
Should parents always be In agreement on methods of rearing their children? 

We’ll admit that it’s a lot easier on the children when parental views on child 

rearing are in harmony, but in a happy family there may still be some differences 

between parents — and these do not necessarily spell disaster for the person­

alities of the children* Many adults can remember comfortably that in their 

childhood there were some things that you couldn’t get away with If father were 

around, yet these were things that mother ml^it conveniently overlook* Sloppy 

table manners would bring a sermon from father and a threat to send someone away 

from the table* Mother, whose own standards had been eroded through the ynars 

of mopping faces and floors, might discharge her obligation with an absent-minded 

reminder to Susie that it was really time for a six year old girl to use her fork* 

But mother couldn’t stand "fibbing” as she called it and was very severe with the 

culprit who told tall tales* Father, didn’t see why she was so upset because this 

was "just a phase that all children go through”* Mother didn’t mind quarrelling 

among her children and usually didn’t Interfere unless there was real danger* 

Father said that In his family everyone learned to get along with everyone else 

and he couldn’t see why his kids couldn’t learn also* Father favored punishments 

in which the culprit felt his anger* Mother contained her anger (although her 

frown was terrible) and favored banishment of the culprit to his room or the 

deprivation of privileges* Mother and father appeared to accept these differ­

ences In each other In an amiable kind of way and the children accepted these 

differences in their parents without major conflict.

Tn a family that is bound together by affection such differences are easily accom­

modated* And some differences in child rearing practices are certain to exist if 



we consider that the two parents involved were each reared in families that very 

likely had their own styles of child rearing and most parents tend to rear their 

children along the same lines they had been reared themselves, Many parents 

discover that as the children develop and as their own marriage grows In depth 

and quality, their views on many subjects, including the rearing of the children 

come closer together, each partner consciously and unconsciously taking over some 

of the views of the ether.

In a marriage where there is fundamental harmony the long talks between parents 

after the children are in bed sometimes clear up some differences, "Don’t you 

think you’re being too strict with Arthur on that broken window?” says Arthur’s 

mother to his father, ”It’ll take him weeks and weeks to pay for it out of his 

allowance," "Well, he has to learn a lesson, I remember a lesson like that when 

I was a kid, and I never forgot it,” "Maybe you could have learned the lesson 

with one half of the punishment as well as with the whole load,* "Do you really 

think Pm too tough on Arthur?" —- "Sometimes, He’s a pretty good kid, and he 

was already broken hearted about the window, I thought you rubbed it in too much," 

And so they talk on, "Well, I’ll watch that,” says Arthur’s father, "But while 

we’re on the subject, I’d say yon go too far in the other direction, Tou baby him 

too much, A boy of ei^it needs to learn how to fight his own battles, Tou didn’t 

have to get so upset when he got into that scrap with the Sullivan boy," "But 

Henry, that Sullivan boy was just pounding him." "Mary, it would have helped you 

a lot to have had a couple of brothers, Arthur can take care of himself, I’ve 

seen him. Don’t let a little tussle like that throw you,"

This kind of exchange goes on between parents everywhere. And when there is love 

between the parents these candid discussions and honest criticisms of each other 

give each parent the opportunity to examine his own beliefs and practices and



modify them when necessary. But when there is deep conflict between parents such 

criticism may be taken as an attack and the discussion of children and rearing may 

became the starting point for bitter accusations.

Just as children are involved in parental love, children can be involved in conflicts 

between the parents, Vjhen the differences In child rearing practices between two 

parents also reflect the antagonisms between the two parents a child cannot easily 

reconcile these differences within himself. Since the child models his conscience 

after his parents, and takes his parents1 discipline into his own personality, he 

sometimes finds himself with two warring parents Imbedded in his own conscience. 

The too strict father and the too lenient mother are sometimes still fighting for 

supremacy in the dark reaches of conscience,

I once knew a grown man who exhibited a pattern of behavior that pussled everyone 

who knew him. He was a disciplined scientist who drove himself mercilessly in his 

work. And yet whenever he suffered disappointments he would lapse into ludicrous 

self-pity and complain to everyone he knew that he was not appreciated, that everyone 

took advantage of him, that he was lonely and unloved and that life was not worth 

living. His friends knew that at such times there was nothing better to do than to 

listen sympathetically, assure him of his worth, commiserate with him on the follies 

of mankind, and let him slowly pull himself together again. This contrast in person­

ality between stern self-dlcipline and self-indulgence almost exactly reflected the 

personalities of our friends1 parents. There was a strict, iron-willed father, 

much feared and much loved by his son. There was a sad, gentle, self-pitying 

mother whose love centered on her eon, who protected the boy against his stem 

father, consoled him with lavish affection for all small hurts and indulged him on 

every scorn to make up for the strictness of the father. The warring parents were



taken over into the child's conscience in the form of strict self-discipline alter­

nating with self-pity and self-indulgence In this strikingly incongruous way. And 

just as the two parents could never conciliate, the two factions of conscience could 

never be brought into harmony.

In our earlier examples of the differences between parents that do not disunite parents 

it seems that children can reconcile these contradictions In the personalities of 

their parents and need not suffer conflicts If the marriage itself and its harmony 

has somehow given unity even to the contradictions,

Tet we know that not all children whose parents have had conflicts in marriage have 

grown up with distortions of personality. Certainly we all know children who have 

grown up In the midst of marital conflict who have come throu^i with a minimum of 

scars and who have In fact created good marriages for themsleves and have been happy 

and successful parents. So It seems to me that in this discussion we need to find 

out under what circumstances marital conflict will create serious difficulties In 

children and by what means these disturbances can be avoided or kept to a minimum.

Suppose, for example, that a mother who Is disappointed in her husband and feels 

unloved and rejected should Invest all her unspent love on her little son, A little 

boy who must make up to his mother for his father's failures as husband Is a boy who 

bears an Intolerable burden. Every little boy likes to imagine that he can have all 

his mother's love for himself and he likes to pretend that he is a daddy and can take 

his father's place. And every little boy needs to give up this day-dream in the 

course of his early years in order one day to fully love a woman and become a husband 

and father In his own rights. When a boy can live this day-dream with his mother, is 

allowed to take his father's place, as it were, his emotional development and his 

capacity for mature love will suffer. Further, the little boy must inevitably feel



guilty in relation to his father, for having taken hie place in hie mother’s 

affections. The whole relationship between child and mother and father becomes 

distorted and we can say that this child is drawn into his parents1 conflicts in 

a way that may damage his future.

