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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Like so many people my age, I knew when I was in my twen-
ties that there was something wrong with the way in which 

my parents’ generation (and the generations before them) looked 
upon the structure of the family and the raising of children.

In the course of the decade that followed, as I trained to be-
come a family therapist—working with so-called maladjusted 
children and young people, and with groups of single moth-
ers—I realized that my attitudes about families and child rearing 
were neither better nor worse than those of my parents. In fact, 
our thoughts had the same fundamental weaknesses. First, they 
lacked ethical substance. Second, they were formulated according 
to an arrogant and polarizing assumption: some people are right, 
because they act in accordance with the right attitudes, and other 
people are wrong, because they act in accordance with the wrong 
attitudes.

This tendency to polarize was also inherent in the feedback I 
received from my colleagues and clients. Some of them thought 
that I was good at what I was doing; others didn’t. In my naïveté 
I thought that as long as the first group was in the majority, I was 
safe. It took some time before I realized that I should have listened 
to those from the dissenting group. This didn’t happen until I be-
came a father and experienced my own lack of competence. That’s 



when my education began. Until then, I’d only been in training.
Before I became a father, I believed that families should be 

characterized by understanding and tolerance, and that relation-
ships between parents and children should be dem-ocratic. This 
approach was in direct contrast with the moralizing, intolerant, 
and controlling type of upbringing that I knew was destructive for 
children’s self-esteem and vitality.

But as I spent time with my son, and through my everyday work 
with families with children, I began to realize how superficial my 
attitudes were. Granted, our understanding of the role of children 
in family and society has changed in many ways from what it was 
when I was growing up. Our grasp of human nature, our means 
of punishment, and our attitudes toward educational and public 
morality have all become more humane and less restrictive. Yet I 
became aware of two factors that challenged and pained me both 
professionally and personally.

As a teacher and supervisor, I saw firsthand, all too often, that 
parents were struggling. They would meet with therapists to dis-
cuss their children, and they would leave the meetings feeling 
like losers—less able to take action and more inadequate than 
when they arrived. And the therapists with whom they met also 
left these meetings feeling helpless and incompetent. Yet bound 
by duty, they clung to traditional psychology, which is more con-
cerned with finding fault than it is with identifying possibilities.

As a family therapist, I saw that children and young people still 
had to bear the brunt of this disconnection. We still saddle chil-
dren with a responsibility that few parents, politicians, educators, 
teachers, or therapists are willing to take upon themselves. We are 
not motivated by ill will; on the contrary, we love our children and 
believe that they need to shoulder this responsibility in order to 
grow. But our logic is flawed. Our fundamental understanding of 
what kind of beings children are is mistaken.
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The Swedish psychologist Margaretha Berg Brodén has ex-
pressed this idea in a single sentence that has provided the inspi-
ration for the title of this book: “Perhaps we have been mistaken; 
perhaps children are competent” (Mor og barn i Ingenmandsland/
Mother and child in no-man’s-land, Copenhagen, 1992).

Brodén’s insight arises from the scientific context of her work 
and from her special interest in the early interaction between 
infants and their parents. Because I am a practitioner and not 
a researcher, and because my area of experience is the interac-
tion between children and adults in the broadest terms, I have a 
slightly different perspective on her observation.

In my view, we have made a decisive mistake by assuming that 
children are not real people from birth. Both in the scientific and 
the popular literature, we tend to regard children as potential 
rather than actual beings, as antisocial “semi-beings.” As a result, 
we assume, first, that they need to be subjected to massive influ-
ence and manipulation from adults, and second, that they have to 
reach a particular age before they can be regarded as equals and 
real people.

In other words, adults have to find ways in which to bring up 
children so that they learn how to behave like real (that is, adult) 
human beings. We have identified certain methods of upbringing 
and labeled them along a spectrum, ranging from “permissive” to 
“authoritarian.” Yet we have never really stopped to question the 
validity of the assumption.

This book questions this assumption. I believe most of what we 
traditionally understand by the term “upbringing” is both super-
fluous and directly harmful. Not only is it unhealthy for children, 
but it also hinders adults, precluding their growth and develop-
ment. Furthermore, it has a destructive influence on the quality 
of relationships between children and adults. By perpetuating in-
stead of questioning this principle, we create a vicious circle that 
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also interferes with our understanding of education, rehabilitation, 
and social policy regarding children and families.

Twenty-five years ago, my generation played a part in creat-
ing an illusionary distance between “me” and “society.” This was 
a logical extension of our clash with authority. Yet it has persisted 
over the years and has become increasingly dangerous, particu-
larly when coupled with the fact that politics have been reduced 
to economics.

It is perhaps more true now than ever before that the way in 
which we behave toward our children will determine the future 
of the world. Our access to information has increased to such an 
extent that we cannot assume that our two-faced attitude regard-
ing raising children will remain undetected; that is, although we 
preach ecology, humanitarianism, and nonviolence when it comes 
to world politics, we treat children and young people violently.

For several years now, I have had the privilege of traveling and 
working in different cultures. My travels have convinced me that 
the ways in which the relationships between children and adults 
have changed in the Scandinavian countries might serve as a 
model for other countries.

Visitors to these countries may see adults acting toward chil-
dren in ways that, on the surface, seem spineless, confused, and 
irresolute. But beneath the surface, these relationships contain 
the germ of what can only be described as a quantum leap in hu-
man development. For the first time in the modern age, adults 
are seriously considering the inalienable right of the individual to 
personal growth from a nondogmatic and nonauthoritarian stand-
point. For the first time, we have a basis for believing that each in-
dividual’s existential freedom does not constitute a threat toward 
the community, but is rather vital to the continued health of the 
community as a whole.

The way adults and children relate to each other varies greatly. 
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There are huge differences between families in Europe and Amer-
ica, but also within each of these continents as well: families in 
northern Europe differ from those in the south, and those in the 
former Eastern Bloc. There are even distinct differences between 
regions in the same country. Naturally, a country’s culture, political 
history, and religious beliefs play an important role in a nation’s 
self-awareness. Foreign visitors tend to notice these beliefs. I over-
hear immigrants in Denmark say that they do not want their chil-
dren to be like Danish children, yet Danes are easily outraged to 
see how physical southern Europeans are with their families.

These differences are difficult enough to deal with on their 
own, but the trend, particularly in the United States and in many 
European countries, is toward the creation of multiethnic, multi-
national societies. I believe that it is important to be able to see 
beneath these culturally determined styles. The social importance 
of the family varies from one culture to another, but its existential 
importance is the same. The pleasure we derive from constructive 
and healthy interaction—and the pain caused by destructive re-
lationships—is identical no matter where we live, even though it 
may be expressed in different ways.

Throughout this book, I will contrast the “old” with the “new,” 
not to criticize the old, but to identify concrete possibilities for ac-
tion. In my everyday work with families and mental health profes-
sionals, I have seen that many parents are very open about their 
attitudes. Deep down, they know when they act inappropriately, 
but they are unable to change because they need tangible sug-
gestions. Yet because the type of interaction I am proposing is so 
new, there are as yet no role models.

Traditional psychology often questions people’s emotions: How 
much do parents love their child? How much does a son hate his 
father? How angry is a daughter with her mother? These questions 
are important in that they allow people to express real pain. But 
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I would like to underscore the fact that I have never met parents 
who have not loved their children, or children who have not been 
attached to their parents. I have, however, met many parents and 
children who are unable to convert the loving feelings they have 
for each other into loving behavior.

For the first time, we are ready to create genuine relationships 
that bestow equal dignity on men and women, and on adults and 
children. Never before in the history of mankind has this happened 
on such a large scale. The demand for equal dignity also means 
openness and respect for differences, which in turn means that we 
must abandon many of our impressions about what is generally 
right and wrong. We can no longer just replace one “parenting” 
method with another; we can no longer continue merely to mod-
ernize our mistaken assumptions. Together with our children and 
our grandchildren, we are literally staking out new territory.

The anecdotes and examples suggested in these pages are 
meant to inspire individual experimentation. In other words, they 
are not meant to be slavishly copied. Parents are not just people 
of different gender; they are human beings who have joined to-
gether having had completely different experiences in their fam-
ily of origin. Yet they also have much in common. We have all 
learned, as children, that there are different ways of entering into 
relationships with other people, only some of which are fruitful. As 
we come together to create a new family, we have the potential to 
learn what we could not learn in our first family.

When I say that children are competent, I mean that they are 
in a position to teach us what we need to learn. They give us the 
feedback that makes it possible for us to regain our own lost com-
petence and help us to discard our unfruitful, unloving, and self-
destructive patterns of behavior. To learn from our children in this 
way demands much more than that we speak democratically with 
them. It means that we must develop a kind of dialogue that many 
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adults are unable to establish even with other adults: that is to say, 
a personal dialogue based on equal dignity.

I would like to clarify my position on a few key points before be-
ginning. First, the fact that each and every one of us must find our 
own way of doing things—a way that is most fruitful for both our-
selves and our children—does not mean that everything is equally 
good or that “anything goes.” Throughout this book, I will refer to 
specific central principles, which individually and collectively form 
the criteria by which we can all judge our own actions.

I often refer to historical practices because I believe that the 
best way for most people to understand themselves and their ac-
tions is by using history as a mirror.

Finally, I am concerned that some readers will feel criticized by 
the ideas contained in this book. We live in an era in which we are 
quick to identify victims and assign guilt; consequently, many of 
us have a tendency to feel criticized. But this is not my intent.
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1

F A M I L Y  V A L U E S

We are at a unique historical crossroads. Across many differ-
ent societies, the basic values that secured the foundation 

of family life for more than two centuries are undergoing a pe-
riod of disintegration and transformation. In Scandinavia, women 
have been in the vanguard of these changes, abetted by advanced 
social legislation and the comforts of the welfare state. In other 
countries, civil war or economic hardship has sparked this devel-
opment.

The pace at which change is occurring varies, but the cause is 
the same: the hierarchical, authoritarian family, headed by either a 
matriarch or a patriarch, is becoming extinct. The map of the world 
is teeming with many different types of families. Some make a des-
perate attempt to maintain the standards of “the good old days,” 
while others experiment with new and more fruitful ways of living 
together.

From a mental health vantage point, there is every reason to 
welcome this change. The traditional family structure and many of 
its values were destructive for both children and adults, as these 
scenarios will illustrate.



A Café in Spain
A father, mother, and two sons, ages three and five, have just fin-
ished eating their ice cream and cake. The mother takes a nap-
kin, spits on it, grasps the younger son’s chin firmly, and begins 
to wipe his mouth. The boy protests and turns his face away. She 
grabs hold of a handful of his hair and tells him in an angry whis-
per how naughty he is.

His big brother looks on, grimacing—but only for a moment. 
Then his face settles into a neutral mask. The father also has a 
pained look, but then he turns with irritation toward his wife—
Why can’t she make the boy behave himself! Why does he always 
cause such a fuss?

By the time they leave the café, the boy has recovered. Window 
shopping, he notices a new toy in a store window and points to 
it enthusiastically. He wants his mother to look. But she is ahead 
of him, and when she walks back to him, she grabs his arm and 
whisks him away without even glancing at the toy in the window. 
He begins to cry, begging her to look at it, but she is unrelenting 
in her determination to win. “Pontela cara bien!” (“Make your face 
beautiful!”) she repeats, over and over again.

A Café in Vienna
Two young married couples, one with a son about five, sit down 
outdoors to have a cup of coffee after shopping. When the wait-
ress appears, the boy’s mother says to her son, “We’re having cof-
fee, what do you want?”

The boy hesitates a little and says, “I don’t know.”
Irritated, the mother says to the waitress, “Give him some apple 

juice.”
The coffee and juice arrive, and after a while the boy says, po-

litely and cautiously, “Mommy, I would rather have Coke with 
lemon, if that’s possible.”

“Why didn’t you say that to start with!” the mother replies. 
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“Drink your juice!” But in the same breath, she says to the waitress, 
“The boy’s changed his mind. Give him a Coke with lemon, so we 
can have some peace!”

For about ten minutes, the boy sits quietly while the adults 
chat. Suddenly the mother looks at her watch and says angrily to 
the boy, “Drink your soda!”

“Are we going?” the boy asks, visibly excited.
“Yes, we’ve got to hurry home. Now drink up!”
The boy swallows his Coke in large gulps. “I’m finished now, 

Mommy,” he says happily. “Wasn’t I quick?”
The mother ignores him and begins talking to the other adults. 

Once again, the boy sits quietly. After half an hour has passed, he 
asks cautiously, “Mommy, are we going home soon?”

“Shut your mouth, you little brat!” she explodes. “Another word 
from you, and you’ll go straight to bed when we get home. Do you 
understand!?”

The boy withers and resigns himself. The other adults look at 
the mother with approval, and the boy’s father lays an affirming 
hand on his wife’s arm.

A Bus Stop in Copenhagen
A grandmother and two grandchildren—a four-year-old boy and a 
six-year-old girl—are waiting for a bus. The boy tugs at his grand-
mother’s coat and says, “Granny, I have to go to the toilet.”

“You can’t go now,” she replies. “We’ve got to get home!”
“But I need to go, badly!” the boy says.
“Look at your big sister, how big and sensible she is,” the grand-

mother says.
“Yes, but I need to . . . really bad!”
“Didn’t you hear me? You can go to the toilet when you get 

home. If you don’t behave yourself, I’ll have to tell your mommy. 
And then you won’t come into town with me again!”
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The adults in these scenarios are not bad people. They love their 
children and grandchildren, are delighted when the children be-
have themselves, and appreciate their funny and cute comments. 
But these adults behave in unloving ways because they have 
learned to regard unloving acts as loving, and loving acts as irre-
sponsible.

For several hundred years, what we really taught children was 
to respect power, authority, and violence—but not other human 
beings.

T H E  F A M I L Y  A S  A  P O W E R  S T R U C T U R E

For centuries the family has existed as a power structure in which 
men have absolute power over women, and adults have power 
over children in terms of all the social, political, and psychological 
aspects of life. The hierarchy was unquestioned: the man was on 
the first rung, the woman below him—if there were no adolescent 
sons—followed by sons and then daughters. A successful mar-
riage depended on the woman’s ability and willingness to submit 
herself to her husband; the clear purpose of child rearing was to 
make children adapt to and obey those in power.

As in all other totalitarian power structures, the ideal was a situ-
ation in which no open conflicts occurred. Those who didn’t coop-
erate met with physical violence or found their already restricted 
individual freedom further limited.

For those who understood how to adapt themselves, the family 
provided a secure foundation, but for those whose individuality 
was more robust, the family and its pattern of interaction could be 
alarmingly destructive. Those who suffered and developed symp-
toms were treated—by educators and psychiatrists—so that they 
would quickly readapt to living within the power structure.
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When those in power (spouses and parents) tried to “resocial-
ize” women or children who acted out, they were encouraged to 
show understanding, love, and firmness—but never to surrender 
their power. As a result, many women and children were admitted 
and often readmitted to institutions and forced to take medica-
tion.

Of course, this description is both incomplete and unfair. Ad-
mittedly, there were aspects of traditional family life that were 
pleasurable and happy. People loved each other. On another level, 
those who submitted successfully enjoyed a special form of secu-
rity similar to that experienced by well-adjusted citizens in totali-
tarian societies.

Some of us may even feel nostalgic for “the good old traditional 
family,” but only rarely did it exert a positive influence on the well-
being and development of the individual. In other words, from a 
social point of view, traditional families often looked successful, 
but the pathology they caused lurked just below the surface.

Only toward the end of the last century did we begin to take 
an interest in children as individual beings. That’s when we real-
ized that meeting children’s intellectual and psychological needs 
was important for their well-being and development. Recognition 
of women’s rights came even later—in the 1920s—when women 
began to demand to be taken seriously as human, social, and po-
litical beings. Thus in the first half of this century, the family gradu-
ally became less totalitarian, although the actual power structure, 
which was the foundation of family life, remained unaltered.

One of the legacies of the traditional family exists in our lan-
guage, which originated during a time in which successful families 
were defined as conflict-free, and when our ideas about what con-
stituted a healthy family were vastly different from what they are 
today. I’d now like to update the definitions of many of the terms 
and concepts that we use when we speak about families and chil-
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dren.

D E F I N I T I O N S

M E T H O D S  O F  U P B R I N G I N G

In Scandinavia we discussed methods of child rearing with great 
confidence right up to the middle of the 1970s. We believed that 
children were asocial and potentially animal-like; therefore adults 
had to associate with them and use “methods” that would ensure 
children’s individual and social development. The methods varied 
along ideological lines, but the notion that it was necessary to use 
a “method” went unchallenged until very recently.

Now that we know that children are real people from birth, it 
is absurd to speak of “methods.” Think for a moment about how 
we would sound if we applied this concept to adult relationships. 
Imagine, for example, a man saying to a friend, or to his therapist, 
“I’m in love with a tall, black-haired woman from Portugal, but I 
have many problems with her. Can you give me a method so that 
she will be less difficult to live with?” Clearly, no adult would think 
of approaching another adult with this idea in mind. But this is 
how we have approached our relationships with children since the 
beginning of the eighteenth century.

When children are born, they are fully human—that is, they are 
social, responsive, and empathic. These qualities are not taught, 
but are inborn. Yet for these qualities to develop, children need 
to be with adults who behave in ways that respect and model so-
cial, human behavior. To use a method—any method—is not just 
superfluous but also destructive because it reduces children to ob-
jects in relation to those who are nearest and dearest to them. It’s 
time, according to both clinicians and researchers, to change how 
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we relate to children—to move from a subject-object relationship 
to a subject-subject relationship.

T H E  A G E  O F  D E F I A N C E

Around the age of two, children gradually begin to free them-
selves from their total dependence on their parents. They want 
to be able to think, feel, and act on their own. There’s never any 
doubt as to when this independent age begins. One morning, as 
you dress your two-year-old daughter, she tugs at your arm and 
says, “Me can!” or “Me do it!”

And how do most parents respond? They say, “Stop it! You can’t 
do it. I have to. We haven’t got time to play games!” In other words, 
when children become independent, many parents become defi-
ant!

Yet this brief anecdote also illustrates how clever children are 
at cooperating! If a parent meets his two-year-old’s burgeoning 
independence with reluctance and defiance, the child will, in the 
space of a few months, become either defiant herself—meeting 
defiance with defiance—or lose her initiative entirely and become 
even more dependent.

Young children necessarily become increasingly independent 
and self-reliant—it’s part of their development. Only a totalitarian 
system would view the natural and progressive development of 
a child’s unique, inner-determined personality as a problem. De-
scribing children as “defiant” is a typical ploy of those in power; it’s 
intended to keep the children subordinate.

P U B E R T Y

Puberty is a neutral clinical concept that has, over the course of 
this century, acquired an extremely negative connotation. Con-
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flict, argument, and trouble—these are the qualities associated 
with adolescence. After World War II, the equally negative concept 
of prepuberty emerged—alerting parents of younger children to 
the fact that trouble is just around the corner.

Viewed objectively, puberty is an intrapsychic (that is, it takes 
place within the individual), psychosexual period of development 
that causes many twelve-to-fifteen-year-olds to experience inter-
nal uncertainty and turbulence. The idea that this development 
should in itself cause interpersonal conflicts with adults is rubbish. 
The number of conflicts and their intensity depend, among other 
things, on the ability of adults to acknowledge their changing pa-
rental roles, and on the way in which they approached the devel-
opment of their child’s integrity during the first three to four years 
of the child’s life.

T E E N A G E  R E B E L L I O N

Similarly, the teenage years are described in militaristic, political 
terms: rebellion, independence, revolution, and lack of discipline. 
This is not surprising. In a power structure in which adults rep-
resent stability and are invested with maintaining a conflict-free 
environment, every progressive development must necessarily be 
defined as an attack on the establishment.

The same dynamic exists with women in midlife. When they be-
gin menopause, their every action and mood is attributed to “hor-
mones.” This excuses those in power (men) from shouldering any 
responsibility for disruptions that arise. In the same way, teenagers 
are blamed for being teenagers. What adults need to do instead 
is face up to their overriding responsibility in terms of structuring 
the interaction within the family.

Now, let’s consider a number of concepts we traditionally use in 
connection with child rearing that reflect how those in power view 
reality. Embedded within these concepts is the belief that main-
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taining the power structure is best for all concerned.

S E T T I N G  L I M I T S

Within a power structure it is necessary to have law and order; 
therefore, in the past, limits were set to govern children’s physical, 
mental, and emotional pursuits. These limits—what children could 
and couldn’t and should and shouldn’t do—were enforced as if 
the family was a policing unit.

This system led adults to assert that certain limits were healthy 
and good for children—a proposition many people accepted, al-
though there is no evidence to support it. Let me elaborate: It is 
true that children develop in harmonious and healthy ways when 
the adults of the family set some limits. But, as I will explain later, it 
is important that both children and adults set their own limits. The 
question of setting limits for others is first and foremost an expres-
sion of power.

The question of limits inevitably arises whenever parents dis-
cuss children’s upbringing. We tend to think that only our genera-
tion has difficulty setting limits, that our parents accomplished this 
task with more ease. In fact, setting limits has always been difficult. 
Parents have always asked experts for advice about how to get 
children to “respond” or “obey,” as they used to call it. For as long 
as families sought to uphold the power structure, parents were ad-
vised to think about setting limits in terms of four elements: unity, 
firmness, consequences, and fairness. Let’s explore each of these 
in turn.

U nity  

“Unity is strength,” as the saying goes, and that was precisely the 
reasoning behind one of the family’s most important credos: “It is 
important that parents agree about how to bring up children.” I 
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have met countless couples who sacrificed their marriages in order 
to live up to this ideal, and who suffered from overwhelming guilt 
because they did not succeed. They believed, as many parents do, 
that children feel the most secure when their parents agree, and 
that they were harming their children when they failed to agree. 
A certain amount of disunity was tolerated—but only if it was ex-
pressed after the children had gone to bed. When children were 
present, nothing less than unconditional unity was demanded. Yet 
this article of faith is true only if we insist on thinking of the family 
as a political unit. When those in power have to enforce law and 
order, it is to their advantage to agree, so that they can face their 
children as a united front.

Parents also perceived that disunity would allow children 
to play one parent off against the other—to drive a wedge into 
the family’s leadership. Yet in practice parents seldom agree. For 
example, in many families dads dole out discipline only to have 
moms intervene for more leniency. In this situation, mom is 
viewed not as a disloyal soldier but rather as the family’s first-aid 
dispenser whose job it is to tend to the wounded. Yet even as they 
performed this role, many women never questioned the necessity 
of setting limits, or thought to examine the confines under which 
they themselves lived.

To me, it is not important whether parents agree about up-
bringing or not. In principle, they need only agree about one 
thing, namely, that it is acceptable to disagree. Only when their 
parents experience each other’s differences as wrong and undesir-
able do children become insecure.

F irmness     

Firmness, which is related to unity, is also believed to be neces-
sary to keep the power structure intact. When members of a family 
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voice different opinions, the discord is experienced as hostile op-
position, and creates conflict. What does it mean for adults to be 
firm? They have to be able to say, in unison, “NO!” when children 
disobey.

The healthy alternative to this power play is open, personal dia-
logue that takes into account the desires, dreams, and needs of 
children as well as those of the adults. To act in this way is to dis-
play true leadership.

C onse    q uences    

Suppose children still did not obey, even after both parents spoke 
with a united and firm voice. What next? Regardless of the particu-
lar conflict, parents usually select one of two consequences: either 
they resort to physical violence, or they limit children’s personal 
freedom.

Neither of these consequences is easy to carry out. Most of us 
cannot physically hurt our children or restrict their personal or so-
cial freedom with a clear conscience. That’s why we resort to these 
familiar justifications:

•  “It’s for your own good!”
•  “You’ll understand when you grow up!”
•  “You must learn to adapt yourself!”
•  “It hurts me more than it hurts you!”
•  “If you won’t listen, we’ll have to knock it into you!”

And what do children learn as a result?

•  When a parent says, “I make the decisions here!” children 
learn that they have no personal freedom.

•  When a parent says, “Children should be seen and not heard!” 
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children learn that they have no freedom of speech, and that 
they need to censor themselves.

Interestingly, after punishing their children, many parents be-
gin to worry that they have harmed their relationship with them. 
Typically, parents then express this fear as a demand—“Give your 
dad a hug now, and let’s forget all about it”—or, more indirectly, as 
a question—“Are we friends again?” Ironically, this is what adults 
often say to each other when breaking off a loving relationship: 
“Can’t we still be friends?”

These feelings of awkwardness and doubt are justified. By deal-
ing in consequences and punishment, parents gradually destroy 
their relationship with their children. They decline all responsibility 
for the conflict that has arisen and turn the child into the guilty 
party. This pattern of treatment erodes not only the child’s confi-
dence in his parents, but also his own self-esteem.

F airness     

For many parents, a large part of child rearing was concerned with 
criticizing and correcting children when they acted incorrectly. 
Children, then, needed to admit to having done something wrong, 
or demonstrate genuine remorse. According to this model, adults 
are responsible for making children recognize that they were truly 
and seriously in the wrong. Only after they admit that they were 
wrong can children begin to improve themselves. This way of 
thinking gave rise to such well-known expressions as

•  “Shame on you!”
•  “You should be ashamed of yourself!”
•  “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?”
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Under this system of child rearing, in which any conflict be-
tween parents and children can be explained by the lack or failure 
of a child’s upbringing, the concept of fairness was introduced as a 
guideline for those in power. Practically, it allowed adults to ascer-
tain that the child was truly guilty before the punishment was car-
ried out. Thus parents didn’t focus as much on the violence they 
would mete out, but on the unfairness that would ensue if they 
punished a child who was in fact innocent.

Paradoxically, because their parents operated on this concept of 
fairness, children often only remembered (and protested against) 
those episodes for which they had been punished for something 
they had not actually done. The more general—and deeply un-
just—experience of being “wrong” was repressed, because it was 
normal—that is, it was the normal state of mind for children raised 
under a system in which criticism was considered the cornerstone 
of their education and upbringing.

The concept of fairness also surfaced in those families in which 
parents made a great effort not to treat their children “differently.” 
According to this way of thinking, children—regardless of how dif-
ferent they were—should receive the same gifts at holiday time, 
the same rewards, the same punishment, and the same upbring-
ing. As a result, some children received what they really needed 
and some didn’t—it was a toss-up. But parents could rest assured 
in the knowledge that they had been “fair.”

The set of values I have described, emanating from an antiquated 
understanding of the nature of children, is still widely practiced 
in many parts of the world. Regardless of what one may think of 
this system of upbringing, we have to admit that the methods are 
highly correlated with success, or at least they used to be. Yet the 
goal—to raise children who behave—is insidious. It’s summed 
up in a warning my friends and I heard innumerable times when 
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we were growing up: “Now remember to behave yourself so that 
other people can see that you’ve been brought up properly!”

Our parents’ priorities were based on this external value—that 
children learned how to “get on,” “behave nicely,” “fit in,” “speak 
properly”; and that they say “Thank you,” “How do you do?” and 
“Thank you for having me.” Children were not supposed to be 
themselves. They were expected to “act,” precisely as one acts in 
a play. And just like actors, they were expected to learn their lines.

Years later, knowing so much more about children than our 
parents did, it is easy for us to be wise. We need to remind our-
selves that those parents who still cling to the notion of the family 
as a power structure do so because they honestly believe that it is 
best for their children. They do not experience this system of up-
bringing primarily as an expression of power.

T H E  D E M O C R A T I C  I N T E R L U D E

About twenty-five years ago, when my generation reached repro-
ductive age, we began thinking of families in new ways. It was the 
dawn of a circumscribed period of time during which families tried 
to restructure themselves according to democratic ideals. Much 
of the change was spurred on by the women’s movement. After 
centuries of suppression, women wanted real equality. The en-
suing struggle was about changing sex roles and reapportioning 
responsibility within the family, and about the inequality that ex-
isted in society with regard to employment and education.

Although many of us had grown up in families whose power 
structure had been more or less totalitarian, we felt that families 
needed to become more democratic. We believed that children 
should have the right to an explanation of the norms and limits 
imposed on them by adults. We also believed that children had 
rights—to contribute to and influence family decision making. 
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These precepts caused men and women, and adults and children, 
to interact in new ways. For example, parents demanded fewer 
methods of upbringing. Instead, they wanted to understand chil-
dren and young people. At the same time, sexual relationships 
between men and women were enriched because women were 
making decisions about their own bodies. This was abetted by the 
drug industry, which made effective contraception widely avail-
able. During this time, the rhetoric was highly politicized.

This noble experiment, though valid, proved insufficient; that is, 
it had only a limited impact on reshaping traditional family values. 
Why did it come up short? During this period, families turned to 
political definitions to describe the problems that existed between 
the sexes and between adults and children—a logical and neces-
sary intermediate step. But this political vocabulary cannot ade-
quately describe internal family relationships. In fact, when used in 
this way, ideology tends to prevent rather than promote feelings 
of family closeness. Both ideology and totalitarianism provide a 
sense of security and meaningfulness for the initiated, but this se-
curity never trickles down to those at the bottom of the hierarchy, 
or to those who have a different perception of reality.

T H E  P R O C E S S  O F  F A M I L Y  I N T E R A C T I O N

Because of the hierarchy that exists within families, demo-
cratic values, while undoubtedly a healthy supplement to  
basic family values, are not, in themselves, sufficient. Be-lieving 
that everyone has a right to participate in decision making is help-
ful when we relate such participation to the content and structure 
of family life—such as deciding where to spend Christmas vaca-
tion this year and who will be responsible for which chores. But 
this approach does not affect the actual process of interaction, 
which is vital to how the members of the family feel and how they 
get along during the Christmas holiday.
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The process of interaction, which we sometimes refer to 
as “tone,” “spirit,” or “atmosphere” (the Greek philosophers 
called it ethos), refers to the quality of the exchanges be-
tween the people in a family: how they relate to each other 
and how they feel. It is the decisive element for the physi-
cal and emotional health and development of both chil- 
dren and adults, and it is influenced by many varied fac-
tors: the personality and life experience of the parents; their  
mutual relations; their individual ups and downs; their overview, 
perspective, and philosophy; their awareness of conflicts and their 
ability to handle them; their ability to be resourceful during times 
of stress and crises; and so forth.

It is a psychological fact that the adults in a family are solely 
responsible for establishing the quality of this ethos or tone. They 
can neither delegate this responsibility to their children nor share 
it with them. Children simply cannot handle this particular respon-
sibility. They need the adults to take the lead.

This does not mean that children do not influence 
the process of interaction in the family. Quite the oppo-
site. They exert great influence by virtue of their lack of life  
experience; their logic; their handicaps, if any; and their  
sensitivity regarding conflicts combined with their lack of experi-
ence in resolving conflicts. They also influence the process through 
their desire to cooperate, their vitality and creativity, and because 
they often function as lightning rods for conflicts between adults.

Nevertheless, children cannot be responsible for the qual-
ity of the interaction. In families in which the parents, for various 
reasons, cannot cope with the responsibility, and in which the 
children end up “making the decisions,” the result is always de-
structive: for the adults, the children, and their relationship. Tasks, 
duties, and practical areas of responsibility can be delegated to 
children and young people, but not responsibility for the family’s 
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well-being: that belongs to the adults.
This does not mean that children should be denied the right 

to influence decisions in a democratic sense. They can participate 
if the overriding purpose is to initiate them into the rules of de-
mocracy. In situations where children and adults have to function 
together, it is better for children if the adults take the wishes and 
needs of children seriously. In the family and in society as a whole, 
there is often an enormous and crucial difference between getting 
one’s way and getting what one needs.

A family is only a judicial unit when it is launched and when it 
is broken up. Between these events, it is primarily an existential 
and emotional unit. We all do well when we respect each other’s 
rights, but this respect is not sufficient for children’s well-being 
and development. Healthy children demand more than equality 
in a political and judicial sense; they demand to be treated with 
personal dignity as well.

The transition described between totalitarian and demo-cratic 
families resulted in a series of clashes that left many people 
wounded on the battlefield. But this change took place during 
optimistic times: we believed that the future would prove our ef-
forts worthwhile. We wanted to dispense with the “old” without 
any clear idea of how the “new” should be characterized. To this 
day, many parents of our generation still regret that the “modern 
family” has not yet evolved to the point where it can solve its own 
problems.

Overall, however, democratic principles were soon shown to be 
of limited value when applied to real life. Too abstract to act as 
guidelines in everyday affairs, they proved more difficult to enact 
than to conceive, as I will now explain.

C O N F L I C T
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To traditional families, the absence of conflict was an ideal. Con-
sequently, when conflicts between adults and children arose, the 
parents were blamed for failing to bring up their children cor-
rectly, or children were blamed for their lack of good manners. 
As a result, the first generation of democratic parents was simply 
without role models and did not know how to negotiate and re-
solve conflicts constructively.

Naturally enough, these parents turned first to a political model—
that is, to the struggle for power. But this model is unsuitable for 
families because it unavoidably ends with a loser and a winner. In 
families based on this model, family unity loses out. It’s no wonder 
that divorce and one-parent-families have become more common 
than ever before in history.

E Q U A L I T Y

In democratic families, the concept of equality manifested itself 
first as an attempt to abolish the old sex roles and remold them in 
a more equal fashion. These families wanted to erase the assump-
tion that men were providers and women were housewives.

But many families—especially those that effectively equalized 
the roles of the sexes—needed to face up to an unpleasant real-
ity: although “equality” was perhaps a noble goal both practically 
and organizationally, it did not create a healthier balance between 
men and women in other areas. As old stereotypes fell, others took 
root. Sharing the practical chores related to home and children did 
not solve the problem of how to divide emotional responsibilities 
and other issues related to family management.

Because men were the direct successors of the old to-
talitarian rulers, the role of men in the family was subjected  
to massive criticism. A great number of men experi-
enced this criticism as a kind of castration. Yet there was a  
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paradox coiled at the heart of the criticism directed at  
them: men as fathers had never played an important role within 
the family, neither quantitatively nor qualitatively; subsequently, 
they were criticized mainly for what they did not do.

More or less obligingly, many men assumed more tasks and re-
sponsibility within the family at the same time that women began 
entering the job market. Taken together, these phenomena ended 
man’s role as sole provider. Both men and women began demand-
ing that men define themselves as partners, lovers, fathers, and 
family members.

For a short while, equality was defined as “equal likeness,” and 
the virtues of the “soft man” were extolled. Soon thereafter, the 
pendulum swung to the other extreme, and the “macho man” was 
celebrated. That’s when both men and women realized that “giv-
ing women what they wanted” would not in itself create a more 
democratic family. The so-called feminine values, which for the 
main part are basic human values, could not be grafted onto men.

For thousands of years, women have been denied basic human 
rights, yet they have managed to maintain, to varying degrees, 
their human qualities. Men, isolated in their provider role, have 
distanced themselves from their human qualities. In that sense, 
the lack of equality is still conspicuous.

R E S P E C T  A N D  A C C E P T A N C E

Both “respect” and “acceptance” were key words in the new equal-
ity between the sexes, but both words are ambiguous; that is, they 
can be understood in highly distinctive ways, depending on who 
is speaking.

For example, is respect something we human beings ought to 
have for each other simply because we exist, or is it something 
that we have to “earn”? Should I respect my partner’s way of do-
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ing things (the way she brought up her children, for example), or 
should I wait and evaluate the results?

Suppose my partner says, “You have to accept that!” Should I 
conceal my disagreement? Should I agree or act as if I do? Can she 
“demand” my acceptance? Or is it a gift I can give her because I 
love her? What happens if I respect her and accept her the way she 
is, but I realize that I cannot stand living with her? Is it necessary 
to understand another person before you can respect and accept 
him—or perhaps love him? Or is such an understanding superflu-
ous?

To render these abstract concepts in concrete terms so 
that they can be helpful as we try to understand family life, 
we must first focus our attention inward. We must learn to 
accept ourselves as we are. This is how we acquire a de- 
gree of self-respect. Through this process, we learn how  
absurd it is to take it personally when other people dis- 
respect us. Yet this brings us back to the starting point: are respect 
and acceptance prerequisites for love, or consequences of it?

D E M A N D S

Making “demands” is relevant when we speak of commerce, legal 
contracts, and political power games, but not when we speak of 
families. It is possible for a woman to demand that her divorced 
spouse pay child support, but not that he take responsibility for or 
pay attention to their child. A loving relationship between a man 
and a woman or between parents and children is a gift and a privi-
lege. It is not something we can demand from each other.

When a family member demands something—whether it’s 
responsibility, affection, regard, sex, attentiveness, duty, being 
together, or respect—it is inevitably a demand for love. It’s a legiti-
mate longing—but an absurd demand.
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Yet family life is strewn with demands. Sometimes we are lucky 
enough to get what we ask for. But all too often we achieve our 
end at the steep price of losing contact with the person we long 
for.

For all these reasons, the attempt to remake families in 
a democratic mode is a step forward—but it has not been 
an entirely successful undertaking. It omits one dimension 
of family life that is essential to the good health and devel-
opment of its members—dignity. The concept of treating 
people with equal dignity has existed in political manifestos for 
two centuries, although it has rarely been practiced. Similarly, it 
has been difficult to apply this concept to family life because we 
have so few role models and clear examples.

A  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  E Q U A L  D I G N I T Y

Relationships between adults and children have been improv-
ing decisively and qualitatively in the past twenty-five years as 
the concept of equal dignity within family life has emerged. This 
change is perhaps most clearly illustrated by the fact that children 
and young people are now able to function in the world with a 
much greater sense of naturalness and self-awareness. They are no 
longer automatically programmed to tolerate the infringements 
and violations inflicted by parents and adults that earlier genera-
tions were forced to accept.

At the same time, however, both the family and society still 
fail to fulfill a crucial need of children and young people: to see 
them—and encourage them to see themselves—as valid mem-
bers of the community.

The emerging concept of equal dignity has also affected re-
lationships between men and women. There are clear signs that 
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men’s and women’s traditional roles have outplayed themselves. 
True, men and women often think, experience, and act in very 
different ways. To what extent these differences are biological or 
cultural-historical in origin is not important in this context. The 
principle of equal dignity stresses that people are different, but it 
does not strive to equalize or resolve this difference. That is why 
this principle can be applied to personal relations between men 
and women, adults and children, Hindus and Christians, Africans 
and Scandinavians, doctors and patients, or employers and em-
ployees.

What do I mean by “equal dignity”? Whereas “equality” is a 
static, measurable entity, “equal dignity” refers to a dynamic pro-
cess. It is not a quality that is established and remains in place. 
Instead it must constantly be adapted to new circumstances that 
arise.

Equal dignity also differs from equality in that it is not necessarily 
reflected in any particular allocation of roles. For example, the fact 
that a wife prepares food in the kitchen on a Sunday afternoon while 
her husband watches football on TV—or the other way around—
does not tell us anything about the degree of equal dignity that 
exists between them. Even though this distribution of roles may  
appear very traditional, it does not imply that the roles  
are unequal—unless one partner feels coerced into assuming that 
role by the other. When a person assumes a new role, equality 
becomes relevant only if the person assuming these new respon-
sibilities becomes more of a person as a result. In other words, 
when fathers devote more time to their children, their wives may 
feel grateful to have one less responsibility. But the partnership 
between parents only grows to the extent that fathers experi-
ence themselves as more complete human beings as a result of 
their contact with their children. Otherwise they are merely “help- 
ing out.”
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Our ability to behave spontaneously with equal dignity in re-
lation to an adult partner or a child depends, like so many other 
things, on the experiences we had in the family in which we grew 
up and the role models we encountered. It can be difficult to meet 
other people with equal dignity if we didn’t experience it as a 
child. It can be especially difficult for those who have been doted 
on because of their appearance, ability to cooperate, or success 
at school. For most people, the ability to treat others with equal 
dignity requires learning and daily training.
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2

C H I L D R E N  C O O P E R A T E !

When children cease to cooperate, it is either because they have 

cooperated too much for too long, or because their integrity has 

been harmed. It is never because they are uncooperative.

T H E  B A S I C  C O N F L I C T

From reading the earliest written documents, we know that the 
fundamental existential dilemma has always been the conflict be-
tween the individual and the group or society. Sometimes this is 
referred to as a conflict between individualization and conformity, 
or between identity and adaptation. I choose to call it the conflict 
between integrity and cooperation.

INTEGRITY
(the self, identity, I . . . )

CONFLICT

COOPERATION
(to copy/imitate)

All theories of how to bring up children have been based on a 



particular reading of this conflict: namely, that children are poten-
tially uncooperative, asocial, or egocentric. Therefore, the task of 
adults has been to teach children how to cooperate, adapt them-
selves, and take others into consideration. The means by which 
this task was accomplished have varied. In the second half of the 
past century, for example, the use of physical violence has de-
clined, and the use of dialogue has increased.

