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1 ndependence 

The third leg of the tripod of factors indispensable to the de
velopment of a normal personality is the emergence and fulfill
ment of independence. One can err in the '1ove" aspect on the 
side of too little; in the "discipline" department by too much or 
too little or by being inconsistent. How does one go wrong with 
independence? 

There are two important attributes of independence. The first 
is that the development of independence can be inhibited or 
prevented, but it cannot be forced. The second is that inde
pendence is best permitted to grow at its own rate, but not so 
fast that it results in serious harm to the child or to his environ
ment. Let us look at these characteristics in more detail. 

The normal maturing animal instinctively seeks independence 
as it acquires the ability to become independent. This inborn be
havior is as certain as the instinct to suck, to breathe, and to re
produce. It is present in all but the very lowest forms of animals, 
and is part of the complex impulse that eventually results in 
procreation. Without the hereditary characteristic of independ-
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ence our species would soon have become extinct. So feel no 
need to instigate your child's independence, nor any doubts that 
l:le will know the urge. As with other instincts, you may guide it 
or pervert it; you cannot prematurely kindle it to good avail. 

The animal cannot successfully be pushed into independence 
before it is ready. Indeed, trying to push the child prematurely 
toward independence has generally the opposite effect of making 
him cling to the nest. lt is akin to pushing the reluctant non
swimmer into the water. This reaction of withdrawal, learned 
early in life by animals that are to survive infancy, is based first 
upon the necessity of avoiding physical harm and destruction. 
Later, in the case of the human, protection of one's self-image 
becomes of dominant importance, often overriding even the 
need for physical preservation. 

When any creature, humans included, feels sufficient content
ment and satisfaction in the warmth of the nest, and feels, further
more, that it can always retreat back to this protection, it then 
becomes willing to venture tentatively out into the world. In 
other words, when a child has had his bellyfull of being loved 
and protected, and if he feels reasonably certain that he can 
always return to this safety, he will then naturally begin to strike 
out on bis own. 

The only thing that will then prevent the normal develop
ment of bis independence is to have the opportunity to do things 
for himself denied him by those about him. For example, the 
infant will start to convey food to his own mouth and to feed 
himself when he is capable of doing so, provided only that he 
is given the opportunity; not urged or forced to-simply given 
the opportunity. The baby will learn to balance himself and to 
walk when he is ready to if he is not prevented from doing so. 
Re will automatically try, and eventually learn, to dress him
self if his parents are not constantly too impatient to allow him 
to make the effort. 

So too will he learn independence of thought and of decision 
ma~ng on bis own, provided simply that the opportunity to do 
so IS not kept from him. But it is not possible to push him into 
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acting independently before he feels himself ready without 
making him fearful of the consequences, and therefore making 
him pull back from independence. 

Independence and a normal personality, you will note, are 
reciprocally related. The early development of independence re
quires a satisfactory self-image, and the completion of an accept
able self-image in the pre-teens and teens requires the adequate 
attainment of independence. 

Allowing a child to make decisions of thought or action be
fore he is capable of understanding the consequences, if the 
consequences could be dangerous or serious, is not realistic or 
appropriate. The consequences may be too harmful either to 
hirnself or to those around him who must suffer from his deci
sions. In other words, the need for the development of inde
pendence should not permit the toddler to fall down the cellar 
stairs or the ten-year-old to decide to stay borne from school for 
a week. Minor hurts, physical and mental, however, are pretty 
much essential to the development of independence. The toddler 
must stumble and fall a score of times before he masters walk
ing. The first-grader must suffer the scorn of his colleagues when 
he chooses to dress inappropriately for school. The fifth-grader 
must endure the displeasure of the principal when he dawdles 
too long on the way to school. Perhaps the way to put it is that 
the child throughout his life should be permitted to make minor 
errors of judgment but not be allowed to exterminate himself. 