But if two parents who have not yet eolved their marriage problems can be aware of 

the effects upon their children it may be possible to avoid visiting some of these 

problems on their children. The mother who fully understands the emotional needs 

of her son may be able to avoid the temptation to lavish her love on her son and 

allow him to take his father’s place. She will also employ her wisdom to support 

the boy’s relationship to his father and to help him achieve a positive identiflcar 

tion with his father, and as far as possible keep her personal conflicts with the 

child’s father from interfering with the relationship of son and father. In this 

case we can say that the conflict between the parents remains unsolved, but the 

parents’ sensitivities to a child’s needs have kept the conflict from crippling a 

child’s development.

Or consider the case of the who finds himself in the midst of open conflict 

between the parents. He may be the witness of violent parental quarrels in which 

one or the other of the parents threatens to leave, ”1 used to lie in bed and 

tremble when I heard them quarrel,” a grown man told a social worker In a family 

counseling agency, ”1 was afraid they were going to get a divorce. I didn’t know 

what was going to happen to me. I knew a boy who lived in an orphanage and I thought 

that’s what will happen to met* There is no greater terror in all of childhood than 

the fear of abandonment by his loved parents. What else can a child make of his 

parents’ quarrels and threats? Or he may hear his parents argue as to which parent 

will get the children in the event of divorce. And the child, wanting both parents 
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and loving aid needing both, feels m if he were being cut In two* Parents in 

conflict who have wisdom about their children aid their feelings will spare the 

children from witnessing or overhearing such violent quarrels* It is enough for 

the children to bear the burden of their knowledge that all is not right between 

their parents* They can be spared terror and helplessness and the spectacle of 

two adults out of control.

Sometimes, too, a child acquires the bitter knowledge that he is the only reason 

his parents are staying together* He may come to believe with his child *s wisdom 

that somehow his very existence has created a problem for his parents and feel, 

uncertainly, that he is somehow to blame, just in having been born, I have known 

such children and have seen how sometimes this has made a child feel unwanted and 

worthless. Sometimes this situation will lead him to take on the role of the con­

ciliator, the peace-maker between the parents, binding both parents to Mm In a 

desperate attempt to keep them with him and keep them together* These torments, 

too, are things that a child can be partially spared even when the conflict between 

parents is very deep* He may, indeed, be the one who insures the still remaining 

ties between the parents, but if his parents knowing this can avoid making him the 

center of their conflicts, they can relieve some of the pressures upon the child*

Then, too, there are some conflicts in marriage that are most intimately part of 

the marriage itself that somehow are dieplaced onto the children in quite uncon­

scious ways* A husband who wanted desperately to save his marriage had consulted 

a family agency counselor* He was at war with his wife and at war with his children 

and he dldnft know what came over him at times* He was sure he loved his children 

but at times he flew into a rage over the most trivial things and on several 

occasions had beaten his six year old daughter who was, he added in an afterthought, 
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his wife’s favorite. His wife, he said, did not love him* They quarrelled bitter* 

ly over money, over the rearing of the children, over the interference of in-law. 

Twice his wife had left him and had come back to him*

After Fi^sy visits to the counselor the husband found he could speak of some things 

that were very painful to him. His wife was sexually cold. She found sex rela­

tions disgusting and avoided him sexually for weeks at a time. She never expressed 

tenderness toward him at any time) scarcely responded even to the kiss with which 

he greeted her when he came home from work. "When I see her with the kids, holding 

the* and saying loving things to the* I want to cry. How can she have so much love 

for them and nothing at all for me! I’m jealous of my mm kids! Isn’t that nuts! 

And Sally gest the worst of my feelings because she’s her mother’s favorite."

They would quarrel at night in bed, when the wife refused her husband. And the 

husband, rejected and raging inwardly, would waken the next morning in a black 

mood and sometime during that next day there would be a battle with his wife over 

money, or over the children, or the interference of in-laws and the whole cycle 

would begin again. Or sometimes the rage would unexpectedly vent Itself upon the 

children, and the man who would never beat his wife, (who must have been tested to 

and hastily buried the thought) found himself in a fury over some petty misdemeanor 

of the children and struck out at a cowering child, hating himself and not knowing 

why he was doing this.... Gradually, over many weeks, as he told his story and 

observed his own reactions, the husband made a discovery that astonished him. M*$y 

of the conflicts with his wife and children were continuations of the quarrels in 

the bedroom. Behind the quarrels over money was the unspoken reproach, "I give you 

everything) you give me nothing." And the silent accusation of ths wife, "Ton can’t 



give me anything but money* There’s not enough of anything in this house; not 

enough love, not enough money •” Behind many of the quaxrels over the children was 

another silent drama* "The children have taken you away from me* Before the 

children came you enjoyed being my wife* Ton give them everything and you give 

me nothing*" Jtod the unspoken defense of the wife wast "How can you accuse me 

of not being a good wife when I am such a good mother to the children* How can 

you expect me to enjoy W relations with yon when I’ve spent all day doing the 

housework and taking care of three children and I’m just too tired at night* All 

you think about is sexi”

For every person who seeks professional help for his personal problems there is a 

tremendous relief at discovering why he behaves In explicable ways* Bis distraught 

husband found such relief in the discovery that his quarrels with his wife and his 

rages against the children ha loved were part of the unsolved problem of their 

sexual relationship* With only this much knowledge he found he no longer needed 

to discharge his fury on his children and engage in endless petty quarrels with hie 

wife* Now that he knew for certain where the problem lay he also knew that both he 

and his wife needed help in working out their sexual conflicts* He was able to 

persuade his wife to seek help for herself and together they began to find solutions 

to their sexual conflicts and a new harmony in their marriage*

From this story we can see how unconsciously parents may taka out their dis- 

satisfactions in marriage on the children* One can easily think of other examples* 

