
LIVING CONSCIOUSLY 

Positive guidance for human dilemmas

Psychotherapist Richard Harvey explores the difficulties facing ‘libertarian’ parents when their children’s behaviour becomes increasingly challenging and considers how boundaries and guidance facilitate freedom  

Peter and Philippa are young parents with two children – Beatrice, 9 and Milo, 7. They subscribe to freedom in family life and believe that children learn best when they are left to discover things for themselves. They do not prescribe a fixed bed-time and always ask their children what they prefer to eat or where they prefer to go on family outings. They believe that hiding things from children makes them insecure, so they openly discuss adult issues like drug addiction and sex in front of them. Over recent years, their childrens’ behaviour has become increasingly challenging: Beatrice throws fiery tantrums and is alternately angry and needy; Milo is anti-social with other children; both children are frequently uncooperative and sulky. Philippa ‘loses it’ and lashes out at Beatrice verbally, and occasionally even physically. Peter lays down increasingly severe demands and threatens punishments, which conflicts with his libertarian ideals. They are at a loss to know what to do.

Modern parents feel uneasy about discipline and authority. Their instincts tell them not to interfere and allow children to express their individuality. In contrast, their grandparents’ generation believed in and often practiced unfeeling, rigid discipline and punishment. In the past, guidance for parents was more straightforward. Today, the old rigid certainties have gone. Parents today are as certain about libertarian principles as previous generations of parents were certain about authoritarian principles. It is an extreme swing of the pendulum. Rather than looking at the heart of the matter – what children really need – the baby has been thrown out with the bath-water. 

Hard, heartless authority is different to heartfelt guidance. Authority and discipline are not necessarily wrong. When applied with love and integrity they may be just what is required to meet the child’s needs.

But many modern parents are in reaction against their own upbringing. They don’t want to impose their own values on their children, as their parents did to them. Parents don’t want to programme or brainwash their children to bring about ‘good behaviour’, but when their children’s behaviour becomes challenging, they don’t know what to do instead.

Children intuitively expect guidance. Certainty in parents and teachers gives them a feeling of security, which they need to enable them to grow up without floundering. Being asked what they want gives young children too much choice, before they are capable of having preferences. Children must experience things before being made to decide or they become confused. 

Having adult-like conversations with children and offering too many choices before they have the capacity to exercise judgement, paralyses, inhibits growth and makes children nervous and insecure. Insecurity leads to uncertainty and the child feels let down when parents do not provide guidance. Children are forced to look elsewhere to shape their morals, habits and tastes and they are often influenced by other children with the same deficiency, TV, movies or pop culture. 

Parents today need to look within themselves for a sense of inner authority and personal values, and develop an awareness of their children’s needs. Children need security, stability and love, which gives them inner strength, as well as protection, but not over-protection, which tends to make a child nervous and unfocused. 

Parents need to allow space for growth through providing guidance and boundaries that a child can push against to feel and develop their strength and feel secure. Boundaries should be flexible; they are not strict rules and they are not rigid. Both boundaries and guidance change according to the needs of the child.

Outward authority from parents and teachers empowers children to discover their inner authority. Outer authority at crucial stages of development creates the possibility of real freedom later on, by cultivating the child’s authenticity and confidence. Children have to feel safe enough to express their individuality, when they are ready.

Any truly engaged parent, even if their values are less libertarian, will empathise with Peter and Philippa. Parenting offers the opportunity to review our own values and childhoods, as well as strive to prepare the next generation for life. Raising children requires love and firmness, getting the balance right is hard and understanding the changing needs of children can be daunting.

The key elements for Peter and Philippa to practice with Beatrice and Milo are, first, introduce change gradually. If you want to establish a new bedtime, for example, then introduce it five minutes earlier each week until you reach your goal. Second, be reasonable. Do not expect more from children than they are capable of. For example, consider whether they possess the stamina and attention necessary to clear up their bedroom on Saturday mornings. Third, be consistent and don’t threaten or blackmail children. Fourth, listen to your children who may not be able to express their needs directly. For example, challenging behaviour may be a way of calling for attention. Finally, be inwardly centred and clear. Be conscious when you are establishing boundaries or offering guidance, speak in a quiet voice, be patient and willing to repeat – all this assures the child of your enduring relationship to them.

Libertarian ideals may point to the destination, but they do not necessarily tell us how to get there. Wanting our children to be free cannot be achieved by giving them freedom. Children need to be empowered and enabled to find their own freedom. 
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