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The mind is inseparable from the body. To try to divide
them, to regard them in isolation, is to do violence to both.
The bodymind is also a person, a unique combination of
inherited characteristics and experience.
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We are born
with an inher-
ent bodily
wisdom
which helps
us distinguish
experiences
that actualise
or do not
actualise our
potential.
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When is the mind born?
We enter life as a bundle of genetic instructions. As we grow,
becoming daily more complex, more subtle, more able to
adapt to our surroundings, our capacity for richer, more
diverse experience develops. From well before birth we are
intelligent, able to learn. Current research suggests that babies
act as relatively autonomous beings in relationship right from
the first minutes after birth. By just two years of age, we have
sufficient language to be able to understand and be under-
stood—a phenomenal feat. And ten years later we are capa-
ble of conceiving a new individual.

Within the first year, we begin to realize that we are sep-
arate from our mother. A few years later we are likely to be
aware that we exist as distinct persons. Decades later, we may
come to discover that our mind has a history of accumulated
survival decisions, most of which are favourable but some of
which act across the years to limit our choices.

Over the last twenty years or so, psychological research
has progressively pushed the onset of formative experience
back further and further—from the first weeks at the breast,
to birth, then to life in the womb, and now all the way back
to conception.
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Why explore the mind
As we grow, as our needs are met or denied, we accumulate a
complex network of unconscious memories. These responses
to universal foetal and infantile experiences form a collective
unconscious memory that spans races and continents. Some
experiences are exquisite, some excruciating, but all are stored
as body memories—latent, slumbering, awaiting a trigger to set
them off. They reveal themselves in the fundamental human
capacity for ‘projection’—the tendency to see, in situations, or
other people, echoes of our inner experiences that we have
unconsciously disowned.

Through projection, foetal memories can generate 
group fantasies, of Heaven, Paradise, Hell, and the Devil. In
times of great social stress, traumatic early experiences may
also be collectively projected as ‘evil’—in medieval times on
to the women labelled witches, for instance, and before and
during World War II on to the Jews, and more recently, the
Palestinian people. When these unconscious early memories
are echoed in the group fantasy of religion, we call them spir-
itual. When they are projected on to nations, we call them
politics.

Taking responsibility for the discomfort, and very likely
pain, we have each suffered as our minds came into exis-
tence, and learning not to project them on to other people,
are key elements in the task of ridding this planet of war and
destruction.

This part of Knowhow looks at some of the key experiences
that help to form the mind—the memories that make us rec-
ognizable as ourselves. It presents a series of snapshots of the
most formative experiences—from conception, foetal life,
and birth, to the early years with the family—and of outside
influences, such as school and the media.
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LIFE BEFORE BIRTH
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There is a widely held misconception that no aspect of
mind is present until after birth. Until relatively recently, the
newborn child was not believed to be feel to pain at all.
Some people even believe that there is no mind to speak of
until, not only language, but also abstract reasoning is pres-
ent at around age six or seven. Such a view assumes that a
foetus and a newborn baby are unintelligent. But while this
may be true in terms of adult intellectual abilities, as Schore
outlines, at an emotional level, the newborn is acutely aware
of feelings and emotional messages. From conception on, the
baby receives, reacts to, and remembers, both positive and
negative stimuli. And if we take intelligence to be the capac-
ity for love, understanding, and choice, then even a very
young child is intelligent.
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Understanding early experience
The newborn is a visitor freshly arrived from inner space.Yet
we know more about outer space, even beyond the solar sys-
tem, than we do of the experience of the foetus. If we want
to understand how the core ingredients of the human mind
are formed, however, it is essential to get close to these early
impressions.

An increasingly well-understood way of doing this is
through regression, which can help to recover these early
experiences. This may sound difficult or even threatening,
but in recent decades experiential enquiry methods using
primal and birthwork techniques, LSD, and hypnosis, have
enabled large numbers of people to revisit, and so ‘remem-
ber’, body memories of being born and some aspects of their
time in the womb.

This exploration has coincided with an explosive growth
in research into embryology, neuroscience, and attachment
theory. The newborn baby is now described as ‘an extreme-
ly competent social organism, and an extremely competent
perceiving organism’. Anyone who looks at the accumulated
evidence cannot fail to realize that a human baby is already
intelligent at birth—able to learn, remember, respond, and
decisively influence other people. Indeed, these abilities are so
well developed at birth that it is reasonable to suppose that
they are also present, to some extent, during gestation. This
means that the foetus experiences, responds, learns, and
remembers, and that the quality of life in the womb is likely
to have a profound effect on later abilities and expectations.
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First impressions
If the needs of the developing foetus are well met, its first
experiences are likely to be of feeling good. And memories
of contentment, perfection, and oceanic bliss are laid down
in the foetal mind. The feeling of contentment comes not
only from good nourishment and elimination but also from
the developing relationship with the mother, a bonding
that we might expect to be consolidated as the foetus han-
dles echoes of the mother’s changing moods. If and when
the birth process is triggered (partially by the foetus) at the
appropriate stage of foetal growth, this bonding is further
strengthened.
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Pre-birth memories and personality
Researchers such as Stanislav Grof, Frank Lake, William
Emerson, Thomas Verny and David Wasdell see the foetal
experience as a framework or armature around which later
experience is organized. They have found that a relatively
constant experience of feeling good as a foetus predisposes
the newborn to expect this of life. Extremes of good and bad
feelings may tend to compromise later hope and trust, while
a predominantly bad experience of life in the womb tells us
what to expect of life—more of the same.

The everyday life of the growing foetus has a tremen-
dously strong, formative effect on our underlying predisposi-
tions, and attitudes in later life, as well as on our more diffuse
feelings and sensations. At this early stage of development,
the young child is especially vulnerable—it only has a limited
number of ways of dealing with feeling bad—with the result
that these survival responses are likely to be carried through
into adult life. Some people retain the negative feelings inside
their bodies, so that the world of inner thoughts and feelings
appears to be bad and frightening, while the outer world pro-
vides pain-killing comfort zones, such as alcohol, drugs, TV,
or promiscuity. Others locate the bad feelings as a terror com-
ing in from the placenta, or umbilical cord, with a correspon-
ding adult fear of snakes, for example, or spiders. The contin-
ual invasion of bad feelings can also result in claustrophobia,
or a sense of persecution, where the whole outside world
seems hostile and dangerous. Negative feelings so strong they
threaten to overwhelm the foetus, are likely to be split off
from consciousness, laying down a survival strategy for later
life where the only safe refuge may appear to be the head, so

that only thought seems real. If the foetal experience oscil-
lates between extremes of good and bad feeling, perplexity
and confusion are likely to be stored in the bodymind.

