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  For all the children and parents who

  have taught me what I have learned about

  how to make the lives of children and their parents

  “easier”* and more rewarding—and our world safer.

  


  *A mother in the project group I describe in chapter 1 said to me smiling, “Dr. Parens, you haven’t made my taking care of my children easy, but you have made it easier.”


  PREFACE


  our experience working with parents and children has convinced us that handling children’s aggression is one of the most difficult challenges for parents. In turn, children often encounter significant problems in dealing with their own aggression, and as adults many will continue to have difficulty. The constructive management of aggression greatly contributes to both the proper future emotional development of the child and the comfort of the parents.


  In this book I talk to parents, teachers, day-care workers, and other child caregivers. In the course of our research on aggression in young children, we found a number of parent-child interactions in which aggression is especially activated. In these, aggression is generated or mobilized especially in the form of anger, hostility, hate, and rage—what I speak of as hostile aggression. My research and clinical work has convinced me that parental input and handling significantly influence the development of aggression, in both its nondestructive form—best represented by assertiveness—and in its hostile aggressive form—best represented by hostility. The challenge for the parent is to promote what is constructive in aggression, that which is needed for adaptation, and to lessen as best as can what is hostile, that which can undermine children’s well-being, their relationships, and their life at home and in our society. I am convinced that informing parents about inherent features and dynamics of aggression, and proposing to them strate gies for their parenting interventions, can help them in this enormous challenge.


  INTRODUCTION


  HOW CAN WE AVOID RAISING BULLIES, DELINQUENTS, AND OTHER SORTS OF TROUBLE-MAKERS?


  By trouble-makers I mean individuals, children and adults, who disrupt other people’s efforts to live as well as they can, to develop into people who are able to work, to love, and to play. Given that families raise individual children, here we will consider only the individual trouble-maker. By trouble-maker I here mean a bully, delinquent, or criminal. While for many reasons such as individual and societal harm, and psychological and monetary costs, delinquency and criminality have long preoccupied society, it is only recently that the potential effects of bullying have come to the attention of society. Before the Internet, bullying tended to remain localized to individuals and small clusters of kids; its painful consequences for individuals tended to remain localized in school and the neighborhood, and in many cases might not even reach a bullied child’s home. But with the advent of the incredible speed with which thousands of iPhone users can access text messaging and email and webcams can spread information—often distorted and malignant—targeting a given adolescent can be widespread in moments, causing the bullied kid devastating surges of rage—often quiet—and peaks of humiliation. Some sudden explosive deadly reactions by the bullied—as in Columbine High School—as well as suicides among them have gotten widespread news coverage. These effects of modern-day bullying have fortunately led to the development of efforts at recognizing and reducing bullying and the ravages it can cause.


  Bullies, delinquents, and criminals, generally, are born like you and me, that is, with healthy enough brain functions and bodily systems. But most commonly, these individuals are and have been subjected to experiences from early on in life, foremost within their own homes, that have and continue to cause them much emotional pain, be it by too frequent and intense emotional and/or physical abuse or by neglect of basic emotional needs. In all cases, excessive loads of accumulated hostile destructiveness, generated in them by such early life abuses and/or neglect, become in turn the generator of their destructive acts against others—and themselves. I will try to explain how this comes about.


  This book is a more reader-friendly version of my recently published, Handling Children’s Aggression Constructively: Toward Taming Human Destructiveness. This latter book turned out to be more complex than I had initially planned; it became more heavily documented with past research that supports what I propose, and as it evolved became more appropriate for students and readers in professional fields of mental and public health and in the humanities—including those in education, psychology, sociology, anthropology. This current book, Taming Aggression in Your Child: How to Avoid Raising Bullies, Delinquents, and Trouble-Makers, is intended for parents, for child caregivers, day-care workers, time-constrained school teachers, and the everyday interested reader who might trust the credibility of a mental health professional with 40 years of research and clinical experience in his field of study, without requiring that he prove then and there every thought he proposes.


  I will first assert that we can do more than we think about taming human destructiveness, especially so by preventing its accumulation in kids, the next generation of adults. I have learned over the years that the adage “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” is only partly true; it’s worth a lot more! I will then present the reader with my model of aggression (chapter 2), a model developed out of my research and clinical work, which taught me to understand what aggression is and what causes it. This model provides us with the means for understanding our children’s aggression, what’s good and what’s bad about it, and it guides us to develop strategies to deal constructively with a cluster of fre quently occurring parent-child interactions in which what’s good and what’s bad about aggression can be lessened or can be intensified. I have seen that this can help parents attain a clearer under standing of typical aggression-generating interactions between them and their children, and I have then seen parents able to apply this basic interactional knowledge not only to dealing with their children’s aggressive behaviors but also to the entire challenging enterprise of their child-rearing.


