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Thinking about Infants and Young Children is her most popular book and has become a classic text whose deep wisdom outlives social and cultural changes. Written for parents, it was first published (excluding the final chapter) in 1969 as Understanding Infants. It has since been translated into Italian, French and Portuguese, and become influential in the development of child psychotherapy trainings in many countries, owing to its unobtrusive clarification of Kleinian concepts within the context of everyday family life. A detailed account of Harris's supervision of the formal observation of an infant from birth to three years can be found in The Story of Infant Development by Romana Negri (2007).











Preface


This short book written primarily for young parents, especially mothers, was a source of delight, of inspiration, and of deepened understanding when it was first published. A book about the insights of child psychotherapists at last, was what we felt when it appeared. The simplicity of the writing style conceals the subtlety and complexity of what is being described, and this combination of straightforward, lucid and accessible prose with a profound and imaginative appreciation of the inner world of children and their parents is at the heart of Martha Harris’ unusual gifts as a psychoanalytic thinker and writer.


Rereading it now brings freshly alive many of the qualities she brought to her clinical and teaching work. I will mention some which struck me particularly. First there is her so evidently true but so challenging and wise statement that children have to be recognized as individuals quite other than ourselves with their own talents, failings and sense of direction: they cannot be moulded to suit the desires of parents or indeed teachers, psychotherapists, politicians or others. Both time and thought have to be devoted to getting to know any individual child. The book's structure, which moves from babyhood into the world of the primary school years – from the child living primarily within the confines of his or her family to the child also independently exploring relationships of learning and friendship at school – enables us to grasp that this provision of attention is the essence of the parental task. It is an ongoing process, as both child and parents develop through time, in so far as they are able to digest and profit from their experience. This respect for the individual natures, difficulties and capacities of each person is what Martha Harris clearly believed to be the bedrock of a psychoanalytically informed approach to family relationships and the development of children. As she put it: “Relationships grow through the ability of both parties to experience and to adjust to each other's natures” (p. 15).


This statement comes at the start of the chapter on the new baby's point of view, and leads on to a wonderfully vivid account of the baby's world in the early weeks, couched in ways which support the mother's inevitable anxiety and uncertainty through demonstrating the meaningfulness of babies’ communications and their hope and expectation of being understood. She writes of the importance of allowing ourselves to make and learn from mistakes and challenges us to acknowledge the damaging impact of setting impossibly high standards of “ideal” motherhood. The reader then feels ready to learn more about the baby's anxieties, his need for protection, his potential for disintegration and a sense of chaos which can overwhelm the early and still fragile development of the ordering of experience. There is a generosity of spirit in the exploration of different ways in which mothers and babies can come to understand and appreciate each other. The examples range from the physical closeness of holding the baby, and breast-feeding to the pleasures of bath-time. The description of the gradual coming-together of the mother-baby couple then opens out into discussion of the many things the baby needs help to struggle with – the distinguishing of need from greed, recognition of separateness, complex mixed feelings of love and hostility, curiosity and jealousy. Here is a brief quotation to convey the tone of voice which makes space for the lives of both mother and baby:


Some infants find it much harder than others…to love and let go – to mentally allow with a good grace the mother who is so important to them to be absent and occupying herself elsewhere…If they are not inwardly reconciled to allowing her to retain her freedom, their independence has a brittle quality, in so far as it is achieved against, or in spite of a mother who is secretly resented because she is accused of neglect, or denigrated as not good enough. (p. 28)


In the chapter on weaning, another characteristic quality of the book emerges: Martha Harris can describe guiding principles which can serve as creative advice for each of us to think about our own personal situation. Such principles include the reminder that each baby's development will go at its own pace, that changes need to be introduced slowly, providing time to take in the new experience, that flexibility is needed (to see how things work out) and most centrally that sorting out the needs and anxieties of the baby from those of oneself as mother are the pre-requisite of successful weaning.


In the later chapters, there is a splendid discussion of the child's growing need to do things for himself, a brilliant description of the dynamics of the bully and his victim, and a particularly enjoyable depiction of sibling relationships. A sense of the real-life complexities of families comes across in the detailed observations and analysis of a variety of brother/sister relationships, which emphasize the fascinating ongoing development of character.


The chapters are studded with statements which sound extremely simple but in fact communicate essential truths about human development which have emerged from long study. A good example of this is the almost throwaway remark that babies learn to talk when they have hopes of being understood (p. 53). This relational lens on the child's gradually expanding capacities opens one's mind to fresh perspectives.