And then it must be added that, the child having misjudged 
the situation, and having been hurt thereby, the incident should 
be forgotten by all concerned. lt will not serve to encourage 
independence to keep reminding the child of his mistakes. 

lt is also fair to point out that, in the enthusiasm for pro
moting the development of independence, it is not realistic or 
necessary to permit damage to valuable property. Harm to the 
feelings of the parents may properly be considered "serious 
damage" of "valuable property" and not tolerated in the quest 
for independence. A child can develop tons of independence 
without being allowed to make decisions or to act in such a 
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manner that bis parents experience the bitterness of embarrass
ment. 

To allow the child to develop his independence at the ex
pense of property or of the feelings of others is to do him the 
great disservice of teaching him an unreal way of life that will 
only cause him hurt when he finds hirnself out in the demand
ing world. Or, as has been said before, it is better to teach 
him the undesirability of trespassing upon the rights of others 
while bis teachers are still those who love him, rather than to 
force him to learn the lesson from strangers who will not be so 
thoughtful in their method of teaching. 

Though the ground rules of independence are rather more 
easily set down than those of love or discipline, they are not 
always so easy to follow. It is not a simple matter for "normal" 
parents to forgo doing things for their children and to watch 
them heading toward certain hurt, in the interest of cultivating 
their independence, without making a protective but stunting 
gesture to help them. 

It is even harder for parents, with their own faulty per
sonalities, to give up the relative security of the parent-infant 
relationship in favor of the more difficult relationship of parent 
to young adult. Nor is it possible sometimes for these mothers 
and fathers, because of the threat to their own self-confidence, 
to endure the criticism of the community, real or irnagined, in
vited by the ineptness and stumbling of their child's tentative 
efforts at independent thought and action. 

In this current generation, in contrast to those of the recent 
past, it is not fashionable to stunt a child's independence via 
momism. It is more in the mode to err in the requirements of 
discipline and !ove. I have little urgency therefore to bend 
your ear at Iength to strengthen this leg of the tripod. On the 
other hand, by the time you read this book perhaps you will 
have once again shifted the emphasis of your uncertainties. So 
I would like to try to give you a few examples of an acceptable 
rate for the growth of independence. 
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Fortunately, children are remarkably resilient and resource
ful and readily survive great errors in any parental or pediatric 
timetable. They also vary delightfully in the ages at which tbey 
can master different pbysical and intellectual skills, thus effec
tively disproving any prediction of "stages." 

But the really important limiting factor in any plan based on 
age is not the cbild but the readiness of tbe parent. Can your 
state of emotional maturity permit you to do tbese things at tbe 
ages I suggest? If not, don't worry too mucb; you will grow witb 
parenthood under the tutelage of your child. Just don't turn tbe 
timetable completely around. 

One other tbing. As in severa! areas of parent-cbild interplay 
-loving your child, teacbing him values, guiding bis attitudes, 
censoring bis emulatory exposures-in tbis arena of independence 
it is not always possible to reconcile your social conscience witb 
your parenthood. Make up your mind in advance that if "every
one else in the neigbborbood" is doing it in a way that con
tradicts yours, you will still do it your way-supported by your 
spouse, reinforced by your pediatrician, and criticized by your 
in-laws. 

Below are a few examples. Each of them is predicated upon 
the following vows: 

l. "I will wait for my child to show a willingness and not 
regard my own subtle coercions as originating in the cbild. If 
I buy a bike or an evening gown before sbe is interested, I will 
put it silently aside and patiently wait." 

2. "I will coordinate my judgment with my spouse's, and I 
will compromise serious differences outside of tbe child's hearing. 
Unresolvable conflicts I will mediate with my physician, instead 
of sulking." 

3. "In view of the great investment of time, money, and 
emotions that my child represents, I \vill not tolerate bis destruc
tion in the quest for independence. An independent dead young
ster is of less value than a live dependent one." 

4. "I will not visibly flinch from minor physical and emotional 
hurts that I recognize will be necessary to bis welfare. Since I 
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have brought him into this sort of world, I will prepare him for 
this sort of world until I can change the world." 

