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Introduction



Control: The capacity to manage, master, dominate, exercise power over, regulate, influence, curb, suppress, or restrain.

Control is a rich and resonant word, a word that evokes strong feelings, a word that is familiar to the tongue, for it touches on lifelong concerns with power and helplessness, with freedom and limitations, with doing and being done to, with who’s on top, with whether we see ourselves as someone who goes out and gets what we want or as someone who, for the most part, takes what we get. Control is a hard-edged word; it has—at least it seems to have—no poetry in it. It’s something we want, need, seize, fear, lose, give up. In our feelings about our place in the world, in how we define ourselves, in our personal and professional relationships, we—consciously or unconsciously, positively or negatively—are constantly dealing with issues of control.

Do you think that control is always a negative concept? I’d like to persuade you of another view. Do you think that concerns with control do not apply to how you live or who you are? I’ll argue that they apply both to me and to you. For when we can’t walk one more step and yet we keep walking, when we learn something new by practicing every day, when we give ourselves over to blistering rage or to passion, when we fall off our diet and onto a crème brûlée, when we say we can’t help what we do or resent what we do or deplore what we do and yet we still do it, when we force our nearest and dearest to do it our way, we are—though perhaps we don’t know it, or perhaps we call it by another name—taking, or giving up, or abusing control.

We are constantly dealing with issues of control.

Control enough to shape our own fate—or are we shaped by our genes?

Control enough to master a skill, to work toward a goal, to finish what we start.

Control of our sexuality.

Control enough to manage on our own.

Control enough to hold ourselves up to certain moral standards and to hold ourselves responsible when we fall short.

Control within our marital relationships.

Control within our professional relationships.

Control of our adult children—don’t they need us to tell them how to live their lives?

Control as something we sometimes surrender, either by choice or necessity.

Control in the wake of misfortune.

Control of our death.

Whether or not we believe we possess it, whether we rush to embrace it or claim to shun it, most of us want some control—sufficient control, sometimes total control—over ourselves, and over other people, and over the events with which we’re involved.

Our feelings about control are expressed in our early sense of competence or powerlessness, in our power struggles during adolescence, in where and with whom and how often we make love, in how much aching regret and unfinished business we’ll be dealing with when we die. Our beliefs about having control determine whether or not our small and large losses defeat us, how easily we quit, and how hard we try. Our strategies of control, when the point of control is to get our own way, include intimidation, recrimination, negotiation, the laying on of guilt, persuasion, flattery—and repetition, sometimes known as nagging. Our relinquishing of control may be a bitter failure, a facing of hard realities, or a willing, indeed eager, acquiescence.

Thinking about control can explain why “helpless” Kathy calls all the shots in the marriage; why Tom keeps losing job after job after job; why control-freak Vicky has to dine at precisely 7:00 P.M.; why criminals and other bad guys insist that, although they did it, and although they agree that it was wrong to do it, it isn’t their fault. Thinking about control can explain why we let ourselves remain in a hopeless relationship; how an offer of help may be a power ploy; why persistence isn’t invariably a virtue; and when we’re allowed to enjoy the pleasure of saying, “This is not my responsibility”

In some of their definitions the word “control” and the word “power” are synonymous. I’ll sometimes be using them interchangeably. I’ll also be making the point—I’ll be making this point repeatedly—that while most of us endeavor to mold the events of our lives to meet our personal needs, the control we exercise over ourselves, over others, and over what happens to us is almost always highly imperfect control.

In writing this book, I’ve drawn on the work of biological scientists, social scientists, psychoanalysts, philosophers, and others who, directly and sometimes very indirectly, examine the multiple aspects of control.I I’ve drawn, as well, on public reports and (with identities masked) on private case histories, and on the truths to be found in fiction and poems. In addition I’ve talked with children and parents, husbands and wives and lovers, victims and survivors, employees and bosses, focusing on people whose place in society and the economy allows for the possibility of control. And I’ve had some things to say about my own control concerns, both past and pending.

Don’t look to this book for “Ten Easy Steps to Improving Your Self-Control,” or “How to Get Your Husband or Wife to Obey.” I’m afraid you will have to seek elsewhere for prescriptions. But I’m hoping to persuade you that the ways we deal with control can enrich or diminish us, and can shape our relationships for good or for ill. I’m hoping to show why experiences you’ve known by other names can be called “control.” I’m asking you to recognize (as I, with some shudders and sighs, have been learning to do) when the control we claim is too much or too little. And I trust that this recognition, this greater awareness, will enable us to make freer and wiser choices.

For I continue to believe that consciousness helps. I continue to believe that knowing where it is we’re going really helps. I believe that constructive change begins when we’re finally able to say, “There I go again,” or “That’s what I’m doing.” I also believe that by understanding how issues of control pervade our lives, we eventually may achieve a better balancing of power and surrender, better—albeit still imperfect—control.

Judith Viorst

Washington, D.C.



I. Information on all the source material and further elaboration on some of the points can be found in the "Notes and Elaborations" section.
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How Free to Be?

Humanity cannot be cut adrift from its own biology, but neither is it enchained by it.

—Not in Our Genes

It seems foolish to speak of control when so many forces, inner and outer, have the power to sweep away our plans and dreams, when earthquakes and ice storms and plagues and wars, both literal and psychic, can undermine our dearest, most urgent intentions. Yet most of us behave as if we’re the authors of our own fate, as if the ground is steady beneath our feet, as if we can rise every morning and enter into a life that we will be able to shape by our needs, our choices, our actions, and our will.

Most of us behave as if we do possess significant control.

We acknowledge, of course, that we have no control over natural disasters, over what are usually known as acts of God, though perhaps we will try to limit our exquisite vulnerability by setting up house far from storm-hammered coasts and faults in the earth. We’re also prepared to acknowledge that we cannot impose control over the random Russian roulettes of life, though perhaps we will try to reduce the odds of being cut down by the madman with a gun by sedulously avoiding walks on the wild side. We’ll furthermore grant that early events—events beyond our control—can give us, or deprive us of, a capacity to love and trust and hope, take pride in ourselves, feel concern for others. We’ll even grant that a lifetime of diligent flossing and antioxidants may not keep us safe from periodontists or cancer.

But aside from cancer and gum disease and madmen and acts of God, and in spite of inadequate parents or social inequities, we continue to believe in our freedom to get where we’re going, to be what we strive to be. Possessed of a view of an infinitely flexible, fixable self, a self unconstrained by fate or destiny, we place our trust in personal control.

And so I will promise I’ll have that work finished three weeks from tomorrow, and swear to myself I’ll be seven pounds lighter by May. And I draw up my daily list—I am devoted to making lists—of THINGS THAT I AM GOING TO DO TODAY, confident that before the day is done I’ll have checked off almost every item. As for my larger ambitions, like mastering French, like achieving upper-arm definition, like learning to keep my mouth shut when there’s something I’m bursting to say but shouldn’t say, I believe that—though not yet achieved—they are surely achievable. Early in life I was taught—we’re all taught—that where there’s a will there’s a way, which is why we keep making those New Year’s resolutions, which is why we remain convinced (often in spite of compelling evidence to the contrary) that we really can do it and be it, that we’re in control.

And if, in our striving to do and to be, we fall somewhat short of our goals, we still don’t lose faith in our fixability—in our power to change and improve through determination and insight and effort and those courses and books that promise to teach us how . . .

. . . to take charge of our anger, our weight, our compulsive spending, our drinking, our time, our stress, our phobias.

. . . to overcome our shyness, our fear of flying, our fear of intimacy, our dependency.

