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David Gribble

Wally (aged five):  People don't feel the same as grown-ups.

Teacher:
    Do you mean "children don't"?

Wally:
Because grown-ups don't remember when they were little. They're already an old person.

from Wally's Stories, by Vivian Gussin Paley

With much ado I was corrupted, and made to learn the dirty devices of this world, which I now unlearn, and become, as it were, a little child again that I may enter into the Kingdom of God.

from Centuries of Meditations, by Thomas Traherne
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GLORY AND THE FRESHNESS OF A DREAM




  There was a time when meadow, grove and stream,




        The earth, and every common sight


      
                  
  To me did seem




        Apparelled in celestial light,




   The glory and the freshness of a dream.




   It is not now as it hath been of yore:-




           Turn wheresoe'er I may,




           By night or day,




   The things which I have seen I now can see no more.

    William Wordsworth
The purpose of this book is to demonstrate that as we get older we not only hear and see less well and become physically and mentally less agile but also become less good at making rational moral decisions. I shall show that our capacity for empathy begins to decline at the latest in early childhood, the suppression of altruism is taught at school and selfish conformity grows as we adapt to adult society.


It is obvious that our physical skills decline with age, and although it is an unpopular idea, there is incontrovertible evidence that our intellects also begin to become less alert, flexible and reliable after the age of about twenty-five. Although there is no reason to suppose that our moral sensitivity should be exempt from this general decline, the notion that children might be morally superior to their elders arouses an indignation that is sometimes close to fury.


A nineteen-year-old former member of the Chicago gang culture gave me an illustration of the corrupting effect of age and power when I visited the Doctor Albizu Campos Puerto Rican High School, where many of the students were former gang members.



"The old ones," he said, "is what you call the OGs, they call them original gangsters. In a gang once you pass the limit of twenty-one you become one of the big-heads, you become like wiser, you're no more use to them because you're already old. To them you're old, you know, you can't be a soldier no more. Mainly the soldiers are all young people, I mean eleven, twelve, thirteen, real young kids that are all out there killing each other over a street that doesn't even belong to them. They're fighting over things that they don't even know what they're really fighting for. They don't know the meaning of the fight that they do, you know, the struggles that are happening to them. It's bad, because I see all these shorties dying over things that they don't even know about.  .  .  And mainly what I don't understand is that all that violence is going on while the heads of every single gang is always smoking with each other, with all the heads, they're always having sessions and making business with each other, while youngsters are out there killing each other and everything."


The children are used by the OGs in the same way as governments use young men. In national wars of aggression it is the twenty-year-olds who are sent out to kill one another while the politicians stay safely at home, supported by businessmen who do deals. This extreme example of older people leading younger ones into the ultimate immorality which is war can only be explained by an acquired blindness or indifference to the suffering of others. Children don't start wars. Adults do.


The conventional view is that adults have a monopoly on wisdom, and children's opinions are not to be taken seriously. Those of us who disagree are ashamed to express an opposite view for fear of seeming naive, and most of us do not even put this opposite view into words in our own minds. Nevertheless it is close to the surface of the consciousness of our present age; once you take it seriously you find confirmation in unexpected quarters.


I first framed this opposite view in words after I heard a short speech made by a twelve-year-old Rwandan girl at the Rio environmental conference in 1992. It seemed like a new discovery, but to my surprise I found on reflection that I had probably known it all my  life. I certainly knew about it at the age of twenty, when I wrote down an approximation in a diary. In spite of this, and in spite of the fact that my whole life had been subconsciously directed by this very idea, I had never before dared to express it. Like so many other people, I had suppressed it because it seemed outrageous.


The Rwandan girl's speech was the culmination of a variety of reading and experience. The first seven chapters of my book describe this background. Then, after quoting the speech and stating my theme briefly once again, I answer the more obvious objections, analyse some of the differences between children's and adults' moral stances, offer further support from psychological research, describe places where children have flourished without moral standards being imposed by adults and in the final chapter draw attention to the implications.


I shall start cautiously by introducing myself and discussing early child​hood memories – a few of my own but mostly other people's.

A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION

In 1992 I retired from teaching. Because of the sort of person I am, and because of the sort of school I taught in, I have had a closer rela​tionship with children than most teachers do. I retired at sixty, earlier than was strictly necessary, because the kind of relationship I needed in order to teach as I thought right had become impossible. 


For the last five years I had been teaching at Sands School, in south Devon. It is an independent day school where children and staff share responsibility for all decisions, share the domestic chores and maintenance jobs and share the whole social space – there is no staff room. Sands is not a Utopia, but it is always trying to become one. It was a school that suited me perfectly, but I became too old.


