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THE MISRECOGNISED CHILD IN
OURSELVES

BY GABY STROECKEN

Translator's note: the words “misrecognition' and “misrecognised' have been chosen to translate the Dutch words
“miskenning' and “miskende'. The word misrecognised seems to be acquiring a specialised meaning in psychotherapy
but its basic meaning is obvious to the lay person. This is why I have not used the words “misprized' and “misprisal":
although they are a more exact translation of the Dutch they are no longer in general use.

The original Dutch word, as used in this book, covers not only the failure to appreciate and respond appropriately to
the child's needs and nature but also the negative effect of this on the child which means that the failure amounts to
ill-treatment. “The misapprehended and maltreated child in ourselves' would be an alternative translation.

Winnicott would call this child the unseen or unheard child.
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PREFACE

The misrecognition of the Child in ourselves begins early in life. At conception, during the period spent in the womb,
at birth and in the first years of life, the vulnerable child runs the risk of finding its natural expectations
misinterpreted and disregarded. As children, in the womb or newly born, we are entirely dependent on our parents.
Our natural desires lead us to expect that we will be received with love and attention, respected in our vulnerability
and have our needs, including our affective needs, punctually met: we expect recognition.

The reality of a “normal' upbringing is different. Rather than our own expectations,it is the expectations of our
parents and of society that are the highest priority. At a very early age we already have to adapt, put off or alter our
needs, conceal our true feelings. This alienation takes its toll: free contact with the true I is lost. Instead comes
camouflage in the shape of the false I. We have to hide our grief over the loss of ourselves; it has no place and no
attention is paid to it. The result is that, as adults, we carry round with us a misrecognised Child. In our moments of
emotional difficulty the misrecognised Child speaks, the Child who was forced to keep silent in our childhood.

The misrecognised Child lives within us; it looks for freedom, it wants to break through the wall of silence; it
wants to discover the truth behind the facts of its childhood; it wants to cast off the yoke of the false I; it wants to
realise itself according to its own capacities. The Child within us wants to live!

In this book, the misrecognised Child in ourselves finds recognition and affirmation. Because its contents lay bare
the roots of childhood misrecognition and because it demonstrates the destructive effect of "poisonous" pedagogy, it
is a book which is at once confrontatory and supportive. It is confrontatory because it makes us feel what we missed
in our childhood, the misapprehension and neglect we have undergone. It is supportive because the author takes a
radical stand as champion and advocate of the Child in ourselves.

The misrecognised Child in ourselves is not a book about our children or about bringing up children in the

narrower sense. It is a book about ourselves, about the Child within us, about the consequences of our having been
brought up, about liberation and self-realisation, about psychotherapy as an opportunity for healing.
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The book is the result of a process of growth in the author herself, over many years, both as a person and as a
psychotherapist. This can be felt in the text; the author is both incisive and gentle at one and the same time, a
combination possible only because she is writing out of her own assimilated past.

Rien Verdult
Developmental psychologist
and psychotherapist
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Introduction

During my stay on an old farm in Haspengouwe I found myself back in the atmosphere of my own childhood: it did
my heart good. My first visit brought me to a new point of equilibrium: it was if parts of the puzzle of my past had
fallen into place. Each part was now in its proper place and I had a sense of quiet. After years of absence it was good
to be “home' again. Back to the roots. Although it was not literally my home, the atmosphere during my stay gave me
a feeling of being at home, of “here I belong'. The process of disengagement, accomplished simply by staying away,
had come to fruition. When, as an eighteen-year-old girl, I had left my birthplace - to return thereafter only for brief
family visits - I had not been aware of wanting to get away. Now, more than forty years later, I am disengaged and
able to feel my attachment to my roots.

During my second stay the experience continued. Now I had the feeling: my book can come. Many people round
me and others who have attended my courses know that this book has been on my programme for years. The desire
to put down in writing what is alive in myself has long been with me. Why then did it take so long to materialise? In
Haspengouwe, this suddenly became clear: not until now had I been sufficiently free to take on the role of advocate
for the Child without myself feeling anxious. For this is what I want to do: I want to present a plea for the Child, in
the name of the Child, of the Misrecognised Child to whom this book is dedicated. I feel a close connection with this
Child. I do not mean only the child which is carried and is born and grows up, but also and equally the Child we all
carry within ourselves. This “adult' Child is often condemned to a burden of fear, loneliness, uncertainty and
abandonment; it is the Child which has lost part of itself and is still looking for its lost happiness. To be the advocate
of this Child demands courage and resistance. Yet I am determined to continue to fight for the affective interests of
the child, born or unborn, and of the suffering Child in many adults. If this means that I have to row against the
stream, then that is what I must do. I can do no other. From the day that I decided to allow the Child in myself to
speak and to stop forcing it to keep silent, a process was set in motion in which my contact with the Child in me has
constantly deepened and intensified. Because of this contact I can do no other than stand up for the rights of the
Child.

I hope that many, many readers will be open to finding recognition and acknowledgement in this book. Yet, I am
also well aware that many will be upset by my plea and that it will provoke resistance, perhaps even anger and rage.
This I can easily imagine because these are the reactions I encountered in myself as the Child within me moved more
and more. I am no longer afraid of these reactions. The Misrecognised Child, both in children and in adults, is worth
the trouble. It has the right to a witness "who knows"; it has the right to an advocate able to put its disparaged
feelings into words. This advocate I choose to be; I am ready to take the risk of being written off as “mad),
“conservative', “simple', “idealistic' or “unscientific'.

This book invites the reader into renewed contact with the neglected, humiliated, abused or misrecognised Child
he carries in himself. It is not a book about upbringing. It introduces no new method of upbringing; it gives no
guidelines for different ways of treating children. Its first priority is not that parents should do things differently with
their children but that parents should be different, for themselves, for their partner and for any children they may
have. What the Child needs, in childhood and adulthood, is permission to “be there'. The Child wants to be able to be
itself; it wants to act according to its own natural expectations and desires; it wants to unfold its own potential, it
wants to realise itself. In short: it wants to become who it is. Enabling this growing process demands a different
attitude from adults, a “being' different; it demands that they should be or begin to be in contact with the Child in
themselves; it demands of the adult that he should “be' there for the Child that still lives within him. This different
relationship with the Child in himself, and thereby also with his own children, is based on openness and respect for
the natural needs and true feelings of the Child, the Child in his own self.

The unrecognised child in ourselves www.stroeckenverdult.be Gaby.Stroecken

10



11
This book is about the roots of the almost irrepressible urge felt by adults to “bring up' their children. Many adults
suffer from a compulsion to “bring up'. The reason for this compulsion must be sought in their own childhood. The
compulsion to bring up is caused by the upbringing of the bringers up. It is taken as self-evident that children must be
brought up. This bringing up then means: learning to obey, learning what is allowed and not allowed, learning to be
polite and to have good manners, learning to have standards and values, and so forth. Parents include a large number
of learning goals in the way they bring up their child. All these learning goals have a common point of departure,
namely lack of trust in the Child's own capacities for growth. Furthermore, such upbringing has its shadow side:
through upbringing the Child's own feelings, needs and desires are pushed out of the way or, even worse, have to be
constricted in order to produce a socially adapted citizen. Bringing up leads to misrecognition and such
misrecognition becomes in turn the basis for the compulsion to bring up.

Although in recent years many good books in this field have been published - I think of writers such as Alice
Miller, Jean Liedloff, and Aletha Solter, writers whose work I shall be eager to cite - I have the feeling that parts are
still missing. In the first place, in Alice Miller's approach to the origins of the Misrecognised Child, I feel the lack of
a certain developmental dimension. For example, a baby's needs are different from a toddler's, so the corresponding
misrecognition may also have different grounds. Alice Miller writes about the child but the child at a specific age
does not get sufficient attention. A young child may already have built up a false I and in that case already belongs in
the alienated world of the adults. We must not then give empathetic support to that false I without more ado; it
already requires a degree of pruning in order to be able to return to itself. I think the same element is missing in her
approach to adult clients. In therapy the therapist is the advocate of the misrecognised Child within the client and not
of the alienated false I of the adult.

Jean Liedloff and Aletha Solter show us a clear path into the world of the young child, but omit the link with the
Misrecognised Child in the adult, which is the often unconscious source of interference in the bringing up function.

People often tell me: “you must be very fond of children'. Yet this is not entirely what I feel. I am fond rather of

the Child in the child. I love the happiness and contentment children exude when they are in their mothers' arms; I
love their spontaneous laughter when they make contact; I love their curiosity, their wonder at everything new; I love
their experimental search for security and trust. Many children I am no longer able to love because they have already
lost the child in themselves. Instead, they arouse my compassion. I wish I were able to love all children because they
had all retained their natural reality and were not obliged to hide behind “showing off’, clamouring for attention or
other forms of unreal behaviour. This book is also a cry for help in the name of the lost Child and the Child who is in
the process of losing itself. What we see when we look around us, is a lot of sympathy being directed at the mothers
and the fathers who have such a difficult time with their children. Little sympathy is left for the oppressed and
neglected child. No one seems to be worried about the conflict of interests between parent and child. These
conflicting interests are not found in nature.
There, parents and young live in harmony with each other. Already long since, in 1978, the famous pedagogue
Professor Bladergroen gave voice to her distress at the terrible plight of children growing up at that time. She spoke
of "the child paying the price". She had an incredible amount of sympathy for children. She sounded the alarm about
the obvious symptoms of neglect in children, complaining that "Parents only give what they have over,... we now
know quite well how it ought to be done but we don't do it". With that, her cry of distress came to an end. Its
curtailment was due to the fact that she saw “knowing' exclusively as a rational process. She therefore gave “insight'
too great a role in her expectations. Her failure to understand seems to have been connected with inadequate insight
into the “experiential knowledge' which contains the possibility of change. This “experiential knowledge' cannot be
learnt from books, not even from this book. Nor do we learn it from bringing up children. We do not need to have
children ourselves in order to make contact with the Child in ourselves. It is possible that “having' children may even
be an obstacle to making contact with the Child in ourselves. “Experiential knowledge' is fed by examining the
course of one's own life and dealing with the roots of misrecognition.

In conclusion, this book was not written “against' anyone, either parents or anyone concerned with upbringing. It
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was written “for' someone, for the Child, for the misrecognised Child in each of us. I want neither to judge nor to
condemn, but I do want to be clear and lucid so that there may be no possible doubt about my solidarity with the
Child in ourselves.
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Part I:

The true inner child

CHAPTER 1

Attachment

"Before a child can love
it must have been loved.”

JOHN BRADSHAW
1.1. Trust in development

It is my firm conviction that the human person is essentially good. This may seem somewhat naive,
surrounded by evil as we are. Destructiveness, violence and repression appear to be taking
unimaginable forms. Yet I have no wish to abandon my position, utopian or dated as some may think
it. My experience with myself and with others in search of themselves, people struggling for inner
freedom, has taught me that the "good' is within us. I agree with Carl Rogers when he says: "I do not
myself think that evil is inborn to man. I have never yet encountered an individual who, in a
psychological climate in which growth and choices were possible, chose the way of vengeance and
destruction. My experience therefore leads me to believe that it is instead cultural factors which play
the leading role in our bad behaviour. The difficult manner in which the child comes into the world,
its mixed experiences with its parents, the restricting, destructive influence of our system of
upbringing, the unjust distribution of wealth, the prejudices we foster against individuals who are
different, all these elements and many others give the human organism a false, anti-social direction. So
I see members of the human race as in essence, of a basically constructive nature, but damaged by
their experiences."

The human person has the potential to lead a "good' life. This ‘good' life is a process of growth in
which a person is able to realise himself according to his own potential. It is a process of movement in
the direction chosen by the human organism when it feels itself inwardly free to take whatever
direction it wishes. If a person can be who he is and do what he feels essentially good doing, then he
will develop in the direction of the "good'. I place "good' in inverted commas because when I use this
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word I do not want to indicate a moral category but a psychological qualification. ‘Good' is thus
whatever is appropriate to the capacities and needs of the individual. A person who feels ‘good' in
himself, who lives a real and true life, is not destructive, not anti-social, violent or tyrannical. Indeed,
his own inner freedom implies the freedom of the other.

It is negative experiences which damage the human person in his humanity. Adult child-rearers,
because they do not trust the child's own powers of development, set out to lead so-called inborn “evil'
into good ways. The purpose of such upbringing is not to foster the growth of the capacities already
outlined in the child, but specifically to limit them. Instead of growth being stimulated adaptation is
demanded. Child-rearers are dominated by distrust of the child's natural potentialities. Primarily
through this distrust, the child's natural baggage is replaced by an artificial factor called upbringing.

If the parents have confidence in its growth, then the child develops confidence in itself and in its
surroundings. This basic feeling of trust is developed by the child in the course of its first experiences
with its mother and father. Through this we realise that basic confidence is an essential first step for a
positive development of the personality. So if the unborn or newborn child finds it can trust its
progenitors then this will give it inner strength for the rest of its life. Erikson called such strength hope
or, belief in the future. Children are by nature optimistic and they remain in hopeful mood as long as
they can continue their own development.

If the foundations are good then the house itself will naturally be sturdy and strong. In other words:
the roots of our existence are of essential importance for the further course of our life. If our roots are
established in trust, then there is good hope of a positive affective development. "Each phase in our
life lays the foundation for the next", says Bradshaw, "so childhood is the foundation for the whole life

"

What is trust? For the child, trust is first of all having the feeling of being able to rely on another
person, of being able to build on that reliance. Trust is the certainty of being safe with another person.
It is having the feeling that one will not be let down by that somebody, not be betrayed. Trust means
that there is another person to whom the child can appeal and who will not leave it in the lurch. Trust
is also being able to be yourself without being rejected; and also knowing where you are because that
other person is predictable. So the very first basis of trust is trust in another person. It is an aspect of
an affective relationship. In this sense our childhood is an extremely vulnerable period. During that
period, dependence means being at the mercy of adults.

Where parents trust, the child is able to build up trust in itself. The unborn or young child must be
able to place full and unconditional trust in its parents. If not, then its biological and psychological
survival will be at risk. Because a young child is naturally trusting, it is also vulnerable to
misrecognition. Even though it is equipped with a number of survival mechanisms, the baby is
entirely dependent for its physical and affective needs on a caring, loving environment. The unborn or
young child is able to signify that it is hungry or that it needs bodily contact, but it is unable to take
action to still its hunger, nor can it get up to look for its mother. Its mother has to feed it and go to it.
Its only power lies in its capacity to give signals. Responding to these signals is up to those around it.
The range of behaviour of the unborn child, or of the baby, is as yet so limited that it needs sensitive
parents: that is, receptive, feeling parents, to respond to its signals. When babies are in need, crying is
their only means of making their needs known. When they are older they will be able to communicate
through language, but now, crying is the only way they can get people's attention. They then
anticipate a response to their crying and, if their signals are not answered, they are unable to
understand why this should be so.
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What quality should the parent-child relationship have so that the child will be able to develop trust in
itself and in its surroundings? For the answer to this question I turn to the English psychiatrist John
Bowlby. He has specialised in the attachment behaviour of young children. After the Second World
War, he was commissioned by the United Nations (WHO) to investigate the welfare of children in
orphanages. He discovered that these children displayed a certain type of behaviour which, in his
opinion, could be attributed to the fact that they had no one they could trust. This experience formed
the basis for his research and led to his theory of attachment. On the basis of years of clinical
experience and research, Bowlby came to the following conclusion: "People of all ages feel happiest
and most able to use their talents when are certain that they have the support of one or more trusted
persons to whom they can turn in difficulty. These trusted persons, also called attachment figures,
may be described as people who offer them a safe base from which they are able to operate."

Bowlby defines “attachment' as a preference for particular persons. This preference, he claims, leads to
behaviour aimed at bringing the preferred person closer. Attachment behaviour is often thought to
occur only in children. It is even labelled as childish behaviour. Yet this is a pedagogic
misinterpretation. Attachment is the natural inclination of the "healthy' person to enter into well-knit,
long-term relationships. It is thus not something diseased, even though pathological forms of it may
exist, often as a result of unfavourable experiences of attachment in childhood. I shall come back to
this in Chapter Five. Attachment lays the foundation for the child's trust in the surrounding world,
starting with the parents who offer it security. On the basis of such security the child is able to go
exploring. It can to go off and find out how the world works; it can explore the extent of its own
capacities. Starting from a secure base the growing child can learn to make its own way. Trust in its
parents, experienced by the child in the first year of its life, lays the foundation for self-trust for the
rest of its life. With more self-trust the child is able to develop better and is not frightened by the
world but sees it as a challenge. Self-trust makes for optimism, mistrust for a pessimistic temper. The
distance the child dares to put between itself and its parents is a good measure of its feeling of basic
security and certainty. A child who feels secure can leave its parents at a certain moment and go
exploring, because it is quite sure it can fall back on them in case of need. It can go on its own voyages
of discovery in its own time and at its own tempo.

If we enquire to whom the child originally attaches itself, then we will discover a certain hierarchy for
the succeeding stages of its development. Before and directly after its birth, the baby is more or less
exclusively attached to its mother. In its experience there is as yet no other human being except the
one with whom it has spent nine months building up an extremely intense and absolute contact. In the
first months after its biological birth it is still inseparably bound to its biological mother. This
symbiotic bond with its mother continues to dominate its life up to around the sixth to the eighth
month. After this period a gradual process of disengagement begins and results in the baby's first
experience of itself as an individual. I look on the first months as a continuation of the situation in the
womb: only gradually does the baby become at all disengaged from its mother and begin to turn its
attention to other people. In the hierarchy of attachment figures it is the mother who originally
occupies the highest rung. Depending on the degree to which the father involves himself with the
baby, he will at some point start to become its second trusted figure. Only after the baby's
psychological birth does the father become a more important attachment figure. Then it is the turn of
further members of the family living with the baby: brothers and sisters; grandparents if there is
intensive contact with them. If the baby is consistently entrusted to a baby sitter or child-carer then she
too will acquire a place in the hierarchy. However, during its first year of life, and certainly in the
period before its psychological birth, if the baby is entrusted to a ‘strange' baby-sitter or child-carer,
the quality of this attachment can never be the same as with the biological mother. I want to add the
following comments on the subject of this hierarchy: the way the potential attachment figure interacts
with the child and the intensity of this interaction are crucial. The point is not just the quantitative
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aspect of the attachment figure's availability but primarily its qualitative aspect: not the amount of
time available to the child but the affective involvement of the adult with the child. Discussions in
which the quality of the attachment relationship of emotionally absent mothers is compared with that
of available and responsive child-carers, are therefore useless. Apples cannot be compared to pears.

1.2 The quality of the attachment relationship

Attachment behaviour, or the search for a secure base, focuses on attachment figures. They form an
indispensable link in building up a basic feeling of trust. A secure base produces trust. The attachment
figures' affective involvement with the unborn and very young child is therefore essential. The general
atmosphere in which a child's first experiences take place will be dictated by one of two possible
situations: safe surroundings or unsafe surroundings. The child not yet born experiences the womb as
either safe or unsafe; the newborn child experiences its mother's breast as either safe or unsafe; for the
psychologically newborn child the mother is either safe or unsafe. These are the first vague but
fundamental concepts that we form in our lives. They are the first essential experiences of decisive
importance for the rest of our life. No further differentiation of our experience of the surrounding
world takes place during the first months. All experiences are tested by this criterion: safe - unsafe.
Sullivan calls the mother who provides safety a ‘good' mother; a mother who arouses anxiety he calls
a 'bad' mother. "The degree to which tenderness is present”, says Sullivan "decides how the baby's
concept of the emotionally comfortable (‘good’) mother or of the anxiety-arousing (‘bad') mother
develops". Sullivan's intention is not to express a moral judgment but to point out what the child
needs.

The well-being of the newly born baby is positively influenced by ‘good' attachment figures who offer
it safety. During the first weeks and months the mother takes the leading role. For the purpose of
providing a safe climate for the child, the attachment figures take on two main tasks which I shall
explain below. These tasks are: fulfilment of needs and respect for feelings.

Fulfilment of needs

Meeting the needs of the child, in full and at the right time, is one of the most important tasks of the
trusted attachment figure. The baby will signal the fact that its need is unfulfilled. It will cry when it is
hungry, or even continue to cry when it has been fed but still needs bodily contact. The baby and the
young child have the power to make their needs known but need a responsive trusted figure to
respond to their signals. For this purpose the adult must be constantly attentive to the needs of the
child.

Which particular needs take priority depends on the stage of development the child has reached.
Maslow has described five basic needs whose fulfilment he considers of fundamental importance for a
psychically healthy development. The fulfilment of these basic needs is the force which motivates our
behaviour and this is true as much for the adult as for the child. Maslow arranges the basic needs in a
hierarchy of ascending importance. The physiological needs are the first to demand fulfilment,
followed immediately by the need for safety. After the safety requirement comes the higher need to
‘belong' and then the need for appreciation. The highest need is that of self-realisation. He assumes
that, when a lower need is fulfilled, this automatically leads to the desire to fulfil a higher one.
Although Maslow lays no specific emphasis on the developmental perspective of basic needs, it is
implicit in his ideas. For the baby, the fulfilment of its physiological needs is of essential importance.
Without the satisfaction of these needs it cannot survive. Eating, drinking, warmth and rest, together
with its contact with its mother, are essential to survival. If these needs are met to a sufficient degree
and at the right time, the child is able to develop a basic feeling of security.
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The attachment figure builds trust in the child when she fulfils the right need at the right time, without
delay. For the baby the fulfilment of physiological needs is a priority and also provides indirect
fulfilment of the need for security. For babies these two go hand in hand. We also have to realise that a
baby's experience of unfulfilled physiological need is different from an adult's. When a baby is
hungry, then the whole of its being is focused on the stilling of that hunger; the whole of the baby's
body suffers from hunger; it can brook no delay. Delaying fulfilment is very threatening to it because
its survival hangs in the balance. This is why Maslow says: the baby is hunger. The baby is quite
capable of indicating when it is hungry or thirsty. The only meaningful time to feed a baby is when it
indicates that it needs to be fed. Both having to wait and being fed too soon will give the baby the
feeling of being helplessly at someone else's mercy and of having no control over what happens to it.
Note once again that for the baby, feeding is more that just stilling its hunger; it also means direct
bodily contact with its mother. The ‘good' breast stills its hunger and fulfils its desire for loving
closeness. Bodily contact is for the baby what water and sun are for the plant. The skin, accustomed to
pleasurable sensations in the womb, needs these sensations to go on. Such contact strengthens the
basic feeling of safety and security. This is how the child becomes conscious of its own body. Aletha
Solter says: "Being touched is essential for a baby so that it can develop a feeling of its own existence".
Each baby will be receptive to its own form of touching. But it is important that in every touch the
adult's heart, both physiologically and mentally, is felt to be present. Obviously breast-feeding
corresponds more to these two needs than bottle- feeding. For one thing it appears that mother's milk
is the best answer to the child's physiological needs; and for another, while the baby is taking its milk
it is at the same time drinking in the closeness of its mother as source of love. One other physiological
need, certainly of primary importance during the first year, is the need for rest. Rest is not just a
synonym for sleep. For a baby, the essence of rest is to be offered stimuli which its as yet immature
mental capacities are able to assimilate. Overstimulation of its mental apparatus leads to anxiety and
apathy. Respect for the baby's rhythms of rest and sleep makes yet another contribution to its trust in
its own organism. Need for rest may not be interpreted to mean that the baby or young child is
constantly to be put to bed. Rest implies closeness. Is there any greater happiness for the baby than
resting in its mother's arms? Awake and alone in its cot, it feels abandoned to its fate, and this it must
face without the safe presence of its attachment figure. Here too the child itself is able to decide when
it wants to sleep. The cot may in no circumstances be made to serve as a place to which the child can
be banished in order to spare the parent. It is noticeable that in our Western culture the decoration and
arrangement of the baby's room is a very important part of the preparations for its arrival. As soon as
this has been done the baby can come! These arrangements may be seen as a significant symptom of
alienation, no longer recognisable as such because it has become a generalised neurosis. - This and
other generalised neuroses have led to the concept of ‘normal’: as soon as the majority suffers from a
neurosis the neurosis is termed ‘normal'. - A baby must sleep, without noise or mess, in its own cot
and its own room and for a considerable number of hours of the day and night. Whether this is what
the baby needs is no longer even questioned. Solter remarks: "Babies are much better off without all
this equipment which only serves to separate them from their parents." And further: "In the animal
world it is quite common for the young to be with their mother at night". The natural desires of the
baby, who has not chosen to be alone, are ignored, for all sorts of sinister motives emanating from the
reason. I agree with Liedloff when she asserts that a human being has an inborn ability to choose what
suits him; and that what suits him fits in with the continuum of his family, his tribe or group, his race
and even the whole of living nature. Liedloff defines ‘continuum' as: "the succession of experiences
corresponding to the expectations and inclinations of the human race in a particular environment
which may be said to be in continuity with the environment in which these expectations and
inclinations came into being." If we are alert to the signals given by the child, then we shall notice that
it needs the closeness of its parents, most of all the mother. It feels safer and more restful in contact
with its mother's body. A baby which moves its arms and legs a lot is normally called "a busy baby'.
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Few people enquire whether this is so ‘'normal. Anna Freud wrote in 1965: "The biological need of the
young baby for the continuing presence of the caring adult is neglected in our Western culture and
children are exposed to hours of loneliness because of our mistaken conviction that it is healthy for a
young child to sleep by itself".

We have already seen that, in addition to the fulfilment of its physiological needs, the fulfilment of the
need for safety and security is extremely crucial to the baby or young child if it is to develop a feeling
of well-being. A child cannot live without security. It must feel that its existence is in good hands and
therefore that it has only to be, without having to act to keep itself in being. The young child looks for
certainty, stability, safe independence, protection; it looks for a guarantee against fear, against tension
and chaos; it needs a certain structure and delimitation. If these needs are generously met, the young
child will feel secure enough to go out and explore the world and to disengage itself a little further
from its parents. The toddler will go and look for contact with others of its age. The need to ‘belong'
surfaces at this age, both in relation to the child's own family and to friends. Recognition and
appreciation is the next need to appear, always provided that the earlier need to ‘belong' has been
adequately fulfilled. The infant and schoolchild are very sensitive to recognition of their capacities and
proud of their growing independence. They need appreciation for what they are and for what they
can do. The need for self-actualization only comes to the fore in adolescence and remains thereafter a
motive force underneath the struggle for an authentic and personal life.

