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Praise for

HOLD ON TO YOUR KIDS


“This important book boldly states the problem of ‘peer orientation’ and maps out plans for its solution. Let us take its suggestions seriously now so that together we can improve our children’s futures.”

associate clinical professor of psychiatry, UCLA, author of
The Developming Mind and co-author of Parenting from the Inside Out

—DANIEL J. SIEGEL, M.D.,




“Hold on to Your Kids is a visionary book that goes beyond the usual explanations to illuminate a crisis of unrecognized proportions. The authors show us how we are losing contact with our children and how this loss undermines their development and threatens the very fabric of sociey. Most important, they offer, through concrete examples and clear suggestions, practical help for parents to fulfill their instinctual roles. A brilliant and well-written book, one to be taken seriously, very seriously.”

international teacher and author of the bestselling books

Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma and
It Won’t Hurt Forever: Guiding Your Child through Trauma

—PETER A. LEVINE, Ph.D.,




“The thoughts and perspectives presented by the authors are informative—even inspirational—for those who choose to dedicate their lives and energy to students.”

—Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals




“With original insights on parent-child attachments and how parents can restore them, this is a book for revitalizing families and rekindling the song in their children’s hearts.”

children’s troubadour,
founder of the Child Honoring Society Institute

—Raffi,




“With simple ideas and steps, this book is directed not only to parents, but to all those—educators, social workers, counselors—whose lives and work bring them into contact with children.”

—Quill & Quire




“Though this is Neufeld’s personal theory, Maté (Scattered Minds and When the Body Says No) has expressed his colleague’s ideas in precise and hard-hitting prose that makes complex ideas accessible without dumbing them down. The result is a book that grabs hard, with the potential to hit many parents where they live.”—

Edmonton Journal




“May serve as a loud wake-up call for mothers and fathers …This one of fers what many of the others do not—that rare commodity known as com mon sense.”

—Winnipeg Free Press




“With the benefit of thirty years of research and experience, Neufeld has crafted a coherent, compelling theory of child development that will cause an immediate frisson of recognition and acceptance in its readers. His approach has the power to change, if not save, the lives of our children.”

—National Post
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We dedicate this book
to our children
as well as the present and future
children of our children.
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They have inspired these insights
and have given us good reason to articulate them.
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Tamara, Natasha, Bria, Shay, and Braden
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Daniel, Aaron, and Hannah
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Kiara, Julian, and Sinead






Action has meaning only in relationship and without understanding
relationship, action on any level will only breed
conflict. The understanding of relationship is infinitely more
important than the search for any plan of action.

J. KRISHNAMURTI







NOTE TO THE READER

GORDON NEUFELD and I have known each other for many years, having first met when my wife, Rae, and I turned to him for advice with our oldest child. Our son was then eight years old. We thought we had a problem kid on our hands. Gordon showed us, in short order, that there was no problem with the child or with ourselves, only with our approach to our relationship with him. A few years later we became concerned when our second son, as a young adolescent, no longer seemed to accept our authority or even want our company. Again, we consulted Gordon, whose response was that we had to woo this son back into a relationship with us, away from his peers. That is when I first learned of Dr. Neufeld’s concept of peer orientation, of peers having replaced parents as the primary influence on children and of the many negative consequences of this shift, endemic in modern society. I have had many reasons to be grateful ever since for the insights Rae and I then acquired.

Gordon and I have written Hold On to Your Kids with the radical intent of reawakening people’s natural parenting instincts. If our book succeeds in that purpose, it will stand on its head much of what is currently perceived as wisdom about how children ought to be reared and educated. Our focus is not on what parents should do but on who they need to be for their children. We offer here an understanding of the child, of child development, and, also, of the impediments that today stand in the way of the healthy development of our children. From that understanding and from the heartfelt commitment parents bring to the task of child-rearing will arise the spontaneous and compassionate wisdom that is the source of successful parenting.

The modern obsession with parenting as a set of skills to be followed along lines recommended by experts is, really, the result of lost intuitions and of a lost relationship with children previous generations could take for granted. That is what parenthood is, a relationship. Biology or marriage or adoption may appoint us to take on that relationship, but only a two-way connection with our child can secure it. When our parenthood is secure, natural instincts are activated that dictate far more astutely than any expert how to nurture and teach the young ones under our care. The secret is to honor our relationship with our children in all of our interactions with them.

In today’s world, for reasons we will make clear, parenthood is being undermined. We face much insidious competition that would draw our children away from us while, simultaneously, we are drawn away from parenthood. We no longer have the economic and social basis for a culture that would support parenthood and hold its mission sacred. If previous cultures could assume that the attachment of children to their parents was firm and lasting, we do not have that luxury. As modern parents, we have to become conscious of what is missing, of why and how things are not working in the parenting and education of our children and adolescents. That awareness will prepare us for the challenge of creating a relationship with our children in which we, the caregiving adults, are back in the lead, free from relying on coercion and artificial consequences to gain our children’s cooperation, compliance, and respect. It is in their relationship with us that our children will reach their developmental destiny of becoming independent, self-motivated, and mature beings valuing their own self-worth and mindful of the feelings, rights, and human dignity of others.

Hold On to Your Kids is divided into five parts. The first explains what peer orientation is and how it has come to be such a pervasive dynamic in our culture. The second and third parts detail the many negative impacts of peer orientation, respectively, on our ability to parent and on our children’s development. Also in these first three parts, the outlines of healthy child development are etched, in contrast to the perverse development fostered by the peer culture. The fourth part offers a program for building a lasting bond with our children, a relationship that will serve as a safe cocoon for their maturation. The fifth and final part explains how to prevent the seduction of our children by the peer world.

Dr. Neufeld’s background and experience as a psychologist and his brilliantly original work are the source of the central thesis we present and the advice we offer. In that sense he is the sole author. Many of the thousands of parents and educators attending Gordon’s seminars over the decades have asked him, with some impatience, “When is your book coming out?” That the preparation and publication of Hold On to Your Kids no longer has to be deferred to some future time is my contribution. The planning, writing, and shaping of the book have been our joint labor.

I am proud to help bring Gordon Neufeld’s transformative ideas to a much broader public. That is long overdue and we both feel grateful to have established a friendship and working partnership that has made the creation of this book possible. We hope—and more, we have the confidence to believe—that the reader will also find ours to have been a fortunate collaboration.

We wish also to acknowledge our two editors, Diane Martin in Toronto and Susanna Porter in New York. Diane saw the possibilities in this work from its inception and has supported it warmly throughout. Susanna patiently and expertly worked her way through a somewhat turgid and lumbering manuscript and, with her deft suggestions, helped ease our way to preparing a lighter and better organized version in which our message comes across with greater clarity. The result is a book that readers will find more congenial and certainly the authors are happier with.

GABOR MATÉ, M.D.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

SEVEN PEOPLE provided indispensable, practical, hands-on assistance in the formation and preparation of this book: Gail Carney, Christine Dearing, Sheldon Klein, Joy Neufeld, Kate Taschereau, Suzanne Walker, and Elaine Wynne. Collectively, they became known as the Tuesday Evening Group. They met with us weekly, from the earliest writing to the final submission of the manuscript. They deliberated, debated, and critiqued first the concepts to be presented and then, chapter by chapter, the work-in-progress that became Hold On to Your Kids. The group was committed to bringing our message into print in a way that respected the intent of the book and, at the same time, the needs and sensibilities of the reader. We, the two authors, came to look forward to these spirited and fruitful meetings and experienced a sense of loss and regret when the completion of the manuscript also brought our regular gatherings to an end. We gratefully acknowledge our debt to the Tuesday Evening Group: without their dedicated support our task would have been heavier and our result less satisfying.





