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brutality plausibly left within ancient Roman 
children.  For unbrutalized but also unmentored U.S. 
children of today, the “self-core” may be intact but 
muffled.  After all, parents are infants’ primary 
reality.  Perhaps our sense of our own reality never 
completely escapes our specific relationship with our 
parents.   There’s no need to know which is worse for 
children—being hurt by parents or being unable to 
help them.  Both are best avoided.   

Paul Salstrom, PhD, is associate professor 
of history at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College near 
Terre Haute, Indiana.  He has written Appalachia’s 
Path to Dependency (1994) and From Pioneering to 
Persevering: Family Farming in Indiana to 1880 
(forthcoming from Purdue University Press in August 
2007).  He can be reached at psalstrom@smwc.edu. 
 

<><><>CP<><><> 
 

The Psychohistory of Christian 
Antiquity 

 

Howard F. Stein 
University of Oklahoma Health 

Sciences Center 
  
        Daniel Dervin has long been one of the most 
thorough and creative scholars doing and writing 
psychohistory.  His latest essay, “Suffer the 
Children,” exemplifies these virtues.  It shows how 
psychohistorical theory is nourished by historical 
evidence. Dervin explores the complexity— 
specifically the duality—of the view and treatment of 
the child in early Christian antiquity.  This was the 
world of “other worldly morality” and “child-
centered religion.” Dervin’s point of departure is 
problematic Biblical texts, their interpretations, and 
contexts.  He demonstrates a double splitting to have 
occurred: (1) between demonizing “images of 
children as vehicles of sinfulness” and idealizing 
images of children as “vessels of innocence;” and (2) 
a kind of role-splitting between ordinary, sinful 
adults, and cloistering, which embodied and sought 
to preserve “‘childlike purity’” and perfection into 
adulthood.    

       His guides to childhood beatings, hand-offs 
to wet nurses and pedagogues, and idealization, are 
early Christian theologians and philosophers.  Contra 
Philippe Aries, Dervin finds childhood to be not only 

present, but a social cynosure, to early 
Christians.  Further, he finds continuity of the ideal 
of childhood into the adult institution of 
monasticism.  He brilliantly observes that “childhood 
is no longer a purely time-bound period nor yet the 
cult of later centuries, but rather an ideal spiritual 
state to be preserved through celibates who embody 
the Gospels’ child-imagery into adulthood.”    
 

        Along the way, Dervin shows how cloistering 
condensed abandonment and the preservation of 
purity; he demonstrates that the “Children’s Limbo” 
of unbaptized children to be a cultural compromise 
formation; he argues that the Slaughter of Innocents 
is a psychological (symbolic) event (screen memory 
for maternal loss, beatings, and other traumas) rather 
than a necessarily historical one; he shows that “the 
lives of the Christ child and of the other Bethlehem 
babes are bound together” psychologically and 
literarily; he argues that “intolerable feelings of envy 
and resentment” were split off; and finally he brings 
the whole matter up to date, suggesting that 
ambivalence toward the Christ child is not only 
ancient within Christendom, but survives to this day 
in the form of vandalism of Nativity Scenes during 
the Christmas season.   
 

         In indirect support of Dervin’s argument 
about envy toward and resentment of the Christ 
child, is the late L. Bryce Boyer’s classic paper, 
“Christmas ‘Neurosis’” (Journal of the American 
Psychoanalytic Association 3 [3] 1955: pp. 467-488), 
which argues that depressions occurring around 
Christmas trace largely to reawakened, unresolved 
sibling rivalry, symbolized by the futility of 
competing with the unconsciously envied Christ 
Child.   
 

 In sum, methodologically, Dervin has 
demonstrated that historical reality and cultural 
symbols are indeed psychoanalyzable, if one is able 
to look in the right places that are often staring us in 
the face.  Further, Dervin offers a taut “case study” in 
the origins and perpetuation of cultural beliefs and 
myths. 
 