The belief that children were uncooperative went unchallenged 
until very recently. At the time of my birth, for example, pediatri-
cians recommended structure and hygiene, a system that came 
to be known as “Quietness, Cleanliness, and Regularity.” Moth-
ers were informed that they had to breast-feed, bathe, and put 
their infants to bed at certain times and at regular intervals. If the 
parents failed in these objectives, these experts argued, children 
would assume control of their parents! When, after a few weeks or 
months, a mother grew worried that her child was often frustrated 
and cried, the experts had a ready answer: they warned her of the 
dangers of straying from the schedule while assuring her that cry-
ing was good for children—it exercised their lungs. Fortunately for 
many of us—at least those of us who survived the first years of our 
lives in relatively good shape—our parents didn’t have the heart 
to listen to our cries of frustration for too long. They went against 
doctors’ orders and picked us up and fed us when they weren’t 
supposed to.

There’s another assumption that went unchallenged until re-
cently: given the conflict between children’s need to keep their 
personal integrity intact and their desire to cooperate, most ex-
perts said that children would look out for themselves. Parents, 
therefore, had to help children learn to cooperate, so that children 
would know from the start who was in charge.

After forty years of intensive research into families, and two de-
cades of probing study into the early mother-child relationship, 
we have learned that the reality is quite the opposite. In fact, when 
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children have to choose between preserving their own integrity 
and cooperating—and this happens to them, as it does to adults, 
scores of times every day—children choose cooperation nine 
times out of ten. Thus children do not need adults to teach them 
how to adapt or how to cooperate. What they do need, however, 
is adults who can teach them how to look after themselves when 
they are interacting with others.

Adults have difficulty seeing this problem for two rea-
sons. First of all, we do not normally pay much attention  
to children’s behavior when they cooperate; only when 
children stop or refuse to cooperate do we sit up and  
take notice. Secondly, children’s cooperation can be 
mani-fested in two very different behaviors. But before 
getting into this distinction, let me define what I mean by co- 
operation.

C O O P E R A T I O N

When I say that children cooperate, I mean that they copy or imi-
tate the most important adults around them—initially, their par-
ents, and subsequently other adults with whom they have close 
contact (see page 36).

Example:
Mom’s maternity leave has come to an end; it’s time for six-month-
old Lily to begin attending day care. On the mornings that her 
mom takes Lily to day care before work, the child cries and is un-
happy; nothing comforts her. When her dad takes Lily to day care, 
she seems fine.

It’s a mystery! Why should this be? The parents have innumer-
able discussions about the quality of day care, and about their 
contrasting parenting styles: Is mom too protective? Is dad affec-
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tionate enough?
In the great majority of cases, however, the child’s happiness 

or unhappiness upon arriving at day care has nothing to do with 
these factors. Rather, children like Lily cry with mom because, 
quite simply, the mother (for good reasons) is not emotionally 
ready to be separated from her child. She is anxious, sad, nervous, 
or unhappy—and has been since giving birth. But she has also 
suppressed these feelings because the family’s situation is such 
that it is not possible for one of the parents to stay at home.

Even though the mother is no longer conscious of these feel-
ings, Lily senses them—and copies them. The child, in other 
words, is cooperating by competently communicating a message 
that can be translated as “Dear Mother: Something is wrong be-
tween us—something is unclear. I am just letting you know that 
I know this, and assume that you will take the responsibility for 
solving the problem, so that we both can feel better.”

But if we were to ask the mother whether the screaming child 
she has just left at day care is cooperating with her, she would 
most probably say no. This is because the mother’s concept of 
cooperation has more to do with adaptation; that is, she assumes 
that a cooperative child would endure their mutual leave-taking 
without tears.

The same dynamic is in operation when children are brought to 
the dentist or the doctor, or placed in any new situation.

Example:
Karen and Christian have just had their first child, Sarah,  
after many years of involuntary childlessness. Karen has taken a 
year’s leave from her work to stay home with her infant daughter. 
Like most other new parents, Karen and Christian are extremely 
happy and at the same time uncertain about whether they can live 
up to the enormous responsibility of parenthood.

For many reasons, they never have the opportunity to talk with 
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each other about their uncertainty. This means that Karen has to 
cope with the baby on a daily basis without having sorted through 
her feelings. When Christian comes home from work or when 
friends and family drop in, they either inquire about Sarah’s well-
being or declare how wonderful it must be for Karen to have so 
much time together with her child.

Gradually, Karen suppresses her uncertainty and grows very 
particular about Sarah’s hygiene and diet: her daugh-ter must 
have nice clothes, she must not have a sore bot-tom, and she must 
eat regularly and preferably in great quantity.

At the age of three months, Karen’s daughter begins to vomit 
the breast milk. Karen becomes desperate but does not mention 
the problem to anyone until the child begins to lose weight. Fi-
nally, she pulls herself together and broaches the subject with 
her pediatrician. Because there is a slim possibility that the child 
has been born with a narrow cardia, a hospital examination is ar-
ranged. The examination shows no physical disorder, but the child 
continues to vomit. Breast-feeding, which had previously been an 
intimate and pleasing experience, has now become a nightmare 
for mother and daughter alike.

Although Karen doesn’t realize it, her daughter is cooperating 
and is giving her mother very competent feedback. Her message 
can be interpreted any number of ways.

The first instance of vomiting could have meant:

“Thank you, Mom. Now I’m full!”
or:

“Mom, I would rather eat when I’m hungry and not when you feel 
like enjoying an intimate experience with me!”

or:
“Something is wrong between us, Mom. You have become so ob-

sessed with being a good mother that you have completely 
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forgotten that I also have needs. Don’t you think it would be a 
good idea to have a talk with Dad?”

or:
“Listen, Mom. I just can’t take the way you’re treating me. It makes 

me sick!”

But Karen doesn’t think of her daughter as cooperative—quite the 
contrary.

Several weeks pass. After yet another hospitalization, Karen 
and Christian decide to contact a family therapist. (Most therapists 
would draw one of three conclusions: that Karen is neurotic, that 
the parents’ marriage is on the rocks, or that there is something 
wrong with the child.) When asked directly how she thought Sarah 
could cooperate, Karen answered, “If only she would start to eat 
normally and begin to gain weight, I’d be happy.”

But that is not the way children cooperate. They go to the root 
of the matter. Without being conscious of it, they always put their 
finger on the conflict that is preventing the family from achieving 
genuine well-being.

Example:
A family is enjoying a meal at a restaurant. When coffee is served, 
the children, ages four and seven, are given ice cream, which they 
quickly finish. Meanwhile, the parents become totally engaged in 
an important and intimate conversation.

The children sit listening for a while, but soon they invent a 
game. They start to walk, very quietly, in ever increasingly compli-
cated patterns, between the vacant tables in the restaurant. On a 
couple of occasions, the parents call to them and the children stop 
playing, but they quickly become involved in their game again.

Suddenly the father calls to them angrily, in a low voice. When 
they obediently approach the table, he says, “Didn’t you hear me? 
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If you can’t behave yourselves, you won’t eat out with us again. 
Oh, never mind, that’s enough for this time. We’re going home!”

The children are dumbfounded. Without a word, they leave the 
place with downcast eyes, their shoulders hunched up to their 
ears. They have been cooperating—completely, openly, and di-
rectly. Their behavior said, “Since our parents are wrapped up in 
each other, we’ll find something to do so we won’t disturb them.”

Now let’s fast-forward a few months, to an evening when one 
of the children says to her father, “Can we go out to eat tonight?”

“Well, maybe,” her father says. “But you’ll have to  
behave yourselves and not spoil it like you did last  
time!”

Once again, a parent has misread a child’s spontaneous, lov-
ing, and considerate behavior as “uncooperative.” Once again, a 
parent has confused cooperation with “good behavior.” He has 
chosen to focus on obedience rather than on establishing a rela-
tionship based on equal dignity.

If we look at children’s behavior differently, we might see that 
children are experts at cooperating in all areas. Think of the four-
year-old boy who already walks like his father, the six-year-old girl 
who eats just like her mother, or the nine-year-old boy who talks 
to his younger brother exactly as his father talks to him. When we 
as parents see our children imitating us in these ways, we rarely 
become indignant or confused. To the contrary—we feel flattered.

But when children copy or express feelings and atti-
tudes that we would prefer to keep to ourselves, or of which  
we are not aware, we are likely to react much more negatively. 
Very small children actually study us in order to read our feel-
ings before expressing themselves. Note, for example, what hap-
pens when you visit a family with a child between the ages of six 
months and two and a half years: the child studies his mother’s or 
father’s face intensely for several seconds after you walk into the 
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room. If either parent is agitated, nervous, afraid, or if she simply 
doesn’t feel like receiving visitors, the child will start to cry or turn 
her face away from the visitor. At this point, the parent will prob-
ably assume an obliging social smile and say to you, “Oh, it’s you! 
Do come in!” But her child will not be assuaged.

Similarly, children are on the alert if their mother entertains a 
new admirer although she is not sure of her feelings about him; 
or if their father begins dating but would rather keep this a secret 
from his child.

As a family therapist, I find examples of this type of copying 
every day. Children, especially young children, become agitated 
and demand attention during family sessions until their parents 
and I have pinpointed the family’s problem. Once the problem is 
identified and the parents have accepted responsibility for dealing 
with the problem, younger children often fall asleep; those who 
are slightly older either start to draw or grow bored and want to 
go home.

Children even copy their parents when conflicts and problems 
arise. Their tendency to do so has often led to speculation about 
the biological roots of alcoholism, for example. My experience 
with family therapy indicates to me that a child of alcoholic par-
ents who grows up to be an alcoholic is cooperating with the self-
destructive parent to whom she was particularly attached.

As I mentioned earlier, children’s cooperative behavior can 
be manifested in two different ways. A child who cooperates in 
a straightforward way imitates a parent’s behavior. In families in 
which neither parent is terribly destructive, children tend to copy 
parents straightforwardly.

•  Children who are treated with respect treat others with re-
spect.

•  Children who are cared for care for others.
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•  Children whose integrity is not violated don’t violate the in-
tegrity of others.

A child who cooperates in an inverted way acts in a way that 
seems oppositional because he is turning his behavior inward. Yet 
he is motivated by a desire to cooperate.

It is also not uncommon that two children in the same family 
cooperate in different ways. This often surprises both parents and 
professionals alike, since the children have the same background 
and are brought up in the same way.

Example:
A young mother in a Croatian refugee camp approaches the psy-
chosocial team in the camp because her seven-year-old son is 
impossible, defiant, whining, and clinging—in other words, dis-
obedient and uncooperative. She describes her twelve-year-old 
son as helpful, mature, and cooperative. The teachers at the school 
describe him as introverted, but clever and diligent.

The family has been subjected to colossal upheavals. The 
woman’s husband had been killed at the Bosnian front six months 
earlier; the remainder of her family is dispersed in various refugee 
camps and asylum centers. The mother has chosen to cope with 
these losses in the same way that most parents do: spontaneously, 
out of consideration for the children, she keeps her great bereave-
ment to herself, only crying now and then when she is alone. This 
loving and well-intentioned gesture, unfortunately, is very com-
mon, but it is just as unhealthy for the mother as it is for her chil-
dren.

The elder son cooperates with his mother by doing what she 
does. Having lost the spark of life, he keeps his sorrow to himself. 
Hunched over, he walks around with a slightly mechanical gait and 
an inscrutable, stony look on his face. From the adults he meets 
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he elicits sympathy and care. His unspoken feelings for his mother 
calm and fortify both of them. In my view, he cooperates with her 
in a straightforward way.

The younger brother also cooperates, but in an inverted way. 
He does the opposite. He is the only one in the family who ac-
tively expresses his sorrow, desperation, frustration, and longing 
for companionship. In other words, he tries to give voice to the 
feelings that his mother suppresses. But his mother cannot simul-
taneously inure herself to her own feelings and open herself to his: 
their feelings are too similar for this to be possible. He too would 
like to cooperate just as his big brother does, but he cannot bring 
himself to do so. His half-choked expressions of frustration do not 
evoke the sympathy of other adults, but rather evoke their own 
helplessness and irritability. He is not seen as “big and sensible” 
like his brother. He is seen as “little and naughty.” All three cooper-
ate at the expense of their health. But only the younger son holds 
the key to a healthier family. It is he who shows the way.

Fortunately, the mother is aware enough to realize that she 
needs help. She understands the danger signs and takes them se-
riously enough to talk to other adults about her problem. Eventu-
ally, she is introduced to a group of women in similar situations. As 
she comes to terms with her own grief, she enables her elder son 
to express his. As a consequence, the younger son calms down.

We often see the same phenomenon—divergent co- 
operative behavior—in families in which the father is vio-
lent toward both his wife and his children. Frequently,  
one child imitates dad, becoming outwardly violent and destruc-
tive, while the other, imitating mom, directs the violence inward. 
Children like this become either outwardly self-destructive—
abusing drugs, becoming sexually promiscuous, or attempting 
suicide—or they become quiet and self-effacing, refuse to make 
personal commitments, and have an exaggerated sense of re-
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sponsibility in relation to others. Note that on the surface many 
of these more subtle behaviors are often mistaken for signs of a 
“good upbringing.”

By the time the children in such families become adolescents, 
they behave in radically different ways. For many reasons, boys 
still tend to become violent while girls tend to become self-
destructive. One of the main reasons for this phenomenon is that 
girls often take their mother as a model and therefore cooperate 
with her self-destructive pattern of behavior. Upon closer exami-
nation, however, it may be that all children relate to their parents 
differently, both in the nature and the quality of their interactions.

Here’s a schematic way to understand the issue of straightfor-
ward and inverted imitation/cooperation:

•  Children who are criticized become either critical of others or 
self-critical.

•  Children who are brought up in violent homes become either 
violent or self-destructive.

•  Children who are brought up in nonexpressive families be-
come either silent or talkative.

•  Children who are subjected to violent or sexual abuse be-
come either excessive and self-destructive or excessive and 
abusive.

In my estimation, children who are confronted with destructive 
behavior from adults cooperate in an inverted way fifty percent 
of the time. The other times, they cooperate straightforwardly 
and are identified as “problems” because of it. I mention this to 
underscore the fact that we all have our good reasons for doing 
what we do. We have all innocently been led to our destructive/
self-destructive behavior.

Many adults act in ways that they think are loving and caring 
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but that in fact are not. Others intend to act in loving ways, but 
intention alone is not sufficient. In days past, when the family was 
an autocratic power structure, parents could more easily suppress 
the competence of children. Luckily, doing so has become much 
more difficult. Not only have children and young people become 
more self-assured, but parents have also become more flexible 
and society as a whole is more inclined to take the well-being of 
the individual child seriously.

I N T E G R I T Y

When I use the word “integrity,” I refer to a collective concept that 
relates to the wholeness and inviolability of our physical and psy-
chological existence. To talk about integrity raises issues of iden-
tity, limits, and personal needs.

In most cases, children cannot protect their integrity in relation 
to their parents. By this I don’t mean to imply that they are wholly 
incompetent in this area: they can, in fact, set their own limits to 
a great extent. Rather, I mean that they often disregard their own 
needs if these needs conflict with their parents’; they choose to 
cooperate instead of thinking of themselves.

To illustrate this, consider incest. The sexual abuse of children 
or stepchildren by fathers or mothers is a dramatic violation of a 
child’s physical and psychological integrity. When incest victims 
describe how they felt during the attack, they often say that they 
knew what occurred was totally wrong, and that they tried, ver-
bally and nonverbally, to defend themselves. Hearing these ac-
counts, a loving adult can’t imagine a scenario in which another 
adult could ignore the victim’s pleas to stop the attack. All incest 
victims have abandoned their own limits in order to cooperate. 
And when threatened or otherwise manipulated, the incest vic-
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tim will often even promise the perpetrator not to reveal what 
happened. Sometimes this loyal, cooperative silence lasts several 
years; in other cases it lasts a lifetime.

Clearly this is a self-destructive reaction to an injustice that so-
ciety regards as not only illegal but morally objectionable on the 
highest order. It does not take much to imagine how silent and 
self-destructive children deal with everyday injustices of a lesser 
magnitude—those that are commonly accepted as a valuable or 
necessary part of a “good upbringing.”

Generally, children react self-destructively toward violations. 
That is, when parents, consciously or unconsciously, violate their 
children’s integrity in the same way and at regular intervals, chil-
dren do not conclude that their parents have acted wrongly. They 
assume that they themselves are wrong! Losing their sense of self-
esteem, they accumulate a sense of guilt or shame. Such an inter-
change has lifelong consequences, both for the children’s quality 
of life and for the quality of the parent-child relationship.

It is a sad fact that the more a person’s integrity is violated, the 
more he or she tends to cooperate and submit to the violator. This 
is not only true for children but also for women who live with vio-
lent partners. Clinicians who work with adult torture victims have 
observed that there is a relationship between the degree of viola-
tion and the sense of guilt. The pronounced goal of torture is to 
destroy the integrity of the victim just short of having the victim 
die. From the point of view of the torturer, torture is most success-
ful when the victim feels completely ashamed of what happened.

Similarly, children who have been institutionalized because of 
parental abuse—physical and psychological cruelty—suffer from 
an extreme lack of self-esteem and an enormous sense of guilt. 
They also evince a sense of loyalty toward their parents and often 
feel compelled to go home for weekends and holidays, knowing 
they may get seriously hurt.
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Children whose integrity has been violated have always been 
competent in communicating this violation to adults, but their 
message has often been ignored, suppressed, or misinterpreted.

When I was a child, for instance, it was quite normal for parents 
and teachers to believe that you could make children “good” by 
telling them how “bad” they were. Children would only become 
“well behaved” if adults told them with sufficient conviction how 
badly behaved they were.

But to tell children that they are wrong is to violate their integ-
rity, and they often communicate this violation nonverbally, in 
clear and unambiguous language: they cry or their faces assume a 
pained expression; they look at the adult for a moment and, if their 
message is not understood, their bodies become stiff, they lower 
their eyes toward the ground, and their faces drop toward their 
chests. Everything about them says, “You’re hurting me!”

In fact, some children actually say, “You’re hurting me!” only 
to be told, “Be quiet when I’m talking to you!” In other instances, 
adults misread children’s body language as defiance and respond 
by saying, “Look at me when I’m talking to you!” Both rejoinders 
reinforce an external, social ideal at the expense of the child’s per-
sonal integrity. Comments such as these say to the child, “It is not 
important if what I say hurts you or not—and if it does, perhaps 
you’ll remember it better! What is more important is that you learn 
normal politeness, and that means looking at the person who’s 
talking to you!”

If this exchange does not impress the child sufficiently, 
adults sometimes take hold of the child’s chin and force  
it upward. In this case, there is only one line of defense  
left for the child: downcast eyes. But this reaction so in- 
furiates some parents that they resort to physical violence  
or tell the child to go to her room until she changes her mind.

Why was this practice, so common in Denmark thirty or forty 
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years ago, and still used in many countries, considered normal and 
acceptable? There are two reasons.

First, all parents did it, which made it seem correct by definition. 
Second, and most important in this context, children cooperate! 
The child who is beaten or sent to bed without dinner will come 
to her senses, two hours later, or perhaps the next morning, and 
resume her loving relationship with her parents. She will play ball 
with her father, talk intimately with her mother, and run around 
the yard with her friends. Perhaps she will ritually apologize to her 
parents, or perhaps her parents will take the initiative by saying, 
“Let’s just forget about our fight, now that everything’s fine.”

The girl is not furious with her parents and does not regard 
them more critically than she did before. Yet she has lost another 
small amount of self-esteem—she has become a little less herself 
and a little more the way her parents want her to be. But just like 
all other children, she loves her parents completely uncondition-
ally and is prepared to give them the daughter they want, almost 
irrespective of the price. So convinced is she that they are right 
and she is wrong that she will most probably repress the pain and 
the humiliation. In fact, twenty years later, she will probably do the 
same thing to her own child.

This ability of children to cooperate is often used to support the 
theory that one particular method of upbringing is the “right” one, 
or that children will not really be “harmed” by what we adults sub-
ject them to. Parents point to cooperative children and say, “Aha! 
See, I told you we were raising Johnny right. Look at the way he 
cooperates!”

Example:
A young mother had difficulty coping with all the household re-
sponsibilities awaiting her upon her return home from work. 
Separated from her children’s father, she had to look after her 
three-year-old daughter and five-year-old son, clean, cook, do the 
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laundry, and tend to the family finances all by herself. Her solution 
was to tell the children that they had to stay in their room and 
watch television for a few hours every day while she tended to her 
chores.

The children’s teachers noticed that the children were some-
what passive and looked a little sad at school. When asked what 
was wrong, the boy complained about being forced to stay in his 
room. The teacher then called the mother, who not only openly 
admitted that she banished her children to their room but de-
fended her decision in two ways: her own mother had done the 
same to her and no harm had come of it; in addition, she could 
hear the children playing when she walked by their room, and 
they sounded happy. Of course, the children weren’t happy; they 
were merely cooperating.

I raise this example not to debate whether it’s right or wrong 
to confine children to their rooms for a few hours a day. Rather, I 
wish to emphasize that children give us clear signals, and that we 
have to take them seriously—even if this flies in the face of how 
we ourselves were raised, or how others are raising their children.

Physical violence is an insult to any person’s integrity—includ-
ing children’s. We may attempt to rationalize it by saying it’s “the 
only solution,” or by saying, “He had it coming to him,” or by de-
fending an adult’s right to inflict corporal punishment. Indeed, the 
sheer number of euphemisms we have coined in order to blunt 
the impact of our behavior should tip us off that we are doing 
something we know is wrong.

In spite of this, many adults use the same kind of arguments to 
defend corporal punishment as the mother who confined her chil-
dren to their room: “I had a few good hidings when I was a child—I 
deserved them, and they didn’t do me any harm.” And “It works! 
When children do something wrong, a good hard smack ensures 
that they won’t do it again.”

The argument that “it works” is cited not only by parents but 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 5 1



also by educational and mental health professionals. On the sur-
face, they’re right. These methods do work. In fact, the more one 
party demands that the other sacrifice his or her integrity, the bet-
ter the methods seem to work. This is why a six-year-old incest vic-
tim resembles a flirty thirteen-year-old Lolita, and why Japanese 
schoolchildren commit suicide because of achievement anxiety. 
It’s why new religious sects, each with its own gimmick, have so 
much appeal. It’s why tens of thousands of people weep when 
a Stalin or a Tito dies. It’s why patriarchal fathers and power-sick 
grandmothers can live under the illusion that they have their 
whole family behind them, when in fact they have the family un-
der them.

But to defend corporal punishment by claiming its efficacy is 
mistaken for two reasons. First, we’ve seen that children willingly 
cooperate with any adult whom they love, trust, and depend on, 
no matter how the adult behaves. Second, now that we know so 
much about the long-term emotional and spiritual effects of vio-
lence, it is simply unethical to justify the use of violence simply be-
cause it works in the short run.

In other words, it is no longer sufficient to claim that something 
“works.” We must examine why and how it works. We have to start 
asking less primitive questions about how we treat each other. We 
need to consider the human and social price that we ourselves, 
and our children, clients, patients, and other members of society 
have to pay for what, on the surface, appears to be a successful 
means of achieving cooperation. If the price is the sacrifice of one’s 
integrity, then the price is too high. That is a simple and civilized 
ethical principle.

In the past, when we still believed that children were born in-
competent semi-humans, it was possible to justify violating their 
integrity. Adults who were in power had power to interpret and 
describe reality. Adults also knew, implicitly, what was best for 
children. They knew what was required for children to be able to 
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grow up and become real people.

•  “You’ll realize the value of it when you grow up!”
•  “It’s for your own good!”
•  “One day you’ll thank me for this!”
•  “It hurts me more than it hurts you!”

These are just some of the classic assertions that have been ut-
tered as adults violated the integrity of children and young people. 
Interpreted in the most sympathetic light, these statements reveal 
both how uncomfortable the adults felt about acting as they did, 
and the social necessity that they act in this particular way.

Now we know better. Not only do we know that children are 
competent; we also know that they

•  are social beings from birth;
•  can express the content and limits of their integrity;
•  cooperate competently with every kind of adult behavior, ir-

respective of whether it is healthy or destructive to them;
•  competently express, both verbally and nonverbally, the na-

ture of the emotional and existential dilemmas that their 
parents are experiencing.

In short, children are of most value to the lives of their parents 
at the time when they are generally thought of as most trouble-
some!

During the course of this book, I will attempt to illustrate and 
substantiate this perhaps somewhat provocative observation, 
which is one of the cornerstones for building a new type of rela-
tionship between parents and children. Here are just three exam-
ples.

Example:
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When Nicolas is eleven months old, his parents experience a seri-
ous crisis in their marriage. Often they sit up arguing into the early 
hours of the morning.

Every time this happens, Nicolas wakes up and cries. His par-
ents hold him in an attempt to cheer him up, but nothing seems to 
help. In spite of all their efforts, he is inconsolable. The more they 
try to discover what he needs, the more clinging and irritating he 
becomes—until, exhausted, he finally falls asleep about an hour 
later. The next morning, as a rule, he’s mopey and irritable.

His parents, who are aware that children are competent, know 
that Nicolas is not behaving in this way to “command attention” 
or to disturb them. As they try to understand his behavior, they 
realize that these crying episodes remind them of a similar phe-
nomenon: Nicolas also tends to wake up while they are making 
love—but at these times he is always happy and at ease, and it 
is not difficult to get him to fall asleep again. In this context, they 
readily acknowledge the destructive nature of their late-night 
fights. Not only does the tone of their conversation quickly be-
come reproachful and unpleasant, but the arguments never really 
resolve anything. In the end, they simply feel tired, touchy, and 
disheartened.

After a period of weeks, the parents find more constructive 
ways to discuss their disagreements and differences. Nicolas still 
wakes up, a little frustrated and unhappy, but after five or ten min-
utes of sitting with them while they talk, he calms down and asks 
to be put back to bed.

By taking their son’s reaction seriously, the parents learned a 
lesson that otherwise might have taken them years to discover. 
They realized that his distress and frustration meant: “Dear Mom 
and Dad, I don’t like the way you’re trying to solve your problems. 
It makes me afraid and unhappy. Couldn’t you find another way 
of doing it?” After they changed the way they disagreed, Nicolas 

5 4 	 j esper      j uul 



changed his message: “I still get a bit afraid and unhappy when 
you two disagree, but I’m reassured about the way you’re tackling 
things!”

Example:
Louise is a difficult, demanding nine-year-old who begins to be-
have in an alarmingly self-destructive manner: she cuts her fin-
gers with scissors, pricks the skin of her stomach with a knife, and 
pushes a needle up her nose to cause nosebleeds. She has an older 
brother to whom she often compares herself. For several years she 
has been saying to her parents, “Why don’t you love me as much 
as you love Thomas?” Her provocative, self-inflicted nosebleeds 
began shortly after Thomas had been to the doctor to have the 
veinlets in his nose cauterized because he often suffered from seri-
ous, unprovoked nosebleeds.

Louise’s parents are competent adults who love their daughter 
very much, and they have tried everything that was in their power 
to improve their relationship with her. They are sensible and rea-
sonable; they try to give her all that she demands. Other adults 
with whom they have discussed their daughter recommend that 
they set consistent limits. But Louise persists in her troubling be-
havior. On a few occasions, she literally asks her parents to attend 
a “meeting” at which she says, “It can’t go on like this, the way we 
treat each other. Shouldn’t we try to be good friends from now 
on?”

The problems continue. Both parents feel defensive, exhausted, 
and perplexed. They are not angry or irritated with their daugh-
ter and do not demand to have her “examined and repaired.” But 
when Louise begins to harm herself, their feelings turn to guilty 
unhappiness and they realize that they need help.

When the family entered therapy, we began to examine the 
relationship between Louise and her parents from her birth, and 
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certain factors became clear:

•  Her mother had had a problematic pregnancy, and the birth 
had been painful and complicated.

•  Louise had been difficult from the start—restless, noisy, and a 
problematic eater. Her mother felt incompetent and on the 
defensive.

•  Louise’s mother had experienced problems with her milk sup-
ply when breast-feeding, and the other mothers in the ma-
ternity ward had looked at her and Louise reproachfully.

•  Louise’s father had been extremely involved in his work, as he 
was in the throes of starting his own business. According to 
his own account, a couple of years had passed before he had 
really become involved with his daughter and realized that 
his wife had had difficulties in establishing a harmonious re-
lationship with Louise.

From the time she was born, Louise lacked the fundamental 
sense of security that children need if they are to develop in a 
healthy way. In particular, she did not have the sense that she was 
in secure, competent hands. Her mother felt that she was on the 
defensive most of the time, and that she was left to find a solution 
to her difficulties by herself.

In this situation, the infant Louise was faced with two possibili-
ties: she could resign herself and become a so-called “easy” child, 
or she could actively struggle in order to obtain what she lacked. 
Louise “chose” the latter.

Some child development researchers have become convinced 
in recent years that children are born with a particular “character.” 
But from my vantage point it is not particularly important whether 
Louise’s strong-willed and challenging nature was a result of her 
genetic makeup or if it was a more unique psychological expres-

5 6 	 j esper      j uul 



sion of her way of cooperating. What is important, however, is the 
way in which parents recognize the difference between their chil-
dren’s characters and vitality. This determines whether a child’s 
character turns constructive or self-destructive.

Louise, for example, cooperated with her mother by acting in a 
way that said, “Dear Mother, you seem to be somewhat perplexed 
and uncertain as to how you should look after me, so I’ll have to 
make myself very clear. I’ll make sure that I protest when you do 
something I don’t like, and that I demand things when there is 
something I want!”

When she did speak aloud, she tried to address her dilemma 
by saying: “Why don’t you love me as much as you love Thomas?” 
Traditional psychology (and ordinary plain common sense) would 
interpret this question as an expression of jealousy—but I don’t. 
What Louise is saying is that she is not being loved in the right 
way. This makes her feel as if she is not of value to her parents—
and being of value to one’s parents is something to which we all 
aspire.

When children (or adults) don’t feel of value, they become ir-
ritable, aggressive, and frustrated. To cope with these complicated 
feelings is beyond the capacity and maturity of just about any 
child. Imagine four-year-old Louise saying to her parents, “Look 
here! Something is wrong between us. I know that you love me, 
and I do everything within my power to deserve your love. But 
most of the time, I still feel unloved. When I look at your relation-
ship with my big brother, I can see that you get along much more 
easily with him than with me, and I find it very difficult not to be 
envious.” Exactly! That’s not the way children talk!

But when parents and professionals misinterpret Louise’s expe-
rience and mislabel her feelings as “jealousy,” Louise feels as if she 
is in the wrong, which in turn leads her to intensify her “jealous” 
behavior. This vicious circle happens with adults as well.
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Louise’s parents reacted as the majority of loving parents 
would. To her protestation that they loved her brother more, they 
replied, “But, Louise, that’s not true! We love you just as much as 
we love Thomas!” This answer is both honest and true, and it is 
meant lovingly, but it has precisely the opposite effect: Louise ex-
periences herself as being even more alone and more wrong. Lou-
ise might say to herself, “I can see they love me, and I can hear that 
they love me. But since I can’t feel that they love me, there must be 
something wrong with me.”

Now let’s return to Louise’s initial way of cooperating—her de-
mandingness. She needs constant attention. Often, she asks for 
the impossible—a particular kind of ice-cream cone in the middle 
of the winter, for example. Every night in bed, without fail, she 
calls for her parents to come to her room ten to fifteen times. Their 
time together is consumed by the dramas that ensue when her 
parents are either unable or unwilling to meet the child’s require-
ments. Louise does not just allow herself to be rejected!

This kind of behavior is also often misinterpreted. Parents of 
children like Louise are urged to “set limits,” “stand firm,” “say 
no,” “be consistent,” and so forth. The problem is that these child-
rearing methods only touch the surface of the problem—just as 
interpreting the child’s plea for love as jealousy is a superficial 
explanation. The real problem is that children do not know what 
they need. Often they only know what they want. This does not 
mean that children are incompetent in the area of getting their 
needs met. It means that they lack the necessary perspective and 
linguistic ability to express themselves. Indeed, they hope and 
count on their parents to express what they cannot.

But, even though children can’t express what they need, they 
know perfectly well when their needs are not being met, and they 
are capable of giving adults competent feedback—sometimes by 
acting frustrated (“difficult”) or by becoming totally resigned and 
passive.
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Active, vigorous children like Louise impulsively demand every-
thing they want. Irrespective of how much they receive back, their 
demands escalate, becoming more numerous and absurd. Natu-
rally, adults find this behavior immensely provocative. In those cul-
tures that still esteem the “old-fashioned” child-rearing principles, 
this kind of behavior can be suppressed with the use of physical 
violence and/or verbal assault. Most likely, the child’s irrational be-
havior will disappear, only to find expression when she becomes 
an adult.

Some families strive for a more considerate and democratic 
form of upbringing. Unfortunately, over the course of the last 
ten to fifteen years, we have seen an increasing number of these 
families tyrannized by children who are apparently completely 
self-centered and asocial. This tends to happen when parents 
are afraid of being authoritarian and are unsure of how to bring 
their personal authority and sense of limits to the negotiation. 
As a result, these parents often end up “servicing” their chil-
dren. In turn, the children get too much of what they want and 
too little of what they need. Furthermore, when parents relate to 
their children by providing “service,” both parties become lonely. 
(Some children have always received too little of what they need;  
what has changed, thanks to more liberal child-rearing attitudes 
and greater economic prosperity, is that there are more children 
who get too much of what they want. This phenomenon is par-
ticularly noticeable in some of the recently democratized Eastern 
European countries in which a relatively small group of people has 
suddenly become wealthy. Naturally parents in these families be-
stow some of this wealth on their children, often in the form of 
material possessions that confer social status.)

Louise used three approaches to inform her parents that she 
did not feel of value to them. First, she became increasingly de-
manding, and then she began verbalizing her feelings. Neither ap-
proach worked. Both she and her parents exhausted their energy, 
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creativity, and mutual love in what seemed like a futile attempt 
to create a more harmonious relationship. But their efforts were 
not fruitless. The fact that Louise had fought so energetically and 
that her parents had been equally energetic in attempting to solve 
the problem bodes well for the child’s future growth and develop-
ment. Her prognosis would have been much more dire if she and 
her parents had simply given up on each other.

Inflicting pain on herself was Louise’s third and final attempt to 
get her parents’ attention. Her actions said, “It’s painful for me to 
be with you. . . . I’m bleeding!” This time, her parents listened.

During my conversations with the family, I learned that Louise’s 
mother had been physically violated by her father all through her 
childhood. She had cooperated by becoming the sweet and obe-
dient girl who always fulfilled the needs of others; as a result she 
had never discovered her own needs nor learned to express them. 
Thus she and Louise now had to go through the same learning 
process—together! At a relatively late age, the mother was forced 
to learn how to feel and express her own needs and limits so that 
her daughter could learn the same. Ironically, it was Louise who 
gave her mother the courage to come to terms with the abuse she 
had been subjected to as a child. In this light, Louise’s behavior 
was valuable—on a deep, existential level—for her mother’s life 
and for her parents’ life together. This revelation would never have 
happened if Louise’s demanding behavior had been defined as a 
“problem of upbringing.” Under the most fortunate circumstances, 
a more superficial pedagogical strategy might have helped Louise 
become easier to live with. Her parents would have felt more con-
fident. But Louise’s compliance would have been bought at a very 
steep price—the irretrievable loss of the child’s self-esteem.

Now let’s consider another example of children’s ability to give 
accurate emotional feedback.
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Example:
A well-dressed, confident Italian family on vacation entered a res-
taurant for dinner. The parents and two girls, ages four and ten, 
emitted an aura of elegance. According to the menu, which the 
headwaiter presented to them, each guest had the choice of three 
appetizers, three main courses, and so forth. The father made his 
choice, the mother made hers, the older daughter ordered what 
her mother had, and the mother chose for the younger—who pro-
tested the order in a quiet but firm voice, making clear what she 
would have preferred. The father sat with a menacing glint in his 
eyes, and the mother cut the younger child short by saying, “You 
don’t like that anyway!” And so the order stood. The older girl sat 
through the entire intermezzo, which lasted less than a minute, 
looking down at her plate.

When the first course arrived, the mother took the younger 
daughter’s portion and cut it into small mouthfuls. Without a word 
of protest, the girl refused to eat. Both parents tried to persuade 
the girl to eat but to no avail. As the dishes were cleared in prep-
aration for the arrival of the main course, the younger daughter 
was warned that she had better behave decently—or else. Among 
other threats, the girl was told that she would not be allowed to 
help herself to the lavish dessert buffet if she persisted.

At the arrival of the main course, the mother again cut the little 
girl’s food into small pieces and pushed a forkful into her mouth. 
The girl ate the whole portion slowly and reluctantly and, when 
the parents presented her with her promised reward—the free 
choice of dessert—she announced that she did not feel like any. 
The other members of the family glanced knowingly at each other 
and shook their heads over the girl’s “childish stupidity.”

The following evening, the drama repeated itself, only this 
time the young girl refused to eat any of her food. After the main 
course, the father ordered his wife to put the girl to bed as a pun-
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ishment for her embarrassing behavior. (The girl was as calm and 
silent as she had been on the first night. What embarrassed her 
parents was that the waiter might discover the uneaten food and 
remove it.)

On the third evening, the family received “therapy” from 
an unlikely source: the headwaiter. After taking the parents’ 
and the older daughter’s orders (she always ordered pre-
cisely the same food as her mother and always received the 
same discreet nod of acknowledgment from her parents),  
he turned toward the younger girl and asked, “And what would 
the young lady like to eat this evening?”

The girl looked up at him, surprised and happy. Abruptly, her 
posture changed. On previous evenings, she had sat on the chair 
correctly (but uncomfortably). Now she knelt so that she could 
assume the same height as the rest of the family. Then she said, 
“Could you tell me the choices again?”

“Of course, miss,” replied the headwaiter, explaining the menu 
with the same attention to detail that he had lavished on the oth-
ers. Skillfully, the girl placed her order, and before her somewhat 
dumbfounded parents had recovered their powers of speech, she 
began to converse with them as if nothing unusual had happened. 
Needless to say, the girl ate her food down to the last bite.

This scene repeated itself over the next few days with one im-
portant change—on each succeeding night, the atmosphere at 
the table became more convivial and natural. The father even per-
mitted himself to come to the table in a casual shirt without a tie. 
Good upbringing had suffered a decisive, if not definitive, defeat. 
Led by a competent four-year-old (abetted by a wise waiter), the 
emotional life of this family had been liberated. The girl had won 
the battle that most children lose without a fight: the right to de-
cide for herself what she wanted to put into her mouth, when, and 
in what quantity. She insisted on preserving her own integrity. Her 
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parents observed her competence, accepted it, and allowed their 
lives to be enriched by it. And although the girl’s older sister didn’t 
realize it at the time, she too would benefit: now that the family 
was more accommodating, there was every reason to think that 
her upcoming adolescence would prove less problematic than it 
would have if her sister hadn’t ordered her own food.

But what about the many children who are not lucky enough to 
have flexible parents or to meet an ingenious headwaiter? What 
can be done about those parents and other adults who become 
paralyzed at the first sign of pain?

My experience is that there are many parents who are prepared 
to listen and learn—more than we think. But they need to be ap-
proached not with criticism and accusation but with empathy and 
understanding. It’s true that these parents often treat their own 
children critically—but that is because they have suffered the 
same pain that they are now inflicting, and they have suffered lon-
ger than their children have. We need to be able to see their own 
competence, just as they need to see the competence in their own 
children. We need to approach them as we wish them to approach 
their children.

T H E  C O N F L I C T  B E T W E E N  I N T E G R I T Y  A N D 
C O O P E R A T I O N

When adults and children interact, behavior that we consider moral 

may in fact be unethical.

Adults and children experience dozens of situations every day dur-
ing which we are faced with a seemingly “either/or” choice: should 
we be true to ourselves (that is, value our own integrity, our own 
personal limits and needs) or should we compromise what we 
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want for the sake of maintaining relationships (that is, give in to 
external demands out of fear of retribution or rejection, or out of 
a desire to adhere to social norms)? (Whether this conflict can be 
restructured so that the answer is “both/and” depends on family 
and cultural traditions concerning dialogue and negotiation and is 
intimately connected with the individual’s ability to express him- 
or herself personally. I will explore this idea later in the book.)

In the conflict between integrity and cooperation, children usu-
ally choose to cooperate, thereby disregarding themselves, partic-
ularly if they are subjected to even the most subtle pressure from 
parents. To comprehend the scope of this tendency, it is essen-
tial to realize that we are not just talking about the (more or less) 
premeditated pressure that parents put on their children, such as 
the way we choose to raise our children, the institutions to which 
we send them, where we choose to live, and how we choose to 
work. Clearly, these decisions exert pressures on children that are 
of great importance. But these conscious, premeditated choices 
are only a small part of the picture.

