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Alternatives
to smacking

THERE are people in this
world who can design
rockets that will send us into
space. Others, in the past,
set off in rickety boats
without a map and dis-
covered uncharted territor-
ies. Man has split the atom,
invented gunpowder and
conquered the animals.

None of the people behind
any of these great endeav-
ours, I can assure you, were
unmarried uncles.

Sure, we can write novels,
paint masterpieces and
compose sonatas, but when
it comes to useful, measur-
able achievement, we come
up a few centimetres short
of a ruler.

I am not talking all uncles
here. Most uncles will
someday produce their own
children and take on the im-
portant role of fatherhood
and provide their sons with
an appropriate male role
model or damage them con-
siderably psychologically,
whichever comes first.

There are two other types
of adult. The well-docu-
mented mothers. And aunts.

Aunts are everywhere, go-
ing about quietly in varying
degrees of auntliness or
flamboyantly bursting into
eccentricity. Aunts in literat-
ure are often a crude parody
of womanhood (Aunt Polly,
Lady Bracknall, Selma and
Paty Bouvier) but they get a
better deal than uncles.

Uncles do not play a
prominent part in western lit-
erature or drama. The odd
uncle might turn up in a
Tvmqi Wywtigx or Gvegoiv
after molesting and murder-
ing his niece, but writers
mostly ignore them.
Scrooge, Albert, Sam, Tom,
Vanya, Fester, Fredo and
The Man from U.N.C.L.E.;
none of them you’d want
your daughter to marry.

But what is the uncle?
The word itself comes from
longer words such as “un-
clean” (which is the unmar-
ried uncle’s natural state,
except on weekends when
he smells of whatever is the
latest marketed Lynx) and
“unclear” (which his future
outlook usually is).

His position in life is set
out early on in the nephew’s
or niece’s life. (There is no
collective word for nieces
and nephews like siblings or
cousins. Because I have
pointed this out, perhaps
they should be called “rob-
lings”. Though I also like
“oblongs” and “nibblings”.)
He will be as reluctant to
hold the baby as he was to
feel it kick in the mother’s
tummy — the uncle has
seen Epmir. Instead, he will
stand around gormlessly
and when somebody asks:
“Who do you think it looks
like?”, he will point to the
person standing nearest to

him (sometimes a nurse).
This sort of thing contin-

ues for the first three years.
The uncle is the only person
to keep out of the way of the
child, who senses this and
decides this is the person
who will be most fun to play
with. The child is correct.
From the ages of three to
six this is the only human
being in the world whom
you can spend any time
near and at any moment
might find yourself upside
down and spinning around
by your ankles.

Other people may tickle
you, but your uncle will
shout out “Tickles!” or
sometimes “Here comes Dr
Tickles”, pin you down and
actually make you experi-
ence a sensation worse
than any pain, but that you
will laugh the whole way
through. At this age the
uncle is also the main pro-
vider of piggy-back rides.

To be a proper uncle you
should, when the child hits
six, spend six months in
Australia, spend the next
year talking about your ex-
periences in Australia, an-
other year telling people
you plan on going back to
Australia and the rest of
your life not doing so.

From the ages of seven
to 12, your nephew or niece
will probably believe you
are the greatest person in
the world. There is nothing
you can do about this.

After this, the uncle
should become more re-
mote. Closeness to an
uncle is a dangerous thing
for any young adult. The
only famous case of an un-
married uncle becoming a
guardian to a nephew I
know of, is Beethoven,
whose nephew Karl moved
in with the deaf genius
when he was 16 and at-
tempted to shoot himself
twice (missed and grazed).

My conclusion is that
even though the uncle, with
much more spare time than
a parent, is a more rounded
individual, this roundness
also implies a certain point-
lessness, the branch on the
family tree whose seeds
were fruitless.

Yes, my sister-in-law did
very recently give me an-
other nephew.