  The issues I address are complex, and some may not be easily assimilated at first reading. There are, however, no unexpected rocks, whirlpools, or dragons. My aim is to help parents seize the rich opportunities inherent in these challenging interactions with their children.


  This is not a book about how to handle children who suffer from significant aggressive behavior disorders, such as teenagers who already are delinquent or engage in criminal behaviors. Books have been written to help parents and others deal as constructively as they can with such very challenging youth. This is a book about how to prevent the development in kids of disturbed aggressive behaviors. It can be very useful for the handling of problems in the making, so as to not further their becoming difficult problems to deal with.


  Equally critical to its primary aim of optimizing children’s aggression profiles, this book is about how to prevent the development of problems that are secondary to the development of aggression-based behavior problems. Many people are not aware of the fact that problems with aggression can lead to difficulty in learning in school, difficulty in forming good relationships at home, in school, and in the neighborhood. Ultimately, these problems can turn out to be of greater consequence than the aggressive behavior problems themselves.


  1


  CAN WE TAME HUMAN DESTRUCTIVENESS?


  I dare raise this question because we have learned that even while we are limited in our ability to tame human destructiveness, we can do much that may prevent its generation and accumulation in children (and adults), and its eventual unleashing. We have found strong evidence that humans are not born bursting to be destructive, driven by an instinct to destroy as was once held. Rather, I have found fact that human destructiveness is generated by human experience. This leads me to hold that there are ways whereby human destructiveness can be lessened. One preeminent way is to prevent the generation and the accumulation of what I have called hostile destructiveness. That’s what this book is about.


  Here I’ll lay out some of the cornerstones for my reasoning that we can do more than is generally assumed toward taming human destructiveness:


  
    	Our Research Project on the Development of Aggression


    	Effects of Parenting for Emotional Growth on Aggression Profiles of Children


    	The Significance of the Individual’s Aggression Profile


    	The Critical Interaction between Human Attachment and Aggression


    	Effects on Children of Accumulating High Levels of Hostile Destructiveness


    	Rebellion against Family and Authority Figures


    	Bullying


    	Delinquency and Crime


    	The Tendency toward Malignant Prejudice and its Enactments

  


  MY RESEARCH PROJECT ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF AGGRESSION


  In September 1970, my Medical College of Pennsylvania research team developed a project with 10 volunteered neighborhood mothers with their then newborns; it actively lasted for 7 years, and was followed at 19, 32, and 37 years from the start of the project. The mothers were told that I was teaching child development to child mental health students and that they would be helping us and the students learn about normal kids. They were also told that we would undertake non-medical and non-manipulating research based only on observation of them with their children. They had no idea what our research questions were. In fact, our research questions changed early in the course of the study, driven by behaviors we saw which we had not predicted.


  The mothers and their infants, as well as their children who were not yet in school, started to meet as a group twice a week for two-hour sessions. The research team began sessions as naturalistic as possible while making observational studies of them. Mothers and children were free to act as they wished; no assignments were made; no pressures were exerted on them; no tests were given; no formal challenges were presented. The mothers talked among themselves while they tended to their infants and other children. Surprisingly, soon the mothers became interested in the comments I occasionally made to the observing professional trainees. Following several requests by the mothers that I tell them too what I was telling the child psychiatry students, I began to jointly address the students and the mothers regarding the meaning of the children’s behaviors, the developmental forces that elicited them, etc. The mothers soon started to ask questions of their own about their children’s behaviors and wondered progressively about why their child was doing this or that, and how to best handle some of their behaviors.


  These mothers and their children who were not in school attended the group over a 7-year period. Of course, the children of age went to school; some of the mothers had 2, one had 3 children while in the project. The attitude and feeling in the group, the mothers, the children, and the research staff became increasingly friendly, mutually respecting, and fun.


  Our aim soon shifted to helping the parents understand what seemed to drive their children’s behaviors and to talk about options for handling these toward optimizing their child’s development. Within months the mothers’ behaviors toward their children seemed to be positively influenced by our explanations and discussions. The mothers’ questions seemed more and more open; they showed genuine interest in and gave the impression that they appreciated our discussions. We came to realize that we were doing some unanticipated productive “parenting education.”


  This was often affirmed by the mothers as time passed. Expressions like “I wish I had known this before I had my children” led us to develop formal materials for “Parenting Education” focused on the emotional development of children. Driven by what we saw, in time, we developed three sets of materials:1


  
    	Parenting for Emotional Growth: A Textbook;


    	Parenting for Emotional Growth: A Curriculum for Students in Grades K thru 12; And some time later, we added


    	Parenting for Emotional Growth: A Series of Workshops for Child Caregivers, Parents, Child Care Workers, Educators.

