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WHETHER we deplore it,  or welcome it as 3 deliverance, it is a 
fact beyond contr‘oversy that parental authority has decreased in the 
last iifty years, and that this has been accompanied by a diecline in 
Parnily discipline. The battle is joined, but the issue is still in doubt, 
betwecn those who see in this a breakdown of the family group 
patterri, and those who Ixlieve that the development of the psycho- 
I9gist.s’ ‘.free ’ child is the forerunner of a new age of enlighten- 
ment, a riew family relationship of pure love-although, apparently, 
thc obligaticrcs in this new relationship are entirely material ones 
and entirely onersided. I t  may not be inappropriate in a number 
(;I GI ~ C W R I A R S  devoted to the Family to glance briefly at some of 
the implications of :his phenomenon. 
1 When seen against its historical backgro’und the first thin,g to 
strike the observer is that this decline, is not an isolated fact, but 
that it appears to be bound u p  with a general decline cxf the concept 
oi‘ auttiority, and a growing tendency to pragmatic thought. Sover- 
eignty is no longer looked upon as delegated by God, but as  resid- 
i x g  in the group, whether this group i:. defined as an individual 
group, or an ideal group oJ humanity to which all subordinate 
groups owe allegiance, and with reference to which their separate 
authorir ies are limited. ‘The parent has progressively, during the 
last half-century, come to dcubt his ‘ right ’ t o  exercise discipline, 
has for,gotten the real source of his authorit), and has accepted more 
and more State interference. The rapid contemporary advance i n  
Social Services, excellent in so many ways, has often undermined 

‘the parents’ sense of responsilbility, and narrowed the field of their 
authority, still further. Moreover, *once the origin of that authority 
nad become obscure, the .mother, and to a lesser degree the father, 
became an easy prey to the pqpular versions of current psychology. 
wag-ridden by the bogies of ‘ inhibitions ’ and ‘ complexes,’ unsure 
of their obligations, Oedipus-haunted, censluired, the twentieth cen- 
tury parents exercised discipline from a temperamental disposition 
rather than krom any other motive, but more often laziness coupled 
with a deficient sense of responsibility resulted in kxcessive leniency. 

Springing from this debasement oxf the concept of authority the 
connotations of many ternis related with its exercise have acquired 
guilty implicatitons. Thus the fact that discipline exists for the 
sake of those over whom it is exercised has been lost sight of, and 
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it has become associated with severity, which is the abuse of disci- 
pline. The  fact that the bewhiskered tyrant of the Victorian home is 
‘I f i g y e  of iiction that finds i ts  counterpart in legal and  social his- 
tory has undoubtedly contributed to this misuse of the term. Pun- 
ishment, too, has acquired a n  ugly ring. I t  is often looked upon 
as a resort to force;’a&reaking of the will, and as such it is rightly 
suspect. The  child’s whole will is needed for all striving for the 
good aiid resistance to evil. .But surely the w h d e  principie of atone- 
ment is involved. All children, even very sniall children, exhibit 
moral c o ~ ~ x i o u s n e s s ,  and when they think they have do$e wrong it 
is only. by reparation that they can be Lbcmted from a sense of guilt. 
.When punishment is just and proportionate iron1 the standpoint of 
the child, and  not of the adult, it releases the cl$d from strain and 
restores its innocence. Moreover, punis!lment rightly conceived is 
an  expression .of conficlence, and it shau:d always be so presented. 
If the child were. of its nature ,incapable d better conduct, punish- 
ment would be pointless. 

I t  is not surprising, pFrhaps, to find, on the. other hand, a con- 
t emp-anecus  exaggeration  of the concept of freedom. The very 
word has acquired a heady quality; its devotees, like Eastern der- 
Viches, grow extravagant and iIi their ecstasy scatter the poppy of 
oblivion on its relative value. For freedom must always be con- 
ditioned by the nature of man and  his environment. However great 
the desire of man, however untrainmelled his actions, he is never 
‘ free ’ to become a sheep in any sense except the analogous one. 
But as dc Kougemont, in Passion aud Society ,  has so skilSu,lly diag- 
nosed, ‘ the superstition of our time expresses itself in a mania for 
quaintly mistaking a merely nkcessary condition for a sufficient 
cause.’ Nowhere is this supcrsLition more manifest than in the 
present-day upbr inging  of childrer,. 

Semasiology is a science still in its infancy, b u t  it  is a.method, 
if a neglected and subsidiary one, of elucidating the history of the 
human spirit. I t  may well be that the changing implications in the 
terms sut’hority, discipline, punishment, and freedom are  clues to a 
current trend in the  human spirit towards lawlessness. If this is so, 
one would expect it to express itself, in its early stages, in the family, 
which is the archetype of ordered society. Whether we  a r e  not in 
fact witnessing such an  attack is a question it would be dangerous 
to ignore. 
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