The wife who finds her husband’s stubbornness unbearable, at times, may find her 

two year old daughter ”just like her father” and react to the characteristic stubborn­

ness of the two year old just as if it were an inherited trait acquired through the 



father* dearly there’s trouble ahead for mother and daughter, unless the mother 

can recognize that she la displacing feelings from her husband to her daughter and 

bring her Irrational feelings under control* The wife Who thinks her husband "thinks 

too much about sex” may become wry disturbed When she discovers her little four 

year old son engaged in toilet games with the little girl next door and forget for 

the moment that such curiosity is normal among all diHdren* The husband who thinks 

that his wife is extravagant may find himself policing his children’s use of their 

allowances and engaged in argument with hie school age youngsters over money in 

much the same way that he quarrels with his wife over money* The husband who 
resents his wife’s managing ways may secretly enjoy his diHdren’s deflew of 

their mother and take little part in the discipline of his diHdren* The anarchy 

that results may giw him unconscious satisfaction*

Sometimes, just by taking a long look at himself and his behavior toward the diHdren, 

a parent may discover that he Is over-reacting to a trait In one of his children or 

that he Is displacing feelings on to his children that do not belong to them but to 

dissatisfactions in his marriage* This self-knowledge can be an effective means to 

modification of one’s behavior toward the chHdren* But sometimes, too, the feelings 

are so tangled and the grievances are so deep that only professional help can bring 

new solutions*

Tn nearly every community there are agencies and clinics that provide professional 

counseling for marriage problems and parent-child relationships* The professional 

fees are scaled according to family income* When parents find that their own attempts 

to solw the problems of their marriage and their relationships with the children 

have failed, the chances are wry good that professional help is needed, There are 

member agencies of the Family Service Association of Ansriea in communities through­

out the country* The counselors In family agencies are In the most favorable position 



-10-

to evaluate the problems that couples bring them, to knew whether guidance can 

be best given through the family agency itself, or whether a mental hygiene clinic 

or psychiatric help is indicated.

SF*W 
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While-we-esR-a-ll-agree-that

Should, parents always be in agreement on methods of rearing their 

chi'dren? We’ll admit that it’s a lot easier on the children when 

parental views ar- on child rearing are in harmony, but in a happy 

family there may sti 1 be some differences between parents eft— 

and these do not necessarily spell disaster for the fatRre-ef-the 

ehildpeRT-pepseRal4ty-e£-the personalities of the children. Many 

adults can remember comfortably that in their childhood there were 
some V things that you couldn’t get away with if father were around, 

these 
aftd-methep-might-eeRveR- yet/were things that mother might easily- 

conveniently overlook. Sloppy table manners would bring efl- as 
someone

sermon from father and a threat to send the-eulppifaX away irom the 

table. Mother, ifluped-by-years-ef- whose own standards had been 
eroded through the years of mopping faces and floors, might heve-flething 

sflePe-te-say-thaRT-L,¥eH-have-a-ferk- discharge her obligation with 

an absent-minded reminder to Susie that she-peally it was really 

time that-she-Heed-a-fepkT for a six year old girl to use her fork.

But mother couldn’t stand ’’fibbing” as she called it and w* s very 
severe with the culprit who told tall tales. Father, didn’t see why 

she was so upset because this was”just a phase that all. children go 

through’.’. Mother didn’t mind quarrelling among her children and usually 

didn’t interfere unless there was real danger. Father said that in his_ 

family everyone learned to get alon^ with everyone else and he couldn’t 

see why his kids had-te- couldn’t learn also. Me t he a - sfcteat ±R-hep-

£a»i±ly--all-ehildpefl- a-ti brothers and siste-3^-^iarret^oTwtimes and. 

itr wa s -perTec ttill d* 1. When—-Me-tl-e-p--£• a-v-o-P^d-- Father favored bp-i-ef _ 
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3 torn 'and Lfl'lUf punishments in which the culprit felt his anger. 
Mother contained her anger (although her frown was terr ble) and 

favor d banishment of the culprit to his room or the deprivation 

of privileges. Mother and father appeared to accept these differences 

in each other in an amiable kind of way and the children accepted 

these differences in their parents phi-^e- without major conflict.

In a family that is bound together by affection such differences 

are easily accommodated. And some differences in child rearing 

practices are certain to exist in-any-fami if/we consider that 

the two parents involved were each reared in families that very likely 

had their own styles of child rearing and most parents tend to rear 

their children along the same lines they had been reared themselves. 

Mapy parents discover that wlth-the-grewth-ef-theip-famtlies-a- as the 

children grew- develop and as their own marriage grows in depth and 

quality, their views on many subjects, including the rearing of the 

children come clcsertogether, each berrying partner berrewing-and- 
consciously and 

unconsciously taking over some of the views ofi the other, -e 

that-event^ally- In a marriage where there is fundamental harmony 

the long talks between parents after the children are in bed sometimes 
clear up some differences. "Don't you think you're being too teu^h- 

strict with Arthur on that broken window?" the says Arthur’s mother 

to his father. "It'll take him weeks and weeks to ray for it out of 
his allowance." "Well, he has to learn a lesson. I remember a lesson 

like that when I was a kid, and I never forgot it." "Maybe you could 
punishment

have learned the lesson with one half of the grief as well as with

the whole load." "Do you really think I’m too tough on Arthur?" --p-
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”8ometimes. He’s a pretty good kid, and he was already broken hearted 
about the window. I thought you rubbed it in too much.” -nd so they 

talk on. Ksthupie-fatheF-feele-a-little-defensive- "Wei-1, I’ll watch 
that, "says Arthur’s father, ”tiut while we’re on the subject I8d say 

you go too far in the other direction. You baby him too much. A boy 

of eight needs to learn how to fight his own battles. You didn’t have 

to get so upset when the-Sullivan-teey- he got into that scrap with 

the Sullivan boy.” "But Henry that Sullivan boy was just pounding  

him.” ”x,iary, it would have helped you a lot to have had a couple of 

brothers. Arthur can take care of himself. I’ve seen him. ^on’t let 

a little tussle like that throw you.”

