Telephone: (718) 981-1234

Statenn Islud Sunday Aduance

Vol. 107. No. 24,158 ~ Sunday, Juns 21, 1992

8.4. Newhousa, President and Pubilsher, 1895 - 1878

Donald E. Newhoues, Secretary

Richard £, Dismond, Publisher

Brian J. Laline, Editor
William A. Huus, Managing Editor
950 Fingerboard Rd., Staten Island, N.Y. 10305

Clagsified: 720-6000

Sporta: 981-2656

ur opinion

An act of faith

Are children the preperty of their parents, or
are they distinct, whole humpan beings with
rights all their own?

That seems to be the question at the core of
many social issues weighing upon the public
these days.

Conservative efforts to half what has been
termed “permissivencss” regarding young peo-
ple seem o center en {he notion of parents’
rights to be notified of all matters concerning
their children, particelarly as regards sex.

Al first glance, and for those of us raised in
middle-class ethic, that seems a reasonable
proposition.

Thal's why conservative forces in the city,
including Staten Istand’s own representalive on
the New York City Board of Education, sought
to make the distribution of condoms in public
schools conditional on parental notification,
Whether that was a ploy to defeat the purpose of
the cendom plan or an ideclogical stand is
irrelevant. The concept of mandatory parental
notification has much sapport in this borough
and efsewhere,

Dr. Irene Impelizzeri, Board of Education
member from Brooklyn, accuses the hoard of
Jdriving a wedge” between parents and children
by allowing condom distribution,

More recently, a bill o require health work-
ers {o nolify parents of minors seeking abortions

was intreduced - and defeated — in the New

York State Assembly. The legislation was spon-
sored by our own Assemblywoman Ehzabeth
Connelly. Again, Mrs. Connelly personally op-

posesabbrtion et intent-or-her-tegisiation

could well have been simply {o limit access to
legal abortlions.

In both Instances, the principle of the right of
parenis to be notified about the efforts of their
teen-age children te preventi conceplion, or io
escape conception’s hiological aftermath, seetms
to be critical.

Bui is the assertion of this right realistic, or
fair? Will foreing teens to disclose their need for
cohdoms,m or an abortion, bring parents and
children closer together, as Dr. Impellizzeri
suggests?

Children, of course, are subject to their par-
ents’ authority, legally until they reach the age
of majority. The fact is, however, that a pavent's
ability to conirol every aspect of a child's life
diminishes steadily from its birth. Some would
say that the parent’s right to do so diminishes
aiong a paraltel line.

H seems to us the problem arises from the
myth of parents universally belng wise, com-
passionale, understanding and emotionally sta-
ble — cerfainly far more capable of making
raljonal decisions than their teen-age children.

Being so well qualified, in some people’s eyes,
parents have a perfect right to know if their
teen-aged daughter is pregnant or their teen-age
son wants to get condoms,

H that blithe belief in the notion that parent-
hood automatically confers upon a person wis-
dom and emotional stabilily were ever based in
fact, it's surely not now. We see and hear of too
many cases where one or both parents are the
preblem in a family, and leen-agers are cap-
tives. Aidter ali, not all drivers are competent,
responsible people, and you need a license to
become a driver!

Maybe most parents are good, decent, respon-
sible people, hut there are enough exceptions to
justify not foreing all young people from having
to *fess up Lo their parents about their sex lives,

And no, teens shouldn't even be getting mar-
ried, let alone having sex. In a perfect world,
they wouldn’t be. But they are having sex. It
does absolutely ne good to deny the truth,

The myth of the universal competence of
parents Is easily dispensed with, so what 1s the
bottom-line, last-ditch stand of the absolutists
who insist on parental notification? It's this:
“Any parent has a right to know what his teen is
doing in terms of sexuality. It's his kid.”

Never mind thal a given parent may he a
drunk, or violent, or a philandering, self-ab-
sorhed fool. Never mind that in some cases —
more than we'd like to believe — a teen forced
to notify a parent about an intended abortion or
condom acquisition may even be endangering
his or her life, let alone risking physical and
verbal abuse,

The most important thing to the moral abso-
lutists is not the welfare of the feen-ager, but
the preservation of the proprietary rights of the
parents of {he teen-ager. The principle must be
protected at all costs. They have full, uncquivo-
cai faith in parents; none in teen-agérs.

And schools and institutions that dispense
{nformation, materials and services to teen-
agers as if they were Independent, separate
human beings threaten that principle and must
be denounced, according to the moral theory of
public policy.

it may be geod politics to pretend that we can
return to an America of white-picket feneces,
ice-cream sundaes, (supposedly) virginal teen-
agers, and (supposedly} Solomon-like parents
with a wave of a magic wand. It may be good
politics {o assert the rights of even the most
irresponsible parents to controel their {een-
agers. It’s for sure lots of politicians are doing
it.

Bul we think nostalgia for fantasized inno-
cence past or present is a dangerous wasle of
lime. Let’s face the real issues of teday’s world
in reaiistic ways.