5. "I will not permit him to hurt others in more than a trivial 
way, either physically or verbally. I will not see my cherisbed 
possessions threatened-only my expendable ones. I will not sub
ject myself to repeated embarrassment in tbe delusion that this 
is the role of a parent. Nor will I confuse myself with the be
lief that it profits the child to learn it is bis rigbt to disregard the 
feelings of others, including myself." 

Independence in the Infant 

The first primitive stirrings of independence in an infant are bis 
lifting and tuming bis head, bis refusal of the proffered nipple 
when he is full, bis waving of his arms and kicking of bis legs, 
bis batting at nearby toys, and bis first successful turning from 
his back to bis stomach. These first six months' activities create 
little panic in Mom and Dad because they are too busy worry
ing about otber things. They require little cooperation from tbe 
parent except leaving the cbild unswaddled with free arms and 
legs, and on bis stomach so that he can raise his bead; removing 
the nipple without argument wben he says be's had enougb; 
providing a cradle gym for him to swat. Tbe most threatening 
adventure is turning over, usually between four and six montbs. 
This perversely occurs when motber's back is turned for an 
instant, and is announced by a cbilling crash which culminates 
the trip from the diapering surface to the floor. It needs to be 
foreseen. It also needs to be forgiven by Father. 

Between six and twelve months, excursions into independence 
become a little more provocative. At this age sorne, but not all, 
normal babies start to crawl, to hold their own bottle, to feed 
themselves a bit, to resist dressing and undressing, and to depart 
from the high chair. None of these activities need be taught the 
child. And many infants skip one or severa! of them entirely, to 
no disadvantage. 

Crawling brings the first real threat of self-destruction, which 



[ 62 J eH r L D s E N s E : INDEPENDENCE 

is intensified in the toddler and will be considered next. For 
both safety and mother's sanity the infant should be accustomed 
to the confines of the playpen or a safe room before he masters 
crawling. Ignore his protests, or your psychiatrist will accuse 
you of death wishes toward your beloved. 

If a baby elects to hold his own bottle, there's no harm done. 
But it had better be a plastic one, because sorne excel at pitch
ing. If he is smart enough to see the advantage of being waited 
on, and chooses not to hold the bottle, that's O.K. too, because 
eventually he'll be off it anyway. 

The mastery of shoving finger foods into bis mouth, such as 
Zwieback and bits of table foods, is accomplished simply by 
putting them within his reach. Be sure the child cannot choke 
on them, however. They should not be round and slippery, or 
too hard, or of a size to cork the trachea-such as peas, nuts, 
corn kernels, hard cubes of meat, buttons, or tablets. 

Solo handling of spillables via spoon or glass is permitted 
only by mothers who like sloppy kitchen floors. Despite wide
spread printed advices to the contrary, they are not necessary 
achievements at this age. Y ou hold the spoon and glass, and let 
Junior "help" you if he wants to. 

Falling out of the high chair and acrobatics during dressing 
are also better curbed than encouraged. Not by shouting how
ever; by unemotional physical restraint. 

1 ndependence in the Toddler 

Locomotion starts at about one year of age ( earlier if you have 
a crawler) and reaches a diabolical peak at about two. This is 
the era of the toddler-and of gray hairs. Walking, climbing, 
falls, poisonings and burns, disrobing, self-feeding, invasion of 
sibling privileges, all characterize this age of independence. If 
you need proof that independence comes of its own accord with
out any encouragement, this year will make you a believer. 

The child needs to be allowed to climb onto objects, to walk 
and run, to negotiate stairs. This means he needs to be allowed 
to hurt himself, be comforted, and allowed to go back to hurt 
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himself again. But he doesn't need the opportunity to exterminate 
himself. Low objects to be climbed are great. Ladders, second
story windows, and bathroom sinks are physically prohibited. 
So too are articles of furniture worth keeping. 

Stairs are flne, if the flight is short and the tread padded. 
Cellar steps and brick or slate surfaces are forbidden, by means 
of gates if necessary. 

