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technological innovation during the middle ages or 
beyond that shrank the percentage of the population 
caught in scarcity’s grip; the coming of an outside 
influence; other historical or climatic factors?   
 

  Thoughts about the back and forth interplay 
of emotional life (born in childhood, worked-over in 
religion, played out in adulthood) with the 
organization and events of the larger adult-adult 
historical context (that impact parenting and thus the 
world of childhood) would be most welcome, both in 
their own right and as a context for addressing the 
role Christendom’s culture-making about childhood 
may have played in the evolving drama of this 
civilization’s relationship to its own capacities for 
violence and for the cherishing of life.   
 

          Michael Britton, EdD, a Psychohistory Forum 
Research Associate and psychologist in private 
practice in New Jersey, is a psychologist currently 
pursuing an interest in the varying psychologies with 
which the task of making a global era is being 
approached and what they portend for the future.  
Dr. Britton may be contacted at mdoran2@aol.com. 
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Reflections on Dervin’s Essay 
 

Lloyd deMause 
Institute for Psychohistory 

  
     As Dan Dervin is well aware, my designating 
parenting in the early Christian period as 
“Abandoning Mode” goes beyond the forty percent 
that are exposed according to Boswell (actually much 
higher).  Beyond killing the babies through exposure, 
I discuss in all my work over the past three decades 
abandonment by sending newborns to wet nurses, 
who usually managed to kill them; by the nearly 
universal practice of sending children out to other 
families as servants and apprentices, where they were 
routinely beaten and used sexually; by oblation to 
monasteries and nunneries, where again sexual and 
physical abuse was common, and so on.  That this 
was not because of poverty I gave a lot of good 
statistical evidence for, since the rich actually had 
higher infanticide and apprentice rates than the poor.  
Good records were kept in later centuries of actual 
abandonment to wet nurses; in Paris, for instance, by 
the 19th century the police still counted over ninety 

percent of newborn babies who were wrapped up and 
sent out of town to peasant wet nurses, never to be 
visited by the parents and — if they lived — 
considered strangers by their parents when they 
returned at the age of four or five. 
 

     As Dan is also aware, my designation of parenting 
as “abandoning” also referred to the emotional 
abandonment in the early years when attachment is 
so important.  All infants were tightly wrapped up in 
yards of bandages so they wouldn’t “crawl around 
like an animal,” left in their feces and urine for days, 
and, since they were considered “evil” and “filthy” 
and “preyed upon by ghosts,” they were dumped in a 
crib in a dark room “to ward off incubi” or “tossed in 
a corner” or “hung from a nail on the wall.” 
Twentieth-century visitors to Germany spoke of “the 
wretched newborn” still as “loathsome, foetid things, 
offensive to the last degree with their excreta…never 
washed,” “strapped into a crib in a room with 
curtains drawn to keep out lurking evils,” “covered 
with lice.” All this abandonment of course was true 
of the period Dan characterizes by Chrysostom’s 
advice to “show our affection and mold” the children.  
That the “affection” that was shown was often 
enough sexual I gave extensive evidence of, since 
parents routinely slept with their children and used 
them sexually (see the movie “Incest” soon at your 
local theater, featuring myself giving wide evidence 
of this fact.)  
 

     In addition, in my book The Emotional Life of 
Nations I give good evidence that the “pedagogues” 
that Greeks and others attached to their children were 
less “third parents” than pederasts whose task it was 
to be sure the children were only sexually used by 
“good” men, like those shown in all those Greek 
drawings of men pleasantly stroking boys’ genitals.  
Every boy was expected to have a lover, and the 
pedagogue was to guard boys against rape by 
unapproved men (or the pedagogue might assault the 
boy himself). 
 