Towards the end, if I joined in with children's games on the terrace I could only be a lumbering outsider who had to be treated with consideration. My opinions about films or television programmes were the irrelevant opinions of an old man. I didn't like the music the children liked, I dressed in comical clothes and I could disperse a group of chatting children in a few minutes simply by sitting down to join the chat. This is not to say that I was not fond of the children, nor that they were not fond of me; it is not even to say that we did not understand one another; it was just that it was finally plain that our interests and customs were not the same, that we belonged to different cultures.


I had had a similar insight twenty-five years earlier, when my own children were going to nursery school. When they played imaginative games, pushing cars along or talking to toys, I was unable to join in because I did not understand the principles of the games; all I could do was interfere and play on my own terms. Ten-year-olds, on the other hand, were able to join in effectively, and both they and the younger children enjoyed themselves.

OTHER PEOPLE'S MEMORIES

Physical decline with age is observable and inevitable. You have to retire from the world of international sport twenty or thirty years earlier than you have to retire from teaching. In some respects this decline starts very much earlier than we like to think. Over the lifespan many organs, such as the heart, kidneys, brain and lungs show a gradual decline. The numbers of olfactory and optic nerve fibres decrease. The rate of wound healing decreases with age, rapidly at first and then more slowly in older people. Post-mortems on Vietnam soldiers revealed that arteries begin to fur up early. Accommodation of the lens of the eye decreases at a constant rate from the age of five. 


However obvious any particular aspect of this decline may be, most people make an effort to avoid seeing it. An example of this is the way the Encyclopaedia Britannica tells us that hearing does not change much with age "for the tones of frequencies usually encountered in daily life" (though it admits that above the age of fifty we begin to lose the ability to perceive the higher frequencies). Of course most of us can hear the tones of frequencies we encounter in daily life; if we didn't we wouldn't encounter them. Frequencies higher than those encountered in daily life by the middle-aged begin to disappear from our range while we are still children. 


I observed this being demonstrated by a science teacher at Sands School. A group of people of various ages listened while she played a recording of a sound too high-pitched for the human ear, which gradually descended until we could her it. We were told to raise our hands as soon as we could hear it. I watched while the youngest children raised their hands, and heard nothing. The older children raised their hands. I heard nothing. The staff began to raise their hands, strictly in order of age. I heard nothing. And then, suddenly, after all that silence, I heard the noise, loud and clear. This experiment is presumably conducted in many schools, but surprisingly little is made of it.


For some reason it is quite happily accepted that children can hear bats squeak and the middle-aged can't, but the idea that there is a whole range of sounds that we cannot hear, sensations that we can no longer experience and colours that we can no longer distinguish we find almost incredible. If something can be neither seen nor heard nor felt then it does not have any concrete existence. Those of us who are beginning to need glasses will know the astonishment of finding something by touch which we knew was not there because we had already looked. Nevertheless, it is true that our senses begin to deteriorate in some respects long before we are adults, and the pace of deterioration gradually accelerates. Children really do see and hear things in a way that is no longer possible for adults. When Wordsworth wrote "The things which I have seen I now can see no more" he was telling the literal truth.


They don't just see and hear them differently, they appreciate them differently. This is Gwen Raverat, Charles Darwin's grand-daughter, writing about her early childhood in her book Period Piece:-

For instance, the path in front of the veranda was made of large round water-worn pebbles, from some sea beach. They were not loose, but stuck down tight in moss and sand, and were black and shiny, as if they had been polished. I adored those pebbles. I mean literally, adored, worshipped. This passion made me feel quite sick sometimes. And it was adoration that I felt for the foxgloves at Down, and for the stiff red clay out of the Sandwalk clay-pit; and for the beautiful white paint on the nursery floor. This kind of feeling hits you in the stomach, and in the ends of your fingers, and it is probably the most important thing in life. Long after I have forgotten all my human loves, I shall still remember the smell of a gooseberry leaf, or the feel of the wet grass on my bare feet; or the pebbles in the path. In the long run it is this feeling that makes life worth living, this which is the driving force behind the artist's need to create.


Of course, there were things to worship everywhere. I can remember feeling quite desperate with love for the blisters in the dark red paint on the nursery window-sills at Cambridge, but at Down there were more things to worship than anywhere else in the world.


I am going to quote often from autobiographies in these first two chapters, not because the quotations I shall use offer any proof – after all, the authors' experiences might be totally untypical or even wrongly remembered – nor because the authors are authorities on psychological development, because none of them are, nor because they command general respect, because not all of them do; I am going to quote autobiographies because the authors describe childhood experiences at first hand, because the experiences they describe are not unfamiliar to the rest of us, and because the accumulation of examples in itself is not without weight. Of course I never saw Gwen Raverat's adored pebbles, or the blisters in the red paint that she loved so desperately, but there were things that I loved in the same way. The sensation that occurs to me at the moment is of the smell of woodsmoke in my grandmother's drawing-room. I accept the strength of Gwen Raverat's emotion, but not because it can be proved. After all, there is no way of proving that a given thought has passed through anyone's mind; all that can be said is that it seems likely to have done so, it seems to fit in with the pattern of one's own personal memories. 


