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CHAPTER I
 CASUAL OBSERVATIONS OF THOUGHT
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When in constant intercourse with
children in their everyday life we
are in a position to obtain a far better insight
into their thought-processes and their
general psychological condition than can
be arrived at by means of tests; for both
when the child is occupied playing with
its toys and in general conversation we
very often find remarkable instances of
thought-activity, extending even to the
criticism of others. In Child Psychology,
I. p. 117 ff., I have quoted a number of
examples of early criticism and doubt; and
being as I am of the opinion that the critical
sense is of extremely high value, and should
therefore be carefully cultivated in education,
I have been particularly on the alert to
remark any evidence of the same in the
case of R. or S.

When R. was four years and three months
old she saw four portraits in a book and
said: “There are three.” I corrected her,
saying: “No, there are four;” whereupon
R. continued: “But when one was gone
there were three.” She could in other
words subtract one from four.

The following day when out on one of our
walks I scratched with my walking-stick
some lines in the snow, but the grooves were
not very deep, R. asked: “Why are the
lines so small?” and upon my replying:
“Because the snow is hard,” she objected:
“No, it’s not; it’s because there’s so little
snow (and the hard earth is therefore
just beneath).” Nevertheless, at this age
the child’s logic is generally very faulty.
For example, a few days later R. said:
“When I am big, right up to the ceiling,
little sister shall have my toys.” She has
evidently expected development in herself,
but has in this respect been quite lacking
in a rational standard of measurement.
In the same period the grossest forms of
analogy easily satisfied her. Thus she had
often seen in the street a poster advertising
“The Emperor’s New Clothes,” in which
an “emperor” clad only in a shirt, is extending
one of his bare legs; and when one
day S. stuck one of her bare legs up from
the cradle, R. exclaimed: “Look, see Tiny’s
emperor-leg.”

The four-year-old child has already a distinct
capacity to grasp phenomena. R., four
years and three months old, lay one day in
bed with a lock, singing “Jutland between
two seas....”[1] Suddenly she said: “Now
we put it (the padlock) there ... the Runic
stone is laid.... How is a Runic stone
laid? How do you lay a Runic stone?
... What is it that is majestic? ... Isn’t
it the eagle?” (Danish, ørnen.) R.’s
mother explained that it is the mirage of
the desert (Danish, ørken) and adds: “The
eagle is a bird, but the desert is a waste
where there is nothing but sand.” “Yes,”
says R., “and no trees and no leaves.”
M.: “And no water.” R. then asks:
“How big is it? Is it a room?” M.:
“No.” R.: “Is it a piece of land?”
M.: “Yes.” R.: “How big is it? Is it
as big as Frederiksberg Gardens?”

In this conversation we find an interesting
transition from satisfaction over an
imaginative conception (the lock as a Runic
stone) to the desire for an actual truthful
conception; and it is interesting also to
observe with what perseverance the child
seeks to make the unknown clear by comparison
with the known: the room, Frederiksberg
Gardens.

I remarked an instance of limited understanding
of relativity when R. was four years
and two months old. She drew a man; and,
observing that his head was too large, she
said: “That’s a big head. Then he must have
big eyes too.” He got them; also a powerful
neck to carry the big head. But, nevertheless,
she made the body and limbs very
slender, especially the body. Her grasp of
proportion, in other words, did not extend
farther than from the head to eyes and neck.

A quite good line of argument can be
followed by a child even at the beginning of
its fifth year. When R. was four years and
four months old her mother said to her:
“Will you look after S.?” But R. was not
very enthusiastic, and answered: “Won’t
you rather, for you do it better?” This was
without doubt correct; but I cannot regard
her remark otherwise than as prompted by
cunning and indolence. Her high-minded
motive was scarcely genuine.

