy . vays reflect the interests of parents, and ‘E “tures larger
thg frefl?ct the constraints exerpised by social s efuthe egistence
o miggpe T LY+ Most theories of child rearing assumce 't full-time
Mot €-Class families, and depend on the presence s like
ny - Omemake ; fathers, functional equivalents
l‘sel'les d s, part-time fathers, 4 oiler profeSSIOHalS
' Hay-care centers, schools, teachers, an

° 2 ork
of soa cf?pl_y the principles of child rearing and dq the dehbetiateit"; ”
natllre’;ahzers’ Communards tend to believe 1m th; azegsgzaln tially
healthy LoSeen hand; younger children are regarde to grow up
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Therefore, it does not, In rvt.rOSP_t‘(‘h Seem remarkah)e e
prepubertal children show interest in sex o}' that somg Qf t
ready to seek sexual partners. Nor d()(fs It seem SUrprising
communal living should produce an 'z\pparonnt r.ovvrsal of the
year-old trend in Western industrialized societies toward the
z‘ation of childhood and other less-than-adult statuses.

We have been impressed with the tenglency toward Bravity anq
seriousness in the demeanor of boys, perhaps eight or nine years o1
who ape the styles of their male elders in physical posture and,
linguistic patterns, at home during periods of leisure Or in pubie
places like cafés, taverns, fairs, and local dances. These eight.
nine-year-old boys are ‘very cool,” indeed. Imputed with naturalismy
and spontaneity, childlike innocence combined with the tendency
for children to ape their elders produces a minimum visual difference
between them, reminiscent of a Breughel painting, a reversal of the
modemn trend of age-segregation and sharp differences in age-graded
norms for behavior.

Our original research design did not include any special attention
to gender differentiation, but the feminist movement in the counter-
culture necessarily brought it to our attention. The extension of
communal belief in equalitarianism, for example to the sexual
division of labor, is complex and difficult. The conditions of creating
primitive settlements obstruct the decline of stratification by sex in
contrast to age stratification. A lot of the necessary work in creating
primitive settlement involves heavy labor and the men “naturally”
drift toward this ‘work, and the women correspondingly toward
traditional rural female roles. This does not happen by deliberate
ideological design. Commune women who want to do so-called male
heavy work, or to exercise strong leadership roles, are not discour
aged from doing so by any pressures, subtle or not, that we were ap{e
to detect. Nevertheless, some anarchist communes have been enitl-
cized by feminists as being “male ego trips” in which women %
systematically victimized by “macho’ males who possess the 1mp001;
tant skills of survival in the country and hence command harens
dependent young women. There s some truth to this image. -

In a pioneer Beneration, there is a lot of suffering, casualty '’

ithey thag
hem See
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0 act. Very few communards live‘a '
above the level of bare subsistence, and although they may ction

female equality, they cannot afford the luxury of affirmative aong
programs. For women whe g0 into communal scenes SUf

o » woles
qualified, there are no obstructions to their opting for “male” 19
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.. little or no gender prejudice. However .
thelﬁl;: dh:nd unskilled, they tend to drift towaréi Y:: rlii:?ﬁchome "
coI‘Il)art of the strength of the religious movements, such ag t};e Jes
overn ent in wha.t used to be Fhe counterculture, rests on t}lllesa
aditional protections thgy provide to vulnerable ang unskilled
oung Women. M'y- Impression 1s that the Jesus movement and some
of the Eastern religious movements have attracted the kinds of young
men and women who are more deeply alienated, who have been most
hurt by bad drug and sex experiences. One of the things that these
traditional religious communities do for victimized and exploited
young women is to give them the traditional protections afforded
women.



