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Introduction


When I wrote this book in 1991, mobile phones were as big as bricks, and their use in public evoked the amused attention of bystanders. The internet had not been born, and the complete unravelling of the human genome would take nearly another decade.


Now, twenty years on, mobile phones and the internet and their multitudinous accoutrements and offshoots are aspects of the material world that pervade the lives of all of us — from toddlerhood onwards — and the malfunction or loss of these instrumental devices are experienced as major frustrations or even crises.


In principle, all our technological implements are designed to add ease and efficiency to our daily lives, and they give us forms of communication previously undreamt of. Yet, paradoxically, they have made all our activities evermore frenetic. Speed has become an addiction, whose ingestion we are persuaded is the means of satisfying our appetite for time, but they actually provide only fleeting illusions of time gained while creating an ever-increasing craving for it. In the developed world — and in the aspirations of the rest of the world — money is abundant and time very scarce, which inevitably influences our interactions with our children as well as every other aspect of our lives.


Family life in its non-material forms has also been subjected to accelerating change that has added stressful complexity to the relationship of parents to their children. Divorce is so widespread as to be almost the norm, and many children find themselves with half-siblings (sometimes from both of their parents), stepbrothers and sisters, and step-parents, creating problems that need to be confronted and not always amiably overcome, especially around Christmas and other holidays.


Extended families are now often spread around the world and many children and their grandparents are bereft of the frequent lovingly influential relationship between them that used to be the norm; the media provoke children into unhealthy sexual precocity that parents have to work hard to counteract; moral relativity has increased with the decline of religious observance, leaving parents unsupported by consensual moral norms that they used to be able confidently to rely on.


Yet as well as all these singular factors that beset contemporary life in the Western cultures with which we are familiar, there are still many timeless and immutable factors that inform the relationship of parents to their children, and nearly all of what I wrote in this book twenty years ago is as valid today as it was then.


My credentials for writing this book are that I am the mother of two children and four now grown-up grandchildren and have been an individual and family psychotherapist for the past thirty-five years. In the light of relevant societal changes, I have updated a number of topics in this edition, especially Working Mothers, and I have added the topic, Fatherhood.


In nearly all the entries, the opinions and attitudes expressed rest on the received wisdom of the psychoanalytic view of child development (based on the genius of Freud) combined with the wisdom of the theory of Transactional Analysis (based on the genius of Eric Berne). Where I have added the gloss of my own experience, I accept that my opinions and attitudes may occasionally come across as exaggerated or dogmatic, the price I am willing to pay for the confidence of my convictions.


The only demand made of each reader of this book, is that you accept without scepticism the fundamental assumption of Psychoanalysis — that is, that the unconscious mind exists. Thereafter you must accept that the unconscious covertly influences a great deal of our sometimes contrary conscious minds; and that the experiences of our earliest years of life profoundly determine virtually all we experience in the rest of our lives. Once these assumptions are accepted — and they are at the core of most psychotherapeutic practice the world over — the quintessential importance of the psychological relationship between parents and children will be much more fully appreciated and understood.


As well as implying enormous responsibility, there is no greater power on earth than that automatically bestowed on people when they become parents: the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world. Furthermore, becoming a parent is the natural final stage in functional maturation. That is, it bestows on us, willy-nilly, the joy of love — willingly making another person’s well-being and happiness as important (if not more important) than our own.


Parenthood is a constant tightrope act, a creative struggle to find and maintain the just-right balance between encouragement and constraint, permission and frustration of desire throughout the ever-changing developmental needs of children. As the 17th-century philosopher, John Locke, put so beautifully:




To avoid the danger that is on either hand is the great art; and he that has found a way how to keep up a child’s spirit, easy, active and free and yet, at the same time, to restrain him from many things he has a mind to, and to drive him to things that are uneasy to him; he, I say, that knows how to reconcile these seeming contradictions has in my opinion got the true secret of education.