Indoor walking is admirable-but not in the presence of reach
able poisons, peanuts on the cocktail table ( for choking), marble
topped tables that can lacerate heads like razors, or hot liquids. 

Unchaperoned outdoor play is flne, if the fence is unscalable 
or the tether unslippable, and the neighbor's dogs not loose. 

Self-feeding is often accomplished by the second birthday, 
but accidents have to be managed by parents smart enough to 
have been looking the other way. And requests for assistance 
should be granted, without grumbling or sermons about being 
"a big girl now." 

Efforts at undressing are laudable, but only at times that help 
Moro perform the task. At other times they are thwarted by 
double knots, safety-pinned zippers, and unmanageable buttons 
or pins. 

Invasions of the activities and possessions of older siblings 
are physically prevented by removal, restraint, gates, bars, hand
cuffs, or straitjackets. 

But if he gets into your lipstick or the chocolate pudding for 
tomorrow's party while your guard is down, be sure you have a 
loaded camera ready before you go up in smoke. 

Independence from Two to Five 

This is the age of the cleverness of Jimmy Valentine and the 
judgment of the town drunk. 1t is also the age of climbing out 
of bed, revolting against bedtime, dashing into the street, riding 
tricycles, wandering away, helping to dress and undress, deciding 
that dinner should receive two hours' attention, and drowning. 

1 suppose it is the prerogative of each pair of parents of this 
age to determine for themselves what value they place on a ten-
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thousand-dollar investment. This might take into account how 
many similar investments they have and how easy it would be 
to acquire a replacement. 

Representing the cheap-skate parent, and not being all that 
dedicated to independence, I would forbid my investment, my 
preschool child, ever to cross the magic barrier of the curb with
out adult accompaniment. No playing in the street, no dashing 
across for any reason. And having set this rule I wouldn't depend 
upon his memory but would occasionally make a visual check. 
And I would land on transgressions like a threatened hen. 

You say your street is a quiet one, or a dead end? I say it 
only takes one-car-a-month to squash an exuberant kid. And I 
withstand bereavement poorly. 

If I were a country parent, I would want to know that there 
were no uncapped wells, no available bulls, no abandoned ice
boxes within a mile before I'd allow my preschooler to leave 
the immediate environs unescorted. 

The independence to stay up beyond bedtirne to enjoy the 
company of the parents is flattering, but not necessary. I would 
sirnply honor the privilege of age-that is, the youngest goes to 
bed before the next older, and so on. 

Helping to dress and undress is attractive, but allow plenty 
of time, and feel free to rescind the privilege temporarily when 
you have five minutes to make the doctor's appointment. 

Dinner in a democracy ends for all when the majority is 
finished. It is undemocratic to berate the minority or to seek to 
influence its opinion by threat, bribe, cajolery, or badgering. But 
when congress is adjourned the dishes are cleared without pas
sion or sermon. 

Independence in the Early School Y ea1's 

The elementary-school years bring a new status with new factors 
which directly affect the growing personality and which also 
enlarge the neighborhood sphere of influence. These are the years 
of independent travel, bicycle riding, responsibilities and chores, 
tree climbing, allowances, and selecting one's own dress. They 
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are also the years of attitude formation and of diversity of 
human contacts. 

By school time the child's personality is already badly dis
tortcd or solidly flourishing. His broadened horizons now rein
force or neutralize the favorable and the unfavorable persuasions 
of the family. 

When Susie starts kindergarten or first grade, you have to 
bite your lip and Jet her walk to school, crossing streets other 
than highways on her own. From then on, quiet streets are 
crossed \vithout escort. Street play cannot be far behind. 

Bicycle riding can try the mettle of even the most unimagina
tive parent. Considering only the dangers of spills while riding 
on a level area with no cars, I would permit six- and seven-year
olds to start two-wheelers if they show the interest. At worst you 
might have to suffer the concern of a cracked wrist or a mild 
concussion. But add the elements of fast or heavy traffic and 
steep bilis which hinder controlling the speed and the steering 
of the bike, and I would raise the ante to fourteen or fifteen 
years. The dangers of cycling can range from those of playing 
tennis to those of motorcycling, depending upon the conditions. 