          Howard F. Stein, PhD, a psychoanalytic 
anthropologist, psychohistorian, organizational 
consultant, and poet, is a professor and special 
assistant to the chair in the Department of Family 
and Preventive Medicine of the University of 
Oklahoma Health Sciences Center in Oklahoma 
City.  The most recent book of this prolific author is 
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Beneath the Crust of Culture (2005).  Dr. Stein can 
be reached at howard-stein@ouhsc.edu. 
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 Limbo, Faith, and Child Abuse 
 

Nancy Unger 
Santa Clara University 

 
Daniel Dervin’s fascinating “Suffer the 

Children” on the possible reasons for the tenacity of 
the pseudo-history of the Slaughter of the Holy 
Innocents dredged up some very strong memories for 
me.  When I was pregnant with my first child, my 
local paper ran a story on the Parental Stress Hotline.  
I had a hard time imagining that having a baby would 
make me so stressed that I’d need to call an 
emergency number for assistance, but since I was 
heading into uncharted waters, I clipped the contact 
information and taped it inside a kitchen cupboard 
where it remained, unused, for years “just in case.”  
Because I never felt the need to call that number, I 
assumed this was an indication of my excellent 
coping skills and non-violent nature, as well as my 
deep love for my son.  I kept the number, however, 
“just in case.” 

 

After years of infertility treatments, including 
five in vitro fertilization attempts, my second child 
was born.  (I wonder if Augustine would consider my 
daughter, conceived in a Petri dish, to be immune 
from the “original sin and spiritual concupiscence 
handed down from generation by means of 
propagation.”)  When she was three years old, I 
learned that deep love and excellent coping skills 
were no match for the truly monumental tantrum she 
threw when my son and husband were out of town.  
To my shock and deep shame, I understood how 
parents could hit their children.  I resisted the 
temptation—barely—and called the Parental Stress 
Hotline, which offered me much support and helped 
me through this extremely disturbing episode. 

 

The extreme and timeless range of emotions 
involved in parenting combined with those evoked by 
the teachings and doctrines of the early Church must 
have been powerful indeed.  In a time when beatings 
of children by designated adults were commonplace, 
Dervin’s theory on the longevity of the story of the 
Slaughter of the Holy Innocents and countless works 

of Christian art depicting assaults on helpless young 
bodies serving as displaced memories is a compelling 
one.  

 

Dervin thoughtfully analyzes dualistic 
perceptions of children as both innocents and sinners, 
and as both ideal spiritual beings and here-and-now 
flesh and blood human beings who must be fed and 
cared for.  The Church’s strong and conflicting 
feelings about children continue to be expressed, at 
least in my parish, where a well-worn theme is that 
today’s Catholics should be “childlike” but not 
“childish.”  So what to make of the Church’s current 
rejection of the concept of Limbo, with its total lack 
of scriptural basis?  To some, the current insistence 
that unbaptized innocents go directly to heaven is 
simply a way for the Church to win souls in the 
developing world.  But upon reflection on Dervin’s 
essay, it may instead indicate a tipping of the scale in 
favor of children’s innocence, perhaps itself a 
reflection of the growing unacceptability of corporal 
punishment in much of the world.  (Interestingly 
enough, the exceptions include some Christian 
fundamentalists). 
 

Nancy C. Unger, PhD, is Associate 
Professor of History and Women’s and Gender 
Studies at Santa Clara University.  She is the author 
of Fighting Bob La Follette: The Righteous Reformer 
(2000), as well as several psychobiographical 
articles on the La Follette family.  Her most recent 
publication is “The We Say What We Think Club,” 
Wisconsin Magazine of History  (Autumn, 2006): 16-
27.  Her current book project is Beyond “Nature’s 
Housekeepers”: Women and Gender in American 
Environmental History, and her article “Teaching 
‘Straight’ Gay and Lesbian History,” will appear in 
the March 2007 issue of the Journal of American 
History.  Professor Unger may be reached at 
nunger@scu.edu. 
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Response to Commentaries 
 

Dan Dervin 
Mary Washington University 

 
 To Paul Elovitz, whose patient editorial 
labors shepherded this paper to fruition, I am 
thoroughly grateful, and equally so to everyone’s far 