Gwen Raverat actually says that the kind of feeling she experienced "is probably the most important thing in life."  Adults, too, occasionally have a sense of overwhelming and entirely spontaneous love for an object, but it seems to get rarer with age.

 
Brenda Crowe, the first National Adviser to the Pre-School Playgroups Association, used to ask parents who came to her seminars for memories of their early childhood. Some of these memories appear in her book, Play is a feeling. These are not necessarily the memories of literate people who would later be able to write autobiographies, but they show the same intensity of feeling as that described by Gwen Raverat.


This first extract is from an account of a conversation with a woman whose background could hardly have been more different. She had been seriously mistreated as a child, both physically and emotionally.

It was a bitterly cold day and I was shut out of the house as usual in a cotton frock and knickers and without shoes. But I didn't feel the cold, I was playing in a deep cart-rut puddle and I was totally absorbed in what I was doing. I could feel the soft mud squelching up between my toes and round my ankles, and there was a worm floating in the puddle. I had a stick and I could make it wiggle as I stirred the water, then I stirred it up too hard and lost it, and then I stopped and the mud settled and it came back again. I forgot everything except that. It was wonderful. I just sat and drifted and didn't want to come back.


Another parent present at a seminar remembered walking hand in hand with her grandfather as he went to open his greenhouse, and a third remembered Sunday dinners with the whole family.

When we got there the windows were all grey and misty and I couldn't see in, which was funny, so I just stood still while Grandad unlocked the door. And then it happened, the door swung open and a rush of hot scented air was all around me, and the great big tomatoes shone red among the green leaves and I just stood there and it was the most wonderful moment of my whole life.

I can remember on Sundays the whole family came to dinner, all the grandparents and aunts and uncles and everyone. And afterwards everyone would go into the front room and my father used to take me on his lap, and they would talk. And I'd lie in his arms and drift off to sleep, and then the voices would come nearer and I'd wake up – then they'd fade away again. It was marvellous, just the warmth and the happiness, being held, and the voices coming and going and coming again in waves.


"Marvellous", "The most wonderful moment of my life", "It was wonderful. I just sat and drifted and didn't want to come back."  Descriptions like these show a delight that we seem to lose as we get older. Oddly enough Brenda Crowe usually found it difficult at first to evoke any memories of early childhood, even when they were as pleasant as these; it was only with some prompting that people were able to revive what were plainly extremely valuable experiences. Perhaps the memory is suppressed. "Don't be silly," we may have been told. "It's only grandad's tomatoes. We'll be having them for tea soon."  But surely we all have some such memories – lying flat on the turf and watching the clouds pass, stroking the scab on an old cut, seeing the sun shining pink and yellow right through our closed fingers, listening to footsteps on the stairs or watching the curtains over the window.


Eric Gill, in his book Autobiography, writes of friendships as well as sensations.

…  Nevertheless, when I look back on the friendships of childhood they do not seem to differ in either quality or intensity from those of grown-up years.  …   And our enjoyments, though more limited in physical scope, were, within those limits, as intensely felt and consciously known as any that grown-up people can know – or, for I can only speak for myself, as intense and conscious as any that I have known since. We loved the flowers and the hills. We loved the sunsets and the birds and the beasts. We loved one another. And will anyone tell me that we did not love these things as much as we have learned to love them since?


It seems obvious to me that in those days we loved them more. Psychiatrists tell us that our early experiences are the most important in forming our characters. They do not usually say that this is in part because we feel them so much more deeply. A child's tears may sometimes be a social tool to achieve an end, but a child's grief, even if it is only over a lost toy, may well be profound, and a child's joy seems abundant enough for everyone who observes it to have a share. The fact that small children's joys and sorrows are often frequent and brief does not make them any less deeply felt. And of course not all children's sorrow is brief.


Eric Gill is bold enough to say that "We loved one another."  Autobiographers in general are much more likely to observe that they and their peers hated one another. In fact there was probably at least as much love as hatred, but it takes courage to confess to virtue. People often talk about original sin, but the idea that we also have an inborn understanding of right and wrong – original virtue, as A.S. Neill calls it – is seldom considered; the best we are likely to allow the infant is a wishy-washy innocence.


The standard view used to be that children were born evil and had to be educated to become good, but the moral direction of education is now sometimes questioned. "The chief thing that I learned at school," says Gwen Raverat in the book I have been quoting, "was how to tell lies."

REASONS FOR CHOOSING AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

I have chosen to quote autobiography rather than biography, not least because autobiographers attach much more importance to their own childhood. In Osbert Sitwell's four-volume autobiography he does not become an adult until volume three, and many writers, Gwen Raverat among them, have chosen to write books entirely about their own childhood. The sort of perception that I am picking out to use as illustration is not likely to be observable at second hand.