On the other hand, she was probably
quite in earnest on the day after, when her
mother said to her: “You may go down
into the street, but you must not go near
the tramway lines.” R. answered: “Then
I’d rather stop up here, for I might forget.”
Small children not only doubt; they are
even self-critical on occasions. They should
therefore by no means be regarded and
treated as senseless little mannikins fit only
to be commanded and drilled. Drill is
only polish; but by helping a child to
develop its thinking powers we place it in
a position to overcome difficulties.

R.’s critical powers were plainly in evidence
in the following passage of arms. Her
little sister pulled her hair and R. screamed.
Her mother said excusingly: “She doesn’t
understand,” but R. objected: “Then she
could pull her own hair; but she doesn’t
do that.” The child’s line of thought was
evidently that S. had noticed that it hurt
when she pulled her own hair, and therefore
preferred pulling R.’s hair. For this
reason she declined to accept her mother’s
apology for S.

This guarded attitude was again in evidence
two days later. R. would not eat her
food, and to entice her to do so her mother
said: “Very well; now it is my birthday,
and you are a strange lady who is paying a
call. And so I ask you: “Won’t you have a
cup of cocoa?” R. interrupted hurriedly:
“No thank you; I have just had lunch at
home.”

A real foundation of logic underlies the
child’s thought-processes at this stage of
development. When R. was four years and
five months old she played with great zest
with her top, and was especially pleased at
being herself able to make it spin. But when
the top fell she used to say: “That was
because it hit (the floor);” and when sometimes,
upon her placing it in position, it
would not spin, she would say: “That was
because I didn’t pull hard enough (when I
turn it round with my fingers).”

This evidence shows, among other things,
that the child’s play assists in developing
the child’s brain. Had not R., however,
“thought aloud” it would not have been
shown how she thought at her “work” and
learnt from it. In play the child practises
its physical and psychical instruments of
work, is developed and prepared for the
future. But regarding this branch of the
subject I must refer to Child Psychology, I.
p. 96 ff.

The child can be conscious of its thought-activity.
When R. was four years and six
months old she said to her mother: “I think
best at night; I don’t think in the day.”
M.: “I thought you slept at night.” R.:
“No, not when it’s light, and before you go
to bed.” M.: “What do you think about?”
R.: “I think about hoops and things
like that.” Suddenly she added: “Yes,
but I’m thinking now, too.”

Not without danger is the child’s capacity
for reflection when allowed to flow unchecked,
for such indulgence often rouses exaggerated
expectations. Thus one day when
R.’s grandmother had helped the child in
some task R. said: “You always do whatever
I like, but I only do what I like.” It
is unfortunately one of the sorrowful duties
of education to be continually clipping the
child’s wings, at the risk of cutting them
so short that the child when it grows up
finds itself unable to fly.

Romance also was criticised sternly by
R. at an early period. Her mother was
reading Tommelise for her. When R. heard
that a large toad came in through the
window and picked up a walnut-shell in
which Tommelise lay, and disappeared with
her, she said; “But that’s only a story;
for a toad couldn’t do that really, could it?”

The child is not without understanding
of changes caused by growth and development.
When R. was four years and six
months old she saw some dark-blue columbines
with pale buds in a vase, and said:
“They (the buds) will be dark blue when they
are big.”

The child is even able to expose an
actual error of logic. R. one day saw a
picture, the name of which was “The Soup.”
I explained to her: “They are eating
soup,” and thought that all was well; but
R. remarked: “They can just as well be
eating something else.” She was right.
The title had acted upon me suggestively,
but not upon her.

A child at the tender age of four and a
half years may even practise deception, for
the sake of self-preservation. One day, to
wit, R. was naughty and answered her
grandmother rudely. Grandmother thereupon
looked angry. But R., sensing the
approaching storm, said: “Oh, you never
understand anything, not even when it’s
funny.” The little angel had only been
trying to be funny!

An extraordinarily conscious recognition
of causation was expressed by R.
when four years and seven months. She
plucked a devil’s bit (Danish, Blaahat—blue
hat) and asked its name. When I told
her, R. remarked after a pause: “It’s
called that because it’s blue and it’s like
a hat.”