This kind of exhhange goes on between parents everywhere. And when 

there is love between the parents these candid discussions and. honest 

criticisms of each other give each parent the opportunity to examine
Vhis own beliefs and practices and/modify them when necessary. But when 

there is deep donflict between parents such criticism may be taken 

as an attack and the sub- discussion of children and rearing may become 

the apeaa starting point for bitter accusations.

Just as s-unely on- children are involved in parental love, children 
involved in fflasital-eentlihtT conflicts between the parents.

When the differences in child rearing practices between two parents 

also reflect the antagonisms between the two parents a child cannot 

easily reconcile tbse these differences within himself. If-we-use 

as-aft-example -the- tee-stylet -et nd -tee-lenient- -pa rent-a-nd- the-tee- 

^enlent-pa$lent--£ athep-whe-ls-tee-striet-and-the-methen-whe-is-fcee- 

ieflierit- Since the child models his conscience after his parents, 

tkkes-his-papentsl-etaRda$»ds- and takes his parents discipline into
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/ his own personality, he sometimes emerbees finds himself with two 
\ warrin^ die-parents imbedded in his own conscience. The etriet-fathep- 
M sometimes still

too strict father and the too lenient mothe^r^re/still fighting for 

supremacy in the dark reaches of conscience. I once knew a grown man 
who exhibited a pattern of behavior .that puzzled everyone who knew 

him. He was a sternd^nct.i tinij* bujlMiBiflinmn ™h~ drove himself mercilessly 
in his work. And peFiedieally74&lways-f ellewiHg-seae-disappeintment)- 

ke-weti-ld-disaBPeap-frem-hls-leb- yet whenever he suffered disappoi treats 

he would lapse into ludicrous self-pity and complain to everyone whe 

eeuld-be he knew thet he was not appreciated, that everyone took 

advantage of him, that he was lonely and unloved - nd that life was 
not worth living. His friends kndw that at such times there was nothing 

better to do than to listen sympathetically, assure him of his worth, 

commiserate with him on the follies of mankind, and let him^ slowly 

pull himself together again, 0up-i>iend-hed-gpewft-up-in-a-£aifiily- 

where-twe-anta genie tie-parent s-had-isi^eeed-theip—brought-their 

ifteempatible-viewe-inte- '‘•his contrast in personality between stern 

self-discipline and self-indulgence almost exactly reflected the 
patterne-ef-ehild- personalities of our friends' parents. There was 

feared and much loved 
a strict, iron-willed father, much leged-aad-admired by his son. 
"here was a sad, gentle, self-pitying mother whose love centered on 

her son, jy who pa?eteeted-hiRi-against-the-indulged-the-bey- Detected 

the boy against his stern father, indulged—-wae-a-haven— consoleci him 

with lavish affection for all small hurts and indulged hie-whime- 

him on every score to make up for the strictness of the father. -ihe 
a T* . . .

warring parents weredraken over into the child s eensieene conscience 

in the form of strict self-discipline alternating with self-pity 
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and self-indulgence in this strikingly incongrous way. And just 

as the two parents could never conciliate, the two factions of 

conscience could never be brought into harmony.

This suggests >thht when tl^^^^r^ceg.J^we j^narents are- 
do rfct disunite# fne

In our earlier examples of the differences between parents that do 

not disunite parents it seems that children can reconcile these 

contradictions in the personalities of their parents and need 

not suffer confli ts the marriage itself and its harmony

has somehow given unity even to the contradictions.

th--t there are a?so large numbers

Yet we know that not all children whe-have-grewn-Hp-been-p- reared 

£)y-.££»ents-e-pep4eneed-the-eefi.fli@te-ef-thei- whose parents have 
had conflicts in marriage have trown up with distortions of personality. 

Certainly a- we all know children who have grown up in the midst of 

marital conflict who have come through with a minimum of scars and who 

have in fact created good marriages for themselves and have been 

happy and successful parents. So it seems to me that in this discussion 

we need to find out under what circumstances marital conflict ean- 

will create serious difficulties in children and un- by what 

means these disturbances can be avoided or kept to a minimum.

@fte-e£-the -feet^s-take-this-ed Suppose, for example, that a mother 

who is disappointed in her husband^-whe-f- and who feels unloved 

and rejected should invest all unsept unsoent love on her
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little son. A little boy who must make up to nis mother for his 

father1s failures as husband is a boy who bears an intolerable 

burden. Every little boy needs-te-leapn-that-he-eanaet—ia-Me 

eePjy_yeaP6-tkat-a-Hethe^s-leve-£er-hep-sen-is-net-tke-same-  

likes to imagine that he can have all his mother’s love for himself 

and he likes to pretend that he is a daddy and can take his father’s 
" day-dream

place. And every little boy needs to give up this fantasy-in the 

course of his early years in order one day to fully love a woman 
and become a husband and father in his own rights, nen a en boy 

can ha live this day-dream with his mother, is allowed to take a- 
his father’s place, as it were, his emotional development 

and his capacity for mature love will suffer. Further, the little 
T b v. •boy must inevitably feel guilty in relation to his father, ior having 

taken his place i. his mother’s affections. The whole re”ationship 

between child and mother beeemes and father becomes distorted 

and we can say that this child is drawn into his parents' conflicts 

in a way that may damage his future.

But if two unhoiiney parents who have not yet solved their marriage 

problems can be aware of the effects upon their children it may 
be possible to avoid visiting some of these problems on tieir children. 

The mother who fully understands the emotional needs of her son 

may be able to avoid the temptation to lavish her love on her yeun 

son and allow him to take his father’s place. She will also employ 

her wisdom^ to K support the boy’s relationship to his father and 

to help hmm achieve a positive identification with his father, and 

keep-hep-pereenal- as far as possible keep her personal antageniess- 

conflicts with the child’s father from interfering with the relationship
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of son and father. In this case we can say that the conflict between 

the parents remains unsolved, but the parents’ awapeaess sensitivities 

to a child’s needs have kept the conflict from invading crippling 
i a child s development.

Or consider the case of the child who finds himself in the midst 

of open conflict between the parents. He may be the witness of 

violent parental quarrels in vzhich one or the other of the parents 

threatens to leave. ”1 used to lie in bed and tremble when I heard 

them quarrel, ” a grown man told a social worker in a family age­

counselling agency. ” I was afraid they were going to get a divorce. 