  


  Over time the benefits to the mothers and their children were documented.2


  I want to emphasize that the parenting education3 to which I am referring is not driven by racial, religious, or ethnic beliefs. I like to say that the parent and child in question in Parenting for Emotional Growth is that of Homo sapiens (the human parent and child). This is because all children, whatever the race, religion, ethnicity, or nationality, have the same basic developmental and emotional needs and the same basic development-optimizing strategies can be used without influencing positively or negatively the child’s race, religion, ethnicity, or nationality.


  EFFECTS OF PARENTING FOR EMOTIONAL GROWTH ON THE AGGRESSION PROFILE OF THE CHILDREN


  Aggressive behaviors are an unavoidable part of normal childhood development; they are part and parcel of the child’s orientation to the world around him/her and his/her efforts to cope with it, and with himself in it. Children are not born with a ready-made program for how to deal with their aggression in socially acceptable ways. How to handle children’s various aggressive behaviors and help them cope with them constructively is a most common concern for parents. Aggression develops. But how? From what? To what? I’ll detail this in chapter 2.


  The changes in the mothers’ handling of their children’s aggressive behaviors began to be evident by 18 months into the project. Their handling of their children’s aggression was distinctly growth-promoting. And we saw evidence for the durability of the mothers’ handling of their children’s aggressive behaviors in our 19-year follow-up study. In this first follow-up study, the project children’s “characteristic angry and hostile behaviors” and their “potential for violent behavior” were significantly lower than these are in kids who come from their community.4


  While the number of kids in our project was small (16) the tendency demonstrated at our 19-year follow-up study is noteworthy. Equally noteworthy is the fact that at 32-year and 37-year follow-ups, these aggression profile parameters as documented in these now adults’ (the grown children’s) histories and current state proved to have held up over the years. None got in trouble with the law, all graduated from high school and most went to college, most had jobs and families.


  THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INDIVIDUAL’S AGGRESSION PROFILE


  It is well established in mental health that the child’s aggression profile has large potentially lifelong implications for his/her behavior, his/her adaptation and development (including education and work performance), for his/her relationships and interactions with others, and for her/his role in society. Many researchers have found that high accumulations of what I call hostile destructiveness5—which is the form of aggression that includes hostility, hate and rage—tend to lead to


  
    	Rebellion against family and authority figures such as teachers;


    	Bullying of others, peers and even teachers!


    	Delinquency and crime; and


    	A greater intolerance of others often leading to malignant prejudice and its social enactments.

  


  THE CRITICAL INTERACTION BETWEEN THE CHILD’S RELATIONSHIPS AND HIS OR HER AGGRESSION PROFILE


  For nearly a century many mental health professionals have held that infants come into the world with an inborn aggressive drive that compels in them a tendency, even a need, to destroy. Aggression-research theorists of varying disciplines including psychoanalysis have not accepted this as-sumption.6 My own research has led me to assert that this assumption cannot be supported by observable or inferable evidence from healthy-enough normal infants and children and that rather than an inborn destructive tendency being the formative factor in a child’s aggression profile, it is the child’s experiences that over time are the largest factor that shapes each child’s aggression profile (see note 5). More detail on this in chapter 2.


  There is much agreement among neuroscientist and mental health researchers as well as clinicians that given the endowment with which the infant is born, the development of the central nervous system of the child (the brain and its bodily extensions) and the child’s personality formation are most shaped by adapting to the world into which the infant is born.7 Once born, the child’s largest development in brain functions occurs in her/ his first 6 to 8 years of life. This applies as well to the child’s mental health and personality formation. The more positive the emotional and physical beginnings during these earliest years, the healthier will be the child’s mental health and his/her personality formation.


  While a large numbers of studies have documented that the earliest years of life are the most formative of the child’s mental health and personality, this however, does not diminish the fact that enormous developments in personality, in adaptive capability, in intelligence and learning (education), and more, are still in front of the child as she/he develops into adulthood. The time and the opportunities for development in humans are awesome and never-ending. Even in the late years of life, creative individuals continue to grow. But parents must know that just because much development continues after 6 years of age—many more easily recognize development beyond year 6—these earliest 6 years, by establishing baseline bodily reactive systems including brain patterning and neural networks that shape the child’s personality, are of critical importance. And this is so for the child’s aggression profile and its effects on personality.


  Considering the basic factors that form the child’s aggression profile, namely the child’s inborn givens (including his or her genetic make-up) and early life experiences, and that the foundation of the child’s personality gets formed during the first 6 years, home is where the child’s aggression profile first gets formed. And, the largest determining factor of every “home” is the quality of the relationships between the child and his nuclear family. This applies equally to very early life adoptive parents. Long-term substitute caregivers who emotionally value the child also play a part, a greater or lesser part in the young child’s home-world-based aggression profile development. This can include long-term, favorable foster care.