Needs demand to be met at the actual moment, the moment when the child is receptive. I want to
illustrate this point using as my theme an aspect of upbringing which attracts a lot of discussion: toilet
training. We may perhaps assume, although I am not entirely convinced of it, that the toddler also
needs a certain regulation of the functioning of its bladder and gut. Acquiring control over bladder
and gut would fit in with the development of greater autonomy. Yet we should remember that toilet
training does not have a significant place within primitive cultures. In my view, with us it is connected
with our housing and living patterns and with our type of clothing. The question: "At what age
should I begin toilet training?" is a question put to many ‘experts' in that field, but never to the toddler
itself. The result is that the parents often begin such training before the toddler is ready. Yet the
toddler is quite able to say for itself that it would like to do the same as its parents and bigger brothers
or sisters. Here, both physiological and psychological factors have a role. Bladder and muscles must
be ready for it, but first and foremost, the toddler must itself be capable of monitoring its body
functions. Solter finds the best approach to toilet training is to explain and show the toddler how to do
it and then to leave any further initiative to the child itself. Encouragement without obligation given at
the moment when the toddler has the required capacity, leaves the decision to the toddler itself.

The child is able to accept a certain regulation of its behaviour provided that account is taken of its
capacities at the time. According to Bowlby, the child is well-equipped to establish its own rhythm
and to communicate its own wishes and needs to the people round it.

Respecting feelings

A second important task for the attachment figure, equally crucial for the healthy development of
attachment, is to respect all the child's feelings and to do this irrespective of whether we judge them as
positive or negative. From the viewpoint of our dominant morality we are accustomed to divide
feelings into two categories. Feelings of love, readiness to forgive, contentment and suchlike we label
‘positive'. Feelings of hate, jealousy, anger, we place in a ‘negative' category. It is obvious to me that
we are then talking not about feelings but about moral concepts. We can put it a different way:
“positive' feelings are expressions which strike the other as pleasant; ‘negative' feelings are expressions
which strike the other as unpleasant. Yet feelings in themselves cannot be either good or bad; they are
there and they need to be expressed.
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When the expression of feelings is hampered, then ‘unhealthy' forms of emotion come into being;
emotion which results from repressed feelings. We shall return to this subject in Chapter Seven. At
this stage I shall simply give a couple of instances: systematic and persistent punishment of feelings
leads to rebelliousness and possibly even to delinquent behaviour; allusions to ingratitude lead to
feelings of guilt and anxiety.

Innumerable pages have been written on punishment and reward. This subject will be dealt with later
on in the book. It is sufficient at this juncture to remark that feelings should never be punished.
Feelings express an inner experience and this in itself is neither ‘good' nor ‘bad'. Feelings exist and
their expression brings relief. Bottling up feelings leads to distortion, alienation, to the false I. So
respect for the child's feelings will make an important contribution to the healthy development of the
personality.

To make such respect possible a great deal of responsiveness and stability is required from the
attachment figure. These characteristics in the attachment figure are important. Responsiveness
implies that the signals from the other are noticed, interpreted and answered. It is not simply passive
listening but primarily active reaction to the distress and needs of the child. Bowlby says: "A secure
child who trusts its mother, has learnt that this parent is to be trusted, that she is there when you need
her, and that she is able to allay your anxieties." Besides responsiveness, the parent also needs stability.
She must be able to take on the child's feelings, violent as they may sometimes be, without herself
being thrown off course. The attachment figure's stability enables her to allow the child's feelings to
exist. A stable parent is not afraid of the feelings of the child, for she is not afraid of her own feelings.

1.3 The Child in ourselves

Experiences from our earliest childhood are of decisive importance for our later life. The past within
the present determines our future. By this I mean that the experiences of our childhood have a
persistent influence on how we function and that experiences in the here and now are partly coloured
by what we have been party to in our childhood. What we now experience and do is often an
unconscious repetition of what we have lived through as children. The influence of our childhood
continues to operate in our daily activities; it determines the conditions upon which we are now able
to live. Our very first experiences, in particular, determine the space in which we must realise
whatever is best suited to our capacities, our continuum, our original ‘being'. The original,
unimpaired Child, with its capacities and its limitations, but already acted upon (and perhaps
wounded) by its surroundings, I call the Child in ourselves.

For me there are essentially two forms of the Child in ourselves: the "good', unwounded Child and the
‘bad’, misrecognised Child. The Child in ourselves is able to feel safe, secure and protected, full of
trust in itself and its surroundings; autonomous, self-reliant, creative, in a position to meet challenges;
it is full of curiosity, able to take initiatives, lively and sensitive; it has kept its own natural estimation
of its value and worth. The misrecognised Child in ourselves, in contrast, feels small, inferior, guilty; it
is ashamed of itself, feels aggrieved, humiliated, slighted; it feels insecure and anxious; in short, it feels
‘bad'. "When, as a result of neglect of its needs during development, the Child has been wounded, it
withdraws into itself or clings to others and gets into difficulties", says Bradshaw.

In order to make the emotional pain of misrecognition and wounding bearable, and to ensure its own

psychological survival, the misrecognised child thrusts away the misrecognition. The Child in
ourselves is forced to be silent; it is not allowed to know what is being done to it; it may not and
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cannot experience the pain. The result is that it produces a false I, designed to camouflage the pain, to
make the burden of the past bearable. In front of those aspects of our past that we are obliged to
conceal because they are too painful, we erect a false I, a superficial facade whose purpose is to cover
up the painful and damaged depths of our interior.

If, in childhood, we have built up a basic sense of trust, then we will have created a rich substrate for
continued contact with the Child in ourselves. Then we will not need to construct a false I, then we
will be able to stay in contact with all the experiences and feelings of our childhood. We have nothing
to hide because there are no unbearable experiences. Of course all of us have gone through painful
events in childhood. But it is not the events in themselves that determine whether they will have a
persistent negative influence; it is the way the parents allow the events to be lived through which
determines whether or not they are frustrating.

When, in childhood, we have known the secure basis of an attachment figure and this has enabled us
to build up trust in our own organism, in our own capacities, then the way is open to us to work
towards our self-realisation as fully functional personalities. A fully functional human person feels
himself inwardly free, is not afraid of close relationships; his experiences are not dogmatic or tied to a
structure but independent of imposed patterns; he is open and direct; he is able to experience his
feelings immediately; he has no need to protect himself because he is not afraid of what he feels. A
fully functional personality has a congruent interior communication; his thinking and feeling are at
one. He does not put up a front but can let others see him as he is. A fully functional person has an
‘undamaged' Child in himself or has been able to remake the link with the ‘damaged' Child in himself.
As an adult, the fully functional person stays in contact with the child in himself. He does not betray
it, he listens to it. The Child in himself is his compass, it indicates what is right for him. As I have
already mentioned, Liedloff defines ‘right' as whatever connects with the human continuum. Those
who foster the Child in themselves and listen to it, are not only in a continuum with the human race,
but also with their own personal life history. Fully functional individuals live not only in continuity
with the development of their race but also with their personal journey through life. Their functioning
in the here and now will then contain no break with their experiences from the past. In their affective
functioning as adults, they have no trouble feeling the role played by the Child in themselves. Past
and present are not cut off from each other for a continuous interchange takes place between the two.
Fully functional people live with the experiences from their childhood but these are not permitted to
dominate and certainly not to overwhelm them. Their early experiences took place, are accepted and
are bearable.

If the Child in ourselves has been too drastically misrecognised, that is, if the misrecognition has been
greater than the recognition, then it is very difficult to maintain continuity in our lives. In other words,
if we have not been given trust by our attachment figures, then the Child in ourselves will be held in
contempt and damaged. The reaction of the growing child and later of the adult is to shut himself off
from this damaged or misrecognised part of himself. His continuum is shattered. There is no longer
any question of a ‘fully functional person', or even of a person functioning at all ‘well'. The ‘false'
child no longer recognises its own feelings, is not open to them, but is instead mistrustful of what it
feels. It experiences in a stiff, rigid and dismissive way. The misrecognised child exhibits
contradictions between what it thinks, what it feels and what it does. It is a made-to-measure
individual rather than itself and does not know where it stands; it has no substrate of its own. In
relation to other people it tends to be stand-offish, to wait and see or shut itself off. It tends to be on
the defence rather than open or free. The Child in ourselves can be a rich source of strength and
creativity, the basis of a sound development of ourselves. The ‘good' Child in ourselves looks towards
its own realisation; it is always in process, journeying towards its authentic core. The misrecognised
Child in ourselves stands in the way of any further development, puts on the brakes. It demands a
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tremendous amount of energy, energy which then becomes unavailable for growth. It is a heavy load
which we drag with us into our future lives.

The unrecognised child in ourselves www.stroeckenverdult.be Gaby.Stroecken

21



22
CHAPTER 2

Birth is not the beginning

"The unborn child is a being with feelings, memories and
consciousness, and that is the reason why whatever may happen
during the nine months between conception and birth,
to him, to us all, is to a very large extent
definitive and shaping for his personality,
motivations and ambitions.”

THOMAS VERNY AND JOHN KELLY

2.1 Conception

The foetal psyche exists. We need not doubt this any more. More and more indications, both from the
scientific and the psychotherapeutic fields, make it clear that our psyche begins not after but before
birth. Already before its birth, the human person in process of becoming possesses a form of
consciousness. In the uterus he grows from an embryo to a conscious being. His prenatal development
consists not only in a spectacular bodily development but also in a revolutionary growth of his
psychic and affective capacities. The foetus experiences! The prenatal child is a experiencing and
feeling being. The thesis that the unborn child possesses no consciousness, no memory, no experience,
is no longer tenable. The human person in process of becoming reacts to his surroundings; he reacts to
signals which reach him, to the moods of his mother, to changes in the uterus. In short, the foetus is
not a passive being but an active, sensitively experiencing and reacting human person in process of
becoming.

From this new perspective on prenatal life a further picture has been formed of the beginning of
human life: of conception. Although the psychology of the earliest part of life is still of a speculative
character, there are cautious indications that conception is the very first step in the development of a
healthy personality. Conception is not merely a biological or sexual event, with the aim of propagating
the human race, but also, and perhaps most importantly, an event in which a preparatory climate is
created for a loving welcome. In our present-day culture it is possible to plan births; thus also
consciously to conceive a child. Sexual intercourse can become a conscious, loving act of welcome. I
want to comment here that in an intimate relationship of partners, sexual contact will inevitably have
a greater content of love and tenderness. Here and now, sex is often saturated with an aggressive
weight of unexpressed feelings from the man's side, and a stunted, subservient seeking for attention
and caresses from the side of the woman. In this case it becomes for both of them a surrogate
gratification in their search for lost happiness. Intimacy between the partners is, however, an
important condition for a loving awakening of new life. If intimacy and sexuality are bound together,
then the conception will be desired and the new life will easily take its place within the relationship. In
Victorian times there was love without sexuality; in our times there is sexuality without love. For the
awakening of new life both these realities are undesirable; for a "good' conception, love and sexuality
go together. The partners are concerned for each other, and seek neither to let off steam nor for
compensation, but for an exchange of their love, looking towards the new life. Perhaps we should
think of conception as a first message to this new life: "you are coming into our life, you may be there,
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and you are welcome'.

The capacity of the parents to mother and to father is linked to their experiences with their own
mothers and fathers. The emotional involvement of woman and man with their child-about-to-be
begins when they themselves are still young children. Their own childhood experiences define the
degree to which affective participation by woman and man in the conception and in the pregnancy is
possible. To the extent that they have received much love in their own childhood, to the extent of their
experience of being desired and welcome and of being allowed to have and develop their own
capacities, they will now be able to give love to their child, desire it and make it welcome, allow it to
grow up in its own way, at its own rate, according to its own capacities.
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The quality of the woman's affective participation in the conception and in her pregnancy depends on
how far she has come in her woman's being. Is she content with herself as a woman or must she still
acquire value by looking after others? The man's affective investment in the conception and in his
support for her pregnancy, depends in a similar fashion on the extent to which he has filled out his
own masculine being. Is he happy with himself as a man or has he still to prove himself in life?
Mothering is included in a girl's upbringing because her mother treats her differently from her
brothers. Mothering is not included in a boy's upbringing. To cite Nancy Chodorow: "The
reproduction of mothering by women can be explained through various object-relational experiences
and from differences in the final result of the psychic development of men and women. Because a
woman has mothered them, women themselves will want to carry out motherly functions more than
men, that is to say that they present themselves once more in a primary mother-child relationship and
possess psychological and relational capacities enabling them to mother." In other words, through the
nature of her upbringing, and in particular through her relationship to her own mother, a woman has
more capacities for mothering. For Nancy Chodorow, it is the structures of society which keep this
going. Apart from the question of how it all began and how it keeps going, we can find in her study
confirmation for the thesis that it is the childhood experiences which determine the content of
motherhood and, I think, also fatherhood. Because their mother, particularly in very early childhood,
related to her little daughter differently from how she related to her small son, the woman is more
prepared for being mother than the man for being father.

These thoughts on the awakening of new life make me ask this question: what are our conscious and
unconscious motives for awakening new life? The intensity and complexity of the desire for a child
seem to be determined by a number of elements. On the surface, social expectations play a part. The
pressure from surrounding circles can be an influence. Thus, reaching a certain age and after a
certain number of years in a stable relationship, women are still expected to bring a child into the
world. Certainly in traditional family lore a child is the crown of a relationship. Social trends help to
determine the choice for new life; it now seems to be more fashionable to ‘have' three rather than two
children. Inapposite considerations such as financial factors may also influence the choice to be
pregnant.

It seems to me that the more fundamental reasons lie in the more unconscious influences which
mostly go back to one's own childhood. The first factor we have already discovered with Chodorow.
If, in her earliest childhood, a little girl has been prepared for motherhood, then as an adult she may
have the feeling that she is not fully a woman until she has borne a child. This seems to me a negative
effect of being brought up to ‘mother'. A woman's identification with her mother may be such that she
either wants to be like her mother and just as good a mother as she was, or to show in her own
motherhood that she can do it differently and better than her mother did for her. Besides identification
with or distancing from her own mother and the upbringing she provided, it seems to me that there
are some other desires which play an essential role: these are narcissistic and symbiotic desires.

Narcissistic desires indicate the mother-to-be's need to feel complete and all-powerful. It is a desire
that is rooted in an ideal image. The longing for completion is satisfied both by the pregnancy and by
the child. For some women this longing ‘to be pregnant' can be overwhelming: pregnancy allows them
to feel full, complete, and to experience their bodies as strong and fruitful. Pregnancy can compensate
for feelings of emptiness, of physical incompleteness or insufficiency. If she longs for completion via
her child, the mother will see her child first of all as an extension of herself. A second aspect of the
narcissistic desire for a child is the search for a mirror image. The baby is then destined to be a copy of
her own ideal self-image. Later on it will have to tell her how good she was at being its mother. Fear of
having a defective baby threatens this self-image and is often not acknowledged.
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Symbiotic desires consist of fantasies of merging into the child. The desire is to be one with the child.
The child-to-be-born holds the promise of an intimate relationship, of the close, warm bond for which
the mother longs; it represents an expectation of the fulfilment of her own fantasies and desires and
will have to make up for the losses of her own childhood. Narcissistic and symbiotic desires to
conceive children seem to me to be typically female desires. A man is generally only interested in the
child when it seeks contact with him after birth.

With this I come to a fourth unconscious element in the longing to have a child, and here we can also
recognise the father, namely in the need to fulfil one's own lost ideals and missed chances. ‘Having
children' seems to open the way back to lost happiness. Parents, both mothers and fathers, can
imagine their child succeeding where they failed. The imaginary child has to be ideal; it will symbolise
perfection. It therefore becomes the extension of what Kohut called the ‘grandiose self-image'. The
‘fantasy child' must be perfect, must realise every slumbering capacity in the parents. It must make
their own unfulfilled expectations come true at last. The child-to-be-born must offer its parents a
second chance, bring them new happiness.

These desires of the mother and the father, often unconscious, can have a negative influence on the
affective receptivity of the child-to-be-born. The common factor in all these desires is that they arise
from the emotional distress of the mother and the father, and not from the affective needs of the child
to be conceived. The conception can be too oriented towards fulfilling the parents own needs and too
little towards the conscious affective awakening of new life. Psychic energy is then invested not in the
new life but in the quest for the parents' own lost happiness.

Let us go back to the conception. Veldman stresses that the readiness of the mother's womb to receive
the child is an important condition for the implantation of the fertilised egg cell in the uterus. "This
implantation is not only functional in nature, but must also", he asserts, "be affectively prepared. The
affective affirmation must already be present in the act of creation. Where a man and woman, in an
affective, physical encounter, consciously give some thought to the coming of ‘their' child, then the
affective affirmation of the prenatal child has already begun. The seeds of life which are to form it, are
then charged with loving, psychic energy and are received in a hospitable womb." From its conception
onwards, the child so conceived should continue in a climate of love, a climate of affective
involvement in the life that carries in it the kernel of a fully functioning person. Lietaer Peerbolte also
points out that between the egg cell and the sperm there is a particular force of attraction which comes
from a form of psychic energy and out of which is formed a primitive-I, the first form of
consciousness. This means that already before and during fertilisation a certain form of consciousness
- be it very rudimentary - is present in the form of the primitive I, which has knowledge of the ocean,
the world of the unending, without time or space, of boundless, objectless being. In short, the
provisional conclusion in this ongoing debate is that the early unconscious motives for conceiving and
the manner in which the conception itself takes place, affect the degree of well-being enjoyed by the
newly awakened living being.

2.2 Prenatal attachment: the “good' uterus

A detailed description of the prenatal development of the child does not belong in this book. For such
a description I recommend authors such as Janus, Tietze and Verny and Kelly. For our present task it
will be appropriate to discover which aspects of the foetal development and of the prenatal interaction
between the mother and the unborn child are important to the child-to-be-born's affective
development.
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The unborn child is a being with feelings, memories and consciousness. Its prenatal development is to
a large degree definitive of its personality. The unborn child has perceptions, even if its consciousness
does not go as deep as the adult's and is not as complex. Thus, for example, it learns to know its
mother by her voice, through her movements, through her heartbeat. Its emotional and intellectual
needs may be called more primitive. Yet this does not mean that it is any less important to the child-
to-be-born that these needs should be fulfilled. Liking and disliking are the only two categories the
foetus knows; it does not yet understand the concepts of joy and grief. Joy it experiences as pleasure,
grief as pain. Its feeling life is as yet undifferentiated but no less essential to its existence for that
reason.

There is a mutual bond between mother and foetus. Communication occurs in the uterus. The unborn
child reacts to its mother and the mother reacts to it. This is clearest when the foetus begins to make
more movements but there is also interaction during the preceding period. What a mother repeatedly
thinks and feels about her child determines, for the most part, what the child will finally think of itself.
Her thoughts, her love or rejection, or the ambivalence of her feelings are definitive for his affective
capacities. In the uterus the foundation of the later affective life of the child is laid. The development
of a basic feeling of trust and safety is already in the process of formation during the prenatal period.
If the woman is happy with her state of pregnancy, feels at home in her womanhood, has a basic
feeling of trust and security of her own and knows that she has and can rely on the support of a loving
partner, then her uterus will be
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‘good' for her unborn child. Her own affective security creates for her expectant child a nourishing
and stimulating environment, in which it knows it is safe and protected. In doing this, the woman,
and to a lesser extent the man, can make a decisive difference to everything their child will feel, hope,
dream, think or accomplish for the rest of its life.

In postnatal development, the American psychiatrist Sullivan distinguishes between safe and
worrying experiences. For the young child, a situation in which its needs are attended to immediately
and with love is a safe situation. Sullivan speaks of the "good' nipple and the ‘good' breast when these
offer the baby security because they fulfil his physical and affective needs. Everything which is safe is
‘good; insecurity, fear and emotional pain he calls “bad'. In this sense I should like to extend Sullivan's
concept to include prenatal development. The ‘good' uterus is the uterus in which the fertilised egg
cell can implant both functionally and affectively, where the embryo, and later the foetus, can develop
in a safe affective climate, where mother and foetus are affectively involved with each other and react
to each other. In a “good' uterus, the foetus can continue to experience its oceanic attachment without
threat. For the foetus this oceanic attachment is based on an unlimited symbiotic relationship with the
mother. This relationship is unlimited because for the foetus there are as yet no rules, laws or
standards to which it must conform. The relationship is symbiotic in the sense of being intimate and
dependent; there is as yet no distinction between the foetus's own I and the other object, that is, its
mother. The foetus has the feeling of being utterly identical with the mother carrying it, at least insofar
as no disturbances have taken place. In a "good' uterus, life in the womb is an affective living together,
an inseparable attachment, a safe, warm existence. It is an All-world, an experience of oneness, a
timeless experience of boundless space, an experience which is quite separate from the I which does
not yet have to be bound to the senses. The oceanic experience is an experience of an all-world in
which no distinction is made between past, present and future. It is the most archaic experience of a
human being. When no disturbing factors are present, the circumstances are ideal for the foetus: it
experiences protection, safety and constant gratification of its needs. The oceanic feeling in the archaic
oneness with the mother can be looked on as a cosmic unity, an overwhelmingly positive feeling of
peace, a feeling of calm and happiness, even ecstasy. In the ‘good' uterus the feeling of bliss is all-
inclusive.

So the basis of prenatal attachment is laid in the affective interaction between the mother and life in its
prenatal phase. Although the foetus is an amazing tiny being already with a certain resilience, it is not
in a state to form a unilateral attachment. If his mother shuts herself off from it, it has no idea what is
happening. In other words: not every uterus is, by definition, a "good" place for the unborn child. The
quality of the interaction between mother and unborn child is definitive for the quality of the affective
bond.

Communication between mother and prenatal child occurs on various levels. Verny and Kelly
distinguish three levels on which interaction takes place. They differentiate between the physiological,
the behavioural and the feeling channels of communication. Physiological communication is
unavoidable. The presence of the child in the woman's belly means that there is physiological
communication, even if only in order to provide it with food. Yet how the mother and child utilise
this line of communication will make an essential difference. This is most clearly expressed in the
transfer of the hormones connected with tension and fear. The woman's hormones are in direct contact
with her foetus via the bloodstream. "No proof is needed", assert Verny and Kelly, "of the observable
fact that fears which directly concern her child, her pregnancy or her husband, or her own feelings of
insecurity and inadequacy, have the greatest consequences for the foetus." If the woman experiences
no persistent and intense fear or stress during the pregnancy, she will not burden her unborn child
with feelings of anxiety. Also, healthy eating, no smoking, little or no alcohol, the absence of caffeine
or other drugs, are good factors for good physiological communication contributing to good prenatal
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attachment.

Behavioural communication becomes most obvious when the foetus begins to move. Kicking is
perhaps the clearest form of behavioural communication between mother and prenatal child. By
kicking, the foetus can indicate that he is not feeling good, that he is overtaxed or that he is in
difficulties. The mother's emotions can also lead to kicking. It has been clearly shown that if the
mother feels calm and relaxed, the foetus kicks less. Stroking the tummy also produces a change in the
behaviour of the foetus. In haptonomic guidance for pregnancy, communication at behavioural level
is consciously used to promote the affective contact.

Communication of feeling is perhaps the least perceptible, but at the same time the most profoundly
effective. The attitude and mood of the mother in relation to her unborn child are enormously
influential on the life of the foetus. An attitude of rejection means that the requisite prenatal
attachment simply does not occur; a receptive, open attitude produces ‘good' prenatal attachment.

The impression may have been produced that everything a pregnant woman does will influence her
relationship with her child. This is in some sense true. Yet we must assume that the unborn child also
has a certain resilience which enables it not to be discouraged by frustrations. However, if these
frustrations lead to the child's feeling shut off from its mother, or if its physical or its affective needs
are persistently ignored, then the requisite prenatal attachment is endangered.

What is the father's role in prenatal attachment? In face of the organic connectedness of mother and
foetus, the father is behindhand in the matter of attachment. That does not mean that he has no
significant role. By supporting his partner he can make sure that she feels good and that she enjoys
support during her pregnancy. The man can influence his partner's mood and attitude in a positive
direction. In this way he can affect the affective climate in the uterus. Through loving contact with his
partner's body and particularly her swelling tummy, he himself, at a haptonomic level, can build up
his own direct bond with his unborn child.

2.3 The “good' birth

Being born is more than a biological parting from the mother-body and entry into the world. Being
born is a psychosomatic process in which an active exchange between mother and child goes on. We
must abandon the idea that the child ‘thank God' does not notice its birth happening. The child
experiences its birth; it has a clear impression of it. How the child is born makes a great difference to
how and in what direction it will develop and how it will deal with the world around it. A growing
consensus of scientists and psychotherapists is claiming that a person's birth is a crucial step in his
own personal development and that this step can be taken well or badly.

The prenatal child does not undergo birth in a passive manner; it has an active and initiating role in its
own birth. When the prenatal child is fully mature and fully grown, the moment arrives when it is
ready to leave the uterus. The birth process is begun in mutual ‘dialogue' with the mother. The
prenatal child is ripe for leaving the ‘good' place, but not yet mature enough to live without the safe
assurance of security and protection its mother provides. It also needs her help and support during its
birth. The newborn child wants to take a further step in its life and yet it cannot yet walk, either
affectively or physically. Its birth turns out to be its first disengagement from his mother, but must not
yet lead to a radical break. Being born means that the baby becomes disengaged for the first time in its
still infant life; yet for the baby this cannot mean detachment; it needs its affective bond with his
mother more than ever.
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For the baby the birth itself is an overwhelming experience. The child will never entirely forget this
experience up to the very end of its life. During the birth the child takes in every feeling, every gesture
and every movement. This means that it is theoretically possible for it to recall its birth later in life.
Memories of birth are present, and from such memories it may be concluded that, from a
psychological viewpoint, the birth of many newborn babies has a traumatic aspect. Is being born a
trauma by definition? I do not think so. Being born is a natural process, which can take place ‘without
violence' if mother and child are prepared for it. If the child has come to term in a "good' uterus, then
it will have developed a feeling of trust in its mother and in its own organism and will therefore be
able to cope with this new step. Meanwhile, its mother has prepared herself for its entry into the
world, for its first appearance, for its first disengagement, and is looking forward to it. She is literally
and figuratively open to it.