We also have to accept that in our creative struggles in rearing our children — as in all creative endeavours — we are not ‘perfect’, but humanly frail. While we may consciously determine not to commit on our children the sins that our parents inflicted on us, we will inevitably — consciously or unconsciously — commit other sins, which our children, in turn, will determinedly avoid in the rearing of their children. And what of the genetically determined characteristics in both ourselves and our children that so obviously limit our own abilities to be all that we might want to be to our children, and limit our children’s abilities to benefit from what we are able and willing to offer them? Now we know, more than ever before, the reality of the power of our 25,000 genes and the mixed-and-matchness of them in our children. But the very recently born science of epigentics bears witness to the power of environmental influences in determining the way our genes express themselves, which influences can even be transmitted to future generations. ‘Nature’ and ‘nurture’ are no longer in competition, but inextricably entwined in the fascinating complexity of our interactions with our children. Despite all its headaches and heartaches, for the vast majority of people parenthood is still the most worth-while task in the world and potentially the profoundest and most unassailable meaning we may give to our lives.


In everything we do in our lives, and probably especially in the task of being a parent, we are bound to accept our impotence as well as our power, our badness as well as our goodness, our failures as well as our successes. And, ironically, it is in being ‘good enough’ rather than ‘perfect’ parents that we love our children best, because only by eventually perceiving their parents as good and powerful and loveworthy and humanly flawed, are grown-up children able to attain full self-esteem and confidence in the face of their awareness of their own flawed nature. Some of the most frightened and unhappy grown-ups are so by virtue of having been imbued with the idea of their parents’ unassailable ‘perfection’.


I hope that this book will help you in achieving the greater fulfilment of your parenthood through the awareness I offer you to add to your love. If you know what you are doing and why, you will not only enjoy it more, but will carry it out with greater success.


The first section of this book is an overview of the broad psychological stages through which all human beings develop from birth to young adulthood. It is based on the theories of Freud and Berne and you may find it gives you additional insight and understanding on aspects of child behaviour and development. Some of the concepts may sound extreme but do not be put off by them; they are the basis for much work in child and family psychology. I include them in order for you to understand more fully the advice I give in the A-Z section.


The broad stages of development are Birth to Six Months, Six Months to One Year, One to Three, Three to Six, Six to Twelve, Twelve to Sixteen, and Sixteen and Up.


The second section of this book is an alphabetically compiled compendium of topics concerning specific issues that may arise in any or all of the general stages of development. Each entry is dealt with as concisely or as lengthily as I have felt necessary to delineate the general nature of the issue and its appropriate handling; but, for each topic, reference is made to other, related topics, to help you home in on the precise issue that concerns you. Where necessary I also recommend reference to the relevant general stage of development, in order to place the symptom and its significance in its appropriate context. For example, transient stealing in adolescence is far less significant than it is at age eight; and school phobia is far less significant at age five than it is at twelve. Any symptom — be it a normal variation of personality or a sign of significant psychological dis-ease — should always be thought about in terms specific to a particular child at a particular time in a particular context, rather than be presumed to have a singular meaning in itself.


Although this book is about the specific psychological relationship of parents to their children, I hope that you may also find in it many insights that facilitate your effectiveness in your dealings with people in general, particularly in interactions with intimate others, not only with your children. However, it always needs to be borne in mind that the relationship between parents and children is uniquely asymmetrical: parents are utterly responsible for their children, children are not at all responsible for their parents.




Mavis Klein, London,


August 2012













PART ONE
The Seven Stages of Childhood



BIRTH TO SIX MONTHS


Newborn babies express with unself-conscious explicitness the core truth about all human beings, namely that we are utterly self-seeking and care for nothing and nobody as much as our own self-preservation in the first place, and the immediate gratification of our every desire and impulse in the second place. Those of us who are not very young babies realize that we cannot fulfil our selfish wants without the help of others — who are also, at core, utterly selfish — and so we know we have to give them some of what they want in order for them to be willing to give us some of what we want. Fortunately for newborn babies, the maternal instinct by and large ensures that mothers are uniquely willing, at this time, to be genuinely altruistic in fulfilling all of their baby’s desires to the best of their ability, without considering the fulfilment of their own desires or needs.


In the beginning, it may be inferred, our first cry, on being born, is the expression of our first experience of (painful) unfulfilled desire. We have emerged from the condition of having all our needs met without having to do anything; now we have to breathe and cry. We have no concept of ourselves or of anyone else; the universe and ourselves are one. The only distinctions we make are of total satisfaction — in which case we are either feeding or asleep — or of total pain — in which case the universe consists wholly of our screaming desire for food or the elimination of other bodily pain.