The greater part of the forces that influence our children is 
made up of the many phenomena and processes that we are less 
conscious of, and therefore have very little or no control over (at 
least not during the years when most of us are raising young chil-
dren): the ups and downs in our marriage, our existential inner 
conflicts, our differing temperaments and degree of emotional 
openness, deaths in our immediate family, pressures at work, eco-
nomic crises or civil war, and so on.

For example, an important component of children’s 
physical integrity is their right to consume food when they 
are in need of it and not to consume food when they do  
not require it. Yet this basic right is frequently tampered with.

Example:
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Most days, five-month-old Sarah dutifully eats a whole por-
tion of mashed vegetables for lunch. One day, after she has 
eaten four spoonfuls, she refuses to open her mouth for the 
fifth. Her mother reacts initially by “soft-soaping” her, and 
when that does not help, she starts playing the old game: 
“Look, Sarah, Brmmmmm . . . brmmmmm . . . brmmmmm  
. . . Look, here comes a little airplane . . . right to your mouth.” Af-
ter a couple of attempts, Sarah starts to wail. Her mother strokes 
her hair, says some words of comfort, and then tries the airplane 
again. Sarah gives in and swallows everything that is pushed into 
her mouth.

Sarah’s mother is caught up in a common obsession among 
new parents: that a child’s healthy appetite is demonstrable proof 
of good parenting. She pressures her daughter in a conscious, pre-
meditated way.

Example:
Laura, also five months old, is supposed to be nursing, but she’s 
not taking any milk even though her mother tries switching 
breasts and enticing the child with words. Suddenly irritable, the 
mother lifts Laura up, holds her out in front of her, and shakes her, 
saying, “Now, that’s enough of that! I haven’t got time to sit here 
all day while you decide what you want. Eat and that’s that!” Laura 
drinks a few mouthfuls and falls asleep.

Laura’s mother was a troubled, unemployed, young single par-
ent who had had little education. Her daughter was literally the 
only thing that gave her life meaning. Often she could not dis-
tinguish between her own needs for closeness and intimacy and 
Laura’s needs. As a result, she often kept Laura awake when she 
needed to sleep, and fed Laura when she wasn’t hungry. She’s 
pressuring her daughter in an unpremeditated way.
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Both of these women want to care for their children, to make 
sure they have enough to eat. Yet both make a fundamental mis-
take—they ignore their child’s signals. As parents, we must take 
responsibility for detecting both our premeditated and our unpre-
meditated mistakes. By this I mean that we must be vigilant as to 
the signals and symptoms that our children develop.

There is no such thing as a perfect family or a perfect society. 
The conflict between integrity and cooperation, if ongoing or un-
resolved, will eventually produce signals or symptoms in all of us. 
The quality of family life is decided by the way adults deal with sig-
nals and symptoms in all members of the family, and their readi-
ness to include individual pain in their conversation.

INTEGRITY
CONFLICT ›  PAIN ›  S IGNAL ›  SYMPTOM
COOPERATION

The more often we sacrifice our integrity for the sake of coopera-
tion, the more pain we incur. We can become so good at repress-
ing the pain that neither we ourselves nor those around us notice 
it. Inevitably, however, we emit a verbal or nonverbal signal indi-
cating that something is wrong. If we and those closest to us take 
the signal seriously, understand its significance, and change the 
way we react, the conflict is solved and the pain eases or ceases. If 
none of these things happens, the signal increases or changes (be-
comes a physical act instead of a statement). Eventually, an actual 
symptom will reveal itself. The first signal is fatigue; the ultimate 
one is murder or suicide.

Strictly speaking, there is nothing strange about this system of 
psychic functioning. Our body works in exactly the same way. Ev-
ery cell has its own limits and identity and exists in a unique har-
monious balance with other cells. When we violate the integrity of 
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a cell—through the use of tobacco or other abusive substances—
the body is thrown into a state of imbalance. If the violation per-
sists, we become ill or experience pain. It’s possible to recover 
from minor, time-limited violations, but the longer they continue, 
the more permanent harm we risk incurring.

When it comes to psychic violations, however, there is a great 
discrepancy between what our culture defines as a violation and 
what actually constitutes a violation. This is particularly true not 
only in relations between adults and children but also in those be-
tween men and women. There are many more real violations than 
we readily admit.

The integrity of children can be violated in three ways:

•  the use of excessive physical violence, sexual abuse, or negli-
gence, none of which society condones;

•  the imposition of “good” or “necessary” child-rearing prac-
tices, most of which society approves of;

•  the imposition of ideological positions, such as forced politi-
cal or religious indoctrination.

This book defines violations of the integrity of the in-
dividual as unethical, which leads us to describe the dis- 
crepancy in what is considered a violation in another way: 
in the interaction between adults and children, what is 
commonly accepted as good morality may quite possibly  
be bad ethics! I do not mention this in order to point a moral or 
ethical finger at anyone, but simply to encourage adults to take 
a critical look at “what everyone does”—at what passes for “ordi-
nary,” “common,” and “normal” in our culture.

According to my experience, it is particularly important 
that children and young people develop signals that can  
inform the adults who are responsible for them that the  
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balance between integrity and cooperation has become distorted, 
and that they are in pain. As I will explain later, both parents and 
other adults can play an important, preventive role by actively 
helping children to learn to safeguard their own integrity.

But no adult is perfect and every child is different. Therefore 
we make “mistakes.” Innocently, lovingly, and with the best inten-
tions, we all make blunders. This is acceptable! What adults need 
to do is accept responsibility for their mistakes instead of blam-
ing children, as they so often do. In fact, adults often resort to an 
embarrassingly obvious double standard when describing their 
relationship with their children: if the relationship is successful, it’s 
because the parents are good parents; if the relationship is unsuc-
cessful, it’s because the child is bad.

Because we now recognize that children cooperate, we can 
venture two other conclusions about those children and young 
people whom we traditionally label “maladjusted” or “asocial”:

•  When a child behaves destructively and/or asocially, it is al-
ways because he is imitating, or cooperating with, one or 
more adults. Often the adult behavior is deemed “accept-
able.” But the adult violation always precedes the child’s. 
Sometimes the adult acts this way to teach the child a 
“lesson,” but often the adult behavior is motivated by self-
destructive impulses.

•  When a child ceases or refuses to cooperate, it is either be-
cause she has cooperated too much and for too long with 
destructive phenomena in her family, or because her integ-
rity is being directly violated.

The list of signals manifested by children and young people is 
almost inexhaustible. Here are just a few of the classic comments 
parents make about their children in times of conflict:
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•  “He simply will not listen to what we say!”
•  “She never comes home at the time we have agreed on!”
•  “He’s never hungry when the rest of us eat, but half an hour 

later he wants to eat something!”
•  “All I do is clean up after them!”
•  “It’s a continual fight to get him to clean his room!”
•  “The worst thing is that she also lies to us!”
•  “He almost has to be driven to do his homework every day!”
•  “If we don’t wake her, she would never get up in the morn-

ing!”
•  “You always have to ask them to do things. They never do 

anything without being asked!”
•  “It’s a job to get her dressed in the morning—that’s how dif-

ficult she is!”

Phrased this way, these comments leave no doubt as to who is 
right and who is wrong. Educators, psychologists, and other pro-
fessionals have traditionally either viewed the conflict through the 
lens of the parents, as expressed above, or blamed the parents as 
the problem.

Let’s consider a couple of these conflicts individually. As I men-
tioned earlier, each family is unique, and it’s impossible to inter-
pret any behavior without intimate knowledge of the family in 
question. Therefore, the illustrations that follow are compiled from 
my general experience working with families.

“He simply will not listen to what we say!”
When children “simply won’t listen,” it’s usually because what 

the parents are saying isn’t worth listening to! Don’t misunder-
stand: the parents may well be saying something that is true, sen-
sible, reasonable, fair, or even ingenious. But they may express 
these noble sentiments in ways that are wrong, or in the wrong 
context, or in a way that goes against most people’s personal val-
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ues. It’s possible, for example, that a child will cooperate with be-
havior that is extremely self-destructive without complaint, and 
then react against this behavior at another time when his lack of 
cooperation would be better tolerated. For most young children 
this is not a conscious choice. It’s where their intuition and disposi-
tion take them.

It may also be true that the values underlying the parents’ com-
ment need to be revised. There are still many parents who believe 
that children must “learn to obey,” despite the fact that this expec-
tation nearly always results in “disobedience,” whether overt or 
concealed. That’s because we find it undignified and insulting to 
have to obey orders when we are more than willing to cooperate.

The motivation behind the child’s reaction is easy to understand 
if we think about it in relation to our spouse or employer. “He only 
needed to ask me nicely,” we say in an attempt to salvage our self-
esteem after our boss has humiliated us. No one feels comfortable 
taking orders, not even those in the armed forces. Yet in that con-
text, in which the goal is to train people to behave destructively, 
submission is required. The goal of a family is the opposite.

“He’s never hungry when the rest of us eat, but half an hour 
later . . .”

Those children who don’t want to eat with the family 
may simply have an idiosyncratic biological clock. But they 
may also be broadcasting an important signal: “I lose my  
appetite when I sit down to eat with the rest of the fam-
ily. The atmosphere at the table is tense and destructive, 
and because I can’t quite put it into words, I choose not to  
eat.”

The shared daily meal (in the countries where this tradition still 
exists) is often the only time of the day when the entire family gath-
ers together. Naturally, everyone will be sensitive at these times to 
the prevailing emotional atmo-sphere and will be reminded of un-
resolved conflicts. Many of us can remember how we as children 
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felt in this situation. We are also reminded of it each time we sit 
down to a meal with friends or acquaintances whose ongoing yet 
concealed argument manages to leak out during the conversation.

One thing is certain: children do not engage in this kind of be-
havior to make life difficult for their parents. It is something they 
do for their family, not against it.

There are three other types of signals I want to consider:

•  Psychosomatic symptoms: headache, stomachache, back-
ache, muscular tension in the neck and shoulders, loss of 
weight or considerable weight gain, and so forth

•  Destructive behavior outside the home: behavioral problems 
(“bad behavior”) at school; aggressiveness toward other chil-
dren; hyperactivity; difficulties in concentrating; ganging up 
on others or being ganged up on; truancy; crime; abuse of 
alcohol, drugs, inhalants, prescription drugs, and so forth

•  Attempted suicide, silence and isolation, violence

P S Y C H O S O M A T I C  S Y M P T O M S

When we refer to “psychosomatic” signals and symptoms, we 
mean that the signal is physical (somatic) but has a predominantly 
psychological background. Medical science originally focused on 
the body alone and was somewhat slow to recognize soul and 
mind, the other two elements. All three constantly influence each 
other in ways and for reasons about which we know very little.

Generally speaking, people assume more personal responsibil-
ity for those problems that are psychosomatic rather than somatic 
in origin, reacting to them with a broad spectrum of behaviors 
ranging from acute embarrassment to anxiety about their own 
sanity. When children are described as having psychosomatic 
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symptoms, parents often experience this diagnosis as an accusa-
tion. This is a pity because it prevents parents from trying to un-
derstand what is going on in their child’s life.

No matter how resolved we are to look after our chil- 
dren, we can’t ensure that their lives will be easy. We can 
love our children and prepare them to meet life as best 
we can, but we cannot protect them from the realities of  
existence. Pain is a natural part of every human life,  
from conception to death, and this includes the pain  
resulting from unresolved conflicts between integrity and coop-
eration.

When children experiencing this conflict develop psychoso-
matic symptoms or signals, what they are saying is, “My life hurts 
right now, and I haven’t yet found a constructive way of tackling 
it. And I don’t know how to talk to anyone about it, because I can’t 
find the words that express this pain. I am stuck in a conflict that I 
can’t solve.”

Thankfully, we now understand that when children receive un-
suitable psychological nourishment from their families, they often 
develop weight problems: for example, some eat too much, and 
others eat too little. We also know that a child bearing too much 
responsibility may develop muscular tension and headaches, and 
that stomachaches often develop in children who are experienc-
ing anxiety or other deadlocked emotional conflicts.

My advice to parents whose child has developed a psychoso-
matic symptom is simple: look and learn. Try to see your child’s 
life through his or her own eyes. It’s more important to use this 
circumstance as an opportunity to get to know your child in a new 
way than it is to try to find the “cause.” (It does not help to cross-
examine a child. If a child knew what was wrong and had the right 
words to express it, the signal would be superfluous.) Gradually, 
you will discover how your child reacts psychosomatically when 
life becomes complicated. Some children develop an inflamma-
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tion of the middle ear as infants and then have earaches many 
years later when they are under stress. Some get diarrhea or con-
stipation. Some develop a cold and runny nose and others get a 
sore throat. Some children sleep all the time and others become 
physically hyperactive.

But some children develop psychosomatic symptoms and sig-
nals because they feel that it is impossible to talk to their parents 
about their distress. Sometimes this happens because psycho-
somatic symptoms are the “language” a particular family uses to 
“talk” about the pain, and to receive any attention one must learn 
to speak this language. Or it can be owing to the fact that the par-
ents have so many arguments stemming from interpersonal dif-
ficulties that the children do not want to “disturb” them with their 
problems. It could also be because the parents simply do not listen 
when the children attempt to express themselves. The list of pos-
sible explanations could go on and on. The important point is this: 
psychosomatic signals and symptoms are coded signals. Adults 
have to take these signals seriously and help children to translate 
these signals into direct and clear language.

D E S T R U C T I V E  A N D  S E L F - D E S T R U C T I V E  B E H A V I O R

When children become destructive, it is because one or more of 
the adults surrounding them violates their integrity verbally or 
physically or both. In some way, being with their parents (or care-
takers) causes the children to lose self-esteem at a time in their 
lives when what they really need is to gain it.

The same dynamic applies to those children who become self-
destructive, whether directly, through suicide attempts, or indi-
rectly and gradually, through substance abuse or unsafe sexual 
practices. As I mentioned earlier, destructive and self-destructive 
behaviors are simply two different forms of cooperation in re-
sponse to “accepted violations.” In fact, it is common for children 
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and young people to consciously accept the violations that are a 
part of family life. Children cooperate! It is the task of the adults to 
realize what the children are cooperating with.

Example:
A nine-year-old boy arrived at school one morning with severe 
swelling on one side of his face. He had obviously been hit very 
hard. His mother was called to the school, and she admitted that 
she had hit him. She justified her action by saying that the boy had 
hit his three-year-old sister. “He mustn’t do that kind of thing,” she 
said. “It’s wrong to hit those who are smaller than you are!” She 
had been hitting him for several years because she felt powerless 
in those situations in which she thought that he had not behaved 
properly.

As it turned out, this mother was alone with her three children 
most of the time; her husband worked on an oil rig and was away 
from home for long periods. Because she had difficulty coping 
with her role as a de facto single parent, she had recently started 
relying on the boy to look after the two younger children. Given 
the role of substitute father, he naturally copied his mother’s defi-
nition of what it meant to be an “adult.”

It is easy to criticize this mother for being hypocritical—punish-
ing her son for hitting his sister by hitting him herself—but this is 
not the point. Once we examine her moral concepts, we realize 
that according to her beliefs, children must not hit smaller chil-
dren, but adults are allowed to hit children if there is a good rea-
son. She is simply one of the many adults who has learned, from 
her own upbringing in her particular culture, that children are not 
real people from birth, but that they can become people—by be-
ing beaten, if necessary.

Example:
Other situations are more difficult to understand. Three-and-a-
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half-year-old Peter, for instance, had become a problem at nursery 
school: he was biting his playmates when he became frustrated or 
could not get his own way.

Peter’s parents were both interested and willing parti-cipants 
during three meetings that were subsequently ar-ranged with 
a family therapist. From the beginning, they placed their cards 
openly on the table and admitted, among other things, that on a 
couple of occasions they had both given Peter a spanking when 
they did not know what else to do. But these incidents had oc-
curred some time ago. Since the relationship between Peter and 
his parents was, in general, peaceful and pleasant, the family ther-
apist doubted whether two or three spankings could have caused 
the current problem at school.

Peter was present at the meetings, which took place over the 
course of one month. During this time his relationships with the 
other children became less destructive, although he still bit them 
on occasion. Yet the adults at the meetings could not reach any 
conclusions about the real reason that Peter was biting the other 
children.

After a few months, Peter started biting again to such an ex-
tent that the adults became concerned and a new meeting was 
arranged. This time, Peter was difficult from the moment it began: 
he asked when they were going home, asked if he could draw but 
refused to use “those stupid pencils,” wanted to sit on his parents’ 
laps but only if they promised not to talk, and so forth.

Peter’s father tried to get Peter to cooperate. He spoke to the 
boy quietly at first and appeared flexible, but inevitably he ended 
up raising his voice and saying things like, “Now that’s enough!” 
“Now stop it!” “Now listen to me, Peter!” When the family therapist 
pointed out this phenomenon, the father answered quite sponta-
neously and with a very guilty look on his face, “Yes, you’re prob-
ably right. My wife tells me that I’m always biting his head off!”

Everyone laughed—including Peter—now that the reason for 
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Peter’s behavior at nursery school had been revealed. The father 
explained that his own upbringing had been characterized by “no-
nonsense methods,” and when he became frustrated, he reverted 
to the same methods his father had used with him. The nursery 
school teacher who knew Peter best added that this was precisely 
what happened with Peter. If the child wanted a toy or a particular 
place at the table, he asked for it diplomatically—but when that 
method failed, he bit. Asked why she had not mentioned her hus-
band’s behavior at the earlier meetings, Peter’s mother replied, 
“Because he doesn’t do it as much as he did years ago, and I didn’t 
want to criticize him when he had already changed so much.”

Peter’s mother then suggested that instead of “biting” at Peter 
when he was frustrated with his son, her husband could say, “Now 
I don’t know what to say. I’ll have to stop and think.” This proved a 
good strategy for two reasons. Not only did the father find satisfac-
tory solutions when he stopped to think, but Peter also changed 
the way he tackled his problems. Instead of biting other children, 
he retreated to a corner and sulked until he found something else 
to do. As the father’s powers of negotiation grow, so will Peter’s.

Often when I meet families such as Peter’s it frightens me to 
think that for many years adults have characterized children like 
Peter as having “social problems,” or “problems with relating to 
other children.” It’s not that these descriptions are wrong, but they 
are terribly superficial. Peter’s inability to relate to other children 
was not his real problem but simply the smoke signal he sent up in 
order to call attention to his pain.

For generations now we have reacted to children’s signals by 
instructing them about how they “should behave.” As a result, the 
most cooperative of them have borne their pain without flinch-
ing. Even worse, they have hidden it so that it continues to distort 
their lives and gives them a false picture of themselves. The less 
cooperative have defied our instructions and escalated their “aso-
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cial” behavior until the adults surrounding them couldn’t help but 
notice that something was wrong.

But a signal like Peter’s is social in the most substantial and pre-
cise meaning of the word. What can be more social than informing 
those closest to him that being together with them caused him 
pain and that adjustments needed to be made for everyone’s ben-
efit? Ironically enough, many adults often tell children, “You have 
to think of everyone, not just yourself! You understand that, don’t 
you?”

Tragically, but logically enough, we have done the same thing 
with those children whose signals evoke our sympathy and under-
standing as with those that arouse our anxiety and anger. Con-
sider, for example, children who are extremely overweight. We 
feel for them when we see how mercilessly they are humiliated by 
their peers, and we implement physical training programs, nutri-
tional treatment, and cooking classes so that they can lose weight 
and avoid being teased. This strategy is well-meant but superfi-
cial—not only that, but it helps only a small minority of children. 
For those children and young people who are not capable of los-
ing weight, our pedagogical efforts only add insult to injury. These 
methods make children feel as if something is wrong with them. 
They are another form of the teasing and humiliation they have to 
endure from their contemporaries.

A thirteen-year-old girl I know said it most clearly. Her par-
ents had sought advice because they were concerned about her 
weight, which had increased dramatically in the space of a year. 
After several minutes of therapy, during which her parents had ex-
pressed their concern, Alecia stood up, threw out her arms and, 
with tears of anger rolling down her cheeks, shouted, “For Christ’s 
sake, the only thing you can see is my flesh!”

Of course, this girl was exceptional because she had words for 
her existential dilemma. Most children cannot express themselves 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 7 7



in this way. Unable to find the appropriate words for their pain, 
children (as well as many adults) tend to go along with the expla-
nations, diagnoses, or stereotypes offered by others.

To sum up, physical survival in the past, whether under feudal-
ism or dictatorship, often depended on one’s ability to sacrifice 
one’s integrity in order to cooperate with those in power. Parents 
who raised children to think this way were in fact giving them nec-
essary life lessons—preparing them for adult citizenship. But this 
is no longer necessary. Most of the world now agrees that a society 
based on the abuse of power is below human dignity.

But even though the realities of society have so greatly changed 
in the course of the twentieth century, our basic assumptions re-
garding children’s upbringing have remained the same. We gener-
ally believe that there is an inevitable clash of interest between the 
individual’s need to maintain and develop integrity and society’s 
needs for organization and development.

Based on my experience working with families and other kinds 
of groups, this basic assumption no longer is true. There is much 
to suggest that the opposite is the case: care for the integrity of 
the individual is a prerequisite if feelings for others are to develop 
in a healthy way. There is no collective growth unless it is based on 
individual growth.

Our new knowledge about the psychological development of 
children (and thereby humans) enables us to formulate new val-
ues to guide interaction between children and adults. These val-
ues need to be incorporated not only within the family but also in 
other contexts—day-care centers, schools, community centers—
in which children and adults come together.

I propose a new paradigm: Children’s behavior, whether co-
operative or disruptive, is just as important for the development 
and health of parents as the behavior of parents is for the devel-
opment and health of children. The interaction between adults 
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and children is a mutual learning process. The more we treat each 
other with equal dignity, the more we each gain.
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S E L F - E S T E E M  A N D  
S E L F - C O N F I D E N C E

Self-esteem, self-value, and self-confidence are often used syn-
onymously. Although they are connected, they do not mean 

the same thing. In my view, it’s very important that we understand 
their differences.

For the past twenty-five years, parents and educators—partic-
ularly those who work with children with so-called psychological 
and social problems—have been very aware of children’s self-value 
and make great efforts to strengthen it.

But often their efforts are misguided for several reasons. Most 
significantly, they tend to address the wrong issue. They focus 
on strengthening children’s self-confidence when the real prob-
lem is the children’s lack of self-esteem. In addition, their efforts 
often backfire, leaving children with an even lower sense of self-
esteem. And even when their attempts are successful, the success 
may be short-lived: the child’s low self-esteem reemerges later on, 
often during times of stress, such as when the child encounters  
a dramatic and potentially self-destructive situation. The same 
dynamic applies, although to a lesser extent, in the psychological 
treatment of young people and adults. It also plays a role in love 
affairs and friendships.

Some cultures have adopted the idea that constant praise (the 



bountiful use of words such as “terrific,” “fantastic,” “outstanding,” 
“wonderful”) enhances the development of self-esteem in children 
as well as adults. Consequently, many people have developed in-
flated egos, which is a poor substitute for a sense of “self.” Just as 
overinflated balloons are likely to pop, these “ego balloons” can 
explode at the slightest provocation—getting a poor report card, 
or breaking up with a girlfriend—leaving parents, friends, and 
teachers bewildered and shocked.

D E F I N I T I O N S

Self-esteem is our knowledge about, and experience of, who we 
are. It addresses the question of how well we know ourselves and 
how we look upon what we know. Self-esteem can be envisioned 
as a kind of inner pillar, center, or core.

People who have a healthy, well-developed sense of self-
esteem feel self-contained, at ease with themselves. Described 
from within, the healthy self-esteem says, “I am all right, and I 
am of value just because I exist!” In contrast, those with low self-
esteem constantly feel uncertain, self-critical, and guilty.

To describe the foundation of self-esteem from another angle, 
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think of new parents looking at their sleeping newborn child. They 
are suffused with the sense that this new human being is won-
derful and precious, simply because she exists! Most parents are 
able to hang on to this feeling for at least several weeks. Then they 
begin to feel the urge to “correct” their creation. Often this need 
to tinker persists, overshadowing their original delight, until the 
child’s well-being is threatened. Only when faced with the horrible 
possibility of losing their child do parents remember what it’s like 
to love her just because she’s herself.

Self-esteem, whether high or low, is an existential quality. 
It is one of the cornerstones of our psychological existence and 
changes throughout our lives. Both its quality and its quantity can 
be diminished or enhanced.

Self-confidence is a measure of what we are capable of—what 
we are good and clever at, or awkward and inefficient at doing. It 
refers to what we can achieve. Self-confidence is, as the illustra-
tion on page 85 shows, more of an acquired, external quality—al-
though not external in the sense of being superficial.

As I have said, self-esteem and self-confidence are dif-
ferent concepts. They cannot really be compared to or re-
place each other. But they are connected: if one has a healthy  
self-esteem, then self-confidence is rarely a problem. The oppo-
site, however, is certainly not the case!

If a child or adult with a well-developed sense of self-esteem 
attempts to learn to play the piano, for example, she will react 
in a levelheaded manner on discovering that she is not particu-
larly musically inclined. She may be sad about having to give up a 
dream or ambition, but she will be able to express her disappoint-
ment in down-to-earth terms: “That’s just not me!” Perhaps she 
will be able to take a completely objective perspective and say, “I 
just don’t have the musical ability.”

But a person with low self-esteem will react in a much more 
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dramatic fashion: “I’m no good at anything!” To him, his inability to 
play piano is not just a question of limited musical ability; rather, 
he views the entire experience—in fact, his whole identity—as a 
fiasco. Clearly, there is a world of difference between knowing that 
one is not good at a particular endeavor and feeling that one is 
stupid, a failure, or wrong. For one thing, it is very difficult to learn 
anything new when one feels stupid.

I draw this distinction for an important reason. There is nothing 
wrong with trying to shore up one’s self-confidence if one has a 
low sense of self-esteem. Neither should parents and other adults 
stop trying to build up the self-confidence of those children who 
have low self-esteem. But it is important not to delude ourselves 
into thinking that bolstering a child’s self-confidence also bolsters 
his self-esteem. How capable we feel does not make us feel better 
about who we are. These are separate issues. It is good to train, 
develop, praise, criticize, encourage, and support people’s ability 
to achieve—but their well-being needs tending as well.

Example:
John, thirty-eight, a former national soccer champion, is now an 
alcoholic in treatment for his condition. He is having a disagree-
ment with his therapists. They have suggested that he start a 
soccer-training program for young people from the town as part 
of his rehabilitation. He rejects this idea outright, claiming that he 
is completely finished with soccer.

His therapists interpret this as another indication of his lack of 
self-confidence and intensify their attempts to motivate him. Fi-
nally, John is able to express himself more clearly: “One of the rea-
sons I started drinking was that I became very disappointed when 
I stopped being an active athlete. I discovered that all the people 
I had thought of as my friends were only backslappers.” What he 
discovered, in terms of the concepts we’ve been discussing, was, 
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“When I stopped being an active athlete, I felt as if people only 
appreciated me because of what I could do—not because of who 
I am.”

John’s story is not atypical. As a boy, he’d been encour-
aged by both his parents and his teachers to take up soc-
cer because he seemed to lack self-confidence. When his 
special talent for the sport emerged, they did everything 
they could to support and develop it. They attended train-
ing, involved themselves in his club, and spent most week-
ends as spectators. When he began to appear in the media and  
secured a professional contract abroad, they shared in his plea-
sure.

John came into conflict with his therapists because, like his par-
ents and trainers, they overlooked an essential quality of John’s: 
his low sense of self-esteem. Like most other children (and adults), 
John could express his low self-esteem only as uncertainty in rela-
tion to actions. As a child he had often said things like, “I can’t do 
that,” “I’m no good at that,” “I can’t figure that out,” or “That’s too 
difficult.” He was unable to say, “I don’t think I’m any good!”

As an athlete, John was unique, but as a person he has many 
fellow sufferers: children and young people who, because they be-
lieve in the wisdom of the adults surrounding them, feel as if they 
are only important if they can achieve something.

Low self-esteem manifests itself in a great variety of ways: fear 
of failure, boasting, fear of life, self-effacement, boundlessness, de-
featism, pompousness, feelings of guilt, use of abusive substances, 
violent behavior, digestive complaints, and so forth. Many of these 
manifestations will be considered later in this book.

I do not consider lack of self-confidence, which is not linked 
with low self-esteem, to be a particular problem. To put it another 
way, low self-confidence or its lack is not a psychological prob-
lem, but a practical pedagogical problem that can be solved with 
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the aid of objective feedback—from a trainer if one is involved in 
sports, from a publisher if one is a writer, from a colleague if one 
is an educator, from a teacher if one is a pupil. Self-confidence in-
creases with the quality of the achievement.

“ W A T C H  M E ,  M O M ! ” :  R E C O G N I Z I N G  C H I L -
D R E N ’ S  N E E D  T O  B E  S E E N

Our self-esteem is nurtured by two experiences: when one of the 
most important people in our lives “sees” and acknowledges us as 
we are, and when we sense that we are of value to other people 
as we are. These two perceptions—and fluency in a personal lan-
guage, which I will discuss later in this section—are prerequisites 
for establishing a fruitful life on our own and together with other 
people.

Let me explain. In my opinion, all parents love their children, 
but not all parents are capable of expressing their feelings equally 
well. Yet the expression of love is a decisive factor in the develop-
ment of self-esteem. For of what use is a parental heart swelling 
with love if the parent cannot behave toward the child in ways 
that are experienced by the child as loving? It matters little what 
parents intend—what matters is what the child experiences.

Little children freely acknowledge their need to be seen. In 
the playground, one-and-a-half-year-old Katherine takes her first 
ride down the slide, looks at her mother, and shouts, “Watch me, 
Mom!” Most parents are only too willing to watch—yet they inad-
vertently give the child something quite different than what the 
child is asking for.

For example, Katherine’s mother praised her daughter by say-
ing, “Ooh, aren’t you clever! Well done!”

This comment is lovingly meant but unfortunate because it 
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yokes “being” and “achievement.” When adults converse in this 
way, we say that they are “speaking at cross-purposes.” Suppose 
I invite a good friend for dinner and as we sip our coffee after the 
meal I say, “How nice it is to see you again!” only to have him an-
swer, “Yes, you’ve certainly learned how to cook!” Clearly, we are 
engaged in two different conversations.

This is how Katherine feels—as if she and her mother are not 
communicating with each other. The girl never considered that 
she might need to be clever to have fun on the slide. She is in the 
midst of an experience, and when she says, “Watch me!” she is ask-
ing to have her experience and her existence confirmed—nothing 
more, nothing less.

Other parents express their love in a more self-centered 
way by saying, “Be careful now that you don’t fall and hurt 
yourself.” This type of perennial worrying poisons the de-
velopment of self-esteem because the message the child  
receives is, “I don’t expect that you can manage.” It also draws the 
child’s attention away from his own experience and focuses it on 
his mother’s feelings. If the mother is generally worried, her son 
will almost certainly cooperate, either by becoming reluctant and 
anxious (straightforward cooperation) or by becoming clumsy and 
accident-prone, thus living up to the mother’s negative expecta-
tions (inverted cooperation).

What can parents do in this situation to feed their child’s self-
esteem? All Katherine’s mother needs to do is establish brief eye 
contact, wave, and say, “Hi, Katherine!” In this way, she would in-
dicate that she witnessed her daughter’s experience. Katherine, in 
turn, would receive an important piece of information: she knows 
she has been “seen.” This would satisfy her need to be loved, and 
to have this love communicated to her.

But suppose Katherine’s mother wanted to give her child more 
than this acknowledgment. In that case, she could have looked 
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closely at her daughter’s face, and if she saw pure delight, she 
could have said, “Katherine, that looks like great fun!” If delight 
was mixed with fear on her daughter’s face, she could say, “That 
looks like great fun . . . but it’s dangerous too, isn’t it?” What she’s 
doing now is giving her daughter an expression—or personal 
language—for her inner experience. And possessing a personal 
language is, as I mentioned above, the third prerequisite to the de-
velopment of healthy self-esteem. But children only acquire a per-
sonal language when their parents take the time to look at them 
and interpret their expressions and feelings.

In other words, children need to be “seen” before they can learn 
to express their being verbally. Babies who can only express them-
selves by means of sounds and movement of their major muscles 
depend on their parents to figure out what motivates their expres-
sions. Crying, after all, can mean, “I’m frustrated,” “I’m unhappy,” 
“I’m hungry,” “I’m cold,” or “I’m sick.” It’s a parent’s job to figure 
out which description fits each type of cry. Even when children are 
infants, it is important that we look them in the eye and say, “Ah, 
you’re cold, my little one,” or “Oh, you were just hungry.” Sarah, 
whom we met in Chapter 2, would have benefited greatly if her 
mother had stopped trying to push food in her mouth and said, “I 
see that you’re not hungry anymore.”

Why is it so important to give children a personal language 
through which they can understand and express their feelings and 
experiences? All conflicts between people who mean something 
to each other can be resolved only through the use of a personal 
language. If we cannot express ourselves in personal terms, we be-
come confused about who we ourselves are, and it becomes dif-
ficult for others to know where they stand with us.

Let’s look ahead a few years, to Sarah at age four. If by that time 
she has developed a personal language, she will be able to say, af-
ter eating a certain amount of dinner, “No thank you, I’m not hun-

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 9 1



gry anymore.” If, instead, her mother has persisted in pressuring 
and manipulating her, she may react in a less articulate way, by 
pushing the plate away and saying, “I don’t want it!” or “I don’t like 
it!”—or something similarly boorish. In this situation, she has only 
learned two ways of reacting: to identify herself with her moth-
er’s feelings and needs, or to reject them. Either way, she has lost 
contact both with her own feelings and needs and with her abil-
ity to express them. Not only will this loss of contact create con-
flicts between Sarah and her mother as Sarah grows up, but it will 
undoubtedly create problems in her social relations with friends, 
with the man she falls in love with, and with the children whom 
she herself may have one day.

Does this sound extreme? It is! It is one of the serious problems 
that result when families praise extrinsic values, such as the need 
to finish all the food on one’s plate. In such families, personal lan-
guage is either discouraged or tolerated only when children are 
young. As they grow, personal language is replaced by “nice” so-
cial language, which is completely unsuitable for coping with per-
sonal or interpersonal problems.

Example:
Marco, a sixth grader, seems less happy and interested in school 
than he had been in the past. His parents are faced with two pos-
sibilities: they can attempt to “bring him up” in the traditional way, 
or they can attempt to “see” him.

If they choose the first option, they will say things like, “Marco, 
why do we have to remind you about your homework all the time? 
You know it has to be done! You know you can’t get good grades 
if you don’t do your homework.” This old-fashioned approach to-
tally ignores the boy as a human being.

Or they could say, “Marco, what’s the matter? You usually take 
care of homework yourself without us having to stay on top of 
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things for you. Are you having problems at school? Are some of 
the other students teasing you? Is anything wrong?”

These comments express interest in the boy himself, but usually 
elicit responses like, “It’s nothing,” “No, it’s just that stupid home-
work,” or some similarly vague reply. There are two reasons for 
this kind of response. In the first place, it is difficult for an eleven-
year-old to express inner feelings while attempting to answer 
concrete questions. Second, the way in which the parents express 
themselves communicates, “You are a problem for us. We like you 
better when you are happy.” This represents a loss for Marco’s self-
esteem: instead of learning more about himself and his own life, 
he experiences his own feelings as being a problem. In addition, 
he is not given the opportunity to express his feelings in a per-
sonal language, which could accomplish two things—it could re-
lease him from his mood, and it could enable him to reveal his true 
self to his parents so they could learn more about him.

If Marco’s parents really want to “see” their son, they only have 
to describe what they actually see and offer their attention: “I can 
see that you are having problems with your schoolwork right 
now, Marco. Have you thought about the reasons why?” It is pos-
sible that the answer will still be a “No,” but his parents can fol-
low up with, “I’d like to hear about it. Do you need help with your 
homework?” In this way, the problem has neither been defined 
nor solved—but that is not important at this point. What is very 
significant is that Marco feels as if he has been seen and that his 
attention is being focused in the right direction: inwardly, toward 
himself. Perhaps he will find words to describe what is going on 
with him later on that day, or perhaps not until several days have 
passed. Often children—like adults—need time to consider and 
reflect.

Example:
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Sophie, who is five years old, has been given a large bag of candy 
by the family’s weekend guests. Delighted, she walks around the 
apartment stuffing herself with one delicious mouthful after an-
other. Her parents are now faced with the same choice that Mar-
co’s faced: should they “see” Sophie or bring her up?

Should they just look lovingly at her and say, “You like eating a 
lot of sweets one right after another, don’t you, Sophie?” Or should 
they say, “Sophie! Take one more sweet and give me the bag, so 
you have some left for tomorrow!” Or should they opt for the more 
pedagogical version: “Sophie . . . don’t you think you should save 
some for tomorrow?”

The last two comments are not just superfluous; they have the 
added insidious effect of ruining Sophie’s sense of sensual well-
being and her experience of being a part of the community of her 
family. In time, she will naturally learn how many sweets to eat on 
her own. Her parents’ comments are for their sake, not Sophie’s. 
Saying what they said allowed them to feel useful, as if they se-
cured their reputation as responsible parents in the eyes of their 
guests.

The examples that I have mentioned are simple in that we as 
parents only need to “see” what in fact we do see. It becomes 
more difficult when our own history, prejudices, ideologies, and 
self-centeredness intervene as a filter between our retina and our 
vocal cords; when our attitudes and ideas get in the way of our 
love and openness. This happens especially when the behavior of 
children and young people is distorted by frustration and pain. At 
these times, what they need most is to be seen as they are, and 
not be judged.
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A C K N O W L E D G M E N T  A N D  A S S E S S M E N T

Years ago, as I have said earlier, the objective of child  
rearing was primarily to get children to obey, adapt, and behave 
nicely. Self-esteem was barely mentioned, and concern about chil-
dren’s self-confidence arose only when they encountered difficul-
ties learning in school.

Back in the 1930s, educators and psychologists started to take 
an interest in children who were seen as lacking self-confidence, 
and concluded that this lack was due to the fact that their parents 
constantly corrected and criticized them. In my view, the diagnosis 
was wrong and the conclusion incomplete. The children who were 
examined may have lacked self-confidence, but their real problem 
was that they had low self-esteem.

But the experts were correct in realizing that criticism de-
stroys both children’s self-esteem and their self-confidence. 
As I mentioned earlier, praise and criticism are both relevant 
for the development of self-confidence under certain cir-
cumstances, but the idea that praise is beneficial for the de-
velopment of a healthy sense of self-esteem stems from  
a basic misunderstanding. In fact, in terms of self-esteem, praise 
can be just as destructive as criticism. This is not to say that par-
ents should suddenly be forbidden from praising their children. It 
simply means that we must learn to nourish children’s self-esteem, 
and we can do this through acknowledging them. Here’s an ex-
ample.

Example:
Three-and-a-half-year-old Larry is sitting at the kitchen table wait-
ing for his mother who has not yet come home from work. His fa-
ther suggests that Larry draw in order to pass the time. One hour 
and six drawings later, his mother comes home. Larry runs to the 
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front door and gives her his latest drawing, saying, “Look, Mom, 
this is for you!”

His mother takes the drawing, looks at it, and says, “That’s really 
good, Larry. How talented you are at drawing!”

Even though his mother lovingly praised his picture, Larry feels 
as Katherine did—that he has not made contact with his mother, 
that there is no connection between them. From Larry’s point of 
view, he didn’t go running to his mother with a drawing to have it 
assessed. He was giving his mother a gift because he loves her and 
missed her. If he had been looking at a picture book with his father 
instead of drawing when his mother came home, he would have 
asked his mother to look at the picture; if he had been watching 
television, he probably would have said, “Mom, Mom, come and 
look!”

The point is that he is giving himself—his immediate exis-
tence—to his mother. But in response to his spontaneous, per-
sonal expression, he receives an assessment. In this situation, it 
makes no difference whether the assessment is positive or nega-
tive.

If Larry’s mother had been aware how to nurture her son’s self-
esteem, she might have acknowledged his gift and said, “Thank 
you, Larry. I’m pleased to have that.” Or “Thank you, Larry . . . I can’t 
really see what it’s meant to be. Can you tell me?” Or “Hi, sweetie. 
I’ve missed you!” In fact, she can say just about anything—as long 
as she gives him her spontaneous, personal reaction.

Of course, Larry’s mother does not withhold her personal re-
action because she wishes to cheat her son. On the contrary, she 
does it partly because she has learned that that is the way to talk 
to children if you want to be loving and give them self-confidence. 
Her knowledge about how to interact with her child originates 
from her own childhood, during which children were not recog-
nized as being exactly like adults—just smaller. But if her husband 
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talked to her in the same way that she spoke to Larry, she would 
eventually feel lonely and patronized.