Being born seems, in itself, to consist of an alternation of pleasant and unpleasant sensations. The
pressure exercised on the child to expel it can make it confused. There is, on the other hand, intense
pleasure to be felt as it passes through the birth canal and experiences immediate physical contact for
the first time in his life. His skin is immediately stimulated for the first time, and that gives feelings of
enjoyment. And at the same time as the perinatal child is subjected to these stimuli, it also experiences
pain. The contractions of the uterus exert a great deal of pressure on the baby's body. Being born is
simultaneously an experience of pleasure and of pain. If its mother can share its pleasure and take care
of its pain, then the baby will have had a ‘good' birth.

Being born is an initial disengagement in which the perinatal child demands support and protection
from its immediate environment.
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From the ‘good' uterus, where the prenatal child found security, protection and permanent
satisfaction of its needs, the child emerges into a world without limits. The intimate security of the
‘good' uterus must give way to an attachment in the external world. The manner in which the child is
born is crucial to its well-being, now and later. The French gynaecologist Leboyer developed a child-
friendly method of giving birth. It is actually not a new method, but rather a conventional birth, but
‘without violence'. The child comes into the world in a dim light, after which its bodily contact with its
mother is immediately restored. Even before the umbilical cord is cut, the newborn child is back with
its mother. Keeping mother and child apart after the birth is absolutely wrong and disastrous; a baby
who has just been born looks for its mother, not for the purpose of restoring the full prenatal situation
- it has grown out of that - but in order to continue the attachment and connectedness established
before the birth.

The immediate restoration of bodily and affective contact after the birth is of essential importance,
both for the first assimilation of the efforts of birth and for the confirmation of a fundamental feeling
of trust. Scientific and psychotherapeutic discoveries indicate that the manner in which the child who
has just been born is received and taken care of, makes a decisive contribution to its later
development. When the baby has begun to breathe for itself and is lying on the mother's tummy, and
she has stroked it until it is calm, and when its umbilical cord has stopped beating and has then been
cut, then the baby is put to the breast. At precisely that moment, as soon as the birth is a fact, and
without waiting for washing, weighing or examination, Liedloff considers that the momentous event
of imprinting takes place. "It is a well-known fact", says Liedloff, "that many young animals imprint
the image of their mothers in their memories at birth, Young geese, for example, as soon as they
emerge from the egg, imprint the first moving object they see in their surroundings. The meaning is,
that this is their mother." Liedloff seems to be forgetting that the newborn human child does not have
to imprint its mother. It knows its mother from the prenatal period; it knows how she feels, what her
attitude to it is. The imprinting, the entire absorption of the mother's identity into the baby, does not
have to happen after birth; it has already occurred in the uterus. This is not to say that I do not share
Liedloff's vision that bodily contact immediately upon the birth is of essential importance. It is simply
that the imprinting is not happening for the first time but acquiring a new dimension, namely, that of
expectant attachment.

In its foetal state, in the ‘good' uterus, the child's physical and affective needs were continuously met.
The protection and the security were always there, a felt presence. The foetus was nourished on a
continuous basis. In its symbiotic connectedness with its mother there was as yet no room for
experiences of dependence. After birth, however, as soon as the newborn baby starts to breathe for
itself and the umbilical cord stops beating, comes a primitive feeling of dependence. This dependence
underlines its vulnerability. Of itself, the newborn baby can neither seek out contact nor find its own
food. Its environment will have to help it. It can give signals, for example, crying; it can also find the
breast for itself once it is laid on its mother's tummy. In its vulnerable dependence it will have to build
up trust in its environment. It seems to me that a newborn baby from a "good' uterus, already has that
trust. It has the expectation that it will be seen and heard, that its signals will be taken seriously and
that its physical and affective needs will be fulfilled. In short, it expects an attachment which will
follow on as closely as possible from the prenatal attachment and also minister to its new needs.
Memories of the imprinting of the very first fulfilment of its new need for attachment immediately
after its birth, will continue to shape its basic feeling of security and trust in itself and in life,
throughout its lifespan.
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CHAPTER 3

Psychological birth

"Independence from the mother can only come via her,
through her fulfilment of the correct role,
as she gives her child the experience of staying in her arms
and, when that is no longer necessary,
allows it to develop further.”

ALETHA SOLTER

3.1 In the arms of its mother

After its biological birth, the newborn child's need for intensive contact with its mother continues. For
the first time and primarily in a biological sense, it is apart from her, but it is as yet quite unable to live
without her. Its growth has gone far enough for it to emerge from her body, but this does not yet place
it in a position to go any further on its own. Its whole being seeks to maintain the absolute and
immediate liaison it experienced before its birth. It is still entirely dependent on the care provided by
its attachment figure and thus, in its vulnerability, also seeks contact with her. It is in the world but
not yet able to direct its attention to that world. It first has to establish itself, get to know where it
stands; it must feel it belongs somewhere, that it is not lost, that it is not abandoned to its fate. The
imprinting moment is therefore, as we have already seen, of essential importance for the affirmation of
its existence.

"The period immediately following its birth is the part of life outside the mother's body which makes
the strongest impression. What a baby encounters at that time is, for it, what all life is about. Any later
impressions can only to a greater or lesser degree supplement that first impression which took place
before it had any other information about the outside world. Its expectations in that phase are the
most unalterable it will ever have. The change brought about by emerging from the total hospitality of
the uterus is enormous but, as we have seen, it arrives already prepared for the great jump from the
uterus into its mother's arms", thus Jean Liedloff. What it is not prepared for is a still greater jump,
that is, the jump into its "own' cradle. It expects its mother and not some lifeless textile with which it
cannot communicate; it expects her trusted body, her voice and her heartbeat, and not a baby basket
lined with material which does not move, has no smell or any feeling of life. "It is understandable”,
Liedloff continues, "that the violent wrenching apart of the continuum of mother and child, which has
laid such a strong foundation during the stages enacted within the uterus, may result in depressive
feelings for the mother and in torture for the newborn child."

For the first months after its birth, therefore, the child's greatest need is direct and immediate bodily
contact with its mother. It wants to be in its mother's arms. This stage is called by Margaret Mahler the
stage of normal autism. The baby reacts primarily to internal needs and not yet so very much to
stimuli from outside. For example, it wakes up because it is hungry. The newborn baby is still turned
in on itself, not yet open to experiences from outside, unless these experiences are connected with the
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fulfilment of its needs. For Mahler, the newborn baby's most important task is to acquire an
equilibrium in the external world. What was self-evident in the uterus now requires a new approach.
Needs have to be met and the baby must now give signals whereas before it did not have to do so. The
feeling of being welcome in this world and the need for a special place of its own both demand ever-
renewed affirmation and in its mother's arms the baby hopes to find such confirmation. The baby
gives signals in order to bring its mother close to it. Only in the direct nearness of its mother does the
baby experience that it is welcome, that it has a right to its own space, that it is allowed to be there.
Up to this point, its mother has been its only link with the surrounding world; she is the one who has
provided, nine months long, for all its vital functions and fulfilled all its affective needs via her "good'
uterus.

This ‘good' uterus has now let the child go. However, the biological birth is only a first step in the
process of disengagement, in taking leave of the symbiotic bond between mother and child.
Immediately following its birth, the newborn child has no further need to disengage still further from
its mother or to turn towards the world. It needs time to assimilate its physiological birth and orient
itself in its new surroundings. It still has to take its place and experience this as "good'. Only then can
it go on to a new step, that of its psychological birth.

After all the effort of the biological birth, what the baby most needs ic to maintain contact. According
to Solter, it wants to be in its mother's arms all the time. It is in bliss when she carries it with her or
when it lies on her belly and hears her trusted heartbeat. It is wholly connectedness when it is at the
breast. It is for this reason that the baby is equipped with the means of restoring this contact if it gets
the chance. If the baby is laid on the mother's belly, then it "creeps' instinctively upwards, looking for
her breast. It will look for her breast and there find its desire for nourishment gratified, bodily contact
with its mother restored. It will experience the complete pleasure of being satisfied in its mother's
arms, just as for nine months it has been satisfied inside her body. In its perception of her closeness it
will rediscover the secure base it has just left, be it in another form and another fashion. The baby's life
goes on, no longer in but with its mother.

"Its place in its mother's arms is the expected place”, asserts Liedloff. "In its deepest inner being it
knows that this is its place. It corresponds to its continuum, meets its present needs and contributes
‘correctly’ to its development." In its mother's arms, and in its father's concerned closeness to it, it
finds a state of bliss; its expectations are fulfilled, it does not feel it has been left to its fate. Everything
it needs at that moment it finds in its mother's arms. After a combined effort, the ‘good' uterus has
given place to the "good' breast, and this feels "good' to the baby. For it, its mother's arms are the
‘right' arms.

What does the baby look for in its mother's arms? Besides fulfilment of its primary needs, hunger,
thirst, relief from bodily discomfort, the baby also looks in the first place for bodily closeness. In
contact with its mother it finds safety and assurance of security. It looks for continuous and immediate
gratification of this essential need. It expects its mother to lighten and make bearable the pain to which
it is subject because of the frustration of its needs. In the months after the birth the baby needs its
mother to take it seriously, to affirm it and to give it the feeling that it is allowed to be there as it is. It
needs her to let it know that she is there, that she is available to it and will react to its signals. It expects
her to take serious notice of its pain, its fears and its grief. "All painful experiences", says Solter, "are,
during this period, solved in its mother's arms." I should like to add to this: on condition that the arms
are available and responsive, thus "good' arms. The child is able to feel whether its mother is taking it
seriously not because she tells it but because she lets it feel that the needs it has are allowed to be there
and that the signals it gives are heard and followed up by her.
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It is the rule for every attachment relationship: letting go is possible only after an intense affective
connection has been created. This holds true in the first months of our life. An affective connection in
the "good' uterus makes a ‘good’ birth possible; a "good' imprinting after the birth and a secure feeling
of attachment in the first months makes possible a new step in becoming disengaged. In other words,
the newborn baby can only start to disengage from its mother if it has first of all enjoyed a
connectedness which supplies security. In the first months of our lives our symbiotic connection to the
uterus cannot yet entirely give way to closeness at a distance. As babies, we are at that moment not yet
ready for it. At that moment, distance is still experienced as ‘bad'.

For a long period after its birth, a small baby sees its mother as part of itself, just like when it was still
in the uterus. Its consciousness is not yet sufficiently developed to allow it to recognise the separate
existence of the other. It knows only absolute connectedness, an inseparable being together, even
taking the form of being “identical with the other'. It is for this reason that, after its birth, its pattern of
expectation demands that its mother should always be there. It does everything to be close to her. This
is sometimes called ‘infant tyranny'. Yet a small baby has no feeling of power, no need of power. All it
has is those experiences from the uterus from which it has concluded that its mother automatically has
the same desires, interest, longings and expectations as itself. It knows no distinction between subject
and object, between I and you, between itself and its mother. It has an acute perception of her, just as it
did in the uterus. Her joy is its joy, her fear is its fear, her certainty is its certainty and her aversion is
its aversion. In relation to itself it can only feel what she feels. Its sensitivity to her attitude in relation
to itself is as keen as it is because it knows no distinction between her and itself.

If it is allowed to be in its mother's arms and its needs are fulfilled there, then through these
experiences the baby can build up a "healthy' narcissism. 'Healthy' narcissism is a basic feeling of
being allowed to be who you are. If you are loved for who you are, admired and esteemed for your
value as yourself, touched and handled as something special; and if you know for sure that your
mother is not going to leave you and if you are taken seriously, then you develop a "healthy' feeling of
self-worth and self-love. Alice Miller calls this "healthy' narcissism; Erikson calls it a basic feeling of
trust. When these needs are met in our childhood, we do not need to drag them with us into adult life.
When we have been able to develop ‘healthy' narcissism we do not later need an ‘unhealthy'
narcissism for the purpose of proving ourselves and disguising our insecurity behind a facade of
pomposity and swank. If we have confidence in ourselves, we do not later need to feel uncertain and
inferior. We do not then have to give ourselves extra value through status and power.

To sum up, for the first months after the biological birth we human children are still wholly involved
with our mother, with our entire organism, even though we have emerged from her body. We
experience no 'I':, our chief experience is a ‘we'. The psychological birth will change all this. On the
foundation of a safe connectedness with the mother, a feeling of 'I am' gradually develops. Or, as
Bradshaw so accurately expresses it: "We need the mirror in the eyes of our mother figure and the

(K1)

echo in her voice in order to discover our ‘I am'.

3.2 Disengagement and letting go

As we have seen, after our biological birth we continue as small babies in a symbiotic involvement
with our mother. Biologically-speaking, the umbilical cord has been cut but psychologically-speaking
that has not yet taken place. The young baby experiences itself as still totally and entirely dependent
on its mother. However, its need for immediate contact with its mother decreases in so far as it is
satisfactorily met. Gradually, the baby, toddler or infant begins to need to fall back on her only when
it cannot cope with a situation by itself. But we have not yet reached that point; first the baby has to be

The unrecognised child in ourselves www.stroeckenverdult.be Gaby.Stroecken

33



34
born anew, this time in a psychological sense. The psychological birth is its discovery of its own
existence, apart from its mother, as a distinctive autonomous person.

During the first three to four months of its existence the baby's capacities for interaction with its
mother and, more distantly, with its father, as separate people, increase extremely quickly. If during
the first weeks the newborn baby has mostly a vague picture of the ‘good' breast by means of which it
gets food and comfort, after a few months the baby's first concepts of people develop. The "good'
breast then becomes the ‘good' mother. On the basis of this first concept of the other, primarily the
mother, the child develops its first ideas of itself. In other words, as the contacts with its mother
acquire more form and content, its experience of itself also fills out with more form and content. In
those contacts, in which it is treated with affection and trust, it develops the concept of a "good' self.
Every experience in which it is treated with irritation, small esteem, rejection or in other damaging
ways, contributes to the formation of a self-image as a worthless, unloved, incapable individual. "A
dismissive attitude in the parents has the unhappy effect of making the child think that it is not
lovable enough, that it is not worth their love and attention. It is totally against its nature to see its
parents as ‘wrong', and it has therefore to be the child itself who has done something wrong", says
Liedloff. Thus the baby forms an image of itself as apart from its mother, but in this case a negative
image, a ‘bad' L.

Its experience of itself as a separate individual and of the world around it will grow swiftly over the
coming months, especially under the influence of motor and sense impressions. A dramatic change
will come about in its interest for and interaction with its surroundings. The baby begins to smile
more and make more eye contact. It enjoys discovering new things. it emerges from its autistic shell.
This heightened interest and interaction strengthen its image of itself as an independent life, as its own
'T', as the beginning of an individual. The symbiosis begins to make way for a distinction between
itself and its mother, and a little later between itself and its surroundings.

On the foundation of its first concepts of itself and of the other, the baby will take its first cautious
steps in the process of disengagement. It can explore itself and its little world, for it has discovered
that it can exist apart from its mother. According to Mahler, the first differentiation has then taken
place, a differentiation between itself and the world. With this, the first step has been taken in the
process of disengagement we call the psychological birth. On the basis of its own experiences, and its
own capacities, the baby can let go of its mother for a little while. It no longer has to be in her arms all
the time. It can momentarily do without her immediate and bodily closeness. It can take the first steps
towards being by itself.

The psychological birth will have begun in about the fourth to the sixth month, and lasts until the
baby is about one year old. It is a period of heightened consciousness of the process of disengagement
from the mother, and at the same time the starting point of the baby's own autonomy and
individuality. I purposely use the terms "disengaging' and ‘letting go' rather than separation. A “good'
psychological birth is a natural process which links on to the child's continuum and puts the child in a
position to loosen its primary bonds, particularly those it has with its mother, without entirely losing
them. In a 'bad' psychological birth, the close and immediate bond between mother and child is
broken too early and too abruptly, before the child is ready of itself. Then the psychological birth is
not a process of disengagement or freeing from, but rather one of cutting-off or rupture. The result is
that the baby begins to feel insecure. No acceleration in the child's individuation process takes place
but stagnation instead. Through this process the young child does not become self-sufficient but,
rather, increasingly insecure.

Letting go, on its own initiative and at the right time, is possible for the baby only when it has felt safe
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and secure in its primary attachment and has developed trust in itself and in its ‘'good' mother.

"Once the stage of complete individuation is reached and the individual is free from these primary
ties, he is confronted with a new task: to orient and root himself in the world and find security in other
ways than those which were characteristic of his preindividualistic existence", thus Fromm. While the
baby's mother, although a little further off, remains its primary orientation, the baby now has to enter
into a different relationship with her. Direct dependence and her immediate presence gradually give
way to the knowledge that it can always rely on her. It has found out by experience that it can let her
go but that in case of insecurity or some other urgent need it can always go back to her. Its trust in
itself will not now be as dependent as before upon her immediate availability; it is now able to bear a
little distance. This distance, both in time and space, will gradually get bigger. Whereas before its
psychological birth it was unable to bear any distance between itself and its mother and wanted only
to be in her arms, during the process of the psychological birth, in the second half of the first year of
life, it becomes able to tolerate more distance. A whole day without its mother is still eternity for the
baby and arouses feelings of abandonment. Until around the age of a year a child is still not conscious
enough of time and continuity to know that its mother and father will come back. Disengagement at
too early an age results in a basic feeling of insecurity and uncertainty.

This requires a different attitude from the mother. Whereas her direct, immediate availability and
responsiveness are an absolute condition during the period before the psychological birth, she can
now be present more in the background. She does not take the initiative of seeking contact, but
becomes more passive. She is present, but does not impose herself. She can let go of the young child,
allow it to take its first steps in the world, go its own way, discover and explore of itself. Her
continuing background presence and the fact that it can fly to her for refuge, creates a counterbalance
to its first voyages of exploration and give it the feeling that it can enter the big world in safety. Its
‘good' mother does not have the feeling that it is rejecting her when it is happy by itself; she has no
need to make it stay small. On the contrary, she feels delighted by the discoveries it makes; she
encourages it to experience itself as a separate individual. She does not need the baby for her
existence; it, on the other hand, still needs her for its existence, although somewhat less than in the
first months. Total symbiosis has come to an end. The process towards free, independent life can now
begin. Through and following on to the letting go process, individuation has begun. The baby has
been born as a being of itself, as an individual in process.

3.3 Autonomy

The disengagement process begins at the psychological birth but does not end there. The motor and
intellectual development of the toddler and infant continue. As long as it has developed a basic feeling
of security, trust and inner certainty during its first year, then its natural need for independence will
grow further. It will want to enlarge its world in accordance with its newly-developed capacities. By
experimenting with its strength it will want to discover more of who it is and what it can do. It is
curious, wants to learn, and wants to discover and explore the world through ever new experiences.

The infant's natural tendency to experiment goes with its tendency towards caution. Discovering the
world also includes learning more about the attendant risks and dangers. If the infant is not over-
protected, it will learn what is dangerous and what is not; if it is over-protected it will not discover the
dangers for itself and will react according to its parents' fears.

The object of all the child's activities is to discover who it is itself, to do what it expects of itself. It does
not need to be made to work by means of pedagogic games. For the child, life is learning and this
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learning comes spontaneously as soon as it is ready. Playing is learning; imitation is working. It
becomes more and more involved with the world of the adults. In itself it has little need of toys or
games to play. It is too busy looking at what its parents are doing, with imitating what they do. It does
not want to be distracted but to take part in their world, to join in the adult world and take its place
there. In this way it picks up from its elders whatever it is able to grasp.

It is enormously interested in what everyone is doing but has no urge to influence anyone else, let
alone compel them. "The toddler's will is his motive force", says Liedloff, and she is right. Its first
decisions are taken in the ‘correct' manner as long as it is subject to no compulsion and no attempts
are made to persuade it. As long as grown-ups do not rob it of its growing independence, the child is
well able to look after itself and has an intrinsic feeling of what is right for it and what not. It is not
ashamed of what it wants and what it can do. The toddler is also keen to learn and wants to get on.
Shame occurs only if it gets the idea that what it does and is capable of is silly and pointless; if its
growing independence is called in question. A toddler who is ashamed of itself has acquired this
feeling from its parents; not from itself.

The psychological birth results in a basic feeling of autonomy. This autonomy becomes striking when
the toddler reaches the phase of saying no' or ‘me do it' or 'won't'. The autonomy phase has therefore
sometimes been called the phase of "the child's own way', often with a negative aftertaste. Bradshaw
calls this phase "bonding under protest”. From this it would seem that the toddler will by definition
resist its parents and that its need for autonomy will turn against them. However, its growing powers
are not directed "against them': on the contrary, they are directed “at them'. The child is not against his
parents but for its own autonomy. It wants to imitate their lives, incorporate their lives into its own. If
it gets the space in which to learn and is allowed to discover where its boundaries lie, then its
struggles towards more independence will not direct themselves against its parents.

"Autonomy", to cite the words of Arno Gruen, "is the situation in which you are entirely one with
your own feelings and needs. Autonomy is being open to what is positive in existence, to feelings of
joy, grief and pain, in short to vitality." Autonomy is not independence in the sense of proving that
you count, that you are valid. It is neither a rebellion nor deformed egoism.

Autonomy indicates the experience of being able and allowed to feel for yourself what you feel. The
autonomous toddler is independent not only in what it does or does not do but also in its experience
of life. It no longer has to experience what its mother experiences; the child itself can now take in
impressions, have ideas, experience feelings. Its living is no longer her living, and its mother feels that
this is "good'. Where its mother and father can allow their child to grow into autonomy without
feeling threatened by its will, the child's will have the experience that it may go its own way, feel what
it feels, even if its perception differs from that of its parents. Parents are able to allow their child's
autonomy insofar as they themselves have developed their own autonomy.

What the toddler now needs are reliable but patient parents who set boundaries appropriate to its age.
Its parents do not impose their will but provide it with a safe space in which it can discover more
about its own willpower. It does not need competition but testing. It wants to test the boundaries of its
own capacities, how far it can go. Marking boundaries is not the same as punishment or restriction.
Marking boundaries means that the toddler has the experience of its parents protecting it without
constant fault-finding; providing safety without constriction; saying ‘no' without rejection.

The safe boundaries set by its parents may conflict with its own determination to explore. This does

not have to be a problem. Dealing well with conflicts is very important to the toddler's development of
‘healthy' autonomy. In its future life its autonomy will certainly collide with that of other people. Its

The unrecognised child in ourselves www.stroeckenverdult.be Gaby.Stroecken

36



37
autonomy is not unlimited. Resolving conflicts teaches it to watch over its own frontiers without
forcing itself. Toddlers must see their parents solving their own conflicts in an honest and open way.
They must witness an honest relationship in which both parents express their true feelings and reach a
solution to their differences of opinion. In the same way that its parents resolve their differences of
opinion, the toddler will discover that it can have an opinion different from that of its parents - about
what may be done and what may not be done - and that it can be cross with them without losing
them. It must have the experience that conflicts are allowed to exist and can be resolved without
judgment or rejection.

The disengagement process in the toddler expresses itself in a growing autonomy. It wants to discover
its own capacities, in its own way, its own time and at its own chosen moment. Letting go on the part
of its parents means that their role recedes more and more into the background where they continue to
provide their child with a safe base. The safe base is there for the toddler to fall back on in case of
need.
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Part I1:

The misrecognised Child in ourselves

CHAPTER 4

Disturbed early attachment

"People who have never been loved will never be able to tell
what happened to them as embryos or tiny babies.
The inarticulate early months
get no further chance to speak later on in life.”

PETER SCHELLENBAUM

4.1 Misrecognition of the child before and after birth

"To be able to perceive and satisfy its needs, a child's parents must establish an affirmative,
responsible, and caring relationship to it. If the child's natural, primal needs are satisfied, it will be
endowed with a fundamental feeling of security, trust, and vitality. Together these will form the
foundation for a positive ability to form human attachments”, thus far Stettbacher. This links on to my
observation that the satsifaction of primary needs is an essential condition for healthy development.
Being and continuing to be oneself is possible only where people have been brought up in an
atmosphere in which needs are taken seriously and satisfied. Pre-birth and newborn children have the
biological expectation consequent to the developmental history of the human race, that their primary
needs will be satisfied by their progenitors. It corresponds to their continuum that they should rely on
their parents to satisfy their needs.

To the extent that parents, both mother and father, deny their unborn and very young child the
satisfaction of its primary needs, the child will feel insecure, its vitality will be impaired and it will be
unsure of itself. When the tiny human being receives no response to the signals it sends out, for
example calling or crying, then it is filled with increasing tide of pain and terror from which it is
powerless to save itself. It will feel misrecognised. Yet it will experience and feel this to be its own
shortcoming. No small baby, no young child, can grasp lack of response from its mother or father. It
will feel it has been rejected and abandoned. This rejection and this misrecognition lead to a basic
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feeling of abandonment, of having been left to one's fate, of having been banished: there is no one to
fall back on. "We should not scruple”, asserts Peter Schellenbaum, " to see insufficient love [in
childhood GS] as the cause of all symptoms of abandonment." The issue here is not simply one of
being actually left alone. Misrecognised children may actually never be left alone, they may even
appear to be much fussed over, whereas in reality they are not loved at all. Lack of love, sometimes
difficult to detect from outside and which the child cannot put into words either, always produces a
feeling of abandonment. It is the parents' responsibility to build up a loving relationship with their
child. For the child, the important thing is that it should experience the parents' love not that its
parents should imagine they are loving it. Misrecognition happens where the parents are more
preoccupied with themselves than with the child; where parents react out of their own emotional
neediness and not on the basis of the needs of their child. Their intentions are often good but are soon
shattered by their own unsatisfied childish wishes and desires. You cannot give your child what you
yourself did not receive in your own childhood.

Where the fulfilment of primary, affective needs such as needs for security, support, belonging and
affirmation is lacking, the result is misrecognition. All violations of the primary integrity of the
unborn or very young child occur through the denial of its feelings, desires and needs. Through
neglect, through threats and demands, through long delay before its needs are satisfied, through
isolation and seeming rejection, through humiliation, through a shortage of "good' love and attention,
the young child becomes overloaded, confused and disturbed.