I didn’t know what was going to happen to me. I knew a boy who lived 
in an orphanage and I thought that’s what wl'l happen# to me!” There 

is no greater terror in all of childhood that the fear of abandonment 

by his loved parents. What &lse can a child make of his parents’ 

quarrels and threats? Of he may hear in-the±p-apgHffient9-fe'n»t-if-the- 

gapents-will-get-a-divepee-he- his parents argue as to whe«- which 

parent will get the children in the event of divorce. Hew-ean-a-ehiid- 
And the child, wanting both parents/and loving and needing both, eannet 

feels as if he were being cut in two. Parents in conflict who have 

wisdom about their childr n and their feelings will spare the children 

from witnessing or overhearing such violent quarrels. It is enough for 

the children to bear the burden of their knowledge that all is not 
right between their parents. We I'hey can be spared terror and helplessness 

and the snecttcle of two adults out of control.

Sometimes, too, a child acquires the bitter knowledge that he is the 

only reason his parents are staying together. He may come to believe 

with his child’s wisdom that somehow his very existence has created 
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a problem for his parents and feel, uncertainly, that he is somehow 

to blame, just in having been born. I have known such psth- cnildren 
and have seen how sometimes this has made a child feel we?th- unwanted 
and worthless> Sometimes/will lead him to take on the desperate role 

of the conciliator, the peace-maker between the parents, de binding 

both parents to him in a desperate attempt to keep them ith hi i 
These torments, too, are things that 

and eeep them together. Sh4:9y-tee--±s-6emeth±ftg”that a child can be 

eeaped-even-in partially snared even when the conflict between parents 
insures

is very deep. He may, indeed, be the enly-reasen one who kee^e the 

still remaining ties between the parents, but if his parents de-net 

knowing this can still avoid making him the center of their conflicts, 

eveR-the-paiafHl-knewledge-ef-the-ehild they can relieve some of the 

pressures upon the child.

Then, too, there are some conflicts in marriage that are most intimately 

part of the marriage itself that somehow are displaced onto the children 

in quite unconscious ways. A husband who wanted desperately to save

his marriage had consulted a ^Hidanee-sew-aeeiftl Satiily a *ency 
counsellor. He was at war with his wife and at war with his children

and he didn't know what came over him at times. He was sure he loved

his children but at times but-al-ti-ee he flew into a rage over Ihelr-

9B- the most

six year old

trivial things and on several occasions had beaten his
// ^*As 

daughter who was, he added in an afterthought/his wife’s

favorite. His wife, he said, did not love him. They quarrelled bitterly 

over money, over the rearin'1 of the children, over the intef. erence 
of pelatled- in-laws. Twice his wife had left him and had come back to 
him. ^T^After many visits to the counsellor the husband found he could 
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sveak of sone things that were very painful to him. His wife was 

sexually cold. She found sex relations revelling disgusting and 

avoided him sexually for weeks at a time, She-was-eeel-te-his- 

She never expressed tenderness toward him at any time; scarcely 

responded even to the kiss with which he greeted he® when he 

came home from work. ’’When I see her with the kids, holdin" them 

a'nd fo crooning tu thorn and saying loving things to them I want 
to cry. How can she have so much love for them and nothing at all 

for me! I’m jealous of my own kids! Isn’t that nuts! Semetimes-I- 

hftte-theiH And Sally gets worst of my feelings because she’s 

her mother’s favorite.”.^ They would quarrel at night in bed, 

the-l«H6baftd-haviRg-been~$,efHsed- when the wife refused her husband. 

And the husband,help4es6-and-enpaged-wey.ld-fiRd- rejected and 

fuzftetgs at-ro joht ion -encc agai#, would waken the next morning in a 
next 

black mood and sometime during that/day there would be a battle

with his wife over money, or over the children, or the interference 

of in-laws and the whole cycle would begin again. Or sometimes 

the rage would unexpectedly vent itself upon the children, and the 
man who would never beat his wife/who must haye been tempted to 

and tahstily buried the thought) found himself in a fury over some 

petty misdemeanor of the children and hatiftg-himelf-and- struck out 

at a cowering child, hating himself and not knowing why he was doing 

this.... Gradually, over many weeks, as he told his story and observed 
his own reactions, the husband made a discovery that astonished h&m . 

Many of the conflicts with his wife and his children had-bhe±p-epi»ins- 

tH-the-eefiifliete-ef-the-be were continuations of the quarrels in

the bedroom. Behind the quarrels over money was the unspoken reproach,

”1 give you everything; you^give me Nothing.” \nd the silent accusation 
of the wife, "You can’t/give me anything but money. Sinc-e 
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me-what-I-want- There’s not enough of anything in this house; not 

enough love, not enough money." Behind many of the quarrels over 

the children was another silent drama. "Ths children have taken you 

away from me. Before the children came you enjoyed being my wife, 

^ou give them everythin and you give me nothin .” And the unspoken 

defense of the wife was: "How can you accuse me of not being a good 

wife when I am such a good mother to the children. How can you expect 

me to enjoy sex relations with you when I’ve spent all day doing the 

housework a nd taking care of three children and I’m just too tired 

at night, ill you thihk afiout is sex." 
professional

For every person who seeks/help with-hie- for his personal problems 

there is a tremendous relief at discovering why he behaves in explicable 

ways. 9-ur* distraught husband found such relief in khe discovery that 

his quarrels with his wife and his rages against the

children he loved were part of the unsolved problems of the bedroom. 
With only this much knowledge he found he no longer needed to discharge 

his fury on his children and engage in endless pettx^ quarrels with 

his wife. If Now that he knew for certain where the problem lay he 

also knew that both he and hiy wife needed help in working out their 

sexual conflicts. He was able to persuade his wife to seek help for 

heree&f and together and—wd-Lb they began to find solutions to 

fcke-ee- their sexual conflicts and a new harmony in their marriage.