Lastly, continuing inquiries into pre-and perinatal life
seem to strongly suggest that much of what we refer to as
‘instincts’—implying attitudes and behaviour that are geneti-
cally based—might be better understood as survival respons-
es to foetal and birth experiences.
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Birth—for most of us—is the closest we come to the fear
of death for the rest of our lives. And the conditions of our
birth—whether it was short and smooth or unduly pro-
longed, whether it was ‘natural’, premature, artificially
induced, or involved a caesarean delivery—cast a shadow for-
ward across the years. The quality of the experience, along
with our impressions of foetal life, become imprinted in the
very core of our being. The effects can be relieved or rein-
forced by later experiences, but the first impressions remain,
forming a central framework, or armature, around which later
experience accumulates
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Time runs out
As your mother’s pregnancy reaches its final stages, you come
to occupy all the available space in the womb, and find it
increasingly difficult to move freely. The placenta may
become less efficient and you may suffer a shortage of oxy-
gen. However, if life has been good up until then, you proba-
bly continue to feel at peace in the cramped surroundings,
although held very tightly. Your mother’s emotions may
briefly disrupt the sense of feeling good, but the previous pat-
tern soon re-establishes itself. At about the time that your
head reaches the ultimate size of the exit, the mother-child
system crosses a crucial threshold, a point of no return, and
the birth process is usually triggered.
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The crisis begins
As your head connects with the cervix, the exit at the base of
the womb, the first contractions start to press in. Your soft,
pliable, tender, vulnerable body is kneaded and squeezed on
all sides by the overwhelming force of the immensely strong
muscle.This is new. Different.You try to kick, to struggle, but
can’t move. The pressure is unbearable, there seems to be no
way out. Except for the continuing ‘thump-bump’ sound of
your mother’s heart, the old world has gone. The pressure
relaxes for a bit.That feels better.Then the force comes back.
It is hell, agony, torment. It’s endless, hopeless PAIN.The con-
tractions continue, the cervix begins to open, and the passage
through the birth canal begins. It’s a fight for survival against
the threat of annihilation. It’s a battle of the titans, an epic
duel against a crushing, grinding monster. It hurts like hell but
it’s also intensely, painfully pleasurable.
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The crisis continues
The ordeal goes on. It’s frightening. You struggle. It doesn’t
feel so hopeless.The force pushes you on.Your head and face
are being crushed. You’re stuck. Now there’s a twist. Stuck
again. This is too much. You’re so tired. Can’t do it. Give up.
Crush. Pause. Crush. Pause. Crush. Suddenly bright lights
hurt your eyes. Your ears hurt. There’s noise. The ‘thump-
bump’ has gone. It’s all gone. Everything’s strange. Something
clutches, probes, pulls, holds you upside down. This is the
outside world.
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Birth and later life
The upheavals we all experience in the process of being
born—the distress, delays, pressures, interruptions, challenges,
and paradoxical pleasures—are likely to be built into the
grain of us. They add an underlay of memories on to those
already embedded in the bodymind by the experience of life
in the womb. Birth teaches us a wide array of lessons that we
are likely to unconsciously apply to similar challenges in later
life, although the distress laid down at this time may be either
alleviated by later events, or reinforced by them.

The birth experience is likely to include a considerable
amount of hurt, and pain, or at least alarm. It may also
include the experience of extreme physical pleasure, vigorous
stroking and massage by the contractions, and of pleasure and
pain occurring together. Some of us learn from these experi-
ences that bad feelings and pain can be endured and survived,
and that effort brings results.Alternatively, we may learn from
our birth that if bad feelings, pain and pressure feel intolera-
ble, the only way to survive is to shut down and not feel much
at all.
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Memories within our culture
The foetal and birth drama lives on in all of us, but is kept
quiet through an infinite variety of defences. It remains a
sleeping monster, not only in our personal lives but in the
whole of our culture.

British psychologist David Wasdell claims that the whole
of Christianity makes sense as a collective group fantasy for
sealing off foetal and birth memories from consciousness.
Heaven and Paradise, for example, echo the memory of an
oceanic life of bliss in the womb, for which God is seen to be
responsible. The memory of deep contentment is projected
out, in the form of wishful thinking, into an imaginary ‘next
world’. At the same time Hell—a threatening world below—
is a metaphor for the forgotten agony of birth and unmet
needs for food, oxygen, and love in the womb—for which the
Devil or Evil are seen to be responsible. For some images that
have generated and fed this group fantasy see the next screen.

Wasdell argues that most of our social arrangements are
shaped by the phenomenon of conception and birth: ‘Every
institution is a womb, every boundary is a potential cervix and
every change is a little birth’. Our memories reach back
before birth, Wasdell claims, and our stress at birth, with cra-
nial pressure and oxygen deprivation, is a shattering and trau-
matic event for most of us.At a social level, whenever the cir-
cumstances unconsciously remind us of birth, as for instance,
with the high stress levels, economic pressures, and rapid
change in this new century, primal trauma are reactivated:
‘behaviour regresses, and is characterized by inter-group
oppression, scapegoating, paranoid boundary controls, and
outbursts of anarchic system-destructive activity.’ 

American psychohistorian Lloyd de Mause has paralleled this
by showing that the group fantasies of politics follow similar
patterns. Political leaders, for example, are often portrayed as
all good, or all evil, and are seen as responsible for all our suf-
fering or good fortune. And when this extends into a nation-
al projection of our disowned feelings on to an enemy, the
seeds of war are sown.
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In the weeks and months following birth, the child’s mind
is a window on to the world. If the foetal and birth experi-
ence was ‘good enough’, the window is likely to remain wide
open, but if life in the womb and at birth were difficult, the
window may be only partly open or even tightly shut.

As development proceeds through weaning, teething,
crawling, walking, talking, and toilet-training, each stage
poses a challenge for the baby, giving the mind opportunities
for growth.As each new ability is discovered and learned, the
child can be expected to become more confident—gaining
the strength to face further challenges—becoming an indi-
vidual with a distinct identity, in rapport with parents and
carers, but more and more independent of them.Thinking of
this process as attachment emphasizes the value of the rela-
tionship that is developing.

The following screens present the five stages of 
‘psychological birth,’ a complementary perspective on
attachment derived from research based on watching large
numbers of children under laboratory conditions,
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1 Fusion
-9 months to + 3 months

From implantation through the months of gestation, the
child’s mind is a branch of the mother’s.What she feels, it
feels. After the physical separation of birth, the newborn
begins to co-create a relationship with the mother.This
process of attachment deepens daily as the baby increas-
ingly realizes the connection between feeling good and
the expression on her mother’s face.When apparently
automatic grimaces grow into responsive smiling, it is a
confirming sign that the essential attachment process
between infant and mother is well under way.

Psychological birth
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2 Breaking away
4 to 9 months
A new, waking alertness indicates that the infant mind

is becoming aware of a world outside herself. At around
six months, manual, tactile and visual exploration of the
mother’s face peaks. As the child becomes more mobile,

these explorations extend into reaching further,then crawl-
ing with increased interest away from,and back to,the moth-
er.This gradual physical separation brings with it the begin-
nings of a ‘mind of her own’—‘me here,mummy there’.
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3 Experimenting
10 to 15 months

As the infant progresses from crawling to stand-
ing and then walking, the excitement of discover-
ing new sensations and practising new skills gath-
ers speed.With walking, begins the toddler’s love
affair with the world. Reality is something to be
tested and enjoyed to the full.

The young child plunges into life and into
every cupboard and shelf. Her mind fills with
people, places, activities and things, which she
perceives as increasingly separate from herself. A
rapidly developing sense of independence takes
the child further from her mother, more fre-
quently, and for longer periods. Out of the expe-
rience of playing alone, self-absorbed, intermit-
tently contacting the mother for emotional refu-
elling, she comes to understand that she exists as
an individual separate from her mother.
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4 Reconnecting
16 months to 3 years

Where before, the toddler might have been worried about losing her
mother, now she is more afraid of losing her love and attention.
Somewhere around 15 months, the mother, who is not so much home
base, becomes the person with whom the toddler wishes to share all her
discoveries. Exploration reaches a peak as the child tests her autonomy.

She also begins to appreciate that there are obstacles in the way of her bid
to take over the whole world. Her insistence on her right to do what she
likes, clashes with the limits within which she can safely operate.The ways
in which these conflicts are resolved, increasingly securely establishes
within her mind, a sense of her own individual identity.
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5 Consolidating
From 3 years

From this point on, a key
task facing the young child
is to consolidate her distinc-
tive individuality. This is
closely paralleled by a deep-
ening emotional stability,
which allows the child to
maintain a sense of self dur-
ing periods of brief separa-
tion from her parents.