Among the ways in which the very young child expresses its feeling of being misrecognised and held
in contempt are motorial restlessness, inconsolable crying and increased demands for attention.
Recently, in Prague, I witnessed the fundamental misrecognition of a child of about 10 months. The
child was screaming with fear and panic, apparently because of the pressure of the crowd around its
pushchair. Its father refused to take it in his arms; worse still, he forbade either his wife or an older
woman to do so; the child was to stay sitting in its pushchair. Moreover, the way the father placed
himself behind the pushchair clearly revealed his anger and his urge for revenge. The whole event was
saturated with abuse of power. The child must learn to stop screaming, in spite of its fear; the child
must learn to be obedient, in spite of its fear; the child must learn to be quiet, in spite of its fear; the
child must learn to adapt, in spite of its fear. The child probably did at some point stop screaming. A
child who is not heard finally stops crying because there is no response. The misrecognition then
changes into adaptation. If a misrecognised child finds out early in life that its only hope is to adapt to
the demands of its environment, then misrecognition is complete. The adaptation makes it even
harder for the adult to get in touch with these early childhood experiences. Adapted children who
have learnt not to cry, mostly have the impression of having had a "happy' childhood.

If the child experiences too little real cuddling, it will continue to long to restore its bodily and
affective contact with its mother. It will go on demanding her attention. It will go on looking for what
it never had; it will go on searching for its lost happiness. Parents who essentially misrecognise their
children, often have “difficult, "annoying' or "awkward' children. Misrecognised children demand the
attention they have not been given. In Liedloff's words: "Children may put an enormous amount of
energy into demanding attention; not because they need attention in itself but because this is how they
indicate that a particular experience is not acceptable and plead with their care-giver to alter the
situation. A lifelong urge to go on demanding attention is thus no more than the logical sequel of the
expression of the very first demands for attention, until unceasingly demanding the attention which
was in the first instance refused, becomes an object in itself. The type of parental attention which
results in more and more urgent signals from the child is thus clearly the wrong sort of attention."

If the search pursued by the misrecognised child does not lead to restoration of affective contact, then
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the child will suppress or distort its needs. It develops the feeling that its primary needs are incorrect
and its signals wrong. It is painful to go on longing for something which is never forthcoming.
Continuing to send out signals which are not heard strengthens the feeling of rejection and
misrecognition. In order to avoid this pain, which gnaws away at the organism's survival mechanism,
it stops sending out signals. It ceases to cry, for example, but becomes depressive; it no longer asks for
attention at home, is even a ‘model' child, but totally intolerable at school. The suppression and
distortion of fundamental needs have destructive consequences for the child. If misrecognition
happens on a large scale it may lead even to serious psychopathology.

So, in my eyes, the misrecognised child is a child who has not seen its fundamental, primal needs and
desires more or less fulfilled, at the moment that it signalled its need. The absence of such satisfaction
leads to psychic problems. The younger the child was when misrecognition took a structural form, the
longer and more profound the price it will have to pay in later life. So misrecognition does not have an
effect only at the moment when it occurs but also throughout the subsequent life of the person
concerned. As adults, we carry with us the misrecognised child that was formed before we were born
and in our earliest childhood. In many of us, therefore, the feeling of constant rejection can be traced
back to concrete, non-imaginary life experiences dating from our earliest youth. The need for
continuing affirmation, the insatiable need for bodily contact and sex, addiction to eating and
drinking, loss of contact with our physical needs, all are symptoms of early childhood misrecognition.
"But for all this," declares Bradshaw, "if the needs you had in babyhood were not fulfilled, you
yourself also have a feeling of shame; a feeling somewhere deep inside you that something is wrong
with you." Shame such as this may cause us to blush deeply throughout our lives whenever we desire
anything, consciously or unconsciously or are obliged to take up cudgels for ourselves.

4.2 Prenatal detachment
At conception

Misrecognition of the child may occur long before its birth, often even at conception. At the
implantation of the fertilised egg cell, the seeds of detachment may also be implanted if there is no
affective investment in the conception and the womb is not prepared to provide a ‘warm' welcome. If
the uterus is not prepared to receive the new life and the journey to the receptive surface where it is to
be embedded has no affective accompaniment, then the very first stage of attachment will not take
place. If there is a cold reception at the moment when attachment should take place, this will lead to
imprintation of the first feelings of abandonment, the first detachment. If the parents, in their sexual
contact, did not envisage the coming into being of their child in an affective manner, then the first
fundamental attachment will be missing. Instead of affirmation of its ‘coming into existence', of its
welcome to life, of delight in its youthful being, comes cold, distance, loneliness and feelings of
abandonment, a feeling of being unwanted. "What makes us, then, produce unwanted offspring?"
sighs Stettbacher. "In these times," he continues, "everyone who is fertile should be conscious of what
he or she wants from a sexual encounter. Is it an erotic adventure? Or the desire to conceive a child in
love? If the aim is to have a child, then this should be done in full knowledge of our resposibility for
the new life we are creating. It is a crime to conceive a child in ignorance or as a plaything." Or citing
Veldman's words: "There is a world of difference between loving reception: ‘receiving' a child, and the
rationalised "getting' of a child. Developments in the field of artificial procreation are having the effect
that the "getting' of a child is deteriorating more and more into a technical operation: something one
‘has a right to". Parents' rights to ‘have' a child are unassailable in our societies. But where are the
rights of the child to its natural parents? Where are the child's rights to have affectively present
parents?
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Now that we know and can find out so much more about what the child experiences from conception
onwards, how it feels and feelingly reacts in the womb at early stages, we must ask ourselves what the
affective consequences of these experiences can be for the child. How does it feel to be the unplanned
child, the artificially conceived child, the lent out child, the child of a surrogate mother, or the
manipulated child? I am aware that my ideas, which have been shaped on the basis of the natural
expectations of the child which is to be conceived and which wants to be welcomed affectively, may
arouse strong emotion. Medical science has indeed accomplished a miracle: everyone can "have' a
child! The "produced' child exists. From my conclusions on and feeling for the significance of prenatal
attachment, I am led to grave doubts about long-term effects on the well-being of unplanned,
artificially conceived, lent out or manipulated children. These doubts have not been inspired by social
conservativism but by an intense involvement with the affective rights of the unborn and postnatal
child.

In our society, the question of the psychological motivation of both mother and father cannot be
raised. Are man and wife up to receiving a child? Do their conscious and unconscious wishes and
motives imply serious risks to the optimal human development of the child they expect? Where their
principal motive for bringing a child into the world is to affirm themselves through producing a child;
where the unborn child is designed to add value to their own existence or where the future child is
destined as a disguise for their own misrecognition, then this will interfere with the affective fusion of
egg and sperm and with the affective reception in the womb. Particularly in the case of women in an
unsatisfying partner relationship, women with disturbed affective relationships with their own
mothers and women suffering from serious anxieties and cares, the risk of damaged attachment is
greatly enhanced for the future child.

During pregnancy

W.E. Freud says: "The quality of the woman's emotional investment in her pregnancy depends on how
far she has come towards complete womanhood." Her emotional ripeness for pregnancy stems not
from her adult years but from her childhood, when her own affective development began. For the
father too, his investment in the quality of his contribution to the conception and pregnancy in his
partner is dictated by his affective capacities to "give'. The basis of this is also laid in childhood. Where
the man and the woman are not ready to beget and to bear then the child's existence takes root in bad
soil. The first and fundamental attachment is missing. Prenatal development must provide the basis
for the later intellectual, affective and social flourishing. A secure attachment in a "good' womb is the
basis for this. The foetal child, during its life from conception to birth, runs the risk of suffering
interference in its affective development. Interference with the intimate feeling bond with its mother
has a damaging influence on its affective development and particularly on its basic feeling of trust.

We have already seen that the foetus is capable of experience. At the beginning of its life, a human
being is one and all body. "Our perceptions and the resultant reactions are governed by the senses.
These signal heat and cold, softness or hardness, sound and silence, light and dark. Good and bad are
still synonymous with pleasure and displeasure”, thus Stettbacher. The foetus experiences its
environment and thereby the ‘good' or ‘bad' uterus. It can already be damaged in its integrity by
overloads which affect its sense of well-being. As it is still entirely dependent on its perceptions these
will determine its reactions; it cannot reflect on or attempt to understand them. If it experiences fear
and pain, it cannot interpret this overload. It simply becomes confused.

The mutual interaction between mother and unborn child grows with the months. In this mutual
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interaction the starting point lies in the woman's affective readiness and the support she receives from
her partner. Her ‘communication’ with the prenatal child will influence its mood and thereby its
communication. Verny and Kelly, as we have already seen, distinguish three channels of
communication between mother and unborn child. A communication channels may silt up or even
become entirely blocked and the prenatal channels of communication are no exception. The mother's
attitude to the unborn child is of definitive significance. The more combative, ambivalent and rejecting
the mother's attitude to her prenatal child, the more overload the foetus experiences. Such an attitude
on the part of the mother is often unconscious. The more equable the mother and the more focused on
the child, the more equable will be the newborn baby.

At every level of communication there are recognised risk factors which have a negative influence on
the bond between mother and unborn child.

The physiological communication between mother and prenatal child can be disturbed and thus
weaken the prenatal bond. By the transmission of hormones, the fundamental anxieties and chronic
stress of the mother pressurize the unborn child's basic feeling of safety and security. We are not
talking about women who get worried now and again. But intense, continuous anxiety in the mother
will be dangerous. The attacks on the child by the stress hormones she produces will result in a state
of heightened arousal in the foetus. Such ‘overcharged' arousal upsets its equilibrium. Research into
prenatal stress reveals the following consequences for the child: sleep problems, motorial restlessness,
high irritability, lower intelligence, excessive crying, apathy, low weight and growth rate. After birth,
overactive and stressed foetuses are more fearful of aggression in contacts with other children; they
are more reserved in seeking contact with their peers. They are insecurely attached. Excessive alcohol
intake and the use of drugs may also be qualified as forms of physiological communication of the
mother with her child. The damaging alterations which may be brought about by these substances in
and round the foetus's immediate home, are likely to worry it. Active and passive smoking are also
damaging to the physical and psychic well-being of the foetus. Smoking reduces the amount of
oxygen in the mother's blood and without sufficient supplies of oxygen the growth of the foetus is
reduced. Research has shown that, seven years after their birth, the children of mothers (and fathers)
who smoke have more difficulties in learning to read and more psychological problems than other
children of the same age. So the consequences of smoking by a pregnant mother continue to be
perceptible even much later in the child's life.

Behavioural communication begins to be clearly noticeable as soon as the prenatal child starts to kick.
Many of the behavioural patterns used by the woman in communication with her child are very subtle
and seem superficially quite ordinary. Even the way a woman moves is a type of behavioural
communication; her child can feel the emotional mood which lies at the root of her movements. Is she,
for example, in a hurry and tense? Then its tension also increases. Research has shown that foetuses
whose mothers had attended a sound-blasting rock concert exhibited stress reactions for days
afterwards: they were much more fidgety, kicked more and their sleeping-waking rhythm was upset.

As I have already remarked, feeling communication is perhaps the most difficult to recognise. There
are affective situations or attitudes which have a clear biological component, such as stress, anxiety
and anger. The woman's body then produces hormones which have their effect on the foetus.
However, communication of feeling extends further. Even affective situations and attitudes which
have no clear biological component may influence the unborn child. One example is the complex and
subtle emotions of ambivalence. The woman is not necessarily aware of her ambivalence to her
pregnancy, and it would appear impossible to point to a biological component of ambivalence. Yet it
is as good as certain that her ambivalence has a negative effect on the prenatal attachment. The
affective radar of the unborn child is so sensitive that it is able to receive even the weakest vibrations
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sent out by its mother's emotions. Thus, a woman who feels rather cool about her pregnancy and her
unborn child, will transmit these feelings of distance to her child. Her child registers the distancing
and the attachment is disturbed.

I want to emphasise again that it seems that negative emotions which occur now and then, or a few
days of pressure and tension, will not have a persistent negative effect on the growing reciprocal
communication and attachment. The unborn child has a certain resilience which enables it to
withstand such influences, provided that it can continue to perceive its mother's affective
involvement. When there is real danger for its affective development is if the mother's anxieties and
tensions or her ambivalence or cold approach acquire a chronic character. The prenatal child may then
start feeling isolated from her because its psychological needs are being persistently neglected. All the
unborn child wants is love and attention. As long as these are forthcoming then prenatal attachment
follows of itself. The emotional patterns which exist before birth are to a marked degree definitive for
the creation of the mother-child relationship after the birth.

4.3 Birth and trauma

It will now have become clear that, thanks to our knowledge of the child's prenatal development, we
may abandon the idea that the child scarcely notices the birth event. Yet we are far from knowing
everything there is to be known about the psychosomatic birth process. Whether or not every birth is
by definition traumatic is still under discussion. Janus claims that this is so, and also assumes that the
trauma takes place both at the somatic, physiological level and the psychological level. For him, the
birth trauma on the physical plane hinges, banally enough, on a single missing centimetre. The
diameters of a baby's head and of the pelvic opening at its widest, both measure around ten
centimetres. At least one extra centimetre is required to allow for the soft parts. This is supposed to
have come about through biological and evolutionary processes. For this reason it is claimed that
there is not enough room for the child to have a good birth. It is held that it experiences pressure on
the brain and lack of oxygen. As soon as the waters have broken immense force is exerted on the body.
All this is held to be the basis of the birth trauma in every human being.

However, it seems to me illogical that mother and child should be unprepared for a natural birth. I
therefore disagree with Janus's reasoning. In my opinion, birth does not necessarily have to be
traumatic. I agree that many people have had traumatic births. But the reason for that, as far as I can
see, does not lie in a natural impossibility of a "good' birth, but in the way in which pregancy and birth
are approached in our Western ‘civilisation', and in the attitude of expectant parents to their child's
birth. I will come back to this later in this section.

As we have already seen, natural birth must be understood to be an overwhelming event for the child;
an event for which it needs the support of its parents. When the perinatal child comes into the world,
after living for nine months "'in paradise'... in protected dialogue with its mother" as Stettbacher puts
it, the event will surely be accompanied by violent and deeply moving emotions. Stettbacher even
claims that we measure every emotional event in our lives against the standard of our birth
experience; as soon as some emotion comes up the birth experience is recalled to life. I do not know
whether our birth weighs so heavily in the scales of our life. What I do know is that a traumatic birth
has a long-lasting and deeply felt negative influence on our further development. In other words,
whether the intense experience of being born becomes a negative stress, depends on the way the child
is treated during the time that it is being born. All too often, alas, our birth is a brutal, painful
expulsion from paradise. Or was that paradise already no longer such a paradise? Sometimes it is, to
cite Stettbacher once again, "deliverance from hell into the torture chamber of the delivery room."

The unrecognised child in ourselves www.stroeckenverdult.be Gaby.Stroecken

43



44

A child who is born in a traumatic manner will not forget this; the child's unconscious will experience
its traumatic expulsion as an experience of being disowned. Where the birth becomes a process of
torture, accompanied by heavy emotions, by terror and pain, the child is at a loss to find any
explanation within its own natural patterns of expectation. It has as yet no concepts which might
allow it to grasp this monstrous event. "The infant feels itself mistreated, pushed and pulled about,
squashed, beaten, hung up by its heels, choked and strangled - and this, by strange, alien powers. ...
Once our bodies have registered these horrendous traumatisations, it is not surprising that the
experience becomes for us the epitome of hell, banned to the unconscious as the terror of all terrors,
stored as a warning of mortal agony." This is Stettbacher's description.

The question which arises is: how does it come about that so many births which might take place in a
natural manner nevertheless become so traumatic? I have the idea that there are two main reasons for
this: the medicalisation of birth in our culture and the attitude of the woman to her pregnancy and the
birth of her child. There are birth methods, such the Leboyer method, which ensure a non-violent
accompaniment to a natural birth. Yet most traditional hospital births, - why give birth in a hospital?
having a baby is not an illness? - may be characterised as traumatic. A growing body of research in the
area of prenatal psychology is indicating that children who appear happiest and learn most quickly,
have three things in common: a natural birth around full term, a peaceful place of birth (usually at
home) and the fact that they stayed close to their mothers immediately after their birth. The increasing
medicalisation of birth increases the risks of psychological damage. Medical technology may be
relevant in emergencies, but must be used within the limits of the baby's right to be treated as a fully
human person. Anything more tends to be simply damaging. Having a baby is a manifestation of life,
not a case of illness.

Verny and Kelly distinguish five categories of psychological risk at birth. Ordinary, uncomplicated
births through the vagina belong to the category attended by the smallest psychological risk. As we
saw before, this natural way of being born offers many advantages, in particular the strengthening of a
firm bond of feeling between mother and child and between father and child. Caesarian births may
have a long-lasting negative effect on the child's psychological well-being. It appears from
psychotherapeutic practice that adults born by caesarian section retain a deep and often
unassuageable longing for bodily contact. It seems that this may be attributed to the fact that during
its birth the baby was deprived of its intense experience of physical contact. Giving birth without pain
also falls within this risk group. More psychological risks are associated with breech births, and
minor, shortlived difficulties with the umbilical cord fall into the same category. Babies from the first
group are at greater risk of experiencing learning difficulties and those from the second are more
likely to have swallowing and speech problems such as stuttering. The category at highest
psychological risk is that the category of premature births. Being born too soon, that is to say, before
the prenatal child ready, either physically or emotionally, may cause enormous damage to a baby.
What is meant here is not a baby born two or three days early, but babies born weeks or months too
early. In this group, risks of later emotional difficulties are greatest, accentuated of course by the
separation which follows birth when the baby is raised in an incubator.

Besides the traumatising influence of birth methods, a further important possible cause of trauma at
birth must be recognised in the woman's attitude to her pregnancy and to giving birth. Her attitude
has a great influence on way she will give birth and on any risks to the child associated with that
event. An ambivalent attitude to her coming motherhood, a consciously or unconsciously disturbed
relationship with her partner and great apprehension are the complicating factors for a woman who is
not ‘ready' for motherhood. She has more chance of psychological problems during her pregnancy
and there is a greater risk of complications during the birth. For example, a woman who is not yet
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ready or not yet mature enough to take on the care of a child, may unconsciously hinder her body
from pushing the baby out. This will of course hinder the birth process because it is a process which
goes best when the body, mind and heart of the mother are focused on supporting her child through
its birth. For example, a woman who cannot bear any pain either physical or emotional, will resent her
child during the birth because of what it is doing to her. She may require the child to make up to her
all its life for the labour pains she suffered at its birth.

If we look at birth as a process of interaction between mother and child, then we see that the birth
process may lead either to a closer or a more distant affective bond. Veldman sees natural birth as a
conversation. The mother's message to the child is “you are fully grown’; the child experiences this as a
sign that it can take a further step under its own steam and seizes the initiative to be born. At the birth,
the wishes of mother and child coincide. Both of them now want to interact with each other on
another basis. At a ‘good' birth both want to set in motion the first step towards independent life for
the child. The mother feels proud and ‘relieved'. She has completed her first task.

However, if, through inadequate psychological adaptation, the mother loses contact with her child
during its birth, then the child comes ‘alone into the world', without support, without protection, in a
single word: detached. There is an abrupt break with the prenatal symbiotic phase, a break which is
not mended. In fact, if, during the birth, the woman is focused on her self and what she is living
through to the exclusion of her child, then there is more risk of the birth becoming a detachment
instead of establishing a closer bond of feeling. It is very important to the child and to the mother that
she should give birth to her child naturally, in full consciousness and on the basis of her own free
choice.

4.4 Lack of personal ground

Through the prenatal attachment and a natural birth, followed by direct bodily contact after the birth
(the moment of imprinting), the foundations are laid for a feeling of trust. Such trust is, as we have
already seen, oriented not only to the outer world but also and most of all to the child's own
experience. The unborn child who experiences that the uterus in which it is growing is a "good' and
thus safe uterus, develops trust. The response to its affective needs gives it the feeling that it is being
taken seriously. From the fact that its needs are respected the prenatal child concludes that its needs
are justified, that it may experience what it experiences. It feels recognised in its affective needs. This is
the beginning of a basic feeling of trust in itself as a living, experiencing, feeling, direction-giving Self.
This is how the foundations are laid for a healthy personal ground.

Misrecognition and misprisal of the fundamental affective needs of the prenatal and newly-born child
lead to the absence of a personal ground. The earliest experiences before, during and immediately
after birth of being ‘repudiated’, 'not wanted', ‘rejected’, lead to an ungrounded existence. The absence
of the first prenatal and perinatal attachment has a fundamental and damaging influence on the basic
feeling of trust. Without trust in itself and in its own organism, a child cannot, psychologically
speaking, survive. Without trust it cannot grow or realise itself according to its own capacities. The
best it can do is adapt and alienate its own self. Such very early rejection lays the foundations for
every later psychological difficulty. Fear and insecurity replace trust in the other; emotional poverty
and emptiness replace trust in itself. The world is inimical and threatening and the child has no power
of its own to wield against these terrors.

The adult with an ungrounded Child in himself may appear to be well-adapted; he seems to be able to
function well, and yet he does not ‘feel' good. His relationships will tend to be superficial and he will
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never be able really to experience his feelings. He will do his best to hold the fort and yet will never be
able to deal with conflicts or recognise boundaries. Anxiety is at the root of the ungrounded existence.
Once again, this anxiety goes back to very early misrecognition and misprisal of the affective needs of
the prenatal and newborn child.

On the basis of his psychotherapeutic experience, Janus makes the following assumptions: "Early and
even the very earliest experiential situations are not "primitive', ‘soulless' or ‘reflexive-unconscious'
but on the contrary intensive, emotional and comprehensive." Following Veldman, this experiential
situation may be called ‘affective consciousness'. Disturbance in the development of the “affective
consciousness' produces a basic anxiety. On this point I should like to formulate the following
psychological ‘law": in the life of the child, born or unborn, the earlier the frustration of the affective
consciousness occurs, the more extensive the consequences in later life. Or, the earlier the frustration,
the smaller the personal ground. This means of course not simply superficial frustration but
fundamental affective misrecognition and misprisal of the child.

In many of the anxieties experienced by children and in the dreams of adults, prenatal and perinatal
experiences may recur. For example, fear of being shut in when tight clothing is pulled over the head
may be recognised as an unconscious repetition of fear at birth. The fear of being torn and devoured
by a wild beast, a frequent fear, may also point to a birth fear. Another typical repetition of birth fear
is fear of being captured by a spider, and then bundled up and strangled in its web. The fear felt by
many children of losing their parents or by adults of losing their partner, may have its roots in an
abrupt separation caused by a difficult birth in which the child was not gathered up and consoled by
its mother. Changes in life may arouse neurotic fears and difficulties simply because any change
recalls the original experience of a traumatic birth. Neurotic symptoms seem to speak a perinatal
dialect.

The Hungarian-American psychotherapist Stanislav Grof has specialised in the diagnosis of perinatal
experiences in his clients' symptoms. By studying experiences with LSD he was able to discover the
link between birth experiences and later neurotic symptoms in adults. On the grounds of these
observations he came to the conclusion that differing psychological disturbances which may be
manifested in later life belong to differing stages in the birth process. Without at this point going into
the details of his theory and treatment, I should nonetheless like to include a couple of his remarks. He
observes that a remarkable number of symbolic perinatal clues occur in the language used by clients
suffering from anxiety and depression. 'I see no way out’, 'I feel torn apart inside’, ‘I shall never get it
together', 'T always have to do everything on my own/, I feel as if I'm numb'. Discoveries in prenatal
psychology and in psychotherapy are making it clearer and clearer that all sorts of psychological and
psychosomatic complaints and problems have prenatal and perinatal roots. The English theologian
and psychotherapist Frank Lake starts from the assumption that negative involvement of the mother
with the foetus develops an emotional distress syndrome. Under emotional stress the foetus attempts
to deal with its overwhelming feelings by shutting out the overload and emotional pain. It is the same
sort of psychological mechanism as is often found in severer form in adults with serious psychological
difficulties.

It is now in principle possible to distinguish between prenatally and perinatally caused psychosomatic
symptom forming. As the birth process is followed through in the imagination, the psychosomatic
symptoms arising from it can be directly derived. Chronic tiredness, shortness of breath, neck and
shoulder trouble, asthma, dizziness, headache and migraine may be linked to birth experiences. Janus
gives an illustration of this connection in the case of what he calls a "heart neurosis'. In this case, when
partings are imminent, a person is suddenly seized by a deadly fear that his heart will stop. According
to Janus, such an attack of anxiety should be seen in the context of postnatal dependence and
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disengagement conflicts. Because of their fear of separation or threatened separation, people with a
‘heart neurosis' enter into strong relations of dependence, in which they seek the security of the
prenatal and perinatal attachment. When these relations of dependence are discussed or when
separation really occurs through the death of the partner, a recapitulation of the traumatic fear of
separation during the birth may be experienced. On this point it seems to me that Janus should be
extremely careful to distinguish between experiences during the biologocal birth and experiences
during the "psychological' birth. For although the psychological birth is the period when the first steps
towards individuation are taken, it is at the same time a period of heightened vulnerability to
separation. The "heart neurosis' might therefore date largely from the ‘psychological' birth and not
necessarily from the biological birth.

Another field in which the effects of prenatal and perinatal experiences betray themselves is that of
suicide. More and more frequently, in the literature on suicide, connection is being made between the
way the suicide takes place and the way the birth took place. If the birth took place with violent
intervention then the means used in the later suicide will tend to be violent. If the birth was
accompanied by the use of narcotics the suicide will tend to choose a consciousness-deadening
method. From this, Janus concludes that a person's wish to commit suicide is fed by a longing to
reunite with the primitive mother being. In this sense, suicide and attempted suicide are deranged
attempts to reunite and be reborn in order to renew oneself in a situation from which there seems to
be no escape. This feeling of there being no future may in turn be rooted in prenatal and perinatal
damage.

Prenatal detachment may cause the bottom to fall out of a child's life. When serious prenatal
detachment has taken place, it may lead to serious psychological difficulties. Serious prenatal
misrecognition and misprisal can lead to an entirely ungrounded existence in which fundamental
pleasure in life and its meaning are missing. Living then becomes survival.
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CHAPTER 5

Insecurity and uncertainty

"Your expectation was turned into waiting
and watching.

You learnt to make your moves counter-mouves,
because what you expected was not what they expected.
You quickly found yourself in a world full of uncertainty,
doubt, fear for your existence.”