     The reason why academics like Boswell, Harris 
and others prefer to ignore my decades of evidence 
(plus evidence from other psychohistorians 
publishing in my journal) and instead cite this or that 
Christian who advises people to “show affection” 
toward children does not lie in their citation of 
evidence.  It lies in the fact that they get their 
paychecks from university departments where you 
damned well can lose your job if you call Christians 
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violent pedophiles and especially if you call Christian 
mothers incestuous killers.  Christian mothers are 
handled by reprinting thousands of drawings and 
paintings over the centuries of Mother Mary, lovingly 
depicted as smiling into the eyes of Christ.  They do 
not print in textbooks the pictures I printed in my 
book of the grandmother of Christ stroking his penis 
(advocated even by doctors “to make it grow 
longer”).  With my over two thousand primary source 
references to the brutality of childrearing over the 
centuries and its slow and uneven evolution, I can 
only conclude by saying, as I did decades ago, that 
there did not exist a single “good enough” mother 
anywhere on earth prior to the eighteenth century, 
definition of same being a mother who would not 
today be thrown into jail for child abuse.  My offer of 
a prize for anyone who can find one remains.  No one 
as yet has claimed to have found one. 
 

 Lloyd deMause is director of the Institute for 
Psychohistory, the founding president of the 
International Psychohistory Association, editor of the 
Journal of Psychohistory, author or editor of various 
psychohistory books, and author of “The Evolution of 
Childhood.”  In New York City on January 7, 2007, 
he will be giving a seminar at the National 
Association for the Advancement of Psychoanalysis 
in Manhattan on the childhood and its evolution.   He 
may be contacted at <psychhst@tiac.net>.   
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Reflections on Childhood and 
St. Augustine 

 

Paul H. Elovitz 
Ramapo College of New Jersey 

 
As an editor, historian, teacher of childhood, 

and psychoanalyst, I was delighted when Dan Dervin 
submitted his manuscript under the initial title of 
“Suffer the Children: Conflicting Representations of 
Children in Early Christian Centuries” and pleased 
when our referrees accepted it for publication as the 
basis of a symposium issue.  The large number of 
commentators is an added source of enjoyment.  
While I eagerly encourage potential authors to write 
about childhood in all periods of history, the 
submissions I get are far fewer than I would like and 
seldom focus beyond the contemporary world.  
Indeed, most are in the context of the 

psychobiography of individuals rather than on 
childhood in general to say nothing of it in history.  
Similarly, in teaching “Children and Youth in 
History” I find that my students have far more 
interest in contemporary childhood than in that of our 
historical forbearers.   

 

Upon reading Dervin’s fine article, I was left 
with a series of questions which include: why, 
historically, has the education of children been left to 
a Church which believes that children are not only 
born as a result of sin (sex) but with original sin 
being transmitted to each child?  Could it be because 
sex is usually quite pleasurable, and the Church 
wants pleasure sublimated onto religious activities?  
The Bible says to be fruitful and multiple, which 
leaves parents with the hard work of raising children. 

   

As much as I tell my “Children and Youth in 
History” students that the greatest experience of life, 
in my opinion, is having children, later in the course I 
usually say that some of the worst moments of one’s 
life relate to the same activity.  I then get specific, 
referring to when you hear coming out of your own 
parental mouth the very words that you swore as a 
teenager you would never say to your kids—it is not 
pleasant.  But beyond this factor of the extent to 
which the act of parenting forces us to confront the 
difference between our dreams and realities, our ideal 
and real selves—a disparity making growth 
possible—it is just plain hard work to raise children.  

  

Could this hard childrearing work have 
anything to do with why nuns, who historically did so 
much to educate the young, consider themselves 
married to God as they go about their important work 
of educating the young and caring for the sick and 
needy?  Does marriage to Christ create a “religious 
fantasy family,” with them as pure Virgin Marys as a 
reward for caring for the children (“their children”) 
entrusted to them? 

 

Dan Dervin is well aware of the incredible 
ambivalence people have and have had historically to 
children.  We love children because they represent 
the new start, the tabula rasa, and then Christians 
project original sin onto them.  Theists, atheists, and 
agnostics alike are drawn to young children because 
of their innate desire to pursue the pleasure principle, 
dear to anyone old enough to be well-versed in the 
frustrations of life, and then we frustrate this pleasure 
principle by socializing/civilizing them.   

 