I have been seeking expressions of personal feelings and attitudes, rather than accounts of events. The authority of the event, though, the importance we attach to the apparent verifiability of accounts of things which are supposed to have happened, as opposed to accounts of things people may have felt, leads even autobiographers to tend to start with long historical and obviously researched descriptions of family background, and include plenty of amusing anecdotes of errors and minor humiliations that are more likely to be a part of family folk-lore than of personal memory. We are not confident of the accuracy of our recollections because so often we were not taken seriously at the time. Priscilla Napier was unusual in writing of the shame of being laughed at by adults for reasons she did not understand, but author after author commends this or that grandparent or adult friend of the family for listening seriously and talking to children as if they were the same age. Brenda Crowe also stresses how important it is for children that adults should take them seriously. All too often children learn not to expect to be taken seriously, and many adults seem to be cautious about relying too heavily on their own perceptions when they write about their childhoods, and to hedge themselves about with researched information and light self-mockery.

ANOTHER KIND OF RECOLLECTION

Another person who spoke to Brenda Crowe told of a delight in setting things in order.

An Irish journalist remembers kneeling under larch trees and raking the dry dust and fallen larch needles into runnels with wide-spaced fingers, then building up the ridges into parallel lines that were higher and deeper than before. Then came the gathering of larch cones and the careful grading of them by size, the smaller ones being set up on top of the front ridge, the medium ones on the second ridge, and the largest ones on the back ridge. 'I can remember the depth of concentration, and how terribly important it was that every cone was exactly the right size, and that they were placed exactly the same distance apart. It was immensely satisfying kneeling there in the sun, working so meticulously.'

That depth of concentration and immense satisfaction are things that we often seek as adults, and seldom find. Osbert Sitwell found an enlightenment that adults often work for years to achieve; it happened to him without effort when he was five.

…  I ran to the edge of the precipice and stood there looking straight into the face of the evening sun. The light bathed the whole world in its amber and golden rays, seeming to link up every object and every living thing, catching them in its warm, diaphanous net, so that I felt myself at one with my surroundings, part of this same boundless immensity of sea and sky and, even, of the detailed precision of the landscape, part of the general creation, divided from it by no barriers made by man or devil.

Sometimes I still faintly experience some such sensation when I stand on a shore and watch the sea, utterly insignificant before its vastness, and yet at the same time infinitely important because of being a part of the "boundless immensity", but when I was a child it was not a sensation but a certainty. I also  particularly remember one occasion when I was recovering from an illness, lying in bed and knowing beyond question that the world was an utterly beautiful place and that whatever happened in the world it was in some incomprehensible way right. Awe at the beauty of tomatoes, or passionate delight in a worm floating in a puddle are the same kind of experience. You do not need the vastness of a seascape to give you a sense of the infinite.


Such experiences are often described as mystical or spiritual. I do not like such words. If you use them to describe your experiences, doctrinaire religion is likely to seize upon them as support for its elaborate creeds. The experiences relate either to something real, or to something imaginary. If they relate to something real then a description such as Osbert Sitwell's is complete and no further exegesis is needed.


Gwen Raverat said that the kind of experience she was describing, for instance her love for the bubbles in the paint, was probably the most important thing in life. This perhaps becomes more convincing when it is allied to Osbert Sitwell's rather more grandiose identification with his surroundings. He also felt united with "even the detailed precision of the landscape."  Gwen Raverat's love and Osbert Sitwell's sense of unity may be different ways of describing the same experience.


I hope that the various quotations in this chapter have been enough to show that such experiences of total involvement are a perfectly normal part of childhood. What is extraordinary is that, although we may envy children their sharper senses, their liveliness and their capacity to be happy, we do not usually remember this sense of unity sufficiently clearly to regret its loss. 

ADDENDUM TO CHAPTER ONE

DAVID WECHSLER'S FINDINGS

The memories quoted in this chapter have suggested that as we grow older we lose an affinity with the world around us. We also lose something in that area of intelligence that is measured by intelligence tests. This is a scientifically demonstrated deterioration that seems to be systematically ignored. There is very little about it in the psychology text-books, and the psychologists who I have spoken to about it have tended either to claim ignorance, or to deny that the decline is either necessary or universal.


Because it is so little discussed, it is interesting to look at what Wechsler seems to have proved as long ago as 1939. More recently Howard Gardner has propounded the theory that IQ is measures only one of a number of different intelligences, and Daniel Goleman has shown that what he calls emotional intelligence is a better predictor of success in life than the intelligence measured by the Wechsler tests, but however you rate the importance of those tests, they certainly measure something. And it is not only Wechsler's conclusions that interest me, it is also the general reaction to them. 