Tree climbing and fence climbing are also lethal or powder
puffy depending upon the circumstances. Low branches and 
low fences that promise only cracked heads are allowed for 
first-gradcrs. Thirty-foot trees and barbed-wire exclusion fences 
are for teenagers, if they are for anyone. 

The responsibility of getting ready for, and to, school on time 
is appropriate for the first-grader. Mom needs to supervise the 
waking up, and to have at hand an appropriate choice of clothes, 
and to have ready a suitable breakfast if Sam has saved enough 
time to eat it. She does not have to nag or scold if Sam dawdles. 
If the choice of clothes is bizarre, or the arrival at school late, 
Sam will learn bis mistakes from bis peers and bis teacher, and 
not at the expense of his mother's love. 

If Mom and Dad need help from their children to maintain 
the borne, chores are relevant at this age, but these have to do 
with depcndence rather than independence, and I refer you to 
the section on "Responsibility" ( page 250). 
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The elementary-school years are not yet the age for being 
alone in the house or alone in the car without supervision. No 
matter how justified your confidence in the maturity of your 
child's judgment, death by fue is most unpleasant and very 
pennanent. By the same evaluation, indoor baby-sitting is not a 
privilege accorded the pre-adolescent. 

If you would care to escape anxious hours in the future 
guessing the whereabouts of your overdue teenager, this is the 
age to administer the antidote. Give your school child the dignity 
and the independence of knowing where you will be and how he 
can reach you in an emergency when you are away from home. 
Keep him infonned of when you may be expected home and of 
unexpected delays in your plans. If this becomes a family habit, 
you can depend upon its absorption as a way of life by the time 
your child is a teenager. If you demur that it is beneath your 
dignity, think of the physician on call whose whereabouts rnust 
be continually transmitted to a stationary base. It's not really so 
derneaning, but rather flattering that your services might be 
valuable. Of course, you encourage reciprocation by the young
ster if he drops into a neighbor's for a snack or is detained by the 
teacher after school. 

The choice of one's own friends is a function of independence. 
Given a wide enough choice, the child should have the right to 
pick those companions whose interests and values attract him. 
But I say this with generous reservations and qualifications. What 
kind of reservations? Well, I'rn just not sure at what age a given 
child is firm enough in his own orientation to choose with any 
accuracy companions who won't be harmful to hirn. 

Sorne conditions are clear. I know that a child will seek play
mates. And he will seek thern arnong the children with whom he 
can make contact. If all those he can reach are totally different 
frorn hirn in interests, attitudes, ethics, rnorality, character traits, 
and personality, he will nonetheless select sorne as companions. 

And I know that few children of less than high-school age can 
forever maintain their vocabulary, social values, educational 
standards, sexual viewpoint, vocational goals, and value scale 
against a concerted assault by a solid phalanx of their peers. 
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Therefore I conclude that it is the parents' responsibility at least 
to see that their child has the opportunity to select bis friends 
from among a group which contains individuals with whose views 
his family expectations will not clash. 

A disturbing number of parents are oblivious to the fact that 
while they are championing certain values at home, their children 
are constantly being exposed to contradictory values by their 
colleagues. Whose viewpoint will prevail? The parents' in time, I 
suppose. But it sure rnakes the trip a longer and harder one be
fore it's completed. 

Of course, if the attitudes of the peer group are superior to 
those of yourself, the parent, your child rnay be in luck, and I 
congratulate you. 

And I am well aware that there is an age at which your child 
benefits by contact-though not continuous-with children of 
different standards. This obviously provides an opportunity for 
you and your child to compare, to question, and eventually to 
strengthen bis own beliefs. But in furthering bis independence, 
just what is the age that you can pennit your child, unsupervised, 
to choose with sorne safety his own friends? 