CONTENTS


PART ONE
      THE PHENOMENON OF PEER ORIENTATION

1. Why Parents Matter More Than Ever

2. Skewed Attachments, Subverted Instincts

3. Why We’ve Come Undone




PART TWO
      SABOTAGED: HOW PEER ORIENTATION
      UNDERMINES PARENTING

4. The Power to Parent Is Slipping Away

5. From Help to Hindrance:
       When Attachment Works Against Us

6. Counterwill: Why Children Become Disobedient

7. The Flatlining of Culture




PART THREE
      STUCK IN IMMATURITY: HOW PEER ORIENTATION
      STUNTS HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT

8. The Dangerous Flight from Feeling

9. Stuck in Immaturity

10. A Legacy of Aggression

11. The Making of Bullies and Victims

12. A Sexual Turn

13. Unteachable Students




PART FOUR
      HOW TO HOLD ON TO OUR KIDS
      (OR HOW TO RECLAIM THEM)

14. Collecting Our Children

15. Preserve the Ties That Empower

16. Discipline That Does Not Divide




PART FIVE 
      PREVENTING PEER ORIENTATION

17. Don’t Court the Competition

18. Re-create the Attachment Village




Glossary

Notes







[image: image]





[image: image]


WHY PARENTS MATTER
MORE THAN EVER

TWELVE-YEAR-OLD Jeremy is hunched over the keyboard, his eyes intent on the computer monitor. It’s eight o’clock in the evening and tomorrow’s homework is far from complete but his father’s repeated admonishments to “get on with it” fall on deaf ears. Jeremy is on MSN Messenger, exchanging notes with his friends: gossip about who likes whom, sorting out who is a buddy and who an enemy, disputes over who said what to whom at school that day, the latest on who is hot and who is not. “Stop bugging me,” he snaps at his father who, one more time, comes to remind him about schoolwork. “If you were doing what you’re supposed to,” the father shoots back, his tone shaking with frustration, “I wouldn’t be bugging you.” The verbal battle escalates, the voices grow strident, and in a few moments Jeremy yells “You don’t understand anything,” as he slams the door.

The father is upset, angry with Jeremy but, above all, with himself. “I blew it again,” he thinks. “I don’t know how to communicate with my son.” He and his wife are both concerned about Jeremy: once a cooperative child, he is now impossible to control or even to advise. His attention seems focused exclusively on contact with his friends. This same scenario of conflict is acted out in the home several times a week and neither the child nor the parents are able to respond with any new thoughts or actions to break the deadlock. The parents feel helpless and powerless. They have never relied much on punishment, but now they are more and more inclined to “lower the boom.” When they do, their son becomes ever more embittered and defiant.

Should parenting be this difficult? Was it always so? Older generations have often in the past complained about the young being less respectful and less disciplined than they used to be, but today many parents intuitively know that something is amiss. Children are not quite the same as we remember being. They are less likely to take their cues from adults, less afraid of getting into trouble. They also seem less innocent and naive—lacking, it seems, the wide-eyed wonder that leads a child to have excitement for the world, for exploring the wonders of nature or of human creativity. Many children seem inappropriately sophisticated, even jaded in some ways, pseudo-mature before their time. They appear to be easily bored when away from each other or when not engaged with technology. Creative, solitary play seems a vestige of the past. “As a child I was endlessly fascinated by the clay I would dig out of a ditch near our home,” one forty-four-year-old mother recalls. “I loved the feel of it; I loved molding it into shapes or just kneading it in my hands. And yet, I can’t get my six-year-old son to play on his own, unless it’s with the computer or Nintendo or video games.”

Parenting, too, seems to have changed. Our parents were more confident, more certain of themselves, and had more impact on us, for better or for worse. For many today, parenting does not feel natural.

Today’s parents love their children as much as parents ever have, but the love doesn’t always get through. We have just as much to teach, but our capacity to get our knowledge across has, somehow, diminished. We do not feel empowered to guide our children toward fulfilling their potential. Sometimes they live and act as if they have been seduced away from us by some siren song we do not hear. We fear, if only vaguely, that the world has become less safe for them and that we are powerless to protect them. The gap opening up between children and adults can seem unbridgeable at times.

We struggle to live up to our image of what parenting ought to be like. Not achieving the results we want, we plead with our children, we cajole, bribe, reward, or punish. We hear ourselves address them in tones that seem harsh even to us and foreign to our true nature. We sense ourselves grow cold in moments of crisis, precisely when we would wish to summon our unconditional love. We feel hurt as parents, and rejected. We blame ourselves for failing at the parenting task, or our children for being recalcitrant, or television for distracting them, or the school system for not being strict enough. When our impotence becomes unbearable we reach for simplistic, authoritarian formulas consistent with the do-it-yourself/ quick-fix ethos of our era.

The very importance of parenting to the development and maturation of young human beings has come under question. “Do Parents Matter?” was the title of a cover article in Newsweek magazine in 1998. “Parenting has been oversold,” argued a book that received international attention that year. “You have been led to believe that you have more of an influence on your child’s personality than you really do.”1

The question of parental influence might not be quite so crucial if things were going well with our young. That our children do not seem to listen to us, or embrace our values as their own, would perhaps be acceptable in itself if they were truly self-sufficient, self-directed, and grounded in themselves, if they had a positive sense of who they are, and if they possessed a clear sense of direction and purpose in life. We see that for so many children and young adults those qualities are lacking. In homes, in schools, in community after community, developing young people have lost their moorings. Many lack self-control and are increasingly prone to alienation, drug use, violence, or just a general aimlessness. They are less teachable and more difficult to manage than their counterparts of even a few decades ago. Many have lost their ability to adapt, to learn from negative experience and to mature. Unprecedented numbers of children and adolescents are now being prescribed medications for depression, anxiety, or a host of other diagnoses. The crisis of the young has manifested itself ominously in the growing problem of bullying in the schools and, at its very extreme, in the murder of children by children. Such tragedies, though rare, are only the most visible eruptions of a widespread malaise, an aggressive streak rife in today’s youth culture.

Committed and responsible parents are frustrated. Despite our loving care, kids seem highly stressed. Parents and other elders no longer appear to be the natural mentors for the young, as always used to be the case with human beings and is still the case with all other species living in their natural habitats. Senior generations, parents and grandparents of the baby-boomer group, look at us with incomprehension. “We didn’t need how-to manuals on parenting in our days, we just did it,” they say, with some mixture of truth and misunderstanding.

This state of affairs is ironic, given that more is known about child development than ever before and that we have more access to courses and books on childrearing than any previous generation of parents.

THE MISSING CONTEXT FOR PARENTING

So what has changed? The problem, in a word, is context. No matter how well intentioned, skilled, or compassionate we may be, parenting is not something we can engage in with just any child. Parenting requires a context to be effective. A child must be receptive if we are to succeed in nurturing, comforting, guiding, and directing her. Children do not automatically grant us the authority to parent them just because we are adults, or just because we love them or think we know what is good for them or have their best interests at heart. Stepparents are often confronted by this fact, as are others who have to look after children not their own, be they foster parents, babysitters, nannies, day-care providers, or teachers. Even with one’s own children the natural parenting authority can become lost if the context for it becomes eroded.