For newborn babies, the loving skin-to-skin contact given them by their parents is as vital to their survival as food, and most parents instinctively give their babies this, and most babies grow and thrive. A contented baby held lovingly in its mother’s arms is the epitome of bliss, to which state of being we all long to return (and come closest to in the ecstasy of sexual orgasm with a partner whom we passionately desire).


The unconditional, self-abnegating love that a healthy mother gives her newborn baby effectively says to the baby, ‘I love you because you are you, irrespective of anything you do to please or displease me.’ This is the basis of the child experiencing trust in the essential benevolence of the universe, which is the necessary precondition for the healthy progress of the child through all the other developmental stages to maturity. All babies, between birth and six months, are universally demanding, completely self-centred, spontaneous, honest, and uninhibited. The fully accepting responsiveness that parents exhibit to their baby at this stage will ensure in their child a lifelong capacity, spontaneously and joyously, to express his or her emotions and desires.


SIX MONTHS TO ONE YEAR


In the second half of the first year of life, the child begins to ‘know’ things in a quite explicit way, and he is pre-eminently motivated to know more and more through his exploration of the environment. Exhausting as his new-found mobility is for his mother, it is crucially important for the child’s healthy development at this stage for him to be physically constrained only as often as is absolutely necessary for his safety. Remove your own precious things out of his reach for a few months (until, by about one year of age, he is capable of understanding ‘No’ and, indeed, needs to learn to respond adaptively to your prohibitions), rather than lock him in a playpen. The child’s exploratory drive from six to twelve months of age is the foundation of his lifelong capacity for joyous play and creativity, and inhibiting him now will permanently inhibit his spontaneity and his creativity. (It has actually been shown that children of about seven or eight who were, as infants, regularly put in a playpen, are less competent at reading and writing than those who were not so imprisoned.) This is the stage when parents’ essential responsibility is to give their child permission to play and explore, and these permissions, if granted now, will result in their enhanced pleasurable expression by the child throughout his or her life.


The child now knows he is a separate being from his mother and is poignantly aware of his dependence on her for his survival. He now experiences his first real fear — that his mother will abandon him — manifest as ‘separation anxiety’, which reaches its peak between about eight and ten months of age. To make his fear of abandonment tolerable, towards the end of the first year of his life the child learns to enjoy playing ‘peek-a-boo’, through which he pretends his mother has left him, but makes her come back, at his bidding, when he takes his hands away from his eyes. The tension of his fear is dissolved in the ensuing laughter. This game continues to be played by human beings throughout their lives in the thrills they get from pretend life-threatening experiences, such as riding the big-dipper.


ONE TO THREE


In the interests of the child’s safety and socialization, and the preservation of the parents’ sanity, it becomes necessary, from about one year of age, to inhibit and constrain some of the child’s natural impulses with a large number of ‘Don’ts’. These ‘Don’ts’ have to be imposed both verbally and physically by parents on a child of this age because the child has neither the knowledge nor the care and consideration for himself or others that would enable him voluntarily, for example, not to tear his parents’ books up, not to scream for what he wants, and not to jump off a sixth-floor balcony. So at this stage parents are bound to inculcate fear of retribution into their child, with sufficient power that the child internalizes their punitive wrath in his own mind.


An angry look or forceful bodily removal of the child, accompanied by ‘Don’t touch the stove’, ‘Don’t pull the cat’s tail’, ‘Don’t scream’, ‘Don’t pick your nose’, ‘Don’t take…’, ‘Don’t hurt…’ quickly become a part of the child’s own mind, after which he automatically responds to these prohibitions even when his parents are not around. If he disobeys a prohibition, he no longer needs Mother or Father to stop him or give him an angry look; he stops himself, by giving himself the appropriately inculcated bad feeling previously imposed on him by his parents, and may even remonstrate aloud with himself, such as by shaking his head and saying ‘No, no’ by the time he gets within two feet of the stove, the cat’s tail, etc. This simple, mindless obedience is the precursor of the morality (which develops from three to six years of age), which will later inhibit his self-destructive and anti-social impulses with justifications that he will then be capable of understanding due to his also developed reasoning ability.


