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Chapter 1 — The First System: Home
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Society is often understood as something we enter later—through school, work, and institutions. But long before we encounter formal systems, we are shaped by another one: the home. It is the first system we experience, the first place where we learn what is normal and who we are allowed to be. And it is not something we choose.

Learning Before We Are Taught

As children, we are not passive. We explore, test, imagine, and question. Curiosity comes naturally; it does not need to be taught. Growing up in the 1970s, childhood looked very different. There was little supervision, few safety measures, and almost no structured activity. We spent our days outside—climbing trees, building things that barely worked, inventing games with whatever we could find.

We failed constantly. We got hurt, argued, took risks, and solved problems without instructions. No one intervened unless something went seriously wrong. Learning happened through experience rather than explanation. It was unstructured, imperfect, and often chaotic, but it built something important: resilience, independence, problem-solving skills, and a sense of agency. We learned not just how to do things, but how to relate to the world.

The Invisible Design of Home

Every home creates a different kind of human. Some homes encourage exploration, while others prioritise safety and control. Some reward independence; others demand obedience. These differences are rarely intentional. Parents don’t usually think of themselves as designing a system, but through everyday actions—rules, reactions, and habits—they shape how a child understands authority, risk, emotion, and self-worth.

Children absorb these patterns long before they can question them. What feels “normal” is simply what was experienced first.

Autonomy and the Sense of Self

One of the most important lessons learned at home is whether we have control over ourselves. Bodily autonomy—the understanding that we have a right to decide what happens to our own bodies—is not something that suddenly appears in adulthood. It is formed early, often without being named.

A child who is listened to learns that their voice matters. A child whose boundaries are respected learns that they have boundaries. Even in situations where adults must take control—feeding, washing, and caring—the way it is done matters. Explaining actions, acknowledging discomfort, and involving the child where possible communicates something deeper: that they are part of what happens to them.

When this is absent, a different lesson can form—that others decide for you. Over time, this shapes not only behaviour, but identity.
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When Control Replaces Understanding

In many homes, authority is exercised without explanation. “Because I said so” becomes a default response. It is efficient and maintains order, but it also teaches something unintended: that power does not need to justify itself.

Children learn to comply before they learn to understand. They may behave correctly, but they don’t necessarily develop judgement. They learn when to follow rules, not how to evaluate them. This distinction becomes important later, when they encounter larger systems that expect the same kind of compliance.

The Formation of Identity

Home is where we first encounter approval and disapproval, belonging and exclusion, encouragement and criticism. It is where confidence or self-doubt often begins.

Some children are naturally more sensitive, more observant, and more affected by their environment. In supportive settings, these traits can become strengths—empathy, creativity, and depth of thinking. In rigid or dismissive environments, the same traits can become burdens. A child who feels deeply may learn to hide it, and a child who questions may learn to stop asking—not because they lack ability, but because the system does not accommodate it.

The First System We Carry Forward

By the time a child leaves home and enters school, they are not a blank slate. They already carry assumptions about authority, beliefs about themselves, and habits of thinking and reacting.
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