If parenting skills or even loving the child are not enough, what then is needed? There is an indispensable special kind of relationship without which parenting lacks a firm foundation. Developmentalists—psychologists or other scientists who study human development—call it an attachment relationship. For a child to be open to being parented by an adult, he must be actively attaching to that adult, be wanting contact and closeness with him. At the beginning of life this drive to attach is quite physical—the infant literally clings to the parent and needs to be held. If everything unfolds according to design, the attachment will evolve into an emotional closeness and finally a sense of psychological intimacy. Children who lack this kind of connection with those responsible for them are very difficult to parent or, often, even to teach. Only the attachment relationship can provide the proper context for child-rearing.

The secret of parenting is not in what a parent does but rather who the parent is to a child. When a child seeks contact and closeness with us, we become empowered as a nurturer, a comforter, a guide, a model, a teacher, or a coach. For a child well attached to us, we are her home base from which to venture into the world, her retreat to fall back to, her foun-tainhead of inspiration. All the parenting skills in the world cannot compensate for a lack of attachment relationship. All the love in the world cannot get through without the psychological umbilical cord created by the child’s attachment.

The attachment relationship of child to parent needs to last at least as long as a child needs to be parented. That is what is becoming more difficult in today’s world. Parents haven’t changed—they haven’t become less competent or less devoted. The fundamental nature of children has also not changed—they haven’t become less dependent or more resistant. What has changed is the culture in which we are rearing our children. Children’s attachments to parents are no longer getting the support required from culture and society. Even parent-child relationships that at the beginning are powerful and fully nurturing can become undermined as our children move out into a world that no longer appreciates or reinforces the attachment bond. Children are increasingly forming attachments that compete with their parents, with the result that the proper context for parenting is less and less available to us. It is not a lack of love or of parenting know-how but the erosion of the attachment context that makes our parenting ineffective.

THE IMPACT OF THE PEER CULTURE

The chief and most damaging of the competing attachments that undermine parenting authority and parental love is the increasing bonding of our children with their peers. It is the thesis of this book that the disorder affecting the generations of young children and adolescents now heading toward adulthood is rooted in the lost orientation of children toward the nurturing adults in their lives. Far from seeking to establish yet one more medical-psychological disorder here—the last thing today’s bewildered parents need—we are using the word disorder in its most basic sense: a disruption of the natural order of things. For the first time in history young people are turning for instruction, modeling, and guidance not to mothers, fathers, teachers, and other responsible adults but to people whom nature never intended to place in a parenting role—their own peers. They are not manageable, teachable, or maturing because they no longer take their cues from adults. Instead, children are being brought up by immature persons who cannot possibly guide them to maturity. They are being brought up by each other.

The term that seems to fit more than any other for this phenomenon is peer orientation. It is peer orientation that has muted our parenting instincts, eroded our natural authority, and caused us to parent not from the heart but from the head—from manuals, the advice of “experts,” and the confused expectations of society.

What is peer orientation?

Orientation, the drive to get one’s bearings and become acquainted with one’s surroundings, is a fundamental human instinct and need. Dis-orientation is one of the least bearable of all psychological experiences. Attachment and orientation are inextricably intertwined. Humans and other creatures automatically orient themselves by seeking cues from those to whom they are attached.

Children, like the young of any warm-blooded species, have an innate orienting instinct: they need to get their sense of direction from somebody. Just as a magnet turns automatically toward the North Pole, so children have an inborn need to find their bearings by turning toward a source of authority, contact, and warmth. Children cannot endure the lack of such a figure in their lives: they become disoriented. They cannot endure what I call an orientation void.* The parent, or any adult acting as parent substitute, is the nature-intended pole of orientation for the child, just as adults are the orienting influences in the lives of all animals that rear their young.

It so happens that this orienting instinct of humans is much like the imprinting instinct of a duckling. Hatched from the egg, the duckling immediately imprints on the mother duck—he will follow her around, heeding her example and her directions until he grows into mature independence. That is how nature would prefer it, of course. In the absence of the mother duck, however, the duckling will begin to follow the nearest moving object—a human being, a dog, or even a mechanical toy. Needless to say, neither the human, the dog, nor the toy are as well suited as the mother duck to raise that duckling to successful adult duckhood. Likewise, if no parenting adult is available, the human child will orient to whomever is near. Social, economic, and cultural trends in the past five or six decades have displaced the parent from his intended position as the orienting influence on the child. The peer group has moved into this orienting void, with deplorable results.

As we will show, children cannot be oriented to both adults and other children simultaneously. One cannot follow two sets of conflicting directions at the same time. The child’s brain must automatically choose between parental values and peer values, parental guidance and peer guidance, parental culture and peer culture whenever the two would appear to be in conflict.

Are we saying that children should have no friends their own age or form connections with other children? On the contrary, such ties are natural and can serve a healthy purpose. In adult-oriented cultures, where the guiding principles and values are those of the more mature generations, kids attach to each other without losing their bearings or rejecting the guidance of their parents. In our society that is no longer the case. Peer bonds have come to replace relationships with adults as children’s primary sources of orientation. What is unnatural is not peer contact, but that children should have become the dominant influence on one another’s development.

NORMAL BUT NOT NATURAL OR HEALTHY

So ubiquitous is peer orientation these days that it has become the norm. Many psychologists and educators, as well as the lay public, have come to see it as natural—or, more commonly, do not even recognize it as a specific phenomenon to be distinguished. It is simply taken for granted as the way things are. But what is “normal,” in the sense of conforming to a norm, is not necessarily the same as “natural” or “healthy.” There is nothing either healthy or natural about peer orientation. Only recently has this counterrevolution against the natural order triumphed in the most industrially advanced countries, for reasons we will explore (see Chapter 3). Peer orientation is still foreign to indigenous societies and even in many places in the Western world outside the “globalized” urban centers. Throughout human evolution and until about the Second World War, adult orientation was the norm in human development. We, the adults who should be in charge—parents and teachers—have only recently lost our influence without even being aware that we have done so.

Peer orientation masquerades as natural or goes undetected because we have become divorced from our intuitions and because we have unwittingly become peer-oriented ourselves. For members of the postwar generations born in England, North America, and many other parts of the industrialized world, our own preoccupation with peers is blinding us to the seriousness of the problem.

Culture, until recently, was always handed down vertically, from generation to generation. For millennia, wrote Joseph Campbell, “the youth have been educated and the aged rendered wise” through the study, experience, and understanding of traditional cultural forms. Adults played a critical role in the transmission of culture, taking what they received from their own parents and passing it down to their children. However, the culture our children are being introduced to is much more likely to be the culture of their peers than that of their parents. Children are generating their own culture, very distinct from that of their parents and, in some ways, also very alien. Instead of culture being passed down vertically, it is being transmitted horizontally within the younger generation.

Essential to any culture are its customs, its music, its dress, its celebrations, its stories. The music children listen to bears very little resemblance to the music of their grandparents. The way they look is dictated by the way other children look rather than by the parents’ cultural heritage. Their birthday parties and rites of passage are influenced by the practices of other children around them, not by the customs of their parents before them. If all that seems normal to us, it’s only due to our own peer orientation. The existence of a youth culture, separate and distinct from that of adults, dates back only fifty years or so. Although half a century is a relatively short time in the history of humankind, in the life of an individual person it constitutes a whole era. Most readers of this book will already have been raised in a society where the transmission of culture is horizontal rather than vertical. In each new generation this process, potentially corrosive to civilized society, gains new power and velocity. Even in the twenty-two years between my first and my fifth child, it seems that parents have lost ground.