Thus the one to three year old is, of necessity, constrained by punishment and the fear of it. The impulses in the child that are inhibited by the ‘Don’ts’ imposed on him at this time will, by and large, be inhibited in him for the rest of his life. Any transgression of these inhibitions will make him feel very bad indeed about himself — also for the rest of his life.


So it is of the utmost importance at this stage of a child’s development for parents scrupulously to monitor their own motives whenever they impose a ‘Don’t’, and to limit them to those that are truly necessary for the preservation of the child’s safety and basic social acceptability. Many parents impose a large number of ‘Don’t’ on their child that serve no positive purposes at all, but are imposed merely through the parents’ laziness in choosing expediency over more effortful and positive ways of protecting and socializing the child. The child pays for such laziness in his parents with the pain of unnecessary inhibitions for the rest of his life.


Furthermore, parents may transmit ‘Don’ts’ to their child that represent their own unnecessary, painful ‘hang-ups’. These ‘Don’ts’ are usually transmitted covertly and non-verbally (and so more powerfully, because actions speak louder than words). For example, a young child pushed away when he tries to clamber on to his father’s knee probably receives the inhibitory message, ‘Don’t be close’, and is always likely to have difficulty in forming intimate relationships. An embarrassed look on the face of a mother whose child says, ‘I hate my brother’ is likely to be received as ‘Don’t express bad feelings’, and the child is likely to be rigidly polite and inauthentic in his emotional expressiveness for the rest of his life. An angry look given to a child who praises himself for something he has done well, is usually taken by the child to mean, ‘Don’t succeed’, and he is likely chronically to judge himself a failure, irrespective of his actual accomplishments. And a disgusted look given to a child who has accidentally soiled his pants most likely means, ‘Don’t feel good about yourself,’ and this child will grow up to be a perfectionist who chronically feels guilty about his own behaviour and is critically blemishing of other people as well.


While it is probably the case that only a minority of parents scrupulously and self-consciously seek to avoid passing on their own hang-ups to their child, all normally loving parents instinctively make an effort more often to protect and socialize their children by rewards rather than by punishment. Many — but perhaps too few! — parents realize that, for example, ‘Mummy is cross with you when you make a lot of noise’ will as surely create a grown-up woman who is noisy (and feels bad about herself for this) as ‘What a good girl being so quiet’ will create a grown-up woman who is generally quiet and feels good about herself for this). So always, if at all possible, at this most receptive stage of development, mould a child’s behaviour by praise not blame, by ‘Do’s’ not ‘Don’ts’, by reward not punishment. It may take a little extra effort to translate an impulse to ‘No’ into a somewhat more complicated encouragement to do something to which you can say yes, but the effect on your child will be enormously enhancing of her self-esteem — now and for the rest of her life.


Between the ages of one and three, alongside the crucially significant inhibitions that are developed in the child, the child’s reasoning ability is also emerging and growing, and is expressed in the acquisition of objective knowledge and skills. The abundant praise that loving parents normally give their child for every new skill or piece of knowledge he exhibits, not only makes the child feel good about himself, but also reinforces the child’s impulses for knowledge and competence, and enhances his ability, for the rest of his life, to enjoy activities that do not necessitate interactions with other people. This ‘self-sufficiency’ is, of course, of the utmost value when, for any reason, throughout life, others are not available to provide mental or emotional stimulation. From one to three, growing self-sufficient competency is largely manifest in practical skills, such as in the child fully feeding himself, building a tower of blocks, blowing his nose, pouring water from one container to another, and, above all else, in the acquisition of language.


The child is now aware that his parents’ (and others’) loving approval of him is by no means unconditional. He knows that he must be ‘good’ to get the approval he wants. But he does not yet have a moral code with which to justify his ‘good’ behaviour. Notwithstanding any apparently ‘caring’ or ‘sharing’ behaviour he may display or words he may utter, these are actually only mechanically imitative of his parents.


From one to three, the orientation of the child’s self-esteem is centred around the fear of retribution, his defence against which is obedience.


THREE TO SIX


(In this section, as well as in other parts of this book referring to sexual stages, I limit myself to the delineation of normative heterosexual development. I believe that the divergent nature of homosexuality is not just ‘the opposite’ of heterosexuality but has its singular psychological correlates that I do not have the expertise to delineate.)