These are quotations from Wechsler himself:

Every human capacity after attaining a maximum begins an immediate decline. This decline is at first very slow but after a while increases perceptibly. The age at which the maximum is attained varies from ability to ability but seldom occurs beyond 30 and in most cases somewhere in the early 20's. Once the decline begins it progresses continually.  ... Many of our intellectual abilities show a greater impairment with age than do our physical ones.  

Hitherto the common view has been that our mental abilities, unlike our physical abilities, remain relatively unimpaired until rather late in life (senility), except as an occasional consequence of disease or traumatic injury. This was an unsubstantiated hypothesis tenable only so long as no facts were at hand to oppose it. But the view still persists even though such facts are now available. Most people, including scientists, hate to believe that they are not as mentally alert at 50 as they were at 20.

Few people are concerned when told that at 40 they cannot hear or fight as well as when they were 20, but are quite 'het up' when informed that they probably also cannot calculate or reason as well. There also exists a kind of hierarchy of relative values as regards the various mental abilities themselves. Professor Cattell long ago called attention to the fact that people are ever ready to complain about their bad memory, but seldom of their poor judgement or common sense.


Wechsler had tested groups of between 50 and 125 people in each of a number of age-ranges. He used a battery of tests to which he gave the names information, comprehension, arithmetic, digit span, similarities, picture arrangement, picture completion, block design, object assembly and digit symbol. Apart from arithmetic, these terms may need some explanation. Very roughly, the information test is a general knowledge quiz, the comprehension test asks for responses to fairly abstract questions such as "Why are laws necessary?", digit span finds out how long a list of numbers you can remember after someone has read it out to you, similarities involves finding points in common between, say, a pear and an orange, picture arrangement is putting pictures in order so that they tell a story, picture completion requires you to notice what is missing from a picture, for instance the handle on a door, block design is using coloured blocks to copy a design on a card, object assembly is a kind of simple jigsaw or cut-up picture that you have to reassemble, and the digit symbol test is mainly a matter of speed, seeing how many numbers you can put into a given code within a given time. 


The test on which the people in the oldest group (from 55 – 59 years old) did relatively worst was the picture arrangement, in which they did about as well as the nine-year-olds. They were also at the nine-year-old level on the digit symbol test. As might be expected, the test they did best on was the general knowledge test, in which they were as good as children of twelve.


On all the tests the highest scores came between the ages of fifteen and thirty, and most of the scores were pretty good by the age of thirteen. The chart below shows the ages at which the highest scores were achieved in the ten different tests.

Age group     
Number of tests in which the mean score for the group was: 

                                    above 90%         above 95%          100% of the top score
13   

         6

1
             0

14

         8

2
             0            

15

         9

4
             2

16

         9

6
             1

17 – 19

         9

5
             4

20 – 24

       10

9
             4

25 – 29

       10

6
             1

30 – 34

         6
   
0
             0

35 – 39

         4

0
             0


The results of the different age-groups on two different tests, and on the test as a whole, are given in the diagram. The sub-tests chosen are the ones in which the oldest group did relatively best and relatively least well. In order to make comparison simpler, the mean scores for each group are given as percentages of the highest mean score attained by any group.
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This graph is based on figures taken from the Measurement and Appraisal of Adult Intelligence by David Wechsler.
Scores have been re-calculated as percentages of the maximum score attained by any age group. This simplifies comparison of the results of different tests. 

(The numbers refer to ages).

In the different tests the 55- to 59-year-olds were at the following levels:


twelve-year-old level – information, comprehension, picture completion


eleven-year-old level – arithmetic, similarities, overall score


ten-year-old level    – digit span, block design, object assembly


nine-year-old level   – digit symbol, picture arrangement.

REACTION TO THE FINDINGS

These figures are so startling that it is not surprising that most people refused to accept them. It was obvious that there were a lot of things fifty-year-olds could do that they had not been able to do when they were eleven, and ridiculous to argue that in that case there must have been even more things that they had been able to do when they were eleven but could no longer do now they were fifty. 


Psychologists were eager to find fault with the tests and Wechsler's interpretation of them. It was suggested that intelligence only declined if it was not used, and that those who continued to use their brains retained their ability. Intelligence was divided up into various categories, so that it could be shown that older people retained at least some of their skills. The tests were criticised for being irrelevant and uninteresting to older people. It was discovered that each generation scored more highly than the previous one, so lower results for older people did not necessarily mean that their intelligence had declined, it just meant they had always been less intelligent. 


This defence of the intelligence of the elderly had some effect, but it was not entirely successful. In 1977 Jack Botwinick summed up the position as follows:-

The 'no decline' side of the controversy  …  catches the imagination and seems to please. Nevertheless, after reviewing the available literature, both recent and old, the conclusion here is that decline in intellectual ability is clearly part of the aging picture. …  [However] these declines may start later in life than heretofore thought, and they may be smaller in magnitude. They may also include fewer functions.