  The emotional investment the parents make in the child, with few exceptions, is most determining of the character of the child’s developing an attachment to them. Many studies8 have documented the critical role of the quality of the child’s attachment to his/her primary caregivers in the child’s emotional life and personality formation. The child’s development is significantly determined positively by the degree to which the attachment is affectionate, respecting, secure, and predictable; and it will be negatively determined by the degree to which the attachment is laden with stress, hostility and hate, and unpredictability.


  While this next thought may stir some controversy, I have found from clinical work that the quality of the attachment to the mother (biologic or adoptive) is of “utmost importance,” commonly, having a greater influence on the child’s well-being than that of other family members, including the father.9 This may change because in the past couple of decades more and more fathers have gotten involved in the direct care of their infants and young children in which case the attachment of the young to their father may well achieve equivalent emotional importance as to the mother. The trend of fathers’ direct-care-involvement has, I believe to the benefit of all, come so far as to include that fact that more and more, some fathers elect to be the stay-at-home parent, and care for the child from infancy on. While studies are limited to date, findings that have been reported10 are quite positive and tell us that these children are equally well developed psychologically (and physically) as primarily-mother-reared kids.


  As I found in my research on aggression, there is “a stable positive correlation between the quality of the child’s attachment to his/her mother and the child’s aggression profile.”11 In this, I found that the degree to which one is hurt by one’s own parents has a direct bearing on how hostile an individual child, adolescent, and adult one becomes. I have even taken the position that when children are traumatized by their own parents, they suffer more and therefore become more hostile than when they are traumatized by any other individual or groups. And, as a Holocaust survivor, to the surprise of many, I have asserted that being traumatized by one’s own mother or father is worse than being subjected even to genocidal abuses. Of course, degree of traumatization plays its part. Nonetheless, to be traumatized by one’s enemy is expectable; even kids know that. But to be traumatized by those who are supposed to love you, nourish you, and do the best they can to protect you against hunger, cold, and evil, that is the worst. Who then can you turn to? Kids know that too. I know some readers will be skeptical of what I am saying here. But I am not the only Holocaust survivor child who is a child and adult psychiatrist who holds this view.


  Pertinent to this, in their study of child survivors of the Holocaust, Judy Kestenberg and Ira Brenner12 found that children who prior to the Holocaust had had good family relationships, endured the genocidal abuses of the Holocaust better than those whose relationships prior to the advent of the Holocaust had been troubled, laden with neglect and maltreatment. Furthermore, they found that those who had formed good (secure) attachments before the Holocaust were able to form good attachments after, recreate families and achieve good lives. Those who had troubled attachments before the Holocaust were generally less able and even unable to rebuild their life and family after.


  Another related remarkable finding has also been reported in a number of studies of resilience.13 Those who had come from troubled families but who had learned to, and could optimize their relationships with others outside of their families, were highly advantaged in surviving well-enough. This came from the many human beings who despite a troubled childhood and even adolescence have been able to draw on their internal resource and, forming gratifying enough attachments outside of their families were able to make their life rewarding-enough. In these cases, good later attachments helped them tame the hostility and hate that had been generated in them by hurtful childhood family relationships. Thus resilience studies, yet from another vantage point, point to the positive link between the quality of attachment—even if to persons other than their own parents—and the quality of the child/adolescent/adult’s aggression profile. This positive correlation has also been found again and again in many studies spanning the last century on the relation between insecure and troubled early life attachment and delinquency and criminality.14


  Specifically addressing the intimate link between the quality of the child’s attachment and that of his/her aggression profile, in one of his studies (Egeland et al. 2001), Byron Egeland remarked that “A very large number of studies have found an association between parental neglect or harsh treatment and later conduct problems, as have we” (in Sroufe15 et al. 2005, p 256). And in that same volume, the lead author, Alan Sroufe, writes that “aggressiveness is highly predictable from early in life, but from patterns of organization in the infant-caregiver system, not from . . . behaviors [inherent in] infants” (p 26). This fact is clearly visible in the work of researchers as Brazelton16 (1981) and Beebe17 (2005) for instance who have recorded infants’ reactions of irritability, distress, turning away from the mother during adverse interactions. These emotionally painful experiences over time organize, within the child, in angry or other negative reactions toward the primary caregiver.


  Put simply, there is consensus among researchers in sociology, psychology, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, and attachment theory that the quality of the child’s relationships with his/her primary caregivers correlates strongly with the quality of the child’s aggression profile—from constructive to hostile destructive.


  SOME EFFECTS ON THE CHILD OF HIS/HER INTERNALLY ACCUMULATING HIGH LEVELS OF HOSTILE DESTRUCTIVENESS


  I said earlier that when the child accumulates high levels of hostile destruc-tiveness within his/her psyche it tends to lead to (1) rebellion against family and authority figures; (2) bullying others; (3) delinquency and crime; and (4) a greater intolerance of others that often leads to malignant prejudice and its social enactments. Let me briefly explain. Because I have not defined the concept of hostile destructiveness in this chapter (I do in chapter 2) and I am using it here, a word is needed to understand its role in the assertions I just made.