And the great thing is that
while he grows up and his
parents have to do the par-
ent thing and massage his
confidence and tell him he
is the best, I can undermine
and make fun of him. Be-
cause we uncles know how
far to push it. Just after we
tell him he must be the
worst soccer player we’ve
ever played with and he is
on the verge of tears we
rescue the situation like
only uncles can. We grab
him by the ankles.

P ARENTS should
be banned from
smacking their
children, says

the ISPCC. But such a
move should be intro-
duced in tandem with
support services for par-
ents to offer them altern-
ative ways of disciplin-
ing their child.

The Irish Society for
the Protection of Chil-
dren (ISPCC) has been
campaigning to have a
smacking ban intro-
duced for several years.

But they say more edu-
cational and support ser-
vices for parents need to
be set up before a ban is
brought in.

Ireland is one of the
last EU countries to act
on the United Nations
Committee on the Rights
of the Child’s recom-
mendation to ‘prohibit
and eliminate all corpor-
al punishment.’

Minister for Children,
Brian Lenihan, has
taken the stance that
’there is a balance to be
found in trying to dis-
suade parents from
using physical chastise-
ment, supporting them
in effective parenting
and, at the same time,

acknowledging parents
as the best judges of how
to bring up their chil-
d ren.’

However, Cork family
psychologist, Dr Colm
O’Connor, says there is
an ‘appalling lack of ser-
vices for parents of chil-
dren with behavioural
problems’ and ‘back-up
services need to be intro-
duced along with legisla-
tion.’

It seems that many ex-
perts want an end to
smacking — but acknow-
ledge that parents need
to be taught other ways
of disciplining.

The ISPCC is cur-
rently calling for a na-
tional, positive parent-
ing programme
(State-funded) to support
parents and offer altern-
atives to smacking.

Regional ISPCC man-
ager for the south/south-
east, Tess Noonan said

that while almost
two-thirds of parents re-
cently surveyed by the
parenting website
w w w . rolle rcoa s t e r.ie
said they don’t want
slapping to be com-
pletely outlawed, almost
90% believe that smack-
ing doesn’t work.

“We’ve been calling
for a ban on smacking for
a number of years, but in
tandem with support for
parents,” Ms Noonan
said.

“Our message to par-
ents is that you don’t
need to smack your child
to discipline them.”

Dr O’Connor, who is
based at the Cork Mar-
riage Counselling
Centre, agreed that legis-
lation banning smacking
should be backed up
with parental support.

“We often work with
parents who face huge
challenges because their

children have behavi-
oural difficulties.

“But there is an ap-
palling lack of services
available to them. The
HSE is already unable to
cope with the number of
families needing child
behavioural support.
Some families have to
wait up to two years to
see a child psycholo-
gist,” he said.

The ISPCC already
provides parent support
prog rammes.

“The Government
needs to recognise that
support should be avail-
able for parents at all
ages and stages of their
children’s develop-
ment,” said Ms Noonan.

“The primary focus of
a smacking ban should
be on education —
making parents aware
that it’s no more lawful
to smack a child than it
is to hit an adult.

So what are the
non-physical alternat-
ives available to par-
ents?

Ms Noonan said that
maximising safety in the
home, giving children
clear messages and
praising good behaviour
are key in discipline.

“A lot of incidents that

have led to parents
smacking a child are
safety-related, things
like trying to put a hand
in a fire. Incidents like
this can be avoided if
safety guards are set in
place,” she said.

“Giving children clear,
simple, firm, consistent
messages about what
you want them to do;
kneeling down at
eye-level and firmly
saying the word ‘No’
when they try to do
something you don’t
want them to do; all work
well so long as it is done
consistently,” she said.

“Establishing good
discipline is very much
about parental supervi-
sion and consistency.

“Providing the right
support for parents is
imperative if a ban on
smacking is to be intro-
duced.

“We would encourage
any parent who has con-
cerns about managing
their child’s behaviour
to get in touch with us.

We can talk them
through the various sup-
port services and op-
tions available to them,”
she said.

The Cork ISPCC
number is (021) 4509588.

If parents are not
allowed to slap

their naughty
child, what are the

alter natives?
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