You see, there is no absolute answer. A child is old enough 
to be relatively immune to the teachings of his peers when his 
own personality is not adrift and after you have taught him to 
have a firrn confidence in the integrity of bis own values. Until 
this point is reached-and God grant that it will be reached-you 
cannot, under the excuse of "independence," allow your child to 
select at randorn his constant companions. 

This is the age to be fonnulating the attitudes of your child 
in preparation for exposing them to the rebuttals that will neces
sarily come as the independence of adolescence dernands that 
he have a freer choice of companions. 

The Teenager 

AU of the foregoing excursions into independence are but prelim
~nary gestures. They are training experiences for the surge of 
mdependence that characterizes the teens. It is true that satis-
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factory negotiation of preadolescent samplings of self-determina
tion serves also to build the maturing personality. But basically 
they are tentative ventures in preparation for the emergence of 
the rebellion that is a prerequisite for severing the ties between 
childhood and adulthood. 

Sometime behveen entering junior high and leaving high 
school, the metamorphosis of adolescence takes place. This is the 
age when decisions concern themselves with choosing and buying 
one's own clothes, hair styles and makeup, cleanliness, bedtime 
disagreements, dating, driving, unchaperoned parties, drinking, 
smoking, petting, educational goals, sexual interoourse, drugs, 
civic activities, and jural disobedience. 

The same rules of behavior for the parents apply here as at an 
earlier age, but the threatening aspects and oomplex qualities of 
the decisions make it more difficult for the mother and father 
to interpret their roles with confidence. 

To repeat, the nature of independence is such that: 
l. It cannot be forced. In the case of the teenager, social and 

sexual maturity cannot successfully be coerced. 
2. It should not be smothered. The willingness to think and to 

act as an independent individual is so crucial to normal adult
hood that its emergence should be tolerated in all permissible 
forms. 

3. Independence in an area that would result in permanent 
serious harm to the child must be prohibited. The improvement 
in the product cannot sanely lead to its destruction. The equiv
alent, in the teenager, to permitting the toddler to explore his 
way under the wheels of a truck, is to sanction immorality or 
illegality. 

Since attainment of independence is the hallmark and the 
quintessence of adolescence, 1 would like to examine with you 
the characteristics of the teenager. 

First we had better agree upon what a teenager is. It's not 
simply and exclusively a child in bis teens, for as soon as children 
enter puberty they become, in any sense of the word, "teenagers." 
A few, particularly girls, may start to be teenagers when they 
are only nine or ten. Occasionally, especially among boys, the 
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teenager doesn't start to emerge until fourteen or fifteen. In any 
event, the species 1 am talking about includes all boys and girls 
from the time their mature hormones begin to stir until they 
!eave borne permanently and hopefully for a better life. 

If 1 could pass along only one single bit of advice to the 
parents of teenagers to enable them to enjoy their lot better, it 
would be this: Learn to treat your own teenager as though he or 
she were the son or daughter of your good friends down the 
street, rather than as someone you have lived with all his life. 

Teenagers are clearly the most enjoyable group in our popula
tion. But one has to get clase enough to know them and far 
enough away to see them. 

As everyone knows, an adolescent child is experiencing all 
sorts of new surges and conllicts, which make him a hard person 
even for himself to understand at all times. He has a certain simi
larity to the unpredictable two- and three-year-old, who is out
growing his cocoon but who frequently wants to crawl back into 
it, to be sure its warmth and protection are still there, and yet 
who feels the exhilaration of being at last able to have sorne 
control over his environment. The awful fact is that the teenager, 
if you have raised him successfully, needs to rebel, to Hex his 
muscles, to demonstrate to himself and to the world that he is 
able to stand on bis own feet and to be an adult. At the same 
time, and often without being able to admit it even to himself, 
he wishes not to have to assume responsibilities, which seem 
from his point of view ( and indeed often are), almost insur
mountable. 

Undoubtedly the hardest temptation for the parents of a teen
ager to resist is the urge of the painter to continue to retouch his 
finishcd work. When your child becomes a teenager, recognize 
the fact that the mold is set, the job is done, and step back with 
confidence ( which of course you won't feel at first) to admire 
and enjoy your product. 