  In chapter 2, I propose that there are 3 major trends in aggression: nondestructive aggression, nonaffective destructiveness, and hostile aggression. I have decided to settle for a further clarification: I now want to specify18 that the trend hostile aggression contains the subtrend hostile destructiveness, so labeled because not all hostile aggression is both hostile and destructive.


  Let me illustrate these trends:


  
    	When a child pushes aside or climbs over an obstacle to his goal, or when he asserts himself in a disagreement with a peer and stands his ground, he is protecting his right to strive for his goals and what he thinks is right; he is being neither hostile nor destructive; this behavior is fueled by nondestructive aggression. Such aggression is most evident in properly played sports. In a quieter way it is also what drives kids (and adults) to achieve in school, in their studies and work.


    	When a lion chases a gazelle, catches it and destroys it, the lion is not being hostile; it is hungry and has to have food in order to survive. The lion is being destructive but not hostile; that is nonaffective destruc-tiveness, which means it is aggression that is not driven by negative emotional feelings but, in this case, by physical need, by hunger.


    	Hostile aggression is that familiar range of aggressive feelings that increases in intensity from annoyance, irritability, and anger, to hostility, rage, and hate. These feelings all have a negative quality; they feel unpleasant, make us look and, too often, act unpleasant. But not all these various levels of hostile feelings lead to the wish to harm or destroy. I hold that only those feelings that pertain to hostile destructiveness, that is, hostility, hate, and rage lead to the wish to harm and destroy. These are the feelings that lead to bullying, delinquency, criminality, and malignant prejudice.

  


  What our research has taught me is that the most critical factor that generates hostile aggression in humans is the experience of psychic (emotional) pain; and when that emotional pain is intense, it crosses a subjective line of experiencing that pushes into wanting to cause harm and destroy; it becomes hostile destructiveness. In the course of growing up, children experience much emotional pain. It’s part of life. It is important to note that while physical pain, even intense physical pain may make us angry, it is especially intense emotional pain that makes us feel hostile and destructive. Here is how this has a bearing on rebellion, bullying, delinquency, crime, and malignant prejudice.


  REBELLION AGAINST FAMILY AND AUTHORITY FIGURES


  As I said, much research and clinical work documents that the foremost accumulation of large loads of hostility and hate tends to be generated at home, most commonly by children’s being emotionally and/or physically abused by their own parents during their growing years.


  Physical abuse is easily identified—although it will not be acknowledged by the parent who rationalizes, makes excuses for his or her loss of reasonable control, and believes “I’m just doing this for your own good.” It should also be borne in mind that intentionally causing one’s child physical pain is also experienced, perhaps even more so, as emotional pain.


  Even more problematic is emotional abuse, which is often carried out without inflicting physical pain. Because no physical pain is inflicted, many a parent fails to recognize how injurious emotional abuse is. For instance: “Why don’t you ever do anything right!” Or, “You’ll never amount to anything!” Or, “Do you know how much I bled giving birth to you!” Remarks as these, expressed in moments of exasperation, injure the child’s or teenager’s sense of self, his/her “healthy narcissism” (see chapter 3), which wound especially deeply when said by one’s mother or father. Being insulted and humiliated causes acute emotional pain—“narcissistic injury” we say—and sharply generates hostile destructiveness in the child or teenager.


  Parental abuses often lead kids, especially teenagers, to reject even well-meaning authority figures as teachers who they unavoidably perceive as being “just like Mom/Dad.” To kids, all grownups are automatically perceived to be “like my Mom/Dad.” And the resemblance does not need to be large. It then has become the child’s common experience that “grown-ups maltreat and hurt kids” and/or that “adults hate teenagers!” Who wants to listen to them!


  BULLYING


  What makes a kid bully another? Because hostile/hate feelings are painful to harbor—just as the body finds physical pain unpleasant to bear—it is difficult to cope with accumulating hostile destructiveness within oneself. I discuss in chapter 2 that hostile feelings are biologically generated, self-protectively, to rid oneself of the noxious agent that is causing the (psychic) pain one experiences. Given the intolerance we generally feel for internally accumulating hostile destructiveness, these press from within us to be discharged. As a result, a child or adolescent who is unable to modulate (psychologically resolve or just sufficiently tone down) or govern his own accumulating hostile feelings will feel pressured and seek ways, consciously and unconsciously, to discharge them. There is always the risk that one’s own hostile feelings may be discharged inwardly (turned against oneself); or that they will be discharged outwardly (turned against someone else). Since the child cannot afford to injure or estrange a parent—which the child needs for survival—or a person in authority or bigger than him/herself— who can inflict punishment—the child/adolescent seeks to discharge that hostility toward someone (or something) who (that) is weaker than the self and/or is least likely to retaliate. Bullying, while socially highly undesirable, is one of the ways to safely-enough discharge hostility outwardly. When done individually, the bully invariably picks a “safe target,” someone weaker than him/herself. When the bullying is done by a group, while different discharge methods are used, these nonetheless are fueled by the collective accumulated hostility of the group.