STEVEN DE BATSELIER

5.1 The vulnerable child

In chapter one I tried to make clear the importance of a secure attachment. A securely attached child
feels sure of itself, does not cling, is full of initiative and shows no fear; it is ready to go exploring
without tension and if tension increases it runs back to retrieve the closeness of the trusted child-
rearer. In short, it feels secure and confident. We have seen that available and responsive attachment
figures create a secure base which allows the child to go out and explore its own possibilities and its
environment. If it has been provided with a secure base it is able to flourish of itself. In this chapter I
want to explore what happens when there is no secure base, but in consequence, disturbed affective,
cognitive and social development.

All sorts of reasons underlie the inability of parents to be available or responsive. How does it come
about that parents are unable to offer their child a secure base? Certain obstacles are of a superficial
nature and would be quite easy to remove or alter. There are the opinions and ideas which flow into
the ear of the child-rearer and which are handed down from generation to generation. Principles of
upbringing are also lifted out of popular literature. Liedloff writes: "In "advanced' countries it is the
custom to supply a book on baby-care as soon as a child is expected. It may be the fashion at that
moment to let the baby cry till its heart is broken and it gives up, goes numb and becomes a “good
baby'; or to pick it up when the mother feels ready and has nothing else to do.... Whatever it is, the
young mothers read and obey; they do not trust in their own inborn capacities, do not trust the baby's
‘reasons' when it gives its ever too clear signals...." Critical reflection on such opinions would bring the
child-rearer in closer contact with her own sound intuition and make her less of a follow-my-leader.

A more essential reason for not being available is to be found in the break in the attachment
relationship incurred at separation. Premature separation of the child from the attachment figure not
only upsets the child but also has negative consequences for the parents. The child feels insecure and
uncertain and the parents' responsiveness is dealt a blow. For example, mothers whose babies were in
incubators after their birth reported that by the time the babies came out of the incubators the mothers'
feelings towards them had changed. They felt they were more at a distance, that it was less easy to
adapt to the child, that they were less intensely involved. The break in the contact with their child had
made them less responsive.
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Finally, a serious and far-reaching cause of non-responsiveness is to be found in the tensions and
emotional problems of the parents themselves. Although I shall be treating this in greater detail later
on, I do not want to go on without remarking that the emotional problems in question stem largely
from the parents' own childhoods. As a result of their own earlier misrecognition, parents may
themselves be suffering emotionally and may try to use their child to compensate for what is missing.
A child seems to be exceptionally well-designed to make up for an emotional lack. Child-rearers who,
in their own childhood, had parents who were not very responsive to them, will find it very difficult
to be responsive to their own children. Because the mother starts from what she now thinks she needs
for herself, and is not aware of the fact that these needs are based on what she needed in the past and
did not receive, she is unable to start from the needs of the child.

Available and responsive attachment figures help to create a secure base and a positive affective
development and this favours the entire personal growth. When there is no security for the child
whose very nature it is to attach itself, then its attachment starts off as an anxious attachment
relationship. Bowlby understands an anxious attachment relationship as an affective bond between
the child and its attachment figure in which the child is not certain that it can rely on and trust this
figure, a bond in which the child has the feeling that it may lose this figure and in which it has no base
to fall back on. Trust must then give way to suspicion, to watching out. The certainty of protection in
case of need is lost. Security gives way to anxiety and uncertainty.

There are two forms of anxious attachment, the anxiety avoidance form and the defence against
anxiety form. In the first form the child becomes more and more distant from its attachment figure; it
seeks little contact even at times of stress. Even after a separation, for example time spent in hospital
or a holiday taken by the parents, the child keeps its distance. It does not seek to be close to its
attachment figures, but in fact avoids them. The child exhibits anxiety-avoiding behaviour. The
balance is pushed towards exploration. This exploration is of poorer quality than that of the securely-
attached child. The anxiety-avoiding child is often wrongly considered to be exhibiting ‘early
independence’, especially because its behaviour does not usually raise problems. Its limited feeling
responses usually go unmarked. Near where we live there is a child of about eighteen months who, in
my opinion, is exhibiting anxiety-avoiding behaviour. When it comes home with its mother and father
in the evenings, after its day in the creche, it always runs away from them. No sooner is the child let
out of the car than it runs about everywhere except in the direction of its parents. When the father or
mother is carrying it, it looks around in all directions and struggles to be put down. It gives the
impression of being a child full of initiative but I think that on a deeper level there may be a weakened
affective bond. The child appears not to feel secure with its parents and therefore runs away from
them. It avoids its attachment figures, does not look for closeness, would rather go off by itself.

The child who fearfully clings to its parents is exhibiting anxiety-defensive behaviour. It has a strong
tendency to look for closeness. Such a child does not want to leave its parents; it is often called a
‘mother's child’, because it clings to mother's skirts. Anxiety-defensive children cannot in fact do
without their parents’ proximity. They therefore have a tendency to keep their world small. They will
not be quick to take up something new, but prefer to watch where the cat jumps. They feel happiest
with what is familiar to them. If a defensive child has the feeling that it is being let down by its parents
then it does not attempt to make contact. It prefers not to be confronted all over again with possible
separation or rejection. The defensive child takes no risks; it shuts itself off by showing no interest in
its attachment figures; it does not let its trusted figures near it because it wants to prevent the pain of
threatened loss of contact. The child refuses contact in a painful experience,
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particularly after a separation. It is ambivalent in its relationships. Neither in itself nor in its
relationships does it find the security which would enable it to explore. This is in contrast to the
anxiety-avoiding child who nonetheless finds enough of a base in itself to go exploring on its own.

So how does the child's first attachment relationship relate to its development, cognitive and social?
Or in other words: what are the consequences of a ‘bad' attachment relationship? The securely-
attached child is socially more competent. In its dealings with its parents we discover that the
securely-attached infant cooperates with its upbringers in a better and more positive manner than the
insecurely-attached child. There is a good balance between looking for closeness and exploring. In
comparison with its peers, the securely-attached child is more social; it is better at “playing together’,
takes more notice of the others. The insecurely-attached child has rather unstable relationships with
others during the first years of its life. It is afraid of others, keeps more at a distance, finds it more
difficult to share its feelings, feels vulnerable. Securely-attached children seem to be able to relate to
strange adults more easily than insecurely-attached children. The latter are more troubled by fear of
strangers.

Securely-attached children are also more competent in non-social fields. They are singled out by the
quality of their exploration. They are more curious, more interested in learning new things. They want
to test the bounds of their own capacities. They are persistent in striving towards their own ends. In
solving a problem they show more enthusiasm and attack the task with more concentration. They
possess more ego-resilience, which means that they have the capacity to react with either flexibility or
resistance, according to the circumstances. The anxiously-attached children, by contrast, show more
signs of ego-brittleness; they are rigid and have a certain incapacity to adapt. They prefer to avoid new
things and so have more difficulty in learning. They are quicker to feel uncertain and have little trust
in their own capacities. Securely-attached children also have the capacity to be open or closed as may
be necessary. They are able to express impulses, feelings and longings or to refrain from doing so
when their well-being would be affected. We call this, ego-control. In anxiously-attached children we
find two extremes. Anxiety-avoiders seem to be too controlled; they try to keep their expressions of
feeling under lock and key. For in their experience their most important attachment figures cannot
deal with their feelings. Anxiety-defensive children, by contrast, show lack of control and let
themselves go too quickly. These children have not experienced sufficient secure boundaries with
their parents. These two extremes are also to be found in adults.

Securely-attached children are also better at cognitive activities. They assimilate information more
quickly and have fewer learning difficulties. They have good concentration because they are keen to
learn new things. The development of their talents goes faster and they have a larger vocabulary and
can express themselves better. Under stress they are less troubled by an inner turbulence which then
translates into motorial problems; for them, stress is not something which knocks you off balance but
instead a challenge. Secure children are not hyperactive.

Thus, secure attachment not only has a positive effect on the affective flourishing of the infant and
toddler but also on its social and intellectual capacities. Insecurely-attached children are as it were
handicapped in all areas and will not find it easy to make this up.

5.2 Aggravating circumstances

There are various circumstances which upset still more the building up of a secure attachment

relationship and thereby trouble the child's further development. I want to deal here with the
following aggravating circumstances: separation and threatened separation, spoiling and over-
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protection and the offer of control patterns.

Separation and threat of separation

Chief among the possible causes of disturbed attachment are ‘separation' and ‘threat of separation'.
The concept of “separation’ is not strange to our society but is usually used in a particular context in
connection with two partners in a marriage splitting up. Yet there are additional forms of separation
which can have deep consequences for the emotional, social and intellectual development of the
young or older child. Separation always means a rupture in the bond with the attachment figure. This
rupture may be definitive or simply temporary but the separation is always of such a nature as to have
an emotional effect on the child. Whether a short-lived separation has a permanent effect on the basic
feeling of security will depend on how the child lives out the separation. For example, if a mother
walks to the garage, this does not have to signify separation. If she walks to the garage in a rage and
fails to come back the whole day, then this will give the toddler an experience of the threat of
separation.

There are various sorts of separation experience. The most incisive is the separation experience where
the rupture with the attachment figure is definitive. The death of a parent or of another trusted person
often means a deep rupture in the child's feeling life. There are other forms of separation which are
less readily recognised as separation experiences but which may leave deep traces. So, for example, a
spell in hospital either on the part of the child or of the attachment figure, often evokes separation
feelings in a child and certainly if the child is not properly prepared for the event. Being sent away for
a long or short period may also lead to the same experience. It is known from prenatal psychology
that the unborn child may also experience feelings of loss. The spontaneous abortion of one of the
foetuses in a multiple conception may leave the remaining full-grown baby or babies with an
unfocused feeling of loss.

The loss of domestic pets can also give children feelings of separation; the same may happen with loss
of a loved object. Examples of this are: a dog or cat which dies, moving to another room, another
house or another neighbourhood, the loss of a soft toy, a doll or some other toy, having to give up
one's own place at table or one's own bed. In short, ‘separation'’ is a reality which shows itself in many
forms; only the person who undergoes it can recognise the content of that particular experience of
separation.

Of course not all separations from attachment figures or objects are equally important. Separation is
always a subjective experience; something which seems a slight loss to one person may be in
surmountable to another: discussion between the people involved is useless. I think a certain hierarchy
is to be distinguished according to the relative weight of different experiences of separation. The loss
of a loved person mostly weighs more heavily than the loss of objects to which a person is attached.
Within the experiences of loss of attachment figures there is also a hierarchy. At the top of the
hierarchical ladder come the first attachment figures and these are the parents. For the very young
child the mother has more affective weight than the father. Under two years of age the loss of mother
will mean more, provided that the mother is the primary attachment figure.
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For older children, the loss of either of the parents may have the same emotional effect. Somewhat
lower on the ladder are the brothers and sisters. The loss of a brother or sister can make an enormous
impression on the child. Then come other members of the family with whom affective bonds exist:

grandparents, aunts and uncles. Friends may also occupy a very important place in the child's feeling
life.

How does the child react to separation? If, as adults, we examine and acknowledge the separation
feelings of the child, then we shall notice that children react more or less in the same way as adults. In
other words, childrens' and adults' feelings after an experience of separation are the same. The phases
of the assimilation process, as we know it in adults, are also to be found in very young and young
children. In the beginning, children react to loss with denial. ‘It can't be true!' This original refusal of
the experience is necessary to them when the experience of loss is too painful and at that moment
unbearable. Rage, exasperation and resentment may follow the denial. These feeling are to do with the
fact that the experience is received as wrong, unreasonable and unjustified. "Why me?' Then, in
children too, comes a period in which they start to allow their grief. They may grieve intensely over
the loss they have suffered. Only when they have been able to allow their grief is the loss assimilated
and they are able to go through the last stage of the mourning process. The mourning process ends
when the child has reached a new balance without the lost person. When the loss can be accepted, the
mourning process is complete. Sadly enough, children are dependent on the space adults allow them
to give shape to their feelings of mourning. Because childrens' sense of time and distance is different
from that of adults, we are perhaps inclined to minimalise their experiences, brushing them aside with
“children forget so quickly!' Yet children need a certain period of time in order to go properly through
the mourning process as we know it in adults. Children experience loss and separation and, like
adults, need time to assimilate them. Children can mourn. On this point I should like to formulate a
psychological ‘law": the younger the child is at the time of its experience of separation, the more
deeply incisive this experience will be, and the more time and space the child will require later on in
order to assimilate the separation. This ‘law' is the opposite of what is generally assumed to be the
case. In divorce or at the death of a parent you often hear the comment that it is less serious for the
very young children, for they will hardly remember it. Nothing is less true. The youngest children will
often exhibit the most emotional problems at a later stage, precisely because of the denial of their need
to assimilate their loss.

"Many violent emotions occur at the time when affectional bonds are instituted, during the period of
their existence and when they are broken and renewed once again. The unthreatened continuation of
an affectional bond is experienced as a source of security and its renewal as a source of joy. Actual loss
causes grief and the threat of loss arouses anxiety, while both situations arouse anger", thus, in a
nutshell, John Bowlby expresses the significance of affectional bonds.

Threatened separation may stand in the way of building an attachment relationship. The word
‘threatened' already expresses the gravity of the situation. We all know the word in connection with
the threat of war, the threat of bad weather and so on. It gives a feeling of insecurity and helplessness.
There is something here we are unable to manipulate, we are helpless in the face of something that lies
beyond our powers. We have lost control of the situation. As long as the threat continues, anxiety and
insecurity will be on the prowl.

Being threatened by separation is an experience which is easily passed over or underestimated as the
cause of unfocused, incomprehensible anxiety. In contrast to the situation of actual separation, we
have here a situation less easy or even impossible to evaluate in time, place or consequence. Will it
happen or won't it? When is it going to happen? What will happen in consequence? For a child, such
insecurity can leave deep, perennial traces.
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What are the situations which may give a child this feeling of threatening separation? Before
answering this question I should like to draw a line between situations which do not originate in the
child and situations which are directly connected to the child's behaviour. To put it another way, on
one side there are unintentional interventions which have the side effect of making the child feel
threatened, and on another side are active interventions by the parents intended to reach the child. To
the first category belong illness in the attachment figure, depression in the attachment figure, conflicts
in the family, sending the child away with insufficient preparation. In the second category we can
place punishment of the child by ignoring it, threatening the child with "going away' if it is not "good'.
The essence of all these situations is that the child sees its relationship with its attachment figure
threatened to such an extent that the continuity of that relationship hangs in the balance. Even
unintentional intervention can cause the child to feel responsible for the threatened separation. As we
said before, the young child cannot see its parents' behaviour as bad. It will take on itself the guilt for
whatever is wrong. This gives the disturbance of the attachment bond yet another dimension.

How does the child react to the threat of separation? In contrast to the situation of an actual
separation, there can be no question here of real assimilation. There are no events to get hold of or
facts to mourn. There is nothing definitive about a threatened separation and there is no final term to
the threat. The anxiety, the insecurity, the threat, simply continue. In other words, there is nothing for
the mourning process to get to grips with. The child is simply suspended in an atmosphere of
abandonment, doubt and anxiety, to which, for the moment, there is no end, even if the threat should
at some time be withdrawn. Here an accompanied process of assimilation will have to take the place
of a spontaneously developed mourning process.

Spoiling and over-protection

If we half listen to the language of upbringing - upbringing has its own vocabulary and a use of
language all its own - we seem to hear the word ‘care' coming up rather often. The sum total of
upbringing is often lumped together as a great deal of ‘care' and this attitude often has, alas, a
negative sound. In order to divest the concept of “care' of its burdensome and sometimes negative
load, it might be useful to compare it with the concept of "concern' with which it is often confused. In
order to bring to light the difference between ‘care' and ‘concern' it is important to clarify the basic
underlying attitudes.

From the time of pregnancy onwards the parents are inclined to form an image of their child's future.
Further examination reveals that this image often has the characteristics of and is rooted in the parent's
experiences with his or her own parents. This is not to say that the image has to be the same, it may be
the very opposite, but it will refer to this image. Some examples follow: "My child is not going to
become what I have become’, ‘I shall not do the things they did to me to my child’, or "My child will
get further in life than I have'. The child-rearer's own upbringing continues to be the point of
reference. Dominant standards and values in society strengthen these expectations. The child must be
prepared to be made to fit the expectations of that society. It must become someone and must
therefore fit into society. About this, its parents are concerned. Concern starts from the upbringers,
from the image they have of the child's future. The upbringers' anxieties usually play a central role:
will the child succeed in realising this image, will the upbringers themselves thereby be seen as good
parents?

Care has a different basis: what is this child asking of me, what are the potentials and limitations of
this child? What is going on in this child's feeling world? Care starts from the affective needs of the
child and not from the upbringers nor from the way the upbringers were brought up, nor from the
standards and values of the society behind them. Concern can become so dominant that people tend
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to forget entirely that this child demands it own care. Or, put another way, the great concern for the
child can result in parents acting against the feelings, needs or interests of their child. So much
importance is attached to what the child must achieve, that the child is no longer seen as what and
who it is and what it needs. The child's own needs are passed over. The distinction between “care' and
‘concern' makes the difference between 'mothering' and ‘over-mothering'. ‘Over-mothering' starts
from a parent burdened with her own unassimilated feelings or emotions and needs. "Mothering'
starts from the child's needs and imposes nothing; it means watching and waiting for the child to
make its needs known. A child cannot be spoilt or over-protected as long as the parents start from the
child's own needs.

In order to avoid misunderstanding I will make the following comments. Starting from the child's
feelings in not a “passive' occupation. It does not imply that children can and may do anything, that
there are no boundaries. Nor does it imply that the parents are not allowed to have needs of their own.
I am not advocating a so-called “free' upbringing. In both ‘free’ and “authoritarian' upbringings the
upbringer starts from his ideas, his dogmas and not from the experience of this child confided to his
care. A so-called ‘free upbringing' in neither better nor worse than an “authoritarian' upbringing. Both
are inadequate because they do not start from the child's needs. Passively allowing things to go as they
may can be a form of neglect. Bringing a child up according to a preconceived plan entails the massive
risk of misrecognising the feelings, needs and experiences of the child. Parents have their own needs:
all I ask is that they should not use their child to fulfil those needs.

Does this mean that we must never put obstacles in our child's way? Indeed, we must put nothing in
the child's way; there are already hindrances enough in its way which cannot be avoided in its process
of growth, especially in our society. These hindrances range from small malaises to deep frustrations.
In order to overcome these hindrances and frustrations a child needs the support of its parents and it
needs them to set boundaries. Clarity, structure and the setting of boundaries give the young child
security. ‘Good' attention assumes both stimulation and protection, always in proportion to the child.
A child under two years old must only receive but not receive everything, only what his needs
prescribe. Later, boundaries may be set. For example, if a toddler asks for a sweet just before a meal,
this need must not be fulfilled at that moment. The boundary can be: no sweets before the meal. The
toddler will be disappointed; he really wanted a sweet. The boundary will evoke a feeling of
disappointment, but it does not have to mean repression of the child's own capacities to feel. A child is
able to deal with the disappointment if it is allowed to experience the accompanying feelings - anger
for example - without curtailment. In this way the very important relationship with the child-rearer
remains intact and the child has had the chance to experience its own feelings and boundaries. Where
the upbringers are unable to stand the child's disappointment, they will either let things happen which
are unsafe for the child or offer the child a surrogate. In both cases the necessary setting of boundaries
is omitted and the child starts to feel insecure. Offering the child a surrogate deprives it of the chance
to have a new experience. This is the essence of spoiling and over-protection.

Spoiling starts from the needs of the child-rearer who is unable to set boundaries, who cannot bear
disappointment, who has no tolerance of frustration. If the child-rearer cannot bear the child's
disappointment because he is concealing his own disappointment stemming from his own childhood,
he will spoil the child. It is not the child's pain which is unbearable but his own pain originating in his
own childhood. He will spare his child disappointment and prevent the child from feeling it. This
does not mean that we should frustrate a child merely for the sake of frustration. It is important to
distinguish between frustrations which may be avoided and frustrations which are unavoidable. In
avoiding frustrations we shall of course take into account the age and capacities of the child. For
example, for a small baby it is important for it to be fed as quickly as possible after it sends out the
message that it is hungry. At a slightly older age it can be made clear to it that it has to be patient for a
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little while. Many needless frustrations for children may be avoided by arranging the household with
reference to the child. In such surroundings the child itself can explore as much as possible in order to
get to know its own limits and those of its surroundings. The child-rearer's care can come into its own
here. Spoiling has no place. Spoiling covers up a lack of ‘"real' attention, ‘real' love. Spoiling means that
the parent does all sorts of things for the child which it doesn't need.

Overprotection is also diametrically opposed to care. Overprotection may be seen as an extreme form
of over-mothering which springs from the child-rearer's own anxiety. It is the child rearer's anxiety
which is projected on to the risks the child may run. The child's explorations, its investigation into its
own possibilities and their limits, is already restricted in advance because they make the child-rearer
afraid. The overprotective parent is inclined to keep everything the child does under her own
supervision and control. It then becomes difficult to let go of the child and allow it go its own way.
The child-rearer who has not integrated her own anxiety will exhibit an excessive inclination to keep
the child strictly under control. Yet children do not need parents who are always on top of them; they
need their parents to be present in the background. Although such intensive and persistent attention is
easy to class as care and love, we must insist that it has little to do with either. Overprotection is like a
hug which holds you too tight.

Presenting the child with patterns of control

The child that has spent enough time in its mother's arms, that knows it is safe around her, will be
content and fulfilled to live in the now. The child that has had to go without this essential experience
will carry around with it a fundamental feeling of unease. It will always be seeking to compensate for
this feeling. 'I should be happy if only.....": the dots stand for all sorts of surrogate longings.

Quite soon in its life, the child that has spent too little time in its mother's arms, that has known too
little security and safety, that has been able to build up little trust, will exhibit compensatory
behaviour designed to alleviate its suffering. Such compensatory behaviour is also known as control
patterns. These control patterns are designed to avoid emotional pain, rejection and misrecognition.
Control patterns are a form of defence. Of the child that cannot feel the pain because it is unbearable to
him, Liedloff says: "He kicks as hard as he can to stop the prickling longing of his skin, he waves his
arms, rolls his head from one side to the other to deaden his senses, he tenses his body, curves his back
with all the strength he can muster, so that he needn't feel any longer." This child gets marked down as
hyperactive.

From their mistaken interpretation of these manifestations - they are not seen as signalling discontent
with the misrecognition felt by the child, but as normal' or ‘typical of that age' - parents strengthen
these control patterns by providing the child with yet more means of compensation. Such
compensations are supposed to keep the child still, so that the parents are not troubled by its
displeasure. They are bribes. For example, the child is swamped with toys which make a lot of noise,
so that the child can ‘have its fling'. For the compensatory thumb-sucking and the desperate crying a
dummy is produced. Rocking prams and cots on rockers also count as presenting a control pattern.
Instead of picking the baby up and taking it in their arms, the parents fob it off with rocking. The
imposed acceptable is used to get rid of what is unacceptable. If the child will just not be unhappy or
not allow its displeasure to appear; if it will just refrain from calling out its parents' displeasure; then it
is an easy child. Whether it is a "happy’ child the parents do not enquire. According to Liedloff these
things are proffered in order to compensate for loss. "Toys traditionally console a distressed child, yet
they involve passing over the distress itself. In the first place comes a teddybear or similar soft toy ‘to
take to bed'. This is meant to give the child the feeling that there is always someone with it. The
energetic attachment which sometimes follows is seen as an amusing example of the fancies which
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take small children rather that an expression of an acute sense of loss in the child that in its desperate
need for a companion who will not leave it in the lurch, falls back on anchoring itself to a lifeless
object." Aletha Solter calls toys which have this function 'discharge repressive objects'. They deprive
the child of its natural power to express its displeasure and thereby discharge its pain. When we look
closely we see that parents often pass on their own control patterns to their child. Parents who can't
bear their child's crying will do anything to stop it. Have they not ‘learnt not to cry' in their own
childhood? Parents who are addicted to eating will "console' their child with food. Every time the
child cries they want to feed it, even if all the child is saying is that it wants to be close to them. Or,
where parents compensating their own discontent by being "busy and active' they will keep their child
busy, distract it, play games with it, anything to forget the discontent. Or, if the parents compensate
for their own emptiness by driving silence out of their lives, they will present their child with the
means of making noise, toys, TV, music, not to enjoy it but to fill up the emptiness and the silence.

Solter attaches great importance to the child's opportunities to discharge its grief. The most important
means of doing this is crying. This crying may be a signal of actual pain but may also be a cry of
desperation arising out of the old unassimilated pain from the past. When the child is simply
distracted from this pain or offered surrogate-consolation, the old pain becomes more and more
entrenched and the tensions grow higher and higher through months and years. "Anxiety, anger and
grief are aroused when new experiences remind them of painful events from the past. Their
observation of reality becomes more and more disturbed and restricted by the accumulated pain."
Crying can thus have various meanings for the child. A positive approach lies not in the presentation
of control patterns but in furthering opportunities to discharge the pain. Control patterns start a
process of alienation and keep it going.

5.3 Consequences in later life

Experiences with the attachment figures in the prenatal, perinatal and postnatal periods have a
persistent influence on the further course of our lives. This effect may be largely positive, but may
also, alas, be largely negative. We may have a persistent feeling of confidence or a basic feeling of
insecurity and uncertainty. We may be able to take up new challenges or we may avoid them like an
overprotected child, because we experience them as threatening. We may be able to assimilate loss or
cope badly with separation and threatened separation. We may react well to frustrations but also, like
a spoilt child, refuse to accept boundaries.

In this section some of the difficulties in adult life following disturbed attachment relationships in
childhood will be discussed.

Disturbed mourning reactions

As we have seen, separation or threatened separation should be followed by a process of assimilation.
This process of assimilation has the same characteristics as a mourning process when a loved one is
lost. A healthy mourning process, that is to say, a process which results in a new equilibrium without
the missing person, proceeds according to a particular pattern and is accompanied by particular,
characteristic feelings. Insufficiently assimilated loss in childhood can have the result that the person
concerned is unable properly to live through a separation or loss later in life. The healthy process of
mourning, as we have said before, is disturbed. There are varied forms of disturbed assimilation. I
want to make a particular distinction here between chronic mourning and omitted mourning.