There is a need, anda responsibility, on the part of the parent 
not to let go of the reins which pertain to any issue of morality. 
The teenager needs and wants to have the whip cracked on 
matters of moral behavior. When he asks for the keys to the car 
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to double-date in a parked car till A.M., he may at the same time 
be saying, "Gee, Dad, 1 gotta do this or the guys will think I'm 
square. But if you really stilllove me, say 'No,' so 1 can save face 
by telling the guys that my jerky father wouldn't let me." How 
often anyone who deals with teenagers in trouble has heard this 
lamen ti 

But with anything that doesn't involve moral issues, let your 
teenager go. You may well be surprised at what a good job you 
have done. 

No more "reminding, about rubbers, about overcoats, about 
elbows on the table, clean ears, time to go to bed. No more 
trying to in.Huence bis attitudes toward education, bis goals in 
life, bis religious leanings, bis use of bis spare time, bis choice of 
clothes, bis manners, bis hair. At least notas a parent to a child. 
The family rules of morality stand firm. The efforts to shape the 
child, who no longer is a child, must cease. 

Hold tight the reins against the permission to promiscuity, 
drugs, and illegality. 

To repeat, treat your teenager as though he were the son of 
a friend. You would not criticize my teenager visiting in your 
borne for his manners, his dress, bis academic acbievement. You 
would, 1 hope, protect bis morality. 

They say that Americans fear most the inevitability of grow
ing old. Your teenager is your last opportunity to have the flattery 
of the companionship of a young adult. Mom and Dad both can 
know the occasional pleasure of having again a young escort, of 
sharing vicariously in the exciting dreams of youth. Remember, 
though, that dreams and plans and hopes are exciting only 
because they are impractical, visionary, wrong, unattainable, and 
in conflict with existing codes and regulations-those disillusioned 
compromises of middle age. 

Mom knows how to nurture the friendship of a young adult, 
or else she was a wallBower in her youth. Dad knows how to 
encourage the confidence and trust of young people, or else he 
cannot succeed in his vocation. But it takes a deliberate effort 
to apply these social skills to your own young adult. 

You certainly wouldn't keep my young adults as friends of 
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yours for long if you laughed at their manners, pointed out their 
faults, argued about the practicability of their goals, belittled 
their dress, hair, or companions, scoffed at their heroes, denied 
them courtesy and respect, overlooked their efforts to control 
their problems, or took their minor achievements, graces, and 
compassions as a matter of course. 

Nor would 1 expect you to try to usurp all of my teenagers' 
free time with your attentions or your tasks. Nor to have a seduc
tive or possessive friendship with them. Nor to court their favor 
by trying to emulate their own activities and dress. 

The time to change the opinions, attitudes, and values of your 
teenager is five years ago. No properly raised teenager, worthy 
of your efforts to prepare him to face adulthood, is going to learn 
much more from a lecture by his parents at this late stage con
cerning why this or that is wrong. On the other hand, the things 
he grew up with between birth and puberty are things he believes 
in without stopping to question. How did you teach him what 
bis religion is? By refusing to mention the subject until he was 
fourteen and then delivering a two-hour lecture on why he is a 
Catholic, a Jew, ora Protestant? Of course not. A dozen times a 
week he overheard in part, or glimpsed, casual conversation and 
convictions directed not at him, but flowing around him. 