For his part, Larry is uncomfortable with his mother’s remark, 
but he loves his mother and feels that she loves him, so he cooper-
ates! After a short while, he stops offering her drawings and other 
creations by saying, “Look, Mom, see what I made for you!” Now 
that he has learned the rules of the game, he says, “Look, Mom, 
isn’t it good?” Or “Look, Mom, aren’t I clever?” His perspective in 
life has changed from “being” to “being able to”—from being to 
doing, from existence to achievement.

It is easier, perhaps, to understand the problem I’m describing if 
we think about what would have happened if Larry’s mother had 
criticized his drawing instead of praising it. If she had said, “But 
Larry, you know how to draw a house properly!” Or “What’s that, 
Larry? You can do that much better!” we would easily recognize 
instantly how hurtful her comments were.

Pleasure and pain are momentary emotional reactions, but they 
have a lasting effect on children’s personality if the criticism is 
daily and massive.

The danger of loving one’s children by means of either praise or 
criticism is the fact that this approach has long-term effects on the 
development of personality. By focusing on praise and criticism, 
we produce dependent, extrinsically controlled personalities. 
Children brought up by this method have low self-esteem, lack 
the ability to evaluate themselves, and waste their vitality in the 
sometimes lifelong attempt to be liked, and to act according to 
how they perceive they are expected to behave. In addition, they 
tend to become extremely self-centered in their constant pursuit 
of acknowledgment.

From about 1700 up to the 1950s, criticism was the most im-
portant instrument of power that adults could wield. This is still 
the case in some families; in fact, some societies uphold the theory 
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that children can only become good people if they are continu-
ally told how wrong they are. In many Western countries, the new 
methods of preschool education that flourished after World War II 
rejected the use of criticism and introduced praise as a controlling 
mechanism.

Some families prefer to have extrinsically controlled children 
just as some societies favor extrinsically controlled citizens, but 
from the mental health point of view this is an unfortunate pref-
erence. I consider self-esteem to be an existential mechanism of 
immunity: when it is well developed, we are happier, less vulner-
able, have more satisfying relationships, and enjoy a better quality 
of life.

Many parents can appreciate the value of this more contempo-
rary approach yet remain nervous that they will lose their power 
within the family. Further, they are afraid that they will be unable 
to define the framework and norms that children need if they are 
to develop in a healthy way. As I will soon explain, parents need 
not have such fears. The only power that parents must relinquish 
is their dictatorial power.

In the example of Larry and his mother, I described one form 
of acknowledgment: the spontaneous, personal reaction. Another 
form, which I will describe next, is the more thoughtfully consid-
ered personal response.

G I V I N G  C H I L D R E N  A  S E N S E  O F  V A L U E

In keeping with tradition, we often think and act as if our re-
lationship with children is a one-way street on which the 
traffic flows from us to them. Modern parents are also  
continually preoccupied with the question about whether they are 
giving their children enough—enough attention, love, together-
ness, stimulation, care, and a sense of possibility.
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This is all very well—as long as we remember that children’s 
self-esteem also relies to a great extent on the degree to which 
they experience that they are of value to our lives. The more we 
allow them to give us, the healthier their self-esteem becomes.

There are many joys connected with having children: we thrill 
to their smiles, devotion, interest, caring, and curiosity. When they 
bring us breakfast in bed, do well at school or in a sport, marry, 
present us with grandchildren, come to visit us, we are pleased—
and it is important to show how pleased we are. But these are all 
superficial examples of what children can give to parents.

When I think of children’s gifts, I think of the actual existential 
challenges with which all children present their parents—because 
they are who they are. Children force us to consider our own de-
structive patterns; they take us beyond the limit of pain and make 
us think about whether we are suitable to be parents in the first 
place; they expose our shallow, pedagogical attempts at manip-
ulation and insist on our personal presence; they offend us by 
rejecting our good advice and guidance; they proudly and matter-
of-factly assert their right to be different; they act in destructive 
ways that force us to confront the fact that we have slipped up. 
To put it briefly: their unique competence makes such a great im-
pression on us that we either have to acknowledge it or lie to our-
selves.

Like so many of us who have grown up with very little self-
esteem, I often encounter problems in finding out “who I really 
am.” I fluctuate between being either self-effacing or pompous—
in varying degrees. Not surprisingly, my son has always been most 
offended by my pompousness. Those of us who have a hard time 
taking ourselves seriously often end up exaggerating our serious-
ness to the point of caricature. Of course, behaving this way isn’t 
helpful, to ourselves or to others.

I recall three episodes in particular when my son lovingly, yet 
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hard-heartedly, deflated my balloon.
During the first two years of his life, I often felt very uncertain 

about what I should do with him and with myself. This uncertainty, 
combined with my natural tendency to be temperamental, caused 
me to vent my frustration by shouting at him on occasion. Natu-
rally, he was overwhelmed and frightened, but I did not know 
what to do about it.

When he turned two, however, and was able to get around by 
himself, he put a stop to my completely unreasonable behavior. 
In the middle of one of my discharges, he ran out of the room and 
into the hall. Of course, I went after him. I found him on the stair-
case—on the fourth step, to be precise—so that we were at eye 
level. His hands were over his ears, and he glared at me with real 
anger. At that moment, I realized that perhaps I should take re-
sponsibility for my incompetence instead of blaming him for it.

Fast-forward ten years. As a twelve-year-old, he had a burning 
interest in snakes and reptiles. One day he came home beaming 
and told me that the father of one of his friends had offered him a 
young python for his collection. “I’d really like to have it,” he said. 
“May I?”

Since he knew that his mother had grown up with reptiles 
as pets, and that I had a moderate phobia about snakes, he ad-
dressed his question exclusively to me. It was difficult to say yes, 
and even more difficult to say no, so I asked for some time to think 
about it. I told him I’d give him my answer when I returned from 
attending a forthcoming weekend course.

On Saturday I came home for lunch to find my son busily saw-
ing and hammering in the garage. “What are you making?” I asked.

“A terrarium!” he replied.
“For what?” I asked.
“For the snake, of course!” he replied.
Neurotic or not, I felt that this called for a little fatherly firmness: 
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“But we haven’t finished discussing that, Nicolai!”
“I know that. I reckon that you’ll say what you’ve  

decided, when you’ve made up your mind.”
Lovingly and considerately, I was given another (well-earned) 

lesson in equal dignity. Because my son knew what he wanted, he 
felt free to pursue his goal; at the same time, he fully expected that 
I would figure out what I wanted and inform him of my decision 
when I did.

The most recent episode took place six months after he had left 
home. My wife and I were planning a large garden party for friends 
and family, and I asked Nicolai if he would come home and be re-
sponsible for serving the food. (I must add here that I am a pas-
sionate cook—and prone to temper tantrums, particularly when I 
prepare large or important dinners.) “I’ll have to think about it,” he 
said. Two days later, he called to say, “Okay, I’d like to. When shall 
I come?”

The party began well enough. My son arranged and set a beau-
tiful table, reserving a seat for himself beside mine, and served the 
first two courses. When I finally took a break and came to join the 
party, he sat by my side. I could have appreciated his company 
and all his hard work. Instead I made a quick survey of the tables 
and said, “The plates need changing, NOW, Nicolai!” He froze, and 
his eyes turned black as coal. After a brief moment of hesitation, 
he looked at me in exactly the same way as he had that time on 
the stairs and said, “What do I get for it?”

My initial reaction was, “What do you mean, payment? You 
help your parents without expecting to be paid! Just think of what 
we have given you. . . .” My next thought was to consider his be-
havior as a “sign of the times”—always a good explanation—and 
I thought to myself, “It’s getting a bit too much these days, the 
way young people think they can talk to us as equals!” Finally, in 
an apotheosis of self-importance, I felt resentful: “He must realize 
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how much this party means to me!” Luckily for both of us—and 
our relationship—I didn’t voice any of these thoughts aloud.

This time twenty-four hours passed before I realized that I had 
made an ass of myself. When it dawned on me, I felt ashamed for 
the first time in many years. I had asked him to do me a friendly fa-
vor, and he had offered to help as a friend. In a moment of colossal 
self-centeredness, I had spoken to him as if he was a hired hand. 
No wonder he had demanded payment!

We all receive hundreds of these gold nuggets every day when 
we spend time with our children. It is important both for our chil-
dren’s and our own self-esteem that we acknowledge them by 
means of a verbal response and a change in behavior as soon as 
possible—preferably, on the spot, but if not, later that day or even 
ten years later.

Foster families, or families with children who are physically or 
mentally handicapped, need to be particularly aware of the dual 
sources of self-esteem—being seen and feeling valued. For chil-
dren with special needs, their development of self-esteem can 
easily be blocked by the fact that they experience themselves as 
being a “burden” for or a “project” of their parents. There are a 
number of reasons for this.

Handicapped children, restricted by the more or less narrow 
limits that determine what they can achieve intellectually or physi-
cally, depend on help from their parents. Asking for help, whether 
one is handicapped, elderly, infirm, a refugee, or living on public 
assistance, is demoralizing to a person’s self-esteem.

Handicapped children also run the risk of not being “seen” but 
just being looked at. In addition, because their potential for do-
ing things is limited, they often have difficulty experiencing them-
selves as being of value to their parents.

Thus the parents of handicapped children need to be honest 
and personal in their spontaneous reactions to the child—even 
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when they feel irritated, disheartened, and exhausted. These par-
ents also need to respond to their children in terms of their be-
ing, not their achievement. Many parents, afraid that they might 
hurt their child, are reluctant to do so, and instead channel their 
own and the child’s attention on what the child can achieve. This 
is good for the child’s self-confidence and can reduce the child’s 
physical dependence, but it does not nourish the child’s self-
esteem. In fact, most of the signals and responses that nourish 
a child’s sense of self-esteem can be given regardless of age or 
handicap.

Infants, of course, do not feel undignified because they depend 
on others; they accept love, care, and food as a matter of course. 
But children who are just slightly older, and those who lose their 
daily contact with their biological parents through adoption or 
foster care, no longer take their care for granted. They are com-
pletely aware that others are doing what biological parents do, 
and they quickly feel indebted to these adults.

Most children in this situation can’t verbally express 
these feelings of gratitude until they themselves become 
adults. As children and teens, their feelings often surface  
as aggression, reticence, or an exaggerated desire to adapt  
or cooperate. This type of behavior can serve as a re- 
minder to parents that they have been too obsessed with the idea 
of giving and that they need to sit back and start receiving.

“ I N V I S I B L E ”  C H I L D R E N

Some children grow up in families in which they are “invisible,” 
which is to say that they are never “seen” as they are and as they 
feel. This can be the case throughout their entire childhood and 
adolescence, or just during particular periods, such as puberty.
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Example:
Earlier, I mentioned Alecia, whom I met because her parents had 
requested a consultation. At thirteen, she was extremely over-
weight, and a veteran of many diets: it was her weight problem 
that had led the parents to seek help.

When she blurted out, “The only thing you can see is my flesh!” 
she reminded her parents how important it is for those who love 
us to “see” us. Luckily for Alecia, she is one of those young people 
who has a healthy fighting spirit and the capacity to express her-
self. Many young people of her age would not have been able to 
protest so vehemently and accurately. They would have sat pas-
sively and shyly on their chair while the adults discussed their 
symptoms.

Alecia belongs to a category of children (and adults) who 
are not “seen,” but only looked at. In her situation, this oc-
curred because she was overweight, but it could just as  
well have been because she was underweight, handicapped, strik-
ingly beautiful, or conspicuous for any other reason.

In cases like this, adults often make one of two mistakes. Some-
times we are guilty of focusing on the “surface”—which is exactly 
what we fear other children will do. Worried that our overweight 
daughter will be teased, which will erode her self-confidence, 
we pour our loving and committed energy into helping her lose 
weight—thereby creating the same situation that we are trying to 
protect her from! Inadvertently, our insistent concern makes her 
feel as self-conscious as sarcasm or teasing.

The other mistake we often make is that we revert to oversim-
plified psychological interventions and explanations that stress 
underlying problems. This is quite understandable because logic 
is deceptive. Here is an example. We might conclude that an over-
weight young boy eats compulsively because he is unhappy about 
something. If we can discover the source of his unhappiness, he 
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will stop eating.
Yet life is rarely that simple. People gorge or starve  

themselves for many reasons—among them, specific, time-limited 
problems that they cannot solve on their own. In most cases, their 
greatest pain arises because they do not feel “seen.” That pain was 
present long before they started to develop visible symptoms.

Instead of treating these symptoms and/or becoming a 
problem-solving detective, I suggest that we think in a new, more 
demanding but rewarding way. The self-destructive behavior of 
children represents only a part of who they are. Another part of 
them is healthy and vigorous—which implies that they are also 
unreasonable, irrational, exuberant, angry, unhappy, childish, ir-
ritating, demanding, and active. But they have slowly lost touch 
with their healthy, original selves. It started with the feeling that 
the healthy part was not welcome in the family, and eventually 
culminated in a condition that couldn’t be ignored. In the conflict 
between the person’s healthy and unhealthy sides, the healthy 
side has been defeated.

Our task, then, is clear—to help them recover the healthy and 
vigorous part of themselves and invite them back into the bosom 
of the family where they have not felt welcome for a long time. 
This is the only way that we can nourish children’s self-esteem in 
the long term.

If, on the other hand, we try to combat the unhealthy part by 
using so-called motivation, force, or criticism, we will succeed only 
in limiting the power the unhealthy self has established. The un-
healthy part is pushed back without the healthy part being en-
couraged to come forth. Our efforts may seem successful at first, 
but success of this type comes at a high price because people 
who act in self-destructive ways come to know themselves as 
self-destructive, without becoming acquainted with any of their 
healthy parts.
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In other words, children often develop signals that adults mis-
interpret as attention-getting devices, and then they pay attention 
to the signals. What the children are really asking, however, is to 
be “seen” as they really are and feel inside—a desire that they are 
unable to express in direct, personal language.

W H Y  C H I L D R E N  B E C O M E  “ I N V I S I B L E ”

Children become “invisible” in their families for many different 
reasons. Some parents—such as those who think that children 
should learn to “behave themselves” and who do not believe in 
the importance of children learning to “be themselves”—make an 
active attempt to shape their children in a particular way. But the 
same problem occurs in more flexible, modern families in which 
demands for “reasonableness” and “common sense” are so promi-
nent that children quickly learn to dissociate themselves from 
their more unreasonable and irrational sides.

It can also happen in families where the parents’ married life is 
so problematic and dramatic that the children conclude there is 
no room for them. Other cases occur when a child is completely 
different from her older sisters and brothers, and this difference is 
perceived as a problem. It is not unusual for children who have a 
handicapped brother or sister, or children who are raised by one 
parent who feels especially overburdened, to feel invisible too.

Children and young people become “invisible” in their families 
if they have, from an early age, been allocated a particular role 
(“Dad’s little princess,” “the bright or easy-going one,” “trouble,” 
“the family introvert,” or “the family clown”).

Example:
Fourteen-year-old Lisa lives with her mother, stepfather, and two 
younger sisters. She is a pretty, clever girl who is doing well at 
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school. She has no close friends and has never had any—a fact 
that she herself regrets but is not particularly unhappy about.

The family requested counseling because of Lisa. Within the 
garrulous family, she is considered “odd,” “peculiar,” and “strange.” 
She frustrates the others with her silence. She says very little on her 
own initiative and gives one-syllable answers when questioned.

Lisa has recently asked her parents if she can move away from 
home “to a boarding school or something like that.” Her parents 
are not against the idea, but ask Lisa why she wants to move away 
from home. Here they come up against their perennial problem 
with Lisa: she cannot answer this kind of personal question.

This problem has become entrenched over the years. Whenever 
Lisa’s parents ask her a question—for example, “Is there anything 
you are dissatisfied with?”—Lisa thinks carefully and attempts to 
find the right words that express what she feels in a way that her 
parents will understand. But before she is able to, her parents lose 
patience and ask again, “Do you think we demand too much of 
you at home? Are you having problems at school? Lisa, is there 
anything in particular that you are unhappy about?”

Sensing their impatience and their helplessness, Lisa feels 
ashamed that she has so much difficulty in expressing herself in words. 
In order to escape being the center of attention, she answers, “No!” 
Naturally, this answer further frustrates her parents, who are doing 
their best to be solicitous. The situation is certainly no less unpleas-
ant for Lisa herself. Like all other children and young people in this  
situation, she concluded a long time ago that since her beloved 
parents are perfect, there must be something wrong with her.

Sometime later, Lisa finds an answer to her parents’ question. 
She says, “I think that perhaps I will be more able to find myself if 
I live away from home”—an incredibly insightful and truthful an-
swer. In actuality, Lisa has been “invisible” within her family nearly 
all her life. Yet because her parents have been caring and com-
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mitted in so many other ways, her integrity has never really been 
harmed, and she has been able to keep “herself” intact. The real 
Lisa exists somewhere inside her, together with the longing to be 
“seen.” She has given up hope that her parents will “see” her and 
is therefore hoping that by going away she will be able to “find 
herself.”

Lisa’s difficulties expressing herself personally are closely re-
lated to her “invisibility.” When she is invited to speak, and when 
people are patient, she is able to say more than she usually does, 
but only with great hesitation and uncertainty. All her life, her be-
havior and moods have been wrongly interpreted. She has been 
convinced that she is as her parents see her, not as she has ex-
perienced herself from within. With each passing day, she natu-
rally becomes more and more reluctant to allow her (wrong) inner 
“self” to be heard.

But Lisa wasn’t the only one in pain. Her mother had constant 
feelings of guilt about their lack of closeness and contact, whereas 
her stepfather felt frustrated that Lisa perpetually rejected his 
goodwill and interest. Lisa’s plan was realistic: she knew that the 
only way to successfully establish contact between herself and her 
family was to find herself in her own way. She needed to practice 
expressing herself around people who did not have preconcep-
tions about her.

Luckily for Lisa, she was able to find a solution for herself while 
she was still a teenager. Many people like her do not realize their 
situation until well after they have become adults. Some children, 
at a very early stage in their lives, give up their attempts to be 
seen, and as a consequence they isolate themselves from their 
parents and assume the existential responsibility for themselves. 
This group will be described in Chapter 5.

F R O M  I N V I S I B L E  T O  V I S I B L E
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What should parents do when they realize that they have an “in-
visible” child, a child whose individual, personal being they have 
been unable to “see” for whatever reason? How can they restruc-
ture the family to include a child who has been emotionally ex-
cluded?

First, forgive yourself and each other! And I mean forgiveness 
in the good old-fashioned sense of the word—where we give our-
selves time to face up to our culpability and responsibility, and 
look each other in the eye—not the quick, discount type of for-
giveness common today, which involves forgetting the past and 
starting all over again. In situations like this, people need to com-
mit themselves to learning something new—about their child, 
their family, and themselves.

This process takes time, but is critical if the child is to de-
velop healthy self-esteem. If feelings of guilt either pre-
dominate or are repressed, the child will pick up on this  
as a signal, and will misinterpret it to mean, “My parents 
think they have been bad parents. That must mean that  
they are not satisfied with me as I am. Otherwise they wouldn’t 
feel guilty about it.” When children perceive that their parents feel 
guilty, their self-esteem diminishes even more, and all the con-
structive actions parents take are often futile.

Families should also adhere to their traditions. If, for example, 
the family has a history of doing many things together, it should 
continue to do so; if members are more independent, that tradi-
tion should continue as well. Parents who want to use this op-
portunity of reincorporating an invisible child as a time to change 
family dynamics should do so because they are unhappy with the 
way things are—not “for the child’s sake.”

The more difficult challenge parents face is to imagine that 
they are living with a completely unknown child, a child who ex-
periences reality in a different way from everyone else, and who 
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in many ways does not resemble the child they have “known” for 
the past five, ten, or fifteen years. Parents have to shed their older 
conceptions of the child and meet her as openly and flexibly as 
possible. And this process has to be undertaken not in the spirit 
of sacrifice, but in such a manner that the child knows that her  
parents are prepared to modify their usual limits and boundaries.

Remember, the child’s innermost “self” that has lived in hiding 
for so long will feel exposed and vulnerable. The process of be-
coming “visible” again takes time. It may be years before a child 
develops enough self-esteem and trust in other people to dare 
to express his or her innermost thoughts and feelings. This does 
not mean that parents have to tread softly, but they should refrain 
from criticism, reprimands, and righteousness. Suppressing these 
kinds of remarks will inevitably benefit the whole family.

V I O L E N C E  I S  V I O L E N C E

Integrity and self-esteem are related. The more success- 
fully parents look after a child’s integrity, the greater the possibility 
that the child will develop healthy self-esteem. Violence, as men-
tioned earlier, is an infringement of children’s integrity and there-
fore detrimental to their self-esteem.

The fact that we have laws that forbid grievous physical vio-
lence against children does not mean that other forms of violence 
are not harmful: we have simply decided that these manifestations 
of violence should not be classified as criminal.

Over time, we have coined many synonyms for physical vio-
lence. In Denmark we refer to a parent’s “right to inflict corporal 
punishment” and talk about “smacks” or “slaps.” In the United 
States, parents talk about “disciplining” and “spanking.” In short, 
most cultures have their own pet names that people use in order 
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to justify the phenomenon. But no euphemism can obscure the 
fact that violence is violence, and that violence destroys the self-
esteem and dignity of victim and perpetrator.

In my experience, parents who use violence on their children 
can be divided into three groups. The first group uses violence as 
an attitude or ideology. These parents say, “Well, I don’t think that 
it does children any harm to get a smack on their bottom when 
they deserve it.” If pressed, they usually admit that they didn’t feel 
this way before they became parents, and that their change of 
heart reflects an attempt to make a virtue out of necessity.

Those parents for whom the use of violence represents an ide-
ology, and who believe that violence is an essential part of respon-
sible child rearing, often come from environments or societies that 
are dominated by totalitarian ideologies, whether religious or po-
litical. In such societies, the lives and the quality of life of ordinary 
individuals play a subordinate role; therefore the fact that violence 
is destructive for the individual carries little weight.

The second group consists of parents who use violence simply 
because they want power over their children. Their goal is control 
and domination; they value obedience over closeness.

In the third group are those parents, including the typical Scan-
dinavian parent, who hit their children on occasion but feel bad 
about it each time.

Regardless of a parent’s attitude, however, all violence  
toward children has exactly the same consequences as  
violence toward adults: it creates anxiety, mistrust, and feelings of 
guilt in the short term, and low self-esteem, anger, and violence in 
the long term. The repercussions of violence are not necessarily pro-
portional to how often a child is hit. I have met people who had been 
treated violently by their parents on only one occasion in the course 
of their childhood and adolescence, and who have never recov- 
ered from the pain. I have also met people who have been 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 1 1 1



hit on ten to twenty occasions and who bear few scars.  
The factor that seems to have an impact on how seriously an act of 
violence will reverberate is whether the parents take responsibility 
for the violence or blame their children for it.

Example:
Suppose a young mother is leaving her apartment with her 
eighteen-month-old son and a girlfriend. She picks up her son, 
puts him down a second later with a grimace, and gives him a hard 
slap on the back of his head. She then grabs his upper arm and 
drags him back into the apartment. Shocked and amazed, her girl-
friend asks her why she hit her son.

The woman replies, calmly, “I just changed him half an hour 
ago, and now he needs changing again. He’s not going to mess 
around with me, and he might as well learn that right now.”

“But he’s not even two,” her girlfriend objects. “You can’t expect 
him to be able to let you know when he wants to go.”

The mother replies by repeating her earlier remark.
Not only is this expression of violence cruel, it’s also the most 

destructive type of violence because it places the responsibility for 
the violence on the child: “It’s your own fault that I hit you!”

This mother lives in a culture in which violence is often used 
and is generally accepted as a natural part of child rearing. But the 
fact that violence is a part of the culture does not make it imper-
sonal. Each time he is hit, this woman’s son experiences violence 
as a very personal message informing him that he is wrong and 
without value.

Naturally, the boy cried bitterly when he was hit. His initial tears 
were loud and panicky because of the shock and physical pain. 
Later, when he was being changed, he cried in a more subdued 
but deeper way because of his mental pain. But despite his strong 
emotional reaction, his self-esteem is not yet in danger. The situ-
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ation won’t become dire until he is two or three, at which age he 
will have learned to stop expressing his feelings.

The mother reacted to her son’s crying as she had to his bowel 
movement: she criticized, condemned, and threatened him. The 
boy could only conclude that his excrement was as wrong and 
personally insulting to his mother as was his distress.

What’s ahead for this boy? Most likely this form of violence will 
recur regularly, several times a week, until the boy is about ten or 
eleven years old. Because of the culture in which he lives, he will 
also be regularly subjected to a type of behavior that appears to 
be the opposite of violence: he will be presented to others with 
pride; he will be praised and doted on, and kissed and hugged. 
Because his self-esteem has been crushed by violence, he will be 
grateful for the praise and idolization, and he will eternally honor 
and dote on his mother. He will develop into an insistent and 
charming young man who, in the presence of others, will be burst-
ing with self-confidence. And later as a husband and father he will 
probably perpetrate the violence he experienced during his own 
upbringing.

The violence he endured as a child will have the following con-
sequences:

1.  Emotionally, he will repress the anxiety, pain, and  
humiliation from his consciousness and remember  
his childhood as having been happy.

2.  Mentally, he will conclude that violence toward children, 
when the fault is theirs, is a reasonable way of bringing 
them up.

3.  Existentially and in terms of his personality, he will suffer 
from low self-esteem and will be unable to sense other peo-
ple’s limits. He will engage in certain self-destructive behav-
iors.
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4.  Physically, he will be plagued by specific contractions and 
obstructions of the back, stomach, and chest, which will par-
allel his general, unconscious reservation in his contact with 
those nearest and dearest to him. His lack of trust will be 
reflected in physiological tightness.

I assume a number of factors when listing these typical conse-
quences of violence: that the boy’s parents have good social stand-
ing; that they are reasonably emotionally stable and do not have 
drug problems; that their marriage is not dominated by physical or 
psychological violence; and that the boy is an average or above av-
erage achiever in school. If one or more of these factors is missing, 
the boy’s low self-esteem will become obvious at a much younger 
age. He might develop learning difficulties, behavioral problems, 
become involved in crime, join a gang, abuse drugs or alcohol, or 
attempt suicide—because his parents, through their violent ac-
tions, have taught him not to respect his own or other people’s 
physical and psychological integrity. The fact that his parents are 
otherwise regular churchgoers who preach that one should love 
one’s neighbors only serves to erode his self-esteem even further.

What about those people who do not believe in using violence, 
but become desperate and forget themselves now and then? Can 
they take action to prevent their children from being harmed by 
an occasional hitting or spanking?

The answer is yes! Parents can mitigate the effects of a slap if 
they

•  calm themselves down;
•  accept responsibility, emotionally and verbally;
•  give their child an opportunity to be alone with his reactions;
•  reestablish contact by saying, “I’m sorry that I hit you. When I 

did it, I thought that it was your fault. It isn’t. It’s my fault and 
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I’d like to apologize.”

Read this statement again and consider it. If you are in your 
thirties, you may think that it is a bit too much. You may think, 
“Of course, I am the one who is responsible. I am the adult and I 
should be able to think clearly. But we also need to consider the 
cause of the situation.”

This way of thinking is not unusual. It is an echo from  
a not too distant past when children were automatically blamed 
for any conflict that arose with their parents. Even today, many 
parents subscribe to this view, and react in one of two ways.

In the more sentimental version, the parent says: “Come here, 
dear, come to Mommy. Mommy is so sorry that she hit you. It 
wasn’t meant to happen. Come on dear, Mommy will wipe your 
nose and then we’ll forget it all, won’t we. I’ll never do it again, I 
promise.”

This sounds sweet at first, but notice that this parent does not 
assume responsibility for her action. She merely says, “It wasn’t 
meant to happen,” and thus does not relieve her child of blame. 
Second, what she says places another burden on her child because 
she asks for forgiveness and concludes with a promise she prob-
ably won’t be able to keep, owing to her lack of self-awareness.

A more pedagogical reaction sounds like this: “I’m so sorry 
about that. You must forgive me. I don’t know what got hold of 
me. But can’t you understand that you were acting unreasonably? 
Come on, let’s go out in the kitchen. It won’t happen anymore, will 
it!?”

This version attempts to share the blame fairly—and plants 
guilt in the souls of both parties. It’s a completely universal human 
phenomenon: every time we either cannot or will not take respon-
sibility for ourselves, we let ourselves down and burden both the 
people around us and our relationship with them. That is why I 
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maintain that both parties involved in a violent episode are hurt 
by the violence. This principle applies not only to parents and chil-
dren, but to people in all types of relationships.

People who perpetrate violence experience the following:

•  Their feelings will always immediately tell them that they 
have done something wrong. Thus, in order to carry on, 
they will have to disregard their feelings, thereby reducing 
their sensitivity and human dignity. Probably, their human 
dignity was stunted many years ago when they themselves 
were the victims of violence, but the degeneration continues 
every time they carry out acts of violence. Inevitably, their 
development as a human being is either limited or comes to 
a standstill. Their emotional life is reduced to sentimentality.

•  Mentally, their reaction can go one of two ways: they have 
or they assume a moral standpoint that justifies violence so 
that their actions and attitudes will not be in conflict. Or, as 
mentioned above, they disclaim all responsibility for their 
actions by either blaming the other party or by inventing a 
“being” inside themselves that they can neither contact nor 
control.

•  Existentially, they will inevitably come to regard their 
own lives with the same contempt with which they 
treat the lives of other people. They may compen-
sate for this state of being by paying great attention to  
their own physical welfare, their social life, and their material 
well-being. But underneath this apparent self-respect, self-
destruction will prevail.

For people for whom the use of violence is the exception 
rather than the rule, the consequences I’ve just described will be 
pronounced but will affect perhaps only part of their existence. 
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Perhaps they will never come into contact with this part of them-
selves. But the consequences are not abstract: they are completely 
real and proportional to the extent of the violence.

In relationships between children and adults, adults are always 
responsible when violence erupts. This does not just apply to 
those cases in which the adults use violence, but also to those in 
which children or young people behave violently toward their par-
ents, brothers and sisters, friends, and strangers, and to property 
belonging to their immediate family or to other people.

In recent years, politicians from all over the world have 
come forward to condemn the violent actions of children 
and young people. With the support of outraged and in- 
dignant parents, they have made demands for harsher  
punishment. This strategy is beyond absurd. It is about as ludi-
crous as the suggestion that we should pay off the national deficit 
with Monopoly money.

Partly as a result of the liberalization of society and the increas-
ing self-awareness among children and young people, a terrifying 
number of them express their pain publicly and destructively. This 
development will continue until we begin to assume responsibil-
ity for the massive violence, both physical and psychological, that 
adults still express toward children.

A D U L T S ’  S E L F - E S T E E M

Many parents ask whether it is at all possible to support their chil-
dren’s healthy self-esteem when they themselves suffer from low 
self-esteem. It is possible—if parents are prepared to make an ac-
tive, conscious effort to develop their own self-esteem.

In fact, our self-esteem develops all through our lives, in-
asmuch as we get to know ourselves better as time goes by; 
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that is, our self-esteem develops in quantity, but not nec-
essarily in quality. We may know more about ourselves, 
but we may not necessarily regard ourselves in a differ- 
ent way. To improve the quality of our self-esteem—even  
if our self-perception is initially characterized by uncertainty, self-
criticism, superficiality, or pessimism—we need to make a con-
scious effort.

If we do not make this conscious effort, then our lin- 
gering low self-esteem becomes a part of our children’s  
“social” or perhaps it is more accurate to say “socio-psychological” 
inheritance. This tends to happen if parents are subjected to a 
social situation over a long period of time that causes their self-
esteem to deteriorate, or saps the self-confidence they have 
laboriously built up to compensate for their low self-esteem. Un-
employment, exile, being deprived of prestigious positions or sta-
tus symbols, and physical or mental incapacity are all examples 
of situations that can make people feel as if they have less or no 
value to those around them.

As I have said, the most important contribution that parents 
can make within the framework of the family is to be aware of the 
opposition their children offer them and the impression it makes 
on them. For many parents this also means that they must free 
themselves from adhering to a number of conventions and reject 
the well-intentioned criticism of the rest of the family.

Our culture supports the delusion that we become adults when 
we reach the age of eighteen or twenty-one—or, at the very latest, 
when we have children of our own. As most people know, this is 
not true. Many of us do not even manage to become adults before 
we die. This does not mean that we always behave childishly, but 
simply that we often behave immaturely, especially in relation to 
those nearest to us.

There is nothing unnatural or wrong about this lack of maturity, 
and it does not do our children any harm. Parents don’t need to 
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have healthy self-esteem before they become parents in order to 
raise children with good self-esteem. But they do need to continue 
to develop their self-esteem, together with their children. And 
they can do this by acting with integrity.

Remember, children love their parents unconditionally no mat-
ter how they are treated. The development of a child’s self-esteem 
is important not because of how she regards her parents, but in 
terms of how much she likes herself.
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4

R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y ,  
B E I N G  R E S P O N S I B L E ,  

A N D  P O W E R

Defining responsibility and describing the boundaries of re-
sponsible behavior is a major conceptual task for parents 

and professionals whenever they discuss how children should 
be raised and educated. Although these terms are more straight-
forward than the concepts discussed previously (self-confidence, 
self-value, and self-esteem), both responsibility and responsible 
behavior are used in many contexts.

I suggest making a distinction between “social responsibility” 
and “personal (existential) responsibility.” Each is distinct and im-
portant in its own way, yet both are essential if we want to create 
relationships within the family that are based on treating one an-
other with equal dignity, relationships that enhance everyone’s in-
tegrity and self-esteem, and promote reciprocal good feelings. In 
my experience, our failure to distinguish between these two con-
cepts often explains our poor track record in dealing with children 
and young people.

D E F I N I T I O N S

Social responsibility (which I will explore in Chapter 5) is the re-



sponsibility we have for each other—those in our family, com-
munity, society, and the world. It enables larger groups of 
people—groups, societies—to function as well as they do. We 
learn about social responsibility from our parents and teachers.

Personal responsibility is the responsibility we have 
for our own lives—our physical, psychological, mental, and spiri-
tual health and development. Although few of us are raised to 
assume this responsibility, it is very powerful. When we are per-
sonally responsible, we can prevent adversity and contribute to 
the social well-being of the group of which we are a member.

Traditionally, child rearing and educational theories have em-
phasized social responsibility. More recently, however, we have 
discovered (or perhaps rediscovered) the close relationship be-
tween these two types of responsibility:

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
responsibility toward family and society

PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
responsibility for our own life

When children are brought up to be aware of their social re-
sponsibility, they often become socially responsible. In fact, many 
of them become what I would describe as over-responsible. Unfor-
tunately, these socially overdeveloped people often lack personal 
responsibility, either completely or partially. On the other hand, 
when children are brought up to develop their natural, personal 
responsibility, they also tend to become highly socially responsible 
as a part of this process. This phenomenon completely contradicts 
one of the bedrock beliefs about how to bring up children—that 
their “egocentric nature” must be repressed out of consideration 
for the larger community. It also contradicts the beliefs of those 
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who assume that it is necessary to compromise one’s own integ-
rity in order to be of value to one’s community.

With our new understanding of the interrelationship between 
personal and social responsibility, it is clear that in order for chil-
dren to grow up to be sensitive and considerate adults, they must 
live with adults who

•  safeguard their personal integrity; and
•  intervene when they sense that children are cooperating to 

an excessive degree.

By doing so, these adults ensure that children develop healthy 
self-esteem and a high degree of self-responsibility.

I estimate that for every hundred adults between the ages 
of twenty and forty, perhaps two or three are able to take re-
sponsibility for their own lives. The overwhelming major-
ity of conflicts between children and adults—and among 
adults themselves—develop in a destructive way precisely be-
cause the parties are unable (or unwilling) to take responsibil- 
ity for themselves. Instead, they misuse their energy by 
blaming each other. In the industrialized countries, our  
relatively high standard of living has prevented us from reflect-
ing on the existential dimension of our lives. Only the prospect of 
death summons such thoughts. Not coincidentally, serious or fatal 
illnesses are among the most powerful sources of change, inspir-
ing us to defy our good upbringing. Faced with death, many of us 
alter, in the space of a second, all of our basic priorities. We shift 
from being extrinsically controlled to being intrinsically controlled.

What do I mean by extrinsic control? If we look back  
to the values that dominated child rearing a generation  
ago, we will see that they were based on an external ideal: “Now, 
remember to behave yourself so that other people can see that 
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you have been brought up properly!”
The instructions that my friends and I were given when we were 

sent out into the world informed us that we shouldn’t seek to be 
true to ourselves but rather that we needed to “behave” ourselves 
as precisely as actors delivering monologues. And like actors we 
learned, with the help of expert instruction, to say the “right” lines 
by heart. Who we were and how we felt about ourselves were simply  
not important. When given a Christmas present we said, “Thank 
you,” in a nice tone of voice, concealing any disappointment or 
upset. Not until children learned to conceal “themselves,” and 
subsequently lost contact with themselves, could parents begin to 
relax in the knowledge that their children’s upbringing had been 
successfully completed.

This core belief—that the goal of raising children was to make 
them conform to an external ideal—is an old one, arising genera-
tions ago, when children were considered a social necessity; they 
were seen as members of the workforce who would be respon-
sible for providing for their parents. Later children became, among 
other things, social manifestations of the morals, ambitions, and 
status of their parents. By the 1950s we gradually acknowledged 
that children were human beings who deserved to be treated with 
dignity, and who had the right to their own personal growth and 
development. Today we are still adjusting to the idea that not only 
do children have an existence separate from ours, but also that it 
is of value in itself—that children are unique and valuable simply 
because they exist!

In short, the status of children has undergone a radical 
change in the space of just over a hundred years—a shift in val-
ues, from stressing extrinsic, social values to stressing those val-
ues that are more intrinsic and existential. Naturally, during the 
process of trying to implement this shift in values into everyday 
life, some of our efforts will fail. Sometimes we go overboard in 
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our efforts. Fifty years ago, for example, a father who disowned 
his son because of the son’s refusal to follow in his father’s foot-
steps would have received society’s approbation. But today we 
see parents who bend over backward in the opposite direction: 
parents are so careful not to infringe on their children’s rights 
to self-development that their children actually grow up in a  
parentless vacuum. Some people—for different reasons in differ-
ent cultures—confuse self-development with ego expansion.

In recent years, many people have been concerned about what 
they experience as an increasing tendency toward individualism. 
I know that many parents share this con-cern—even those who 
want to give their children greater opportunities for development 
than they themselves had. They desire to support a dimension 
of their children’s development that they themselves have only 
come into contact with at a great personal cost.

It is easy to understand their concerns. News flashes from the 
“global village” are filled with violence, with reports of quick-
changing trends. Parents are also concerned about the divorce 
rate, statistics regarding rape and suicide, and the fact that some 
schoolchildren now carry weapons. (From a certain perspective, 
the emergence of “virtual reality” is a godsend.)

Understandably, many people ask themselves whether 
“all that freedom” is good for children. But these people 
confuse personal responsibility with personal license. In 
fact, personal, or existential responsibility, which I define  
as fundamentally necessary for healthy interaction between peo-
ple, has nothing to do with the concerns mentioned above.

I do not believe that our new insight into the factors that are 
most beneficial for healthy human development has polarized re-
lations between people. It is difficult to imagine how relationships 
between children and adults that are based on equal dignity could 
create problems of this kind. More likely, irresponsibility and self-
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sufficiency underlie our current problems.

T H E  F I R S T  S T E P  I S  T H E  H A R D E S T

Parents who want to give their children a more balanced 
start in life are forced to experiment. The degree to which 
one experiments is influenced by a number of personal  
experiences and cultural biases. Differences exist between coun-
tries, and within countries. Mass communication via satellite TV, 
the Internet, and film may distribute new knowledge and ideas 
quickly and effectively, but the ground on which they fall differs 
vastly.

In the former Iron Curtain countries, where populations have 
been subjected to extreme, totalitarian regimes, the concept of 
individual, personal responsibility has almost ceased to exist. For 
over half a century, people have become accustomed to the idea 
that the individual is of no importance and that personal initiative 
is a political crime against the state. The mere idea that a person 
can assume responsibility for his or her quality of life seems to 
most people an abstract thought. These experiences from life in 
a totalitarian state are quite similar to those a Danish child would 
have encountered one or two generations ago. Both would hear 
comments such as: “It’s no good saying anything,” “What could I 
have done? You couldn’t do anything!” and “How can you take a 
child seriously?”

At the other extreme is the United States, where individual ini-
tiative has always been emphasized. American families (if it is at 
all possible to talk about “an American family” in a multicultural 
society of this kind), however, are filled with contradictions. On the 
one hand, many families struggle to maintain certain antiquated 
family values and symbols; on the other, they define individual-
ity as loneliness and perceive both demanding emotional relations 
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as well as personal commitments as limitations on individual free-
dom.