Chronic mourning, that is, a constant feeling of mourning, can take the place of a healthy feeling for
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life. It means, in essence, that the person remains stuck in one of the phases of mourning. They stick
fast, either in denial or in rebellion or in chronic grief. In its strongest manifestations, denial may take
the form of keeping the old situation as it was: the surroundings in which the lost person lived are
kept intact. This is called mummification. the world of the dead person continues to be present now
because nothing is altered; everything goes on as if he were still alive and about to come back at any
minute. The table is still laid as if the dead person will still take his place there, his clothing is kept as if
he is going to need it, his room stays as it is. This clearly hinders any growth in the direction of a new
equilibrium. A mourning process which goes badly may also take the form of a long-lasting failure to
mourn consciously at all. The person who is omitting to mourn acts as if nothing has happened,
although it is clear he is under a certain tension. He is often proud of his independence and regards
crying as weakness. When people who have omitted to mourn are at last obliged to admit their grief
because they can no longer deny it, they will compensate with emotion.

The loss-sensitive personality

Through experience of separation or threatened separation in early childhood, a loss-sensitive
personality may develop. Such a personality is very sensitive to any form of experience of loss. He will
invest a lot of energy in preventing loss. He will avoid all experiences which may be liable to confront
him with separation or loss. He is often very sensitive to rejection, because rejection contains the
possibility of threatened loss. A loss-sensitive person has difficulty in dealing with pain and grief. This
personality is expressed in various forms, such as the person with ambivalent emotional relationships,
the person with an independent posture and the person driven to look after others.

A loss-sensitive personality may form his affective relationships in a fearful and ambivalent way. He
has a strong need for a close relationship but is also afraid of it. In other words, he is looking for
closeness but at the same time keeps his distance. It may come about that all the feeling relationships
in his life will be characterised by fear of loss. He is always on the watch to prevent this. It can be a
heavy burden for his partner. For the loss-sensitive person both invites and pushes away, often at an
unpredictable moment. This may lead to serious conflicts in the relationship.

In the second manifestation of the loss-sensitive personality there is an independent posture towards
any sort of emotional bond. From the outside it looks as if this person is extremely independent. He
often lets those round him know that he does not need affectivity. He experiences a relationship as too
constricting. Where the attachment figures, particularly in the earliest years, have not responded or
have responded badly to the child's needs, there is a strong possibility that, in later life, this child will
be wary of relationships which are too close. The same effect may also be the result of badly
assimilated loss of an attachment figure. Such people will either avoid every emotional bond or enter
into an ‘intellectual relationship'. in either case they will avoid all affective investment in a partnership
because they would then run the risk of rejection and loss.

The compulsion to look after people may also be an expression of loss-sensitivity. Such a person is
unable to allow space to the other person because he is afraid of losing them. He therefore floods his
partner or child with his attentions. The crux of it is that it looks as if all the sadness and helplessness
which are not recognised or acknowledged in himself are transferred to other people. This
manifestation will be easily recognised in people who had in their childhood either a mother on whom
they could not rely or a mother who was mostly preoccupied with herself, in particular via physical
complaints. Children whose mother did not look after them with true feeling may also compulsively
care for others later in life. Their happiness consists in gratitude for the happiness of others. The adult
Child continues all its life to long for closer relations. The lack that is experienced as a loss remains a
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dominant feeling. Out of that lack, care is compulsively forced on other people. This mostly stops if
the other does not show sufficient gratitude. Then the compulsive carer is disappointed, and in
consequence feels once again unaccepted. The story repeats itself: the feeling of something missing
seeks new victims. Thus a woman whose children have left the house, may ‘fall on' the grandchildren.

The beginning of the false I

In the following chapter the true I and the false I will be examined in detail. Yet at this juncture I do
not feel I can leave out the phenomenon of the loss of the true I. The Child that, in its earliest existence,
feels insecure with its attachment figures, will give up a piece of itself in an attempt to reach the
necessary state of security. The anxiety-avoiding child, the anxiety-defensive child, the spoilt or
overprotected child - all will later (consciously or unconsciously) suffer from the loss of their essential
centre. The go through life alone like a wounded Child. And the essential feeling of a wounded Child
is: I am defective. This feeling leads to fundamental shame. Schellenbaum defines ‘shame' as "the
feeling that arises when individual longings and social [read: parental, GS] standards collide." In this
confrontation the individual longings of the young child will always fare badly against the more or
less high demands made by the parent. In an insecure attachment relationship every attempt by the
Child to meet its natural needs will result in "giving up in exchange', coupled with feelings of guilt
and shame. Guilt touches on what the child does, shame touches on what it is. The control patterns
with which children are presented or which they have themselves installed, will prevent them from
living out of their essential Self.

Spoiling is overvaluing the false I. Overestimation of the true I is impossible. In the most favourable
instance the individual will keep his life livable by continuing to master his neurotic complaints. More
serious are the situations of the gravely psychologically distressed person and the socially
dysfunctional person.

Serious psychological problems

Affectional bonds disturbed early in life, in particular bonds with the first attachment figures, may
later lead to serious psychological problems. I will take two extreme instances in brief: psychopathic
expression and depressivity.

People with a psychopathic structure are marked above all by the lack of the possibility of creating an
affectional bond. They try to enter a relationship, but this has the function of making use of the other.
Because they are no longer in contact with their own world of feeling, true psychopaths are not able to
receive the feelings of other people. The cause of this disturbance may be traced to the first years of life
in which the person concerned was either severely neglected by his own parents or underwent
repeated changes in the parental figures. Loss or threatened loss has acquired a more or less
permanent form in the early years of childhood.

Psychopaths are people who take no account of what is happening in the other person. They lead
strictly their own lives and often achieve highly. With a large dose of intellectual ability, which they
often possess, and other qualities, they are able to occupy high positions, for example in politics or
management, in which they are able to unite all power in themselves. It may perhaps be rightly said of
them that their path to power is over the dead bodies of their competitors. When they are crossed they
are sometimes capable of destroying themselves or others. In other cases they become addicts of some
kind.
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Helping badly psychopathic patients is very difficult, if not impossible, because every sort of help
stumbles against the impossibility of forming a relationship with them. If it suits them, psychopaths
may pretend, even for a long time, that such a relationship exists. They continue this pretence only as
long as it fits in with their plans: for example in an attempt to avoid punishment. Sooner or later the
therapist realises that nothing will be served by further investment from his side. This often happens
when he has made the maximum possible efforts, sometimes excessive efforts.

The second instance of a psychological problem connected with disturbed attachment is depressivity.
Feeling down or depressed is something we all encounter in ourselves at some point in our lives.
Certain situations lead to it. Blows of fate, for example losing one's job, can make for melancholy.
However, this mood is such that if we can get rid of the nuisance, we come to ourselves again and are
able to take up the thread of our lives. A depressive mood is not depressivity. To be in a depression all
the time is more serious. It is usually the result of badly assimilated loss or threatened loss in earliest
childhood. If the omitted process of assimilation can still not be enacted, people threaten to succumb
to an indescribable tiredness. 'Everything is too much'; in this expression lies the whole panorama of
their life. None of the ordinary life functions is unaffected; sleeping, eating, working, relaxing, making
contacts: everything is disturbed. There seems to be no bottom to their existence.

To sum up: insecurity, uncertainty, anxiety and doubt in the vulnerable child can lead to serious
psychological disturbances. Life can become a lifelong path of suffering.
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CHAPTER 6

The true I and the false I

" A person... in the grip of an old hurt
says things that make no sense,
does things which don't work,
is unequal to the situation
and is subject to terrible feelings
which have nothing to do with the present.”

HARVEY JACKINS

6.1. "Healthy and unhealthy narcissism

The moments of conception, prenatal growth and birth, both biological and psychological, are
fundamental to the life of the young human. At these moments the greater part of their future is
decided, in particular as concerns the picture they will have of theirself and of the world. The
experiences of earliest childhood define whether the person will look at theirself in a positive, realistic
manner or will pay exaggerated attention to their image at the expense of their true I. A positive and
‘healthy' self-image is based on self-confidence and basic security; an exaggerated, inflated self-image
originates in misrecognition and rejection.

People who are more interested in how they are coming over than what they are feeling are termed
narcissistic. In Greek mythology Narcissus was a beautiful young man who scorned the love of the
nymph Echo. One day, leaning over the bank of a pool, he saw himself reflected as if in a mirror. He
fell passionately in love with his reflection and died of his longing. The gods changed him into a
flower which was called, after him, the narcissus. In the myth, therefore, the narcissist is punished for
the fact that he could love no one but himself.

In general, all forms of narcissism are branded as negative. Lowen, for example, in his book on
narcissism, treats it as a negative concept. He writes: "Narcissism represents a psychological as well as
a social phenomenon. At the personal level it points to a disturbance in the personality characterised
by a disproportionate investment in the self-image at the expense of the self. From a social point of
view narcissism is the loss of human values - an absence of concern for the environment, the quality of
life, fellow human beings." In his opinion, narcissism is synonymous with being obsessed only with
oneself, striving for power and control and a tendency to seduce and manipulate. In this definition of
the concept of narcissism Alice Miller speaks of ‘disturbed narcissism'.

Is there ‘undisturbed' narcissism? Alice Miller thinks so and I agree. She describes such ‘healthy’
narcissism as a feeling of inner freedom. Narcissistically healthy people live out of a strong centre;
they live out of themselves and for themselves first of all; they are egocentric. Others can rejoice
because of their joy in living. The gospel message ‘love your neighbour as yourself' assumes that
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people start by loving themselves. This precept is, in fact, hardly necessary: anyone who really loves
themselves automatically draws others to share in that love. People reach out to others from
abundance rather than from shortage. The healthy narcissist is not an egoist, but he lives in an
egocentric manner, that is to say, from the centre of himself. This nucleus contains sufficient treasure
to enrich others as well. Social behaviour is innate to human beings. 'Healthy' narcissism is also
characterised by a “healthy' consciousness of self; the experience of needs, feelings and desires is felt to
belong to the self and all these are permitted. "Healthy' narcissism also manifests itself in the ability
‘truly to find oneself in the moment of living', as Liedloff puts it. The real self lives in the now, which
is synonymous with ‘feeling right'. This makes it possible to have a liberating relationship with others.
The person is transparent to the other, distinct from him without being cut off from him. "Healthy'
narcissism means that we are able to allow our feelings to exist, to 'live them through', express them,
regardless of the question of whether they will lead us to be loved or rejected. From a feeling of our
own worth we may be happy, sad, puzzled, needing help... we can be alone without being lonely.

"Healthy' narcissism happens if the young child, before or after its birth, is confirmed in its earliest
existence, by its mother. If the unborn child or baby know that they are accepted in all respects and are
sure that someone is always there for them, then they build up a ‘healthy narcissistic storehouse'.
"This means," writes Bradshaw, "that you are loved as who you are, admired and treasured in a
proper manner, touched and treated as something special, that you know for sure that your mother
will not leave you, that you are taken seriously.” A young child so used is still truly loving; it gives
friendship. If misrecognition by the parents has forced the child into unreality, then it may swiftly
start to exhibit all sorts of false symptoms. It makes excessive demands for attention; it absolutely has
to be noticed or it withdraws totally. The result is that the child is no longer seen as a nice child but
perceived as difficult and therefore disregarded still more. The downward spiral has begun.

The following excerpt from a letter from a woman of over seventy who nonetheless wanted to heal the
misrecognised child in herself, gives us a picture of how her upbringing went wrong. She writes:
"Mother, you were always too busy with your charity work. You never had time to tell me you loved
me. You only took notice of me when I played the piano and you could be proud of me. You only let
me have feelings which were acceptable to you. I was important only when I did what pleased you.
You never loved me for myself. I was so alone..."

A healthy narcissistic initiation prevents us from dragging childish needs into our later lives as adults.
If we have not been given this initiation then the false self which has been created will cultivate these
needs and hunger for them all its life. The true child who has been wounded will go on spoiling its life
with bursts of anger, fits of crying, exaggerated reactions and inadequate social relationships.

Alice Miller lists ten characteristics of successful narcissistic development. She calls them "ideal

constructions ...to which reality can only ever approximate". Some of these characteristics I would not

want to leave out here. I give my own summary of them:

- The battle for independence is not experienced as an expression of aggression, so that it is not
punished.

- As the parents did not need the child as a "visiting card' to represent them, the child could have its
own feelings; love, hate, jealousy, grief, anger, etc.

- Because the parents were strong enough, the child has been able to use them to experiment with its
own powers and limitations.

- The child has been able to show conflicting feelings, whereby it has been able to experience itself and
others as successful and less successful; it has not had to isolate the "bad' from the "good'.

- Love for others has become possible because the child has been loved not as an extension of its
parents but as a separate being.
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The conclusion is obvious: "healthy' narcissism is possible only if we ourselves have been brought up
in such an atmosphere or have made such an atmosphere our own. On the assumption that
upbringing is, by definition, based on the needs, feelings and standards of parents, no one will be
capable of creating this sort of safe climate for their child just like that. For many people,
psychotherapeutic treatment will be urgently required so that they can become free people, able in
their turn to bring children up as free human beings. We shall, for the time being, continue to be faced
with the fact that the ‘adaptation of the child to the adult, from its earliest moment of existence, is the
most important cause of "disturbed narcissism'.

"The child is not automatically able to experience and live through its own feelings", says Alice Miller,
"for a child is only able to live them through if there is someone at hand who will accept it with those
feelings." As a result of not being able to live its own feelings through the child feels ‘abandoned’, a
primordial feeling for the small child who has no power to nuance it. It cannot reach its parents or
make them understand. At this point I want to comment that the issue here is not one of individual
parents who are bad in the moral sense. All parents have been in narcissistic need to a greater or lesser
extent. Their children, and their children's children, will be the same in turn, unless someone breaks
the vicious circle.

The "Child in the parent' manifests its own needs in relation to an available object which is the child
outside the parent. Such needs demand satisfaction. The child feels that and very early on it stops
expressing its own needs. Through this adaptation the child ceases to know what its own ‘real' needs
are; it becomes severely alienated from itself; it loses touch with its own ground and is therefore
unable to disengage itself from its parents; it constantly wants to be ‘affirmed’, The child becomes
narcissistically needy. It invests its energies in diseased stock and the resultant leaves and flowers are
neither healthy nor fruitful. This situation continues later in life. Infinite trouble is caused by the
multitudes of people demanding affirmation; in whatever way they can get it. "To be psychologically
ill, therefore, is to have been injured in one's primal integrity, to be a person whose original harmony
has been disturbed, who is now capable of only partial consciousness and whose functioning is
impaired." writes Stettbacher. The circle is complete: the child's feelings are denied, whereby it builds
up a false I which in turn sets about denying its own feelings. Or, in other words: narcissistically
needy parents ‘possess' a child as narcissistic object whereupon that child becomes narcissistically
disturbed in its turn and so grows up to be a narcissistically needy parent. "A person traumatised in
this way, will later on exhibit patterns of reaction which are the result of the compulsive effect of
certain key features and signals, without being himself able freely to determine his behaviour." adds
Stettbacher.

Out of her experiences in an Indian culture, where she says the ‘true' Self had a better chance of

developing, Liedloff describes the reactive forms in which she experiences the false I in our Western

civilisation:

- The ill-mannered wretch: "that sort of ill-mannered person is like a filthy, whining baby who wants
to be loved just because he's there..."

- The martyr: "...who occasionally utters a complaint in the midst of suffering. They are convinced they
will get a place in heaven id they give their all."

- The actor: "... who surrounds himself with a great crowd of people to show that he is the centre of
attraction, despite a nagging feeling to the contrary.”

- The compulsive academic: he "has managed to make his alma mater into an ideal surrogate mother."

- The eternal student: "...who clings on to his childish attitude to school."

- The businessman: "...who hangs on to the skirts of his firm year in year out."

- The adventurer-pirate: who has got the impression that " a singular achievement is a sign that all
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those competing for attention have been worsted."

- The compulsive traveller: "new places promise to be the ‘right' place at last, for the illusion of the
magical return to the mother's arms can no longer be entertained in reality..."

- The criminal: haunted by "the feeling that he should get all these things as if from his mother,
without having to pay."

- The invalid: "In times of exceptional emotional need the continuum [the immature true I, BD] is able
to arrange for us to be ill and to need others to care for us... The need for attention may be
hitched on to a certain person, a ring of family members and friends, or the hospital. However
impersonal it may seem, a hospital places everyone in the position of a small child, and it is
the hospital which, despite shortage of staff and lack of amenities, is responsible for seeing
that he gets his meals on time and that all decisions are made for him... Many people fall ill
because they are unable to cope."

The “disturbed' narcissist is constantly in search of his lost happiness.

After a 'good' conception, after life in a "good' womb followed by a ‘good' birth, it may be assumed
that the newborn child is in possession of the seeds of ‘healthy' narcissism. It bears within it the
potential to develop a "healthy' self, that is to say, a clear spirit and sensitive feeling in a vital body. It
carries in itself the expectation of realising itself according to its own capacities, and such development
is ‘good'. The baby is innocent and reacts spontaneously on the basis of the physical needs of the Self.
The child trusts its surroundings and places its confidence in them. This trust is broken by the
neediness of the parents. The innocent baby is betrayed. This takes place first of all through what the
parents ‘neglect' to do: they do not cuddle the baby enough; they fail to see the child in its uniqueness
or to respect that uniqueness. In the second place, the child's trust is betrayed by what they ‘do’ to the
child: they mould the child to the image they have of it, an image that comes from their own distorted
self image, based on the traumas of their own childhood.

By the action of its parents, the child is thus twisted into an ‘unhealthy' narcissistic person. The child is
led to feel and do what the parents want it to feel and do. The feeling is a mental construct. All this
takes place on the presupposition that it is for its own good. They call that ‘responsible pedagogy'.
Parents want their child to be special; this is the picture they have before them. They want to make
something of the child. However, the reality is that they need something from the child, and that
something is affirmation of themselves. Through denial of its own feelings and needs the child is
rejected and humiliated and because of this those feelings and needs are repressed. The child puts
itself at the parent's service. It wants to save what still remains to be saved. Its own being becomes
enfeebled. The child is delivered helpless into the power of the parents. The false I is born. Denial of
the feelings of the young child is equivalent to robbing it of its Self. The result is that in compensation,
and in order to survive, the child constructs a false I. The false I will exhibit more and more features of
unhealthy narcissism. The most important characteristics of the narcissistic person are:
- that he is more concerned about how he comes over to others than about what is happening inside
him
- that he puts a lot of energy into the image of himself he has constructed following the image that
important others have of him, at the expense of his inner self;
- that he is mostly turned to the outside, cut off from inner feeling, which he disregards;
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- that he "acts out' rather than ‘living through’;
- that he is always bound to draw attention to himself;
- that he is unable to distinguish between ‘image' and ‘being;
- that feelings of superiority and inferiority go hand in hand in him.

Lowen calls ‘unhealthy' narcissism a focus on the ‘imago’ instead of on the feeling. An ‘unhealthy’
narcissist wants to be perfect and other people have to see him like that. This image portrays his false
self, his false I. The true I is the true Self, the natural Child in ourselves. The false I is the counterfeit
self.

Lowen opposes the contention that a child can be born ‘unhealthily’ narcissistic. He also thinks that it
is a disturbed parent/child relationship at a very early stage which produces the distortion. Primary
narcissism - I would call it egocentricity - is ‘healthy' narcissism. The disturbed parent/child
relationship operates so that the child identifies with the parent's distorted I. It takes over the parent's
values and develops a self image that reflects these values. The child rejects in itself what the parent
finds worthless, because it believes that what the parent rejects is really "bad' and must be corrected in
itself. Affirming what the parents think is ‘good' is also a form of disregarding feelings. We are taught
at a very early age that we must hide our feelings and put on a particular face. For example, people
must not be allowed to see that we are angry. Of course this happens at first unconsciously. What
parents want is a good, easy baby who laughs and smiles all the time.

Children soon learn that people love them if they laugh. Yet from birth a baby's first and deepest need
for the purpose of relieving stress is to cry. This is tolerated by the parents for a while; "it's right for a
newborn baby to cry'. Yet the child soon notices that the parents don't care for this behaviour. It
arouses all sorts of unwelcome emotions in them: guilt, uncertainty, irritation... Two predominant
emotions then arise in the child: grief and anxiety. Grief because it has lost something of itself; anxiety
because it is vulnerable and dependent on other people upon whom it cannot rely. The ‘healthy’'
narcissistic child then feels battered: its desires do not go beyond its real natural needs, it asks no more
than it needs, and still it is approached with revulsion. Revulsion is an appropriate term for what is
experienced by the naive child as yet unconscious of evil. The evil is not in the child but in the parents
who imprint their own frustrated feelings on the child. It is these projected feelings which condemn
the child to a land of coercion.

When a baby's crying oversteps the boundaries of its physical powers, we may assume this to be a
signal that the child is trying to rid itself of a greater burden than the urge to make known its natural
needs for food or rest. The child is crying over a fundamental loss. It feels lonely, it is losing touch
with whole chunks of its Self. As compensation it searches for unnatural substitutes, for example
sucking its thumb.

This is what has happened to a greater or lesser degree to all of us; we have had to take refuge in a
surrogate; we have had to exchange our ‘healthy' narcissism for a counterfeit self, for a false I. later on,
this counterfeit self can do no other than seek artificial compensations to which it becomes addicted.
Bradshaw defines addiction as "a pathological relation with any means of altering mood at will which
has life-damaging effects". He lists four sorts of addiction:

- active addiction: altering your mood by distraction;

- cognitive addiction: living in your head;

- affective addiction: being addicted to your emotions;

- addiction to things: money, stimulants, wealth, career...

Addictions are inherently life-damaging, apart from their immediate dangers, for they serve to
maintain the false I.
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In the beginning there was ‘health’; then came misrecognition and hurt; the result is “suffering'. We
shall continue to suffer to the extent that we remain narcissistically unfulfilled adult children. This
finds outlets in multitudinous forms of dissatisfaction: we are disappointed in our relationships, we
are addicted, we chase after money and material goods to foster our feeling of self-worth which
doesn't really work, we go on and on looking for affirmation. In short, we go on and on searching for
our vanished happiness. False I-s go on searching, but will not find happiness, because they are
looking for compensation for their loss.

Among young people in our present restless Western world two clear-cut streams may be
distinguished in the way they search for their lost happiness. Some look for it in meditation and others
in monotonous repetition. Although they seem at first to be widely separated, these two currents
manifest the same longing for happiness. In meditation they seek serenity. "It is as if, as people from a
“civilised' world who have had to do without the essential experience of the infant in arms, they are
busy trying to compensate for this defect by bringing themselves into a state which resembles that
which they have had to forego, and which may possibly also be reached by the use of opiates", writes
Liedloff. The way of monotonous repetition in discos and house music, serves to assuage their pent-
up unrest.

6.2 Defence mechanisms

The child who has lost itself can do nothing except seek compensation. The pain would otherwise be
unbearable. The false I that develops in the process erects a wall in front of the dammed-up pain. In
this way the child,and later the adult, attempts to ward off the pain. It is a search for a fixed point in
the midst of loss. The control patterns which the child establishes as a substitute for what is has lost,
have already been mentioned. As the child becomes more adult these patterns develop into an often
obstinate defence; deep anxieties are produced as impulses to forbidden experiences are pushed into
the unconscious. This defence by the false I is often based on our strong points. For example,
rationalisation takes place in our intellect, and the greater the capacities of this intellect, the more
chance there is of rationalisation when we deny our feelings. We also use manipulation on the basis of
our feel for situations: the sharper our intuitions the more likely it is that our false I will operate in this
manner.

Freud made a radical study of the mechanisms of such defence. I will give a short description of a few

of them:

- In the case of illusion or denial, reality no longer appears as it really is. The grief and anger of
the young child who is not heard are not to be borne. It must therefore quickly proceed to
deny these feelings. The crossness and neglect must not be allowed to be there. The child feels
powerless and weak. The desire is transferred to something else. The dependence is denied.
By these means feelings of power are quickly produced and camouflage the missing strength
and the gnawing powerlessness. Confronted by the apparent certainty of parents who take an
arrogant stance, the child becomes uncertain.

- By means of displacement, feelings which are not allowed to exist are translated into other,
acceptable expressions. If grief is more acceptable, the defence mechanism against suppressed
anger may express it in this form. This plays a large role for girls. Children are told from the
beginning that they mustn't be cross. Anger with parents certainly cannot be expressed.
Children are often punished for angry outcries. They are obliged to
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settle everything in a friendly manner. The resultant sense of powerlessness bursts out in
tears. And when crying is not allowed either, the child may turn to laughter to cover up both
anger and powerlessness. It does not want to be targeted any more; the better course is
therefore for it to deny that it feels anything at all.

- In the case of introjection, what is imposed from the outside is taken in and treated as part of
the child's own self. If the child is rejected in its creativity because the parent is compulsively
controlling and always busy clearing up, then in the long run the child knows no better than
to assume that it too is innately mad on cleanliness and order. Its creativity has faded into the
unconscious; the parent's lame duck has made its nest in the child.

- In rationalisation we displace experiences from the feelings to the intellect in order to make
them acceptable. If the body and the feelings that go with it are rejected, the child learns to
draw the conclusion that it can use its mind to transcend the lower and to become superior.
The reason has overwhelmed feeling and action. This provides a point of support.

- In the case of sublimation attempts are made to escape from the self and by so doing to cope
with the feeling of oppression. This escape, this flight, may take the form of feelings of might.
We fancy ourselves immortal, on the same level as the gods, we live in higher spheres. An
analysis of the lives of many saints and heroes would expose the narcissistic traits of their
“heroic' lives. Stettbacher gives further explanation: "Because the result of any form of defence
involves compromise, something of the original, rejected impulse often persists in the end
result of sublimation. A certain amount of aggression, for instance may be expressed in a
fanatical urge to convert people.”

All these defence mechanisms have the common effect of banishing the original situation and the
feelings associated with it. Their aim is to reduce anxiety, the anxiety which arose because of the loss
of the person's own I. A split has occurred between the “true' and the ‘false' in the self. The false I can
no longer ‘live through’; it takes refuge in ‘acting out', letting off steam. ‘Emotions' predominate
rather than ‘feelings'. Both feelings and emotions have their own characteristics. Feeling belongs to a
particular situation, is in contact with the here and now of this particular local place. Emotion is often
indirectly evoked by circumstances exterior to our own local existence. For instance, emotions are
produced in response to images seen on television. These images actually call upon repressed
experiences in ourselves, even though we attribute our reaction to the events happening outside us.
These may be: injustice, wounding, loss, hunger, abandonment, powerlessness. Or we see positive
things which we ourselves have sorely missed: warmth, security, tenderness, understanding...

