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    At the heart of Parents and Children lies the dynamic between firm parental authority and the reverent recognition of the child as a whole person, a creative tension that asks mothers and fathers to guide without coercing, to cultivate habits without mechanizing, and to nourish a living traffic of ideas without surrendering the dignity, curiosity, and moral agency that make childhood not a preparation for life but a real, present life in which character, attention, and affection are formed in the daily intercourse of home, nature, books, community, and play.

Charlotte Mason’s volume belongs to nonfiction educational philosophy and practical pedagogy, written in Britain during the late nineteenth to early twentieth century as part of her Home Education Series addressing parents and teachers. Composed in essay form rather than as a narrative, it speaks from the home and schoolrooms of its time, yet aims at principles rather than passing fashions. The book engages the reform currents of its era, but remains grounded in the intimate setting of family life, where examples, maxims, and observations emerge from ordinary duties and conversations between adults and children, rather than from laboratory or bureaucratic schemes.

Readers encounter a sequence of reflective chapters that combine practical counsel with moral reasoning, each approaching parenting as a vocation that shapes intellect and character through daily habits and ideas. The voice is earnest, confident, and humane, marked by precise definitions and illustrative cases that remain accessible without reducing complexity. The style blends aphoristic statements with measured argument, inviting rereading and note‑taking rather than quick consumption. The tone is exhortative yet charitable: it assumes goodwill, assigns responsibility, and offers steady encouragement. Rather than prescriptions alone, the book supplies a framework parents can adapt, testing principles against the realities of their households.

Central themes recur with deliberate emphasis: the child as a person to be respected; the rightful place of parental authority exercised as service; the formative power of habit in attention, conduct, and learning; and the conviction that education is living, nourished by worthy ideas rather than mere information. Mason’s well-known triad of atmosphere, discipline, and life frames these concerns, keeping methods subordinate to vision. Because she treats knowledge as a generous feast and character as a cultivated garden, the book avoids narrow utilitarian aims. It urges parents to curate surroundings, routines, and materials that dignify children’s capacities while guarding their integrity.

Equally prominent is her analysis of the inner life: how will and reason cooperate, how conscience is instructed, and how imagination heightens sympathy and moral choice. She cautions that authority without humility hardens into tyranny, while sentimentality without standards dissolves into chaos, and she proposes habits as mediating practices that make good intentions reliable. Case examples show parents establishing boundaries, linguistic clarity, and consistent expectations that honor freedom within law. Throughout, she treats intellectual diet as decisive, urging exposure to living books, nature observation, and meaningful talk that widen horizons and refine taste, so that knowledge grows by love and attention.

For contemporary readers, the book addresses enduring puzzles: how to foster autonomy without neglect, how to train habits without stifling originality, and how to keep education human amid efficiency pressures. Its insistence that children are persons counters both indulgent consumerism and technocratic standardization. Parents and educators will find tools for cultivating attention, patience, and responsibility that translate across schooling contexts, including home, public, and private settings. By foregrounding atmosphere and relationship, Mason offers a humane alternative to frenetic schedules, reminding readers that culture, conversation, and unhurried reading can reorder family life, deepen motivation, and sustain intellectual seriousness over time.

Approached slowly and discussed with others, Parents and Children yields a coherent philosophy rather than a checklist, clarifying aims so that methods become purposeful. Its counsel encourages parents to examine their own habits, language, and expectations, trusting that authority joined to respect fosters both duty and delight. The book invites thoughtful implementation through small daily practices that accumulate into culture. Without prescribing identical routines for every household, it equips readers to weigh means by ends and to prize generous knowledge. In this way, the work speaks beyond its era, offering durable wisdom for raising and teaching children with steadiness and hope.
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    Parents and Children by Charlotte Mason is a non-fiction volume in her Home Education Series that addresses the responsibilities and opportunities of parenting as an educational vocation. Through a sequence of essays, Mason advances a coherent argument: parents are the child’s first governors and guides, and their authority must be principled, humane, and consciously exercised. She contends that education begins long before formal lessons, through the ideas and habits that infuse home life. The book frames parenthood as a moral trust, situating daily decisions about discipline, conversation, and reading within a larger vision of the child as a person whose mind and character are steadily formed.

Mason opens by asserting the personhood of the child—rational, moral, and capable of growth—and by insisting that parental authority is legitimate only when tethered to duty and respect. She cautions against both harsh coercion and sentimental indulgence, proposing a balanced approach that marries obedience with liberty. Parents, she argues, should govern without caprice, using clarity, consistency, and self-command. The early chapters emphasize that example outweighs precept: children absorb the temper and judgments of their elders. Thus the work of education begins in the parents’ own habits of thought, speech, and conduct, which set the climate of the home.

Building on this foundation, Mason explores the mind’s appetite for ideas, urging parents to feed children with living thought rather than with diluted facts or rote summaries. Attention, she says, is a moral act; it can be trained by presenting worthy material and insisting on brief, focused efforts. Habit, in her scheme, is the chief instrument of education: small, repeated choices become settled ways of doing and thinking. Parents are counseled to establish habits early—orderliness, truthfulness, diligence—so that effort is eased and character steadied. This practical psychology undergirds later recommendations about lessons, reading, and daily routine.