Between these extremes lies Europe, which is much less cul-
turally monolithic than many non-Europeans realize. In northern 
Europe and Scandinavia, the patriarchal family structure has long 
been undergoing a radical transformation. This same develop-
ment is just now beginning to gather impetus in southern Europe, 
even though the Catholic Church, in particular, is fighting to main-
tain masculine supremacy and to secure the obedience of women 
and children. (Viewed from a family therapeutic perspective, the 
patriarchal family structure of the south is often merely a social 
and economic reality. Psychologically and existentially, the appar-
ently male-dominated families often prove to be matriarchies in 
disguise.)

This kaleidoscope of changing values, and the periodic absence 
of values, presents modern parents with a long (and essentially 
personal) list of choices that would not even have been thinkable 
for their own grandparents. How is it then possible to make every-
day decisions, both great and small, when none of us can agree on 
what “should” be done? Should one seek out new authorities or 
trust one’s own intuition and experience? Should one have faith in 
the humanitarian values that this world so clearly lacks, or should 
one concentrate solely on one’s own material well-being?

The choice is difficult—so difficult that many parents manage 
only to drift along on the current. Yet the terms are clearly drawn. 
Do we want to bring up our children so that they learn to rely on a 
solid internal authority, which will enable them to make their own 
social and existential choices? This is the approach many Scandi-
navian parents are beginning to adopt. Or do we want to teach 
them to place all their trust in an external authority, whether polit-
ical, religious, or philosophical? To answer this question, let’s look 
at an example that illustrates the limits—and significance—of a 
parent’s responsibility.
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P A R E N T A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  
A N D  P O W E R

Example:
Three-year-old Jacob is shopping with his father at the local mall. 
At first, Jacob holds his father’s hand, but when he becomes bored, 
he lets go and walks off to explore the stores on his own. His father 
runs after him, grabs his hand again, and says, “Jacob, you must 
stay with me and hold my hand. Remember that!”

Jacob protests and tries to wrench his hand out of his father’s, 
but his father holds on tight. (Clearly, Jacob’s father used his 
power and assumed parental responsibility; most parents would 
think that he has done the right thing.)

On their way out of the mall, they pass an ice-cream stand, and 
Jacob asks, “Dad, can I have a cone?”

His father says, “Not today, Jacob.”
Jacob says, “Oh, Dad! I really want one. Why can’t I have one?”
“Because I say so, Jacob . . . and because I’m the one who makes 

the decisions!”
Jacob asks again, but with the same result. Finally, he gives up 

and hangs his head as they walk out into the parking lot. (Again, 
most people would agree with Jacob’s father’s use of power.)

When they arrive home from their shopping trip, Jacob’s father 
says, “Jacob, now it’s time for you to have your afternoon nap!”

Jacob protests: he wants to play. But his father insists, explain-
ing to Jacob that he will be too tired later on in the day if he does 
not sleep now. Jacob is tucked into bed and after tossing and turn-
ing for a quarter of an hour, he finally falls asleep. (Jacob’s father 
has again used his power and assumed his parental responsibility, 
and most parents would agree that he has done the right thing.)

I agree with the majority of parents about the first two epi-
sodes—but not about the last one. In the first situation, there is 
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no question that Jacob is too young to negotiate the mall on his 
own. What’s at issue isn’t Jacob’s biological and intellectual limi-
tations—if he were living on the streets, he would have had no 
trouble whatsoever navigating the city alone—but rather our soci-
etal values. In our culture, it is not good or safe for a three-year-old 
to be left on his own, and it is the responsibility of the parents to 
make sure that it does not happen.

In order to live up to this responsibility, Jacob’s father was 
obliged to use a minimum of physical force. His verbal instruction 
to Jacob was also appropriate. It did not insult Jacob or injure his 
dignity. In the second episode, Jacob’s father exercised his eco-
nomic power, again, without insulting his son verbally.

The third episode, however, is more complex. In the first exam-
ple, Jacob needed a guide in relation to the world around him. But 
the need for sleep is a very personal, biological need, about which 
his father can only have an uneducated opinion (unless Jacob’s fa-
ther is couching his own need for some peace and quiet as a need 
for Jacob to have a rest). Even though his opinion may happen to 
be correct for that particular Saturday afternoon, he can achieve 
only one goal: that Jacob sleeps for an hour—a short-term result.

But perhaps this is the way in which Jacob’s father under-
stands his parental responsibility—that he has to tell his son what 
his needs are and make sure that they are fulfilled, so that Jacob 
can learn what is best for himself. (Jacob’s father will also take re-
sponsibility for fulfilling a number of Jacob’s other needs, which 
I will return to later.) Let’s consider some of the consequences of 
his assuming responsi-bility in this way. First of all, Jacob’s need 
for sleep will remain externally controlled. This may be pleasant 
enough for his parents as long as he is a young child. But imagine 
Jacob as a young teenager asking his parents if it’s time for him to 
go to bed. Inevitably, they will become irritated with him and say, 
“You must be old enough to figure that out for yourself!” Jacob 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 1 3 1



will then feel angry and confused; after all, he has spent thirteen 
years learning to sleep when his parents thought that he needed 
to. In other words, he has made an effort to cooperate and wishes 
to do the “right” thing. Now that he is demonstrating his compli-
ance, they inform him that he is “wrong.”

Second, Jacob and his parents will have many conflicts as he 
grows up. At the very least, he will begin to “pester” them for per-
mission to stay up late, and his parents will either refuse or give 
in, more or less as the wind blows; or they will make a number of 
set rules (“Then there is nothing to discuss!”). In many families, the 
situation is worse. Conflicts at bedtime erupt on a daily basis. Now 
suppose that Jacob has a little sister who insists on going to bed 
at the same time that he does. You can see how unpleasant this 
would be.

Conflicts of this kind are not just exhausting for both parties. 
They also convey to Jacob that he is an inconvenience for his par-
ents when he attempts to be true to himself, and thereby he learns 
a principle that will be destructive for him in every subsequent lov-
ing relationship: “In order to be loved, you must betray yourself!”

Some children cope with this principle by becoming defiant. If 
defiance develops into a personality trait, these children end up 
rejecting both the demands of other people and their own needs. 
Survival becomes a question of pointedly not doing what other 
people think one should do. Defiance, though, is not a natural atti-
tude; it is a survival strategy that children develop only when their 
self-esteem is threatened within the family.

What is the alternative? What can Jacob’s father do if he thinks 
that his son really needs an afternoon nap? He can simply say so 
to Jacob: “Jacob, listen. I think you need an hour’s sleep. What do 
you think?”

Jacob will probably answer in one of the following ways:
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•  “Not just now. I want to play first.”
•  “I’m not sleepy today.”
•  “No! I want to play with my cars!”

To which his father may reply:

•  “O.K., just play till you feel sleepy.”
•  “I think you are sleepy, but of course you only need to take a 

nap if you feel sleepy.”
•  “Yes, I can see you’ve lined them up ready to play with. I know 

what I need. I need to sit quietly for half an hour and read my 
newspaper.”

And what if Jacob becomes grumpy and difficult toward the 
end of the afternoon? Then his father can say, “It’s not much fun 
being with you when you’re like this, Jacob. Maybe you should 
have had that nap after all.”

In this scenario, parents have to put up with the in-
convenience of having a difficult child around for a much 
shorter time than if they had continued to assume respon-
sibility for the child’s sleep. Not only is the unpleasant in-
terval of time shorter, but it is also less destructive for both 
parties than if the conflict over sleep had been allowed to esca-
late. Those parents who put this principle into practice when 
their children are babies know the pleasure of having a child who,  
at the age of eighteen months or two years, says on his  
own initiative, “I want to sleep.” Some days this child will get the 
sleep he needs, and other days he will not sleep enough—exactly 
like his parents.

But more important: he will be actively involved in the process 
of developing his self-esteem and self-responsibility. Furthermore, 
when he becomes an adult he will be able to start his own family 
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knowing that the personal needs of other people do not exist in 
order to offend me, and I am not wrong just because my needs are 
different from what other people assume them to be. It is accept-
able to express your needs and to be wrong, now and then.

On another level, the exchange between Jacob and his father is 
more than just the solution to an acute conflict. It is also a practical 
example of a mutual learning process. When Jacob’s father says, 
“I need half an hour to read the paper,” he is discovering his own 
limits and thereby exercising his sense of personal responsibility. 
He may miss this opportunity if he merely exercises his power by 
saying, “You must have an afternoon nap because you’re tired, 
and that’s that!”—or if he makes rules, saying, “You know very well 
that you have to have an afternoon nap every day!”

If his dad exerts his power, Jacob learns only either to submit 
to it or to resist it. If his father refrains from using power in this in-
stance, he provides his son and himself with a unique opportunity 
to see how valuable they are to each other, and how they can help 
each other evolve. At the same time, Jacob will have the chance to

•  see his father as a role model—someone who teaches him 
how adults express and negotiate their own needs and as-
sume responsibility for themselves and their family;

•  become fluent in personal language (which I will explain later 
in this chapter);

•  develop his own sense of personal responsibility.

C H I L D R E N ’ S  P E R S O N A L  
R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

There are three areas of their lives for which children must be re-
sponsible:
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•  their senses, for example, what tastes good and what does 
not, what smells pleasant or unpleasant, what feels cold, hot, 
and so forth

•  their feelings, for example, happiness, love, friendship, anger, 
frustration, sorrow, pain, desire, and so forth, and in relation 
to whom and what

•  their needs, for example, hunger, thirst, sleep, nearness, dis-
tance

Later in life they will be responsible for the interests they pursue in 
their spare time, their education, their choice of clothing and ap-
pearance, and their religious practice.

What does it mean that children should assume respon-
sibility for these areas of their physical, emotional, and in- 
tellectual existence? Does it mean that they should  
always make the decisions? That they should always have their 
own way? That they should always do just as they please?

These questions will inevitably arise as long as the majority of 
adults still come from families whose philosophies of child rear-
ing are based on old values. In these parents’ minds, the concept 
of according children equal dignity will be construed as granting 
them “freedom”—which is diametrically opposed to the “con-
straint” that these parents experienced while they were growing 
up. Such parents regard the parent-child relationship as a power 
struggle. Every issue is boiled down to one essential consider-
ation: who makes the decisions and who is going to hold sway. 
The terms of the struggle for power—whether it is fought ex- 
clusively on those conditions decided by the adults, or on 
more democratic principles—is not important because  
the struggle is, fundamentally, a fight for power. Return- 
ing to Jacob’s situation, it is not really a question of Ja- 
cob’s desire to play or his father’s need to rest, but of the power 
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struggle between them. Yet these struggles lead to a blind alley in 
which none of the parties gets what he or she needs.

If we really want to safeguard the integrity of parents and chil-
dren, and to help children develop a healthy sense of self-esteem 
and of personal and social responsibility (these three concepts—
integrity, self-esteem, and responsibility—are inseparable), then a 
new concept must be introduced into the family. We need to take 
ourselves and our children seriously.

This idea sounds deceptively easy. It is not the same as “allow-
ing” somebody to do something. If Jacob asks if he can play with 
his cars and his father says, “Yes,” then Jacob’s father has allowed 
him to do so. When we talk about taking another person seriously, 
words are not enough in themselves. Often we need to hear “the 
sound” of the words or the tone of voice in order to determine 
whether a person is being taken seriously or whether she is being 
patronized.

To take another person seriously necessitates that we

•  acknowledge the other person’s right to have the needs, de-
sires, experiences, feelings, and right to expression that she 
actually has;

•  see the other person’s need from her point of view;
•  concentrate on the other person so that we can get to know 

her reality without undermining her or her aspirations;
•  reply to her actions with understanding and while also taking 

our own position seriously.

Example:
Let’s picture a long line at the checkout counter of a department 
store. A four-year-old girl goes up to her mother, who is last in line, 
pulls on her mother’s arm, and says in a desperate voice, choking 
back tears, “Mom! I don’t want to stay here any longer. Why can’t 
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we go home? I don’t want to be here anymore!”
How would a mother reply? If she came from an old-fashioned 

family, she would feel compelled to give her daughter social in-
structions about how to behave, such as: “No, you must be quiet. 
When you go into stores, you must wait nicely until it’s your turn.”

A more contemporary mom from a democratic family would 
have appealed to her daughter’s understanding by supplying 
both an objective observation and a diversionary tactic: “No, that’s 
not possible. I understand that you’re tired, but you can see that 
there are a lot of people waiting ahead of me. Have you seen those 
lovely dresses hanging over there?”

Neither of these comments is “wrong,” nor did either mother 
violate her child’s integrity in a direct way. Indirectly, however, in 
both instances the child was given the message that her feelings 
and needs are not as important as her mother’s. The first mother 
ignores her child’s feelings and needs; the second offers distrac-
tion as compensation. In both cases, the child is urged to take her 
parent’s way of experiencing reality seriously, without the parent 
having to reciprocate.

Now let’s study two mothers’ different reactions to the same 
situation.

When Ruth’s daughter pulls at her sleeve, Ruth pulls herself 
away from her daughter’s grip, grabs hold of the girl’s upper arm, 
and says aggressively, “Now stop that! You stay right here until 
we’re finished! Do you understand!?”

Just as the girl looks as if she is going to answer, her mother at-
tempts to lift her up into the stroller. But the girl falls onto the floor 
where she lies inert, chanting, “No, no, I want to go. Don’t make 
me stay.” With difficulty and suppressed anger, the mother man-
ages to lift the child up, but the girl is so rigid that it is impossible 
to put her into the stroller. The mother becomes desperate and 
says in a hissing undertone, “That’s enough now, you stupid girl. 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 1 3 7



Sit down, or else.”
At that second, the girl’s crying changes from frustrated, choked 

protest to deep sobbing, and her body becomes completely limp, 
so that her mother can put her in the stroller without difficulty. 
The girl continues sobbing quietly until her mother has paid and 
they leave the store.

Lena and her four-year-old daughter are also stuck waiting in 
a long line. This girl, however, approaches her mother by saying, 
“Mom, it’s not nice here now. . . . Can’t we go home soon?”

In response, Lena says, in a kind voice, “You’re right. It really is 
terribly hot in here, and look at all these people! I’ve just got to pay 
for this before we go. Couldn’t you and your sister hang up those 
socks over there?” she asks, pointing to a pile of children’s socks 
that have fallen off a rack.

The girl fetches her little sister and together they hang up the 
socks. When they have finished, they come back to their mother. 
The younger girl sits down in the stroller, while her sister asks for 
her pacifier.

What’s the major difference between these two mothers? Lena 
takes her daughter seriously; Ruth does not.

Ruth’s daughter addresses her mother in a language and tone 
of voice that reveal that she is not used to being taken seriously. 
From her first words, she is defensive and complaining, and from 
a superficial perspective, her tone tends to make her sound self-
centered and irritating. But what this really means is that by the 
young age of four the girl has already learned that her desires and 
needs are either unimportant or annoying to her mother, or both. 
The girl persists in struggling for the right to feel of value, but loses 
more often than she wins. Ruth’s response in the store once again 
confirms the girl’s experience.

But Ruth herself is not used to being taken seriously, and she 
is therefore unable to see her daughter’s needs as anything other 
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than annoying in relation to her own. The result is a struggle for 
power, in which the girl’s integrity is violated both physically and 
mentally. It is true that the mother appears to win the struggle for 
power, but in fact both of them lose in the sense that neither of 
them gets what she wants. The daughter loses a little bit more of 
her self-esteem and her trust in other people; the mother experi-
ences yet again her own low self-esteem and loses a bit more of 
her maternal self-confidence. In addition, their relationship dete-
riorates.

Only time will tell whether Ruth’s daughter will become so bro-
ken that she will turn sweet and docile, or whether she will begin 
to violate her mother with the same kind of desperate brutality 
that her mother has visited on her. If this incident had taken place 
thirty or forty years ago, the child would have been forced to 
adapt. The destructive element in her childhood would not have 
taken its toll on her psychological well-being until she became an 
adult. Today, the results often manifest themselves more quickly. 
By the time she reaches puberty, she will probably begin to en-
gage in self-destructive behavior.

Now let’s return to Lena. The way in which Lena’s daughter ap-
proaches her mother reveals that she comes from a family where 
it is acceptable to express one’s desires and needs, and where one 
can count on being taken seriously. Lena’s response confirms this. 
She is aware that her daughter wants to cooperate and likes to feel 
valuable. She therefore solves their mutual dilemma by asking the 
girl to do something useful while they wait. The daughter does 
not get what she really wants, but she does receive confirmation 
of her feelings. Even though her needs conflict with her mother’s, 
she is learning to trust her mother. Furthermore, she is able to as-
sume responsibility for her own well-being during the time they 
are forced to wait.

The question of who is a better mother is of little interest. Both 
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mothers do the best they can in this situation according to what 
they have learned, and it is meaningless to grade them. What’s 
important about these scenarios is that Ruth’s relationship to her 
daughter is painful for both of them—and that there is a way out 
of this pain, which can be learned.

Neither of the two girls got what they wanted—neither of them 
was “allowed” to do what she wanted to do or to get her “way”—
but only Lena took both her daughter’s and her own needs seri-
ously, acknowledged their needs as being of equal value, and 
assumed the overriding parental responsibility so that the integ-
rity of neither of them was violated.

What distinguishes Lena from mothers of earlier generations 
is that she demonstrates both personal and social responsibility 
instead of teaching her daughter about it. She becomes a model 
with whom her daughter can cooperate, instead of being an au-
thority who teaches something that she herself does not practice. 
She knows that it is not a question of either/or (that is, either I do 
what you want to do, or you do what I want to do). Her daughter 
learns, without being instructed, that it is necessary to wait when 
you stand in line. She also learns that her mother takes her needs 
seriously.

The experience of being taken seriously is not a concrete expe-
rience but a “musical” one, and therefore children have difficulty 
explaining themselves when that is what they lack in their fam-
ily. When eloquent children with flexible parents attempt to put it 
into words, they will often express it like this: “My Mom and Dad 
decide everything. I’m never allowed to decide anything.” Both 
statements are often objectively wrong, but that’s because very 
few children can express their experience of not being taken seri-
ously by their parents. Instead, they report that they feel left out of 
the decision process.

Less eloquent children from less flexible families are forced 
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to revert to symptomatic behavior: they become highly opinion-
ated, demanding, overscrupulous, or power hungry and bossy. But 
adults have difficulty interpreting the meaning of these behaviors, 
so the underlying problem—that the children feel as if they are 
not being taken seriously—remains unaddressed. What these chil-
dren need is a personal language with which to express their core 
feelings.

A  P E R S O N A L  L A N G U A G E

All of us are multilingual. As children, we learn several  
different languages:

•  social language, which is used in ordinary social situations in 
which politeness and some degree of indirection are neces-
sary

•  academic language, which is used to describe and 
analyze scientific problems

•  literary language, which is used when we write

None of these three languages is suitable for expressing, deal-
ing with, or solving interpersonal conflicts. If we “talk” or “chat” 
about conflicts in our social language, we may feel relieved but 
we won’t reach a resolution. Psychology, with its academic pro-
fessional jargon, can analyze and describe our conflicts and prob-
lems, but it cannot solve them. Some authors can apparently 
“write themselves out of their problems,” but it is not the words 
and sentences in their books that set them free. Rather these are 
literary testaments to the healing process.

In order to assume responsibility for ourselves in relation to 
other people, without cutting off or complicating the contact we 
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have with them, we need to have a personal language. By this I 
mean a language with which we can express our feelings, reac-
tions, and needs and set our limits. This personal language is the 
first language children begin to speak, irrespective of whether 
their parents have a personal language.

The nucleus of a personal language is

I want to. I don’t want to.
I like. I don’t like.
I will. I will not.

(Personal language must not be confused with the type  
of quasi-personal language that has evolved in the past twenty-
five years, which is psychological in origin and is based on the 
notion that people need to “talk about their feelings.” Using this 
language, it is possible, to a certain extent, to describe oneself 
to others, but this language lacks the liberating and contact-
intensifying power of personal language. Statements starting with 
the expression “I feel . . . ,” for example, rarely take on the same per-
sonal intensity as saying “I want . . .”)

The personal language of children is initially more immedi-
ate and “raw” than that of adults. It gives a precise picture of the 
child’s existence at that precise moment. In autocratic families, 
personal language is forbidden; parents in these families go to 
great lengths to ensure that their children learn to “speak prop-
erly.” But in families that prize treating each member with equal 
dignity, children must develop their own personal language, and 
parents and other adults must help them do so.

Here are three brief exchanges. In each dialogue one  
parent respects his child’s personal language and one  
doesn’t:
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Child: I don’t want to go to bed now.
Respectful Dad: I want you to go to bed now.
Disrespectful Dad: Now be a good boy, and do as I say. 

Or: Now that’s enough! You go to bed when you’re told to, and 
that’s final!

Child: I don’t like onion.
Respectful Dad: Aha! I like onion. I think you ought to try it.
Disrespectful Dad: Now don’t be silly! You usually like onion. Or: Now 

don’t you be so fussy! You eat what’s on your plate just like the 
rest of us.

Child: I want to play with your computer.
Respectful Dad: I don’t want you to play with my computer.
Disrespectful Dad: Why do you always have to be so irritating?

When personal language is allowed to develop in an atmo-
sphere in which it is respected, children’s integrity is not violated, 
and they learn to set their own limits without violating others. At 
the same time, in the process of teaching children to become flu-
ent in their personal language, both parents and children learn 
who they are. In contrast, the more traditional approach is for par-
ents to tell children who they should be. Ironically, this approach 
serves to make parents more anxious about who their children re-
ally are.

R E S P O N S I B L E ,  B U T  N O T  A L O N E

Children are able to indicate the scope of their personal responsi-
bility and integrity from birth by using noises and gestures:
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•  Babies who aren’t hungry turn their heads away from their 
mother’s breast or regurgitate.

•  When babies are too cold or too hot, or if they are wet, they 
inform adults by fussing or crying.

•  Young children naturally approach people they are attracted 
to and reject those they feel repelled by.

•  Young children choose clothes that reflect their mood rather 
than those that suit the weather.

To my way of thinking, this indicates that babies and young chil-
dren are very competent in terms of communicating their limits 
and what they want and need; still, they often need help translat-
ing their hints into clear, understandable statements. In addition, 
although children are able to express their needs and boundaries, 
they remain unable to defend them against manipulation and in-
fringements from older children or adults. They therefore depend 
on the ability and willingness of their adult caretakers to recognize 
their competencies and their right to exercise their personal respon-
sibility. But these adults need to be both trustworthy—that is, true 
to themselves—and open—that is, prepared to acknowledge that 
people experience reality in different ways.

Consider, for example, the following exchanges between a 
child and a respectful and a disrespectful parent.

Child: Daddy, I’m freezing!
Respectful Dad: Are you? I’m just fine. . . . Well, let’s see about get-

ting you something else to put on.
Disrespectful Dad: Don’t be silly. It’s not cold at all. Just look at me. 

I’ve only got a T-shirt on like you.

Child: Mom, I don’t like my new English teacher.
Respectful Mom: Oh . . . that surprises me. She seems nice to me. . . 

. What is it you don’t like about her?
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Disrespectful Mom: What’s the matter now? I suppose she’s insist-
ing that you hand in your work on time.

Child: Mom, you know the party on Saturday . . . ? I thought about 
wearing the green shirt. Do you think I could wear that?

Respectful Mom: You look nice in the green one, but I prefer you 
in the white one.

Disrespectful Mom: Don’t you think you’re getting carried away 
with all this dressing up!? You have so many nice clothes that it 
doesn’t really matter what you put on.

All the inappropriate adult replies have two things  
in common: they discount the child’s competence, and  
they attempt to “educate.” In effect, these comments  
say, “You should not feel and experience things the way you do. It 
would be better for you to feel and experience as I do.”

But what about the educational dimension? Perhaps the 
mother of the boy who doesn’t like his English teacher is seriously 
concerned about the fact that her son ought to be able to appre-
ciate competent teachers when he meets them, or perhaps she 
thinks that he takes his schoolwork too lightly. Surely these are le-
gitimate, important concerns. Perhaps the mother in the third ex-
ample is worried that her daughter has started to spend too much 
time dolling herself up. This is equally legitimate.

But, when expressed in this way, both the concerns them-
selves and the timing are problematic. If parents have important 
issues to discuss with their children, they need to choose a time 
and place for that particular conversation so that they have the 
opportunity to say everything that is on their mind. This is a way 
of taking themselves seriously. If they try to take a shortcut, they 
will neither make an impression nor be taken seriously. In other 
words, disrespectful comments do not have the educative effect 
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that parents desire.
Such efforts also backfire because disrespectful responses make 

children feel wrong or stupid. As a result, children disregard the 
lesson the parents are so intent on imparting. According to every 
educational theory, people who consider themselves to be stupid 
or wrong do not learn anything.

Example:
To illustrate what I mean, let me introduce Lily, sixteen, and her 
boyfriend Frank, eighteen, who have known each other for several 
months. One day Lily comes home from school and says, “Mom, 
Frank and I wondered whether you and Dad would think it was all 
right if I spent the night at his place this weekend.”

Assuming that Lily lives in a society in which such a question is 
reasonable, how should her mother respond? Her mom is aware of 
what her daughter wants to do, but she is not sure if her daugh-
ter knows what she needs. Lily is not asking to stay over at her 
boyfriend’s house because she wants to make love with him; she 
can do that at other times and places without her parents’ permis-
sion. She asks for two reasons: she wants to make love with her 
boyfriend and wants her parents to know that she is doing so, and 
she needs to know what her mother thinks and feels about the 
idea. She wants to tell her mother who she is now, and she wants 
to know what her mother thinks about the person she is now. In 
other words, Lily does not need lectures instructing her about sex 
and contraception, or lessons about AIDS or morality. She needs 
feedback that is just as open and personal as her own approach 
(provided that her aim is to strengthen the development of her 
self-esteem and personal responsibility, and preserve and deepen 
the contact between herself and her mother).

Lily’s mother might respond like this: “Phew! Right now, I just 
don’t know what to say to you. I really feel like saying, ‘NO, NO, 
NO!’ I know that you’re sixteen, but in my heart you’re still only 
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about ten. . . . Couldn’t you wait fifteen or twenty years, for my 
sake? Of course, I don’t really mean that, but just now when you 
asked me, I didn’t really know what to answer. Can you give me 
a chance to think about it and talk to your father first? Then I’ll be 
able to tell you what I think.”

This response does not give Lily a direct answer to her question, 
but she has been given something much better: an open, hon-
est, and very personal reaction from her mother. And initially, that 
is what the teenager needs most. In this way, contact between 
mother and daughter has been established. If at some future time 
Lily should need information and guidance, or if Lily should find 
herself in a moral dilemma, the door of communication between 
her and her mother is open.

Or, her mother could say: “I don’t think you should! I’ve noticed 
how fond you are of Frank, so I was prepared that you might ask 
me something like this. It’s not up to me to decide who you go out 
with, but I have to tell you that in my eyes Frank is not the boy I 
would like to see you with. I’m not saying this to forbid you, but 
you asked for my opinion and that’s the way I feel.”

This response has the same qualities (minus the hu-
mor) as the first one. Presumably, Lily would have preferred 
it if her mother had been pleased about her relationship 
with Frank, but that is not often the case. This reaction, 
though, is much better for Lily, her mother, and their 
mutual relationship than some kind of vague, nonconfrontational  
answer, such as: “Oh, I really don’t know, Lily. You are 
fond of Frank. . . . That’s up to you to decide. . . . What do 
you think?” (The question of giving teenagers permission  
or forbidding them to do things will be considered in  
Chapter 7.)

Personal feedback is the only form of communication that ac-
complishes three things at once: it develops children’s personal 
responsibility in a discriminating way; it maintains and develops 
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children’s relationships with their parents; and it promotes feel-
ings of family unity. All other forms of feedback—factual, moral, 
and social instruction; value judgments; and indifference—are de-
structive when it comes to promoting the three beneficial condi-
tions just described. The latter forms of feedback cause children 
to become externally rather than internally controlled (which is in 
turn detrimental to both their self-esteem and their development 
of personal responsibility), and lead to feelings of isolation, inferi-
ority, or shame.

Furthermore, using personal feedback has an added ad-
vantage. It constantly reminds children and young people  
of the existence of other people, other attitudes, and other ways 
of experiencing reality. In this important way, it helps to develop 
their social responsibility.

For adults, choosing to work toward achieving a more equally 
dignified relationship with children and young people is a daily 
challenge. Every day, children try to define their personal lim-
its and personal responsibility. In response, parents need to dig 
slightly deeper and come up with new ways of responding, rather 
than resorting to the same old reactions. To do so, parents need to 
shift their consciousness toward a more authentic way of being. 
They have to give up saying things like, “That’s not what we usu-
ally do,” “Everybody else says that . . . ,” or “In our family we have 
always . . .”

In other words, parents have to abandon “the automatic pa-
rental answering machine,” the device that spouts educative, 
advisory, and “helpful” comments as soon as a child gets within 
earshot. Of course, the truth about the automatic parental answer-
ing machine is that the great majority of children stop listening to 
its messages by the time they are three, and most adults immedi-
ately forget what they themselves have programmed it to say. But 
this is understandable because the quality of the messages is, to 
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put it kindly, unreliable. Most often, the tape contains an unsorted 
hodgepodge of “received wisdom” we remember from our grand-
parents, along with various bits and pieces of more contemporary 
parental advice we read in a magazine or overheard on television.

But just because the tape is automatic doesn’t mean that 
it’s harmless. Far from it. The individual words may sound 
harmless enough, but the underlying message is destructive: 
“You would not be able to function as a decent/well-bred/ 
responsible/cooperative child unless I remind you all the time 
what you should do!” Or as my parents expressed it, “You ought to 
be glad that you have us! What would become of you otherwise?!” 
And the more often the tape repeats itself, the more clearly the 
message is registered.

Children’s ability to express and practice their self-
responsibility increases with age. The same can apply to adult self-
responsibility—but best if adults are open to acknowledging their 
own competencies and those of their children.

R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  V E R S U S  S E R V I C E

Not all that many years ago, children were expected to carry 
out a number of service functions within the family. For  
example, children were expected to do their “chores” as  
a token of gratitude for the love and upbringing they  
received from their parents. When children balked at or  
did not embrace the chores assigned them, parents would often 
say, “They treat their home as if it was a boardinghouse.”

Over the last ten to fifteen years, I’ve become aware of a group 
of parents who do the opposite: instead of asking their children 
to perform appropriate chores, they wait on their children. This 
approach appears loving and caring, as long as the children are 
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young and the exchange is harmonious. But when children reach 
the age of three and four, tensions often erupt. As children’s de-
mands become more unreasonable and absurd, parents become 
more frustrated. In the worst examples, parents end up perma-
nently resentful and exhausted, and their children develop into 
asocial beings, unbearable to live with.

Professionals have labeled these children with various “diag-
noses” such as “the New Child Character” and “the Little Tyrants.” 
Several years passed before professionals began to focus attention 
on the parents, asking how and why they behaved the way they 
did. I have always found it very interesting to work with the par-
ents of such children, and I have had the opportunity to do so in 
various European countries. They represent a vanguard in the evo-
lution of relationships between parents and children.

These typically “modern” parents are often very aware  
of their relationship with their children. They have ap-
proached child rearing with a great deal of thought and 
have generally rejected the tyrannical parent role of ear-
lier generations, consciously distancing themselves from 
the way in which they were brought up. They remember all  
too well how frustrated and degraded they felt as chil- 
dren when their own parents made decisions for them. These 
recollections are now imprinted in their consciousness as a sense 
of never having been able to have or do what they wanted. (This 
phenomenon can also be observed in families in which the par-
ents have not thought things through so clearly but feel perpetu-
ally uncertain and pow-erless.)

Suppose, for example, that as a child Henry had to eat 
hot cereal for breakfast even though he didn’t like it, and 
then he was criticized for being hungry between meals. Sup-
pose that Lisa always had to clean her plate even when 
she was full. Suppose that Mark, who always wanted  
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new toys, was constantly criticized by his parents who  
told him, “You can’t always get everything you ask for!  
‘I want this, I want that.’ You always want something! My 
dear child, do you ever think about the fact that there has 
to be room for the rest of us? Anyway, you’ve just had your 
birthday, and soon it will be Christmas. You should under-
stand that we have to save money now and then! I’m not  
interested in what you ‘want.’ I want you to say, ‘I would like.’ ”

Naturally enough, when Henry and Lisa and Mark become par-
ents, they may conclude that they must give their children what 
they want, whenever possible. In this way, they not only avoid 
making the mistake their own parents made, but they also see 
their gesture as an obvious expression of love and care, even 
though it has neither a loving nor a caring effect. This approach, 
like so many other actions taken in child rearing, is just lovingly 
meant.

Essentially, the question of personal responsibility has gone 
awry in these families. As I mentioned before, children know what 
they want, but sometimes they don’t know what they need. If par-
ents try to give children what they want, then children simply do 
not get what they need. Instead, they become neglected. In addi-
tion, when the good feeling in a family is based on providing chil-
dren with everything they want, parents teach children to equate 
love and care with getting what they want. Consequently, children 
step up their demands for service. And the more their demands 
escalate, the more pain they feel because of their neglect, and the 
more they demand as compensation. In other words, they cooper-
ate!

What’s lacking in these families is a dialogue between 
children and parents. In their eagerness to be caring and 
nonauthoritarian, these parents overlook their own needs 
and their own integrity. As a result, their children never  
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encounter personal opposition. Instead of tangling with 
flesh-and-blood parents, children receive a yes or a no  
and interpret the response in terms of whether or not  
their request for services will be met. In the long run,  
there can be no personal closeness without personal responsibil-
ity.

Adults can recognize this phenomenon in their own loving re-
lationships. We all enjoy being waited on at times, especially if we 
take turns. But if your partner continually seeks out your needs, 
feelings, and moods without ever revealing his own, you end up 
feeling very alone and frustrated! It’s difficult enough for an adult 
to approach her partner and say, “Listen, I know that you want to 
give me everything that I desire, but I never get what I need most 
of all: YOU!”

Children would find it impossible to articulate this experience. 
Instead, they reach an inevitable and painful conclusion: “When 
my parents give me everything I ask for and I still feel that I am 
lacking something, then there must be something wrong with 
me.” And their parents inevitably come to the same conclusion: 
“We give our children everything that we are capable of giving 
them, and still something is missing. We must be bad parents!” 
This is one of the most explosive and destructive types of parent-
child relationships. Both parties rapidly lose their self-esteem and 
self-confidence, and at the same time they develop feelings of ag-
gression and guilt.

There is only one way out. The solution is both simple and dif-
ficult at the same time, and it begins with two decisive steps.

First, parents must assume full responsibility for the fact 
that family interactions have developed in such a destruc-
tive way. They must sit down together with their children 
and say, “We are sorry that you are feeling bad about how 
things are going. We also feel bad about it. We want to tell 
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you that it is our fault. We always thought that we were  
doing the very best for you when we gave you what  
you wanted, but now we realize that we have been wrong. 
We were so eager to make you happy and satisfied that  
we forgot ourselves. Now, things are going to change. It 
won’t be easy for any of us, but we think that we can get  
through this. Of course, we would be pleased if you would cooper-
ate with us so that we can make our family a happier one.”

The next step takes considerably longer. It requires that parents 
make a serious attempt to find “themselves”—their own limits, de-
sires, feelings, and needs. They also need to practice expressing 
themselves as “purely” as possible, that is, without criticizing their 
children or appealing for their understanding or their one-sided 
cooperation. As a general rule, children are able to cooperate with 
the new approach after parents embrace and practice it. Their 
responsibility can develop only in tandem with their parents’, al-
though at a somewhat slower pace.

How can parents train themselves to reveal their own feelings, 
needs, and limits? Not by staging long, profound conversations 
with their children, but by remembering to “include themselves” 
in simple, everyday exchanges. Parents need to use personal lan-
guage.

Example:
Instead of saying, “I finish work early today. What would 
you prefer: shall I pick you up at your friend’s house  
at three o’clock, or will you come home on your own at five?”

Say, “I finish work early today and I’d like to pick you up at three 
o’clock. What do you think?”

Instead of asking, “What would you like for dinner?”
Say, “I’d like fish for dinner today. What would you like?”
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Instead of asking, “Wouldn’t you like to go to bed early this eve-
ning?”

Say, “I’d like a few hours to myself this evening. What would 
you say about going to bed early?”

Instead of saying, “We’re free this weekend. What would you 
like to do?”

Say, “We’re free this weekend, and we thought about just stay-
ing at home and relaxing. What do you think we should do?”

Instead of saying, “It’s rather cold today. Don’t you think you 
should put some warmer clothes on?”

Say, “It’s cold today, so I’d like you to put some warm clothes 
on.”

Instead of asking, “Wouldn’t you like to help your dad in the 
garden this afternoon?”

Say, “I’d like you to help Dad in the garden this afternoon.”

The difference between these approaches may seem slight and 
perhaps even superficial if you focus on the words and the tacti-
cal phrasing. But the real difference lies in the quality of the re-
sponses: the initial statements create feelings of loneliness within 
families, while the rephrasings create feelings of togetherness. 
When parents begin speaking in the way I recommend, children 
begin to experience their parents in an authentic way—that is, 
children experience their parents as “real.” Only then can their so-
cial responsibility begin to develop.

When parents first begin to speak in a personal language, con-
flicts with their children may well increase rather than subside. 
This behavior is an understandable backlash. In turn, parents may 
be tempted to revive some remedies from the past—“setting lim-
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its,” “being consistent,” and “establishing consequences.” These 
methods can work for a limited period of time if parents are persis-
tent and staunch in their efforts, but they are a very shortsighted 
solution, and there are many good reasons to caution against this 
approach.

In the most positive light, such a retreat will reduce the num-
ber of conflicts—but only on the surface. Rather than arguing 
with each other, family members will begin to experience conflicts 
within themselves (intrapsychic conflicts), which unavoidably re-
appear as interpersonal conflicts. This happens for two reasons: 
First, the old-fashioned methods ultimately put all the responsi-
bility and blame on the children. Second, these approaches only 
appear to fill the vacuum, but they don’t: the lack of closeness 
between adults and children remains. Children still do not receive 
what they need. At the most, they learn to behave as if they did. 
By the same token, parents do not grow as adults. They just erect 
a “child-rearing plan” between themselves and their children. The 
contact between them may change, but it won’t improve.

Similar issues apply to families with children who are  
diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), which is assumed 
to account for their highly impulsive and asocial behavior. It is vital 
that the parents of these children learn how to demonstrate their 
limits and feelings to their children without relying on a “method.” 
Otherwise, the children’s quality of life will be impaired in the long 
run—and their symptoms will grow worse. Just as important, their 
parents will feel used up. The fact that these children are given a 
diagnosis often helps to relieve their parents’ feelings of guilt—
and that is important—but resorting to a “child-rearing approach” 
will damage the parents’ self-esteem as well as their relationship 
to their children. Children, irrespective of personality or diagnosis, 
do not benefit from being subjected to pedagogical methods un-
less the purpose is to teach them intellectual or practical skills.
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5

C H I L D R E N ’ S  
S O C I A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

I firmly believe that having a sense of social responsibility en-
hances the quality of human life. We are all connected, for better 

or worse, and any notion that we can avoid influencing the lives 
of other people and being influenced by theirs is an illusion. The 
same principle applies to societies and families: there is no such 
thing as your problem and my problem. It is a question of our 
problem and our success.

As I mentioned, it is my experience that children who are given 
support to develop their self-responsibility almost automatically 
develop a high degree of social responsibility. These children are 
helpful, sensitive, and considerate—manifestations of their social 
responsibility. In this context, social responsibility is not expressed 
as self-sacrifice, but as conscious, joint responsibility, which to a 
much greater degree ensures the dignity of all parties concerned.

Three- and four-year-old children begin developing their sense 
of social responsibility by practicing it with their parents and sib-
lings. Different families have different attitudes, and the extent to 
which a family requires that children develop social responsibility 
varies greatly, depending on such factors as the number of sib-
lings and the family’s social status and financial standing. Some 
families promote social responsibility by stressing the importance 



of emotional expression in the form of consideration and flexibil-
ity, and other families cultivate practical helpfulness and a sense of 
duty in terms of thought and deed.

The extent to which children develop a sense of social respon-
sibility also varies from country to country. Day-care centers and 
kindergartens in some countries emphasize the development of 
“freedom with responsibility”; others measure children’s social 
responsibility on the basis of their capability and willingness to 
subject themselves to the rules of the institution. Despite these 
differences, there is one factor these institutions have in common: 
the more children believe that social responsibility derives from 
a sense of duty, the more likely it is that they will grow up to be 
adults whose sense of social responsibility is underdeveloped.

There are two basic prerequisites for the optimal development 
of children’s social responsibility:

•  that parents see and acknowledge children’s urges to cooper-
ate, and

•  that parents behave responsibly toward each other, their chil-
dren, and other people.