  Of course many life experiences bring with them high levels of emotional (psychic) pain which in turn generate hostility in us (see chapter 2). Being hurt by others is not the only way we are made to experience psychic pain. Another major source comes from the child himself/herself: poor school performance, excessive frustration with himself when the young child attempts to do something and fails, envy of others who seem to do with ease what the child can’t do, envy of what another one has which one can’t have, poor self-image, be it due to weight or some bodily defect, etc. All these negatives can make a child or adolescent bully another who is viewed as having those good things.


  DELINQUENCY AND CRIME


  Well-established and reputed studies I noted before have found strong correlations that document the finding that, in the histories of delinquents and criminals one discovers that, at home, growing up, they were neglected, physically and emotionally abused, and suffered no end of insults and humiliations. There is significant consensus among professionals in pertinent fields of study who hold that the hostile destructiveness that gets gener-ated19 by these maltreatments is a large motivating factor in individuals who turn to antisocial and criminal behaviors.


  THE TENDENCY TOWARD MALIGNANT PREJUDICE AND ITS SOCIAL ENACTMENTS


  My studies on prejudice20 have led me to propose that we all have prejudices. Prejudice, defined as a pre-conceived negative21 judgment about others, is experienced by all of us. Having become who we are, we tend to feel less at ease with people we perceive to be “different than we are”; we prefer to be with people like ourselves. Why does being with people “different than we” tend to cause us some discomfort, even anxiety? And how do we come to prefer to be “with our own”?


  Two normal psychological developmental factors cause this. One is stranger anxiety and the other is identification (to be like someone we value). Let me explain.


  Stranger Anxiety


  A normal baby comes into the world equipped with instincts to attach to her/his caregivers. We can assume that this is fostered by Mother Nature’s biological mandate that “you must preserve the species.” It’s simple; if we don’t reproduce, our species, Homo sapiens, will die out. Equipped to attach, the human infant must attach to humans in order to eventually reproduce. But then more demands are made on the infant.


  Given that humans, like many other mammals, are “pack-animals,” they must attach to their own pack. Without this, stable packs—families and communities—would not form. How much this became inherited over time, we can’t answer. The fact remains that it is advantageous to society formation that stable families be formed. There are other types of packs than families, such as peer groups, or even communities organized around principles like Communism or National Socialism that attempt to minimize the role of the family; but it is questionable whether these are as stable as communities that are formed by clusters of families. Now, in order to form families, infants’ attachments have to be specific; the infant will have to attach to members of his particular family. So, the infant is prescribed, probably genetically, to attach to those caregivers that most care for the infant. The mother seems to universally be the chosen candidate for this role. Pretty good thinking too, because overwhelmingly, no one is likely to be as eager and devoted in fostering the baby’s attaching to her/him than the baby’s own mother/father.


  So, the baby’s brain is pre-wired to push the baby to attach to his/her primary caregiver(s). But there’s this other nice lady next door who smiles at him nicely and the baby smiles back at her. In fact, as Rene Spitz found,22 at the very beginning, at about 5 or 6 weeks of age, the baby will smile at any face, even at a drawing of a face. That won’t do! If the baby is to become a member of his family, the baby can’t just go on smiling at any face. It’s got to be a family face. And lo and behold, as the weeks pass, the baby begins to sort out which faces are—and all that comes with these faces—part of the family and which is not. And by 5 or so months, the baby knows: this is the one who cares for me most and seems to want most to have me around: she’s my mother! And then, there’s that one with the loud voice who always seems to want to play; well, that’s my Dad. And that smaller big person, who seems to sometimes be nice to me and at other times not, that’s my brother or my sister. Of course babies don’t have these thoughts but they seem to act as if they do.


  The next thing that happens is that the 5-month-old begins to rely on her/ his mother. Oh, she just disappeared! Actually she just went into the kitchen but the baby can’t see her from where he is, so he believes she has disappeared. He/she believes Mom has “disappeared,” because as Jean Piaget taught us,23 the 6-month-old baby’s memory development is such that she/ he can’t yet remember the image of her/his mother when she is not in the baby’s field of vision, but can recognize her when the baby sees her, when she “reappears.” Now that she just “disappeared,” the 6-month-old feels abandoned, outright scared, and feels separation anxiety!