One theory that supports this statement is that intelligence can be divided into two broad types – crystallised intelligence and fluid intelligence. The former includes knowledge, skills, vocabulary and comprehension, and the later includes ability to solve new and unusual problems, reasoning, memory span and mental agility. Crystallised intelligence, to the relief of everyone over thirty, is believed to increase up until the age of about 80. Fluid intelligence, on the other hand, drops after the age of about 15.


The natural reaction of the middle-aged and elderly is to play down the importance of fluid intelligence. It is only when its benefits are absolutely obvious, as in computer-programming or the currency markets, that young people are allowed to take their places at the top. If society were conducted rationally it would seem important that in most situations young and old should make decisions together. Unfortunately power goes with age, and old people are extremely reluctant to give it up. The days when Pitt the Younger could become Prime Minister at the age of twenty-four are past.


The relationship between age and power, however, is not relevant to my present argument. All I have sought to provide is a clear example of our irrational determination to deny all but the most self-evident superiorities of youth. Some aspects of intelligence certainly decline with age; nevertheless all evidence of decline with age is eagerly contested, not on scientific grounds but merely because, as Jack Botwinick says, "the 'no-decline' side of the controversy catches the imagination and seems to please."

HOW BABIES THINK

More recent research has produced new evidence of the superiority of the young brain. This is expressed in delightfully accessible terms by three American professors of psychology, Alison Gopnik from the University of California, Berkeley, Andrew Meltzoff from the University of Washington and Patricia Kuhl from the University of Washington, in their book How Babies Think (published in the USA as The Scientist in the Crib). "We are born with the ability to discover the secrets of the universe and of our own minds, and with the drive to explore and experiment until we do," they say, and later:

Twenty-five years ago, when we were in college, we still heard respected psychologists proclaim that newborn babies had no cortex, that they had only the simplest automatic responses, that they were, in fact, slightly animate vegetables - carrots that could cry. Piaget himself thought that newborn babies had only reflexes. . .

At first every new discovery about young babies, no matter how methodologically rigorous, was greeted by a kind of profound disbelief that seemed to go beyond the usual scientific reluctance to accept new discoveries. It was as if the very idea that babies could think and believe, learn and know, was deeply unacceptable.

…  the scientific battle was hard-fought. But by now it largely has been won. The sociological zeitgeist may have contributed to the victory, but the real weapons were the familiar scientific ones: careful and ingenious experiments, replications across laboratories, good arguments, and the conversion of the next generation.


Later in the book the authors give some more technical detail:

The brain's energy consumption reaches full adult levels at around two years of age. By three the little child's brain is actually twice as active as an adult brain. This bristling activity remains at twice the level of an adult until the child reaches the age of nine or ten. It begins to decline around then, but reaches adult levels only at about eighteen.
 

…  At birth, each neuron in the cerebral cortex has around 2,500 synapses. The number of synapses reaches its peak at two to three years of age, when there about 15,000 synapses per neuron. This is actually many more than in an adult brain. Preschool children have brains that are literally more active, more connected, and much more flexible than ours.

…

All of this research is consistent with the idea that childhood is the time when we learn most and when our brains as well as our minds are most open to new experience. We saw that this is also the picture that comes out of psychological studies of development. Babies and young children are perpetually exploring and experimenting, testing out new theories and changing old theories when they learn something new. Although the process doesn't stop in adulthood, it certainly slows down.



And all this leads to the conclusion:

 If you combine the psychological and neurological evidence, it is hard to avoid concluding that babies are just plain smarter than we are, at least if being smart means being able to learn something new.

CHAPTER TWO

THE THINGS WHICH I HAVE SEEN

AN INTERLUDE ABOUT PAINTING

In his book Impro Keith Johnstone describes his first art lesson at his training college, given by Anthony Stirling. The students were told to mix up thick, jammy black paint, and to make on the paper the marks left by a clown riding on and off it on a one-wheeled bicycle. Duly the students covered their paper with a mess of black tracks. Then they had to put colours in the shapes the clown had made. "What colours?" they asked, and were told to choose whatever colours they liked. They obeyed reluctantly and soon everyone's paper was a soggy mess, but Stirling added to the confusion by telling them to put patterns on the colours. "What sort of patterns?" they asked, and were told to draw whatever patterns they felt like. Glumly they daubed on, and when they had all finished Stirling went to a cupboard and brought out an armful of paintings, which he spread on the floor.


Johnstone goes on like this:

It was the same exercise done by other students. The colours were so beautiful, the patterns so inventive – clearly they had been done by some advanced class. 'What a great idea,' I thought, 'making us screw up in this way and then letting us realise that there was something better we could learn, since the advanced students were so much better.'  Maybe I exaggerate when I remember how beautiful the paintings were, but I was seeing them immediately after my failure. Then I noticed that these little masterpieces were signed in very scrawly writing. 'Wait a minute,' I said, 'these are by young children!'  They were all by eight-year-olds!  It was just an exercise to make them use the whole area of the paper, but they'd done it with such love and care and sensitivity. I was speechless. Something happened to me in that moment from which I have never recovered. It was the final confirmation that my education had been a destructive process.