According to a large international study headed by the British child psychiatrist Sir Michael Rutter and criminologist David Smith, a children’s culture first emerged after the Second World War and is one of the most dramatic and ominous social phenomena of the twentieth century.2 This study, which included leading scholars from sixteen countries, linked the escalation of antisocial behavior to the breakdown of the vertical transmission of mainstream culture. Accompanying the rise in a children’s culture, distinct and separate from the mainstream culture, were increases in youth crime, violence, bullying, and delinquency.

Such broad cultural trends are paralleled by similar patterns in the development of our children as individuals. Who we want to be and what we want to be like is defined by our orientation, by who we appoint as our model of how to be and how to act—by who we identify with. Current psychological literature emphasizes the role of peers in creating a child’s sense of identity.3 When asked to define themselves, children often do not even refer to their parents but rather to the values and expectations of other children and of the peer groups they belong to. Something significantly systemic has shifted. For far too many children today, peers have replaced parents in creating the core of their personalities.

A few generations ago, all indications were that parents mattered the most. Carl Jung suggested that it is not even so much what happens in the parent-child relationship that has the greatest impact on the child. What is missing in that relationship leaves the greatest scar on the child’s personality—or “nothing happening when something might profitably have happened,” in the words of the great British child psychiatrist D. W. Winnicott. Scary thought. An even scarier thought is that if peers have replaced adults as the ones who matter most, what is missing in those peer relationships is going to have the most profound impact. Absolutely missing in peer relationships are unconditional love and acceptance, the desire to nurture, the ability to extend oneself for the sake of the other, the willingness to sacrifice for the growth and development of the other. When we compare peer relationships with parent relationships for what is missing, parents come out looking like saints. The results spell disaster for many children.

Paralleling the increase of peer orientation in our society is a startling and dramatic increase in the suicide rate among children, fourfold in the last fifty years for the ten-to-fourteen age range in North America. Suicide rates among that group are the fastest growing with a 120 percent increase from 1980 to 1992 alone. In inner cities, where peers are the most likely to replace parents, these suicide rates have increased even more.4 What is behind these suicides is highly revealing. Like many students of human development, I had always assumed that parental rejection would be the most significant precipitating factor. That is no longer the case. I worked for a time with young offenders. Part of my job was to investigate the psychological dynamics in children and adolescents who attempted suicide, successfully or not. To my absolute shock and surprise, the key trigger for the great majority was how they were being treated by their peers, not their parents. My experience was not isolated, as is confirmed by the increasing numbers of reports of childhood suicides triggered by peer rejection and bullying. The more peers matter, the more children are devastated by the insensitive relating of their peers, by failing to fit in, by perceived rejection or ostracization.

No society, no culture, is immune. In Japan, for instance, traditional values passed on by elders have succumbed to Westernization and the rise of a youth culture. That country was almost free of delinquency and school problems among its children until very recently but now experiences the most undesirable products of peer orientation, including lawlessness, childhood suicide, and an increasing school drop-out rate. Harper’s magazine recently published a selection of suicide notes left by Japanese children: most of them gave intolerable bullying by peers as the reason for their decision to take their own lives.5

The effects of peer orientation are most obvious in the teenager, but its early signs are visible by the second or third grade. Its origins go back to even before kindergarten and need to be understood by all parents, especially the parents of young children who want to avoid the problem or to reverse it as soon as it appears.

A WAKE-UP CALL

The first warning came as long as four decades ago. The textbooks I used for teaching my courses in developmental psychology and parent-child relations contained references to an American researcher in the early 1960s who had sounded an alarm that parents were being replaced by peers as the primary source of cues for behavior and of values. In a study of seven thousand young people, Dr. James Coleman discovered that relationships with friends took priority over those with parents. He was concerned that a fundamental shift had occurred in American society.6 Scholars remained skeptical, however, pointing out that this was Chicago and not mainstream North America. They were optimistic that this finding was probably due to the disruption in society caused by the Second World War and would go away as soon as things got back to normal. The idea of peers becoming the dominant influence on a child came from untypical cases on the fringe of society, maintained his critics. James Coleman’s concerns were dismissed as alarmist.

I, too, buried my head in the sand until my own children abruptly disrupted my denial. I had never expected to lose my kids to their peers. To my dismay, I noticed that on reaching adolescence both my older daughters began to orbit around their friends, following their lead, imitating their language, internalizing their values. It became more and more difficult to bring them into line. Everything I did to impose my wishes and expectations only made things worse. It’s as if the parental influence my wife and I had taken for granted had all of a sudden evaporated. Sharing our children is one thing, being replaced is quite another. I thought my children were immune: they showed no interest in gangs or delinquency, were brought up in the context of relative stability with an extended family that dearly loved them, lived in a solid family-oriented community, and had not had their childhood disrupted by a major world war. Coleman’s findings just did not seem relevant to my family’s life. Yet when I started putting the pieces together, I found that what was happening with my children was more typical than exceptional.

“But aren’t we meant to let go?” many parents ask. “Aren’t our children meant to become independent of us?” Absolutely, but only when our job is done and only in order for them to be themselves. Fitting in with the immature expectations of the peer group is not how the young grow to be independent, self-respecting adults. By weakening the natural lines of attachment and responsibility, peer orientation undermines healthy development.

Children may know what they want, but it is dangerous to assume that they know what they need. To the peer-oriented child it seems only natural to prefer contact with friends to closeness with family, to be with them as much as possible, to be as much like them as possible. A child does not know best. Parenting that takes its cues from the child’s preferences can get you retired long before the job is done. To nurture our children, we must reclaim them and take charge of providing for their attachment needs.

Extreme manifestations of peer orientation catch the attention of the media: violent bullying, peer murders, childhood suicides. Although we are all shocked by such dreadful events, most of us do not feel that they concern us directly. And they are not the focus of this book. But such childhood tragedies are only the most dramatic signs of peer orientation, a phenomenon no longer limited to the concrete jungles and cultural chaos of large urbanized centers like Chicago, New York, Toronto, Los Angeles. It has hit the family neighborhoods—the communities characterized by middle-class homes and good schools. The focus of this book is not what is happening out there, one step removed from us, but what’s happening in our very own backyard.

For the two authors, our personal wake-up call came with the increasing peer orientation of our own children. We hope Hold On to Your Kids can serve as a wake-up call to parents everywhere and to society at large.

THE GOOD NEWS

We may not be able to reverse the social, cultural, and economic forces driving peer orientation, but there is much we can do in our homes and in our classrooms to keep ourselves from being prematurely replaced. Because culture no longer leads our children in the right direction—toward genuine independence and maturity—parents and other child-rearing adults matter more than ever before.

Nothing less will do than to place the parent-child (and adult-child) relationship back onto its natural foundation. Just as relationship is at the heart of our current parenting and teaching difficulties, it is also at the heart of the solution. Adults who ground their parenting in a solid relationship with the child parent intuitively. They do not have to resort to techniques or manuals but act from understanding and empathy. If we know how to be with our children and who to be for them, we need much less advice on what to do. Practical approaches emerge spontaneously from our own experience once the relationship has been restored.