As I have already mentioned, adults who set an example 
through actions impress their children far more than those who 
simply give verbal instructions.

Example:
Four-year-old Kevin is sitting on the floor playing with his Legos. 
His little sister walks by and stops for several minutes to watch 
her big brother with curiosity and admiration. Finally, she can no 
longer contain herself. She takes a few Legos so that she can play 
with him. Kevin tries to get her to stop without success, and finally 
he pushes her away. She bursts into a heartrending howl. Their 
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mother is alarmed and comes running into the room.

Mother: What’s happened? What’s the matter?
Little sister (crying): Kevin hit me!
Kevin: I didn’t . . . she keeps touching my Legos.
Mother: Kevin, you know you mustn’t hit your little sister. You 

have to remember that you are the oldest and that she is too 
young to understand. Why can’t she help you build with Legos? 
Couldn’t you play with your sister when you can see how much 
she wants to play with you!?

This is a classic example of a somewhat simplified understand-
ing of social responsibility—“Those who are older must be good 
to the young”—and of an instructive upbringing. The mother’s 
remarks are quite understandable. She cannot accept that Kevin 
violates his sister’s personal limits every time the little girl, through 
childish folly, violates his. The problem is that the mother acts in-
considerately toward Kevin while at the same time instructing him 
to be considerate.

Here’s an alternative dialogue:

Mother: What has happened, Kevin?
Kevin: She keeps spoiling my Legos!
Little sister: Kevin hit me, Mom!
Mother (putting her arm around the little sister and keeping her 

attention on Kevin): Let’s try to figure out what you can say to 
her when you want to play in peace.

In this version of the scenario, the mother does several impor-
tant things at the same time:

•  She investigates what has happened.
•  She appeals to Kevin as the more responsible of the two chil-
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dren instead of instructing him about his responsibility.
•  Her suggestion communicates that she is aware that Kevin 

has tried to set his own limits through the use of peaceful 
means, and that the situation culminated in a physical con-
frontation only because he does not know any better.

•  She acknowledges simultaneously his will to cooperate and 
his need to protect his own integrity.

•  She takes care of Kevin’s sister and at the same time allows 
the little girl to hear that Kevin’s personal limits are impor-
tant in the family.

•  By not criticizing Kevin for using his physical superiority, his 
mother informs him that she is aware that he feels bad about 
the way the conflict developed.

•  She indicates an approach instead of suggesting a solution. In 
this way she supports the development of Kevin’s personal 
and social responsibility. At the same time she informs both 
her children that the art of safeguarding one’s own integrity 
without causing injury to others is not something that you 
can “just do.”

There is no need for the mother to continue the conversation 
beyond this point. Kevin’s sense of responsibility will gradually 
lead him in the right direction.

Once respect for personal responsibility is established within 
the family, children are ready to be introduced to other types of 
social responsibility.

P R A C T I C A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

During the 1950s and 1960s, the majority of Scandinavian and 
American professionals held the view that it was healthy for chil-
dren to have chores—an unfortunate misperception.
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The principles from which this point of view springs are 
basically sound: children need to feel that they are a valu-
able part of the family. In the past, children were thought  
of as additional breadwinners. Now, in the more highly developed 
countries, they no longer need to fulfill this role. Hence, a vacuum 
has developed.

It is important, however, to draw a distinction between parents 
who ask children to do chores around the house because they 
need the help, and those who just think that work is “good” for 
kids. It may seem a small difference—and in reality, few parents 
may be aware that they are making a decision at all—but the dis-
tinction is enormous and has important consequences. Children 
who are asked to do chores because their parents need help expe-
rience themselves as valuable in relation to their parents, whereas 
those children whose parents feel that chores are “good” for 
children experience themselves as objects upon which theories 
of upbringing are being projected. Clearly, children in the latter 
category will have a hard time experiencing themselves as having 
value.

As I mentioned, families of different sizes differ in important 
ways. The larger the family, the greater the need for planning and 
structure, and thereby for duties. The question of assigning chores 
often arises when a child reaches five years of age. At this juncture, 
parents are faced with a very important decision: they can decide 
if they want to raise conscientious children or helpful children.

In actuality, the choice between raising helpful children or con-
scientious children is not necessarily an either/or question. But it is 
helpful to think of it in these terms for now in order to reflect on 
our long-term objectives for our children.

Parents who wish to have conscientious children need to take 
two basic factors into consideration:
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•  According to developmental psychologists, the healthiest ac-
tivity for children younger than ten—in terms of their physi-
cal, mental, social, and intellectual development—is play.

•  Eight-  and nine-year-old children possess a limited perspec-
tive. They do not enter into contracts with the same aware-
ness that adults do. For example, suppose you are washing 
up after dinner while your six-year-old daughter sits at the 
table chatting pleasantly with you. You ask if she’d like to 
wash the dishes three nights a week, and she says, eagerly, 
“Oh yes.” But her yes does not mean, “I am prepared to 
wash up three times a week for as long as I live at home.” It 
means, “Yes, I love you too, and right now I’m prepared to  
do anything at all to make you happy!” The alacrity with 
which your six-year-old enters into a “contract” with her 
mother is similar to one adult telling an-other, “I will always 
love you!”—which is neither a promise nor a contract, but an 
expression of how intensely one person feels about his love 
at that precise moment.

If we bear these two conditions in mind, there is nothing wrong 
with giving children a number of regular chores. But it is important 
that parents do not mix “love and business”; that parents do not 
adopt an approach that says, “You owe it to your parents to fulfill 
your duties as an expression of gratitude for their great love for 
you!”

Duties are duties; they have nothing to do with love. 
They may involve feelings of goodwill perhaps, and of  
responsibility, but not love. If a similar arrangement were drawn 
up between people who are married, their love would rapidly fade.

That’s why it’s important that children are given tasks that are 
meaningful for the family—for which their parents really need 
their help—and that children’s efforts are appreciated.
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Another advantage of giving children domestic chores is that 
doing so organizes their natural helpfulness and urge to cooper-
ate. It helps the family, and it is in no way detrimental to children’s 
development. At the same time, chores are not necessary; that is, 
taking on chores does not develop a child’s sense of social respon-
sibility. Parents need to decide whether to assign chores on the 
basis of their own needs and attitudes only.

If parents choose to have helpful children, they need to remem-
ber that helpfulness cannot be structured before the age of ten 
or eleven. Before this age, only a few children are able to cope 
with this kind of structure. Furthermore, it is important not to give 
them regular duties but instead to ask for their help whenever it is 
needed.

•  “Simon! Remember that it’s your turn to wash up today!” This 
parent is used to allotting chores.

•  “Simon! I need some help. Will you wash up?” This parent is 
asking for help.

Since most children find themselves in the middle of doing 
something else when their parents request their help, parents 
shouldn’t ask children if they “feel” like helping. Children never 
“feel” like stopping what they’re engaged in at the moment. But 
parents can insist:

“Simon! I need some help. Will you do the dishes?”
“No, I don’t have time. I’m going to play football with Nich-olas.”
“It’s all right if you play football first, but I want you to do the 

dishes afterward, O.K.?”

Or:
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“Simon! I want you to go down to the recycling bin with our old 
newspapers today. Would you do that?”

“Oh no . . . I don’t feel like it. I’m watching television.”
“That’s all right, Simon! You don’t have to feel like it. You can not 

feel like it all the way down there and back again, but I want 
those newspapers out of the house today!”

Or:

“Simon! I need your help for a moment. Would you set the table 
while I finish making the dinner?”

“No! I’m busy!”
“O.K. I’ll do it myself.”

And then, of course, there are all the occasions when children 
say, simply, “Yes.” From my experience, there are two advantages 
when parents choose to raise helpful rather than conscientious 
children. In the long view, helpful children contribute more to the 
sense of family togetherness. Second, both parties receive essen-
tial training in saying yes and no to each other, and in that way 
they are sensitized to each other’s needs and limits. It is important 
to frame the distinction not as a matter of choice versus duty, but 
as a question of whether one’s sense of responsibility arises from 
within (intrinsic control) or from without (extrinsic control).

Like adults, children need to feel that they are of value  
to the family as a whole. Feeling valuable in this sense rarely—per-
haps never—arises from the sense that one has performed a ser-
vice. At the same time, children are deprived of feeling valued if 
they perceive that they are at their parents’ beck and call, or if they 
feel as if they are the objects upon which their parents exercise 
their notions about how children “should” be raised. The purest 
form of conscientiousness—that is, social responsibility that is not 
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just governed by a sense of duty—emerges when both children 
and adults are free to commit themselves and not when they feel 
compelled to commit themselves in order to please other people.

O V E R - R E S P O N S I B L E  C H I L D R E N

We often become so involved in developing children’s social re-
sponsibility on the practical level that we forget how responsible 
children feel, almost from birth, for their parents’ well-being. Chil-
dren feel guilty when their parents have personal or marital prob-
lems, or when parents treat them badly or neglect them. In these 
situations, children always come to the same emotional conclu-
sion: that they are the ones in the wrong. Such children mature at 
an early age and are forced by circumstance to act as a parent for 
their own parent.

Some children become over-responsible at the young age of 
one or two. They learn to care for their parents’ needs and repress 
their own. This is particularly apparent in families where one of the 
parents is a drug addict, an alcoholic, mentally ill, or emotionally 
absent.

But this situation also occurs in families whose circum-
stances are much less dramatic. For example, it applies to 
families in which a very young and immature girl has be-
come a mother in an attempt to give her life meaning  
and coherence. It is not unusual in situations in which divorcing 
parents struggle for power, using the children as ammunition and 
claiming custody as a symbol of victory. (Unfortunately, this is an 
interpersonal process that no legislation can prevent.)

Children also may become over-responsible in divorced families 
in which one parent has been left in a critical situation character-
ized by feelings of hopelessness, bitterness, or paralyzing loneli-
ness. Even if children live with this parent only part-time, they will 
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sacrifice their own needs for the sake of the parent. Of course, 
some single parents abuse their children’s responsibility and will-
ingness to cooperate by shifting all their worries and cares onto 
their children’s shoulders. Sadly, this problem is not restricted to 
single-parent families. It is just as relevant in two-parent families 
in which parents are unable to talk to each other about their prob-
lems, and where the mother, in particular, is driven to confide in a 
child. These children often very quickly develop a sense of over-
responsibility, not just in relation to the mother’s problems, but 
also with regard to their parents’ matrimonial problems. Naturally 
this strain negatively affects the children’s development.

Adult immaturity or existential emptiness is a vacuum that in-
evitably attracts children who need to be valued and wish to co-
operate. From the parents’ point of view, their relationship with 
their child appears satisfying and uncomplicated. But other adults 
in the child’s life may see the problem—because a child compen-
sates for the attention he doesn’t receive from his parents by act-
ing out with other adults. Younger children whine and cling; older 
children become aggressive and seek out conflicts. In this way, 
children ingeniously and competently seek to satisfy their own 
needs.

Thus far, I have described family situations that are quite clearly 
destructive, but it is important to point out that seemingly “nor-
mal” families raise over-responsible children as well. The following 
situation illustrates how difficult it is for parents to recognize the 
extent to which their own children cooperate.

Example:
Andrew’s parents divorced when he was three. Although his 
mother was somewhat bitter about the divorce, both parents took 
their responsibility toward their son very seriously: they didn’t 
fight, and they continued to live near each other so that Andrew, 
spending alternate weeks with each parent, could maintain con-

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 1 6 9



tact with his friends and stay at the same school.
Both parents were well educated. His mother, disenchanted 

with men in general, lived alone; his father chose to live alone, 
mostly out of consideration for Andrew, even though he had a 
couple of lengthy relationships with other women. After ten years, 
though, when Andrew turned thirteen, his father began living 
with a woman.

Andrew quickly established a good relationship with Hannah, 
his father’s new partner. The apprehensions that the adults had 
concerning jealousy and conflicts proved to be unfounded.

Six months passed. One morning, Andrew’s mother called on 
her ex-husband to say that Andrew had decided to stop visiting 
his father according to the arrangement they had worked out. This 
news came as a shock to the father. Feeling rejected and guilty, 
he considered several explanations: Was Andrew jealous after all? 
Was his former wife trying to spoil things? Did Andrew feel over-
looked under the new circumstances?

Andrew and his parents ended up in therapy, and during a ses-
sion, the father said, “Andrew, I would like to know why you sud-
denly don’t want to live with me anymore? . . . I mean, as much as 
you used to.”

Andrew hesitated and was quiet for a long time before speak-
ing. Then, looking at his father with great seriousness, he said, “It’s 
because I thought that now . . . now you have Hannah to look after 
you . . . perhaps you don’t need me to come so often.” The father 
was astounded, moved, and satisfied by the answer, and he was 
prepared to talk over a new arrangement with regard to Andrew’s 
visits.

At this point Andrew’s mother, who from the start of the meet-
ing had insisted on her right to remain silent, interrupted by say-
ing, “But Andrew, can you then explain why you suddenly want to 
go to boarding school?”

Once again, Andrew thought for a long time, but this time his 
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courage let him down slightly. With encouragement from the fam-
ily therapist, he managed to answer, “Then perhaps you might 
also find yourself a new husband.”

These self-effacing, loving, and deeply responsible statements 
from a thirteen-year-old boy introduce us to the extent to which 
children cooperate with their parents. And they serve as a good 
point from which to launch a discussion of the problems facing 
single parents—for in these families, the temptation to have a 
child step in and fill the parental void is hard to resist.

My experience indicates that most single parents are respon-
sible, but that does not mean that they can always avoid raising 
over-responsible children. This is especially true if they became 
single parents before their children reached the age of thirteen or 
fourteen.

Single parents can greatly reduce the burden that their children 
experience by

•  ensuring that the child is surrounded by a stable network of 
adults,

•  nurturing their child’s sense of helpfulness rather than her 
conscientiousness,

•  encouraging the child to play with other children as much as 
possible,

•  directly acknowledging the child’s feelings of responsibility 
by saying, “I know it worries you that I am a bit depressed 
at the moment, but I have someone I can talk to about it, 
so I am sure that things will soon get better.” This is a much 
better explanation than “Don’t you worry about that, dear. 
Everything will be all right as long as we have each other.”

It’s also helpful to remember that being alone with children has 
a negative as well as a positive side, and children experience the 
closeness and greater contact as both a privilege and an obliga-
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tion.
To determine whether children experience their over-

responsibility as a burden—or, to put it another way, whether their 
willingness to cooperate is undermining their integrity—watch for 
the following signs:

•  exaggerated consideration toward the parent and reluctance 
to spend time with peers

•  a tendency to get into conflicts and be contrary
•  forgetfulness concerning carrying out duties and maintaining 

agreements
•  destructive or aggressive behavior at nursery school or school
•  frequent headaches, stomachaches, back and shoulder pains
•  total rebellion (in adolescence)
•  introversion, melancholy, and social withdrawal

From my experience, these are the most common signs, but this 
does not necessarily mean that children who do not demonstrate 
these signs are not over-responsible, nor that all children who do 
demonstrate them are over-responsible.

Over the past ten years, we have seen an upsurge in over-
responsible children, particularly in countries in which na-
tional crises and wars divide families and kill off fathers. 
The seriousness of this phenomenon has led both pro- 
fessionals and parents to profess what I consider to be an exagger-
ated belief—that children who have become over-responsible can 
be relieved of this propensity at a later age.

Example:
A young mother lived alone with Carl, her eight-year-old son, from 
his birth until he turned five. At that time she started living with 
a man whom she had been dating for three years. The mother 

1 7 2 	 j esper      j uul 



and her boyfriend were both well educated and interested in chil-
dren. When they moved in together, they agreed that Carl, who 
was somewhat over-responsible, should “be allowed to be a child 
again.”

As a result, the two adults embarked on a conscious, goal-
directed course of upbringing that was based on the idea that they 
would make “responsible adult decisions” regarding bedtimes, 
homework, and extracurricular activities, and that they would “set 
limits.”

After another three years had passed, the mother decided to 
break off the relationship, partly because the man’s view of her 
son and his ideas about upbringing were more conservative than 
she thought reasonable.

In the intervening three years, Carl had become overweight 
and rather quick-tempered, both at home and at school. Now that 
he was alone with his mother again, violent conflicts occurred al-
most every day—Carl angrily accused his mother of not loving 
him anymore.

Naturally both Carl and his mother were dismayed by this state 
of affairs. Things improved rapidly when Carl was helped to see 
that when he said to his mother, “You don’t love me anymore!” 
what he really meant was, “I don’t feel happy about the way you 
love me.”

The adults in Carl’s life had been thoughtful, but misguided. 
They had overlooked the fact that Carl felt overly responsible not 
for himself, but toward his mother. Naturally, it did not help Carl 
when the adults in his life assumed more responsibility for him.

When children like Carl assume too much responsibil-
ity at such an early age, this quality becomes an integral part  
of their personality and cannot simply be amputated. It is possible 
to check its growth and to prevent it from being misused and ex-
ploited, but for children like Carl over-responsibility will continue 

	 Y our    C ompetent         C hild    	 1 7 3



to be a lifelong tendency that will characterize their relationships 
with people who are important to them.

Carl’s mother and her boyfriend could have done two things 
that would have helped both Carl and themselves. First, they 
could have concentrated on making both their individual adult 
lives and their life together work as well as possible—that is, they 
could attend to their personal responsibility. The happier Carl’s 
mother was with her adult life, the more he would be able to re-
lax and concentrate his energy on his own childhood. Instead, Carl 
became the object of their conflicts and the instrument of their 
breakup, and this outcome ultimately caused his sense of over-
responsibility to swell.

Furthermore, they could have encouraged and stimulated the 
child in him: his irrationality, wildness, unreasonableness, childish-
ness, playfulness, immediacy, and spontaneity.

They intended to give him the “right to be a child,” but instead 
they ended up “playing adults.”

In turn, Carl’s response to his mother was direct and competent: 
“If that’s the way you want to love me, then I don’t want anything 
to do with it!”

Those children who express themselves more dramatically than 
Carl—by refusing to clean their rooms, do their homework, baby-
sit younger siblings, help with chores, or go on errands for adults—
find themselves in more difficult straits. In addition to shouldering 
the responsibility for the well-being of the adults, they are criti-
cized and reproached by the adults for being irresponsible when it 
comes to practical matters.

But children are unable to protest directly when they feel overly 
responsible. Their only alternative is to dig in their heels on the 
home front and deal with their pain when they are out of the 
house. Others are removed by court order, or leave home volun-
tarily; many others receive support from society in the form of 
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school psychological services, placement in special schools, and 
counseling.

Teachers, therapists, and foster parents need to understand 
that they cannot “cure” over-responsibility. I don’t mean to be 
overly pessimistic. But to think otherwise is to add insult to injury.

When children spend the first five, ten, or thirteen years of their 
lives repressing themselves in order to give priority to their par-
ents’ needs and feelings, over-responsibility becomes a central 
part of their identity and the only way in which they have learned 
how to be of value to other people. To tell children that they can 
overcome this way of being hurts their self-esteem and impedes 
the development of their social responsibility. In fact, when other 
adults take the place of parents and with the best of intentions 
start to work on a child’s over-responsibility, one of two things will 
happen:

1.  The child will experience this new approach as a criticism of 
a core quality and either refuse to cooperate or become ag-
gressive, uncooperative, or passive.

2.  The child’s already well-trained sense of over-responsibility 
will be reactivated with new adults as its targets. The child’s 
sense of over-responsibility will remain undiminished. The 
only difference will be that he or she has become controlled 
by a new source of external authority with another set of de-
mands and expectations.

The antithesis of over-responsibility is personal re- 
sponsibility and self-esteem. It is not the task of adults to 
break down or treat over-responsibility, but to strengthen 
self-esteem and self-responsibility so that the balance  
between personal and social responsibility can be re- 
stored.

This is a long process. It takes two to three years to initiate, de-
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mands patience, and will probably last the rest of the child’s life. 
Both parties need time because the external and internal demands 
exacted by the process of adaptation are so great in themselves, 
and because the task facing the child—to find his lost self beneath 
his strategy for survival—is difficult.

A L O N E  W I T H  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

Because many over-responsible children feel as if they  
are alone with the responsibility for one or both of their  
parents—or perhaps even for the whole family—they actively 
seek contact with parents; they are happy when they achieve it, 
and become frustrated when they don’t.

But another group of children from diverse backgrounds is also 
alone with responsibility. They struggle, often from a very early 
age, with the task of assuming responsibility for themselves—on 
their own. It is as if they have concluded, however subconsciously, 
that their families have nothing to offer them but food, shelter, 
clothing, and a bed.

As I have mentioned, my experience indicates that these chil-
dren come from all types of families—from completely ordinary 
and seemingly healthy families to very problematic families that 
are lacking in resources. These children have “opted out” because

•  of blatant negligence or physical abuse;
•  the parents’ problematic relationship has demanded all the 

family’s energy for long periods;
•  the family has lacked any real emotional center, and each 

member has been stranded on his or her own desert island; 
or

•  one of the parents (often the mother) has made exaggerated 
emotional demands and has only superficially been able to 
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give in return.

As long as they are minors, the main problem facing these chil-
dren is that they are simply so young. We have no tradition that 
allows us to perceive of children as self-sufficient beings who do 
not need to belong to a social group. Therefore we often do not 
realize the totality of their existential isolation, or we perceive it as 
social loneliness, and this understanding stokes our sentimental-
ity. But on the whole, we just do not see such children at all.

Many of these children grow up without being especially un-
happy or even conscious of their circumstances. Often they don’t 
discover their own isolation until they themselves start a family. 
They seem drawn to people who are used to thriving in relation-
ships. People who grew up by themselves then end up feeling first 
puzzled and then unhappy about the fact that they have so much 
difficulty establishing intimate relationships with their partners.

Some children, however, grow up in such destructive families 
that they develop serious psychological and social problems. They 
are frustrated because they actually are alone in the world, but 
they are still hoping and longing for union. Metaphorically speak-
ing, they continue to sit down for dinner with the rest of the family 
in the hope that food will be served, even though they know that 
nothing at all will be served, or that they’ll only get a helping of 
empty calories. Their unmet expectations and hopes place them 
in a painful existential situation where they are isolated and lonely, 
yet enslaved.

Example:
I encountered a thirteen-year-old boy who had run away from an 
institution for about the hundredth time. He had been missing for 
about a month during the middle of winter and had survived by 
breaking into summer cottages, where he found food and shelter. 
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I met with him when the police brought him back to the institu-
tion.

We talked about his desperate situation, and I attempted, 
somewhat clumsily, to describe the frustrated relationship he had 
with his parents, both of whom had problems with alcohol and 
prescription drugs.

“Well,” he said after some time, “I think I know what you mean. 
It’s like in those summer cottages. When I break into one of them 
to find something to eat, it’s really bloody annoying if there isn’t 
any food. Then I kick the fridge or the wastebasket and move on to 
the next house. But one day I came to a big house with a cellar and 
everything. I could see that the owners were rich, and I was certain 
that I was in luck. But you won’t believe this: those people had two 
rooms in the cellar—a food storage room and a wine cellar—but 
they were shut up behind sort of barred doors made of iron with 
big padlocks, and I didn’t have any tools to break in with.

“You won’t believe this, but I sat there the whole bloody night, 
staring at all that food that I couldn’t get my hands on, and do you 
think I could pull myself together to move on to another house? 
No, I bloody well couldn’t. I just sat there crying, like the idiot I am! 
. . . Is that what you mean?”

We need to see these children for who they are, because the kind 
of help and care they respond to is completely different from the 
kind that other children and young people need. They don’t ben-
efit from adult wisdom and experience; they often turn their back 
on physical contact. They never ask for help. They manage on their 
own or demand service or material things. And no sooner do you 
think that you have established personal contact with them than 
you become “just another adult.” They are immune to pedagogi-
cal strategy and instruction; for them, society is an abstraction just 
like any other community. They have always been responsible 
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for themselves, but they have almost no awareness of their own 
needs. Their sense of social responsibility is as good as nonexis-
tent.

To help these children, two things must happen. First, they have 
to see themselves as being virtually parentless and alone with the 
responsibility for their own lives. This does not mean that they 
have to confront or break with their parents; rather, they need to 
face up to the fact that qualities such as responsibility, care, trust-
worthiness, and stable emotional contact—which are necessary 
requirements for a proper childhood—do not exist in their fam-
ily. Initially, when children confront these realities they feel relief 
and then grief, from which it takes time to recover. Only after this 
process is complete can children experience the freedom that al-
lows them to assume responsibility for their own lives. Confront-
ing such a loss in a child is a difficult step for many adults to take. It 
is often hard for them to see such stark loneliness in children.

The next step—disregarding most of what we know in terms 
of conventional educational theory and child rearing—is easier. 
We need to refrain from playing the part of helpers and instead 
meet these children on their own terms. This means that we must 
not think that we know what is best for them; we have to have 
enough respect and patience to stand by while they are allowed 
to experiment and work things out for themselves. We need to be 
constantly aware that our contact with them is not, nor can it be, 
a substitute for what was lacking in their relationship with their 
parents. Furthermore, we must be willing for our contact with 
them to be based also on our own uncertainty and helplessness. 
We need to act out of a sense of humility, and with the knowledge 
that we all have equal dignity.

Many of these children—those who have not been subjected 
to serious abuse by their parents or society—hold a good hand. 
They are used to loneliness and fear. Furthermore, their original, 
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unspoiled “self” is often intact. They need to make contact with 
this inner core in order to develop a sense of personal responsi-
bility and an acceptable social responsibility, in that order. Social 
adjustment has never eased anyone’s existential pain; at the most, 
it provides makeshift protection against pain that will inevitably 
arise in new contexts.

P A R E N T A L  P O W E R

Recently, when I was working in southern Europe, I heard 
two mothers discussing how they were bringing up their 
children. One mother was deeply unhappy because the  
family’s eighteen-year-old son, accused of a series of  
petty thefts along with some friends, was due to appear in court.

After giving her friend a detailed account of the circumstances, 
the woman said, “I just don’t understand it! All the time he went to 
school, he was such a lovely boy. He was helpful and hardworking 
and always among the best students in his class. That’s why we 
always allowed him to do so much. . . . We’ve never denied that 
boy anything if we could possibly give it to him. If he wanted to 
go out in the evening, to a club, he went. We allowed him to do 
everything, because he was such a good and clever boy.”

A little later, when the subject of the conversation had changed 
to the family’s fifteen-year-old daughter, the same woman said, 
“Yes, I suppose I’m treating her in the wrong way, but I don’t dare 
do otherwise. She’s not allowed to do anything now. I’m keeping 
her at home because I’m afraid that she might get into bad com-
pany. . . . She protests, of course, and it’s probably not right of me 
to do it, but I can’t help it. What can a mother do?”

This mother is genuinely despairing and perplexed. Her belief 
in doing “the right thing” has been shaken. Had she raised her son 
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and daughter incorrectly? Tens of thousands of parents of gang 
members, drug addicts, criminals, and young people who have 
taken their own lives—or attempted to do so—ask themselves the 
same question every day. In the midst of their terrible powerless-
ness, whether they have to make a big or a small decision in re-
lation to their children, these parents wonder, “Are we doing the 
right thing? Is what we are doing good enough?”

Presumably, no one doubts that parents have power over chil-
dren and that responsible parents implement this power—in ev-
eryday situations, and during important conflicts. In the same way, 
adults also have power outside the family, which should comply 
with the various laws of society.

The ways in which parents exercise their power—over such is-
sues as dress, marriage, religion, and the use of physical force—
vary greatly between cultures. Parents who are forced to flee from 
one culture to another, or who choose to emigrate, often discover 
that the customs they took for granted in their homeland are now 
subject to question. People whose moral concepts will brook no 
ambiguity often have difficulty moving to countries in which the 
population is more diverse and moral issues may not be so black-
and-white. This clash can cause personal pain for parents, which in 
turn has a decisive influence on the life of the whole family.

It is also common knowledge that many parents and other 
adults commonly misuse their power over children for both ide-
ological and psychological reasons. Fortunately, this type of be-
havior is on the decline in the most well-informed, democratic 
societies. To a certain extent, it is also on the wane in schools and 
other institutions.

But I am less concerned with this type of raw power than its 
more subtle manifestation. My aim here is to isolate the inevitable 
balance of power between children and adults and to generate 
some guidelines according to which adults can assume responsi-
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bility for the ways in which they exercise power over children. To 
me, such guidelines constitute an ethical principle. From a health 
perspective, these ethical considerations are more relevant than 
most of the morality that traditionally forms the basis for discus-
sions about how to bring up children.

The guidelines I propose are neither an indictment of certain 
parents nor evidence of their guilt. It is a discussion of how we all 
share the responsibility for our children’s development and fate. 
Taking this joint responsibility also naturally means sharing in the 
blame. The same applies to our adult partners in loving relation-
ships. (As far as I am aware, it applies to our relationships with 
other people in general, but within the confines of the family, the 
immediate consequences are particularly apparent and impor-
tant.)

I N T E R A C T I O N

In family therapy we explain interaction by saying that the interac-
tive process in a family (or between partners) can have three quali-
ties. Sometimes the interaction between members of a family is 
constructive and life-giving, at other times it can be destructive, 
and on occasions we tend to tread water. Family interaction natu-
rally contains all three of these qualities, but in different propor-
tions at different times during the course of the family’s history.

It is precisely the quality of what takes place between  
us that determines how the family prospers. Whether a  
family malfunctions or flourishes is a function of the in- 
teraction of family members and not of the actions of one indi-
vidual.

As most people are aware, interaction consists not only of what 
can be seen directly in facial expressions and gestures, and what 
can be heard in words and tone of voice, but also of what can be 
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read “between the lines” in the form of implicit attitudes, feelings, 
conflicts, and our whole personal background. In family therapy 
we distinguish between content and process; between what we 
do and say, and how we do and say it.
Traditionally, we have learned to believe that the content 
of what we do or say is most important. This is not correct. 
When content and process are consistent, the two factors 
assume equal importance. But when this is not the case, process is 
more important.

The majority of us have grown up in families with parents who 
were convinced that what they told us—the moral code they gave 
us and the rules they made for our behavior—determined the 
quality of our upbringing. If they had high moral standards, they 
made sure that they adhered to the same rules they laid down for 
their children.

Perhaps they were aware of an occasional contradic-
tion between attitude and behavior—such as when a fa-
ther shouts to a son, “Stop shouting!”—and regretted these 
inconsistencies. Perhaps they worried that they were being  
ineffective. They also knew that there was a certain correlation be-
tween the quality of the parents’ relationship to each other and 
how their children grew up. If the father drank or the mother stole, 
or the parents were always arguing and fighting, it was likely that 
the children would fail to thrive and/or would become uncontrol-
lable.

But the parents were not aware that the quality of the process 
was crucial for the success or failure of their good intentions. They 
only knew that it was important to do the “right thing,” and that 
when that failed it was because something was wrong with their 
children, or their children’s friends. Or perhaps it was the will of 
God, testing or teaching them. When they questioned their own 
efforts, they asked themselves, “Haven’t we been strict enough? 
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Should we have seen things coming and intervened at an ear-
lier stage?” Like the mother with the eighteen-year-old son, they 
thought about what they had done or failed to do, and not about 
how they had done it.

In a loving relationship between two equal adults, both have 
equal responsibility for the quality of the interaction. But adults 
have complete responsibility for the quality of their interaction 
with children. This applies to the interaction between children and 
parents in a family, and between adults and children in nursery 
schools, day care, schools, and in society.

When I say that adults need to take responsibility for  
the interaction, I do not mean that they need to take the 
child’s side. What I mean is that even though children  
and young people influence the process in the interac- 
tion with adults, children are not capable of assuming responsi-
bility for it. When children have to take the responsibility for the 
interaction, they do not develop in healthy ways.

Only recently have we begun to understand the factors that 
need to be present so that children will thrive. The problem is 
that the way in which we, as adults, influence this process is to a 
great extent beyond our control. We influence it via our personal-
ity (our conscious and subconscious conflicts with ourselves and 
each other); via the feelings and moods we ignore or repress (the 
changes of mood we ourselves fail to detect); and via our exagger-
ated desire to do the right thing and our fear of doing the wrong 
thing—to mention just a few of the factors.

This is the power we have over our children. Irrespective of 
what qualities they may have been born with, we have power over 
the interactive processes that determine their development and 
quality of life, until they themselves become adults and take over.

In other words, having high moral standards and trying to do 
what is “right” cannot guarantee that our children will turn out 
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well, as our parents and grandparents believed. We must abandon 
the whole idea that it is at all possible to do “what is right.”

Instead, we must develop a code of ethics for our relationships 
with children according to which we keep our ears and eyes open 
for the blunders that we inevitably make, and openly assume re-
sponsibility for them. This is the only ethical practice that can set 
children free so that they can develop in healthy ways. Help is 
available—from our children themselves, in the form of the com-
petent feedback they give us whenever we reach an impasse.

Let me return to that unhappy mother and her dilemma con-
cerning her son who was awaiting trial on some petty thefts. She 
and her husband had brought him up according to the old for-
mula: if the boy is shaping up well, he should be praised and re-
warded—if not, crack down on him and restrict his freedom.

In the culture in which this family lives, the parents have no 
doubt about the content of their interaction with their children: 
it is a question of bringing up their children to be nice and hard-
working and clever at school, and otherwise doing what their 
parents tell them to do. The ideal is for children to adapt and to 
subject themselves to external control. If content and process had 
been in harmony—if the son’s “good behavior” had been a reflec-
tion of his good feeling about himself—he would have become a 
nice young man who worshipped his mother, and who enjoyed a 
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beer or two with his father at Sunday lunch.
But things did not turn out that way. There was a miss-

ing element in the interaction: his parents had emphasized  
their son’s achievements and forgotten about his “being.” (Actu-
ally they had not forgotten about it; they had merely overlooked 
its importance. Because they were successful themselves, they 
assumed that social success automatically produces existential 
contentment.) In such cases, applying the externally controlled 
ideal in child rearing suddenly becomes dangerous. Thus the boy 
stands there with his good grades, his low self-esteem, his lack of 
self-responsibility, and his longing for any kind of social identity 
whatsoever, as long as it does not resemble that of his parents. 
In time, he turns to bad company—his thieving friends—and they 
assume power over him in the same way his parents wanted to: if 
you do as we do, you’re one of us; if you do not, you’re out in the 
cold!

The mother was correct in assuming that her daughter will not 
fare much better even though she uses the reverse strategy with 
the girl. In their culture, the daughter would most likely either start 
to do badly in school, fight with her parents, or get pregnant so 
that she can leave home.

Children cooperate in relation to both the constructive and the 
destructive processes in their family: their psyche does not allow 
them to differentiate one from the other. Gradually, as their con-
sciousness, language, and values develop, they become able to re-
ject their parents’ destructive behavior. Even so, it gets under their 
skin and becomes a part of their personality.

Therefore, when children start to behave destructively or self-
destructively (depending on whether they cooperate straightfor-
wardly or invertedly), it is possible to assume three things about 
their situation with a great degree of certainty:
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1.  Their destructive/self-destructive behavior does not origi-
nate with them. It always starts with the adults in their life.

2.  The adults in the family are generally not conscious of their 
destructive/self-destructive behavior and are in that sense 
blameless.

3.  The destructive/self-destructive behavior of the child has de-
veloped over a number of years, even though the parents 
may be able to identify a recent incident in the child’s life 
that appears to have sparked the behavior. (Infants often re-
act more immediately.)

It is not possible for us to abdicate our adult power, and there 
are limits as to how much we can prepare ourselves to exert this 
power for two reasons: we know too little about ourselves, and all 
children are different. Often it is impossible to know who our child 
was, and who we were, until long after the child has left home.

T H E  R E S P O N S I B L E  U S E  O F  P O W E R

How can parents use their power responsibly in terms of their chil-
dren’s physical, economic, and social well-being? I think we can 
all agree that parents are entitled to use physical power to pre-
vent a three-year-old from running into the middle of the street, 
or to take a sick child to the doctor. Likewise, parents are forced 
to consider their family’s economic situation as a whole and with 
regard to the future; therefore, at certain times, they have to use 
their economic power. Similarly, parents need to decide whether 
a baby should be placed in day care, and which school a child 
should attend—exerting, in this way, their social power.

Conflicts first arise when our parental responsibility begins to 
compete with, or completely overtakes, children’s personal re-
sponsibility. Traditionally, this happens with regard to the issues of 
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food, sleep, school, clothing, homework, pocket money, and get-
ting up in the morning. There is also a “gray zone” regarding issues 
of cleaning up, personal hygiene, and how much time children 
need to spend with family members such as uncles, aunts, and 
grandparents. In this gray zone, children’s personal responsibility 
must be invited, talked over, and negotiated when it conflicts with 
the way the parents see their parental responsibility.

How should parents handle conflicts that involve a clash be-
tween parental responsibility and children’s personal responsibil-
ity? I will explore a few examples in order to suggest approaches 
and consequences. My goal is to establish some guidelines that 
can be used when doubts arise as to what is actually happening 
in a family, and how beneficial or healthy it is for all parties con-
cerned.

Let’s start with a common conflict: should parents wake chil-
dren in the morning or let them wake themselves up? The answer 
is that children older than three can wake themselves. Yet in most 
families, the older the child, the more wake-up calls she needs. 
Why?

There are two reasons. First, many parents are taking a contra-
dictory position: they wake their children, but at the same time 
they tell them that they ought to be able to get up on their own. 
Second, the children are cooperating with their parents—by be-
coming helpless and dependent.

In this example, personal responsibility meets paren-
tal responsibility. Obviously, children should assume per-
sonal responsibility for waking themselves up and getting 
themselves to school. On the other hand, the parents are held  
accountable if children arrive at school late. What can parents do? 
The answer is simple. Do what suits you best. If you can wake your 
children with peace of mind and a smile on your face, and they 
actually get up, then by all means, carry on.
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If, on the other hand, you are unable to do so, then it is sensible 
to stop. If you have to call your children three, four, or seven times 
before they get out of bed, and you become irritated and stressed, 
and the day begins with bad feelings, then you are receiving the 
signal I mentioned earlier. Your family indicator is telling you that 
you are in the midst of a “destructive conflict”: a conflict that re-
peats itself with increasing regularity during which the exchanges 
between the parties involved become increasingly negative, tak-
ing the form of criticism, reproach, accusations, abusive language, 
irony, and sarcasm.

When the interaction takes a negative direction, it always 
means that the parents have exceeded their own limits. They have 
forsaken their personal responsibility and assumed responsibil-
ity that belongs to their children. The real problem isn’t whether 
the children can wake themselves up and get to school. If held re-
sponsible, the children will probably oversleep a couple of times 
at first and perhaps even try to pretend to put the responsibility 
back on their parents, but that will soon pass. No, the real problem 
is that when parents choose to assume a responsibility that really 
belongs to the children, they become accountable for the destruc-
tive conflict that ensues. They have the obligation to hand back 
the responsibility to their children.

But it is at this precise juncture that many parents tend to act in 
a very irresponsible way: they blame the children for the conflict.

How should the situation be handled? If parents choose to take 
the responsibility in this situation and at the same time give chil-
dren a model of how to assume personal responsibility, they need 
to sit down with their children and say something like this:

“Now listen. When you were young, we thought it was nice 
to wake you up in the mornings, so we took the responsi-
bility of making sure that you got up. But we don’t think so 
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anymore. In fact, we feel irritated almost every day. So now 
we’ve decided to give you the responsibility for this. If now 
and again you go to bed late and are worried that you won’t 
hear the alarm clock, then you just have to tell us and we’ll 
help you. But otherwise you’ll have to make sure you get up 
every morning from now on.”

In this way the responsibility has been returned to the chil-
dren to whom it belongs, in a caring but definitive way. No one 
has been blamed, and the parents have set a good example for 
their children. Most important, the destructive process has been 
removed and replaced by a constructive one—the effects of which 
have many more significant implications for a child’s future than 
whether she is late for school a couple of times.

The same template can be followed if parents want children 
to put themselves to bed at a reasonable hour—another area of 
frequent disagreement. Children are perfectly capable of control-
ling their own bedtimes. If given the opportunity, they will do 
what their parents do: get enough sleep most of the time, but 
sometimes, just like their parents, get too little because they are 
occupied with an important task, are enjoying themselves, or are 
watching something on television.

But I do not mean that children should decide about their bed-
times if parents prefer to have it otherwise. Irrespective of whether 
parents choose a bedtime because they want peace and quiet for 
themselves, or because they want to make sure that their children 
get enough rest, or for some other completely different reason, 
parents can use their power and exert their parental responsibility.

Again, in this case, they alone bear the responsibility if the in-
teraction develops destructively. It is also their responsibility to 
change their decision or their attitude when destructive conflicts 
begin to materialize in connection with bedtimes. Parents have 
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to assume responsibility, because the conflict is much more det-
rimental to the children’s health than a few missed hours of sleep. 
Remember, process overrides content; the quality of interaction 
overrules attitude and method.