As talking and play become
more purposeful, observa-
tions about the world
become more accurate and
consistent, and a sense of
time emerges. Gradually the
toddler comes to create a
sense of herself as ‘me’ and
later as ‘I’, as distinct from ‘you’,
or ‘they’, paving the way for
an adult sense of identity.

Eventually this grows into
the adult experience of the
self as both fully in the world
and yet distinct from it.
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From implantation through the months of gestation, the
child’s mind is a branch of the mother’s.What she feels it
feels. After the physical separation of birth, the newborn
begins to co-create a relationship with the mother.This
process of attachment deepens daily as the baby increas-
ingly realizes the connection between feeling good and
the expression on her mother’s face.When apparently
automatic grimaces grow into responsive smiling it is a
confirming sign that the essential attachment process
between infant and mother is well under way.
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is becoming aware of a world outside itself. At around six
months, manual, tactile and visual exploration of the
mother’s face peak. As the child becomes more mobile,

these explorations extend into reaching further,then
crawling with increased interest away from and back to the
mother.This gradual physical separation brings with it the
beginnings of a ‘mind of its own’- ‘me here,mummy there’.
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3 Experimenting
10 to 15 months

As the infant progresses from crawling to
standing and then walking, the excitement of
discovering new sensations and practising new
skills runs at full speed.With walking begins the
toddler’s love affair with the world. Reality is
something to be tested and enjoyed to the full.

The young child plunges into life and into
every cupboard and shelf. Her mind fills with
people, places, activities and things, which she
perceives as increasingly separate from herself. A
rapidly developing sense of independence takes
the child further from her mother, more fre-
quently and for longer periods. Out of the experi-
ence of playing alone, self-absorbed, intermit-
tently contacting the mother for emotional refu-
elling, she comes to understand that she herself
exists as an individual separate from her mother.

4 Reconnecting
16 months to 3 years

Where before, the toddler might have been worried about losing her
mother, now she is more afraid of losing her love and attention.
Somewhere around 15 months, the mother, who has ceased to be home
base, becomes the person with whom the toddler wishes to share all her
discoveries. Exploration reaches a peak as the child tests her autonomy.

She also begins to appreciate that there are obstacles in the way of her bid
to take over the whole world. Her insistence on her right to do what she
likes clashes with the limits within which she can safely operate.The way in
which these conflicts are resolved establishes more securely within her
mind her own personal identity.
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5 Consolidating 
From 3 years

From this point on, the task
facing the young child is to
consolidate her distinctive
individuality. This is closely
paralleled by a deepening
emotional stability, which
allows the child to maintain
a sense of self during peri-
ods of brief separation from
her parents.

As talking and play become
more purposeful, observa-
tions about the world
become more accurate and
consistent and a sense of
time emerges. Gradually the
toddler comes to create a
sense of herself as ‘me’ and
later as ‘I’, as distinct from ‘you’
or ‘they’, paving the way for
an adult sense of identity.

Eventually this grows into
the adult experience of the
self as both fully in the world
and separate from it, with the
ability to move at will
between the inner and outer.
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A child’s experience
The unfolding individual identity of a child is the foundation
on which later strength and resilience is built. Responding to
a child’s needs, accurately, and with empathy, from birth
onward, actively supports the development of this inner
integrity. If a child’s needs are not always met, it may not mat-
ter as long as they feel confident that eventually help will
arrive, or that the person with whom they are most signifi-
cantly in rapport, is consistently available. But a persistently
inaccurate response to their needs, a lack of response, the arbi-
trary absence of the person with whom they are mostly in rap-
port, or, worse, a denial of their needs, impedes the flourishing
of intelligence. The mind fills with unfavourable learning,
distressed learning, or distorted learning. Distress may
mean not only feeling bad but learning to be bad, hurt, con-
fused and frightened, because as children, later to become
adults, we literally embody these feelings; they are built into
our bodyminds.
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A newborn’s needs
The newborn baby seems to know what she needs, and in a
sense, for the early weeks and months, she is her needs, sig-
nalling them constantly to her parents or carers.

So how do we know what is going on in a child’s mind?
What needs are the crucial ones for the formation of a flour-
ishing mind?  Perhaps the most basic after love, support, and
adequate nourishment during pregnancy is the quality of 
attachment with the mother and/or carers. The following
screens complement the psychological birth sequence, out-
lining the elements of the attachment process in more detail.
Following these, is a sequence of screens devoted to meeting
a child’s needs, based on the presumption that the newborn
has capacities for love, understanding and choice.
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Life in the first year
The ways in which parent and child negotiate

with each other in the first year are countless, but
four of the more important are bonding,
communication, stimulation and socialization.
In practice, most babies experience a mixture of
positive and negative interactions in all four areas.
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Bonding
If the parent is reliable, responsive,

available, and consistent, the baby
absorbs a positive view of the world.‘I
feel bad from time to time. I make a
noise. Help comes.’‘It’s all right to feel
bad because it’s only for a little while.’‘I
like my mother, she’s good to me.’ If the
parent is often unreliable, inaccessible,
unresponsive, and inconsistent, the
baby picks up a negative impression of
life and learns that if you trust people,
you get hurt. ‘I feel bad. I make a noise.
No one comes.’‘I make a noise ‘til I’m
tired. My mother comes. She feels bad
too. She’s rough.’‘I like my mother but
she’s never here.’

more

Bonding may beneficially include getting your
nourishment from father as well as mother

Life in the first year
The ways in which parent and child negotiate

with each other in the first year are countless, but
four of the more important are bonding,
communication, stimulation and socialization.
In practice, most babies experience a mixture of
positive and negative interactions in all four areas.
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Communication
A parent who regards the baby as intelligent,

communicative, and eager to learn, teaches her
that people are a pleasure and that communica-
tion brings response.‘I feel good, hungry, sad,
hot or cold. I make a sound. My father makes a
sound. I move my hand. My father moves his too.
He learns what I like. I learn what he likes. It’s
fun.’ If the parent regards the baby as unintelli-
gent, incapable of communication and having
little ability to learn, the baby gives up trying to
communicate, ‘I feel good, hungry, sad, hot, or
cold. I make a sound. No-one comes. I keep on
making a sound. After a while my father comes.
He makes a funny sound. I like it. But I still feel
good, hungry, sad, hot, or cold.’‘I make a sound.
My father comes. He makes a loud sound. He’s
rough with me. I feel bad now. I stop trying. The
world is confusing.’

more

Communication through touch, sound and eye contact
establishes a capacity for rapport

Life in the first year
The ways in which parent and child negotiate

with each other in the first year are countless, but
four of the more important are bonding,
communication, stimulation and socialization.
In practice, most babies experience a mixture of
positive and negative interactions in all four areas.
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Stimulation
When parents realize that providing their

baby with appropriate stimulation can sig-
nificantly contribute to the quality and
speed of their child’s development, the
baby learns that life is exciting.‘People
make funny sounds. I smile.They smile.
Look. Moving things, pretty colours.’‘I cud-
dle with my mother.We are soft and warm.
I like my mother. I feel good.’

If the parents regards the baby as unin-
telligent, and the family keeps quiet to
avoid upsetting the baby, she learns to
‘switch off’. ‘No mother. Feel bad. Very
tired. Feel bad. Sleep now.’ more

Stimulation can include  being held by your grand-
mother for family photographs

Life in the first year
The ways in which parent and child negotiate

with each other in the first year are countless, but
four of the more important are bonding,
communication, stimulation and socialization.
In practice, most babies experience a mixture of
positive and negative interactions in all four areas.