The last forty years have brought many social changes in the lives of children and parents. Many mothers of young children now pursue careers outside the home, and the majority have to find a way to contribute to family income as well as take care of children and home. Fathers are often much more actively involved in the care of babies and young children, but there are also many families where fathers are absent altogether, and others where separated parents share the care of their children in complex ways. Child-minders and nurseries are a much more frequent element in children's lives. Step-fathers, mothers and siblings are more prevalent than they were, children's Homes have been largely replaced by foster-care, same-sex couples are no longer so exceptional, the rich cultural and ethnic mix of our cities has changed the face of our public spaces, and we live in the age of virtual worlds and electronic communication. All these factors and more mean that the world from which Martha Harris drew her examples is not ours. Because she writes with the aim of articulating a conception of the complex interaction of the inner worlds of the individuals that make up a family unit, the enormous changes in the world we inhabit do not greatly alter the fundamental picture. How we can understand the experience of being a child, growing up, becoming oneself, taking on adult responsibilities - these are the elements of this book. The kindness, truthfulness, wisdom, and imagination of the writer in describing human lives is what makes it such a pleasure to read.


Margaret Rustin


Consultant child and adolescent psychotherapist
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Introduction


From the moment of birth, and perhaps before, a baby's development is influenced by the quality of his mother's response to his presence and communications. Each infant is potentially a unique little person from whom his mother and his father have to learn anew, however many children they may have had before.


This book tries to describe some of the important aspects of the development of infants and young children from birth to school age, illustrated by vignettes of scenes between parents and children. The points selected for discussion do not give a comprehensive coverage of all aspects of personality development in the early years, and do not aim to present parents with norms. They do touch upon many of the questions and feelings evoked in the intense emotional relationship between parents and children at this time. It is therefore a move away from the tendency to think of child development in terms of “normality” towards thinking of children as individuals.


For coming to realise how much one may learn from the observation of infants growing up in their families I am indebted to my training in Kleinian psychoanalysis, and especially to Esther Bick, who instituted weekly infant observation as a basic post-graduate study at The Tavistock Clinic. For an abundance of rich material with which to think about infants – to which this book does no justice at all – I am indebted to many students over the years.


The pages that follow are about relationships: some expressed in generalisations, but some as instances of how individual parents and children are facing their particular situation. Those instances are drawn from actual observations but are disguised and anonymous to preserve confidentiality.


The value in having a closer look at how other people live their lives lies not so much in giving us something to copy, or at the other extreme, to avoid at all costs; but in offering us the opportunity to put ourselves in someone else's circumstances for a little, before returning to our own with an experience that hopefully may enrich and enable us to see them a little more clearly.


Martha Harris, 1975


From the introduction to the 1969 edition


The publications of Susan Isaacs over thirty years ago on the social and intellectual development of young children did much to encourage a more sympathetic and imaginative approach to their education and rearing, to highlight the importance of the nursery years.


During the last twenty to thirty years, the work of John Bowlby and his colleagues has done a great deal to make professional people who deal with young children, especially with sick ones, very much more aware of the importance of the child's relationship to his mother and has changed the whole frame of reference within which they attempt to prescribe for childhood illnesses.


D.W. Winnicott's talks and writings for mothers - but also for fathers - have been, and continue to be for many a parent, an encouragement to her own intuition and developing commonsense in feeling free to relate to her child without being bedevilled by conflicting expert advice.


I hope this book may be just such an encouragement. It is written by one who has had the privilege of a psychoanalytic training, and of working with Melanie Klein and her colleagues, as an aid to sharpen observation of relationships.


It is not a handbook of information on how to bring up infants, although there are from time to time suggestions that may be of immediate practical use. It is certainly not meant to be a substitute for consulting your family doctor, your local maternity and child welfare clinic, or for seeking psychological advice in situations where you are worried about your infant and in need of expert help - for experts have their place and are sometimes able to help when one is really in trouble!


The points selected for discussion do not by any means give a comprehensive coverage or even summary of the many aspects of personality development in the early years. They do not provide you with norms of development; but they do discuss some things which parents may commonly note in their infants, some of the questions and feelings which may be evoked in us by the close relationship, the responsibility for the small dependent person who is growing so rapidly in these years.