Between the ages of three and six every girl falls in love with her father, wants to get rid of her mother in order to possess him, and has to come to terms with the realities that she can neither possess her father nor get rid of her mother. She is forced to compromise her desires and, ideally, she reconciles herself to her frustration by deciding, ‘When I grow up I am going to be a lady like Mummy and marry a man like Daddy.’


Between the ages of three and six every boy falls in love with his mother, wants to get rid of his father in order to possess her, and has to come to terms with the realities that he can neither possess his mother nor get rid of his father. He is forced to compromise his desires and, ideally, he reconciles himself to his frustration by deciding, ‘When I grow up I am going to be a man like Daddy and marry a lady like Mummy.’


The parents’ roles at this stage of the child’s development demand that they, too, express the best possible compromise between reinforcing the child’s proto-sexual self-esteem while denying it the specific gratification it presently seeks. The boy wants to feel that his mother loves him more than she loves her father; the girl wants to feel that her father loves her more than he loves her mother. It is imperative that the child be defeated in this aim. The child experiencing him — or herself to be the victor in this battle is one of the greatest tragedies that can occur with respect to his or her subsequent lifelong ability to form satisfying relationships with the opposite sex and, indeed, to establish and maintain a satisfying self-image and satisfying attitudes to the world and life in general.


The Oedipal battle, played out by mother, father, and child is overwhelmingly the most deterministic experience in the formation of our individuality and our relationship propensities and needs for the rest of our lives. For essentially healthy functioning throughout his or her life, the Oedipal battle must be lost by the child.


On the other hand, the subsequent healthy sexual self-esteem of the child also depends on the receipt of a loving response from the opposite-sexed parent to his or her crypto-sexual overtures. A girl profoundly needs her father, at this stage, to express admiration for her looks and her clothes and to pay homage to her sweetness and her charm; and a boy profoundly needs his mother, at this stage, to express admiration for his attempts to impress her with his strength and bravery and power. Thus, when Daddy comes home from work and his daughter rushes to kiss him before Mummy can, a loving mother understandingly allows this to happen, and a loving father plays with his daughter for a while before firmly telling her that it is time for them to stop playing because he wants to talk to and cuddle Mummy. And when Daddy comes home from work, a loving mother insistently pushes her son away from her, telling him she wants to be with Daddy now that he has come home, but that, after dinner Daddy will play with him.


From this proto-typical scenario it is evident that girls’ and boys’ experiences of the Oedipal stage are not symmetrical. Both girls and boys needed to be granted some gratification of their possessive attachment to their opposite-sexed parent, while at the same time being somewhat coercively propelled into relinquishing that possessiveness in favour of modelling themselves, by identification, on the attributes of their same-sexed parent. But both boys and girls typically spend much more time with their mothers than their fathers, so a boy’s possessive attachment to his mother is likely to be greater than a girl’s possessive attachment to her father. In the ordinary course of events, a boy has to struggle harder to free himself from his mother and attain his sexual autonomy than a girl has to struggle to free herself from her father and attain her sexual autonomy.


What emerges out of all of this is the child’s character, which, broadly speaking, is his or her morality and ability appropriately both to control and nurture his or her own and others’ impulses (aggressive and sexual) in the light of recognition of the need to compromise between his or her own and others’ desires. The child is now able appropriately sometimes to feel responsible or guilty, and sometimes to blame others. The child is also now capable of sharing and caring responses towards other people, and a considerable degree of self-discipline in maintaining his or her own general well-being. Now he understands the ‘reason’ for many of the prohibitions that were imposed on him from one to three which, at that time, he was made non-comprehendingly simply to obey. Now he fears the retribution of his own conscience as much as the withdrawal of love of his mother and father.


Also at this time, with his or her newly-acquired moral code, the child’s behaviour is broadened by virtue of added flexibility. For example, as a two-year-old he may have been made to accept that he was never allowed to eat chocolate after 7 p.m., and he fearfully obeyed this prohibition just because Mummy or Daddy said so. Now, as a six-year-old, he understands the general principle that sugar causes tooth decay, which must be protected against by tooth-brushing, so he may quite self-righteously choose to eat some chocolate after 7 p.m. (at which time he cleaned his teeth), so long as he cleans them again after eating the chocolate. A two-year-old may imitatively ‘share’ some chocolate with her dolly and ‘eat it for her’, but a six-year-old is capable of truly sharing a bar of chocolate with a friend. And a six-year-old is, in principle, capable of understanding such concepts as ‘a white lie’, where a smaller ‘good’ is sacrificed to a larger one.