The good news is that nature is on our side. Our children want to belong to us, even if they don’t feel that way, and even if their words or actions seem to signal the opposite. We can reclaim our proper role as their nurturers and mentors. In Part 4 of this book we present a detailed program for keeping our kids close to us until they mature, and for reestablishing the relationship if it has been weakened or lost. There are always things we can do. Although no approach can be guaranteed to work in all circumstances, in my experience there are many, many more successes than failures once parents understand where to focus their efforts. But the cure, as always, depends on the diagnosis. We look first at what is missing and how things have gone awry.




* Unless otherwise noted, the first person singular in this book refers to Gordon Neufeld.
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SKEWED ATTACHMENTS,
SUBVERTED INSTINCTS

THE PARENTS OF fourteen-year-old Cynthia were confused and distraught. For reasons they could not discern, their daughter’s behavior had changed in the past year. She had become rude, secretive, and sometimes hostile. Sullen when around them, she seemed happy and charming when relating to her friends. She was obsessive about her privacy and insistent that her life was none of her parents’ business. Her mother and father found it difficult to speak with her without being made to feel intrusive. Their previously loving daughter appeared to be less and less comfortable in their company. Cynthia no longer seemed to enjoy family meals and would excuse herself from the table at the earliest opportunity. It was impossible to sustain any conversation with her. The only time the mother could get her daughter to join her in some shared activity was if she offered to go shopping for clothes. The girl they thought they knew was now an enigma.

In her father’s eyes Cynthia’s disturbing new stance was purely a behavior problem. He wanted some tips on bringing her into line, having failed with the usual methods of discipline—sanctions, groundings, time-outs. They only led to greater difficulties. For her part, the mother felt exploited by her daughter, even abused. She was at a loss to understand Cynthia’s behavior. Did it represent normal teenage rebellion? Were the hormones of adolescence responsible? Should the parents be concerned? How should they react?

The cause of Cynthia’s puzzling behavior becomes self-evident only if we picture the same scenario in the adult realm. Imagine that your spouse or lover suddenly begins to act strangely: won’t look you in the eye, rejects physical contact, speaks to you irritably in monosyllables, shuns your approaches, and avoids your company. Then imagine that you go to your friends for advice. Would they say to you, “Have you tried a time-out? Have you imposed limits and made clear what your expectations are?” It would be obvious to everyone that, in the context of adult interaction, you’re dealing not with a behavior problem but a relationship problem. And probably the first suspicion to arise would be that your partner was having an affair.

What would seem so clear to us in the adult arena has us befuddled when it occurs between child and parent. Cynthia was entirely preoccupied with her peers. Her single-minded pursuit of contact with them competed with her attachment to her family. It was as if she were having an affair.

The analogy of an affair fits in a number of ways, not the least of them being the feelings of frustration, hurt, rejection, and betrayal experienced by Cynthia’s parents. Humans can have many attachments—to work, to family, to friends, to a sports team, a cultural icon, a religion—but we cannot abide competing attachments. In the case of a marriage, when an attachment—any attachment—interferes with and threatens one’s closeness and connectedness with a spouse, it will be experienced by that spouse as an affair, in the emotional sense of that word. A man who avoids his wife and obsessively spends time on the Internet will evoke in her emotions of abandonment and jealousy. In our culture, peer relationships have come to compete with children’s attachments to adults. Quite innocently but with devastating effects, children are involved in attachment affairs with each other.

WHY WE MUST BECOME CONSCIOUS OF ATTACHMENT

What is attachment? Most simply stated, it is a force of attraction pulling two bodies toward each other. Whether in physical, electrical, or chemical form, it is the most powerful force in the universe. We take it for granted every day of our lives. It holds us to the earth and keeps our bodies in one piece. It holds the particles of the atom together and binds the planets in orbit around the sun. It gives the universe its shape.

In the psychological realm, attachment is at the heart of relationships and of social functioning. In the human domain, attachment is the pursuit and preservation of proximity, of closeness and connection: physically, be-haviorally, emotionally, and psychologically. As in the material world, it is invisible and yet fundamental to our existence. A family cannot be a family without it. When we ignore its inexorable laws we court trouble.

We are creatures of attachment, whether or not we are aware of it. Ideally, we should not have to become conscious of attachment. We ought to be able to take its forces for granted: like gravity keeping our feet on the ground, like the planets staying in orbit, like our compasses pointing to the magnetic North Pole. One doesn’t have to understand attachment or even know that it exists to benefit from its work and its power, just as one doesn’t have to understand computers to use them or to know about engines to drive a car. Only when things break down is such knowledge required. It is primarily attachment that orchestrates the instincts of a child as well as of a parent. As long as attachments are working, we can afford to simply follow our instincts—automatically and without thought. When attachments are out of order, our instincts will be, too. Fortunately, we humans can compensate for skewed instincts by increasing our awareness of what has gone awry.

Why must we become conscious of attachment now? Because we no longer live in a world where we can take its work for granted. Economics and culture today no longer provide the context for the natural attachment of children to their nurturing adults. From the point of view of attachment we may truly say that as a society we are living in historically unprecedented times—and in the next chapter we will discuss how the social, economic, and cultural bases for healthy child-parent attachments have become eroded. To find our way back to natural parenting that best serves healthy child development, we need to become fully aware of the attachment dynamic. In a world of increasing cultural turbulence, a consciousness of attachment is probably the most important knowledge a parent could possess. But it is not enough to understand attachment from the outside. We must know it from within. The two ways of knowing—to know about and to experience intimately—must come together. We must feel attachment in our bones.

Attachment is at the core of our being, but as such it is also far removed from consciousness. In this sense, it is like the brain itself: the deeper into it one goes, the less consciousness one finds. We like to see ourselves as creatures with intellect: Homo sapiens we call our species, “man who knows.” And yet the thinking part of our brain is only a thin layer, while a much larger part of our cerebral circuitry is devoted to the psychological dynamics that serve attachment. This apparatus, which has been aptly called the “attachment brain,” is where our unconscious emotions and instincts reside. We humans share this part of our brain with many other creatures, but we alone have the capacity to become conscious of the attachment process.

In the psychological life of the developing young human being—and for many grown-ups, too, if we’re honest about it—attachment is what matters most. For children, it’s an absolute need. Unable to function on their own, they must attach to an adult. Physical attachment in the womb is necessary until our offspring are viable enough to be born. Likewise, our children must be attached to us emotionally until they are capable of standing on their own two feet, able to think for themselves and to determine their own direction.

ATTACHMENT AND ORIENTATION

Closely related to the orienting instinct introduced in the previous chapter, attachment is crucial to parenting, to education, and to the transmission of culture. Like attachment, the orienting instinct is basic to our nature, even if we rarely become conscious of it. In its most concrete and physical form, orienting involves locating oneself in space and time. When we have difficulty doing this, we become anxious. If on waking we are not sure where we are or whether we are still dreaming, locating ourselves in space and time gets top priority. If we get lost while on a hike, we will not pause to admire the flora and fauna, or to assess our life goals, or even to think about supper. Getting our bearings will command all of our attention and consume most of our energy.

Our orienting needs are not just physical. Psychological orientation is just as important in human development. As children grow, they have an increasing need to orient: to have a sense of who they are, of what is real, why things happen, what is good, what things mean. To fail to orient is to suffer disorientation, to be lost psychologically—a state our brains are programmed to do almost anything to avoid. Children are utterly incapable of orienting by themselves. They need help.