From this story we can see how unconsciously parents may take out 

their dissatisfactions in marriage on the children. One can easily 

think of other examp1 esr r-A-nlm-of' sexubl"Te4rfrtmns.
Gensider-y-f er-exampley- The aether- wife who finds her husband’s 

stubbornness unbearable, at times, nay find, her two year old daughter 
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’’just like her father" and react et to the characteristic stubbornness 

of the two year old just as if it were an inherited trait acquired 
through the/xather. Clearly there’s trouble ahead for mother and 

duaghter, unless the mother can recognize that she is displacing 

feelings from her husband to her daughter and bring her irrational 

feelings under control. The wife who thinks her husband "thinks too 

much about sex" may become very disturbed when she discovers her little 
the

four year old son engaged in toilet £ames with i little girl next 

door and forget for the moment that such curiosity is normal among 

a31 children. The husband who thinks that his wife is extravagant 

may find himself policing his children's use of their allowances 

and—f-ind-to isteetf uRable-te-edueate-his-ehildpeR engaged in argument 

with his school age youngsters over money in much the same way that 

he quarrels with his wife over money. The husband who 
devaluud-as-a-man—the t-his-wife-de values-hiB-as-a-maft-ffiay-f ind- 

hi^eelf-pressing-his-yeuRg-seR- resents his wife’s managing ways 

may secretly enjoy his children’s defiance of their mother and take 

little interest-in- part in the ehiidrenJ-s-discipline of ehhis child­

ren. The anarchy that results may give him unconscious satisfaction.

himself his
Thi- Sometimes, just by taking a Ion* look at eneself and ene^s behavior 

toward the children, a parent may discover that he is over-reacting 

to a trait in one of his children or th?t he is displacing feelings 

on his children that do not belong to them but to dissatisfactions 
h

in his marriage. This self-knowledge can be an effective deterreut- 

9eff}eti- means to modification of one’s attitude behavior toward the 

children. But sometimes, too, the feelings are so tangled and the 

grievances are so deep that only professional help can bring new



/
Solutions.

In nearly every com unity there are agencies and clinics that give 

provide eeHHselllhg-eerviees- professional counselling for marriage 
problems and parent-child relationships. Nearly 

a^way9 The professional fees are scaled according to family income, 

/hen parents find that their own attempts to solve the problems of 

their marriage and their relationships with the children have failed, 

the chances are very good that professional help is needed. There are 

member agencies of the Family Service Association of Ammerica in 

nearly- communities throughout the country. Fa- A-fafflily-ageaey-say 

be- The counsellors in family agencies are in the most favorable 
/ ^* i° 

posltion/to eg-heip evaluate the problems that couples bring them, 

to know whether,sueh-gsebieHie-eeR-be-eSf eebiveiy—helped-bhreugh- 

bhe- guidance can be given best given through the family agency 

itself, or whether a elieie-ep-eAher mental hygiene clinic or 

psychiatric help is indicated.
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What Happens To Youngsters

WHEN PARENTS CLASH?

by Selma H. Praiberg, a child psychotherapist 

and author of the prize-winning book on early 

childhood, ’•The Magic Years”



Author of **The Magic Tears**

Should paresis always be in agreeeent

on eethods of rearing their children?
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$e*ll adnit that it’s a lot easier on

the chtldren when oarental viewe on child-
.

rearing are in hareony, but in a happy 

fasily there »ay still be »oae differ­

ences between parenta — and these do 

not neeesearlly spell disaster for the 

personalities of the children.

Many adults can reaeaber1 coafortably, 

that in their childhood there were some

things tbert you couldn’t fret away with 

if father ®round, yet those were

things that mother eijrht conveniently 

overlook. Sloppy table manners would 

bring a sereon fro® father and a threat 

to send aoeeone away free the table. 

Mother, whose own standards had been 

eroded through years of eopping faces 

and floors, might discharge her obli­

gation with an absent-minded reminder
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to Susie that it was really tlue for 

a eix-~year-old girl to use her fork.

Sut 39then couldn’t stand * fibbing, '’ 

a* she called it, and was very severe 

with the culprit who told tall tales* 

Fatheig) didn't see why she war ao upset 

because this was ”juet a phase that all 

children go through'4* Father favored 

brief puaishuenta in which the culprit 

felt his anger* Mother eentatned her 

anger (although her frown was terrible) 

and favored banishment of the culprit 

to hi® rocs or the deprivation of 

privileges* Mother and father appeared 

to accept these differences in each 

ether in an salable kind of way and 

the children did, too*

In a fnaily that 1« bound together 

by affection, such differences are 

easily aceoswodated. Moreover, ®any 

parents discover that as the children 

develop and as their own narriege grows 

in depth and quality, their views on 

many subjects—Including the rearing 

of the children—one closer together, 

each partner consciously and uncon*
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sciously taking over sone of the views 

of th* other*

In * carriage where there is funda- 

wentsl harmony* th* long talks between 

parents after the children are in bed 

sonetlaea clear up sene differences*

t you think yoo’r@ being too strict 

with Arthur on that broken window?** says 

Arthur’s mother to bls father* **Tt’ll 

take hi* week* and weeks to pay for 

it out of hi* allowance**

’•Well, he be* te learn a lessen* I 

renenber a lesson like that when I was 

a kid, end I never forgot it***

"’’Maybe you could have learned the 

lesson with one half ef the uniehsent 

as well ee with the whole load*'*

"♦Do yen really think T’e too tough

on Arthur?**

*So*eti*ea* le*s a pretty goad kid* 

end he was already broken^tarted 

about the window***

This kind of exahange goes on be* 

twe^n parent® everywhere* And «hen

there is love between the parents these 

emdid discussions and honest criticises 
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of e*eh other give each parent th* 

opportunity to exasine his own belief* 

and practice* and modify the® when 

necessary. Sut when there 1* deep 

conflict between parent*, such eriti­

des* may he taken *• an attack, and 

the di*eu»*i*n of child rearing «*y 

becose the darting soint for bitter 

accusation*.

Just a.* children are involved in 

parental love, children can be Involved 

is conflict* between the parent** hen 

the difference* in child rearing prac­

tice* between two parents also reflect 

antagonism* be tureen thef/B*e--p***»i*4

a child cannot easily **eemSl* th***  .

f firrpwer**- -wi-t-hi n hf n<te the

child models hl* conscience af^er bi* 

parentsend takes hl* parents’ disci- 

11ns into his own personality, he 

aoaietiaes find* hlaself with two warring 

parent* imbedded in hl* own conscience.