Martha Harris, 1969 (extract)
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Chapter 1: Parenthood


Becoming a parent


Becoming a parent in one sense happens overnight, but in another it is a role which one has to grow into through experience and through making many mistakes. Our childhood experience with our own parents provides the basic reservoir from which we draw unconsciously; our own children can also be of the greatest help in letting us know when we are helping them to thrive. But children differ enormously in this respect, in their capacity to love and to enjoy life and to appreciate the parents who gave them life.


Because of his individual quality, we have to be prepared to learn with every new child how to understand him, and to interpret his needs aright. This is one of the great pleasures in bringing up children and in working with children; to enjoy it we must, however busy we may be, allow a little time, a little space, to be attentive to and to communicate with the individual child.


A closer look at the way in which any child grows up within his family makes one realise that none does this without conflicts with parents, and brothers and sisters, but that these struggles with the outer world can help him to face the conflicts within himself. From being able to struggle with the problems posed at every stage in life comes the confidence that enables us to enjoy it.


Conflict can, however, be too sharp, too stressful at times. We would be greatly lacking in our duty as parents did we not worry and try to understand a little better when we felt that a child of ours was unduly unhappy and failing to thrive in important respects. Examination of our own attitudes, of the effect that they seem to have on him, and of the attitudes and emotions that are aroused in us by that particular child, can sometimes help us to see a little more clearly.


But it seems to me important to bear in mind - and this can save us from over-weening pride and also from unrealistic and unhelpful guilt - that in trying to bring up our children as best we can, we are dealing from the beginning with separate human beings with a potential we may cherish and gradually help them to realise, but never with creations of our own who can be moulded as we will. The help we can give them is contingent upon our own resources: upon the limits of our circumstances and personalities, and can be best employed if we take some stock of these.


Motherhood


There is no more responsible task than that of being a mother, of having charge of a new life which depends so much upon one for its physical and mental well-being.


The weight of responsibility for the baby, for the way he feels, can be so heavy that it will make some mothers quite insensitive in many ways in the early days. They may concentrate excessively on the physical care and deny that the baby has any feelings, is other than a bundle of reflexes, who when he cries is “just exercising his lungs”.


It takes an effort of imagination and love which is the special, if not the unique, prerogative of mothers to experience that feeling. So it guides us in learning how to protect the baby's sensitivity and to provide the conditions for his strong potential for life to unfold.


For in order to understand a baby one has to feel like a baby. We have all been babies and theoretically this understanding should be within the emotional grasp of us all. But the vulnerability and acute sensibility of the baby and of the young child is something which most of us use our adult experience and competence to avoid feeling any more.


It's not so hard, perhaps, to make oneself acquainted with the physical necessities of food, warmth, sleep and cleanliness, and in theory, not so hard to provide these. But in practice we have to find what is the most necessary thing for him at a given moment. We may make the wrong approach and it can be disconcerting when the baby is not ready to accept what we are giving him. He needs understanding.


The quality of devotion and understanding which he can get potentially from his mother is better than he is likely to get from anyone else; but sometimes she does need to be encouraged and shown that this is so. When a mother begins to feel more certain of herself, when she finds that her baby thrives and responds - for babies are on the whole surprisingly resilient - she can often then allow herself to become more open to him, closer and more responsive to his moods and needs.


Reactions to birth


Your first baby may very likely be born in hospital and the physical care and attention which you receive there is likely to be good.


It's more difficult for the hospital to meet the varying psychological needs of every mother with her new baby. Hospital staff vary enormously in their capacity to do this, although it is becoming increasingly recognised that this is an especially vulnerable time in a woman's life, and that the beginning of her relationship with her newly born baby is important for both of them.


Some mothers do enjoy the care and attention of the hospital, knowing that somebody else has charge of the baby, fitting in with the hospital framework, being told what to do. They can call Sister if the baby, for instance, doesn't seem to know how to feed and she will show them what to do. They can enjoy for a while being babied or organised themselves. They may enjoy learning from the nurse how to feed or how to bath the baby.


Others, however, can hardly wait until they can go home and have the baby to themselves; they find the framework of the hospital and the attention of the nurses and doctors an interference in what is, for them, an intensely involving and novel experience which evokes emotions which they need privacy to allow themselves to feel.