. . . to acquire a good memory, a husband, a wife, a fortune, peace of mind.

. . . to improve our sexual pleasure, our intelligence, our character, our stomach muscles.

. . . to be in control.

But what do we mean by control when research has implicated our genes in everything from shyness to obesity? What do we mean by control when identical twins who have been reared in separate households display a host of eerily similar traits? What do we mean by control when serious scientists claim to have found a “happiness” gene, a “neurotic” gene, a “novelty-seeking” gene, and, yes, a “good mother” gene? What do we mean by control when no matter how hard we throw the apple, we find that it doesn’t fall too far from the tree?

•  •  •

Dodie had done the right thing, she was sure, by giving up her infant for adoption. She wanted him to have a decent life. And he couldn’t have a good life while she was still hooked up with Benjy, a so-called free spirit who warned her that he wasn’t letting some baby cramp his style. Three years later, Benjy was dead, a ravaged junkie in search of a fix in an alley, and Dodie, with bitter regret, knew she’d made the wrong choice. Then twenty-five years later she picked up the phone and heard a strangely familiar voice saying that he was her son and wanted to meet her.

Dodie, unmarried and childless and lonely, thought for a while she was getting a second chance. Finding her son was surely a dream come true. In addition, she was shamelessly proud of his young Marlon Brando good looks, so much like his father’s. But, like his father, he was a junkie too. And six months later he too was dead of an overdose.

How shall we understand the point of this story?

Must we interpret it genetically?

Does it mean we’re compelled by our genes to behave in certain ways?

And, if it does, how free are we to be?

•  •  •

Behavioral genetics has revived the age-old nature-nurture debate, a debate that is—in essence—about control. For if our genes make us fat or depressed or aggressive or addictive or dumb or gay, we may have to find a new way to talk about choice and change, free will and responsibility. It’s tempting, when confronting our failings, to comfort ourselves with the thought that they aren’t our fault, that we should not be blamed, that our belly or beastly behavior doesn’t derive from our character flaws but our DNA. Some of us, in fact, will passively settle for a state of genetic victimhood, willing to define ourselves as the helpless playthings of forces beyond our control. But most of us resist the idea that our genes are us, that we are enchained by biology. Most of us continue to claim free will.

“I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul.”

“Every man is the son of his own works.”

“The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves, that we are underlings.”

“And you and me are free to be you and me.”

Not quite.

For these declarations of freedom have been challenged by family, adoption, and twin research, especially the extensive research on identical twins raised separately from each other. Because their genes are the same and their environments—since an early age—dissimilar, these twins can help illuminate the influence of heredity on behavior.

It used to make sense to believe that identical twins who were raised together had similar traits because they were raised together, that, as a psychologist wrote in 1981, “Genes and glands are obviously important, but social learning also has a dramatic role. Imagine the enormous differences that would be found in the personalities of twins with identical genetic endowments if they were raised apart in two different families.”

Ah, yes, it makes perfect sense—except it’s wrong.

For substantial studies have shown that in a wide range of personality traits, in sexual orientation, in IQ, identical twins who are raised apart strikingly resemble one another. And even such characteristics as traditionalism and job satisfaction are also affected in part by heredity. As for personal quirks, consider these twins who meet for the first time as adults, and they’re both wearing seven rings, or they both have the habit of reading magazines back to front, or they both drink their coffee sugarless, black, and cold.

What do these similarities do to our concepts of choice and freedom?

What do they do to our concept of control?

•  •  •

Genetics helps explain the similarities we see in identical twins who were raised in separate households. It also helps explain the dramatic differences we see in non-twin siblings raised in the same household. For differences may arise from what has been called the “nature of nurture,” the child’s genetic influence on experience, meaning that to some extent we’re actively prompted by our genetic makeup to “elicit, select, seek out, or create” the specific environment in which we live.

A young boy enters the living room with a book, a deck of cards, and a jigsaw puzzle, and proceeds to finish the puzzle and build a house of cards, after which he curls up with The Cat in the Hat. His brother, in the same living room, sets a chair on top of the coffee table and stacks a couple of cushions on top of that, after which he uses this improvised ladder to climb on the mantelpiece and dive off. One has created a safe and cozy haven. The other has created a danger zone. Prompted, it seems, by their very own specific genetic makeup, they have created two very different environments.

The nature of nurture also shows up in the way we “get” our mothers and fathers to treat us, which may be distinctly different from the treatment our brothers and sisters will receive. For if we’re the cuddly type, our parents may give us more hugs and kisses than they give to our slow-to-warm-up, standoffish sister. And if we’re the stubborn type, we may prod our parents to sterner treatment than they ever impose on our less contentious sibs. My younger sister, for instance, always regarded our dad as a softie because, whenever he scolded her, he’d stop the minute her big blue eyes welled with tears. I found him a much more tyrannical man because, from my earliest years, I’d respond to his scoldings by sticking out my chin and saying provocatively, “Go ahead and spank me—I am right.” Because of genetic differences, non-twin brothers or sisters can experience the same family very differently, can grow up in the same house with the same mother and the same father and still, in effect, grow up in different homes, with different parents, in what has been described as a “nonshared environment.”

The flip side of this, which might help explain the similarities of twins reared apart, is that their genetic makeup may dispose them to elicit, select, or seek out similar experiences—including similar treatment from their parents—even when they grow up with different parents.

•  •  •

Other research findings—studies of temperament—also ask us to ponder the power of genes.

For we do not enter the world a blank slate, without qualities. We enter the world temperamentally predisposed. Some 20 percent of us, says Harvard developmental psychologist Jerome Kagan, are born with a physiology so swiftly aroused, so sensitive, that everything unfamiliar or strange seems a threat. Some 40 percent of us, at birth, possess a far less excitable physiology and are thus—by nature—less fearful, more relaxed.

A portion of supersensitives will develop what Kagan calls an “inhibited” temperament, responding to new experiences with caution and restraint, distress and avoidance. A portion of less-excitables will develop, in contrast, an “uninhibited” temperament, comfortable with the unexpected and risky, fearless in the face of the unknown. Such very different reactions to new situations and new people may color our moods and behavior throughout our lives, making some of us poets, Albert Einsteins, Bashfuls, nerds, or people who carry umbrellas on sunny days, and making some of us parachute jumpers, masters of the universe, Candides, Madonnas, senators, or sociopaths.

The inhibiteds tend toward activities that let them control and limit the novelties and uncertainties of life.

The uninhibiteds are willing to put themselves into all sorts of situations where they’re likely to confront unpredictable risks.

Discussions of temperament, present and past, always include these two types, though different labels may be used to describe them. Hippocrates called them melancholic and sanguine. Carl Gustav Jung called them introverted and extroverted. Parents and teachers today may simply call them shy and sociable, tense and happy-go-lucky, timid and bold. This isn’t to say that there aren’t as many temperaments as there are Baskin-Robbins flavors, but only that the inhibited and uninhibited temperaments are among the most familiar and best researched.