Feelings are in general less explosive than emotions. As long as we fail to recognise and acknowledge
such emotions as signals of our unassimilated feelings, they will bring us no nearer these feelings. We
shall continue to ‘act out' our emotions. And we shall continue to look for the same old things: more
attention, more understanding, more rights, and often from the wrong people.

For this diseased system of upbringing there is only one way to health: an end to the alienation of the
true I in adults. If not, babies will continue to grow up into people with unutterable and insatiable
needs and desires. They will be adult children no longer able to retrieve contact with the reality of
themselves and or of other people. Every signal from inside to outside or from outside to inside is
monitored. As long as the misrecognised and wounded child cannot leave the place where it hides
from rejection, it will continue to try to make up for its past by forcing others into the role of parent so
as to satisfy its false I. "Acting out' is a signal from the true Self. The true Self is still there but is
consistently denied.

In the best case, recognition will allow “acting out' to be transformed into ‘living through'. However,
such recognition will be jealously watched by the eye of the false I, because the latter needs to keep
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plenty of space free for working off childhood hurts. The unbounded aggression erects on the one
hand a mighty dam against the bursting out of pent-up emotions and on the other side asks to be
given boundaries, in its own interest and that of others. The setting of boundaries is not the same as
punishment. Punishment is largely to do with the emotions of the punishers. It is their defence against
repressed emotions. To pass from “acting out' to ‘living through' is therefore a demanding task. Gruen
stresses this task as one of overcoming anxiety, " but rebellion by itself does not make you into a
human being. It is only a first step on the long, difficult and never-ending path towards overcoming
your fear of the freedom to have a self of your own and a human heart."

6.3 Impasse: depression and grandiosity

Alice Miller divides expressions of narcissistic disturbance into two categories: grandiosity and
depression. A person who has lost their own personal ground through far-reaching adaptation in
childhood, will continue to seek vainly for admiration. The narcissist becomes his own world and
believes that he is the whole world. The admiration is never sufficient because admiration is not the
same as love. Those who suffer from grandiosity live in a martyrdom of dependence from which they
are never free. On one hand they are enormously dependent on the admiration of other people and on
the other they are dependent upon properties, functions and achievements all of which can disappear.
Then depression looms. Real satisfaction of the need to be able to be there as they are, without
achievements, is no longer a possibility. The time for that is irrevocably over; but success and
acknowledgement can never fill up the old void. The old wounds can only be healed if the person
concerned is able to abandon the frenzy of success and stop and attend to the open wound. Then the
origin of the depression will no longer be sought in other people, for example a partner or children. It
is perhaps difficult actually to realise that depression is a signal that the I has been lost, and that this
process began with the adaptation necessary for survival in earliest childhood. As we have seen, the
child often learns from very early on how not to feel, so that it will not risk losing parental love.

Grandiosity and depression point to a lack of inner freedom. They have many common features and
are like two sides of the same coin. Alice Miller names some of the characteristics shared by both
modes of expression, all signs of a false I:

- vulnerability in the feeling of self-esteem,

- perfectionism,

- betrayal of the repressed feelings,

- excessive use of other people,

- severe fear of losing love, and therefore an exaggerated readiness to adapt,

- difficulty in not crying down "healthy people’,

- aggression,

- sensitivity to hurt,

- tendency to feelings of shame and guilt.

Lowen outlines the ‘imago’ of superiority as follows:

- denial of the painful inner reality,

- an obsession with obtaining other people's esteem,
- the exercise of power over others.

Common to all these is the need to transcend oneself in order to make life livable. As soon as the
narcissistic facade of superiority crumbles come the feelings of loss and sadness: the depression. This
is typically marked by absence of feeling, inner emptiness, frustration and non-fulfilment. The sense of
inferiority of the depression acts as camouflage for the grandiosity.
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All this leads to anxiety. An impasse has been reached. The true I, imprisoned in the dungeon of
denial persistently attempts to make its true Self known, not to the parent this time but to its own
adult, deformed child. This comes up against helplessness. But in our society helplessness is equated
with feebleness while power and mastery are presented as the way of escape from fear and despair. So
we have learnt to run away from the experience of helplessness. "Thus nearly all of us dream of
success: conquests and mighty deeds, simply to escape from our feelings of helplessness, fear and
despair. Yet in our childhood nightmares and after, they catch up with us", is Gruen's comment.
Attempts to leave the dungeon provoke great fear and resistance. The unknown is threatening. We are
afraid of losing the familiar, the false I. What will takes its place? This fear can mean the pangs of
death. Inside ourselves we are mortally afraid; outside we construct a facade in front of what shows
itself by turns as grandiosity and depression: are we someone or are we no one? Are we powerful or
are we powerless? The person who chooses utter power will behave like a tyrant, a criminal. Where
powerlessness is dominant, psychic disturbance ensues. In between come the ‘'moderates' who are
pushed backwards and forwards between feelings of power and powerlessness, of grandeur and
depression, from being there to not being there. We make attempts to enter into a covenant with
ourselves: we shall not be too demanding: give a bit of ourselves and count on the others. Acceptance
by other people, which we missed in our early life, becomes our priority.

But these expedients by no means heal the split. This is situated in the first instance between the true I
and the false [; only in the second place between myself and other people. The divide runs between the
father and the mother in me, between body and soul, between my desire to be important for others
and my desire to have real significance for myself, between the real and the unreal in me. These
extremes are at war within me. The true I wants to grow, live, experience. The false I loses more and
more of its vitality; it degenerates, both spiritually and physically. Such lifelessness leads to the need
for stimulation and causes yet more deadening effect in its turn. We look for more and more of the
same; we become addicted: addicted to attention, to recognition, to stimulants, to sleeping pills, to
power, to contemplation, to mystic experiences, in short to surrogates. We try to run away from
reality. In one way we are afraid of despair and fly convulsively from chaotic feelings and in another
way we live ‘normally’, which is to say ‘without feelings', and that is what is so truly desperate. The
false I misuses other people to camouflage its own feelings. Doubt is cast on those people or they are
made fun of, immediately they touch the sore spot of its own incapacity.

Whatever is real in a human person - to the extent that it may still be alive - wants nothing better than
that other people should love them, but whatever is false prevents them expressing this in a healthy
manner. The demand for ‘real' love has already been disappointed early in life. Later on it is difficult
for us to come to experience that things are different now, that we are now no longer so vulnerable
and dependent, that we are now better able to protect ourselves. The defence mechanisms were set up
at moments when the child needed them in order to survive in the tangle of denials. Such defences are
now no longer necessary and do more bad than good. The defence mechanisms have turned into
neuroses and poison our lives.

What our parents neglected to do at an earlier stage, can, in principle, be done by us now: fostering,
acknowledging, recognising and nourishing the child in ourselves and setting it free. However, this
will mean that we have to take risks in respect of the unknown. It will demand that we take less
outward action look more inwards in order to ‘be' and to ‘feel'. All outward distractions such as radio,
TV, the disco, dare-devilry, material dissipation, stimulants, pep-pills, drugs: all these take the human
person away from himself; they distance the person from their feelings. This keeps their loss of
identity in existence. Their well-being is not advanced. Missing their own basic identity, their feeling
of self worth, they go on living on the worth of others. Lowen puts it like this: "As soon as your ego is
inflated by success or by something achieved, the reality of your body retreats in proportion. In that
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case confusion can only be avoided by denying your body and its feelings." In these times the body is
given a lot of importance. Yet its importance has everything to do with "looking good' and little to do
with *feeling good'; even the possibility of the latter is denied. A refreshing deodorant is supposed to
make us self-confident and happy.

The stress reaction, which is a positive capacity meant to allow us to deal with a temporary
circumstance, becomes a chronic reaction pattern. The ground on which our existence is founded may
shift at any moment; we ourselves have no consistent influence on it. The false I is thus a very
vulnerable self. This finds expression in both bodily and psychosomatic complaints and mental
inertia. Real relaxation is threatening for the tottering consciousness of self. We keep the bow drawn;
reinforce the bastions of the false I as a remedy for our underlying insecurity. For the blunted and
false I there is nothing to choose between ‘hero' and ‘coward'. Yet between these two lies the reality of
the growing self: I can be strong and weak; I can do a lot of good but I can also fail; I am independent
but sometimes feel dependent. In our society, to be weak is to fail: the worst that can happen to you.
Being strong, achieving and succeeding are the highest values. If these fail, then the disappointment
also has to be concealed. We find this in all innocence after losing in a TV quiz. There is forced
laughter and the stereotypical comment of “after all, it's only a game' is brought out in order to banish
all feeling. At a higher level, we recently saw on television President Dehaene, after his failure to be
elected chairman of the European Parliament, saying with a painfully racked expression: " It is worse
for Europe than for me."

The impasse to which the misrecognised child has come also gives rise to problems in relationships.
When our own basic identity is missing we do not experience our own boundaries. And without clear
boundaries we cannot know where we ourselves come to an end and where the other begins. This
leads to violation of frontiers in both directions: others will come too far into my territory and I in turn
shall be oblivious of their boundaries. While unbounded feeling leads to undisciplined behaviour,
over-restrained, rigid feeling leads to over-disciplined behaviour. In the area of intimacy, dependence
and love are confused. Without an identity, without our own ground to stand on, every intimacy
contains a double risk. Either we are frightened that the other, whom we so much need, will abandon
us, or we are afraid of being swallowed up and to cease to exist as ourselves. This dilemma arises
because what has been built up is a 'tie' rather than a healthy bond with the other. The lifelong
preoccupation of the false I is thinking about these ties: ties with children, ties with parents. The
parents' concern is: how can I keep my children? The children live with the unconscious demand: how
can I keep my parents happy, so that they show me they love me? We see this very clearly at the time
of the great festivals. Children feel obliged, often at the expense of quite different needs, to spend
these days with their parents. If they do not carry out this obligation there is a whole drama with the
parents: the children have no gratitude or, worse, they are worthless. The children feel guilty and have
to look for all sorts of excuses. For this they can make use of their own children. Once again, this tie
between parents and children, the first one in life, will damage all other relationships. The
narcissistically unsatisfied child continues to keep this tie going for the sake of its unappeasable
hunger for love, attention and affection. On such a basis intimacy is impossible. Sex is often used as a
substitute for the lost intimacy and to make up for the lack of a capacity to give and receive love. This
is primarily manifested on the woman's side. A woman's narcissism often camouflages itself under
cover of always being nice, loving and "giving'. Just so long as he is happy! The false I of the man gets
confused in his sexuality since this is often pervaded by accumulated anger and repressed aggression.
His sexuality then takes the form of an expression of power.

Lowen says: "Via power man dominates nature and the woman, whom he sees as on a par with

nature." For the man, power is a way to protect himself from humiliation and inferiority. This is why
his power may not be challenged. Any attack on that power threatens to render him powerless and
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once again calls forth his fear of being humiliated. In this way frustrated anger can lead to blind rage.
In blind rage there is no longer any proportion between it and the affront offered at that moment. The
atrocities happening in Bosnia and Rwanda speak all too plainly of this. "The disproportionate nature
of blind rage leads one to suspect that the true motive for such murderousness is to do with a more
serious affront or vulnerability experienced earlier in life and at that time repressed.” In this way,
babies with their inexpressible desires and unsatisfied needs can later become murderers, dictators,
addicts with no will of their own, or anxious depressive patients. The false I continues to squirm in the
grip of the old sore. This impasse is responsible for the violence and cruelty on earth. It is also
responsible for the passive subjection to this oppression of large groups of people. They 'nurse' their
suffering in apathy and depression. Their true I is no longer involved. Their life has a certain unreality:
they are there but somehow do not take part in it. Often they hide behind some ideology or religion.
To distract themselves from the feelings which well up in them they use their brains to produce the
appropriate saw: we all have our crosses to bear', or ‘there's always something'. Generalisation is an
escape route from emotion.

The impasse between the true I and the false I is in fact a struggle between the present and the past of
the misrecognised child. Because a part of the false I always hankers after the unfulfilled past, it can
never give its full attention to the present moment. It lives in constant regression; it still looks for the
attention and the love which it was forced to do without in its early life. It still wants to be treated as a
baby. At the same time the narcissistic self uses substitutes, control patterns or defence mechanisms
which mutilate the true I still more badly. We need assistance to cope with handicap. Other people
play a large role here. Partner, children, friends, colleagues, the false I needs them all in order to keep
its surrogate life going. Its own pain is projected on to others. Advertising knows well how to exploit
the discontents of the misrecognised child. Your lost happiness will be restored by money, luxuries
and stimulants, in themselves addictive solutions. How these things make you feel seems to come
down to the feeling the baby should have had in its mother's arms. Addictions keep alive the myth
that all desires can still be fulfilled. Yet the immature true I, the immature child in ourselves, continues
to send out signals that all is not well with it. Depressions, physical complaints, restlessness, insomnia,
all witness to this fact. The false I represses these distress signals, forces the child to be silent, at both
individual and societal levels. The phenomenon of increased use of drugs is but the tip of the iceberg.

One prickly problem, too little recognised, is the expansionist urge, particularly characteristic of men.
Repressed anxiety lies at the root of this problem. Besides war and violence there are many other
legalised anxiety-repressing mechanisms camouflaged as noble causes. The masculine struggle for
European unity is one example of this. To anyone who is able to take a step back from this European
construction it looks like the let's play pretend of a toy theatre. While large portions of the world show
every sign of wanting to tear themselves loose from the artificial unity imposed by colonial powers
and other totalitarian regimes, and to search out their original identity, politicians and businessmen in
Europe are engaged in this counter activity. In order to suppress their fear, they want to create ever
larger unities. Wouldn't it have been better to take one of Eve's ribs to make Adam?

Besides the tendency to form large, controllable unities, there is also a tendency to get over our fear by
making everyone equal. A world in which everyone is the same is a world in which feelings are not
properly recognised. This phenomenon, which is to be found everywhere - and certainly in the
Netherlands - on a large scale, is called equalisation. 'Everyone is equal, everyone is of the same value'
reads the slogan. The fact that discrimination is not permitted, that we are forbidden to "differentiate’,
is fatal for every seed, for every individual chance of development. In our civilised world,
discrimination has become synonymous with ‘rejection. Whereas the term has acquired a negative
connotation, the evil lies not in the ‘differentiation’ but in the suppression of certain differentiated
groups. I want to go even a little further: everyone is not of equal value. But the difference in value lies
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not in skin colour, intellectual development or status, but in the possession of a true I. Someone who
has kept and developed his true I better than someone who has cultivated his false I, is of greater
value. Yet those who have a true I are precisely those who are subjected to negative discrimination in
our society, because they are a thorn in the flesh of their narcissistic neighbours.

The only right scale of values is that of the development of the inner person. It signals the result of the
fight between the true and the false. The more the true I wins, the freer it becomes from the yo-yo of
megalomania and depression.

People with marked megalomania only come to the psychotherapist when depression looms. At the
level of consciousness, they suffer less in the megalomania period, but their surroundings suffer more.
This is perhaps the biggest cause of difficulties in partnerships: men are able to keep their
megalomania intact for longer periods; women's position makes depression more likely. This means
that they come to the psychotherapist earlier.
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CHAPTER 7

"Poisonous' pedagogy

"In our society rights are not granted
because wrong is done to someone,
but because someone complains about it.”

JEAN LIEDLOFF

7.1 The poisonous triad

I should describe bringing up children as an ordinary part of life, a task belonging to life itself: the
conception and raising of children. That is what keeps the human race going. There is no training for
it, no diploma is required. On the whole, people think they can cope with this task. The more
primitive the people the more easily the process proceeds, with, according to certain anthropologists,
the greatest success. Such so-called primitive people have no ideal in their minds and yet this is the
case in our Western countries. In this context I should like to define "primitive' as “pure’, ‘natural,
‘uncomplicated'. Jean Liedloff spent some time deep in the jungle of Venezuela and there she met a
tribe of Indians who were still living in the Stone Age. There she discovered their happiness and the
harmonious way of life they led. She realised that the living out of happiness in our society is
disturbed by the way in which we are brought up. For "primitive' people, raising their children means
following their own nature. This is far from the making of plans and the formulation of principles of
upbringing which we find in our ‘civilised' world. The subtitle of Liedloff's book is: "Towards a
natural way of raising children". For me, this subtitle evokes something quite different from goals,
ideals or and means to an end. These terms belong to ‘methods of upbringing' and are typical of our
Western culture. Let us pause and reflect on the ‘ideals of upbringing' which dictate the way we carry
out the task of raising our children.

The Western ideal of upbringing is not an individual goal. The society around us contains a collective
ideal of upbringing. Its basic assumption is that the adult knows what is good for the child better than
the child itself. It is a reasonable’ assumption. The intellect - which although it may be a good servant
is not a good master - takes the reins. The child is seen as an ignorant little being endowed with
nothing of itself, a being who, in order to become a human person must be provided with everything
from the world outside it. It is even assumed that it contains only destructive forces. The child is
deemed to be wicked by nature, with a tendency to tyrannise over other people. From this viewpoint,
bringing up the child must be to mould it into an ‘adjusted' individual, in service to the world into
which it has come.

In order to achieve such adjustment, a scale of subsidiary goals accompany the upbringing. In this
series of goals of upbringing, the following qualities are crucial: obedience, industry, neatness, social
adjustment. These qualities still figure on school reports in one form or another. For the child they
mean that it must be ‘good’, which is a disguised translation of ‘easy for adults'. Gortzen writes: "The
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whole of modern pedagogy aims to produce easy children..." In modern handbooks on upbringing the
ideals mentioned above are conveniently camouflaged. None of us will agree with the text cited by
Alice Miller from a handbook of 1748: "The first years of life have the advantage that violence and
force may be used. In the course of the years children forget everything that happened to them in their
earliest childhood. If the childrens' wills can be broken in this period, they will not remember later that
they ever had a will, and the strictness with which they are treated will not then have any serious
consequences.” This is language we can no longer condone. Yet I am afraid the content is still very
much with us: the child's will is still something to be broken: ‘mother knows best' and the same is true
of father. Which brings us to the subject of the power of parents, child-rearers and adults.

Power is in essence misuse of superior strength. If I try to describe the situation of the child, small or
large, in relation to the adult, and we take the child's point of view, then what comes before my eyes is
a picture of an elephant and a flea. The power relationship between child and parent is like that of the
flea to the elephant. Why should an elephant exert his power over a flea; with the mere flick of a
muscle he can make it clear to the flea that he has had enough of its company. The elephant has vastly
superior strength but he does not need to use it. But what do we see happening in upbringing?
Because of a total unawareness of vastly superior strength, the child is bullied in every possible way,
physically and psychically, in order to obtain the behaviour desired. Why is this necessary? The child
already has all the potential required to take its place as an equal but, because of its temporary need of
help, it is bound to rely on the superior strength of the adult. Respect for what is vulnerable, and
small, and needing help, would do justice to the full humanity of the young child. The child does not
expect its parents to misuse their natural superiority. It expects respect for its vulnerability and
support in its development. It does not expect abuse of power from its parents. Parents rob their child
of its Child-being and later on wonder why it is difficult, annoying and intractable.

The use, or even worse the abuse of power in relation to the child is the kernel of upbringing in our
society. Alice Miller therefore calls all upbringing “poisonous' pedagogy. Every kind of treatment,
every kind of behaviour on the part of the adult that imposes on the child something other than what
would allow it to grow of itself, without compulsion, is a drop of poison in its life. In all these
situations abuse of power is at issue. Because the same power is exerted not only by child-rearers but
also by anyone who has ‘vulnerable subjects’, such power is not taken out of the hands of those
responsible for upbringing. Only when there is flagrant physical neglect or abuse is there an outcry,
the more so if it is a nuisance to society. Violence and crime sound the alarm, but society spends no
sleepless nights on the oppression of the child although this is at the root of violence and crime. This
subject will be treated in more detail in Chapter 10.

Besides ‘goals', “poisonous' pedagogy also has its means which are as legalised by society as its goals. I
have arranged these means in two categories. There are means which are used less explicitly as force,
but have more to do with persistent ways of behaving; we may call these a style of upbringing. Other
means are very explicitly used as measures to reinforce and affirm the child-raiser's power. A style of
upbringing as a measure designed to establishes the power of the child-rearer is expressed in the form
of non-stop propositions and patterns of behaviour. I include a few as examples:

- ‘obedience' is designated as incontestably the highest principle of upbringing;

- “self-control' is praised as a quality of the highest order;

- "humiliation' produced by looks and intonation is used to give orders more effect;
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- ‘being ashamed' of itself is brought in if the child shows too much individuality;
- ‘pretence’ is used to conceal one's own anxiety and ignorance.

Such basic principles and the patterns of behaviour which derive from them make up the style of
upbringing in a family. But outside the family too, via the morals of our culture, they become the basis
of an alienating socialisation. This style of upbringing is supported and accompanied by incidental
power games. They are to assist the child in concretising its adaptive behaviour. Yet they are so
strongly integrated into and recommended by our system of upbringing that the reader may be
amazed to see them called in question here. We are talking about punishment and reward, warnings,
threats, distraction, bullying, withdrawal of love. These belong to the second category of means used
to reach the goal of "poisonous' pedagogy. In the next Chapter we shall return for a wider and more
detailed look at these themes. These ways of treating children are not individual discoveries. They are
praised in all ‘respectable’ books on upbringing and are apparently the result of a collectively built up
body of knowledge. After all, does not pedagogy deal with what ought to be done in the interests of
the child?

What is the child's interest? What interest is served by "poisonous' pedagogy? Behind this fine ideal
hides a world of misrecognition of the ‘true' child. This misrecognition springs from the parents'
situation of need: they are struggling for the power they were forced to give up to their own parents.
They too were once vulnerable children in need of assistance who became the victims of the misuse of
their parents' superior strength. Here we touch the very centre of upbringing: if the child-rearers have
never been in a position consciously to experience and work through the humiliations from their own
childhoods, they will hand these on to their own children. Alice Miller puts it like this: "If we have
never been in a position consciously to experience and work through the humiliations of our own
childhood, we hand these on to our own children. Purely intellectual knowledge of the systematic
laws of child development cannot protect us from annoyance or rage when the child's behaviour does
not fit in with our expectations or needs, let alone if it threatens our defence mechanisms. With
children it is quite different: they are not hindered by a previous history and their tolerance for those
in charge of them is unlimited. Every conscious or unconscious cruelty by the parents is safely
covered over by the child's love." And because the child covers up its own misrecognition, the parents
believe that ‘a child forgets', "a child forgives', "a child is pliant' and "has no trouble adapting". On this
point the adults have appearances on their side. In all its helplessness, all its dependence, the tiny
child can do no other than bend finally to the will of those who have charge of it. It needs them too
much, for they are its only source of security. We shall cite Alice Miller once again as she remarks
somewhat cynically: "During the first two years of life any number of things can be done with a child,
it can be browbeaten, exploited, given good habits, beaten, punished, without anything at all
happening to the parent, without revenge by the child." The more the adult violates the individuality
of the child the weaker grow its potential powers, the more spinelessly it will respond to the desires of
its parents. It still hopes that provided that it behaves well it will not lose any more love. It buys its
parents love by adapting itself to their wishes.

When this is the position between parents and children every form of upbringing is ‘poisonous'
pedagogy. Even the noblest of the ideals of upbringing cannot prevent children from being used as
long as the adults remain stuck in the unconscious suffering of their own childhoods. Their situation
leads to lack of empathy, lack of the ability to enter into the needs and possibilities of their own
children. Because of this shortage of capacity to empathise, the child-rearers force the child to do what
they themselves think is desirable or necessary. This forces not only the child's outward behaviour,
but worse, for the child is forced to recognise the message contained in its upbringing as right and to
make it its own: "you must see it and want it to be so; you shouldn't feel what you feel, your ideas are
daft, what you want is stupid'. It may also happen that this seeing and wanting is subject to chance
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and change. What is white today can be black tomorrow. The good is not always rewarded and the
bad not always punished. Adults lie and do not always keep their promises. This is yet another
danger for ‘unhealthy' personality development.

Children are more susceptible to what their parents ‘are' and "do' than to what the same parents say
they are and do. What Haley writes on the subject of the children of schizophrenics seems to me also
to apply to ‘'normal' families in which ‘poisonous' pedagogy is dominant. He writes: "If the child seeks
closeness it is encouraged to stay at a distance. If it tries to create a distance between itself and its
parents they react as if they have been criticised and say that the child must come closer. If it asks for
something it is too demanding. If it does not ask it is too dependent. The child is imprisoned in a
series of paradoxical relationships in which all its reactions are classified as wrong. What other parents
would describe as normal behaviour - the child asks them for something, grumbles at them, doesn't
agree with what is being done, defends its own independence, etcetera - they describe as impossible
behaviour. Even positive or very affectionate behaviour on the child's part gets a negative response
from these parents, as if they had the feeling that more and more would be required of them." Thus
Haley.

The child does not need force in order to be itself. Children have an innate social character. As social
beings they do what is expected of them as long as they are not treated as extensions of their parents.
Their own will is the motive force for this. Gortzen writes: "...the child has a sense of duty as long as it
is not imposed on him by force, it is certainly orderly, keeps the rules and performs duties. Its only
care is that the burden it is given should not be too heavy for it but can be shouldered without pain,
and that it is treated with understanding when it lingers, loses its footing or stops to get its breath
when it is exhausted." The option for a sense of morality and duty he calls "protheses which are
necessary when something essential is missing." I think the basic missing thing is that child-rearers are
not in a position to let their child develop according to its own capacities. They do not trust in the
growth of the child into a truly human person, because they themselves missed such trust in their own
childhood. Perhaps the greatest emptiness in the adult is the feeling of not being allowed to be there.
Then the child, by accommodation to the parent, has to make up to it for this feeling. So in the end, the
incapacity of the parents, coupled with the child's accommodation, keep the triad of “poisonous’
pedagogy in existence.

It is the triad of ‘poisonous' pedagogy because, according to Alice Miller, it contains the following
three principles: the child must respect the parents, the child's ‘inborn tempers' must be moderated
and channelled by the adult, and finally, the trauma must remain hidden.