The transition between the eight-year-old who loves colour and the student who wants to conform is echoed in other areas, and generally speaking it is the teachers who engineer the deterioration. In another passage Johnstone describes how, when he was eighteen, he was astonished to find himself weeping over a book. "If I'd wept over a poem in the classroom," he says, "the teacher would have been appalled. I realised that my school had been teaching me not to respond."


If we were lucky, when we were older we may have been encouraged to respond again. I remember how impressed I was hearing a lecturer at Cambridge who wept and analysed simultaneously. He was reading a poem by Baudelaire. "Et mon coeur, comme un bloc rouge et glacé," he read with wet eyes. "You get the contrast there, rouge – et glacé."  I remember it and I was impressed by it but at the age of twenty-one I used the anecdote as a joke to amuse people at parties. In my world it was not done to show emotion, and probably we felt it was somewhat shameful even to feel emotion. We changed, or some of us did, but it was too late. When, a few years later, a friend told me that he had been moved to tears by an exhibition of paintings by Samuel Palmer I was envious that such a thing was possible.

MEMORIES OF MORAL AWARENESS

 
It is not only aesthetic responses that are hampered by adult interference. It is also basic moral assumptions. I remember my own desperate determination always to tell the truth, and my reluctance to humiliate any adult by beating them in a game. These attitudes resulted in some curious behaviour; I once reported myself for talking in the dormitory after lights out, and playing cards with my mother I had sometimes to face the terrible dilemma of whether to win, or to cheat – which was another despicable action – in order to avoid winning.


As I write these words I find it necessary to adopt a mocking tone as a form of self-defence. If I were writing of the time I ran away, or the times when my friends and I hid so that they could not be taken home, or the times when I made the adults caring for me cry, then I would not feel the same anxiety about being taken for an imbecile. I committed another act of shameful benevolence at school at the age of nine, when we were each supposed to be checking our neighbour's answers to some test; instead of putting ticks by the right answers and crosses by the wrong ones, I corrected his mistakes and ticked them all.


I wept when I read Oscar Wilde's fairy tales, particularly The Nightingale and the Rose and The Happy Prince because the birds suffered as a result of their efforts to do good. My mother had a book of children's songs in which the story of the Babes in the Wood had been blacked out with thick lines of ink because when she sang it to us my sister and I had been so distressed. I do not remember the occasion of the singing, but I remember the blacked-out verses and the explanation.  It is extremely difficult to confess to virtue. It is not surprising that most people writing of their own lives prefer to make themselves out to be hard. 


I still remember my distress over the Oscar Wilde stories, and it was of quite a different order to the deepest reactions to works of art that I have had more recently. In the last ten years or so I have been moved to tears by Othello, and, rather surprisingly, by Candida, but the experiences were trivial compared with my childhood grief. We train ourselves to withstand emotion. Part of growing up is learning not to cry over fairy-tales, but in learning not to care too much about the fate of characters in fiction we diminish its power to move us. What is worse is that we also learn a certain indifference to the sufferings of real people.


I quote my own comparatively trivial memories of moral dilemmas in the hope of prompting similar memories in the reader. As a much stronger example of the vigour of a child's morals, still in the hope of encouraging recognition rather than making a logical argument, let me quote Eric Gill again.

I remember when I first became aware of the possibility of absolute and irreparable injustice. My mother accused me of doing something I had not done. I forget what it was. It was a trivial matter, but the downright monstrosity of the situation, as such and in itself, gave me even at the time, and perhaps more so then because such a possibility had not previously occurred to me, a real shock . . .  This event did not cause me much pain, moreover the affair was so small I wasn't even punished for it, but it made me think; it seemed so incredible, so impossible, so mentally horrible.


Notice the number of absolutes in his description – the word "absolute" itself, "irreparable", "incredible", "impossible" – and the phrases "downright monstrosity" and "mentally horrible."  It is partly the overwhelming nature of moral demands that makes us so eager to limit them and control them as we get older. 


More serious dilemmas give rise to greater moral behaviour. Maya Angelou gives an example of heroism on the part of her brother and absolute trust on her own part in an account of what happened between them in hospital after she had been raped by her mother's lover.

In the hospital, Bailey told me that I had to tell who did that to me, or the man would hurt another little girl. When I explained that I couldn't tell because the man would kill him, Bailey said knowingly 'He can't kill me. I won't let him.'  And of course I believed him. Bailey didn't lie to me. So I told him.