  Side by side with this development and the emergence of separation anxiety, whereas the 6-weeks-old baby used to just smile at almost everybody who looked at him/her, now the baby seems to get frightened when someone the baby doesn’t know smiles at him/her. This person may well be the child’s grandfather whom the baby has not seen for 3 months. And much to mother’s shock the baby starts to cry when Grandpa tries to pick her/him up! Now along with separation anxiety, the baby also experiences stranger anxiety. Why?


  I propose24 that stranger anxiety is in the service of channeling the pre-wired infant’s attachment behavior toward a small number of people that are consistently in the infant’s immediate world, his family world. If Grandpa was a frequent visitor during these months, the baby would not have experienced stranger anxiety; he might not have been as warmly responsive as to Dad or one of the siblings, but it would not have triggered the “I don’t want to be with you” reaction. So, while stranger anxiety secures the infant’s becoming a member of his specific family, it has potential negative implications for the infant’s future reactions to “others.” In other words, while stranger anxiety protects the infant’s attachment to persons who constitute his immediate family, it also generates the reaction “I don’t want to be with you!” to those who are not commonly seen family. This is a key factor then in the child’s fear of strangers; and this fear of strangers, while decreasing over time, continues throughout life, especially when the child’s environment maligns strangers—as too often happens in militant religious, nationalistic, and ethnic education of children.25


  Identification


  Infants come into the world equipped with a pool of genes half of which come from their mother and the other half from their father. We expect from this that the child will have features like one parent or the other or both. A parent with red hair is likely to have a child with red hair. Such features, both physical and behavioral, will make it easy to assume that this baby is probably this mom’s/dad’s child. This is the genetic contribution to the child’s being like his/her parents.


  Identification, being like, not just looking like, goes well beyond that. Infants imitate their caregivers. Even in infancy, when mother holds the baby and looks at it, opens her mouth, if she waits patiently enough the weeks-old baby will open his/her mouth. It’s not fair to try this with a smile, because a smile will yield a smiling reaction; that’s not imitation; that’s reacting to Mom’s smile. In our documentary DVD,26 I show a movie clip of a mother sitting on a couch holding her baby on her shoulder in order to burp her; standing next to her a less than two-year-old girl is leaning against the couch’s back rest, turned toward the baby, smiling at the baby softly. As the comforting mother is gently patting the baby on the back, the little girl too, begins to pat the baby on the back, much like the baby’s mother is doing. You might say she is imitating the mother.


  Yes, but she is doing more than imitating. She is grasping a complex scene: a mother comforting her baby. She wants to do it too. She is not just imitating, she is taking in the function of doing this; she is identifying with the comforting mother. Some day she will be a comforting mother. Step by step, taking in parents’ reactions, ways of doing things, views on all sorts of matters, doing what her/his mother does, what father does, the child becomes like her/his parents. And the child will note over time that some other parents do not do what his/her mother and/or father does. The child will progressively find that many other people do things differently. Some of these ways of doing things the child will find congenial; some the child will not.


  Thus, stranger anxiety and identification combine to make the child a member of his/her specific family. It will produce a child who, as I have said (borrowing on what Freud said), will bear the stamp “Made in the H Family,” where H = His/Her family. And with that comes “the distinction between my family and that of others’.” And similarities between the child’s family and other families will bring a feeling of connection with these families. By contrast families that are seen by the child as different from his/hers along a variety of features will bring with it a feeling of difference between “them and us.”


  Given these developments, it is unavoidable that we all have preferences, that is, prejudices. But these are not prejudices that of themselves bring the feeling that “others” are not as good as we are. They are different and I feel more at home with my own; but, I wish them no harm. This is why I have called these prejudices, benign prejudice.27 Given that family formation is central to community formation and that as pack animals this serves us well, it would not be desirable to try to eliminate the form of prejudice I speak of as benign prejudice.


  But how do we get from benign prejudice to that other type of prejudice, the type where one person or group wants to cause harm or even destroy another person or group, because they are Blacks, or Armenians, or Jews, or Tutsis, or Muslims, or . . . ?


  This is one of the key concerns of this book, of our children’s aggression profiles. Study of prejudice has led me to propose that two factors lead to the conversion of benign prejudice into malignant prejudice. These two factors are (1) the displacement and projection of a person’s own accumulated hostility and hate onto innocent others, and (2) militant education.


  The Displacement and Projection of One’s Own Hostility and Hate onto Innocent Others


  Hating those we love creates difficulty for all of us.28 Even being very angry with someone we love causes us distress and anxiety. Unfortunately, it is impossible to rear kids well without causing them some distress and therewith they experience anger toward us. Having to leave a young child to go to work, setting limits (see chapter 4), demanding that the child eat, or go to bed, or do his/her homework, etc. all tend to make children angry with their parents.