KNOWHOW> THE MAKING OF THE MIND> LIFE IN THE FIRST YEARCONTENTS THEMES GO BACK JOTTER Help�INDEX

Socialization
If the parents believe their baby to be capable of communi-

cating her needs, or feelings, and if they respond with empa-
thy and intuition, the child learns through both encourage-
ment and example.‘I feel good. I smile. They like that. They
smile too. When I feel bad, I cry. They like that too. They cud-
dle me.

If the parents assume that the baby is engaged in some
kind of power struggle, or is trying to attract sympathy and
attention or to ‘get its own way’, then to give the child atten-
tion amounts to ‘giving in’ and ‘spoiling’ her. Crying may then
come to mean ‘naughty’ and the child learns to stop trying to
communicate her needs.‘I cry and nobody comes. I feel bad. I
cry and cry. My father comes. I feel good. I smile. He makes a
bad sound. He puts me down. I cry and cry.’

more

Socialization also includes getting used to
being held by strangers

Life in the first year
The ways in which parent and child negotiate

with each other in the first year are countless, but
four of the more important are bonding,
communication, stimulation and socialization.
In practice, most babies experience a mixture of
positive and negative interactions in all four areas.



Meeting a child’s needs
If you have children or expect to have them, and favour an
intuitive approach to the process of attachment. You may find
useful the accumulated experiences of people who have
learned how to regress to their own very early experience,using
a variety of methods, such as trance and hypnosis. Rather than
mapping the coastline of someone else’s mind, they have
explored the interior of their own minds.

One very good rule of thumb that has come from this
‘inside-out’ approach is British psychologist John Heron’s
proposal that we are all born with a unique human potential
for loving, understanding and choosing. Based on this
notion, the following screens offer some speculations about
what the inner child might say about her or his needs.
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To love and be loved
‘Accept me. Accept my tears. Accept my delight. Accept my
exhilaration. Love me as I am. Let me be. I’m OK. I’m com-
plete. I have everything I need. Don’t force me to be like you.
Don’t force me to be different from you. Don’t force me at
all. Your needs are not my needs. Look after your own needs.
Admire me, like me, enjoy me.

You are my everything. I love you always.You are the sun-
shine of my life. You are mine forever. Slow down. Be with
me. Let me see you. Let me be with you. Open up to me,
show yourself. Let me see who you are. Trust me. Trust your-
self. Love me. Love yourself.’
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To understand and be understood
‘I want to know about why, and how, and where, and when.
I want to know about how many, and how far, and how long,
and why not. I want you to explain because, and different,
and up, and down, and no. I want you to explain now, and
tomorrow, and never, and dead.

I want you to understand that I am tender, open, and vul-
nerable, that I am easily hurt, sometimes unhappy, frightened,
sad, and angry. I want you to know that I am sometimes con-
fused and that I don’t understand what your words mean
(though I usually understand what your body is saying).’
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To choose and be chosen
‘I want to do things my own way. I want to do what I like. I
want to like what I do. I want to make up my own mind. I
want to choose what I eat, what I wear, how long I sleep. I
want to choose my friends and to choose when to say ‘yes’
and ‘no’. I want to choose to belong or to opt out. I want to
choose what I do with my energy. I want to be free to do what
I like with my own body.

I want to be liked, to be popular, to matter, to be needed.
I want to be noticed, recognized, and heard. I want to be
picked for the team. I want to be asked to contribute, to sup-
port, to help, to be responsible.
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Core priorities of children
The capacities outlined on the previous screens represent the
core priorities of all children, and if they are interfered with,
denied or interrupted, distress memories that correspond to
the denied potential are likely to be stored in the bodymind.
Denial of love stores sadness and grief, denial of understand-
ing stores anxiety and fear, denial of choice stores hostility and
anger. This distorts the developmental processes of bonding
and attachment and dents the fledgling identity.

If in the process of becoming a person we have suffered
harm or deficiencies around these core priorities, patient self-
directed enquiry, such as that provided by The Mind
Gymnasium complemented perhaps by Co-counselling
and/or some form of therapy, can help us identify and deal
with the shadow they are likely to cast.
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...teachers claim
that half of all chil-
dren now start
school at four or
five unable to
speak audibly and
be understood by
others, respond to
simple instructions,
recognise their
own names or
even count to five.

UK GOVERNMENT

BASIC SKILLS AGENCY STUDY 2003
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THE PSYCHOSOCIAL FIELD
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Childhood deficits and cultural patterns
The value and practicality of paying attention to the process
of early development, outlined on the previous screens and
detailed in Becoming a person, is perhaps self-evident.This
‘psychologizing’ of ourselves, as I tend to call it, like all other
approaches to the mind, can tend to be one-sided if it is not
sufficiently embedded in some awareness of the extent to
which becoming a person is also a social and cultural matter.

In trying better to understand how we become who we
are and what we might do with the gifts and disabilities we
have accumulated, I developed the notion of a psychosocial
field, a fancy name for how our inner and outer worlds, influ-
ence and shape each other.The following screens present it as
a sequence.

more

To change
direction, or
better still
dismantle
the machine
altogether,
we must
recognize
that the sys-
tem does
not just act
on us—it
shapes us
and acts
within us.
Patriarchy
has created
us in it's
image..

STARHAWK TRUTH OR
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School plays a crucial part in the formation of the mind.
Any experience lasting six to seven hours a day, five days a
week, forty weeks a year, for at least ten years, is bound to
make a lasting impression.

The child’s experience of school, as with all human
encounters, divides into the conscious and the unconscious—
into the highly structured content of the curriculum and the
much deeper effects of the way in which it is delivered and
assessed. School shapes children’s minds both directly—by
presenting partial views of history, science, and so on—and
subliminally—by giving them a model of the way they can
expect the world to work. A few may try to resist, but for
most children, it quickly becomes both natural and inevitable.

The following screens look at how schools shape the mind.
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The world
for which
education is
preparing
people no
longer exists.

STEPHEN STERLING
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How the world works
Aside from the essential bundle of skills such as reading, writ-
ing, and numeracy, the over-arching thing that a child’s mind
absorbs at school is—this is how the world works:

The world is divided into winners and losers (schools pro-
duce what universities want, ignoring or sidelining the needs
of those that are rejected)

Intellect is a supreme human attribute.
Conformity makes for an easier life.
Competition is the best way to organize social relations,

‘me’, and mine’, rather than ‘us’.
Production and task-oriented problem-solving are the

primary life skills.
Hierarchical top-down and prescriptive power relations

are normal and inevitable, ‘I tell’, ‘you passively receive,’—the
learning agenda is defined entirely by the school system.

Evaluation is external with standardized performance
indicators and precise, non-negotiated learning outcomes.

Knowledge is a matter of categories—mechanistic notions
of subdivision, breaking down, ‘step by step’, analysis, cata-
loguing, with little or no attention to how they are linked.

Quality and achievement reside only in what can be measured.
Success requires invulnerability, always being  in control,

not losing control.
One size fits all—too bad if you are too fast, or too slow,

too visual, too aural, too intuitive, too physical, too emotional.

Replication of the existing cultural values, moulding to fit the
status quo, matter much more that transformative change
toward a fairer and better world.

Learning has no intrinsic interest or value—education is a
means to an end—qualifications for employment.

There are settled bodies of knowledge about everything.
Education is a less important and less relevant source of

values and knowledge than the media and peers.
A life devoted to time-bound goals is normal and unavoidable.
Deference to professional expertise is expected and unavoidable.
Bullying is tolerated and even admired.
Cultures of criticism, blame, and deficit are normal and

inevitable.

So far as these ingredients take root in young minds this
seems to be schooling rather than education. It replicates a
world that exists but one that increasingly obviously, is
unsustainable, in part due to these values and practices and
the extent to which they permeate education.

more
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From schooling to education
If the catalogue of notions on the previous screen that school
instills in children’s minds amounts to ‘schooling’, what
would count as education? Here is a listing of what is already
in the wings seeking its place on the educational stage.