*^h» too strict father and the too len­

ient mother are sometimes etill fight­

ing for supremacy In the dark reaches 

of conscience
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I once knew a grown san who exhibited 

a pattern of behavior that tussled every­

one who knee bls* We was * disciplined 

scientist who drove hlseelf mercilessly 

in his work. And yet, whenever be suf­

fered disappointments he would lapse 

into ludtlerwus self-pity and complain 

to everyone b*-*rw that he was not 

appreciated, that everyone took advan­

tage of him, th»?t he was lonely and 

unloved and that life was not worth 

living* Hie friends knew that at such 

tlees there was nothing better to do 

than to listen sympathetically, assure 

Ma of his worth, commiserate with him 

on the follies of mankind, and let hia 

slowly pull himself together again* 

This contract In personality between 

stern self-discipline and self-indul- 

geno-w, wisest exactly reflected the 

personalities of our frisndes parents* 

There was a strict, iron-wllled father, 

such feared and much loved by his son* 

There was a ®ad, gentle, eelf-pitying 

mother whoFe love centered on her son, 

who nretested the boy against hie stern
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father, condoled bls with lavish af­

fection for all aaall hurts and indulged 

hi# on every score ta wake up for the 

atrictneae of the father. The warring 

parents were taken over into the child*s 

conscience in the fora of strict eelf-

diselpline, alternating with self-pity 

and self-indulgence, in thia strikingly 

^taeegSBie** way* And just as the dif­

ferences between the two parents could 
never bl^^oneili**®*1, the two factions 

of conscience could not be brought 

into harmony.

But where there are differences 

between uerente who are not basically 

aeteweniatie to eseh other, it aeee* 

that children need net suffer internal 

conflict. For we know that not all 

children whose parents have had con­

flicts in starring^ have grown tip with 

dlstortlcne of personality. Certainly, 

we all know children who have grown up 

in the aidet of "serital conflict who 

have come through with a sinlsua of

scars| who have later created rood
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aarriages and bare becowe happy and 

successful parents^theuselves* So 

it see** to *• that we need to find 

out under what clreuustancea saritai 

conflict will create aerloufi diffi­

culties in children, and by what seen* 

these disturbances can be avoided or 

kept to a ufnlsu**

Suppose, for example, that a uother 

who io disappointed in her husband and 

feels unloved and rejected should in­

vest all her unspent love on her little 

son. 1 little boy who swot sake up 

to his aether for his father’s failures 

as a hueband, is a boy who bears an 

Intolerable burden* -?very little boy 

likes to iaagine that he can have all 

hie aether’* love for hiweelf, and he 

likes to pretend that he is a daddy 

and can take his father’s place. And 

every little boy needs to give no this 

day-drea® in the course of his early 

years is order one day to fully love 

a wosan and becoase a husban't and father 

in hi* own right* Sul when a boy can 

live this day-dreas with bis aether.



January ’62

Conflict Tn Carriage * Freiberg - 5 

when he la allowed to take his father’s 

place, then his emotional development 

end his capacity for nature lore will 

suffer, Further, the little boy »ust 

inevitably feel guilty in reletion to 

bls father, for having taken the 

father’s place in his aether’s affec­

tions, The whole relationship asong 

father becomes 

distorted* Tn such eircusetencea, the 

child la drawn into hie parents’ con­

flicts in a way thel aey daeage his 

future.

But If two parents who have not yet 

solved their marriage problem® can be 

aware of the effects on their children 

of their own feelings end behavior, it 

say be por-elble to avoid visiting sose 

of these problems on their children. 

The aether who understand® the eaotlonal 

needs of her son, say be able to avoid 

the temptation to lavish her love on 

her sou and allow his to take bls fa­

ther’s plsaee, '"he will ^iwe^euolby her 

wisdos’^D support the boy’s relation­

ship be hie fa*herJito he1' the child
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achieve a positive identification with

sMwfaMeai she will try to keep

her y anm e swrl conflicts with her hus­

band fro« interfering with the rela­
tionship betweenWo^b^^^Zthop^ Tn 

such a case, though the conflict between 

the parents eay reaaln unsolved, parents’ 

sensitivities to a child’s needs will

keep the conflict frws crippling his 

development

ease of the childthe

who finds hiwself in the midst of

open conflict between the parents.

Re say be the witness of violent paren­

tal quarrels In which one or the other 

parent^ threaten® to leave. ”1 used 

to lie in bed and tremble *ben I heard 

the* quarrel,* a grown asn told a social 

worker la a family counseling agency.

*1 was afraid they were going to get 

a divorce. I didn’t knew what was 

going to happen to we. I knew a boy 

who lived tn^an^or^aaage and I thought 

that’s what w444 happen to me1M "There 

is no greater terror in all of child-
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hood than the fear ef abandonment,-by— 

M n lw*d i'a! em./' Or a child may 

hear his parents argue as to which 

parent will get the children In the 

event of divorce* And the child, 

*e*tt«w.*e*h< paren tfT**** loving and 

needing- both^ feels as if he were 

being cut in two* Parents In conflict, 

who have wisdom about their chi1 dreads v 

^g2K9#iirr feelings, will spare thetA

Wdw n fro* witnessing or overhear­

ing such violent quarrels* It is 

enough for the children to bear the 

burden of -Nw£r krowledge that all 

is not right between their parents* 

They can be spared terror and help­

lessness *i»d the spectacle of two 

adult* out of control*

Sometimes, too, a chili acquires the 

bitter knowledge that he is the only 

reason his parent® are staying to­

gether* le say come to believe, with 

his child’s wisdom, that somehow hie 

very existence has erected a problem 

for his parents, and he say feel that 

he ia somehow to blame, just for 
having been bom* I have known such
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children, and have seen how this can 