Of course the child’s critical powers may
also find vent in hair-splitting. When R.
was four years and seven months old our
housemaid said to her: “You mustn’t go
in and out like that without wiping your
feet. You bring in too much sand.” R.
retorted: “I can go out if I like without
wiping.” The same day R. and I went
for a walk in Tisvilde Wood, where she
brought a fir-cone to me and asked:
“What’s this?” I did not look carefully
at the cone and said: “A spruce-cone,”
but R., stepping aside and picking
up a spruce-cone, said: “No, this is a
spruce-cone; that one there is a fir-cone.”
It is not easy to work out the exact thought-process
that took place on this occasion.
Probably R. has been a little doubtful of
the cone’s name and therefore asked me;
and when I gave her an incorrect answer
she fetched a spruce-cone to compare it
and make sure that the other was a fir-cone.
But in any case the incident shows
that a child which is accustomed to look
about, and rely on itself, does not bow even
to such a powerful suggestion as its father’s
explanation.

An extraordinarily logically exact retort
was made by R. later on the same
day. Her mother said to her: “If you
are ill then you must go to bed, but you
mustn’t keep screaming like that; I am
quite ill through listening to it.” The
child answered to wit: “Yes, but then it’s
you who must go to bed when it’s you who
are ill.”

One day R. came and told M.: “I’ve
seen the little kitten.” M. said: “I have
seen its father and mother;” but R., who
evidently assumed that the two had not
appeared simultaneously, asked: “How
could you tell it was not the same
(cat each time)?” Fortunately M. was in
a position to explain that they were of
different colours.

R. was even a little impertinent in her
criticism one day when her hair was being
combed. She was about five years old. It
hurt her and she screamed. M. said: “Now,
upon my word, that can’t hurt;” but R.
retorted: “It’s not your hair (and so you
don’t feel the pain).”

About a month later R. inquired in connection
with a picture in “The Great
Bastian”[2]: “Why didn’t the fire burn
the red shoes too; for it couldn’t see them?
... And when it burns, it burns everything
right up.”

R., aged five years and six months, asked
me: “Are there angels in Germany?”
I answered evasively: “I didn’t see any
when I was there;” but finding this
explanation insufficient, she said: “Yes,
but you didn’t go everywhere.” This, however,
must not of course be taken as indicating
that R. has been aware of the logical
necessity of examining every place; but she
has evidently understood that an entirely
negative answer did not suffice.

A month later she displayed similar logic.
Her sister was rubbing her eyes, whereupon
R. said: “When she does that she’s shy,
isn’t she?” M. answered: “Not always.”
But to this R. remarked: “But for all that
perhaps she is (shy).”

Also the comparatively difficult task of
putting oneself in another person’s place and
understanding that person’s point of view
can be accomplished by a child in its sixth
year. In the Zoological Gardens R., five
years and six months old, said: “How lucky
father’s not a keeper, it’s so boring looking
after animals; it’s much better to go out
and walk or do something else.” The day
after she added: “I think, too, it’s boring—of
course—for that man (the keeper).”

Such a reflective child is naturally not easy
to deceive; and the attempt was a failure on
the following occasion. R., five years and
six months old, knocked herself against the
corner of the kitchen cupboard, and when her
mother, wishing to divert her attention from
the pain, said: “What was that; a piece of
the cupboard fell off,” R. saw that there
was indeed a piece missing, but said nevertheless:
“Indeed! That didn’t fall off
just now. But where’s the blue piece gone
(which you say has just fallen off)?”

Even a well-concealed verbal trap may
be avoided by the child. R., when five
years and six months old, asked her mother:
“How long will you keep that pock-mark?”
M. answered: “I shall keep it till I die.” R.
said playfully: “Does it go away then?”
She has thus detected the involuntary catch
underlying the word “till,” and realises
that the scar must be there even after
death; but at the same time she is obviously
quite aware that it will not then
be so annoying.
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