Respect for the parents plays an even greater role where the family balance between the parents is
lacking. The child then serves to redress the balance. "The children are there to concern themselves
with their parents' marriage and are used to assuage their loneliness.", writes Bradshaw. Where a child
is emotionally more important to a parent than the partner, then the way is open for use to become
abuse, whether sexual or not. In any case the child will fill a gap for the parents, whereas it should not
have anything to do with the battle of role allocation. Maltreatment and abuse are not too distant from
one another, in either a physical or an emotional context. But "unlike prisoners in a concentration
camp, children are confronted with a torturer who loves them", remarks Bradshaw.

Hiddema cites Hagendoorn where he aims to give a summary of the standards for family life and of

upbringing in the Germany previous to 1945. I believe this summary would still apply to other

countries at the present time:

- General values; success at work makes you happy; success is achieved by effort and
respectability.
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- General standards of child behaviour: a child must learn discipline; discipline is learnt by
always being occupied doing something useful; laziness and failure should be punished;
freedom leads to laziness and must be avoided; a child must know its place and should be
obedient; a child must be orderly and clean.

- Values in upbringing: a child must learn to respect authority; respect arises when the child is
confronted by physical superiority; a child must be toughened by means of physical
punishments; it is manly to be tough; the child must learn self-control and develop strength of
will.

- Standards for the child's feelings: the child must feel respect for the father; the child must love
its mother; children over 6 should think it childish to be cuddled by their mother; children
must gradually learn to dominate their emotions; boys must be strong; boys must be
tenacious (it's "girlish'to give in); boys must suppress feelings like tenderness, fear, remorse
and grief (these are emotions for girls).

- Standards for parental behaviour in respect of their child: the father must meet disobedience
with immediate, strict and just punishment; corporal punishment and correction are justified
forms of punishment.

- Standards for parental emotions in respect of children; the father shows no affection in respect
of the child; the father may openly express anger; the father may not be weak or indecisive;
the father must repress his own emotions; the mother may express affection with regard to the
child.

- Standards concerning the relations between man and woman: marriage is a contract, not a
love relationship...

Hiddema comments after all this that one should not conclude that there are no normal Germans. "It is
primarily a question of particular accents, which are perhaps more marked in Germans than in other
nationalities." So is something less marked normal? Yes indeed, especially something less ‘outspoken’,
literally and figuratively, as long as it fits in with the normal pattern of bringing up and being brought
up. Even where the reins are left entirely loose, we still have the hard nucleus of “poisonous’ pedagogy
before us.

Upbringing is unnecessary. The child has its own innate capacity to realise itself and this will not be at
the expense of other people. Alice Miller expresses it as follows: "Upbringing can make someone into a
good citizen, a brave soldier, a devout Jew, Catholic, Protestant, atheist or even into a devoted
psychoanalyst, but not into a free, living human person. And only this last, life and freedom, that,
unlike pedagogic force, opens the source of the true capacity to love." She goes on:

"Children who are respected learn respect. Children who are served, learn to serve, and to serve those
weaker than themselves. Children who are loved as they are, also learn tolerance. On this basis their
own ideals develop, ideals which can never be other than human, because they spring out of the
experience of love."

7.2 Guidance as goal

After everything we have said in the previous section about “poisonous' or ‘black' pedagogy, we may
now ask: is there a white pedagogy? In other words: do children need an adult to mark out what they
have to do and how they must achieve it? We have already discussed the way a child comes into the
world with its own capacities for growth and self-realisation. It bears its own seed within it, a seed
which it can develop for itself as long as it has enough space, warmth and digestible food. The child
appears not to need any planning from outside. External planning can only disturb the development
of the seed and do violence to it. "Guiding the child can only favour certain skills at the expense of
others, but nothing can bring the whole spectrum on to a higher level except what the child already
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has in its own nature. The price paid by a child forced in a particular direction which its parents
consider best for it (or for themselves), is something detracted from its whole personality”, declares
Liedloff. For her, upbringing has the same original meaning as education: ‘leading out'. To be ‘led out'
by a guide or parent affects the child's development because it is pulled off its natural path and on to
one that is less natural to it. This sort of restraint, even in the best case, where the approach is
cooperative, assumes that the child is asocial by nature and must therefore be taken in hand. It is this
purpose that is to be served by the upbringing; there must be learning and unlearning; motives and
aims must be adjusted. This state of affairs is far from the natural path to self-realisation, a path which
runs parallel to a "healthy' adjustment of the individual to his social surroundings, and this of course
to the degree that the surroundings themselves have managed to remain healthy. Because, for its
development, the child needs neither socialisation, nor guidance; every type of pedagogy is a form of
violent interference, whether it be gently or roughly applied. All upbringing which is active
intervention in the child's development, is damaging. Such active intervention demonstrates
insufficient trust in and respect for this new person's own capacities for development. "Mother" does
not "know best": the child knows what is best for itself. The child's own will is its motive force to
become the person it has the potential to be.

So why is the system of upbringing so firmly anchored in our society? Why do we give children what
they do not need and even what is damaging to them? This cannot be our intention. Surely we all
want what is best for our children. What makes changing the system such a threat? Alice Miller gives
us the answer: "All recommendations for bringing up children betray more or less clearly the
multitudinous and very varied needs of parents; the satisfaction of these needs is not only no use at all
to the living growth of the child but actually makes this impossible. This is also true of cases in which
the adults are honestly convinced that they are acting in the interests of the child." The word ‘betray’
puts us on the trail of a concealed objective. "The child's interest' is the open and conscious intention.
Behind it, and often pushed very far back, is a concealed drive: the working off of the adults' unmet
needs. Alice Miller gives us an account of the hidden needs of adults, those needs which trouble the
conscious ideal of upbringing.

Adults are in search of a safety valve for the parts of their own selves that they had to abandon as
children. Their natural abilities, their needs, their feelings: none of these were allowed; now these old
warded-off feelings present themselves as uncontrollable emotions; unverifiable for themselves and
especially unverifiable for their children. For this new need, the need to let out what has been
repressed, adults seek out an available object which they can also manipulate. The child, particularly
the young child, fills the bill. Its natural basic trust and its dependence on adults, particularly on its
parents, make it eminently suitable for satisfying the needs of its parents.

Adults want to preserve an ideal picture of their own childhood and their own parents. To this end
they build up a defence against anything which might spoil the picture. This need 'not to know' may
not be challenged or thwarted by the purity of the child.

Adults unconsciously take revenge on their children for the pain suffered in their own childhood and
since repressed. This need, as well as the urge to see their original needs met at last, remain hidden
from the child-rearer. "To know' is threatening. Chapter 9 will return to this question in detail.
"Because every upbringing includes at least one of the motives summarised here, such upbringing
tends at the most to make the pupil into a good child-rearer", says Alice Miller.

The bottom line of all these needs is fear; fear of freedom, fear of the return of everything which has

been thrust aside and which now comes back in one's own child. What parents fight in their own child
is what they have killed in themselves.
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The parents' own fear of freedom makes it impossible to give the child ‘true' freedom. Gortzen
distinguishes between "being allowed freedom' and "being free'. He says that many child-rearers think
their child is free and are very eager to watch over that freedom. Against this he wishes to point out
that a relationship within upbringing knows only permitted freedoms. Within the upbringing the
child ‘is not free' but ‘allowed freedom'. At every moment, and of course as the child-rearer thinks fit,
its freedom can turn into un-freedom. The child-rearer also decides the extent to which the child may
be free and often also how it should occupy the freedom it is granted.

Freedom is a pre-condition for building up a fully human existence. On the subject of freedom, the
Polish paediatrician and educator, Janusz Korczak, speaks of the basic rights of the child. He is
convinced that the child has the following basic rights:

- The child has the right to be as it is.

- It has the right to the now of today. A striking feature of upbringing is how the parents
respond to their children in terms of ‘'later on'. You will be grateful to us later on, you'll
understand later on, later on you'll enjoy it... This mode of thought persists even beyond
childhood: many people still do everything for later, a later that extends far beyond the grave.

- The child has a right to its life and its death. Although it is certainly necessary for child-rearers
to take a complementary and supervisory role here, the child possesses the fundamental right

to get to know its own dangers and in certain cases to decide whether or not to prolong its
life.

These basic rights are the logical consequence of a freedom which means ‘being free' rather than being
‘allowed freedom'. "When the true freedom of the child collides with the true freedom of the child-
rearer or other adult, then natural commandments and natural prohibitions are the rule", says
Korczak. According to Liedloff such collisions do not happen in surroundings where the child's social
sense gets a chance to develop naturally. With us, freedoms do limit each other; violation of such
boundaries meets with resistance. It is important for the adult to make a habit of asking: isn't this to do
with my own limitations, my own crooked growth, rather than resistance on the child's part?

All these remarks lead to a response to the fundamental question: should a child be ‘led' and "guided’
and ‘accompanied'? As we have already remarked, traditional upbringing has an ideal, namely to lead
the child towards an objective. It is as if we take the child by the hand in order to bring it to the place
where we think it should be. That in doing this we are convinced in our minds that we know what is
best for the child, makes no difference. The fact that when we do this we overlook the child's own
inner potential for growth denotes a lack of sensitivity. This sensitivity has been lost by child-rearers
in their own childhood, a childhood in which they too were led.

Accompanying a child is another matter. It demands a completely different attitude from the child-
rearer, an attitude which starts from the child. To give an example: if we accompany a child, then we
do not take the child by the hand; we create a safe enclosure within which it can explore its own
capacities, its own uniqueness, in the most creative possible manner. Such accompaniment, which
starts from the child's affective needs and natural expectations, assumes that we respect the child as ‘a
person' having their own rights, most especially the right to be theirself. As well as this it will be
essential for us to accept the child's feelings and allow all their expressions, free from the
categorisations into good or bad typical of ‘poisonous' pedagogy. Feelings are never bad. When we
are not allowed to experience them they grow into destructive emotions; for example, suppressed
anger becomes destructive aggression, but aggression is light years away from the original anger
arising from self-defence.
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From a supervisory, empathetic basic attitude, child-rearer discover that they themselves can learn
from the child. They will press their senses into service to observe the child, in order to discover how
it organises its world. In this way, adults can also obtain insight into their own childhoods and so
come into contact with the child in themselves. The contact with the child outside them can put them
in a position to mourn the damaged life of feeling in the child within themselves. In the pure,
unfrustrated baby they can see what the undisturbed affectional life of a human being looks like:
direct, unprejudiced, relaxed, ready to explore.

Accompaniment of the young child takes for granted that the child-rearers have got in touch with
their own true I-s. If this reality is there, adult and child will bend in freedom together to the natural
boundaries of social dynamics and find them no obstacle. Accompanying the child means in the end
growing in the kingdom of the other, in this case, the kingdom of a new and unsoiled life over which
we asked to watch for the a time.

7.3 Respect for parents

"Above all love one God alone, do not swear idly, neither curse nor mock; ever holy is the day of the
Lord." It all sounds familiar. In Belgium there is even a rhyming version of the Ten Commandments.
After the first three commandments which give us a clear picture of our duties towards the one,
abstract, almighty god, follows the fourth commandment: Honour your father and mother! It is a task,
a duty, a commandment. It seems to me no mere chance that this commandment comes so swiftly
after the first three; they have as their common ground: there is always someone above you with
whom you must reckon, someone to whom we are bound to show respect and demonstrate our
responsibility. God and parent, both mean having power. They are both in the privileged position of
exercising power over dependent beings. Is that not enough then? Why launch into commandments to
force respect? Who made those commandments? We may suppose that there is every likelihood that
they were the same people as those who now keep them in force: people looking for still more power,
more prestige, revenge for the repression they themselves suffered. The power they allocate to
themselves is not sufficient to satisfy their needs. They do not feel safe with such power; a
commandment of respect from the side of the weaker reassures them of that power. This is why they
call in the assistance of an all-dominating, inaccessible God, behind whom they can hide. Even non-
believers are subject to the same influence. The commandment of ‘poisonous' pedagogy is also valid
for them: honour your father and mother. When we consult the old Roman Catholic catechism on this
point, we find our task is to honour our parents and our spiritual and secular superiors. As a further
explanation we find in several question and answer formulas the following duties of children
(subjects). Children must honour their parents and superiors, love their parents, obey them, help and
assist them in their need; subjects must honour and obey their superiors and watch over their just
interests; citizens must love, serve and defend their fatherland and respect and obey civil authority.
Then come the duties of parents and superiors. Parents must ‘for a time' provide for the physical
support of their children and give them a Christian education; superiors must watch over the spiritual
and temporal welfare of their inferiors. Whereas parents have only to provide for their children on a
temporary basis, the latter are bound all their lives long to give honour, obedience, help and assistance
to their parents. Is this not the best life insurance yet devised?

A short time ago I heard a radio programme about Corsica. It related that the atmosphere of that
country is marked by the honour and care paid to old people. The spontaneous question arose in my
mind: when will I be able to go to a country which is proud of respecting its children? Yet 1979 was
the Year of the Child! The government then called attention to the rights of the child. Measures were
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taken to give the child more self-determination and a say in things. Greater tolerance of the child was
demanded and attention was paid to children of the Third World.

But what child were people talking about? In my opinion it was an abstract child. The concrete child
with its own unique world of feeling stayed out of sight. The commandment of “poisonous' pedagogy:
‘honour your father and mother' remained untouched, as did the pedagogical mentality of this
society. Respect and tolerance towards the true child is not to be taught or fostered by a worldwide
advertising campaign. It will be the result of creating a space for the child, out of
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the inner peace which the adults themselves have attained. If the Government really wants to do
something for the child, then it must devote money and thought to making its adults healthy: parents,
child-rearers, social assistants and policy-makers. The Government (we write this with a capital letter!)
itself must realise that "honouring the child' is more important that making "the family the cornerstone
of our society'. Politicians and policy-makers will have to realise that if this is to be achieved, the
traditional pattern of upbringing will have to be scrapped instead of reaffirmed. Why the government
does not realise this I will explain in Chapter 10. For the moment we must not expect any help from
that quarter. Let us hope that, here and there, healthy parents will take the initiative of recognising
and acknowledging the child in its own development, without burdening it with the traditional yoke
of ‘poisonous' pedagogy. If these parents no longer need to insist that they should be honoured and
affirmed by their children, then at whatever stage in their development they have reached, these
children will be in a position to experience and shape their own needs, their own experiences, their
own capacities and limitations. In this way they build up a "healthy' narcissism. In this way a child can
shape its own identity; in this way it can know who it is; in this way it can become disengaged from its
parents and build up an autonomous life. A child who is consistently allowed to have its own
thoughts, express its own feelings, test its own actions in its social environment, is a respected child.
That child has, without doubt, sensitive parents or educators. These are the ideal educators. In less
ideal terms we can say this: the less narcissistically possessed the parents, the more space they are able
to give the child and the less of their own constricted worlds they pass on. The child then escapes
being an extension of its parents' traumatised existence; it can lead its own life. It may be itself. The
child does not feel it has a duty to honour its parents. Out of its own deep self-respect it will respect
others, not least its parents who have given it the chance to be and remain itself, to develop itself on
the its own healthy basis of self-confidence and trust. Lowen puts it like this: "Parents who respect the
child's feelings, serve and conserve the respect of the child."

Honour and the respect for young children is all the more necessary in that they intuitively and
unconsciously tend to meet the needs and wishes of the parents; they are acutely sensitive to them. By
meeting these needs the child hopes to earn what it so much needs: love and attention. At that
moment

- and often also later - it can make no distinction between love and ‘narcissistic possession'. For lack of
a better, the child fails to recognise the conditional nature of the love it receives. It builds up a false I in
order to survive, for the parents' conditions are precisely that the child should give itself up. The child
can do no other than use its true affectional life as gage. The earlier in the child's life this occurs, the
more dramatic the consequences, especially if it occurs before the psychological disengagement from
the mother. The child is then as it were torn from its symbiotic relationship with its mother to act as an
object to meet her needs. The child is allowed to be hungry if it is convenient to the mother to feed it;
the child may need to be cuddled at the moment when the parent needs to cuddle it; the child may be
angry if the parent does not have to take the anger on herself; the child may laugh, kiss, shake hands,
when others think it important and seems to them a sign of the success of their upbringing. Later on,
other points of upbringing come on the scene. Everything the child will do spontaneously at its own
right time, is either planned and controlled by the adults or simply suppressed. The child must be
toilet-trained at a certain time; at a certain age it must be able to sit, walk, talk. But it may not eat by
itself, dress itself, go out by itself too early... All this is called "upbringing'. It is really “psychological
maltreatment’, often supported by physical correction.

Robbing the child of its own self - whether it is done gently or roughly - is the deepest kernel of child
abuse. In our society of ‘poisonous pedagogy' only physical maltreatment and sexual abuse are
recognised and researched and even these are not prevented. 'Soft' violence is supported and
encouraged in the guise of upbringing. Yet such violence is not necessarily less terrible. Against it the
child is unable to protest or defend itself. It is a subject on which the child's voice is not heard and,
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worse still, later in its life, the child cannot remember the evil that was done to it. Lack of self respect is
its silent witness and will ensure that the commandment ‘honour your father and mother' will
continue to exist. The work of upbringing can continue on its way.
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CHAPTER 8

The Misrecognised Child as Child-Rearer

"Make something of your own life
before you make a new life.”

THE IDEAL ADVERTISING FOUNDATION

8.1 Repetition compulsion

As we have seen, bringing up children is an exercise of power. In the best case, one would be able to
change and forbid such power, if it were not for the fact that behind it the irresistible drive of the
child-rearer hides from view. I use the phrase "hides from view' on purpose; everything that may not
be consciously lived out must hide from view. Where an adult, earlier on, from his very earliest
childhood, has had to play hide-and-seek with his own feelings and needs, he will have concealed his
‘true' I behind a facade. This facade, however solidly it may be constructed, will have holes.
Everything he thinks, does or says will contain elements which will leak out through the facade. In
that sense ‘unconscious' is not an absolute concept. The damaged child, behind this wall, will not be
able to keep in its need to react to its maltreatment, because the pain, either conscious or unconscious,
is too much to bear. In the adult, and in all his relationships, the impulse even now to retrieve
something of the former loss and to get rid of the painful experiences, will take a compulsive pattern.
Impulse becomes compulsion. The inner impulse is turned into the outer compulsion, urging becomes
compelling. In everything the adult thinks, says or does there will be a hidden message: what was
once impossible I still want to make possible. For instance, a common example of camouflaged feeling
is a person's need to ‘possess' someone who is completely for him. It indicates what so many of us
have missed: a mother who was completely at our disposition. This attempt to catch up will never
succeed and will thus have to be repeated. The lack cannot be filled. This contrasts with the fulfilment
of natural or primary needs which cease to exist once they are satisfied. Purely physiological hunger
ceases to exist as soon as the right food is obtained, in the right quantity and at the right time; the
hunger feeling for closeness to the mother, which is ‘solved' by giving food, will continue to exist. If
we often experienced this “solution' in our childhood, this feeling of hunger will stay with us all our
lives and become insatiable. This can find strong expression in demands made on our partners. In
most cases such demands are not met to a sufficient degree or for a long period and then longing
arises for a new opportunity to be saved from the distress. One's own children then present
themselves. At all stages of their lives they are extremely usable objects for the mostly unconscious
compulsive repetition impulse for love, recognition and acknowledgement. The newborn baby gives a
feeling of warmth and tenderness; the wilful toddler or infant gives us a chance to exert our own
attenuated will by issuing orders and vetos; the adolescent provides an opportunity to work off
resistance to autonomy and sexuality. This is a small selection from the whole range of advantages
parents take of their children in order to come to terms with themselves.

Our parents were also victims: not however of their children but of their own parents. This is why
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they now, alas, make use of their own children. Use made without free permission is abuse. In our
society, this word, "abuse', is largely used for sexual abuse. This restricts the concept of abuse and
other forms of interference with the child's individuality are neglected. In their lives, children undergo
traumas through experiences connected to the fact that their feelings, their ideas and their needs are
not considered. That is violation of the child. This misrecognition extends to all areas: ‘also' therefore
to the sexual area. Lack of respect for the child is wrongly attributed only to paedophiles,incest
perpetrators and other sexual abusers. In our moral landscape, sexual abuse is strongly underlined as
causing damage, while other forms of power abuse in respect of the vulnerable child are
underestimated or even stimulated by the same moral code. This looks more like moral
irresponsibility than real appreciation of the life of the child.

Using children to unburden ourselves is disastrous for the child and fatal to oneself. The urges, and
with it the repetition compulsions, will stay with us as long as we fail to recognise and consciously
work on them. The little room where the remains of our unhappy childhood are hidden away must be
cleared out. Whatever is not cleared out by assimilation will persist in seeking a way out, a suitable
object. Our own children are the first to be asked to pay the bill. They pay for the damage suffered by
their parents who disguise their repetition compulsion behind expressions such as ‘there's always
something with you', which means "you never come up to my expectations, there's nothing wrong
with me". Baartman writes: "When children had been unhappy with their parents, Freud tended rather
to ask: ‘what sort of children are these who are unhappy with their parents?' than ‘what sort of
parents are these with whom their children are unhappy?" The question Freud asked still
predominates. People who, as children, were neglected, threatened, humiliated, damaged or
mutilated, cannot help but use their own children to vent their own suffering feelings. How can child-
rearers, who are themselves mutilated, still believe in the inborn goodness of the child and its natural
potential for self-development and social interaction?. For them therefore, it is impossible simply to
leave the child in peace.

Making use of one's own children is an attempt to make the unlivable livable. Children serve to keep
one's own repressed pain manageable. A poignant instance of this is to be found in the life of Hitler.
Hiddema writes:"What Hitler did to the world has gradually become well enough known. Much less
well known is that he was brought to do this because of having undergone a personal trauma." A
weak, spoiling, over-fussy mother and a tyrannical father prevented him from bringing his gifted
individuality to a ‘healthy' development.

Hiddema describes the background of Hitler's upbringing as follows: "Adolf's father, Alois, was
described as a hard-working, harsh man, who rose to be assistant-inspector in the Customs Service.
He was the child of an unwedded country woman and the story goes that his father was Jewish.
Alofis's married life was stormy. He divorced his first wife, who was fourteen years older than he was,
when he was already living with his mistress Franziska whom he later married. Two children were
born of this marriage. When Franziska became ill with tuberculosis, Alois brought his great-niece
Klara Polzl into the house, first as his mistress in turn and later, when Franziska had died, as his wife.
She bore him six children: four sons and two daughters, of whom only Adolf and Paula survived.
Opinions on Alois's behaviour are widely different. It is asserted that his children regularly had to
fetch him back from the tavern and that he sometimes beat members of his family. Adolf, in particular
he is said sometimes to have beaten almost to death... Alois's stubborn behaviour was almost certainly
influenced by his difficult youth. According to Miller he was humiliated by the poverty-stricken
circumstances in which he grew up, by his illegitimate birth, by his mother's divorce when he was 15
years old and by the fact that he was possibly of Jewish blood.

Hitler's mother was born of an old peasant family, seventh of eleven children. She was industrious
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and a devout Catholic, educated in the doctrine of sin and penance. At the age of 15 she came to live in
the house of her future husband. Klara was completely dependent on her husband; she had an almost
incestuous relationship with him. Alois apparently brought her into his home in order to fill the
vacancy in the running of the household. He treated her as a slave. Klara must have had strongly
masochistic traits to enter into marriage with this man. Adolf was born after Klara's first three children
had died. As he was at first a sickly child he got all his mother's attention. Klara was apparently very
moralising and gloomy. Kubizek writes that she once said to Adolf: ‘Because you are not obedient,
your father has no peace in his grave. Obedience is the very basis of being a good son. You are not
obedient and that is also why you haven't got any further at school and why you aren't happy in your
life..." According to his mother, Adolf had many characteristics in common with his father, yet
inwardly he must have resembled her. After her death Hitler was left alone as someone who had
learnt nothing, achieved nothing and could do nothing.

It seems strange that Adolf Hitler never made any clear statement about the unfavourable
circumstances in which he had been brought up. He never expressed negative views of his parents.
Yet it seems that in his writings there are innumerable expressions which are a conscious message of
the suffering he underwent. At the outbreak of the first World War he reacted by saying: "For me
those hours signified redemption from the stifling dream of an orderly and peaceful future which had
embittered my youth.' It is also not unlikely that he was revenging himself on the suffering caused
him as child when in May 1938 he gave the order to make the village of Dollersheim into terrain for
military exercises. His father's birthplace and his grandmother's grave were razed to the ground in the
process." Thus far the Hiddema citation.

This is a piece of background to Hitler's existence, a background which helps us to make his
incomprehensible mode of behaviour more accessible. His life was one great repetition compulsion.
His one-dimensional life, with its incapacity for love and for affectional contact, witnesses to serious
early-childhood rejection and affective neglect, despite the amount of attention he received from his
traumatised mother. It would seem that his repetition compulsion took the form of discharging
himself in war and chaos, the outer war being in proportion to the war within. "He degraded the Jew
to the oppressed, degraded and beaten up part of his childish self."

The reader will perhaps retort that Hitler's upbringing and its consequences are an extreme example
and that this does not happen in ‘ordinary’ families or at least not to such an extreme degree, and also
that Hitler had historical opportunities to gratify his lust for power. I follow Liedloff when she says:
"Extreme cases are as it were a magnifying glass through which we can more clearly observe injuries
and misrecognition and their consequences on the broader, more varied and subtler plane which we
describe as normal. Such normal injuries are by now so inextricably tied up with our culture that we
have come to describe them as 'normal’ except when the floodgates open.”

Hiddema cites Bastiaans' definition of psychopathic behaviour. It is highly applicable to Hitler's life.
"Bastiaans sees psychopathic behaviour as persistent distress signal behaviour, whereby an inner
isolation occurs which is so strong that egocentricity and depersonalisation are the consequence. From
the viewpoint of the inner state of alarm, the world is acknowledged only in terms of what it can offer
in terms of security, admiration, spiritual nourishment and cherishing; it is there only to still hunger.."
Such inner isolation comes about through the worst that parents can do to their children, especially
when these are very young: not allowing them to be there, in all their affective expressions such as
anger and sorrow, without running the risk of losing parental love. Parents who are ‘full' of the urge
to work off on the outer world the suffering they have undergone, are unable