The child now knows that ‘giving’ as well as ‘taking’ is inevitably demanded of him if he is to receive the loving attention he wants from others. From now on, he or she is implicitly aware that tenderness and aggression have to be balanced in the expression of his or her desire for intimacy with others. Unresolved symbiotic attachment to the opposite-sexed parent will incline the child, throughout his life, to too much tenderness, that is, to an underdeveloped ability to express lusty sexual desire and eroticism. Undissolved symbiotic attachment to the same-sexed parent will incline the child, throughout his life, to too much aggression in his or her sexual relationships, that is, an underdeveloped ability to love him or herself and, therefore, others.


From three to six, at a deep level, the self-esteem of a boy is centrally threatened by the fear of castration, and the self-esteem of a girl is centrally threatened by the fear of being undesirable. The defence against these fears is the child’s willingness to compromise between his or her desires and the desires of others.


From the evidence of children brought up in orphanages or communes or in the absence of one of their parents, it would seem that the Oedipus complex is, at least partly, biologically precipitated into the experience of three-to six-year-old children, irrespective of external reality. And any child in our culture who has somehow managed to bypass the Oedipal battle will inevitably be severely handicapped throughout his or her life by the gaps in his experience that should be filled with beliefs about a multitude of experiences (including aggression, love, blame, guilt, envy, jealousy, rivalry, ambition, power, and revenge), the knowledge of which is learned through the Oedipal battle and constitutes emotional literacy. The experience of the Oedipus complex is crucial in determining the qualities of the child’s subsequent relationships and his or her attitudes to nearly everything else in life as well, and — from my experience as a psychotherapist — I can vouch for the fact that deviations from the norm of the eternal triangle of mother, father, and child are likely to overwhelm in significance all other experiences combined in the child’s development from birth to maturity.


SIX TO TWELVE


This period of development is called ‘latency’ in psychoanalytic theory, because sexuality (which Psychoanalysis understands to be the basic life-force in us throughout life) is temporarily suppressed in favour of intellectual development, and social learning through identification with same-sexed peers. It is as if, recoiling bruised from his or her rejection in love (from three to six), the child now seeks compensation in control over external reality through the acquisition of knowledge and competence and growing identification with the ways of being and doing of his or her same-sexed parent and same-sexed peers. The pain of love is defended against with a ‘yuk’ attitude towards the opposite sex, although the suppression of the heterosexual impulse is far from complete, and ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours’ is a popular and frequent intermission in the aggressive hostility between the sexes that characterizes this stage of development.


Much of the child’s healthy development is now in the hands of her teachers, who instruct her and reinforce the culturally demanded skills of literacy, numeracy, and sociability. Subsidiarily, parents typically expand their child’s knowledge and interests in the world at large by taking her on outings, arranging swimming and music lessons, etc.


In general, the child is a much less emotional being now than she ever has been before or ever will be again, and is therefore less vulnerable than at any other stage of her development to traumatization by contingent stresses that may beset her or her family. So now is the best time — if needs be — for parents to separate and divorce, because the child is more able now than at other stages of her development to ‘take it in her stride’. (Contrary to much popular misunderstanding, a child’s emotional vulnerability to her parents’ divorce — or other stressful circumstances — does not decrease uniformly with age: twelve to sixteen is probably the most vulnerable age of all.)


But turning away from the quest for (painful) sexual love in favour of autonomous control of the external environment exacts its fearful price, too. The quest for omnipotence is poignantly linked to the awareness of our mortality, and the six-to twelve-year old child realistically knows about death in general and that she, too, must one day die. Her fear of death may be a closely guarded secret, observable only in the many obsessive-compulsive rituals and magical rites she surrounds herself with in her fearful bid to ‘stop bad things happening’. More defiantly, she may revel in war games, horror stories, and violent films — the more gruesome the better — although girls are more inclined (in accordance with their anatomy?) to prefer psychological to physical viciousness. However, these attitudes are only partly successful defences against the fear of death, which is the greatest threat to the child’s confidence at this time. Cynicism and depression are more often experienced by a child during this stage of development than is commonly realized. But if parents themselves have a wholesomely positive attitude to life they need not fear that their child’s transient negativity will be lasting.