If you want your teenager to have certain attitudes and 
values, you need to discuss them and to comment on them within 
his earshot, starting from before he enters elementary school. Do 
you care whether he plays football or not, joins a fraternity, has 
liberal or conservative political or economic views, values edu
cation, admires or rejects nationalism? 

lf any of these things, or others, are important to you, then 
they must be a part of the casual adult conversation during bis 
early cbildhood. But when he is already a teenager and feels that 
education is for eggheads, don't bother to estrange your son and 
perforate your ulcers with lectures and ravings. Better at that 
point to slap him on the shoulder and say, "1 don't agree with 
you, but 1 believe in you, son. Do what you think is best." 

lndeed, tbis is one of your last remaining ways to influence 
your teenager. Bite your tongue before you criticize him. Telt 
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him you trust him, you believe in him, you are proud of him. 
You don't have to agree with bim-you don't have to like or 
understand bis friends, or bis haircut, or bis chosen vocation. 
But you do have to let him know that you trust bis opinions and 
bis decisions. And when he stubs bis toe you cannot gloat over 
him, or you will close for him whatever avenues he has left open 
to err and for himself to correct bis error, without loss of prestige. 

If you have not thoroughly estranged him, he can still absorb 
sorne of the values he hears discussed within bis earshot. But 
forgo the lectures. 

Learning to grow up means developing the willingness to 
make decisions for yourself. If you have properly raised your 
sons or daughters, during adolescence they must prove that they 
can make decisions. Not that they can always make right deci
sions, but that they can make decisions. 

To make decisions means to become an authority. To become 
an authority means to question the authority of others. To ques
tion authority means to rebel against the authority of others. Be 
grateful if, in assuming bis normal role in society, your teenager 
proves himself by rebelling in relatively harmless areas-haircuts, 
coiffures, clothing styles, homework, vocation or avocation-in
stead of permanently harmful areas-drugs, burglary, parenthood. 

What becomes of those who traverse their adolescence with
out ever convincing themselves that they are capable of inde
pendence and self-sufficiency? For one thing, they continue to 
be children, who eventually become child-parents, who plague 
pediatricians by being able neither to prepare their own children 
for independence nor to prevent their own children from wander
ing into destructive experimentation. They become self-doubting 
young adults who parlay the urgency of their need to prove their 
competence into ordeals that defy legal and moral bounds. Or 
more often they emerge to escape the restraint of their parents 
and, in a neutral environment, in a few years they mature into 
functional and happy adults. 

There is a delightful surprise in store for many parents of 
teenagers who can deliberately force themselves to give up their 
long accustomed relationship of mother and father to little hoy 
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and girl. And who can bring themselves to say, "1 trust you, 1 
believe in you. 1 will not allow you to transgress on moral issues. 
J will not necessarily pretend that my likes and dislikes will co
incide with yours. But 1 will respect and trust your decisions. 
And 1 will stand ready to help you if ever you request help, as 
1 hope you will be ready to help me when 1 need help." 

It may help a bit to remember the cigarette smoking, the gin 
drinking, the petting, the goldfish swallowing, the zoot suits, the 
:\fairzy Doats music, the dirty saddle shoes of your generation
by your friends, of course, not by you-and to recall how many 
of the peers of your youth are staid citizens of today. Winston 
Churchill :Bunked how many exams and was denied admission 
by how many schools? Today's teenagers are tomorrow's Demo
crats and Republicans-who knows, maybe even Conservatives. 

Sure, we didn't fool with marijuana, or wear our hair as long 
as a girl's, or neck in parked cars, or get unmarried girls pregnant, 
or unwed boys fathered-we didn't know about marijuana; it was 
two generations before us who wore their hair long, not us; we 
didn't own a car; and 1 take back the last denials: 1 just remem
bered Kinsey. 

To this point in our dialogue concerning the personality of the 
child, we have been considering a framework for organizing our 
thoughts on the needs of the developing emotions of the matur
ing individual. We have arrived at a triad of needs wbich con
stitutes the essential elements and wbich includes all the elements 
necessary for a normal personality structure. 

By understanding tbis outline we may arrive at sorne practica! 
solutions to the art of helping the child and sorne insight into 
recognizing the cause of the warning signs of personality devia
tions, as well as sorne inkling of how to back away from 
impending trouble. 

Now we may turn to a more detailed examination of sorne 
of the aspects of family life wbich contribute to and wbich 
t~eaten the child-parent relationship. Each of these specific 
Sltuations may be interpreted and understood in terms of the 
love-discipline-independence tripod. 