When this took place Maya Angelou was eight, and her brother Bailey was nine. When the case came to court she was asked whether the man had touched her before. After a pause the question was repeated. She said no because she thought her family would be furious if they knew that before the rape she had found some comfort in what she believed to be the man's affection, and because the man himself looked at her and willed her to say no. "The lie," she says, "lumped in my throat, and I couldn't get air. How I despised the man for making me lie.  .  .  . I could feel the evilness flowing through my body and waiting, pent up, to rush off my tongue if I tried to open my mouth. I clamped my teeth shut, I'd hold it in. If it escaped, wouldn't it flood the world and all the innocent people?"  


For nearly a year afterwards she didn't speak at all.

DIFFERENCES

Children are aware of the differences between their own moral principles and those of the adults around them.


"It was the same old quandary. I had always lived it. There was an army of adults, whose motives and movements I just couldn't understand, and who made no effort to understand mine," wrote Maya Angelou of herself at the age of eight.


Gwen Raverat, in her secure middle-class home, had the same old quandary too.

Prayer was not the only idea of the grown-ups that seemed to me wrong in itself. They had a complete set of values for Badness and Goodness, which I will call System A; and this only partly coincided with my own private set of values, System B. I was always troubled by the confusion of trying to reconcile the two incompatible codes. System A and System B overlapped and agreed in disapproving of dishonesty, cruelty and cowardliness; but otherwise they had little in common. . . Obedience, though important in System A, had no place at all in System B.


This question of the importance of obedience is a fundamental one. I shall have more to say about it later. 


In Sheila and Celia Kitzinger's book Talking with Children about things that really matter, there are accounts of children's moral actions from an adult point of view. The behaviour of children who are dying in hospital is often extremely moving.

According to another doctor (Edmund Pellegrino) many children ask their doctor whether they are dying long before their parents consider telling them, and the child's first concern is, ironically, often to conceal this from her parents, 'so as not to worry them' and 'because I don't want to be a nuisance.'  Many children express concern about the time and money spent on them, and feel guilt and ashamed about the grief they are causing their parents. They hope that by concealing the fact that they are dying from them they can spare them some grief.


This reversal of the adult view of the situation, in which it is the child that has to be protected, shows how adults often underestimate their own children, and how much more rewarding their relationship could be if they were able to appreciate their children as they really are.


I hope I have given enough examples to show that children often set themselves extraordinarily high standards. The usual adult response to a child's high moral demands is illustrated in this passage by Osbert Sitwell, about his sister Edith.

As she grew older, instead of allowing her to find her own range, in the same manner that she had taught herself to read, they tried to force her to comply to their own measurements. Her seriousness, and an attitude of criticism which gradually developed in her concerning current class beliefs (such as that the poor deserved to be poor, the rich, rich, or that sport was of more value to life than art) terrified my mother.


Even if it is used slightly facetiously, "terrified" is an extraordinarily strong word in this context. The other quotations I have used described children's attitudes; this is a description of an adult reaction. Why should an adult be terrified by a child's moral views?  If she is wrong, surely the child can simply be corrected. The source of terror for the Sitwells' mother, was, I suggest, that she knew Edith was right. She was not terrified for Edith's sake, she was terrified that she herself might be obliged to reject the whole structure of her social world. In order to grow up an acceptable member of this society, the child would have to abandon many of her accurate moral perceptions.


Talking with children about things that matter gives another example of a way in which a child's moral concern can outmatch an adult's.

Another woman said that 5-year-old Stephanie 'cried and cried about the starving babies in Ethiopia – she was inconsolable for a while, until I thought to suggest helping by sending her pocket money, and she has done this for some weeks now.'  Wanting to help by giving toys or money is a common response even in these very young children.


We adults, who are capable of so much more, may perhaps give toys or money, but we have schooled ourselves to be sufficiently indifferent to avoid the inconvenience of continual tears.


There is one more passage I wish to quote before going on to my next chapter, in which I shall look again at what psychologists have to say.


Rian Malan was the son of a right-wing Afrikaner family. He was a descendant of Daniel François Malan, South Africa's first nationalist prime minister who was one of the founders of the apartheid system. This is how he felt about black people when he was very young.

I loved them all, indiscriminately: Lena, Johannes, Piet, James, Betty, Miriam, Miriam's children and teeming grandchildren, the other Piet, who worked next door, the waiters in the hotel down the road, John's boys – all of them. Loving natives was a very good investment. I learned that at the very beginning, and it remains true to this day. If you were friendly, they lit up and laughed and returned your love a hundredfold. It seemed so ordinary and so easy to love them. Maybe we are all that way in the beginning. Maybe we just grow out of it, or are taught otherwise.


I think Rian Malan is right, but it is not just black people that are easy to love, it is anyone who responds to your affection with love and laughter. To a small child it is so ordinary and so easy to love people. We are all that way in the beginning. Unfortunately we grow out of it, and we are taught otherwise.

More …
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�  The last part of this sentence would be clearer if it read, "does not fall to adult levels until about eighteen."