Attachment provides that help. The first business of attachment is to create a compass point out of the person attached to. As long as the child can find himself in relation to this compass point, he will not feel lost. Instincts activated in the child impel him to keep that working compass point ever close. Attachment enables children to hitch a ride with adults who are, at least in the mind of a child, assumed to be more capable of orienting themselves and finding their way.

What children fear more that anything, including physical harm, is getting lost. To them, being lost means losing contact with their compass point. Orienting voids, situations where we find nothing or no one to orient by, are absolutely intolerable to the human brain. Even adults who are relatively self-orienting can feel a bit lost when not in contact with the person in their lives who functions as their working compass point.

If we as adults can experience disorientation when apart from those we are attached to, how much more will children. I still remember how bereft I felt when Mrs. Ackerberg, the first-grade teacher to whom I was very attached, was absent: like a lost soul, cut adrift, aimless.

A parent is by far a child’s best compass point—or another adult, like a teacher, who acts as a parent substitute. But who becomes the compass point is a function of attachment. And attachment, as we all know, can be fickle. The crucially important orienting function can be bestowed on someone ill-suited for the task—a child’s peers, for example. When a child becomes so attached to her peers that she would rather be with them and be like them, those peers, whether singly or as a group, become that child’s working compass point. It will be her peers with whom she will seek closeness. She will look to her peers for cues on how to act, what to wear, how to look, what to say, and what to do. Her peers will become the arbiters of what is good, what is happening, what is important, and even of how she defines herself. That is precisely what had occurred in Cynthia’s case: in her emotional universe, her peers had replaced her parents as the center of gravity. She revolved around them—a complete subversion of the natural order of things.

Only recently have the psychological attachment patterns of children been well charted and understood. Absolutely clear is that children were meant to revolve around their parents and the other adults responsible for them, just as the planets revolve around the sun. And yet more and more children are now orbiting around each other.

Far from being qualified to orient anyone else, children are not even capable of self-orienting in any realistic sense of that word. Our children’s peers are not the ones we want them to depend on. They are not the ones to give our children a sense of themselves, to point out right from wrong, to distinguish fact from fantasy, to identify what works and what doesn’t, and to direct them as to where to go and how to get there.

What do children get from orienting to each other? Let us imagine ourselves, once more, on a dark and entangled wilderness trail completely unfamiliar to us. On our own, we may feel intense fear or even panic. If led by a guide who seems to know where he is going, or if we believe that he does, we would proceed with confidence. There would be nothing to trigger an alarm unless, of course, our guide betrayed his own anxiety.

In the same way, by using each other as compass points, children defend themselves against the nightmarish anxiety of experiencing an orientation void. On the conscious level, they are able to prevent feeling lost, muddled, or confused. Peer-oriented children are remarkably devoid of these feelings. That is the irony: they look like the blind leading the blind, like a school of fish revolving around each other, but they feel just fine. It does not seem to matter that their operational compass points are inadequate, inconsistent, and unreliable. These children are lost and truly disoriented without consciously feeling bewildered.

For children who have replaced adults with their peers, it is enough to just be with each other, even if they are completely off the map. They do not accept direction from adults or ask for guidance. They frustrate us with their apparent certainty that they are all right, no matter how clearly we see that they’re heading in the wrong direction or in no direction at all. Many parents have had the vexing experience of trying to point out reality to a teenager whose world may be in shambles but who is blithely and adamantly insisting that absolutely nothing is amiss.

Superficially, one could argue that their attachment with peers is serving them well if it keeps them from being lost and bewildered. In reality, it does not save them from getting lost, only from feeling lost.

THE SIX WAYS OF ATTACHING

If we are to nurture our kids successfully, or if we are to reorient them to us once they’ve been seduced by the peer culture, we must come to terms with attachment. The following discussion is intended to help parents gain a working knowledge of this crucial dynamic. “If you don’t understand your kid,” said one mother interviewed for this book, “you can’t stand your kid.” Understanding attachment is the single most important factor in making sense of kids from the inside out. It also enables us to identify the warning signs when a child is becoming peer-oriented.

We can identify six ways of attaching, each of them providing a clue to the behavior of our children—and, often, to our own behavior as well. These six ways ascend from the simple to the more complex. Notice that peer-oriented kids tend to employ only the most basic modes when attaching to each other.

Senses

Physical proximity is the goal of the first way of attaching. The child needs to sense the person he is attached to, whether through smell, sight, sound, or touch. He will do whatever he can to maintain contact with that person. When closeness is threatened or disrupted, he will express alarm and bitter protest.

Although it begins in infancy, the hunger for physical proximity never goes away. The less mature a person is, the more he will rely on this basic mode of attaching. Peer-oriented kids like Cynthia are preoccupied with being together, occupying the same space, hanging out, and staying in touch. When attachment is this primitive, the talking can be gibberish and nonsense. “My friends and I talk for hours without saying anything,” says Peter, a fifteen-year-old. “It’s all ‘what’s happening’ and ‘whazzup, man’ and ‘you got a smoke’ and ‘where we going’ or ‘where is so-and-so.’ ” The talking is not about communication; it is an attachment ritual for the simple purpose of making auditory contact. Peer-oriented kids have no idea what drives them so intensely; for them it feels absolutely natural and even urgent to want always to be close to each other. They are just following their skewed instincts.

Sameness

The second way of attaching is usually well in evidence by toddlerhood. The child seeks to be like those she feels closest to. She attempts to assume the same form of existence or expression by imitation and emulation. This form of attachment figures prominently in learning language and in the transmission of culture. It has been noted that since the Second World War the vocabulary of the average child has diminished significantly. Why? Because children now acquire language from each other. Peer-oriented children model one another’s walk and talk, preferences and gestures, appearance and demeanor.

Another means of attaching through sameness is identification. To identify with someone or something is to be one with that person or thing. One’s sense of self merges with the object of identification. This entity may be a parent, a hero, a group, a role, a country, a sports team, a rock star, an idea, or even one’s work. Extreme nationalism and racism are based on identifying one’s sense of self with one’s country or ethnic group.

The more dependent a child or person is, the more intense these identifications are likely to be. In our society, peers—or the pop icons of the peer world—have become the focus of identification in place of parents or the outstanding figures of history and culture.

Belonging and Loyalty

The third way of attaching also makes its debut in toddlerhood—if all is unfolding as it should. To be close to someone is to consider that person as one’s own. The attaching toddler will lay claim to whomever or whatever he is attached to—be it mommy or daddy or teddy bear or baby sister. In the same way, peer-oriented kids jealously seek to possess one another and to protect against loss. Conflicts generated by possessiveness can become vicious and intense. Who is whose best friend occurs as a life-or-death question to many adolescents. This immature mode of attaching predominates much of the interaction of peer-oriented children, especially between peer-oriented girls.

On the heels of belonging comes loyalty—being faithful and obedient to one’s chosen attachment figures. Peer-oriented kids are just following their natural attachment instincts when they keep each other’s secrets, take each other’s side, and do the other’s bidding. Loyalty can be intense, but it merely follows attachment. If a child’s attachment changes, so will the sense of belonging and loyalty.

Highly peer-oriented kids are notoriously loyal to one another and to their group. The death of Reena Virk, a teenager in Victoria, British Columbia, killed by her peers, was known by many adolescents but no adult was told about it for several days—an incident that became notorious internationally.