Few of us have temperaments that are undiluted examples of these extremes. And some of us have temperaments that combine, for instance, anxiety and aggression, or cautiousness and sociability. But all of us have surely encountered easy-to-recognize versions of Kagan’s types. And many of us, I suspect, could broadly place ourselves (and also our mates and our children) in the basically inhibited or basically uninhibited category

My youngest son, Alexander, for instance, arrived in this world a zesty and fearless adventurer—touching and testing and tasting and trying everything within reach, and (while we slept, unaware) climbing out of his crib and prowling perilously through the house. His reckless spirit, which over the years had us going steady with the emergency room, prompted him to drink turpentine, leap off tables, tumble from trees and canoes, walk on glass without shoes, find spaces his hand or his head could get into but not out of, and stand a stool on top of the jungle gym because he “wanted to make it go higher.” I’d urge him to sit down and color, but he never wanted to color. Hanging by his fingers above some lethal twelve-foot drop was so much more fun. Looking back at his childhood of broken bones, smashed teeth, concussions, burns, and stitches, I often wonder how he, or I, survived the thrill-seeking nature he was born with.

Alexander is now an adult. He races in minitriathalons. He mountain-bikes, but always with a helmet. His annual Thanksgiving football game, once a regular source of holiday injuries, was long ago (thankfully) shifted from tackle to touch. Having learned some hard life lessons, he is currently finding ways to get his kicks without taking foolish risks. But while he is (mostly) looking before he leaps, and while (with one recent exception) he is no longer being rushed to the emergency room, he remains—in temperament—the avid adventurer I first met when he was a brand-new baby boy.

•  •  •

Current studies of alcoholism, manic-depression, drug addiction, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and schizophrenia also highlight the influence of genes, though that influence appears to be much stronger in certain complaints than it is in others. There seems to be, for instance, a substantial genetic basis for schizophrenia, a finding that has offered many guilt-tormented mothers vast relief. And while there is still much to learn about the highly publicized obesity gene, it too is assuaging guilt—the guilt of those who keep losing and gaining, again and again, the same thirty pounds.

The search for links between genes and crime has also produced some—forgive me—arresting findings. A study, for example, in the city and county of Copenhagen, Denmark, found that 22 percent of the biological sons of criminal fathers—sons whose adoptive fathers had clean records—wound up turning into criminals too. But when the adoptive fathers, not the natural fathers, were criminals, just 11.5 percent of the sons became criminals. These findings, which show almost double the number of criminal father-son pairs when the relationship is biological, seem to suggest some connection between a person’s genetic makeup and criminality.

Other studies have correlated low levels of serotonin—one of the chemical messengers in the brain—with various kinds of criminal behavior, indicating some links between low serotonin, low self-esteem, aggressive impulsivity, and violence. And a Dutch-American research team has linked aggression with a mutated gene. More recently, it was discovered that when male mice lacked a gene that they needed in order to make NO—nitric oxide—they turned into “monster mice,” attacking, chasing, biting, and killing normal male mice, and despite “substantial vocal protestations,” mounting female mice to engage in “excessive and inappropriate” sexual overtures.

NO, the researchers speculate, may serve as some sort of brake on sexual and other violent aggression, turning those who lack this one brain chemical into vicious murderers and rapists. “What we might have here,” says a member of the Johns Hopkins team that studied these monster mice, “is an example of serious criminal behavior that can be explained by a single gene defect.”

• • •

We may or may not have genes that contribute to human criminal violence. We may or may not have genes that are making us anxious or reckless or manic-depressive or fat. But even granting the power of genes, we aren’t prepared to believe that people can be reduced to their biochemistry. There is nurture as well as nature. There’s our environment as well as our heredity. There’s experience—and experience, as one researcher put it, “can push genetic constitution around.”

For most of the time it is clear that nature and nurture work on each other. They interpenetrate. Nature and nurture are rarely an either/or. Indeed, they’re so tightly entangled that it would be futile to try to separate one from the other. Passionate disputes may arise over where the emphasis falls, over whether we’re more the product of nature or nurture. But it’s widely understood that we are indisputably influenced by both.

“Just as there is no organism without an environment,” write scientists R. C. Lewontin, Steven Rose, and Leon Kamin, the authors of a book called Not in Our Genes, “so there is no environment without an organism. Neither organism nor environment is a closed system; each is open to the other.”

It’s true that the color of our eyes is 100 percent determined by our genes, that other than wearing contact lenses we can’t environmentally alter our eye color. It’s also true that certain diseases are caused by specific genes; this has been termed OGOD—one gene, one disorder. But even our height is just 90 percent genetically determined; the remaining 10 percent is the result of our nutrition—our environment. As for behavioral traits, the Minnesota Center for Twin and Adoption Research tells us that genes (in a given population; not in any particular individual) account for only some 50 percent of the total variation in personality, while environmental effects account for the rest.

Environment has an impact.

Our destiny isn’t written in our genes.

Though nature may indeed set its stamp upon us, nature is just where we start—not where we end up.

For we don’t, at birth, possess a definitive temperament. We simply start with certain proclivities, proclivities that our subsequent experiences sometimes heighten, sometimes mute. These experiences determine whether tendency becomes temperament. They also play a crucial role in how a particular temperament is expressed.

For instance, we who possess an uninhibited, fearless temperament may feel less guilty and anxious about breaking rules, for among the fears that are minimized is the fear that helps to keep others in line—fear of punishment. In one kind of home environment, where our rule-breaking ways are chastised and rechanneled, we might develop the sort of leadership qualities that help us become the governor of the state. In another kind of environment, where aggressive behavior is tolerated and commonplace, we might develop the sort of asociability that eventually leads us into a life of crime.

“The psychopath and the hero,” says psychologist David Lykken, a student of temperament, “are twigs of the same branch.” The difference, he says, has to do with our experience.

Or perhaps we’re among those people who possess an inhibited temperament, quick to react with guilt and anxiety. If so, we may have to struggle with “a natural urge” to be glum, to be a worrier. If our mother is overanxious and overprotective, her concerns are likely to fuel our own anxiety, increasing our feelings of fearfulness and ratcheting up our level of tension and stress. But research shows that inhibited children securely tied to loving, accepting mothers can “learn to be kind to themselves and back off a little in a stressful situation . . . until we can’t even see the stress response anymore.”

Environment has an impact.

We aren’t the slave of our genes.

Most of the time.

•  •  •

But then there’s the story of Amy and Beth, identical twin baby girls adopted soon after their birth into two different households. By the end of the first year of life, each girl had begun to develop problems. By the age of ten they were having serious problems, characterized by, among other things, hypochondria, fear of the dark, and fear of being alone, plus difficulties with learning and with their peers, plus poor integration, significant immaturity, and a disturbing “quality of shallowness.” If either girl had been studied without her sister, it was observed, her doctors would have concluded that her problems were the product of her environment. They might have gone even further and offered the following clinical speculations:

If Beth had only had the dominant features of Amy’s family—the confrontative mother, the strong father, the successful brother, the value of academic achievement—or if Amy had only had the dominant features of Beth’s family—the overly accepting mother, the evenly attentive father, the less successful brother, the lack of concern about education—how much better each of them would have fared!

This all might have sounded persuasive, except that both twins displayed the same set of disabilities, which thus would have to be seen as genetically based. It’s clear that the family environment, that two different family environments, can’t always overcome the power of genes.

Psychologist Kagan echoes this view, noting that even the most benign environment is sometimes defeated by heredity. He regretfully observes that a very small group of inhibited children—no matter how dearly cared for and loved they might be—will probably suffer throughout their lives from bouts of the most terrible anxiety. So although he says that, in temperament, “the power of genes is real but limited,” he also seems to be saying that there are times when the power of genes may be nonnegotiable.

•  •  •

Stephen, I suspect, would surely agree.

Stephen, a sophomore in college, has just informed his mother that he is gay. He is trying to listen patiently to her questions.

“What I mean is, is this something you’re just going through? Just a stage? Is it something you’ve chosen? I mean . . . are you angry at us? Or maybe especially at me? Are you trying . . . I don’t know . . . to rebel against the sort of life we live? Trying not just to be . . . oh . . . bourgeois, or something?”