Moving towards installing ecological sustainability as the
defining benchmark for educational policy.

Greater trust in, and value for, local flourishing.
Giving high value to learning how to learn, inquiry, learn-

ing from experience, and life-long learning.
Bringing relationship: i.e. nurturance, participation,

co-operation, communality, and interpersonal skills into
the curriculum.

Bringing physical, intuitive and emotional intelligences
and competence into the curriculum.

Moving toward pupil’s ownership of their learning agenda
so that school becomes meaningful, engaging, participative.

Giving high value to transformative change toward a fair-
er society and better world

Valuing knowledge as a matter of relationship, pattern,
and understanding.

Valuing uniqueness and difference and providing niches
for unusual or special interest and personal styles.

Moving from instructional, informative, prescriptive
teaching styles, toward a more facilitative approach.

Understanding that anyone can generate knowledge and
putting this into practice.

Acting on the notion that self-evaluation (with external
support) epitomizes the educated person.

Actively contradicting the positive feedback of print and
electronic media through reflection, review, and imitation.

Installing and nurturing cultures of appreciation, affirma-
tion, support and feedback.

Appreciating that, despite thousands of years of intensive
study, almost all of existence, not least life itself, remains
shrouded in mystery.

Recognizing that ‘flourishing’ is a better indicator of well-
being than ‘success’.

So far as these ingredients take root in young minds they
are much more likely to become educated persons—accu-
rately in touch with their own capabilities—and able to con-
tribute to benign, rapid and sustainable adaptation to the
overwhelming, ecologically driven changes in the way we live
and relate to each other that are on our doorstep.

more
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Examinations such as this at a major British university come at
the end of a long line of  grading and measurement that evalu-
ate the vast majority of children as academic ‘failures’ and
reward others as ‘successes’—almost entirely on the basis of
their intellectual development.

Examinations constitute a failure culture: the esteem they
concentrate in too few hands masks the damage done to the vast

majority of children through equating learning with failure.
Many of the ‘successes’, those children who fit the universi-

ties’ intellectual profile, may suffer a different kind of damage as
they discover that the university is often more interested in
them demonstrating that they share its beliefs about knowledge,
power, and authority than in an open-ended exploration of their
creative potential.

Success and failure

more
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In the traditional classroom scenario, with the teacher in a
controlling position, children absorb the subliminal lesson
that human interaction involves domination rather than
participation and cooperation. In most schools, the teacher
sets the agenda for the class, the term, the year, while the
children are rarely invited to contribute to decisions about
the content, pace, or relevance of the work they are doing.
There is very little choice and usually a large element of
coercion. Co-operation between classmates is usually con-
sidered cheating and the child soon learns that you have to
compete to survive, that intellect rules, and that it is natu-
ral and inevitable to have someone in authority over you.
However, the denied emotionality which this is likely to
entail often tend to emerge and find expression in sabotage,
resistance, and disruption.

Of course there are many caring teachers—particularly of
young children—who put a high value on the child’s experi-
ence and judgement. But inertia and holding to tradition still
prevent innovation that would soften the authoritarian
approach of the classroom. Teachers’ training colleges have
been promoting a child-centred approach to education for
decades. However, recent research shows that new teachers
tend to teach in the way they themselves were taught.
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Subliminal lesson

A teacher should
have maximal
authority and
minimal power.

THOMAS SZASZ
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THE MEDIA ‘I’
more
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The days are long gone when family, friends, and perhaps
parental occupation were the main formative influences on
young minds. Alongside parenting and schooling, a cornu-
copia of media, leisure pursuits, and sport directed at, or
available to children put them under subtle but very onerous
pressure. How a growing child navigates through this deluge
of choice makes a decisive contribution to the focus, expec-
tations and perhaps, the well-being of their mind.

The following screens outline some of the elements of
the media/product maelstrom and look at how minds are
shaped through living with them

more

UK Children: lifestyle

overweight, 30% 
obese, 7%  
hours per week of physical exercise, 2
hours per day watching tv, 3.8
children who walk to school, 15%

SOURCE: GUARDIAN 16 .12.2002

UK Children—hobbies:

One in four aged five to 16 has at
least five, most of them sport oriented
TOP HOBBIES
Girls: swimming, singing, ballet, art,
and drama
Boys: football, swimming, cycling,
skating, skateboarding, and art 
children spent almost 6½ hours a
week on their hobbies

'These findings fly directly in the face of criticism that today's
children are a generation of computer-obsessed couch potatoes'
SOURCE: ABBEY NATIONAL BUILDING SOCIETY SURVEY
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The Television ‘I’
Broadcast television, and more recently video, exerts a deci-
sive influence on the minds of almost all children in devel-
oped countries. Where once only libraries gave access to the
world’s experience, televisual media not only inform and
entertain, but bring previously inaccessible glimpses of
whales, swimming with dolphins, or walking on the moon.

The televisual experience provides a growing mind with
a rich diet of heroes and heroines, comedy and tragedy, cou-
pled with access to live events that fertilize and provide
anchors for the imaginative layers of the mind.

And yet it casts a deep shadow. The televisual experience
can become a third parent, more exciting, more intelligent,
more interesting, more relevant than any parent, and also a
pacifier, a reliable and undemanding companion. The scale of
the production values of much televisual experience, it’s
focus, timing, articulation, coherence, violent, rapid move-
ment, and lack of redundancy, provide a rich imaginal envi-
ronment with which, by comparison, the mundane stories of
many children’s daily lives are constantly in deficit.

Perhaps more important for the growing child’s mind, is
the continuing erosion of choice that lies behind the shelves
of the video shops and TV schedules. Televisual schedules
and production decisions are increasingly focused and con-
centrated by what I have come to understand as ‘positive
feedback,’ the more something pulls a big audience, the more
of it is made. This process feeds off itself—the bigger and
more reliable the audience numbers, the more a production
strand, or style, is valued. However, the down-side of this is
that threshold of entry is raised, so that the unusual, the new,
the unpredictable, the subtle, the politically out of kilter, is

neglected or ignored. Positive feedback is perhaps unavoid-
able in any media, but it appears to have reached such dam-
aging levels in much of TV and most of the press as to
amount to structural censorship. It puts us in the same kind
of danger as the tyrant who surrounds himself with yes-per-
sons and is then surprised when he finds himself in exile.

So far as the media universe comes to be a high propor-
tion of children’s experience, their minds will have had
whole areas of their potential for creativity, self-direction,
responsibility, and play, painlessly amputated.

more
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Catwalk or boardroom?
Among the more subtle tasks we face in growing
up is decoding and making sense of media
images that offer us a powerful pointer to our
place in the world.

The star of this compelling advertisement in the
London Eurostar terminal is obviously the luggage.
There also seems to be an equally compelling, if
unintentional, message about who belongs where.
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Branding ironies 
Successful advertising has always been subliminal. For a hun-
dred years or more, children’s minds have had to pick their
way through a market place where appeals to unconscious
and subconscious preferences were mixed with the names of
the toothpaste, or the cornflakes. Advertising generates a
media environment that is filled wall to wall with tightly
focused, clean, happy, prosperous, successful, smiling, laugh-
ing, cheery, beautiful, elegant people and events.The sublim-
inal effect on growing minds of this is to provide an idealized
dreamscape of aspiration in which the present is always like-
ly to be deficient.

Two other out-of-awareness influences that young minds
have to contend with are worth noting. Very large businesses
such as supermarket chains talk ‘market’, but busy them-
selves narrowing choice through huge advertising spends that
are as much directed at pricing opposition out of the market
as selling goods. Few of us, but especially children, have more
than a sketchy idea of what we are missing.