Significance

The fourth way of pursuing closeness and connection is to seek significance, which means that we feel we matter to somebody. It is human nature to hold close what we value. To be dear to someone is to ensure closeness and connection. The attaching preschooler seeks ardently to please and to win approval. He is extremely sensitive to looks of displeasure and disapproval. Such children live for the happy face of those they are attached to. Peer-oriented children do the same, but the countenance they want to shine is that of their peers. Those they call “nice” are usually the ones who like and approve of them, even if the same “nice” person is nasty to others.

The problem with this way of attaching is that it makes a child vulnerable to being hurt. To want to be significant to someone is to suffer when we feel we don’t matter to that special person. Seeking someone’s favor leads to feeling wounded by signs of disfavor. A sensitive child can be easily crushed when the eyes he is scanning for signs of warmth and pleasure do not light up in his presence, be they the eyes of parent or peer. Most parents, though imperfect, are far less likely than peers to keep on hurting children this way.

Feeling

A fifth way of finding closeness is through feeling: warm feelings, loving feelings, affectionate feelings. Emotion is always involved in attachment, but in a preschooler who can feel deeply and vulnerably, the pursuit of emotional intimacy becomes intense. Children who pursue connection in this way often fall in love with those they attach to. A child who experiences emotional intimacy with the parent can tolerate much more physical separation and yet hold the parent close. If attaching via the senses—the first and most primitive way—is the short arm of attachment, love would be the long arm. The child carries the image of the loving and beloved parent in his mind, and finds support and comfort in it.

But now we are getting into dangerous territory. To give one’s heart away is to risk it being broken. Some people never develop the capacity to be emotionally open and vulnerable, usually due to early perceptions of rejection or abandonment. Those who have loved and suffered hurt may retreat to less vulnerable modes of attaching. As we will show, vulnerability is something peer-oriented children seek to escape. When deeper forms of attachment appear too risky, the less vulnerable modes will predominate. Emotional intimacy is much less common among peer-oriented kids than in parent-oriented kids.

Being Known

The sixth way of attaching is through being known. The first signs of this final way of attaching are usually observable by the time a child enters school. To feel close to someone is to be known by them. In some ways, this is a recapitulation of attaching by way of the senses, except that being seen and heard are now experienced psychologically instead of strictly physically. In the pursuit of closeness, a child will share his secrets. In fact, closeness will often be defined by the secrets shared. Parent-oriented children do not like to keep secrets from their parents because of the resulting loss of closeness. For a peer-oriented child, his best friend is the one he has no secrets from. One cannot get much more vulnerable than to expose oneself psychologically. To share oneself with another and then be misunderstood or rejected is, for many, a risk not worth taking. As a result, this is the rarest of intimacies and the reason so many of us are reluctant to share even with loved ones our deepest concerns and insecurities about ourselves. Yet there is no closeness that can surpass the sense of feeling known and still being liked, accepted, welcomed, invited to exist.

As we observe our children busily and furtively exchanging secrets, it is easy to assume that they are sharing themselves vulnerably with each other. In fact, the secrets they do share are most commonly in the form of gossip about other people. True psychological intimacy is the exception among peer-oriented children, most likely because the risks are too great. Children who do share their secrets with their parents are often seen as a little weird by their more peer-oriented friends. “My friends can’t believe I tell you so much,” one fourteen-year-old said to her father on one of their walks together. “They say it’s crazy.”

Six ways of attaching but only one underlying drive for connection. If development is healthy, these six strands become interwoven into a strong rope of connection that can preserve closeness even under the most adverse circumstances. A fully attached child has many ways of staying close and holding on, even when physically apart. The less mature the child, the more primitive—the more like an infant’s or a toddler’s—will be his style of attaching. Not all children come to realize their attachment potential, the peer-oriented least of all. For reasons we will make clear, peer-oriented children are likely to stay immature and their emotional relating is designed to avoid any conscious sense of their vulnerability (discussed further in Chapters 8 and 9). Peer-oriented children live in a universe of severely limited and superficial attachments. The quest for sameness being the least vulnerable way of attaching, it is the one usually chosen by kids impelled to seek contact with their peers. Hence their drive to be as much like one another as possible: to resemble one another in look, demeanor, thought, tastes, and values.

Compared with children whose attachments to parents are healthy, peer-oriented kids are often limited to only two or three ways of establishing connection and holding on. Children who are limited in their ways of attaching are heavily dependent on these modes, just as people devoid of sight are more dependent on the other senses to take in their world. If there is only one way of holding on, the clinging is likely to be intense and desperate. And that is how peer-oriented children attach to each other, intensely and desperately.

WHEN IMPORTANT ATTACHMENTS COMPETE

Given the central importance of attachment in the child’s psyche, whomever the child is most attached to will have the greatest impact on her life.

Shouldn’t it be possible for children to be connected with their parents and teachers and, at the same time, with their peers? That is not only possible but desirable, as long as those several attachments are not in competition with one another. What does not work, and cannot work, is the coexistence of competing primary attachments, competing orienting relationships—in other words, orienting relationships with conflicting values, conflicting messages. When primary attachments compete, one will lose out. And it is easy to see why. A sailor relying on a compass could not find his way if there were two magnetic North Poles. No more successfully could a child simultaneously use both peers and adults as working compass points. The child will orient either by the values of the peer world or the values of the parents, but not both. Either the peer culture dominates or the culture of the parents takes the lead. The attachment brain of immature beings cannot tolerate two orienting influences of equal force, two sets of messages dissonant with each other. It must select one over the other; otherwise, emotions would be confused, motivation paralyzed, and action impaired. The child wouldn’t know which way to turn. In the same way, when an infant’s eyes diverge so that he has double vision, the brain automatically suppresses visual information from one of the eyes. The ignored eye will go blind.

Compared with adults—mature adults, that is—children are much more intensely driven by their attachment needs. Adults may also have powerful attachment needs, as many of us have experienced, but with true maturity comes some ability to keep those needs in perspective. Children have no such capacity. When the child’s energies are invested in a relationship that competes with his parental attachment, the effects on his personality and behavior are dramatic. The powerful gravity pull of peer relationships was what Cynthia’s parents were witnessing with their daughter, to their chagrin.

Beneath many parents’ anger and frustration is a sense of hurt consistent with feeling betrayed. Yet we typically ignore or discount this internal warning. We attempt to soothe our unease by reducing the matter to behavior problems or to hormones or to “normal teenage rebellion.” Such pseudo-biological explanations or psychological assumptions distract us from the real issue of incompatible, competing attachments. Hormones have always been part of the normal physiological makeup of human beings, but they haven’t always led to the massive alienation of parents we are experiencing today. Irritating and rude behaviors are, always, only surface manifestations of deeper issues. Trying to punish or control behaviors without addressing the underlying dynamics is like a doctor prescribing something for symptoms while ignoring their causes. A deeper understanding of their children will empower parents to deal with “bad behavior” in truly effective ways, as we will show throughout this book. As to “normal” teenage rebellion: our children’s compulsive drive to belong to the peer group, to fit in and conform at the expense of their own true individuality, has nothing to do with healthy maturation and development, as we will see in later chapters.

The fundamental issue we as parents need to face is that of the competing attachments that have seduced our children away from our loving care.

WHEN ATTACHMENT TURNS AGAINST US

Now that we understand how Cynthia’s peers replaced her parents, we are still left with a troubling question: How do we account for her hostile behavior toward her mother and father? Many parents of adolescents and even younger children these days are similarly shocked by the rude and aggressive language their kids direct toward them. Why is it that the ascendancy of peer relationships leads to the child’s alienation from the parents?