Stephen replies to his mother. “God. Something I’ve chosen! I don’t think this is anything that anyone would choose in this society. I didn’t plan this . . . I didn’t wake up one day and think it would really be interesting to be gay.”

The concept of “sexual preference,” which suggests some sort of negotiable lifestyle choice, has been supplanted in recent years by the more imperative “sexual orientation.” For it’s difficult to talk about choice when male sexual orientation appears to be so stubbornly immutable. And it’s difficult to talk about choice when the current research indicates that biology helps determine whether that sexual orientation is straight or gay.

One study, for instance, found that in pairs of male identical twins, where one of the twins was already known to be gay, 52 percent of the co-twins were gay. In contrast, just 22 percent of fraternal co-twins were gay, and only 11 percent were gay among pairs of unrelated adopted brothers.

The theory here is if gayness is significantly genetic, then identical twins (who have the same genes) should most often share the identical sexual bent, with fraternal twins (who share half their genes) taking second place and nonrelated brothers coming in third.

Which is precisely what the study showed.

Another important study of the possible biological causes of gayness took a look at brain anatomy, finding that the part of the brain that governs sexual urges—the hypothalamus—is much smaller in gays than in heterosexual men, and raising the question of whether this quite striking difference in size might play a role in influencing gayness. More recently, a widely publicized study by geneticist Dean Hamer, examining the DNA of gay brothers, presented compelling evidence that something called a “gay” gene might exist, that a proclivity toward gayness may sometimes be passed from mothers to sons on the X chromosome.

(I should mention that the phrase “gay” gene, like “happiness” gene or “obesity” gene, is—though admittedly catchy—imprecise. To the degree that human behavior is said to be genetic, it is polygenic, caused by many genes. Thus Hamer’s gay gene, if it does exist, would most likely be only one of many genetic contributions to gayness.)

A father who had rejected his two gay sons for religious reasons was able to warmly welcome them back in the fold only after he’d read about Hamer’s gay gene. He was ready to forgive them because they weren’t choosing to be the way they are. But many of the researchers, Hamer included, believe that nurture can influence gayness too, that once again—in intricate and variable ways—nature and nurture work on one another. At one end of the spectrum, there may be people whose gayness is mostly due to their genes, while those at the other end may be gay almost entirely because of their personal history. We need to know, however—and that father with the two gay sons should know—that even those whose gayness is more the product of nurture than nature may have just as little choice about what they desire, and just as little capacity to change.

We need to know that nurture, like nature, sometimes has the power to set unyielding limits upon our control.

•  •  •

Indeed, in all our behavior, not only in sexual orientation, we must consider the limits imposed by nurture. We must understand that some life events can be almost as determining as the genes that determine the color of our eyes. Some life events, in fact, can actually alter our biology, can rewire the circuitry of our brain.

Nurture, like nature, can be very powerful.

It can give us, as we’ll see in the next chapter, our sense of who we are and what we can do, providing us, if we’re lucky, with the fundamental developmental right stuff. But if we’re not so lucky, our nurture can damage us profoundly, and sometimes that damage cannot be repaired. Sometimes our life experiences, our environment, our nurture, can sear our soul indelibly and forever.

Indeed, it is simplistic to think that nature is the part that can’t be changed and that nurture is the part of us that is fixable. It’s simplistic to think that nurture is the part of us that’s under our control. For a two-year-old can’t protect herself from being beaten or raped or locked in a closet. A three-year-old can’t protect himself from the loss of the person he most loves and needs. Such early childhood experiences, experiences that are out of our control, can shape our future feelings with the force of a message from our DNA.

Nurture is powerful.

Though not everyone who has lived through a childhood in hell is doomed to suffer irreparable damage, extremes of neglect or brutality may very well be the cause of enduring impairment. Though not every child whose parent dies young experiences such a death as a lifelong catastrophe, some find all future relationships stamped by that loss. And though we imagine high drama when we think of traumatic events—a father’s beatings, a mother’s psychotic break, Citizen Kane being torn away from his “Rosebud”—far less flamboyant experiences (a father’s intrusiveness, a mother’s indifference) may mark us, and mark us for life, in ways that therapies can only mute, not mend.

Nurture can be very, very powerful.

Freud said that we could change ourselves by making the unconscious conscious, by bringing into awareness the conflicts and fears and needs that prompt us to do what we do. The great transformations wrought by psychoanalysis and therapy prove that this is true—but it’s not always true. For sometimes, although we become a lot better at working with what we’ve got, we’ve still—alas—got it.

I could give you a brilliant analysis of the early-childhood events that compel me to be not only on time but early. A friend of mine, just as brilliantly, can point to his past experiences to explain why he works—is compelled to work—a seventy-five-to-eighty-hour week. Because of my hard-won insights, I never (well, rarely) berate my husband anymore when his lack of urgency makes us ten seconds late. Similarly, my friend, because of his insights, is actually now able—when pressing family matters arise—to cut back on his work. Yes, both of us, thanks to our understanding of why we do what we do, can behave much better than we used to behave, but the feeling we feel remains exactly the same—a panicked pounding in our chests (when I’m late, when he’s working less) that recapitulates our old childhood anxieties, that hasn’t vanished and probably never will.

Not everything, despite our efforts, is fixable.

There are people, for instance, who live their whole lives convinced that they are fundamentally flawed, that they aren’t the kind of child their mother wanted, enduring a sense of defectiveness that subsequent experience cannot dispel. Analyst Michael Balint offers the valuable concept of the “basic fault” to understand some of these women and men, ascribing to failures in their early nurturing experiences “a legacy of permanent defectiveness . . . beyond the capacity of analysis to repair.”

There are life events that may mark us inescapably.

This view has its extremists—those environmental determinists who ignore or dismiss the role that nature plays, arguing that we human beings are born “a blank sheet on which experience can write without restriction.” This view admits no freedom from the pressures of the environment and sees us, instead, as “virtually a slave of it,” resulting in a life that isn’t our fault, creation, or responsibility.

Like biological determinists, environmental determinists take a fundamentally fatalist view. Like biological determinists, who see us as the prisoners of our genes, environmental determinists see us as the prisoners of our childhood.

Either way, we are told that we are prisoners.

Either way, we are told that we are determined by events beyond our control.

•  •  •

Determined? Beyond our control? Then what about the question of human freedom? What about the question of free will?

•  •  •

Charles Darwin, who believed that our heredity and environment together determine all feelings, thoughts, and actions, confessed in one of his notebooks that “one doubts [the] existence of free will.” That being the case, he concluded, we deserve neither credit nor blame for whatever we do. Two tenets of psychoanalysis also subscribe to this pessimistic view: one, that whatever we do or think is strictly determined by what has happened before, and, two, that we are driven, primarily, by our instinctive needs and unconscious impulses. Together these concepts argue on behalf of determinism. Together these concepts suggest that our belief in free will is merely an illusion.

There are, however, philosophers who argue for “soft” determinism—a notion of freedom compatible with determinism. There are analysts who hold this position too. Psychoanalyst Robert Waelder, for instance, writes that our future is not preordained, that the forces that go into shaping us are only “pressures”—not an immutable destiny. And analyst David Rapaport, whose definition of freedom is “the acceptance of the restraints of the law,” declares that we can, within those restraints, make free choices.

Though we love control, we may have to settle for that.