Increasing numbers of innovative businesses found that
as globalization gathered pace, differences in the production
costs between emerging and mature markets could be better
exploited by steering choices towards a heavily promoted
brand, rather than a product. The incessant promotion of an
atmosphere, or an aspiration, masks the extent to which
branded products often differ very little from one another.
Having to wear, display, or visit the preferred brand of shoe,
shirt, bag, lunch or coffee venue, preys on the minds of many
children, young and not so young people, escalating
inevitable peer pressures. Again the narrowing of choice is
invisible to young minds.

more

‘Brand’…use
the word, and
you no longer
have a product
or a service, but
a spiritual
enterprise.
In America,

commerce is a
higher spiritual
enterprise.
Brands are

about percep-
tions, not reali-
ties… brands
must control
the way they
communicate
with their audi-
ence at every
point of contact
with the brand

ASHLEY ALSUP
THE GUARDIAN 2 .12.2002
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Grilled delight
I found this advertisement (left) for a savoury barbecue butter
in a Brussels supermarket house magazine.

Colourful— appetizing— yes, but what else might the mind
of a growing child pick up from it?
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Video games, perhaps one of the uniquely original art forms
of the late twentieth century, provide children with doubly
engaging food for the imagination.Added to the imagery that
is familiar from the televisual world, is interaction, participa-
tion, and engagement. Video games and role-playing simula-
tions capture attention in trance-like sessions that take play-
ers out of time. And yet, along with their virtues, they too
cast a long shadow for growing minds. While there are many
benign simulations of motor-cycling, car racing, city building,
fantasy role playing and educational topics, the hottest games
tend to be derived from war-fare, or crime .They commonly
feature an enemy Other who has to be blown up, shot, dis-
integrated, or destroyed. Violence is implicit to every scene.

The relevance of this for growing minds? These best-sell-
ing video games generate and propagate an extraordinary cul-
ture of ungrounded, unrealistic, virtual violence—for it to be
entertaining it has to be free of damage, or pain.Secondly
game culture sows and tends the belief that domination and
the damage it entails is not only the key to worldly success
but is also natural, inevitable, and entertaining, and that if you
are not a winner—you are inevitably a loser—one of the
more damaging social lies abroad in the world.

I have a sense too that the culture of violence that many
video games embody (along with the often co-promoted
videos) also tends to installs in children’s minds the notion
that cities are aversive, dangerous places, populated with
threatening Others; blinding us to the actual dangers of cities,
and making political action to change them seem impossible,
and further escalating ‘security’ concerns.
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The ‘I’ of the warrior hero

more
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Children today are born into a broad-spectrum drug culture
where minds are commonly diagnosed by licensed experts as
needing, in alleviation of unhappiness, despair, ‘hyper-activi-
ty’, and socially unacceptable emotionality, to be prescribed
what amounts annually to literally tons of drugs

Many children become aware of an extension of this drug
culture, where self-diagnosis is the norm—minds are self-
diagnosed as being in need of an anaesthetic, or dis-inhibitor
(alcohol); a sweetener (ganja); greater sexual capacity (via-
gra); ecstasy (ecstasy, smack, horse); enhanced attention
(speed, coke, tobacco); or a voyage of inner discovery (acid,
mushrooms).

Is it surprising that for young minds—who see their par-
ents getting through the day on anti-depressants—the preva-
lence of the first of these branches of the drug culture legiti-
mates the unlicensed sector? Is it not perhaps also un-sur-
prising that, when extraversion—emphasizing a life in the
world of action, and events, and material success—enjoys
such a high value, easy access to the inner life of the mind
through leisure pharmaceutical products is so compellingly
attractive to many young, and not-so-young, people?

Drug cultures

more

Around 80%
of all ban-
knotes in cir-
culation are
contaminated
with drugs a
figure that
rises to 99
percent in the
London area...
cocaine is the
most common
substance… 
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Since publication of the original edition of The Mind
Gymnasium, which neatly anticipated the form of an internet
web-site, there has been an explosive growth of computer
ownership—coupled increasingly commonly with the inter-
net and related facilities such as e-mail, web-sites, chat rooms,
and search engines.

It would be difficult to overstate the scale of the likely
effect on children’s minds of this digital culture, especially
those growing up in urban areas.

It is not just that the implementation of a global village—
where for many purposes the distance between Australia and
Europe dissolves and is indistinguishable from a location in
the next street or the next room—the last few years have
seen, in the Internet, the creation of a gigantic low-cost inter-
national public utility that is happily resisting all attempts to
privatize it.

Much, perhaps almost all, of the material on the web-sites
and e-mail and chat rooms is there because individual persons
think it useful, or valuable enough to go to the trouble of
uploading it. As a result, the values of the internet are strik-
ingly different to those of the corporate culture it has gener-
ally side-stepped—idiosyncratic, feisty, personal, immediate.
Though there are zones of the net, like zones of a city, where
parental guidance, or accompaniment, would be essential, for
older children the diversity of the net experience can be a
hugely benign antidote to the poverty of brand-driven con-
sumer culture.

And so far as the current devotion to ‘security’ paints
cityscapes as aversive, threatening, or even dangerous, many
children are chauffeured to and from school, after school

events and friends’ houses. The freedom of action to explore
woods, fields, and rivers that country-living kids enjoy, trans-
lates for most urban children, into many hours in bedrooms
or sitting-rooms. While these often have virtual extensions
such as TV, video games, recorded music, radio, and the
mobile phone, their inhabitants often endure a boring,
depressing and cramped piece of after-school life. So far as
woods, fields, trees and riversides are decisively off the menu,
the extension to the household that access to a computer and
the internet creates can often be very beneficial 

How so? For reasons of history, a computer superficially
resembles an office, with ‘desktop’ and folders and files, but it
more accurately amounts to a town, or city-sized environ-
ment—adding a programme can amount to adding a district.
So children get to know computers—by visiting, revisiting,
and hanging out in places they like and enjoy—just as they
would get to know a town if they were free to explore it.
Even modest computer facilities can easily contain the spatial
equivalent of a small town. Add the internet and you put in
the hands of a young person the equivalent of an industrial
research and development facility.

The outcome for a child? Probably a post-industrial mind
that no longer lives from settled centralized authority, perma-
nence, single explanations for life or death, and for whom the
beauty, mystery and sheer diversity of living forms are off-stage.
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We are all children of our time.We cannot escape the
epoch in which we live, any more than we can escape the
facts of our own childhood. As parents, it is all too easy to
bring the losses, disappointments, and hurts from our own
lives to bear on our children, and at the same time to uncon-
sciously reinforce the prevailing assumptions, prejudices, and
expectations of our culture, even though we may disagree
with them. But it doesn’t have to be like that. By becoming
more aware of our own personal and social conditioning, we
can begin to free, both ourselves and future generations.
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People whose
integrity has
not been dam-
aged in child-
hood, who
were protect-
ed, respected,
and treated
with honesty
by their par-
ents, will be...
intelligent,
responsive,
empathic and
highly sensi-
tive… 

Since it will
not have to be
their uncon-
scious life task
to ward off
intimidation
experienced at
any early age,
they will be
able to deal
with attempts
at intimidation
in their adult
life more
rationally and
more creatively.