The answer lies in the bipolar nature of attachment. Human attachment resembles its physical counterparts in the material world, such as magnetism. Magnetism is polarized—one pole attracts the needle in a compass, the other repels it. So the term bipolar means existing in two polarities, having two poles at the same time. There is nothing abnormal about this bipolarity; it is the intrinsic nature of attachment.

The closer you get to the earth’s North Pole, the farther you are from the South Pole. The parallel is true in the human personality, especially for children and other immature creatures of attachment. A child pursuing closeness with one person will likely resist anyone he perceives as competing with that person, just as an adult who falls in love with someone new may, suddenly, find her former lover unbearable. Yet he, the old beau, hasn’t changed, only her attachments have. The very same people can be desired or repudiated, depending on which way the attachment compass is pointing. When the primary attachment shifts, people hitherto close to us can suddenly become objects of disdain, to be repelled. Such shifts can occur with bewildering rapidity—as many parents have witnessed when their child comes home in tears, embittered and disheartened at some unexpected rejection by his “best friend.”

Most of us have an intuitive sense of the bipolar nature of attachment. We know how quickly pursuing can turn to distancing, liking to revulsion, affection to contempt, loving to hatred. But few appreciate that such strong emotions and impulses are really the flip sides of the same coin.

The bipolarity of attachment is critical for today’s parents to understand. With peer orientation on the rise, so is the corresponding parent alienation and all the problems that come with it. Today’s children are not only turning to their peers but, like Cynthia, are actively and energetically turning away from their parents. Nothing is neutral in attachment. To the degree that attachment governs the child, relationships will be highly charged. Attachment divides the child’s world into those the child likes and those the child is indifferent to, those who attract and those who repel, those to approach and those to avoid. All too commonly in today’s world parents and peers have become attachments that compete—like lovers who compete for the same beloved. As many parents have experienced to their great sorrow, children cannot be both peer-oriented and parent-oriented at the same time.

A child’s alienated stance toward his parents does not represent a character flaw, ingrained rudeness, or behavior problems. It is what we see when attachment instincts have become misdirected.

Under normal circumstances the bipolar nature of attachment serves the benign purpose of keeping the child close to the nurturing adults. Its first expression occurs in infancy and is often termed stranger protest. The more strongly the infant bonds to specific adults, the more he will resist contact with those he is not attached to. When an infant wants closeness with you and someone he is not connected to approaches, he will shy away from the intruder and lean into you. It’s pure instinct. Nothing could be more natural than distancing from strangers who come too close for comfort. Yet we have all witnessed parents already chastising their infants for this alienating gesture and apologizing to other adults for their child’s “rudeness.”

Adults find these reactions even less palatable in toddlers and completely intolerable in older children. Peer orientation turns the natural, instinctual responses of stranger protest against the child’s own parents. The adolescent’s expression of reversed attachment may not be as graphic as a toddler’s sticking out the tongue, but there are other gestures of alienation equally effective—the eyes that hold you at a distance, the stone-faced look, the refusal to smile, the rolling of the eyes, the refusal to look at you, the foiling of contact, the resistance to connection.

Sometimes we can actually sense the polarity shifting. Imagine that you are the mother of Rachel, a girl in the third grade. You have had the wonderful experience of walking her to school, hand in hand, ever since kindergarten. Before you leave her, you always hug and kiss and whisper an endearment or two. But Rachel has become preoccupied with peers recently, wanting to be with them without pause. When she comes home, she brings things that belong to them, like their gestures, language, preferences in clothes, even their laughs. One day you set out as usual, hand in hand, with a mutual desire for closeness and connection. On the way, some of her classmates cross your path. Something shifts. You are still holding her hand, but her grip is not quite reciprocal. She seems to be half a step ahead or behind, not aligned. As more children appear, the gulf widens. Suddenly she drops your hand and runs ahead. When you reach your destination, you bend toward her for the customary hug, and she pulls away, as if embarrassed. Instead of being cuddled affectionately, you are held at arm’s length and she barely looks at you as she waves good-bye. It is as if you have violated some basic instincts. What you have actually experienced is the dark, reverse side of attachment—the rejection of what was formerly held close, upon the appearance of a new, more highly valued relationship. In plain language, our children are rudely jilting us for their peers.

This negative pole of attachment manifests itself in several ways. The rejection of sameness is one. The quest for sameness plays a huge role in shaping the personality and behavior of the child. Children well attached to their parents are eager to be like them. Until adolescence, at least, they take great pleasure when similarities and likenesses are noticed by others, whether it is the same sense of humor, the same preferences in food, the same ideas on a topic, the same reactions to a movie, the same taste in music. (Some readers may greet this assertion with disbelief, as hopelessly idealistic and behind the times. If so, it’s only a sign of how peer-oriented the adult generations have become over the past several decades, to what degree peer orientation has become accepted as the norm.)

Peer-oriented kids are repelled by similarity to their parents and want to be as different as possible from them. Since sameness means closeness, pursuing difference is a way of distancing. Such children will often go out of their way to take the opposite point of view and form opposite kinds of preferences. They are filled with contrary opinions and judgments.

We may confuse this obsessive need for difference from the parents with the child’s quest for individuality. That would be a misreading of the situation. Genuine individuation would be manifested in all of the child’s relationships, not just with adults. A child truly seeking to be her own person asserts her selfhood in the face of all pressures to conform. Quite the reverse, many of these “strongly individualistic” children are completely consumed with melding with their peer group, appalled by anything that may make them seem different. What adults see as the child’s individualism masks an intense drive to conform to peers.

One of our more alienating behaviors as humans is to mock and mimic those we wish to distance ourselves from. This behavior appears to be cross-cultural, attesting to its deep instinctive roots. The instinct to mock is the polar opposite of our attempt to achieve closeness through imitating and emulating. To be imitated may be the greatest compliment, but to be mocked and mimicked is one of the most offensive put-downs.

The more a child seeks closeness with his peers through sameness, the more likely his mocking behavior will be aimed at adults. To be mocked by one’s students or one’s child cuts to the quick; it pushes all the buttons. It is a powerful sign of peer orientation when such alienating behavior is directed at those responsible for the child. In the same way, the polar op-posites of liking and finding favor are disdain and contempt. When children become peer-oriented, parents often become the objects of scorn and ridicule, insults and put-downs. The badmouthing first starts behind the parent’s back, often as a way of winning points with peers, but as peer orientation intensifies, so may the openness of the attack. Such a hostile stance should be reserved for enemies, where burning bridges is exactly what is desired. To have our children treat us like enemies makes no sense whatsoever, for us, for them, or for our relationship. It can do children no good at all to bite the hand that feeds them. Yet the peer-oriented child is just doing what seems quite natural and in keeping with his instincts. Again, it is the instincts that are out of order; the behavior is simply following suit. That is what happens when attachments compete and become polarized.

Sometimes the disowning is passive. Peer-oriented kids often act, especially around one another, as if they don’t have parents. Parents are neither acknowledged nor discussed. At school functions the parents often get ignored.

Jesus captured the incompatibility of competing attachments and, too, the bipolar nature of attachment when he said, “No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other” (Matthew 6:24). When the loyalty is to the peers, it will not feel right for the child to be on our side or to do our bidding. Children are not disloyal to us on purpose; they are simply following their instincts—instincts that have become subverted for reasons far beyond their control.
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