But it seems reasonable to insist that, aside from infants and the severely mentally ill, all of us—in spite of bad genes or bad childhoods—ought to be held accountable for our actions. It seems reasonable to insist that while such “pressures” as childhood abuse or a genetic predisposition to impulsivity may make it much harder for us to do right or do well, we must—if we do wrong, mess up, fail others, fail ourselves—be held accountable. We may be entitled to sympathy for the bad cards we’ve been dealt. We may very well ask, “Could you, with these cards, have done better?” But it nonetheless seems reasonable, and valuable, to insist that we are responsible for the choices that we make.

Discussing the so-called “Doctrine of Necessity,” philosopher John Stuart Mill once observed that man’s “character is formed by his circumstances; . . . but his own desire to mould it in a particular way is one of those circumstances.” He also wrote that if, in fact, we have the desire to form and to change our character, “we should know that the work is not so irrevocably done as to be incapable of being altered.”

We can’t always alter the nature or the nurture that might mark us with black depression or heart-pounding panic or surges of rage. We can’t always control the feelings that we feel. But between our feelings and actions lies the power of our will to choose the ways in which we’ll express those feelings. Between our feelings and actions lies our power to be free, to take control.

•  •  •

“The self is not a thing carved on entablature,” says Alice Flett Downing, recalling the beginning of her own metamorphosis. At the age of nineteen, she tells us, “I was on the verge of becoming a certain kind of person, and then I changed. . . .”

Alice’s transformation began on a summer morning when she woke up early in her parents’ home and “looked straight up at the ceiling where there was a long circular crack shaped like the hunch in an old crone’s back. . . . That selfsame crack had been there ever since I could remember, since earliest childhood. It was the first thing I saw in the morning and the last thing at night, this menacing inscription in plaster that roofed me over with dread. Not that I feared the witchlike configuration. . . . No, what I dreaded about the ceiling crack was its persistence. That it was always there. Determined to accompany me. To be a part of me.”

Although she has never done anything like this before, Alice locates a ladder in the basement, a spatula in the kitchen and, in the garden shed, a box of plasterer’s putty, which she mixes and spreads over the ceiling crack. After the plaster dries, she sands it smooth. Later that day she paints the entire ceiling, adding a second coat just before bedtime. She then lies down in the dark, dizzy with happiness.

“In one day,” she says, “I had altered my life: my life, therefore, was alterable. This simple axiom did not cry out for exegesis; no, it entered my bloodstream directly, as powerful as heroin; I could feel its pump and surge, the way it brightened my veins to a kind of glass. I had wakened that morning to narrowness and predestination, and I was falling asleep in the storm of my own will.”

•  •  •

Sir Isaiah Berlin, the philosopher, says that if our belief in freedom is an illusion, it is what he calls a “necessary illusion.” Real people in the real world, he observes, don’t behave as if they lack free will. And analyst Ernst Lewy adds, rephrasing Voltaire’s famous observation about God: “If free will and responsibility did not exist, they would have to be invented.”

Whether or not it’s illusory, we must act and expect to be judged as if we have the power to make free choices. Acknowledging that our control is highly imperfect, we still must take responsibility. And though we aren’t as flexible and as fixable as we’d dreamed, though something less than the sky may be our limit, though none of us can entirely escape our history and heredity, we still must live as if we’re free to be.
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The Taste of Control

There is hardly a single point of excellence belonging to human character which is not decidedly repugnant to the untutored feelings of human nature.

—John Stuart Mill

All those qualities that we call human derive from the possibility within every human being of acquiring control over the instinctual self.

—Selma Fraiberg

To live as if we’re free to be, we need to learn to tutor our untutored feelings. We need to interpose our will between what we desire and what we do. But it takes a while to accept the on-the-face-of-it preposterous point of view that self-control may be the royal road to freedom, allowing us to become not only civilized but competent, allowing us to master ourselves—and the world.

•  •  •

Jan, age two and a half, was banging her teaspoon on her high chair while ceaselessly and shrilly demanding dessert. Annoyed by the noise, her mother, heading down to the freezer to fetch her some ice cream, said irritably, “Have a little patience.” On her return from the basement Jan’s mother found her little girl in what seemed to be the middle of a convulsion. Her face was bright red, her body was rigid, her fists were clenched, her eyes were fixed in a stare, in addition to which she didn’t appear to be breathing. Letting the ice cream drop from her hands and screaming, “What’s the matter?” Jan’s mother hurried to her daughter’s side. Whereupon Jan unclenched her fists, stopped holding her breath, and replied, “I’m having patience.”

This story is told by the peerless child psychoanalyst Selma Fraiberg, whose point is to show how extraordinarily difficult it can be for young children to fight against their own urgent wishes. It gives us a vivid picture of the struggles that we, in our early years, engaged in as we learned to manage, master, dominate, regulate, influence, curb, or restrain our impulses, as we slowly learned to exercise control.

It’s hard to learn patience. It’s hard to learn that we cannot get what we want whenever we want it. It’s hard to deprive ourselves, to deny and delay. Though most of us, as we grow up, acquire increasing amounts of self-control, we enter this world in pursuit of gratification. Far too soon the powerful care-taking grown-ups in our lives not only restrict our pleasures but expect us to begin restraining ourselves:

Telling us to quit screaming even though we need to have dessert RIGHT NOW. Stopping us from touching ourselves down there. Making us desist from the joys of poking fingers into electric sockets, from the thrill of removing the stuffing from our stuffed bear, from the relief of relieving ourselves when and where we choose to, from the satisfaction of giving a vigorous pinch on the upper arm to our brand-new sister. We’re a bundle of imperatives—Eat! Explore! Excrete! Eliminate that kid!—but the people in charge are getting in our way. The constraints they impose upon us and require us to impose upon ourselves introduce us to the taste of control.

•  •  •

Some two hundred years ago a German pedagogue named Sulzer urged that parents control their children “from the very beginning by means of scolding and the rod.” Willfulness and wickedness appear in the first year of life, he warned, when children

see something they want but cannot have; . . . become angry, cry, and flail about. Or they are given something that does not please them; they fling it aside and begin to cry. . . . The moment these flaws appear in a child, it is high time to resist this evil so that it does not become ingrained through habit and the children do not become thoroughly depraved.

In the second and third years of life, Sulzer said, parents must devote themselves to instilling “a strict obedience” in their children, which might, he conceded, be hard to achieve because “it is quite natural for the child’s soul to want to have a will of its own.” Nevertheless, he noted:

It is essential to demonstrate to them by word and deed that they must submit to the will of their parents. . . . One of the advantages of these early years is that then force and compulsion can be used. . . . If their wills can be broken at this time, they will never remember afterwards that they had a will.

Though “force” and “the rod” are no longer recommended by child-raising pundits, the violent abuse of children—as our daily headlines attest—is still with us today. So are the other abuses of power, nonphysical but equally coercive, which intimidate or humiliate or manipulate young children to obey. But the fact is that even the kindliest parents begin opposing our will somewhere toward the end of our very first year, when instead of remaining primarily preoccupied with nurturing they develop this annoying new interest in discipline. If our parents are good-enough parents, they understand that our capacity for control is initially inefficient and undependable. If our parents are good-enough parents, they will take their cues on discipline not from Herr Sulzer but from Selma Fraiberg:

We satisfy, as far as possible, all needs of the tiny infant because he is completely dependent and has no means of controlling his own urges. But as the child’s physical and mental equipment matures he is able more and more to take over the regulation of his own body needs and to control his impulses. As his readiness for self-control gradually reveals itself, we increase our expectations for him and alter our methods accordingly.