ALICE MILLER
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Parents’ greatest gift
Children who are actively encouraged to be themselves, to
be angry, sad, disappointed, excited, enthusiastic, tearful,
hurt, delighted, or bored, when they feel it—are likely to
have little trouble with confidence, self-esteem, zest, and
spontaneity—qualities many adults yearn for, and seek to
develop. Likewise, children who do not feel obliged to con-
fer status, security, pride, or respect, on their parents, will
also be likely to value themselves, their opinions, and their
abilities. But children who, from the beginning, were con-
ceived to give others love, to look after their parents, to be
the pet they always wanted, may have a hole in the heart
where self-esteem, energy, and love should be. The first and
perhaps most crucial gift parents can give their children is
to accept them as they are, and to love them into being
what they can become.
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Cultural legacies
No child is independent of the society she, or he, grows up in.
Capitalist or communist; industrial, technological, or agricul-
tural; patriarchal or matriarchal—any of these basic attitudes
inherent in the social system will become ingrained in chil-
dren’s minds. The way industrial organizations work, for
example, is perpetuated through the schooling approach to
education. Capitalism is internalized through an emphasis on
earning, consuming, competing and economic growth.
Patriarchy—the supposed natural dominance of men—is mir-
rored in religious teachings, hierarchical career structures, the
exploitation of natural resources, and through investment in
offensive weaponry.

The media, companies, organizations, government, state
institutions, scientific research—all tend to reflect the cur-
rently favoured ideologies. But as a ‘good enough’ parent, you
can help your children to a more open choice. By exploring
the ways in which unhelpful, or redundant cultural tenden-
cies have become woven into your own opinions, and expec-
tations, you can consciously exclude them from your atti-
tudes to your children. This can mean that they, in turn, can
be freer, at least from your unconscious conditioning, and
more able to make their own decisions about which aspects
of society to accept or reject. If you haven’t already seen it, a
good place to start is the Beliefs assessment section plus per-
haps Power - a hidden presence.
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The British
now have 10
square feet of
retail space
per person,
five times the
European
average; 31
per cent of
Europe's
retail space is
in Britain.

WILL HUTTON
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or ‘greedy’—when in fact they are distressed because their
own needs not have been acknowledged and met.

If the notion of parental style seems a bit obscure as yet,
the following screens may help—they outline how we got
here—how parenting styles have evolved historically.

Due diligence
Loving our children into being who they can become, may be
the first task of ‘good enough’ parents—to empathize with
the child, while at the same time maintaining enough distance
to keep her, or his, needs separate from our own. That’s easy
to say, hard to deliver, in among the uproar of getting little
arms into coats and shoelaces tied.

Being a ‘good enough’ parent would seem to require—
alongside delivering on the routines of daily care—paying
attention to the how, the process, the style, of our parenting.
Does our parenting style deliver what we intend—are we
inadvertently reproducing the main elements of our ‘unfin-
ished business’ with our own parents, in our relationship with
our children. How do we ensure this isn’t happening? We
can’t, but we can be diligent in ensuring that we take respon-
sibility for any distressed, distorted, or omitted learning
we might be carrying, and making certain that our children
aren’t asked to carry any of that burden. For example, we can
avoid having children to keep a failing relationship together;
or to bring us the love we never had as children; or because
we are lonely or bored; or because we want someone to care
for us.

Unless we keep an eye open for such slippery slopes as
these, the relationship with our children may go into reverse;
instead of us being there for them, there may a subtle, or not
so subtle reversal, in which they are there for us—we come
to depend on them meeting our needs—if they fail, we may
consider them ‘bad’, ‘wrong’, ‘difficult’, ‘ungrateful’, ‘selfish’,
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The problem
often looks
inexorable....
a child is
threatened
with being
abandoned,
gets severe
beatings from
a parent and
is bullied at
school
throughout
childhood.
They inflict
the same
thing on their
offspring.
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Living very close to a young child can be both intensely
pleasurable and extremely challenging. Being a parent brings
us face to face with our own unresolved personal history, the
re-stimulation of early hurts and unaware projection. The
way in which we deal with these unwanted side-effects—
how well or how ineffectively—becomes built into the minds
of the next generation as a model of how the world works.

However, as Lloyd de Mause has shown, if a more car-
ing approach to bringing up children is gradually adopted, it
is reflected in less distressed behaviour in the next genera-
tion. He claims that much of our social progress toward
democracy and social justice has arisen from gradual
changes in the way we look after our children. All the his-
torical patterns of childcare appear to still be in existence.
See if you can identify your parents’ style, or the one you
would tend to follow, on the following screens.
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Infanticide
From antiquity to 4th century

Parents saw children as existing to meet their needs and conven-
ience, and if defective, as responsible for their own misfortune.
Unwanted children, including girls, or deformed babies, were
commonly disposed of by exposure to the weather, or wild ani-
mals. Right up to the 19th century, illegitimate children were reg-
ularly killed. And today, legal abortions continue to allow parents
to dispose of children if they are inconvenient. more
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Abandonment
From 4th to 13th century

Following the spread of Christianity, children were thought to
have a soul, so they could not be killed. But since they were
held to be full of evil, they were beaten and kept at an emo-
tional distance from their parents. Parents faced with children
they did not want, often passed them over to wet nurses and
then disposed of them to other families for fostering, or as
servants. Alternatively, they were sold as slaves. As late as the
7th century, the Archbishop of Canterbury ruled that a man
could not sell his child into slavery after the age of seven.
Abandonment in a modified form still survives today in foster
homes, children’s homes, and orphanages.

Hard by a great forest dwelt a poor wood-
cutter with his wife and his two children.
The boy was called Hansel and the girl
Gretel. He had little to bite and to break, and
once when great dearth fell on the land, he
could no longer procure even daily bread.

Now when he thought over this by night
in his bed, and tossed about in his anxiety, he
groaned and said to his wife, ‘What is to
become of us. How are we to feed our poor
children, when we no longer have anything
even for ourselves.’

‘I’ll tell you what, husband,’ answered
the woman, ‘early to-morrow morning we
will take the children out into the forest to

where it is the thickest. There we will light a
fire for them, and give each of them one
more piece of bread, and then we will go to
our work and leave them alone.They will not
find the way home again, and we shall be rid
of them.’ 

‘No, wife,’ said the man, ‘I will not do
that. How can I bear to leave my children
alone in the forest. The wild animals would
soon come and tear them to pieces.’

‘O you fool,’ said she, ‘then we must all
four die of hunger, you may as well plane the
planks for our coffins,’ and she left him no
peace until he consented.

THE GRIMM BROTHERS - HANSEL AND GRETEL
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Abandonment continued 
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Ambivalence
From 14th to 17th century

During this period parents became more emotionally
attached to their children, but still feared they were on the
brink of total evil. The ritual of baptism included exorcism of
the devil, and parents saw their task as moulding their chil-
dren, containing them in swaddling for as long as possible,
and beating them into shape. When children outgrew swad-
dling, parents and teachers used threats of ghosts, demons,
and hell-fire to establish obedience.
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Intrusion
18th century

Children were now held to pose less of a threat. The evil had
receded and empathy between parent and child became pos-
sible. Parents now saw it as their duty to conquer children’s
minds, to break their will and so control behaviour, through
threats and guilt as well as punishments. The child was to be
‘prayed with but not played with’.

This, therefore, I cannot but earnestly repeat,—break their wills
betimes; begin this great work before they can run alone, before they
can speak plain, or perhaps speak at all.Whatever pains it cost, conquer
their stubbornness: break the will, if you would not damn the child. I
conjure you not to neglect, not to delay this! Therefore, (1.) Let a child,
from a year old, be taught to fear the rod and to cry softly. In order to
this, (2.) Let him have nothing he cries for; absolutely nothing, great or
small; else you undo your own work. (3.) At all events, from that age,
make him do as he is bid, if you whip him ten times running to effect
it. Let none persuade you it is cruelty to do this; it is cruelty not to do
it. Break his will now, and his soul will live, and he will probably bless
you to all eternity.