aake a child feel unwanted and worth­

less* Fosetlaes a child will try to 

take on the role of the conciliator, 

the peace-sake^) between the parents, 

binding both parents to hie in a dee* 

perate attempt to keep thee both, with 

hla* ^here torsents, too, are thlnr* 
/

that a child can b” martially rpwred^ 

even >hen the conflict between parents 

is very deep. We asy, indoe-’, be the 

one who insures the etill regaining 

ties between the parents, but if his 

parents—realising this—can avoid 

waking hi® the center of their con­

flicts, they can relieve soae of the 

pressures *eon the rrhiW,

Then, too, there are ao-aw coaf 11 eta 

in warring® which are aoet intimately 

part of the sarrtege Itself, and that 

soschow broom# displaced onto the chil­

dren is suite unconscious ways, A 

husband who wanted desperately to save 

his asrrlage hsd consulted a family 

agency counselor. We *38 at war with 

his wife and at wor Ht1' his cMllreii)
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and he didn‘t know what came over him 

at times* Ke was sure he loved hia 

children, but at times he flew into a 

rage over the meet trivial things and 

on several occasions had beaten his 

six-year-old daughter who was, he added 

in an afterthou^it, his wife1 a favorite* 

His wife, he said, did not love him* 
They quarrelled bitterly over money, 

over the rearing of the children, over 

the interference of in-laws. Twice 

his wife had left him and had come back 

to him*

if ter many visits to the counselor 

the husband found that he could speak 

of some things that were very painful 

to him* His wife was sexually cold. 

She found sex relations disgusting. 

She never expressed tenderness toward 
her husbsnd fit any".tl^»/^carcely re­

sponded ewee/ to the kiss with which 

he greeted her when he came home from 

work* *When I see her with the kids,

holding them and saying loving things
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to then I want to cry. Ao* can she 

have so much love for the® and nothing 

at all for !•* jealous of ay own 
telnsk^Isn’t that nutsf And bally gets 

the worst of my feelings because she’s 

her mother’s favorite,R
The husband and wife would quarrel 

at night in bed. And the husband, re­

jected) and raging inwardly, would 

waken the next wning in a black aaood 
and somotime during that bm*Vday there 

would be a bttla with his wife over 

money, or over the children, or the 

interference of in-laws, and the whole 

cycle would begin train. Or sometimes 

the rage would unexpectedly vent itself 

upon the children, and the ®an who 
wjfould never beat his wife (he must 

have been tempted and hastily buried 

the thought), found himself in a fury 

over some petty misdemeanor of the 

children and struck out at a cowering 

child, hating himself and not knowing 

why he was doing it.

Gradually, over ~any weeks, as he 
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told his story and observed his own 

reactions, the husband sade a discov­

ery that astonished hlK, f-'any of the 

conflicts with hia wife and children 

were continuations of the quarrels in 

the bedroom, Beyond the quarrels over 

wney was the unspoken reproach, KI 

give you everything) you give ms nothin, .* 

And the silent counter-accusation of his 
wife was—”Tou can't give ^e anything 

but money, There’s not enough of any­

thing in this house, not enou^i love, 
not enough money.’’^lehind many of the 

quarrels over the children was another 

silent drama. "The children have taken 

you away from *e, Before the children 

came you enjoyed being ity wife. You give 

thee everything and you give me nothing.® 

And the unspoken defense of the wife was: 

"How can you accuse of not being a 

good wife when I e* such a good mother to 

the children. All you think about is sex, 

but when I’ve spent all day doing the 

housework and taking care of four child­

ren, I’m Just too tired at night.
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For every person *$t seeks profes­

sional help for his personal problems, 

there is a tremendous relief at dis­

covering ahy he behaves in explicable 

ways. This distraught husband found 

such relief in the discovery that his 

quarrels with his wife and his rages 

against the children he loved, were 

part of the unsolved saritai problems 

between him and his wife. With only 

this .uch knowledge, he found he no 

longer needed to discharge his fury 

on his children and engage in endless 

petty quarrels with his wife, Now he 

knew what the problem was, he also 

knew that both he and his wife needed 

help in working out their sexual con- 

filets* was able to persuade his 

wife to seek kej^>? for herself, and 

together they began to find solutions 

to their conflicts and a new harmony 

in their marriage.

From Uiis story, we can see how 

parents may unconsciously take out 

their dissatisfactions in marriage on
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the i*B HB wNh <t

the wife who finds her husband^ 

stubbornness unbearable. It times, 

she may find her two year old daugh­

ter 8 just like her fether," and react 

to the characteristic stubbornness of

the two-year-old just as if it were
/Lcl$lcvX_
aMrait inherited from the father.

Clearly there’s trouble ahead for 

mother and daughter, unless the mother— 

recognising that she is displacing 

feelings about her husband to her daugh­

ter—can bring her irrational feelings 

under control•
A

--....-■tes wife who feels that her husband 

"thinks too siuch about sex,8 may be- 

come very disturbed when she discovers 

her four-year-old son engaged in toilet 

games with the little girl next door, 

forgetting that such curiosity Is normal
Z) 

among all children, husband who 

thinks that tiis wife is extravagant 

may find himself policing his child­

ren1 s use of their allowances  ̂and 

engaged in argument with his school 

age youngsters over money in much the
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sane way that be quarrels with hie wife

Sonetisies, Just by taking a long look 

at himself and his behavior toward the 

children, a parent may discover that 

he is over-reacting to a trait in one 

of his children, or that he is dis* 
placing grSwmeee on to his children 

that really ate' from dissatisfactions 

in his marriage, Ibis self-knowledge 

can be an effective means to modif­

ication of behavior toward the 

children, sometimes 4»ey the 

feelings are so tangled and the grie­

vances e*i so deepthat only profes­

sional help can bring new solutions.

In many communities, there are 

agencies and clinics that provide pro­

fessional counseling for raarriage 

probless and parent-child relation­

ships, The professional fees are 

scaled according to family income, 

ahen parents find that their own 

attempts to solve the problems of 

their marriage and their relation­

ships with the children have failed,
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it may be that professional help is 

needed. There ere ssember agencies of

the Fatally Service Association of 

America in comuni ties throughout the 

country. The counselors in family 

agencies are in the sost favorable 

position to evaluate the problems that 

couples bring them, to know whether 

guidance can be best given through the 

family agency itself, or whether a 

mental hygiene clinic or psychiatric 

help is indicated*

#•#