  Consider then how difficult it is for the young child whose ability to control his own very angry feelings is only beginning to develop. In both research and clinical work I have often seen how the child’s experiencing hostile feelings toward those he loves creates in the child a large dilemma. After all, if a child is angry with his mother, the child will be very worried about the reaction he might get if he were let loose on Mom. It’s also worrisome when the child’s angry with Dad. So the child will swallow his anger and it will accumulate inside his psyche. But what often happens as well is that the child will find ways to get rid of the accumulating hostility and hate by using some strategies we call “defense mechanisms.”


  In our observational research, we saw a striking cluster of defenses young children erect when very angry with their mother. For instance, already by 12 months of age we had seen much evidence of displacement (when angry with mother, Jane picked up a block and threw it, not at her mother but at the woman sitting next to her mother!) By 18 months of age we saw clear evidence of projection (a strategy where the child projects her own hostility onto someone else: “I’m not angry at her, she’s angry with me”), rationalization (“I’m angry with her because she was mean when she told me to brush my teeth”), and denial (“I didn’t do that; it was an accident”). Then, especially organizing of prejudice, starting from 5 to 6 years on, we saw behaviors from which we could infer “reality-distorting defenses,” including reductionism (“All Blacks end up in jail!”), caricaturing (“All Jews are greedy!”), depreciation (“All Spics are lazy and don’t deserve to be paid like us.”), and vilification (“All Muslims are terrorists!”), defenses that play a key role in the organization of what I call “malignant prejudice.”


  The Role of Trauma in the Predisposition to Malignant Prejudice


  Given that even in normal-average homes rearing children leads to their getting angry with their parents, consider the amount of hostility and hate children accumulate when they are neglected or abused at home, be it physically or emotionally.29 We’ll talk more about this in the course of the chapters. For now, I want to say that


  Being traumatized by one’s own parents is a major contributor to the generation of hostility and hate in humans.


  Of course, much hurtfulness happens to people; but most people are vigorous so that not all intense pain is traumatizing. It is when one feels overwhelmed by a highly painful event of shocking meaning to the self that we experience it as traumatizing. Various factors determine the degree of psychic pain we experience: (1) the nature of the traumatic event, (2) the age and state of self at the time of occurrence, (3) who is the perpetrator, (4) whether it is episodic or chronic, (5) what meaning we give to the event, and, highly critical, (6) whether the event is perceived as intentional or accidental. All these combine to determine the degree to which we are traumatized. For example, abuse at the hands of one’s own mother or father causes much more psychic pain than when the abuse is caused us by a stranger or an “enemy.” Neglect or abuse by those we count on for love and protection multiplies the degree of psychic pain experienced and as I said before, drives many an individual to bullying, delinquent, and criminal behaviors.


  I don’t want to oversimplify how traumatized humans may behave. As has been amply documented, many cope with severe trauma with remarkable resilience which brings out in them noteworthy creativity and productivity. Nor do most who are traumatized become delinquents and criminals; many become depressed and self-punishing, and some become emotionally very disturbed. In addition, although many will erect the cluster of defenses I have noted, these defenses may not result in their developing malignant prejudice. These individuals may not target a given group of “others” toward whom their hate is discharged; in fact, they may not share their outrage with others; they act alone, sometimes with particular, sometimes with any random target victims. Regrettably, many who are heavily traumatized develop a pressing need to discharge their hate in the form of “revenge,”30 which creates in them the need to have enemies.31


  In sum then, the more children are traumatized, the greater the load of accumulating hostility, the more the defenses set up to cope with height-ened levels of hate and rage persist, the more they become patterned. For the past two decades, neurobiological findings have taught us that patterns of reactivity and behavior become structured in brain neural pathways32 early in life and thus become part of personality formation. But in addition then, there is the role education plays in our developing the tendency to feel malignant prejudice toward others.


  The Role of Education in Our Developing Malignant Prejudice


  Yes, high loads of accumulated hostile destructiveness may transform our benign prejudice into malignant prejudice. But malignant prejudice can be greatly facilitated, even in individuals whose accumulating hostile destruc-tiveness is moderate and is not sufficient to of itself lead to the formation of malignant prejudice. I have said33 that education is programmed to socialize the child, tending to mandate that he/she be like the other members of their community. This can be a major contributor to transforming benign prejudice into malignant prejudice. A German friend, painfully distressed while and after reading my Holocaust memoirs34 wrote to me that, when he was young, even thought he did not even know one Jew, he had learned to hate Jews because he was taught that “the Jews had killed Christ.”


  This teaching, to hate someone we are made to believe is our enemy, is driven in large part by the demand that the child identify with his/her parents and the society the parents represent. This teaching of dogma often carries with it “malignant distortions” of the “enemy” brought about by “reality distorting defenses” that justify malignant prejudice toward them. Here education is put into service to compel malignant prejudice. This form of teaching dishonors education!


  Let’s get to the central issue of this book. What is aggression? And, how can parents and other child caregivers and educators optimize children’s healthy aggression profiles and, especially, how can we prevent their becoming trouble-makers?
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