Giving birth is a remarkable, unique experience. Holding her baby for the first time can be an extraordinary moving experience for the mother and there is often a great need to share this. She may not want to know how to put it in words in any direct way, but it's usually most important to her to feel that her husband does understand something of what she is feeling, that he takes an interest in her feelings as well as in the baby.


Close friends can be very important to her at this time, especially if they are ready to be interested in what is preoccupying her most. Sometimes it's a help if they want to talk about their own comparable experience; to talk, but also to listen. We all know the kind of person who can take the shine out of one's most cherished experience by going one better, who proffers advice without first bothering to take the trouble to become acquainted with the details of what they are advising upon!


Sharing with one's husband, comparing notes with friends, these are ways of easing the load of terrible responsibility which accompanies the pleasure and achievement of having given birth to a baby.


If the mother feels reassured in her uncertainties, supported in her more helpless and childish feelings, she is like to become increasingly confident in her role as a mother, and more available emotionally to her baby.


Fatherhood


The period of the mother's confinement and the early days, and maybe even months, of the baby's life, is one during which the husband can feel inessential and left out. It has sometimes evoked stresses in married life, which have led to the partner who feels left out seeking solace for his injured feelings with another woman. On the other hand, the emotional stress may bring the two together more closely.


The father needs to feel necessary right from the start, as indeed he is in any marriage which is a partnership - at first for the mother and only indirectly for the baby, then increasingly so for the baby in a quite direct way.


If he can recognise how much in the early days his wife needs to be mothered herself, how tired she can get, how uncertain at times she can feel about whether she is doing the right thing for the baby, he can greatly satisfy his own maternal aspirations - which, however hidden or denied, are there to some degree in every father.


These aspirations become unhelpful only when they are too exclusively directed towards the baby, in competition with and in resentment against his wife. It's confusing to a baby to have two mothers in rivalry with each other, vying with each other for his attention and love - whether these be father and mother, mother and grandmother, or what have you. If two people are going to take care of him, they need to be in harmony; to share.




In the early days, in almost all cases, the mother must be the most important person, the one who is in charge of the baby. In order to undertake this responsibility and to be able to enjoy it, she most often absolutely requires her husband's support, to make her feel confident that it really is within her power to be a mother to her baby.


It can be a great extra burden to the mother to have a husband who feels all his own unsatisfied or unresolved infantile wants so activated by the baby's arrival that he becomes jealous of the baby, regresses to childish behaviour and competes for his wife's attention, as if she were his mother. Most husbands probably slip unconsciously into behaving childishly in this way at times: “What about my supper? I'm fed up with coming home to nappies drying everywhere and bottles sterilising on the stove”.


It asks a little extra of the wife to register with some tolerance her husband's occasional jealousy, his vulnerability to feeling that his nose is pushed out of joint by the baby. He is much less likely to be driven into this position if he can feel that he is really some use as a father and as a partner to her.


For this reason, it is better for them both, for the strength of the little family they have become, if she turns mainly for support to her own husband, rather than back to her own parents or her own mother. Of course, grandparents often like to be, and often are, indispensably useful, but it's most important to ensure as far as you can that this is not at the expense of your husband, of yourselves as new parents, relying on each other as a couple. If the new father is treated by you, his wife, and by the grandparents as a little boy, then you are just asking for him to behave like a little boy. New fathers, like new mothers, have to learn to be parents, and it can be difficult to do justice to the role if they are not allowed to assume it.


They also want to go on being valued sexually as husbands, and are apt to have fears, sometimes well-founded, that they have become redundant in that role. So, as a wife, you owe it to your husband, to try to organise things so that you don't get too tired and are able to have some privacy together, with the baby for the time being tucked out of the way.


Mrs B's first baby


Here is an account of a young mother in hospital with her first baby, eagerly longed for and born after six years of marriage:




Her baby is born two or three weeks early, but he's nearly seven pounds in weight. She has had quite an easy labour and is sitting up in bed to welcome her visitor some thirty hours after the baby's birth.


When their greetings are over, Mrs B asks her visitor eagerly if she'd like to see the baby, picks him up, seems a little disconcerted and shamefaced that he is so comatose. Some of the other mothers in the ward are feeding their babies, so she wonders if her Anthony might like to suck too, saying that he hasn't taken any food yet, but perhaps he will be ready to start today. He's a little bit wobbly in her arms and she says, rather uncertainly, “How much easier it would be if they could sit up and talk to you right from the beginning”.
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