It’s essential that parents distinguish between “destructive 
conflicts” and ordinary conflicts, which are simply a question of 
parents and children wanting different things. The latter type of 
conflict is not unhealthy. The fact that children often say, “Oh, 
can’t I stay up a little longer to-night?” is a sign of both their own 
and the family’s health. Parents have historically been willing to 
entertain such requests—they haven’t created an atmosphere 
where such questions are forbidden. Parents can answer yes or no 
at their discretion, or they can enter into some kind of agreement 
depending on the situation.

If the child begins in a more defensive manner, “Oh, why do I 
always have to go to bed so early?” then the answer should be, 
“Because that’s the way I want it to be!” (Remember that the par-
ent takes the responsibility.) Or the parent and child may reach an 
agreement. But parents should not say, “Because you are tired and 
have to get up in the morning.” It is one thing to take over a child’s 
personal responsibility, but quite another to monopolize his needs 
and feelings.

The fact that children are very often aware of what they would 
like to do but not what they need does not mean that parents al-
ways know what their children need. So if the child says, “Yes, but 
I’m not at all sleepy!”—the answer is, “Well, I can understand that 
you think it’s annoying, but I still want you to go to bed.” This can 
be said even if the child’s eyes are nothing but small tiny pinholes 
and her shoulders are drooping down to her knees.

Just as it is decisive for the quality of interaction that adults as-
sume responsibility for themselves, it is also important that they 
not back out of conflicts. Conflicts are not in themselves danger-
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ous for the health of a family. It is the way in which conflicts unfold 
that can be dangerous.

Let’s consider another area in which conflicts frequently arise—
homework—and try to examine this issue in some detail to iden-
tify the factors influencing the interactive process.

After three or four years of school, many parents find that their 
initial interest in their child’s schoolwork begins to wane. That’s 
when they revert to the automatic parental answering machine 
that says things such as

•  “Did you have a nice day at school today?”
•  “Have you got any homework for tomorrow? You haven’t? It 

seems to me that you never have any homework. Are you 
sure?”

Interest is replaced by control, which can be detected in a par-
ent’s tone of voice, facial expressions, and body language. The 
process has changed from warmth to coolness, from making con-
tact to creating distance. Control creates irresponsibility and dis-
tance promotes indifference.

What happens next depends on the circumstances. If the child 
loves going to school and looks upon homework as a treasured 
duty, very little will change. If not, there is a good chance that 
daily conflicts will arise at homework time. Kids may tell white lies, 
cheat, and bring home letters from the teacher.

With regard to homework, parents are in a dilemma. Teachers 
seem to have decided that completing homework is the respon-
sibility of the parents. This is both illogical and inappropriate, and 
it puts children and parents in an impossible situation. Some chil-
dren and parents learn how to tackle this situation and cooperate 
well together. But many others flounder.

Logically, homework is a matter between pupil and teacher; 
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parents should be free to take an interest in a child’s homework 
and help when necessary. This type of interaction would give chil-
dren a wonderful opportunity to develop their self-responsibility, 
and it would also allow parents the opportunity to exercise their 
parental responsibility by intervening between child and teacher 
when conflicts arise. Unfortunately, parents are instead reduced to 
acting like an extension of the teacher.

Until this situation changes, parents and children will continue 
to develop destructive conflicts in connection with homework. 
If this happens, the same strategy should be used as I have de-
scribed with regard to children getting up on time: give the re-
sponsibility back to the children to whom it belongs.

If parents have assumed responsibility for homework  
for some time, the period of transition can be difficult for both par-
ties. It is hard for the child to reassume his self-responsibility, and 
no less problematic for parents to relinquish their control. But all of 
a sudden it happens! One glorious day, the parents will feel free to 
express their genuine interest in their child’s schoolwork in a way 
that does not cause their child to turn off. And on another glorious 
day, the miracle actually takes place: you ask your twelve-year-old 
son if he has a lot of homework to do for the following day, and he 
answers, “Yes, piles! But I’ve decided to go down to the harbor and 
do some fishing instead. It’s just the day for fishing!”

When that day comes, the problem has been solved. He has re-
gained his self-responsibility, and he is in a position to give priority 
to his well-being rather than his duties, and he can express this 
without resorting to cheating or lying. Many parents will find this a 
difficult mouthful to swallow—the automatic parental answering 
machine will be tempted to spit forth messages full of dire warn-
ings, and of the difficulties of getting a job after leaving school. 
But my recommendation is to celebrate—big time!

Parents need to assume active responsibility by allowing their 
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children to take responsibility instead of giving up in passive res-
ignation when faced with these perpetual conflicts. This active 
responsibility puts a stop to destructive conflicts, whereas resigna-
tion (“It’s no good saying anything!”) simply reduces the volume 
of the conflict.

Parents exert different facets of their power on many occasions 
every day in relation to matters both great and small. That is the 
way it has to be. Until adolescence, children need parents who 
have the courage to take the lead and who can act on the basis of 
their greater knowledge, insight, and experience as sparring part-
ners, decision makers, and the executors of power.

All of these decisions, great and small, make an impression on 
children, and if the children are healthy they will respond verbally, 
emotionally, and physically. They will become happy, unhappy, fu-
rious, hurt, and pleased; they will disagree, and be critical; in short, 
they will call upon the full spectrum of their mental and emotional 
reactions. When we are most fortunate and our relationship with 
our children functions at its best, we receive spontaneous, personal 
feedback so that we always know where we stand with them.

In the old familiar patriarchal family, the so-called positive reac-
tions were permitted, but the so-called negative ones were pro-
hibited. “Negative” feelings were described as such because the 
environment did not approve of them, not because they were bad 
for those who had them. Today we realize that these feelings are 
only “bad” when they are not expressed.

The tradition is, therefore, that children’s negative reac-
tions to their parents’ exertion of power have been either  
repressed, condemned, or criticized. There are then two conse-
quences: either the repression is successful and the child loses her 
self-esteem and becomes submissive; or, as the child grows older, 
these restrained reactions begin to express themselves in an ex-
plosive way, creating more negative responses.
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The spontaneous reactions of children and young peo- 
ple are the nearest we can get to a true expression of their 
integrity and character—of their very being. The classi-
cal, critical way that adults have reacted to children’s  
self-expression is therefore a violation of the children’s integrity.

We can use our economic, physical, and social power either to 
give or to deny children what they are in need of, but when we use 
our power to rule that their reactions and feelings are “wrong,” we 
are abusing our power. Our status as parents does not give us the 
right to violate life itself. Exactly the same ethical rules apply to our 
relationships with other adults.

In summary, consider these reactions by a parent to a child who 
is sputtering with anger and frustration because she couldn’t get 
what she wanted:

•  “Now stop that showing off or I’ll make sure that you really 
get something to howl about!” (In its most primitive form, 
this comment is accompanied by a couple of slaps and 
marching orders.)

•  “Now listen. I don’t like you getting upset like this. I’m sorry, 
but I mean no. I just can’t accept it.” (In its most advanced 
form, the reaction would be: “Oh, dear! I didn’t realize it 
meant so much to you. Come here and explain to me why 
it’s so important.”)

Neither adults nor children can thrive when uninitiated adults 
condemn spontaneous manifestations of their being. In this con-
nection, the only difference between children and adults is that for 
a few years in their lives, children are under the impression that 
the world was created for them and that their parents are omnipo-
tent and perfect. They will soon enough learn that this is not the 
way things are; they don’t need to be humiliated in the process.
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6

L I M I T S

Throughout history, parents have had problems getting chil-
dren to respect family limits governing behavior and personal 

expression, and today’s parents are no exception.
In fact, we may have a harder time setting limits with our chil-

dren than our parents and grandparents did. In the “good old 
days,” limits were synonymous with the internal rules of the fam-
ily, which were defined by the adults and which children had to 
follow. Often these rules coincided with the limits set by the larger 
society, making them easier to enforce. But as society becomes 
much more diverse, the gap between family and societal limits has 
widened, making setting limits harder.

Yet from another perspective, setting limits is as hard  
today as it was years ago because limits tend to be enforced in 
ways that violate children’s integrity. As a result, children do not 
learn to respect the integrity of other people. Instead, they learn to 
respect—out of fear—other people’s power.

Over the past thirty years, children and young people 
have undergone a collective consciousness-raising. They 
are less fearful and respectful of authority, and as a result 
the goal of achieving relationships between adults and chil-
dren that are based on equal dignity has moved one step 
closer. In this sense, the old notion of setting limits has out-



lived its usefulness. Adults can still impose limits, of course, but  
to do so means that they must abuse their power, or ma- 
nipulate and take advantage of children’s basic desire to  
cooperate with the adults they trust and upon whom they depend.

I am not disputing the old notion that children need limits in or-
der to feel secure. Rather I urge readers to think of limits as some-
thing other than a “one size fits all” set of rules.

Previously, adults placed limits on children.
In contrast, I propose that adults set limits for themselves. There is 
no universally applicable set of rules. Adults must learn to estab-
lish their own individual, personal limits in their interactions with 
children.

Adults, in other words, need to assume their own personal au-
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thority, not authoritarian power. The task will be easiest for those 
who grew up in families that respected their integrity. Those who 
were not so fortunate—who suffered through years of repressing 
their own thoughts and feelings—will have to practice developing 
their own sense of personal responsibility and speaking in their 
own personal language either in their relationship with their chil-
dren or in the context of loving relationships with other adults.

D I S C A R D I N G  R O L E S

Until quite recently, it was taken for granted that adults assumed 
various roles in relation to children: they functioned as father, 
mother, teacher, grandmother, and so forth. Each of these roles 
had its own attitude, body language, and vocabulary, which, of 
course, was colored by each person’s individual personality and 
current social stereotypes.

Children in today’s free societies have limited respect for these 
stereotypical adult roles. I would venture to say that young peo-
ple have become our equals more quickly than we have become 
theirs. To my way of thinking, this development will prove advan-
tageous to parents and children both individually and in terms of 
their relationship with each other.

But while we are in the midst of this transition, children’s lack 
of respect has created some severe conflicts similar to those that 
characterized relations between men and women when women 
began to insist on their right to be treated with equal respect. 
Power struggles between parents and children are raging in some 
families; in others, parents have become so resigned that their 
sporadic attempts to inspire respect seem empty and ineffective. 
Still more families are coping with children who develop symp-
tomatic or problematic behavior.

What can these families do? From my perspective, all 
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children—regardless of whether they are acting out in  
their quest for limits—need to be treated with respect.  
Parents are not free to violate their children’s integrity,  
self-esteem, or self-responsibility. Instead parents need 
to act in a way that seems paradoxical. If children want  
limits, it seems natural that parents should give them  
limits—that is, that parents should embrace their tradi-
tional, authoritarian roles as “mother” and “father.” But I 
advise the opposite. I suggest that parents discard these 
roles and instead begin to build up their own personal  
authority.

This is not easy. It takes time for parents to eliminate defensive 
regret, reproach, and criticism from their expressions and tone of 
voice, especially if they feel as if their children have been trying 
their patience. Because of the inherent difficulty of this undertak-
ing, some parents settle on a solution that appears easier and cor-
responds to the classical parental role: they supplement their role 
as the family’s absolute authority with some modern negotiating 
techniques and educational theories. This is also a dangerous so-
lution. It confuses adult self-respect with vanity, and equates the 
needs children have for warmth and contact with their need for 
rules and structure.

Some parents are loathe to shed their traditional roles because 
doing so feels as if they’re giving up something valuable, especially 
if the role has become a refuge for them in that it confirms their 
value as responsible adults. These parents have simply learned 
that the only true and loving way in which they can be parents 
is to be authoritarian. Shedding this role inaugurates a period of 
great personal uncertainty; they feel naked, stripped bare, and as 
if they are not living up to their parental responsibilities. Yet often 
their children feel more comfortable; in fact, they thrive—because 
their parents seem more genuine and present.

To begin this role-shedding process, listen to what the auto-
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matic parental answering machine says in different situations that 
arise with children. And then ask yourself:

•  Is that what I really think, or do I think something else?
•  How much of what I say do I actually agree with based on my 

own attitudes and experience?
•  Which of my comments are superfluous? Which have I inher-

ited from my parents and grandparents?
•  How often do I say things to my children that hurt me when 

my parents said them to me?
•  How much do I say and do things out of loyalty toward my 

partner?
•  What things do I say because I heard teachers or other adults 

say them?

Now take a few days to carefully observe your children, and lis-
ten to them as they talk about their daily lives. Then ask yourself:

•  When do I see a glint of pain in their eyes?
•  When do they lift their chins as a sign of self-defense?
•  When do they tense their backs in anger and defiance?
•  When does their energy intensify and become aggressive?
•  When do their eyes become clear and their bodies relax?
•  When are they happy and secure?
•  When do they look as though they have just scored a success?
•  When they cry, is it out of natural frustration or are they emo-

tionally distressed?

Most parents who ask themselves these questions realize that 
they are carrying around two versions of their children: the chil-
dren who actually exist, and the children who exist in their minds. 
Compare the two. Determine whether your preconceived ideas 
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about raising children coincide with the information you have 
gathered from your children. Talk to your children, your partner, 
and your friends. And then ask yourself:

•  How do I appear to others?
•  How do they perceive me?
•  Who do I perceive myself to be?
•  From what source do I derive my opinions and attitudes?
•  Which opinions and attitudes represent my true values, and 

which should I consider dropping?
•  How nervous am I about the reactions of others if I change 

my opinions and attitudes?
•  Do I dare to stand alone as I am, or would I rather adapt my-

self?
•  What have I said recently that others thought was strange, 

hurtful, or superfluous? Do I share their opinion?

We cannot discard our roles in a single day, nor is it nec-
essary for us to do so. We can begin slowly. Children sense 
when their parents start to take themselves seriously, and 
they respond by changing their behavior almost as quickly. 
Even if parents change how they act only because they  
want their children to behave “properly,” children notice 
the shift and change their behavior. But if parents aren’t  
sincere—if they initiate these changes only for “their chil-
dren’s sake”—then children revert back to their old be- 
havior.

S E T T I N G  L I M I T S

Most of us wish to establish two types of limits with our children. 
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The limits in the first group remain relatively stable, whereas those 
in the other group change according to our state of mind.

The list of stable limits could go on and on because it contains 
items that parents—in almost every culture—generally think of as 
enriching or protecting their children’s lives:

•  I want you to take your shoes off before you come into the 
living room.

•  I want you to clear up your toys before you go to bed.
•  I want you to go to church with me until you are old enough 

to make up your own mind about religion.
•  I want to have a say in what you watch on television.

It is a great advantage to use a personal language (“I  
want . . .”) when setting these limits instead of resorting to abso-
lute terms, such as “You’re not allowed to go into the living room 
with your shoes on,” or “It’s not good for you to see everything on 
TV at your age.” There are several reasons for this. When rules are 
expressed personally rather than as general “truths” or rules, they 
have more meaning for children, and children respect both the 
limit and the person expressing the limit much more. Children, as 
well as adults, tend to feel small, irresponsible, wrong, stupid, and 
in need of correction when they are constantly barraged by rules. 
And when children feel respected, they are much more willing to 
cooperate.

The second type of limit is personal and idiosyncratic.

•  I don’t want you to play the piano now. I want some peace.
•  I would like to read you a story later, but right now I want to 

talk to your mother.
•  Today I want the bathtub to myself.
•  I don’t want you on my lap now. You’ll have to move.
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•  I don’t want you to take my books off the shelf.
•  I’m having one of those days when I wish that I didn’t have a 

family at all! I want to be left alone, unless the house catches 
fire!

•  I don’t want you to play with my makeup today.

It’s the personal language itself that carries the message. The 
particular emotion given voice to is of less importance. Words can 
hurt us; genuine emotions do not. There is nothing wrong with a 
parent expressing sadness, anger, giddiness, humor, or irritation. 
It does not matter that children sometimes “feel rejected” if a par-
ent says something that is rejecting. In this way they learn that 
they cannot always get what they want, and that individuals exist 
within the context of family life. In other words, other people in 
the family have their own individual needs too.

There’s another reason why we shouldn’t shy away from ex-
pressing our true feelings in personal language: our individual 
temperaments, feelings, and emotional ups and downs are a part 
of who we are. Therefore, information about these qualities is 
not merely a legitimate part of the message; it is a desirable part 
as well. Language defines limits; expressing feelings maintains a 
warmth of contact. We often forget that the warmth that exists in 
any relationship arises from two sources: what joins us together 
and what causes friction. Both are always present, and both can be 
equally warm.

Personal language—“I want,” “I don’t want,” and so 
forth—only works if it really is personal. If it is under-
mined, used for other purposes, or used as a linguistic  
trick, such as merely replacing “You” with “I,” it ceases  
to be effective. Those parents who grew up in families in  
which personal language was forbidden or considered un-
suitable need time to rediscover this form of expression,  
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but it is worth the effort. It is invaluable in rescuing not only our 
relationships with our children, but our relationships with spouses, 
parents, colleagues, superiors—and ourselves.

When parents and other adults set personal limits, they are pri-
marily protecting their own needs. When they can do so without 
violating the needs of children, the interactive process in the fam-
ily benefits as well. Setting personal limits appropriately is char-
acterized not only by a fundamental respect for the variety of life, 
but also by respectful practice. Children learn about the value 
of human respect and consideration not simply in the form of a 
moral commandment; they also learn how to act ethically.

Yet, as we all know, none of us is perfect. We cannot always live 
up to our good intentions. We cannot always avoid violating each 
other’s limits, and we inevitably hurt and humiliate one another. 
This is an inevitable part of being human and belonging to a fam-
ily. But even such violations are not harmful to children unless 
they communicate self-righteousness and blame.

W H E N  S E T T I N G  L I M I T S  G O E S  A W R Y

As I have already mentioned, one of the fundamental family prob-
lems has always been that parents and other adults enforce lim-
its in ways that violate children’s integrity. This poses a problem 
to both adults and children: adults do not always get the respect 
they want, and children get caught in the contradiction they per-
ceive between the values their parents profess and the way their 
parents actually behave.

For example, two-year-old Peter and his parents are visiting 
good friends. As is customary in their circle, Peter’s parents have 
not brought any toys with them for the child to play with. He is ex-
pected to sit quietly. Ninety minutes into the visit, he is permitted 
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to walk around a little on his own.
He sees a hammer lying on the kitchen table and picks it up en-

thusiastically. His parents react immediately: “Peter! You mustn’t 
do that!” his mother says. His father adds, “Peter! Listen to what 
your mother says. Put it down! You can’t play with adult tools.”

Incidents like this happen in every family. The only aspect that 
varies is the degree to which the child’s integrity is violated:

•  “You mustn’t play with that hammer, Peter! How many times 
do I have to tell you?” (that is, How stupid can you be?!)

•  “You mustn’t play with that hammer, Peter! When will you 
learn to listen to what’s said to you?” (that is, Your appetite 
for the world is a sign of disloyalty toward your parents!)

•  “You mustn’t play with that hammer, Peter! You’re old enough 
to understand that, aren’t you, dear?” (that is, You’re a little 
twerp!)

In all probability, Peter has heard what they said, but he is com-
pletely absorbed. He proceeds to swing the hammer in the air as 
he walks toward his father. When he drops the hammer on the 
floor, his father gives him a slap in the face. Peter holds his breath 
and then bursts into tears. His father reacts by slapping the boy’s 
hand and dragging him up onto his lap, while demanding that 
Peter stop crying. Peter starts to sob quietly. His parents nod to 
each other in confirmation. Five minutes later, Peter eases off his 
father’s lap and looks at the others with bright eyes and a cautious, 
searching smile.

The limits had been set (“You mustn’t play with the hammer”), 
the law was broken, and the sentence has been carried out. What 
has Peter learned? He will never gain respect for his parents’ limits, 
but he will learn to fear the punishment. Furthermore, he will learn 
that it is wrong to express his pain. And he will grow up feeling 
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that his father demands respect from him but does not feel the 
need to treat him with respect. This treatment creates an unten-
able inequality between the child and the adult. In effect, what Pe-
ter’s father has said to his son is, “You must respect my limits, but I 
do not need to respect yours.”

In this case, the destructive message (“Respect me even though 
I don’t respect you”) assumes more weight than any message Pe-
ter might have received about playing with adult tools. Each time 
his father criticizes him, Peter feels increasingly wrong—and the 
more children feel that they are in the wrong, the more difficult it 
is for them to do something right.

Peter’s father could have prevented this dynamic from becom-
ing entrenched by taking the hammer away from Peter and say-
ing, “I don’t want you to play with that, Peter.” It is possible that 
Peter would have cried all the same, but his integrity would have 
remained intact. He would have learned that his father takes both 
his limits and his forbiddance seriously, and that he is prepared 
to take an active responsibility to ensure that he is obeyed—prin-
ciples that children easily respect.

Six- and seven-year-old children who constantly violate adult 
limits do so because the limits their parents set during the first few 
years of their life violated their sense of integrity. Parents who con-
tinually find themselves saying, “If you only knew how often we’ve 
told him about it!” or “We’ve said it a hundred and one times, but 
it doesn’t help!” are happily oblivious of the fact that the problem 
is of their own creation.

Parents less authoritarian than Peter’s have their own problems 
setting limits. That’s because the democratization of relationships 
between parents and children has introduced a new and destruc-
tive phenomenon into the complexity surrounding setting limits. 
Some parents were so cautious about issuing old-fashioned orders 
and restrictions that they ended up ceding responsibility to their 
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children. The following statements send the child the message 
that he is responsible for setting limits:

•  “Mommy would like to hear what Auntie is saying on the 
phone, Simon!”

•  “Simon, Mommy gets upset when you do that with your food. 
Wouldn’t you like to eat properly?”

Whether the tone of these statements is friendly, angry, or 
pleading, the speaker’s intention is the same: to avoid sounding 
authoritarian. The result, however, is that the child is given the re-
sponsibility for establishing the parent’s personal limits and well-
being. No child can live up to these demands. As a result, children 
often become more or less hyperactive and chaotic. Ultimately, 
this leads to the children’s immediate desires and needs com-
pletely controlling family life—not because they have a thirst for 
power or feel happy about the state of affairs, but simply because 
the parents aren’t setting limits and taking care of their own needs.

From a linguistic angle, the problem with the statements from 
the democratic parent is that they are purely passive. They lack an 
“active” dimension. Each can be rephrased in the active voice. For 
example:

•  “Simon, I want you to be quiet while I’m talking to  
Auntie.”

•  “I want you to keep your food on your plate, Simon.”

When we use passive phrases, we describe ourselves 
and our feelings. By using active statements, we assume re-
sponsibility for ourselves and our well-being. When we omit 
the active, self-responsible voice, we give responsibility for  
ourselves to others. This is unfortunate because no one—
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neither children nor adults—can ever assume responsi- 
bility for us. If we cede responsibility for ourselves to  
others, we end up feeling as if we are “victims,” at the mercy of 
others.

Try going into a butcher’s shop and saying, “I’m hungry!” The 
butcher will either ignore you or say, “Well, what would you like 
to eat?”

In family interaction, we also have to assume an active re-
sponsibility for ourselves in order to get what we need.  
A delicate series of balances exists in every family.  
Passivity fosters polarization. If one parent is passive, for ex-
ample, the other often compensates by becoming more  
active.

Some parents find it relatively easy to change their style—pre-
cisely because it was only a style. Others find it extremely hard to 
change the way they communicate because they have suffered 
through years of repressing their own thoughts and feelings. This 
makes conversation difficult not only with their children, but with 
other adults as well.

One parent may be viewed as “too soft,” while the other is clas-
sified as “hard and inflexible.” This is a false way of presenting the 
problem because this view is based on the belief that there is one 
“right” way of raising children. There is none. What does exist is 
a mutual learning process based on who you are as a parent and 
who your child is. Parents need to learn to be as true to themselves 
as possible, and as direct and personal in their expression as they 
can be. By doing so, they will learn about the true nature and per-
sonality of each child, and thanks to the child’s competent feed-
back, parents will be able to fine-tune their reactions to the child.

Similarly, there is no set of limits that is universally good for all 
children. The real question is, “What is good for my relationship 
with my child?” That is, what makes both of us—and the relation-
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ship between us—develop in a healthy way? Remember, there are 
always three entities to consider: the child, the adult, and their re-
lationship. If one suffers, all three do.

Children can get along quite happily if their parents have differ-
ent limits. That is, they have no problem learning that their mother 
doesn’t mind if the television is on during dinner cleanup but 
their father does. Problems only arise if personal limits are trans-
formed into impersonal rules and regulations. When this happens, 
children become confused because they try to relate to rules. It is 
much easier to relate to people.

S O C I A L  L I M I T S

When we consider limits on behavior when children are 
away from the family, we’ve entered the realm of social lim-
its. These limits govern children’s choices for personal  
fulfillment outside the home—how they spend their  
spare time, how they play, who they play with, how they  
get along with friends, boyfriends and girlfriends, and so forth.

Traditionally, children ask for permission to do certain things 
outside the home, and parents act as authority figures who grant 
permission or refuse it. I don’t question the rights of parents to 
make the decisions they judge to be best. It is good and necessary 
that parents exercise this type of power. But this power must be 
exercised within the context of respecting children’s self-esteem 
and personal responsibility. This means that families need to ne-
gotiate and discuss issues before decisions are made.

I often meet parents who take their power almost too  
literally. In these families, the parents’ word passes for law—with-
out discussion. For example, a child asks for permission—“Dad, 
can I stay at Tracy’s place tonight?”—and it is instantly granted or 
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refused: “No, you can’t. You’ve got to stay home.”
It would be more constructive for both parties if, by the time 

children are five or six, the parents refrained from making an im-
mediate decision and asked, “What do you think?” In this way, chil-
dren learn to examine themselves a bit deeper, to look beyond the 
immediate desire and enthusiasm that prompted them to ask for 
permission. They learn to consult themselves instead of focusing 
all their attention on their parents. Accordingly, their self-esteem 
and self-responsibility grow, and the ensuing dialogue between 
parents and child becomes one in which both partners retain 
equal dignity.

The same applies to decisions about children’s social activities. 
Parents have to decide whether they want to focus on maintaining 
their power and control, or on developing their children’s sense of 
personal responsibility in the social arena. To accomplish the lat-
ter, they need to establish—as carefully and personally as possi-
ble, individually and together—what they are prepared to accept 
and what they are not, just as they do when establishing their own 
personal limits.

But there are two important differences between personal and 
social limits. When children are in the outside world, parents have 
very little influence over what can happen, and as a result they 
tend to feel much more anxious. Second, in setting social limits, 
we do so in an area of children’s lives in which we ourselves are 
bystanders, not participants, as we are in family life. We can hope 
that they will join the Scouts, play football, or take music lessons, 
and we can encourage them in these directions, but ultimately the 
decision is theirs. Similarly, we have no influence over one of the 
most important factors in their lives: friendships.

Adults often underestimate the importance of children’s friend-
ships just as we underrate the significance of the love lives of 
young people. We assure children that they will quickly make new 
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friends if they have to move to another school, and that the world 
is full of interesting and attractive people to date when their ro-
mances turn sour. But we tend to forget the significance of a best 
friend or a first boyfriend—that these are the first people outside 
the family to whom our children seriously attach themselves. 
Friendships and love relationships provide our children with the 
pivotal experience of learning to trust and relate to others. We do 
our children a profound disservice when we console them super-
ficially.

Friendships often have a decisive influence on our children’s 
choice of spare-time activities. Sometimes parents deplore this in-
fluence. They worry that their child can’t make up his own mind 
about whether to play basketball after school until he consults 
with his friend. But the fact that children become attached to their 
friends does not necessarily signal a lack of independence. Rather 
it is an expression of the fact that friendships and social contacts 
are more important than the activity itself or the level of achieve-
ment. Parents, on the other hand, often focus on the achievement 
or the activity.

Striking a balance between what we want for our children and 
what their friends want is often difficult. I am not advocating that 
parents give way to arguments such as “Everybody else does it,” or 
“All the others are allowed to.” Yet parents have resorted to these 
arguments more and more, especially as the basis for “traditional 
family values” has begun to erode; that is, they are more likely to 
compare their own attitudes with those of other parents of chil-
dren in the same school or local community.

But putting stock in the values of others is a hazard-
ous approach. It’s much more beneficial to determine policy  
by beginning a dialogue with children rather than rely-
ing on what other parents think or do. This is easier to do 
if there is a tradition of negotiation and dialogue within  
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the family. If no such tradition exists, parents who try to  
institute this approach will be confronted with pressure  
tactics from their children. Such tactics ultimately erode 
everyone’s self-respect. When children act this way, it’s  
a clear sign to parents that they have been too hasty to  
legislate.

The solution is not to give in when children mount an over-
whelming offensive, but to start teaching the family to negotiate. 
Often children negotiate in a healthier way than their parents do, 
even if they express themselves less eloquently or rationally. Seen 
schematically, there are two models of negotiation:

1.  need/desire—satisfaction—composure/balance
In this straightforward paradigm, the child expresses her 
desire—whether for food, a drink, a trip to the movies, a 
bedtime story, or a new bicycle—sees that it is fulfilled, and 
becomes composed.

2.  need/desire—struggle/discussion/dialogue—defeat/
grief—composure/balance
In this paradigm, the child expresses her desire and en-
counters resistance from her parents, which causes her to 
struggle to have her wish fulfilled. When she is not success-
ful, the child “grieves” (cries, stamps her feet, slams the door, 
or becomes sulky and introspective). After two minutes, two 
hours, or perhaps even two days, the child comes to terms 
with her defeat and regains her balance.

This paradigm—struggling for what we want and griev-
ing when we don’t achieve it—is universal; only the out-
ward expression varies from one culture to another. 
Unfortunately, many parents interpret the struggle and  
subsequent grief as impolite, disloyal, or immature—but  
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it is not. What parents need to understand is that a  
child’s protests are not directed outwardly at the other  
party but inwardly, at her own self—they are expressions of per-
sonal feelings. We can appeal to each other’s common sense and 
understanding, but such appeals cannot replace the organic pro-
cess I have outlined; they can only supplement it. Therefore it is 
important that we do not interrupt children (or other adults) when 
they are struggling and grieving. It is important that we do not take 
their reaction personally and make them feel wrong, and it is equally  
important that we do not become sentimental or lazy and just 
give in because we cannot stand the struggle or bear the crying.

This process works whether the limits being imposed are per-
sonal or social. It is also pertinent to those situations in which we 
are forced to say no, because we don’t have the energy, time, or 
money to say yes, even though we wish we did.

Children’s frustration and grief are not expressions of the fact 
that we are bad parents. Neither are these expressions of feeling 
a signal of egoism or lack of loyalty. Instead they are a declaration 
of children’s will and their desire to live harmoniously with us. It is 
also a demonstration of their confidence in us—that they believe 
that we want to be with them even when they are emotionally 
upset. In order to live up to this confidence, we need only meet 
them with sympathetic silence. As a reward, we will avoid constant 
minor conflicts and unbearable pestering. The same result can be 
achieved by exerting our authoritarian power, but this approach 
carries a high price.

S O C I A L  L I M I T S  A N D  O L D E R  C H I L D R E N

Until age eleven or twelve, children need and want to be with 
their parents. Eventually, however, their need for contact with 
their parents decreases, and their social needs—for contact with 
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their peers and other adults—increase and become increasingly 
important.

These emerging social needs raise new questions concerning 
limits and challenge a number of the well-established norms in 
the family. Can your child eat dinner at a friend’s house or must he 
come home for dinner? Can he play with a friend all day Saturday, 
or should he spend some of the weekend with the family? Ques-
tions such as these put children’s self-responsibility to the test for 
the first time outside the family. It’s also the first opportunity par-
ents have to receive feedback about how successfully they have 
brought up their children.

When I reached this age, I had to establish a double life, just 
as many children brought up in traditional families did. Because 
our parents insisted on exercising control over our lives, we cre-
ated one life that they knew about, and one that remained a se-
cret from them. This made everyday life somewhat exciting, but 
the price was steep: we learned to lie, to suppress the truth, and to 
be irresponsible. We also felt ashamed of who we were. Naturally, 
this corrupted our relationship with our parents. But even worse, 
we incorporated these aspects of daily life into our personality, 
and they had a destructive influence on us, interfering with our 
attempts to live up to the demands of being responsible partners 
and parents.

Today’s children have more freedom in their relationship with 
their parents, and they are less prepared to tolerate lies and abuses 
of power. These twin factors place greater demands on the qual-
ity of the decision-making processes undertaken by children and 
parents.

Previously, parents alone decided on a curfew, for example. If 
the child was dissatisfied with it, he either put up with it or came 
home late and accepted the punishment. Today it is much more 
difficult for parents to set limits unilaterally. Parents know that if 
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they say, “You’re not allowed to do that!” and their child replies, “I 
have a right to do it!” the family will become polarized in a power 
struggle. They are aware that two-sided negotiations, in which 
both parties take each other’s needs and limits seriously, avoid 
conflicts. These parents are less concerned with granting or refus-
ing to grant permission than with establishing and maintaining 
respectful feelings in the family.

To create families in which all members thrive and develop in 
healthy ways, the focus needs to be on dialogue, not on “permis-
sion.”
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F A M I L I E S  W I T H  T E E N A G E R S

The stage in the life of a family when children reach adoles-
cence is surrounded by many myths and expectations.

Adolescence is a developmental period during which children 
have their second opportunity to know who they are and to be-
come themselves (their first opportunity is during the age of in-
dependence, described in Chapter 1). Yet children are not always 
given this opportunity. For previous generations, adolescence was 
a time during which children could be shaped according to their 
parents’ wishes. Many children succeeded in living up to their par-
ents’ visions and expectations, and some found success in life this 
way. Others went through life with feelings of inner emptiness and 
disappointment. To their perpetual dismay, the world did not re-
ward their ability to adapt.

Other people were luckier in that they were able to  
withstand the pressures to adapt. Their sense of self-preservation 
triumphed over their parents’ conformist wishes. Yet in many cases 
this successful break with their parents came at a high cost—years 
of constant and often fierce conflict.

The notion that adolescence in itself is the cause of conflicts 
with parents is a myth. Primarily, conflicts arise because parents 
lack the will or ability to recognize and engage with the unique 
and independent person that their child is in the process of be-



coming. Rather than acknowledge this drive toward individuality, 
parents often ascribe the conflicts to hormonal changes or varia-
tions (just as women’s drive for individuality is mistakenly ascribed 
to hormones). In reality, the less parents are able to or desire to 
experience their child as an independent person, the fiercer and 
more destructive these conflicts become.

All family conflicts begin when two or more people want differ-
ent things. Therefore there are always as many causes for a conflict 
as there are participants. As I said earlier, parents are responsible 
for the quality of interaction in a family, and this extends to the 
way in which conflicts happen or develop. Teenagers attempt to 
act like adults and expect to be treated as such. But they are not 
adults in the sense that they cannot assume responsibility for the 
quality of interaction with their parents.

During their teenage years, children who have hitherto co-
operated to an extent that is beyond their ability often become 
uncooperative, and children whose integrity has been damaged 
become clearly destructive or self-destructive. In other words, the 
seeds that were sown during childhood come to fruition, and par-
ents whose intentions were well-meaning often find themselves 
confronting children who seem very foreign to them.

Let me explain. When children reach the age of thirteen 
or fourteen, they begin to give us clear and competent feed-
back as to how they feel they have been treated for their  
entire lives. The feedback parents receive may be mainly positive 
or negative, but it will never be entirely positive or negative. Par-
ents who discern an unambiguous message in the feedback they 
receive have mistakenly deluded themselves into thinking that 
everything revolves around them. That is, they are not paying at-
tention to what their children are saying; they are simplifying and 
distorting what they hear.

When children reach the ages of thirteen to fifteen, they need 
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to separate and free themselves from their parents. Children who 
don’t accomplish this separation are unable to grow up to be in-
dependent, social, responsible, and critical adults. When children 
start to separate from their parents, they are not acting against us. 
They are acting for themselves. In a sense, they are continuing our 
work of parenting for themselves. It is a natural continuation of 
what we have done for them.

Many conflicts between parents and adolescents will diminish if 
parents follow the principles for interaction discussed so far. These 
principles can also help to create a foundation for a lifelong trust-
ing relationship between parents and children. Such a relationship 
is not based on each member assuming a stereotyped role but on 
a friendship in which each member has equal dignity. I’d like to 
talk now about how we can liberate ourselves from our roles in 
ways that are less painful and more meaningful.

I T ’ S  T O O  L A T E  F O R  “ B R I N G I N G  U P ”  C H I L -
D R E N

As strange as it may seem, most parents violate their teenager’s 
integrity by continuing to bring him up in a loving, well-meant, 
insistent way. There are two reasons for this:

1.  Even the best and most loving parents “bring up” their chil-
dren by exercising control over them, regulating them and 
demonstrating their superior knowledge to them. There is 
nothing wrong with that. In fact, these are the very qualities 
that make young children feel secure, as if they are being 
raised in competent hands. But when children get older, this 
way of relating to a child starts to chafe. What made them 
feel secure when they were younger now feels like unwel-
come interference. Their independence denied, they feel 
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criticized and underestimated—and they are.
2.  When children reach adolescence, it is too late to “bring 

them up.” Children receive the most important tools for liv-
ing from their parents during the first three to four years of 
their lives. Parents’ contributions to their children’s lives are 
still important during the next six to seven years. But by ad-
olescence, peers, other adults, and children’s own inner lives 
become the most important sources of inspiration.

All children make their parents aware that they no longer need 
bringing up when they say, more or less diplomatically, “I’ll figure 
that out myself,” or “Mind your own business!” Or, as my son once 
said, “The question is whether I still need my parents to involve 
themselves in that kind of thing.” The longer it takes us to listen, 
the louder they speak.

When children speak this way, they are not sounding trumpets 
heralding the revolution. They are giving us well-meant, relevant 
pieces of advice that should signal us that we can now retreat 
from the front lines of parenthood and spend our excess time and 
energy on ourselves and each other.

When parents insist on continuing to “bring up” their teenag-
ers, they convey two messages that no teenager wants to hear:

1.  “I know what’s good for you!” This infuriates teen-agers be-
cause they are completely involved in discovering for them-
selves who they really are. Thus it is both provocative and 
meaningless to them for their parents to pretend to know 
the answer.

2.  “I am not satisfied with you the way you are!” It is unbearable 
for young people to be confronted with this kind of state-
ment. For one thing, they do not yet know who they are be-
neath the varnish of their upbringing, and, second, they are 
not sure how much they like themselves.
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At this point, the best thing parents can do for themselves—
and for their child—is to lean back and enjoy the results of the 
hard work they have put in over the preceding years. And if they 
are not completely delighted with what they see, they must try to 
enjoy it all the same! What children need for the rest of their lives 
is parents who wholeheartedly support their attempts to discover 
who they are, and their efforts to be true to themselves.

Yet when confronted with the relative imperfections of their 
creations, most parents tend to do the opposite: they sit up and 
intensify their upbringing efforts in the hope that they can add the 
final touches. This is not possible—at least not for parents.

Many parents who throw themselves into last-minute upbring-
ing do so not so much out of conviction, but because they are at a 
loss about what to do with their love and feelings of responsibility. 
The very idea of doing nothing but enjoying their teenager seems 
irresponsible. They experience themselves as valuable to their 
child only when they are in action mode. In the process, they tend 
to forget that their actions prevent the young person from experi-
encing himself as a valuable part of his parents’ lives.

It is not just what we say to teenagers, but how we say 
it that fuels conflicts. Over generations, we have developed 
a language we use when addressing teenagers that is very  
different from the language we use when addressing other adults. 
The tone we use conveys superiority, condescension, and intru-
sion. At best it is friendly and embracing; at worst it is critically of-
fensive. To the child, it says, “You have not yet become my equal.” 
Generations ago, when adults felt this way about children, the 
words and tone they used were in consonance. Today, although 
many adults no longer agree with the subtext of the message, 
they still use the same language. As a result, the tone is jarring and 
the message contradictory.

This language is particularly and understandably objectionable 

2 2 6 	 j esper      j uul 



to teenagers because it ignores their individuality. The best way 
out of this language trap is to ask yourself: “If I were having this 
conflict with my best adult friend, how would I express myself?” 
Your answer will guide you to a more constructive way of talking 
to your teenager.

What parents need to do is enter into a dialogue of equals with 
their children instead of dispensing knowledge. For many years, 
we have suffered from the misapprehension that it was necessary 
for children and young people to understand every word we say 
to them. But important parts of our messages get lost when we try 
to explain ourselves rather than express ourselves. Often it’s the 
personal “music” that has an impact—not the specific words. Chil-
dren—even very young children—need their parents to use a per-
sonal language with them when personal and interpersonal issues 
are being discussed. For their part, teenagers still need their par-
ents to spar with them verbally—to react and express their opin-
ions and attitudes. By resorting to an educational style of relating, 
we turn our backs on personal expression in an attempt to change 
or shape young people, and thereby the quality of our communi-
cation is reduced.