And so they start imposing on us their standards of good and bad, of right and wrong. We find ourselves encountering a host of prohibiting “don’ts” and approving “do’s.” Our shame and “guilt” when we breach the “don’ts” and our pride when we do the “do’s” help to lay the foundation for what will later become our superego—our conscience.

•  •  •

Conscience has been described as the installation of our parents in our mind, the internalization—the taking in—of their moral prohibitions and their ideals. Conscience has been described as the force that keeps us from doing wrong though no one would know. Classic psychoanalysis says that this conscience develops around age five or six, and that only then—when we toe the line out of fear of our inner judges—can we be seen as capable of guilt. But something that looks a lot like guilt is apparent in us much earlier, though perhaps we only feel guilty if we get caught. And current studies suggest that those parental do’s and don’ts begin to be internalized, start becoming a part of us, somewhere in the course of our second year.

An eighteen-month-old girl sits near some video equipment, repeating “no, no, no” to herself, and not touching it. Another stares at, and reaches toward, forbidden objects placed upon a table, then—smiling with pride at not grabbing them—walks on by. In both of these situations there are adults in the room, but Julia, thirty months old, is all alone, torn between an ardent desire to play with a bowlful of eggs and a sharp awareness that this is not allowed. Julia, however, comes up with an ingenious resolution of this conflict between her wishes and mom’s rules: Dropping the eggs one by one on the floor, she scolds herself every time another egg smashes. “NoNoNo,” she says aloud. “Mustn’t dood it.”

It’s clear that a grown-up’s presence is needed to help these young ladies restrain themselves from doing what they deeply long to do. It’s clear that the rules in their heads are not really theirs. But eventually, out of varying proportions of love and anxiety, they’ll learn, as we do, to make those rules their own. Eventually, without an outside authority on the premises, they’ll come to display the inner controls which characterize that powerful force called conscience.

Our conscience enforces its standards and restrictions, now our standards and restrictions, by making us feel guilty when we do wrong. Indeed, in order to spare ourselves the misery of guilt, we avoid doing wrong in the first place—we control ourselves. We control our urges to seize what we want and our urges to kill what we hate by repressing them, by shoving them out of awareness. Or we settle for a substitute. Or we settle for a spoonful instead of a plateful. Or sometimes we use reaction-formation—we bury a not-nice impulse and claim that we feel the exactly opposite impulse—although, as this little poem indicates, our buried wish may not be all that buried.

I love love love my brand-new baby sister.

I’d never feed her to a hungry bear.

I’d never (no! no! no!)

Put her outside in the snow

And by mistake forget I put her there.

I’d never want to flush her down the toilet.

I’d never want to drop her on her head.

I’m only asking if

She by mistake fell off a cliff

The next time we could get a dog instead.

Repression, substitution, reaction-formation, and other tactics restrain us from bad behavior, from behavior that’s harmful to others—and to ourselves. Our natural impulsivity, our “immoderate pursuit of immediate pleasures,” is tempered as well by our learning how to wait. For we cannot be in control of ourselves unless we can defer our gratifications. We cannot be in control of ourselves unless we are able to have a little patience.

It’s sobering, therefore, to see myself in the hotel-lobby mirror, having just talked with the reservations clerk, and to realize that my red face, rigid body, clenched fists, fixed stare, and lack of discernible breathing are not the signs of convulsion but of the fact that my room won’t be ready until four o’clock.

It’s sobering to observe how hard it can be, at any age, to have self-control.

•  •  •

Some notes from New York:

December 25: A man in a Mercedes pulled a gun on the driver of a Chevrolet, shooting him in the face because the victim had cut him off at one of the toll lanes of the Triborough Bridge.

December 9: A man shot and killed an employee of an East New York video store after the victim refused to refund the quarter the shooter had lost in a pay telephone.

August 24: Two teenagers killed the owner of a Brooklyn candy store because he complained that they hadn’t paid for their Snapple.

April 8: A gunman driving a car in Crown Heights shot the driver of a special-education school bus, apparently because the school-bus driver was taking too long unloading the kids at the corner.

March 25: A teenager shot a bodega owner in Brooklyn because he was dissatisfied with the ham-and-cheese hero sandwich he had been served.

January 7: The owner of a Bronx deli shot one teenager in the buttocks and killed another after they complained that their order—one gyro, one slice of pizza, and one beef patty—was taking too long.

Some notes from elsewhere:

Boston: An insurance executive charged with murder allegedly tore out his wife’s heart and lungs and impaled them on a stake after she chided him for having overcooked ziti, a form of pasta.

Chicago: Two boys . . . dropped a five-year-old to his death from a fourteenth-floor apartment because he would not steal candy for them.

Stockholm: A man was charged with killing his wife because she was using the vacuum cleaner while he was engaged in watching TV.

And in Honolulu: A man attending an anger-management class was beaten to death by his anger-management counselor.

It’s more than sobering—it’s downright chilling—to see how hard it can be to have self-control.

•  •  •

But control is not only a host of no no no’s, of shouldn’ts and don’ts, of prohibitions. Control is not only constraint; it is also mastery. Control is effective action, the exhilarating achievement of becoming the person in charge of our self and learning how to manipulate our environment.

From the moment we arrive in this world, we actively manipulate our environment by what we do and what we don’t take in—shutting our eyes if the lights are too bright or moving our eyes to track an intriguing object or turning our head away from a too-loud noise. Our first job in life is to gain some control over our motor and autonomic systems, which frees us to pay more attention to the ooohs and coos of that person who is cuddling us. And through our emerging ability to respond to her, to elicit her responses, and to build upon the responses we have brought forth, we discover the satisfactions of controlling our emotional environment.

“Sometimes I want to be jiggled or tickled or patted or burped or rocked . . . ,” says the teeny tiny hero of a charming children’s book by Amy Schwartz. And “sometimes I want to ride in my Snugli . . . my stroller . . . my swing or my sling. . . .” And “sometimes I just want to be left to my own devices.”

We quickly learn how to make such wishes known.

This learning process begins in our early experiences with our mother, when together—in an ever more nuanced give-and-take exchange—we build a rewardingly synchronized relationship. Holding and rocking, feeding and soothing, encouraging and accommodating, our mother adapts to our rhythms and our needs, while we—with our wriggles and trills and smiles and other communications of contentment—let her know that she is doing just fine.

Of course, our mothers—most mothers—are primed to receive our communications and eager to reply responsively, their attunement intensified, as the following song, “First Baby,” describes, by the fact that they’ve fallen madly, deeply in love:

I hadn’t expected

To feel so connected

To someone I’d only just met.

Could this be love at first sight?

You bet! You bet!

I would have insisted

I could have resisted

The charms of your coo and your cry.

But who is this fool for love?

It’s I. It’s I.

You’re a paragon of sweet perfection

From your fuzzy head to rosebud toes.

My love for you is like an insurrection

That occupies my heart and grows and grows.

I never predicted

That I’d stand convicted

Of totally turning to mush

Over your toothless grin

And peerless tush.

Nor did I assume

You could fill every room

With six pounds, eight ounces of boy.

And such joy! Such joy! Such joy!

And so much joy!

Although I always knew that you’d be cared for,

Although I dreamed of holding you some day,

I find myself completely unprepared for

The feelings that are sweeping me away.

Swept by such feelings, our mothers—most mothers—are eagerly alert to our slightest cues. But our fathers, often equally loony with love, can also be taught, by us, to tune in to our needs, taught to respond to the eloquent movements of our baby bodies with exceedingly exquisite empathy. At a very young age, according to psychoanalyst Stanley Cath, we know how to get our messages across, relying upon an already extensive repertoire for “eliciting competent, loving caretaking not only from female but also male adults.”