TWELVE TO SIXTEEN (PUBERTY)


At puberty the child is suddenly overwhelmed by a biologically-determined surge of sexual-aggressive energy, and manifestly demands its fulfilment as if in infancy again. But he or she is not an infant and cannot escape the established realities of his conditioning, his reasoning, and his morality. Much as he might wish, he cannot escape into the naivety of infancy, but nor are his reasoning and his morality powerful enough to contain the insistent demands of his libido. What he does to help himself is to revert to the conditioning he experienced from one to three and turn it upside down. In response to all the ‘Don’ts’ to which he was, from one to three, essentially obedient, he is now essentially rebellious. Discounting as far as he possibly can all the good sense of his later-developed reasoning and morality, he justifies, as far as he possibly can, the expression of his sexual and aggressive impulses with the obverse of all that he was taught from one to three; all the ‘Don’ts’ now become ‘Do’s’. He behaves rudely, inconsiderately, and often with scant regard for his own safety and well-being. He is much less trustworthy, less reliable, and less sensible than he was when he was ten. He treats his parents with the disdain, contempt and anger due to them as the gaolers he perceives them to be.


Loving parents know that all this is the natural and healthy way for their child to be at this stage of his or her development, and that their task is to walk the tightrope of tolerating just so much and no more. (Any parents who, in comparing notes with other parents of pubescent children smugly insist that their children are ‘no trouble at all’ are actually revealing that their children are seriously pathologically repressed. Sooner or later these children will be beset with incapacitating psychological handicaps in their grown-up lives, for which their parents will rightly be held responsible.) But since the child now utterly disregards their approval, parents have to struggle to find sanctions they can effectively impose on him. Often the granting and withholding of money — which the child now explicitly wants and needs for libidinous display purposes — is the only power parents maintain over their child at this time, and they may use it to manipulate him into minimal acquiescence to their demands of him. Appeals to the child’s better nature are a waste of time; he has virtually no ‘better nature’ now.


To a large extent puberty is a recapitulation and honing of the one-to three-year-old stage. At that pre-Oedipal stage, obedience was, for the child, generally a small price to pay for the maintenance of the love of his parents, who overwhelmingly provided him with his greatest interpersonal gratifications. Now, post-Oedipally and with his newly-acquired and overwhelmingly powerful genital sexual impulses, his parents no longer fulfil his most imperative needs. Thus, at this time, it is as if he regrets having ‘given’ (in his obedience) to the wrong people, and he seeks to correct this ‘mistake’ by rebellion against them. Not until he has proudly and happily established a secure sexual relationship for himself will his parents cease to be the threat to his autonomy and sexual gratification that they now seem to him to be. Then, ideally, his relationship to them will revert to the pre-Oedipal quality of asexual mutual love they all once knew. For the time being, the child must struggle through his confusion while his parents poignantly accept the present necessity for things to be as they are, and it is of the utmost importance that parents never express — nor even allow themselves to experience —‘hurt feelings’ for the insulting and hateful attributions the child so often hurls at them at this time. Parents feeling ‘hurt by’ their child (at any stage of his or her development) can only induce unhealthy guilt in the child and, at this stage in particular, the child needs to be given permission to feel and to express hostility and rebellion which he now needs to do for his healthy development.


This does not, of course, mean that parents set no controlling limits on their child’s behaviour or speech. Their child needs to perceive them both as emotionally invulnerable to his assaults on them, and more powerful than he is in determining the limits of his rudeness, rebellion, etc.


Transitionally, in our culture, before the child is mature enough emotionally to be encouraged to express his full genital sexuality, he finds a temporary salve to his self-esteem through exaggerated identification with his same-sexed peer group. This is comparatively easy for him because it is a natural extension of the same-sexed friendships he became competent in during latency, although this may now precipitate some homosexual impulses, which may be expressed physically (but often only emotionally, especially in girls).
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