Here’s an example. A fourteen-year-old girl introduces her boy-
friend to her mother and later asks her, “Isn’t he just adorable?”

One mother, who believes that she knows best, says, “Look at 
the way he behaves! He’s certainly not the kind of boy for you!”

Another mother, who treats her daughter with equal dignity, 
says, “He’s not quite my cup of tea, but I think it’s lovely to see the 
way he makes your eyes light up.”

Parents need to make themselves available to their teen-agers 
without forcing themselves on them. Here are some comments a 
mother in this situation could make:

•  “I have my own opinion about that. Would you like to hear 
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it?”
•  “This is something I feel I have to get involved in. Are you will-

ing to listen to my point of view now?”
•  “I’m concerned about what’s happening to you, and I’d like to 

talk to you about it. Can we talk now?”

These comments are not polite in the usual social sense. 
Rather, they are expressions of respect for another person’s 
sovereignty. I suggest that parents pause for ten seconds  
after such a statement in order to determine whether their teen-
ager is perceiving their initiative as a violation or as an invitation 
to talk.

By speaking this way, the parent and teenager can rediscover 
each other’s vulnerabilities and limits. It gives them the opportu-
nity to reestablish respect for one another, a quality that often di-
minishes after many years of living together.

P A R E N T S  A N D  T H E I R  S E N S E  O F  L O S S

When young people achieve their own freedom, many parents ex-
perience a sense of loss. It can be so painful that many parents are 
unable to face up to it until many years later. Others never do.

The vital and valuable role that parents have hitherto played in 
the life of their children has come to an end. They know their chil-
dren still need them, but in attenuated ways. Their responsibility 
for their children has become a thing of the past.

Parents experience other losses as well:

•  Closeness. Suddenly their children prefer to spend time with 
their friends or to sit alone in their room and listen to music.

•  Power and control—both physical and emotional.
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•  Confidentiality. Children confide in friends, or boy-  or girl-
friends.

For some parents these losses come as a shocking, tearful re-
alization; other parents experience small clouds of sadness; and 
some feel relief. But all parents have to come to terms with this 
loss before they can change their position from the front lines to 
the rearguard of their children’s lives.

Many parents are not aware (or have forgotten) that making 
this transition in relation to their children is necessary. That’s why 
parents experience their loss as a surprise even when they have 
prepared themselves for it. Parents who have not faced up to this 
loss may feel a panicky or directly aggressive need to reassert 
themselves as child rearers and controlling authorities.

Here’s a sample of dialogue between Lena, sixteen, and her par-
ents. Lena has been invited to a party on Saturday evening by an 
acquaintance of her girlfriend.

“May I go to a party with Eva on Saturday? Her parents have given 
her permission.”

“What kind of party is it? Who’s giving the party, and where is it 
being held? Is it someone you know?”

“It’s someone Eva knows. It’s just an ordinary party.”
“We don’t know Eva’s friends. Who are they, and how old are they? 

Are the parents going to be at home?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“You must know more than that! How do you expect us to trust 

you when you won’t tell us about it? It’s not unnatural, is it, 
for parents to take an interest in their children. Or perhaps it is 
these days?”

In this classic dialogue, Lena’s parents have positioned them-
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selves on parenting’s front lines and have posted guards on all 
borders. Lena receives an unmistakable message: “We do not trust 
you, and we consider you to be completely incapable of assuming 
personal responsibility. We are not finished with you yet, my girl, 
but when we are, you will appreciate the fact that your parents did 
not accept indifference and carelessness!”

If Lena and teenagers in a similar situation are creative, they 
will soon learn how to give their parents the answers they want 
to hear, and stop telling them anything that even remotely resem-
bles the truth. Sooner or later the parents will discover evidence 
of the fact that their children are not to be trusted, and the vicious 
circle will be perpetuated.

Here is an alternative approach to Lena’s situation:

Lena begins: “I’ve been invited to a party on Saturday together 
with Eva and some of her friends. What do you think about 
that?”

“Is it a party you want to go to?”
“Yes! It sounds as if it’s going to be fun, because there are a lot of 

people coming I don’t know.”
“Good. We haven’t got any special plans for the weekend, so if 

that’s what you want to do, we haven’t got any objections. If 
you need any help getting there or want us to pick you up af-
terward, we’d like to know as soon as possible.”

Or:

“We’re planning to visit your Uncle Ian this weekend, and we’d like 
you to come. What do you think?”

“I’d much rather go to the party. A lot of new people are coming, 
and it sounds as if it’s going to be fun. Is it just to visit Uncle Ian, 
or is something special happening?”
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“It’s just an ordinary visit. Well, think about it, and let us know what 
you decide. If you choose to go to the party, we’d like to know 
how you’re getting there and how you will get home again, or 
where you’re spending the night.”

Or:

“You know very well that I’m not very keen on Eva and her friends, 
so I don’t think you should go to that party!”

“What have you got against Eva? She’s perfectly nice and ordinary. 
It’s just because you don’t really know her.”

“Maybe I don’t know much about Eva. But the fact is, I don’t like 
the idea of you going to that party with her. You don’t have to 
do as I say, but that’s the way I feel about that party.”

Or:

“I can tell you right now, you’re not going!”

As you can see, this dialogue isn’t really about a party. It’s about 
the ways in which Lena’s parents can choose to exert their author-
ity. For Lena, it’s about the ways she can practice exercising her 
nascent sense of personal responsibility.

When teenagers ask for permission, it is important that parents 
play down their roles as legislators unless the situation involves 
their money or their property. Parents must be able to express 
their unreserved opinions as much as they want; by itself, this is 
not a misuse of power. The foundation for this kind of interaction 
should have been established years ago, through negotiations 
about social limits, during which children had the opportunity to 
develop their sense of personal responsibility.

Having this track record for negotiating puts parents in a posi-
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tion in which they are free to say: “I don’t want you to go!” with 
such power that it implies, “Don’t even think about staying away 
from that party just because I say so!”

This powerful statement forces a child to reflect. It says, “Now 
you know where I stand, and I assume that you will take it into 
consideration when you make your decision.” If the nonverbal 
message is missing, children reject parents’ overt advice or rebel 
against it. We should feel free to apply the same ethic to adult re-
lationships. We must be free to express ourselves in order to make 
an impression on the other person, but not to misuse our emo-
tional, physical, or financial power.

If Lena goes to the party, then her parents’ role becomes that 
of rearguard or safety net. Suppose Lena looks sad on Sunday. 
Her mother can put an arm around her and say, “You look down-
hearted. Was it a bad party, Lena? Would you like to talk about it?”

If Lena’s answer is no, her mother may have touched on the lim-
its of Lena’s private life. In this case, both parties will have to re-
gain emotional equilibrium separately. If Lena says yes, she could 
be indicating her need for an adult’s perspective and experience 
with such situations. But most probably, she needs her parents to 
listen and respond with a more personal comment. Only Lena’s 
own words can restore her equilibrium and enable her to integrate 
her unpleasant experience.

Parents in the rearguard still have a very important task. All of 
us need to have loving and caring witnesses to our lives—prefer-
ably witnesses who are willing to show their concern for us when 
we need it, not when they have the need to make themselves feel 
useful.

P A R E N T S ’  R E L A T I O N S H I P  W I T H  O N E  A N -
O T H E R
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As teenage children discover their freedom, parents of teen-agers 
experience their own important awakening. Their partnership as 
well as their individual lives are free to emerge from the shadows 
and to return to center stage. This, in turn, forces parents to adjust 
the way they balance their roles as partners and parents.

Interestingly, the lives of parents with teenage children are sym-
metrical with the lives of their children in several important ways:

•  Parents and teens both go through a critical phase in their 
lives during which they focus on identity and the meaning 
of existence.

•  They are in the process of freeing themselves from old roles 
and functions, as well as coping with the uncertainty that ac-
companies such a role change, all the while trying to hang 
on to what is familiar.

•  They must define themselves as individuals so that the family 
and other relationships can be adjusted in relation to their 
new phases of life.

In other words, as children become adults, parents are given an 
opportunity to mature.

W H O  D E C I D E S ?

No matter how old their children are, parents have the same ma-
jor responsibility: creating the family atmosphere, or the quality of 
interaction, in which every individual can grow and prosper. This 
responsibility cannot be delegated. What can be delegated, how-
ever, is some of the responsibility for the practical chores that are 
necessary for everyday family life, such as shopping and cleaning.

In Scandinavia, parents naturally consider children responsible 
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for a portion of these chores, but this is not the case in every coun-
try. In some societies boys are completely exempt and girls are 
more or less obliged; in others, even those mothers who work out-
side the home still shoulder total responsibility for family chores 
and don’t imagine that the situation could be otherwise.

To my way of thinking, only one factor determines whether and 
to what extent young people should be expected to help with 
everyday family chores: it is solely a question of what the parents 
want them to do. If the issue of assigning chores is approached 
from any other perspective, conflicts will erupt.

Let me explain.

•  If children are expected to do chores “of their own accord,” 
one of two things usually happens: either the children as-
sume too few chores and then parents become frustrated, 
or children assume too many chores and become overbur-
dened, not knowing how much is expected of them.

•  In families in which parents regard chores from a “moral” 
standpoint—“children ought to help their mother and 
father”—a slightly unpleasant atmosphere often pervades 
the household. When parents say, “You should” instead of 
“I want,” they block the natural tendency we all have to take 
an interest in each other and what we each need and want. 
Instead these parents inspire feelings of spite and guilt.

•  If chores become a sort of military duty, it is difficult to avoid 
court-martials or desertions.

•  Parents who expect children to perform chores as a 
kind of repayment for the care lavished on them in-
duce feelings of either guilt and/or permanent dis- 
satisfaction in their children. Care can’t be repaid in chores: 
these are completely incompatible currencies.
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Yet the approach I advocate—having parents ask for help with 
certain chores—is difficult for many parents for several reasons. 
Often, parents have a harder time saying what they want than we 
might assume. Many parents take refuge from their discomfort 
by claiming that “it really shouldn’t be necessary” to express their 
wishes—as if children should intuit what is needed without being 
asked. Some parents insist that they have asked for help thousands 
of times, whereas other parents take a shortcut and establish a set 
of stiff rules buttressed by control and sanctions.

Often those parents who have trouble asking for help with 
chores experienced similar difficulties when their children were 
younger, and these conflicts were never resolved. Most likely, the 
parents never took themselves or their demands seriously and 
therefore developed a double-dealing relationship with their chil-
dren: after asking their children to clean up five or six times in the 
course of a day, they subsequently ended up performing the task 
themselves.

Other families struggle over chores because children were 
raised to be overly responsible. This tendency is common in fami-
lies in which one parent is sick, depressed, or disabled. Children 
feel resentful when they are taken to task for failing to do the 
dishes—a trivial chore, to their way of thinking—despite the years 
they devoted to the emotional and physical care of an ill or absent 
parent.

Whatever the cause of the dispute, parents need to negotiate 
household chores with their children, expressing their limits and 
demands in direct, personal language. For example, parents could 
say to their teenager, “We have talked it over, and we have decided 
that we want you to have responsibility for taking out the garbage 
[or some equivalent chore]. What do you think about that?”

If the child asks, “Why do I have to do that?” the answer is: “Be-
cause that’s the way we want it. You don’t necessarily have to take 
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out the garbage, but we want you to contribute some practical 
help to the life of the family.”

If the child says, “No, that’s unreasonable! How can I manage all 
the other things I have to do?” the answer is:

“O.K. Let’s hear what you think is reasonable.”
“Well, I don’t know. It’s just too much. Can’t we just scale back a 

little?”
“That’s possible, but you’ll have to make your own suggestion. 

Now you have an idea of what we think are reasonable de-
mands in relation to what we need as a family, and now we’d 
like to hear what you think.”

It is vitally important that parents and children assume their 
share of the responsibility as the negotiation continues. This may 
mean that parents will first need to erase the following standard 
replies from their automatic parental answering machine:

•  “Now, listen here! It’s not unreasonable that . . .”
•  “If it’s going to cause so much trouble, perhaps we ought to 

have a talk about adjusting your allowance.”
•  “It’s not unusual that children of your age . . .”
•  “Now don’t be silly! You don’t really mean that your mother 

. . .”
•  “If we think about what it costs us . . .”
•  “When I was your age . . .”

(The list is much longer than stated here, but additional comments 
are neither less embarrassing nor more effective.)

As mentioned earlier, the chores children will assume vary from 
one family to another. No one task has more inherent value than 
any other. How should chores be assigned? Children can be asked 
which chores they’d prefer, although for most healthy and active 
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teenagers, doing the dishes, cleaning, and cooking rank very low 
on their list of what is important in life. If they are moved to do 
chores at all, it is usually out of a “sudden impulse.” Of course, the 
performance of household chores cannot depend on spontaneous 
desire.

In negotiating which chores are to be done by teenagers, the 
way in which the family decision-making process unfolds is more 
important than the actual decisions that are reached. It is better to 
take plenty of time to reach decisions than to forge hurried com-
promises in order to establish domestic peace. Also it is better to 
ensure that both parties are taken seriously than to cut off discus-
sions by proposing a “fair” solution.

In many families, the issue of chores is significant because when 
the children reach their teenage years, they are old enough to re-
fuse to cooperate. Until this point, many parents have not had to 
seriously confront the quality of the family’s decision-making pro-
cess. They enlisted their children’s cooperation by creating half-
hearted compromises and evoking a sense of “duty.” (Relying on 
this method gradually but inevitably undermines the relationship 
they have with their children, but the degree of erosion is often 
not revealed until the children leave home.)

By the time children become teenagers, however, they are old 
enough to say no when asked to cooperate. Some children re-
fuse to fulfill agreements and obligations without any real expla-
nation. Teenagers respond this way not only in families in which 
the children have been brought up rigidly, but also in seemingly 
flexible families. In fact, many flexible parents base their demand 
for flexibility, consideration, and social responsibility on strong 
moral principles; in this sense, they are rigid. Often children have 
experienced this rigidity as a burden or a barrier to closeness for 
years, yet their reaction to their experience of the family dynamic 
is only revealed when the children are old enough to refuse to be 
involved.
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What happens when children refuse, and neither arguments 
nor sensible conversations improve the situation? In my view, chil-
dren who don’t cooperate are telling us that the family expects 
too much cooperation from its members. Therefore these children 
must be officially excused from all duties in the family for an in-
definite period of time.

Why? The child’s refusal signals that her sense of personal and 
social responsibility is seriously and dangerously out of balance. If 
this was not the case—if her integrity was not being threatened—
she wouldn’t need to react in such a radically asocial manner. To 
reestablish her social responsibility, she needs to regain her per-
sonal responsibility, since this is a prerequisite for developing a 
real sense of social responsibility.

To many adults, this sounds simple but highly provocative. But 
it is the only method of which I am aware that guarantees suc-
cess. More important, its effectiveness is based on a sound ethical 
foundation. From my experience, it takes an average of six to eight 
months before rebellious children begin to act in helpful ways 
around the house. Depending on the extent to which parents are 
able to welcome this helpfulness and refrain from exploiting it, 
the child’s social responsibility within the framework of the fam-
ily will become firmly established after approximately one to one 
and a half years. But perhaps the most significant achievement is 
that the child is developing her personal responsibility and thus 
no longer needs to act defiantly.

The healing process I recommend is difficult for both parties. 
Children don’t like not contributing to the family (don’t be fooled 
by the fact that your child’s first reaction to no longer having 
any chores may well be, “Cool!”). As for parents, they must think 
and act in ways that are completely opposite to what they have 
learned to regard as sacred.

But the process cannot be avoided. Parents need to use this 

2 3 8 	 j esper      j uul 



time to face up to the fact that their moral code may have lacked 
foundation. This does not mean that their moral concepts were 
“wrong,” but rather that over time these concepts became auto-
matic, and now they need to be imbued with substance.

Parents must be decisive. They are the captains of the ship. 
Whether the ship reaches harbor safely, without mutiny, depends 
on how responsibly they use their power, and how willing they are 
to alter the speed and course according to the nature of the wind 
and the crew.
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W H E N  S U C C E S S  I S  A L M O S T  A C H I E V E D

Some children seem to be doing fine, but then they take a destruc-
tive path. They turn to crime or addiction, or they resort to other 
courses of action that their parents have tried to inoculate them 
against.

Developments like these sorely tempt parents to reassert and 
intensify their roles as upbringers—so desperate are they to put 
an end to their child’s self-destructive behavior. But even though 
the pain feels unbearable and their desire to seize control is over-
whelming, parents need to acknowledge that it is too late to 
achieve the desired ends. In fact, such attempts only serve to make 
the situation worse for both parents and children.

Once the initial paralysis and panic have begun to wear off, par-
ents need to do three things:

1.  Share their feelings of guilt, self-reproach, and blame with 
each other and with other adults—not with their child—so 
that they can vent these feelings and concentrate their en-
ergy on their responsibility and the future.

2.  Be direct and personal when talking with their child. They 
need to take responsibility for their own feelings and reac-
tions and not attempt to assume the role of therapist, police 
officer, judge, or religious figure. Remember, the child’s self-
destructive behavior is not directed toward his parents. It is 
his attempt to undermine his own human dignity.

3.  Assume the responsibility for obtaining help for the family. 
It doesn’t matter whether the parents first turn to a good 
friend of the family, a teacher, a priest, or a professional fam-
ily therapist. The most important thing is that the whole 
family—including other children—receives help. Every 
member of the family feels like an accessory, and every 
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member shares the responsibility. Remember, however, that 
public services and private counseling can be effective only 
to the extent that the family determines to examine itself 
and change the way its members interact.

When a young person starts to act self-destructively, it is 
because of many interrelated factors—including friends, the 
social and economic condition of his society and the fam-
ily, the culture, and the policy toward children and youths 
in the local community. And then, of course, there is the 
family. Irrespective of how powerful the other factors may  
appear, we as parents must face up to the fact that some- 
thing about our connection with our children made them vulnera-
ble. Something we gave them, or neglected to give them, made it 
impossible for their self-esteem and self-responsibility to develop. 
Although we did the best we could, quite innocently, we let them 
down.

Therefore if we want to make an important contribution to our 
children’s lives, we need to acknowledge our share of the respon-
sibility—for the sake of our own peace of mind, and for our chil-
dren. We must take responsibility on two fronts: that destructive 
processes existed within the family, and that we need to replace 
them with constructive pro-cesses. If we shirk this responsibility, 
then our children will internalize our failing as guilt, which will in-
crease their vulnerability.

There are two additional reasons for obtaining outside help. No 
parents can objectively grasp or perceive the interactive process 
in their own families. (My colleagues and I, who are psychologists 
and family therapists, can bear witness to the fact that this advice 
also applies to so-called experts.) Only through outside help can 
parents become aware of the destructive processes that exist and 
have existed in the family.
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In the years between the onset of puberty and the start of adult 
life, young people have a very difficult time altering their self-
destructive behavior without help from outside the family. They 
are on the verge of completing their development according to 
their genetic inheritance and their growth in the family. They have 
managed to maintain a balance between fulfilling their own needs 
and their urge to cooperate with their parents, to the extent that 
this was possible in their family. In other words, they have com-
pleted fifteen years of hard work, and the fruits of this labor are 
just beginning to emerge.

Despite their sometimes raw and rough surface, teen-ag-
ers are as vulnerable as newly emerged butterflies drying  
their wings in the sun. When the transformation is almost com-
plete, some of them start to do destructive and self-destructive 
things. If parents or other adults make them feel guilty, they freeze 
in their behavioral patterns, and the self-destructiveness becomes 
almost impossible to stop. On the other hand, if parents are pre-
pared to assume an active, personal share of the responsibility, 
teenagers can slowly begin to rebuild their self-esteem—and ulti-
mately they will treat themselves better.
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8

P A R E N T S

Families are more diverse than ever before. In this chapter, I will 
focus on the nuclear family—two adults and their children.

I will try to enumerate a number of fruitful principles adults can 
follow as they try to strengthen the bonds within their families. 
This is an important goal, because, as I have also learned through 
my therapeutic work, the old model of the marital relationship—in 
which inequity exists between the partners—is close to extinction.

For hundreds of years, men and women have turned to mar-
riage to provide social stability, security, and acceptance. Clearly, 
unmarried women were in a more insecure social situation than 
unmarried men were. This is still the case in many countries. But, 
for the most part, people in the Western world have developed 
completely new demands and expectations of the role that mar-
riage and partnership will play in their lives.

Marriage or simply living together as adults has become an ex-
istential choice for modern men and women. What I mean by this 
is that we no longer look to marriage to provide us with social ac-
ceptability or security. The main thing we want from marriage is to 
create relationships that are emotionally and spiritually fulfilling.

This is an exciting development. Human dignity is much more 
important than ever before. The importance of making dignity our 
new priority forms the basis of this chapter.

When I compare my experience of doing therapy with couples 



from the various countries and cultures with which I am familiar, 
two things become clear. First, the deep conflicts that exist in love-
based relationships are universal. Whatever cultural and religious 
differences exist are superficial.

Second, I have found that the traditional model for a “good 
marriage,” which was based on the unequal relationship between 
men and women, is becoming outdated. Am I being too optimis-
tic? (As an old friend and colleague once said, “When you have a 
hammer, everything starts looking like a nail.”) I hope not.

Beginning with this new focus on human dignity, I will attempt 
to formulate some general principles according to which adults 
can live together in the spirit of equal partnership. The chapter 
will not give specific or concrete advice—it is pointless to replace 
old rules with new rules—but rather it will map out a blueprint for 
experimentation and transition. In my experience, the principle of 
equal dignity requires deep respect for individual differences, and 
any attempt to generalize or oversimplify should be taken with a 
grain of salt.

D I F F E R E N C E

When two people meet each other, fall in love, and decide to live 
their lives together, the differences between them are far greater 
than the similarities. They know this, but it is as if their love dulls 
their senses and removes them to a fantasy world. In other words, 
they fool themselves into believing that loving each other and cre-
ating a life together depends on being as much alike as possible. 
In the first phase of living together, they attempt to achieve this 
uniformity by surrendering themselves for the benefit of unity; 
somewhat later they start to desire or demand that the other per-
son sacrifice a part of him- or herself as a token of love and proof 
of dedication to the relationship. This is the eternal and universal 
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pattern. It cannot be prevented, only interrupted.
Yet when we talk about parents, two clear differences imme-

diately come to mind. First is the fact that they are most often of 
opposite sexes. The other is that they have different personalities.

I think of our “personalities” as the sum of our differ-
ent strategies for survival, which have been shaped by the  
opportunities and limitations that were accorded to us in 
the family and culture in which we were raised. Our over-
all strategy for survival is an expression of the way in  
which we learned to deal with the conflict between in-tegrity and 
cooperation so that it became as bearable as possible for our-
selves, and as acceptable as possible for our parents.

Our strategy for survival is always partly self-destructive. Re-
gardless of what we remember about our childhood, we all re-
ceived certain wounds and developed a number of unhealthy 
ways of treating ourselves. Some of us sought refuge in solitude, 
some tried to fuse with our parents, and others found more or 
less comfortable ways of existing somewhere between those ex-
tremes.

It’s important to remember that our self-destructive behavior 
is always destructive to those closest to us and to our relationship 
with them. As soon as they begin to love us, they open themselves 
to us and become vulnerable. Because we have lived with our self-
destructive tendencies for a long time, we often become immune 
to the pain these tendencies cause us, or we resign ourselves to 
it. But our self-destructive behavior and its consequences make 
a very strong impression on our partners and children, who have 
not known us so long. The strategy for survival that was appropri-
ate in our family of origin is very seldom a strategy we want to try 
in our next family. We make a mistake when we equate our initial 
strategy for survival with a strategy for life.

How can we transform our strategy for survival into a strategy 
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for life? We need two ingredients—the love we receive from oth-
ers combined with our desire to be as valuable as possible to them 
in their lives. And then we have to work hard at the transforma-
tion.

If we start a family for the first time before we reach the age 
of thirty or thirty-five, we know neither the other person nor our-
selves. We know only our two personalities, which, as I have ex-
plained, consist of our individual strategies for survival. We don’t 
dwell on our differences. Being in love imbues us with a sense of 
well-being, both for ourselves and for each other, so it is natural 
that we do not think about the fact that we will soon have to start 
developing and changing ourselves.

For previous generations, the culture demanded not that peo-
ple develop but that they adapt. When people joined together to 
form families, the new families demanded what one’s family of ori-
gin demanded: self-sacrifice. They had to give up themselves for 
the sake of others.

In the modern family, in which relationships are based on equal 
dignity, the demands are quite different: a constructive relation-
ship with a partner and children demands that we are willing to 
develop ourselves as human beings not because of conditions im-
posed by other members of the family, but because they are in 
pain.

Because our strategies for survival are most often quite 
unique, the amount of time we need to develop and the op-
position we encounter along the way will also be unique. 
Our adult partner can be more or less patient, and more or 
less sensitive to our pain. Children, however, show very lit-
tle inhibition. They assure us, in very clear ways, that we 
are perfect and all-powerful. The more determined we are  
to develop aspects of our own personalities, the less self-
destructive our children will become. Reciprocity replaces one-
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sidedness.
Many couples view their differences as a source of inspiration. 

Yet when we become parents and the development of new life 
hangs quite literally in the balance, we often experience these 
differences between us as more of a burden than an inspiration. 
Sometimes it’s helpful to remind each other that when two adults 
become parents, the most fortunate possess, between the two 
of them, approximately one third of the experience, insight, and 
know-how necessary to do a more or less competent job of raising 
their child. This knowledge arises from what they learn from each 
other, and what their children teach them by way of the compe-
tent feedback they supply as they grow.

It is in the nature of the learning process that conflicts will arise. 
Thus we need to determine how conflicts can be seen in a con-
structive way, as opposed to using them to establish who is in the 
“right.”

Let’s study an example familiar to every new parent:

She: It can’t be right that she cries every time you change her. Why 
do you always have to be so rough with her?

He: When she needs changing, she needs changing. You may have 
time to play with her for hours on end every time you do it, but 
she might just as well learn that some things need to be done 
and gotten over with!

She: Yes, but you can see for yourself that it’s not pleasant for her.
He: I’m not talking about what’s pleasant or not. I’m saying that 

some things just have to be done, and then there’s time to play 
afterward. What about when she is at the day-care center? Do 
you think they have time to pay special attention to her?

This conflict is classic in the sense that two different attitudes—
the masculine and feminine—are on a collision course. Determin-
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ing with whom we sympathize is the least important aspect of the 
conflict. The most important thing is that these two people are 
condemning each other’s way of doing things: “Your way is too 
rough!” “Yours is unrealistic!”

Suppose the conflict had developed another way:

She: It can’t be right that she cries every time you change her. Why 
do you always have to be so rough with her?

He: It’s possible that I don’t do things your way, but this is my way 
of doing it! O.K.?

She: O.K., then . . .

This version is an example of what happens when respect for 
personal difference is reduced to a phrase. On the surface, it ap-
pears that this couple has reached a compromise, but in fact their 
dialogue is characterized by a lack of contact that typifies our 
sense of individualism. The father is alone with his attitude, the 
mother with her concern—while the baby continues to cry. The 
conflict has been stripped of expressive language and feelings, 
but it is far from having been defused.

If the dialogue between these two parents is to be meaning-
ful and constructive, it must be personal and relate to them. There 
is some justification for claiming that attitudes are personal and 
that discussions about attitudes can be constructive; but the pre-
requisite for these conversations is that they be purely intellectual, 
and that is rarely the case when the subject under discussion is the 
ways in which parents live together and treat their children.

In this instance, since the conflict is about personal pain and 
frustration, the parents need to use personal language.

She: Listen. It upsets me that Emma always cries when you change 
her. Can we talk about it now?
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He: Yes, all right. Have I done something wrong again!?
She: I don’t know whether it’s wrong. I just know that it upsets me 

every time, and that I feel like going in and helping you to get 
along better with her. I don’t know whether it would annoy you 
if I interfered, and that’s why I have to talk to you about it now. . 
. . I think what I most need to hear is how you feel about it.

He: I don’t see it as a problem. I would prefer it if she laughed all 
the time, but it has to be done.

She: Perhaps we’re not that different after all. Would you like to 
hear some good suggestions?

He: No, not really . . . I just don’t know whether I can do it any dif-
ferently . . . in my own way, I mean.

For most conflicts that unfold like this one, it would be helpful if 
the couple stopped talking at this point. Both parties have succeeded 
in listening to each other and taking each other’s limits seriously. 
They have made an impression on each other instead of trying to 
convince each other; remember—the “musical” quality of the con-
versation is more important for the well-being of the whole family  
than reaching a possible conclusion or agreement. We often imag-
ine that we’ll develop more quickly if conflicts reach a conclusion, 
but this is rarely the case. Often the quest for resolution brings 
personal development to a standstill. It is possible that Emma will 
continue to be frustrated and angry with her father for weeks or 
months to come, but it is much better for her to live with her feel-
ings than to have her parents use her as a weapon in their power 
struggle.

Let’s return for a moment to Emma’s mother’s first attempt to 
alter the destructive interaction in her family: “It can’t be right that 
she cries every time you change her. Why do you always have to 
be so rough with her?” What she is really saying is: “You are doing 
it in the wrong way, and you are too rough with her.”
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Her opening remark is a good example of how content is al-
ways less important than process whenever two people interact. 
Let us assume that she is right in her observation—that the inter-
action between father and daughter is, in fact, inappropriate be-
cause he treats the baby without sympathy and understanding, as 
if she was a task that had to be accomplished. Notice, however, 
that the tone and form of the mother’s comment is just as insensi-
tive and offensive as the behavior she accuses her husband of. Her 
allegation thereby lacks credibility. Instead of solving a problem in 
her family, she doubles it. Furthermore, the way she cares for her 
daughter will suffer if she does not figure out how to combine her 
care for her baby with consideration for her partner.

Paradoxically, she speaks to her partner in this way because 
that was how her parents spoke to her when she was a child need-
ing correction. Her whole organism recalls the pain—that’s why 
she speaks up for her daughter—but it is only a matter of time be-
fore she starts to treat her daughter in the same way. She, like all 
of us, acts destructively out of good intentions. But when parents 
begin a family, it is their responsibility to attempt to rise above the 
past. They must attempt to leave behind the fruitless actions and 
attitudes that arose from the love they felt for their own parents.

S H A R E D  L E A D E R S H I P

There are many models of family leadership. In contem- 
porary Europe alone, some families have at their helm a 
domineering, patriarchal, domestic tyrant; others, a gentle, 
resolute Earth Mother. Some parents see themselves as a  
democratic duo who make all decisions together; in other families, 
respectful coleaders carve out carefully defined fiefdoms in which 
to exercise personal power. Other parents fight bitterly over every 
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square inch of territory and ounce of power. And some families 
conceive of a partnership in which each parent has equal dignity.

These models of leadership are based on two premises. The first 
is that women and men are equal in terms of their social, political, 
and economic lives. The second is the idea that men and fathers 
should share an active responsibility for the everyday running of 
the home; that is, they need to be emotionally integrated into the 
family, and play an active, daily part in looking after the children. 
In light of the historical tradition of the family in Europe, this is a 
revolutionary concept.

Men and fathers have always had important areas of responsi-
bility both within and in relation to the family, but only rarely have 
they been included in the ongoing, rhythmic pattern of daily life 
shared by mothers and children. In fact, as recently as the mid-
1930s, Danish child-rearing experts recommended that children 
eat before their fathers returned home from work. It was seen as 
undesirable that the head of the house and family provider should 
partake of his main meal of the day in the company of young chil-
dren!

Shared leadership is characterized by the fact that both parents 
are capable of assuming all the necessary roles required in the fam-
ily and are willing to have their roles overlap when required. Even if, 
over the course of time, couples who live together establish ways of 
sharing responsibilities according to their interests and talents, it is 
an arrangement with specified areas of responsibility. For example, 
in some families, the man looks after the fields, the animals, and  
the machines, while the woman cares for the children, the 
house, and the garden. This arrangement, with specified  
areas of responsibility, can undoubtedly be characterized  
by great dignity and respect, but that is not an example of shared 
leadership.

Furthermore, shared leadership arises from the belief that both 
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adults have equal rights with regard to decision making, and that 
decisions are either made together or by the partner who is most 
competent in a particular area. This arrangement differs from 
democratically led families in which everything is discussed and 
decided upon jointly. Also decisions made by one partner are sup-
ported by the other, even in those cases in which there is a dif-
ference of opinion. In families in which the leadership is shared, 
disagreement and differences of opinion or priority often take the 
form of feedback after decisions have been made, and are not ele-
ments in a struggle for power. The goal of negotiations is not to be 
proven right, but to make an impression and to be taken seriously.

In terms of parenting, shared leadership takes as its starting 
point the idea that both parents and children have different limits 
and different needs. It is not based on parents agreeing about lim-
its and rules, but on the principle that an individual has the right 
to be taken seriously.

Such a family can be referred to as a “post-democratic family,” 
in which the quality of decision making is accorded more impor-
tance than the decision itself, and in which minorities are involved 
instead of marginalized. An increasing number of families are de-
veloping this kind of leadership.

One of the problems they face, however, is that they are pio-
neers. None of society’s institutions—whether political or pri-
vate—offers role models. This is one of the many reasons why 
shared leadership cannot be established in a linear fashion in indi-
vidual families. Instead, it develops as a slow process that will vary 
based on the development of each member of the family.

P A R T N E R S H I P  A N D  P A R E N T S H I P

In the past, when a couple had their first child, the husband tradi-
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tionally maintained his career. He was merely expected to add be-
ing a father to his other roles and shoulder an increased obligation 
to support the family. When a woman became a mother, her sta-
tus underwent a more radical change. This often entailed giving 
up her independent, feminine identity for the sake of her maternal 
role, which would remain the same throughout her life—with the 
assumption, later on, of the grandmotherly role.

These roles still exist in many parts of the world; the  
idea that family scripts could be rewritten is relatively new. Only 
in certain countries have women started to regard their traditional 
role as socially and existentially limiting. Often, somewhat later, 
men have begun to question their role as well.

Yet the rigidity of the mother and father roles is not merely 
historically determined. The whole experience of having a child is 
such an overwhelming event and creates such an enormous emo-
tional upheaval that the majority of couples soon begin to identify 
themselves and each other with these particular roles. Some peo-
ple actually stop using each other’s given names and start calling 
one another “Father” and “Mother.”

For the majority of us, parentship suddenly takes up so much of 
our lives that our partnership tends to fade into the background 
for a number of years. Theoretically, it can be argued that this 
weakening of the parental partnership—with its concomitant 
sense of loss and frustration—is also disadvantageous to children. 
There is one particular aspect of the partnership of parents that 
is of great importance for parentship and for the possibilities that 
parents have of discussing and solving conflicts that concern their 
children: partners need to be able to talk to one another as man 
and woman, as friends and lovers, as two people who have their 
own personal identities. If a woman dislikes the way in which her 
husband helps their son with his homework, it is important that 
she approach her husband as his friend and partner, and not as her 
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child’s mother. If a wife feels anxious about her teenage daugh-
ter’s activities outside the house, it is important that the husband 
hear her worries as her husband, and not as his daughter’s father. 
Parental roles are best suited for interaction with children. In inter-
action between adults, it is important that adults represent them-
selves.

This approach is not just important for keeping the friendship 
and the erotic sides of a relationship alive; paradoxically, it also en-
sures that we continue to develop as parents and human beings. If 
when we talk to each other about our relationship to our children 
we always do so in our roles as father and mother, then children 
are always at the center of our conversations, which inevitably are 
about what children do or do not do. To develop as human beings 
so that we can meet our children in the most expedient way pos-
sible, we must talk about ourselves with each other. Naturally, our 
children can serve as the starting point and inspiration for these 
conversations, but they should not be the perpetual objects.

It is easy to forget this principle; that’s why we need each oth-
er’s help to remember. Apart from being mothers and fathers, we 
are also individual women and men with our own experiences, 
feelings, needs, histories, and dreams, which exist independent of 
our parental roles. We can help to remind each other of this reality 
by going to the movies together, taking weekend vacations, and 
going out to dinner. But it is also a good idea to be on the alert for 
those conversations that have gone on for more than an hour and 
that have been focused exclusively on the children.

Occasionally I meet parents who believe that the only way for 
them to continue to develop as individuals is to find possibilities for 
growth outside the home. This belief starts in motion a vicious cycle. 
Parents experience themselves as growing less important to each 
other and less central to each other’s lives. This happens not because 
they are unimportant, but because they can’t imagine a different  
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scenario. Some people, on the other hand, feel that seek- 
ing new experiences outside the family is a threat. But in  
reality, the real threat to a marriage is a couple’s lack of awareness 
of the possibilities that exist for inspiring their partnership.

From my experience, there are very few things that have as 
positive an impact on our individual existence as having a lov-
ing, committed and existentially inspiring partnership. In a certain 
sense, it is only recently that families have chosen this goal as a 
priority. A great many families still exist in which the most con-
spicuous factor is the amount of unused human potential.

R E C I P R O C I T Y  I S  E Q U A L  R E S P E C T

I would imagine that human beings have always experienced a 
sense of wonder, reverence, and responsibility, when first con-
fronted with the new life they have created. The desire and urge to 
protect and love the child, and the will to give him or her a good 
life, unfold like a sunrise within us. Even those of us who had an 
unhappy childhood and are not happy in our present lives feel this 
urge.

But this urge to give is reciprocal. Children feel it in relation to 
us. This is a concept we need to learn. Children allow us to feel of 
value by virtue of their own existence, which in turn allows them 
to experience themselves as being of value.

This is only possible when we learn to restrain our self-
centeredness and to recognize our children’s personal compe-
tence as a gift from them—a gift that they don’t realize they are 
offering until we accept it. If we fail to learn this, they grow up 
believing that they have no other value except what can be ex-
pressed through grades in school and social success. This is not 
just painful for them and stigmatizing for our contact with them; 
it also does not help them become more productive members of 
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society.
Oddly, we have always been aware of the gift of their compe-

tence, though traditionally we have acknowledged it only half of 
the time. When children behave nicely and develop smoothly, we 
interpret these traits as signs of our own value and competence, 
and respond by telling our children how “good” they are. On the 
other hand, when children are uncontrollable, naughty, frustrated, 
and destructive, we react by thinking that it must be because of 
something we have failed to do, thereby acknowledging our own 
partial incompetence. But we have always believed that the way 
forward was to give more—more upbringing, more love, more re-
strictions, more corporal punishment, more control.

There are two explanations for this. The first is cultural: 
we tend to do what everyone else does. The second reason 
is that when we feel that we are not of as much value in our 
relations with other people as we would like to be, we re-
act aggressively by becoming irritable, frustrated, angry, and 
violent. And in those cases in which there is most at stake— 
in relation to our children and partners—our reactions are stron-
gest. We question their value for us and in this way we reproach 
them because we do not feel ourselves to be of sufficient value.

This happens when children are small and stumble over some-
thing on the sidewalk. We pull their arm and react with an irritable, 
“Look where you’re going!” When our five-year-old comes in cry-
ing for the third time that day with a scraped knee, we say, “You 
must learn to look where you’re going!” When teachers inform 
us that our children do not meet their demands or expectations, 
we become angry with them or our children, or both. When our 
marriage is at a standstill or is crumbling, we find fault with our 
partner; when we cannot cope with life, we blame our parents or 
society. The only time we don’t do this is if we have learned to 
turn our anger inward, toward ourselves, and to drown ourselves 
in feelings of guilt, depression, and self-reproach.
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In relation to children, we have learned that we must listen to 
our children, recognize them as competent, and learn from them, 
thereby becoming as valuable to them as we want to be. When 
our children’s behavior makes us feel less than valuable, then it is 
nearly always because we are—that is, prior to the particular con-
flict, we were unable to convert our loving feelings into loving be-
havior, and our good intentions into fruitful interaction.

This is not a situation that we can change immediately by tak-
ing action. We can only open ourselves toward our children and 
attempt to decode their spontaneous or (out of loyalty to us) de-
layed feedback. Children do not attempt to teach us anything; nei-
ther do they employ educational theory. They simply live together 
with us and let us know how they experience things.

The majority of us develop so slowly as human beings that we 
do not cease to become angry or irritated until long after our chil-
dren have become adults. Learning to change our perception is 
difficult and takes time. But there is nothing wrong with taking our 
time as long as we do not persist with the illusion that the fault lies 
with our children.

The father of a violently uncontrollable seven-year-old boy 
once looked me straight in the eye and asked, with exactly the 
same kind of despair and defiance in his voice that his son had 
inherited, “Is it really necessary to think so much about what you 
say to a boy of his age? My parents never damn well said anything 
but ‘NO!’ ”

I do not think that any of my readers will be surprised to learn 
that my answer was, “Yes!”
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