When the care we seek from our parents is sufficiently in sync with what they provide, not only they but we develop a burgeoning sense of personal effectiveness, a sense that we are able to make things happen. Thus our earliest feelings of mastery are experienced through the contentment of our bodies, a contentment we have helped to bring about, a contentment which tells us, long before we can think such thoughts or put such thoughts into words, “I’m a teeny tiny baby and I know how to get anything I want.”

“Human infants,” writes psychologist Martin Seligman, “begin life more helpless than infants of any other species. In the course of the next decade or two, some acquire a sense of mastery over their surroundings; others acquire a profound sense of helplessness.” Which category we wind up belonging to, he argues, depends on our personal history, and how early and how often and how intensely we experience either impotence or efficacy. He also argues that maternal deprivation—the lack of a steadfast mothering presence—is a powerful source of early, deep, and repeatedly confirmed feelings of helplessness.

For without such a mothering presence, there is no real give-and-take exchange, no real synchrony. There is no one to reliably respond to our shrieks and smiles, our gestures and movements, no one to give us a sense that what we do matters, makes a difference in what happens. Dr. Seligman believes that an infant who has an absent or unattuned mother suffers not only from a lack of love. That infant also suffers from “a particularly crucial lack of control.”

Sometimes attunement fails because our parents lay upon our unique, special nature what Fraiberg has characterized as “ghosts in the nursery,” ghosts of past relationships that stand between us and them and interfere with their knowing who we are. It’s quite common for our parents to endow us, to some degree, with positive qualities, qualities that they value and reward, qualities that are consciously or unconsciously tied to cherished former attachments. But sometimes what they endow us with is drastically at odds with our own nature. And sometimes it is negative and destructive.

And so we are seen as tyrannical (because our mother’s brother bossed her around), or endangered (because an uncle had died of cancer), or selfish and judgmental (because our mother’s mother was selfish and judgmental). And sometimes we are seen as angry and bad because the ghost our mother projects on us is her own young self as “a terrible little girl.”

When we infants are seen as these ghosts, we become the recipients of the emotions that they evoke—the resentments (“He thinks I’m his slave”) or the anxieties (“He’ll die if he doesn’t eat”) or the feelings of rejection (“She’s looking daggers at me”). Our overtures, cues, and expressions of need may be constantly missed or misread, and we will suffer from a crucial lack of control.

And then there are babies like Monica, who was born with a gastric defect to a mother too depressed to respond to her needs and who, as Winifred Gallagher tells us in her fine book I.D., “couldn’t forge the connection between the effort of going for it and the pleasure of getting it.” As an infant, Monica’s tries for attention and even her cries for help went unrewarded, teaching her very early that endeavors to get what she wanted and needed would fail. Not having learned that persistence paid off, she lacked a sense of efficacy that in later life was expressed by

“a certain inertia. . . . Rather than driving her circumstances,”

says Gallagher, “she was often carried along by them.” She too had endured a crucial lack of control.

Without a responsive mother we may wind up believing that taking action is meaningless, that we can’t affect events, that we are helpless. Without a responsive mother the early competence-building relationship is derailed. Such discouraging encounters stand in stark contrast to experiences of synchrony, where we gain an I-can-get-what-I-need sense of efficacy—and a trusting expectation of ease and good feelings.

This trust—this “basic trust,” as analyst Erik Erikson terms it in his classic discussion of the “Eight Ages of Man”—includes both trust in our mother and the confidence “that one may trust oneself.” Erikson links basic trust to hope, and hope to two kinds of faith that propel us to engage in the human world. One is faith “in the kindness of the powers of the universe.” The other is “faith in the goodness of one’s strivings.”

•  •  •

By our second month of life, our successful strivings to in some ways control our environment enormously—and discernibly—delight us. In an experiment with three groups of eight-week-olds, each infant was provided with a special air pillow that responded to the pressure of its head by closing a switch. In one group—let’s call it group A—a mobile of colored balls, hanging over each infant’s crib, spun for one second whenever the pillow was pressed. In group B the mobile also spun, but its spinning did not depend on the infants’ actions. Group C, given a stabile, not a mobile, experienced neither movement nor control.

The infants of group A, having learned that they could control the movements of the mobile, demonstrated their knowledge by greatly increasing the number of times they pressed the pillow. The others did not. Group A was also the only group whose infants—three or four days into the experiment—were, each and every one of them, smiling and cooing.

Controlling our surroundings clearly brings pleasure. And so, with increasing purposefulness, and awesome determination, we strive—through our first year of life—to expand our mastery, to broaden our control.

It may not come easily.

Just look, if you please, at this baby, who is trying to get himself up on his hands and knees. He rises and falls and rises and falls, repeatedly. Exhausted by his efforts, the poor kid flops down on the floor and consolingly sucks his thumb while he recovers, whereupon he resumes his struggles until—it takes him thirty-five minutes!—he makes it.

•  •  •

Many psychologists, watching such early and eager pursuit of—and vast pleasure in—mastery conclude that they are observing a drive (or instinct or motivation) that has to be fundamental to human nature. They call it by various names: an “exploration drive,” a “need for activity,” a “manipulative drive,” an “instinct to master,” a “will to conquer,” a “striving for superiority,” “Funktionslust,” or—this is developmental psychologist Robert White’s term—an “urge toward competence.”

White argues that this competence urge “is directed, selective, and persistent” and that “it satisfies an intrinsic need to deal with the environment.” What is the goal of such dealings? White replies that our goal, our reward, is a feeling of having an impact, “a feeling of efficacy”—a feeling which, he says, includes “a theme of mastery, power, or control.”

It also includes the pride and glee of knowing that we can do it and that we have done it.

Watching the pleasure my own three sons took, when they were baby boys, in their (to them) remarkable achievements, watching their loopy grins and sparkling eyes, watching them revel in their conquests and triumphs, I almost could hear what (if they could speak) they’d have said:

I’m banging these two big blocks together. Am I great, or what?

I just figured out how to climb up these steps. What a genius!

I put this ball in the box, and I dump it out, and I put it back, and I dump it out again. Oh, wonderful me!

Psychoanalyst Ives Hendrick observes that the “instinct to master” is hedonistic in aim, producing “primary pleasure” when it “enables the individual to control and alter his environment.” Psychiatrist Andras Angyal adds that human life is “a process of self-expansion,” a process in which it “assimilates more [and more and more and more] of the environment [and] transforms its surroundings so as to bring them under greater control.”

This self-expansion process, which begins in infancy, involves us in active and continuous learning, with our rattle-shaking and peek-a-boo-ing and “hustling things about,” our explorations and “joy in being a cause,” tutoring us in the management of our environment. “Helpless as [an infant] may seem until he begins to toddle,” White observes, “he has by that time already made substantial gains in the achievement of competence.”

• • •

We have indeed.

As our first year draws to an end, we have learned to grab and drop and bang and handle objects, to sit and stand and crawl and perhaps to walk. Our power to make things happen has increased and goes on increasing, most gratifyingly. Our need to explore our surroundings and to investigate the alluring things it contains is sometimes almost as urgent to us as hunger, and it frequently propels us into perilous and calamitous pursuits. Necessary restrictions (designed to save our life, the house, and our mother’s sanity) are received with all the outrage at our command. And sooner or later we’re off and running on our own two feet, miniature masters of the universe.