JOHN WESLEY SERMON 96: ON OBEDIENCE TO PARENTS 1784
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Socialization
19th to mid-20th century

Parenting moved to become more a matter of guidance, train-
ing and teaching manners, good habits, correct public behav-
iour and how to conform to others’ expectations. Beatings
continued—but to punish misbehaviour, not intrinsic evil. This
form of childcare is the most common one today.
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Helping
Mid-20th century onward

This style of parenting is still emerging. Children are seen as
having rights, including the right to be well cared for. The task
of parents is nurturance—to empathize with children and
respond accurately to their needs at each stage of develop-
ment. There is no corporal punishment, no arbitrary discipline,
negotiation is commonplace, and child-care is built around
the belief that if children’s potential is fulfilled at each stage,
they will grow up to be authentic, gentle, cheerful, resource-
ful, creative, respectful, and unafraid of authority.

more
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Changing the direction of history
Minds may be re-orientated in adult life but they are made in
childhood. While all the parenting styles on the previous
screens are still to be found, a more comprehensively 
nurturing style of parenting is increasingly evident. The
less each generation is brought up with domination and
projection, the less likely we will be to fight, control, or
make enemies of each other. Changing the direction of histo-
ry starts with changing our attitudes and the way we bring up
our children.

Recent decades have seen the emergence of two impor-
tant influences on child-care that are shaping the minds of a
new generation. Both are related to security.

The extent to which the sexual and physical abuse of
children has been commonplace, if well hidden, has gradual-
ly entered public consciousness in recent decades. Parallel
with this, increasing volumes of traffic make many streets
lethal for young children. Many parents, anxious to protect
their younger children from these twin threats, chauffeur
their children to and from school and other events; denied the
freedom to roam the streets and parks with their friends, chil-
dren spend long hours in their rooms with video games and
TV.

These concerns with security appear to have greatly
reduced the numbers of children who explore the world on
their own, as in the picture (right). Understandable, of course,
but an impoverishment of future generations, surely?
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1 Fusion
-9 months to + 3 months

From implantation through the months of gestation, the
child’s mind is a branch of the mother’s.What she feels it
feels. After the physical separation of birth, the newborn
begins to co-create a relationship with the mother.This
process of attachment deepens daily as the baby increas-
ingly realizes the connection between feeling good and
the expression on her mother’s face.When apparently
automatic grimaces grow into responsive smiling it is a
confirming sign that the essential attachment process
between infant and mother is well under way.

98765
2 Breaking away
4 to 9 months
A new, waking alertness indicates that the infant mind

is becoming aware of a world outside itself. At around six
months, manual, tactile and visual exploration of the
mother’s face peak. As the child becomes more mobile,

these explorations extend into reaching further,then
crawling with increased interest away from and back to the
mother.This gradual physical separation brings with it the
beginnings of a ‘mind of its own’- ‘me here,mummy there’.
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3 Experimenting
10 to 15 months

As the infant progresses from crawling to
standing and then walking, the excitement of
discovering new sensations and practising new
skills runs at full speed.With walking begins the
toddler’s love affair with the world. Reality is
something to be tested and enjoyed to the full.

The young child plunges into life and into
every cupboard and shelf. Her mind fills with
people, places, activities and things, which she
perceives as increasingly separate from herself. A
rapidly developing sense of independence takes
the child further from her mother, more fre-
quently and for longer periods. Out of the experi-
ence of playing alone, self-absorbed, intermit-
tently contacting the mother for emotional refu-
elling, she comes to understand that she herself
exists as an individual separate from her mother.

4 Reconnecting
16 months to 3 years

Where before, the toddler might have been worried about losing her
mother, now she is more afraid of losing her love and attention.
Somewhere around 15 months, the mother, who has ceased to be home
base, becomes the person with whom the toddler wishes to share all her
discoveries. Exploration reaches a peak as the child tests her autonomy.

She also begins to appreciate that there are obstacles in the way of her bid
to take over the whole world. Her insistence on her right to do what she
likes clashes with the limits within which she can safely operate.The way in
which these conflicts are resolved establishes more securely within her
mind her own personal identity.
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5 Consolidating 
From 3 years

From this point on, the task
facing the young child is to
consolidate her distinctive
individuality. This is closely
paralleled by a deepening
emotional stability, which
allows the child to maintain
a sense of self during peri-
ods of brief separation from
her parents.

As talking and play
become more purposeful,
observations about the world
become more accurate and
consistent and a sense of
time emerges. Gradually the
toddler comes to create a
sense of herself as ‘me’ and
later as ‘I’, as distinct from ‘you’
or ‘they’, paving the way for
an adult sense of identity.

Eventually this grows into
the adult experience of the
self as both fully in the world
and separate from it, with the
ability to move at will
between the inner and outer.
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	HELP: 
	SeeAlsoOriginal: 
	KHLifeB4Birth: Remember this?   A tiny vulnerable being floating in a warm, liquid universe. Effortlessy and magically nourished. The umbilicus to which you are attached is perhaps annoyingly restrictive, nearby a heart pounds relentlessly, from time to time other sounds intrude.   Probably 'you' don't remember this but  your body very likely does and its memories of this time probably shape your most basic likes and dislikes.
	buttonKHLifeB4Birth: 
	KHBirthCultMemories: The more that the experiences of birth and before are recovered from behind the denial that has obscured them, the more obvious are the echoes of the birth experience in culture down the ages.   For example the images of Hell from (right) Florence and (left) the medieval manuscript, The Hours of Catherine of Cleve.
	buttonKHBirthCultMemories: 
	KHEarlyYearsHead: Being little is a time for high chairs, holding hands when out walking, and learning how to drink milk from a glass without spilling it down your front.
	buttonKHEarlyYearsHead: 
	PsychoSocialField: This picture of the visitors to the French market town of Joyeuse doesn't show the delightful crush of families with small children, dogs, musicians, live fish salesmen, sausage-makers and other stall-holders that it's name fittingly suggests.   This people soup comes together on Wednesdays to celebrate the market economy we benefit and suffer from... a living example of the collective psychosocial field in which we co-create, and sometimes lose, ourselves.
	PsychoSocialFieldbutton: 
	KHGEParents: 'Good enough' parents hold us and steady us, even though, as in this picture, we may find something other than them, much more interesting.   On the left, a grandmother supports us, making up for a missing grandfather, whose death cast a very long shadow.
	buttonKHGEParents: 
	KHPatternsParenting: Our own parents and close relatives are likely to provide the model of parenting which we choose to reproduce, adapt, or react against.   Alongside this, the bricks and mortar of parenting have  to stand comparison with idealised Families and other experts on child-care, that seek to tell us how we should bring up children.
	buttonKHPatternsParenting: 
	buttonKHHanselGretel: 
	KHHanselGretel: Abandonment is the theme of stories such as Babes in the Wood and Hansel and Gretel, one of the stories collected by the Brothers Grimm. It tells of their step mother persuading their father to abandon the children in the forest because they could no longer feed them. In early drafts of the published story (see below) it was their mother and father who took them to the forest to die, the fate of countless thousands of unwanted children.
	buttonKHFoundlingHosp: 
	KHFoundlingHosp: In Florence the numbers of unwanted and abandoned children led to the establishment, in 1419, of the Hospital of the Innocents (above) with a window where, until 1875, children could be anonymously handed over into care.   In a building adjoining the Cathedral (above left) a fenced-off enclosure was reserved for lost or unwanted children.
	priority: Off
	CanaryText: Imprisonment, whether behind bars, like these canaries for sale at a French market, or incarceration in jail, laboratories, mental hospitals, or 'secure accommodation for young offenders', is a hallmark of cultures of domination.