For the next several months, we explore our world and practice and hone our skills, impervious to the bumps on our road to mastery. Our bruises and knocks, our stumbles and falls, our setbacks and frustrations cannot discourage us from pursuing our aims, cannot slow us down as we push and pull and climb and carry and drag and drop and squeeze anything and everything we can get to. Besotted by a blissful belief in our magical omnipotence, we are under the illusion that our mother’s enormous powers are ours to share and that these powers—our powers—give us complete control of our body and the world. The end of this illusion will confront us with some hard-to-take realities. The end of this illusion will precipitate what is called the rapprochement crisis.

This crisis arises when, between our sixteenth and twenty-fourth months, we become aware of our separateness from our mother and confront the scary fact that we’re far less powerful, far more vulnerable, than we had imagined. We’re alarmed at being what feels like on our own in a great big world, and yet the world is what we want to explore. And so we struggle to reconcile our wish to cling to Mommy with our I-want-to-do-it-myself urge toward autonomy. In resolving this conflict we’ll have to find an optimal distance between us and our mother, a distance neither too close nor too far away, a distance that allows us—unimpeded by feelings of helplessness and hopelessness—to continue our explorations of the world.

In Erikson’s terms we have to resolve the conflict between our yearnings for autonomy and excessive, crushing feelings of shame and doubt, shame and doubt that arise from a “sense of loss of self-control and of foreign overcontrol.” We need our parents’ “foreign” controls to keep us from careening over a precipice. We need them to help us when we’re scared or stuck. But if our every venture is greeted with “stop” . . . “watch out” . . . “beware,” our zestful curiosity, our confidence in our competence, may be stifled. If all goes well, however, our parents will hold and protectively care for us while also letting us go and letting us be. If all goes well, we’ll reach age two eager to keep on striving to manage and master some portion of our universe.

•  •  •

We’ll also reach age two with a magnificent new tool for controlling both ourselves and the world around us. That tool is language—the words to name the objects that surround us, the words to say what we want and how we feel.

The naming of objects—Mama, cookie, blankie—is in itself a form of mastery, the possession through language of pieces of our world. And when the language we use lets us summon our mother, who gives us a cookie or finds our blanket, our sense of mastery explodes and expands. Fraiberg also speaks of the bedtime soliloquies of the child, who—talking aloud to herself alone in the dark—repeats the names of people and objects to substitute for the actual people and objects as a way to ease her anxiety and establish some control over her circumstances.

A version of this soliloquy is offered in the picture book Goodnight Moon, where a drowsy rabbit bids good night to the special objects that occupy his universe:

Goodnight room

Goodnight moon. . . .

Goodnight bears

Goodnight chairs

Goodnight clocks

And goodnight socks. . . .

Drifting off to sleep, the rabbit—thanks to his naming of names—remains in reassuring command of his world. So do the boys and girls who hear this story. And, when they awaken the next morning, the possession of language continues to give them control.

“‘Baby Beluga’!” commands my grandchild Miranda, and her mommy flips on the tape deck and plays that tune. “Grandma Judy, dance!” commands Miranda, and I leap from my chair and start bopping around the room. “Daddy, hold me now!” commands Miranda, and her daddy stops in his tracks to hold her tight. “Papa, make a girl!” commands Miranda, and my husband—Miranda’s grandpa—whom I’ve never seen draw a picture in all his life, sets earnestly to work with an orange crayon. Four adults are doing the bidding of one twenty-two-month-old, a toddler empowered by the power of words.

And then there’s two-and-a-half-year-old Jake, sitting with his grandma and watching—yet again—his Snow White video. Previous experience has acquainted him with that terrifying moment when the envious, murderous stepmother, with cackles and shrieks and bubbling potions and skulls, turns herself into a hideous black-cloaked hag. And so, at the very first sign of this alarmingly spooky scene, he loudly orders his grandma: “Fast-forward Fast-forward!” Later, however, the stepmother-hag receives her full comeuppance, tumbling off a precipice to her doom, a gaudy and garish doom complete with raging thunderstorm and hovering buzzards. Jake, beaming with gratification at these perfectly just deserts, again calls on language to get himself what he needs. Turning to his grandmother, he issues another order. He says: “Replay!”

The poet Louise Glück addresses the child’s discovery of the power of words in a tender little poem entitled “The Gift”:

Lord, You may not recognize me

speaking for someone else.

I have a son. He is

so little, so ignorant.

He likes to stand at the screen door, calling

oggie, oggie, entering

language, and sometimes

a dog will stop and come up

the walk, perhaps

accidentally. May he believe

this is not an accident? . . .

The use of language gives us a sense of control of our outside world. It also gives us some control of our feelings, allowing us to put into words that which, before we have words, we simply act out.

“I’m having a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day,” announces Alexander, who used to deliver this message by punching out walls.

“It’s scary to see those aminals,” says Lindsay, her words replacing the ear-splitting shrieks with which she used to inform folks of her anxieties.

And when Cody declares that he’s “sad and mad” because his best friend Drew “was mean to me on the swings in the playground today,” he has found a mode of expression that does not involve being mean, in turn, to his younger brother. Putting our feelings into words is an enormous achievement of self-control.

The acting out of emotions will often plunge us into big trouble, trouble that language can help protect us from, giving us time to judge the situation, to look—and think—before we leap. It’s true that our early efforts at using words to restrain ourselves are merely invocations—and not always, as egg-breaking Julia reminds us, successful ones—of our parents’ warning hots and breaks and nos. But eventually these prohibiting words become internalized, become more effective. Eventually language will help to create our conscience.

•  •  •

The language we use at around age two is heavy on verbs like “want,” “eat,” “get,” and “go,” and also on personal pronouns—“my, “me,” “mine.” We see ourselves as actors in our own dramas. And in our third year our sense of self, our individual “I,” begins to become consolidated and stable. We also begin acquiring a stable inner image of our mother that remains with us when she isn’t in-the-flesh there and that helps us, in her absence, to feel secure enough—at three, at four, at five—to go about our business at greater distances and for longer stretches of time.

•  •  •

As we go about our business there’s another Eriksonian crisis to deal with—the conflict between initiative and guilt. We wish to assertively use our growing mental and physical powers. We wish to undertake, plan, and attack a task. But sometimes our parents meet our endeavors with harsh rebukes that discourage all risk and all daring. And sometimes our goals involve us in acts of coercion and aggression that fill us with guilt. And sometimes our guilt is so strong, our budding conscience so cruel and primitive and uncompromising, that we overcontrol and overconstrict ourselves, says Erikson, “to the point of self-obliteration.” The trick here is to acquire a reliable moral sense without derailing our efforts to act with purpose and direction, to take the initiative. The trick here is to acquire a capacity for guilt that doesn’t crush our joyful pursuit of mastery.

• • •

The development of our moral sense requires us, of course, to control our impulses. So does the pursuit of mastery, for accomplishments of every sort demand the capacity to postpone our wish for instant gratification.

Consider, for instance, the “marshmallow test,” which psychologist Daniel Goleman describes in his best-selling book Emotional Intelligence, calling it “a microcosm of the eternal battle between impulse and restraint, id and ego, desire and self-control, gratification and delay.” Four-year-olds are offered this deal: They may, if they wish, eat a marshmallow immediately. Or, if they can restrain themselves until the tester returns, they then will be permitted to eat two. Some four-year-olds, not surprisingly, grabbed the single marshmallow almost as soon as the tester left the room, while others—valiantly fighting off temptation—held out for the fifteen or twenty minutes until the tester returned, winning their well-earned two-marshmallow prize.
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