Mason then turns to the home environment as an educational atmosphere. She recommends a rich but unforced culture of conversation, observation, and varied interests. High-quality books, nature walks, music, and art acquaint children with noble ideas and the texture of real things. She warns against sensational, trivial, or overly didactic materials that dull the appetite for genuine knowledge. The aim is not to entertain constantly but to furnish a mental world in which curiosity flourishes. Parents curate opportunities and resources, yet avoid fussiness or perpetual interference, allowing children to form relations with people, places, and ideas for themselves.

Moral formation receives sustained attention. Mason distinguishes among conscience, will, and reason, noting that reason readily defends what the will has already chosen. Thus the will must be strengthened to choose the good, not merely to argue cleverly. Parents are urged to nurture reverence, justice, courage, and kindness through stories, examples, and steady expectations, rather than through excessive moralizing. Religious instruction is treated as integral to character education, presented with sincerity and simplicity. The objective is a self-governing child who knows duty, feels the pull of right, and possesses practical habits that support virtuous intentions.

From the family, Mason widens the lens to society. She conceives the home as the first commonwealth where children learn courtesy, truthfulness, responsibility, and respect for property and persons—foundations for civic life. Discipline is framed less as a system of bribes or penalties and more as the natural outcome of lawful authority, clear limits, and well-established habits. Parents mediate the child’s growing relations to community and nation, introducing history, biography, and current affairs in age-appropriate ways that invite admiration for worthy lives and alertness to duty without fostering partisanship or cynicism.

The volume concludes by reaffirming the dignity of the parental office and the fertility of ideas and habits in education. Mason’s synthesis—authority joined to respect for the child, discipline strengthened by habit, and a curriculum of rich, living thought—has endured beyond its original context. Without relying on elaborate systems, she offers principles that can adapt to various homes and schools. The book’s lasting significance lies in its humane confidence that parents, thoughtfully equipped, can cultivate minds and characters prepared for knowledge, service, and joy, while preserving the child’s individuality and appetite for truth.
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    Parents and Children emerges from late Victorian Britain, when Charlotte Mason (1842–1923), an Anglican educator, was developing a coherent philosophy of home-centered learning. Writing from Ambleside in England’s Lake District, where she founded the House of Education to train teachers in the early 1890s, Mason organized her thought in the Home Education Series, of which Parents and Children formed a key early volume in the 1890s. Through the Parents’ National Educational Union (PNEU), established in 1887 with branches across Britain, she addressed mothers and fathers who sought principled guidance for child rearing, drawing on lectures, correspondence, and articles circulated in PNEU networks.

Her work took shape amid sweeping reforms to English and Welsh schooling. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 created locally elected school boards; the 1880 Act made attendance compulsory; and the 1891 fee grant effectively made elementary education free. The 1902 Education Act later centralized administration and expanded publicly supported secondary schooling. These measures increased access but also provoked debates over religious instruction, standardized methods, and the authority of state versus home. Parents and Children responds to that climate by insisting that parents retain a primary, intellectual, and moral role, complementing public provision with a rich domestic curriculum and deliberate cultivation of habits.

As middle-class domestic life organized itself around the nursery and schoolroom, mothers in particular became educational decision-makers. Women’s clubs, lecture series, and periodicals multiplied, and the PNEU provided a national forum through its meetings and The Parents’ Review magazine (launched in the 1890s). Governesses and home tutors served many families, while correspondence programmes reached provincial and colonial households. Parents and Children speaks directly to that readership, codifying practices—daily reading aloud, nature walks, picture study, and narration—that families could enact without elaborate apparatus. Mason’s institutional base at Ambleside trained teachers to support this approach, translating principles into timetables, book lists, and examinations.

The book also participates in the era’s “New Education.” The child-study movement, informed by emerging psychology—exemplified by works like James Sully’s Studies of Childhood (1895) and by G. Stanley Hall’s developmental surveys—encouraged systematic observation of children. Meanwhile, Froebelian ideas about play and kindergarten, carried in Britain by the Froebel Society (founded 1874), influenced early-years practice, and Herbartian pedagogy shaped lesson planning in training colleges. Mason engages these currents yet resists reductionism, articulating her famous axiom that children are born persons. In Parents and Children she urges respect for attention, will, and ideas, critiquing manipulative incentives and narrow utility as impoverishing education.

Victorian science furnished Mason with language for habit and character. Popular physiology and psychology—disseminated by writers such as William B. Carpenter—made “habit” a key concept linking neural pathways and conduct, while moral philosophy emphasized conscience and duty. Mason integrates these strands, proposing that parents guide the formation of habits through consistent, cheerful practice rather than coercion. She couples this with a robust literary and biblical diet, reflecting the Anglican moral culture of her milieu. Parents and Children thus frames the home as the primary site where intellect, appetite, and will are trained, aligning domestic routines with contemporary discussions of mind and morality.

Cultural institutions accessible to families reinforced Mason’s syllabus. Public museums and galleries—such as the National Gallery and the South Kensington Museum—expanded educational outreach in the late nineteenth century, while municipal libraries grew under permissive legislation from the 1850s onward. Simultaneously, a nature-study ethos encouraged field observation of plants and animals, supported by local natural history societies and inexpensive field guides. From Ambleside, surrounded by the Lake District’s landscapes associated with Wordsworth, Mason pressed for regular time outdoors, artist study using quality reproductions, and engagement with “living books,” countering reliance on compendia. Parents and Children situates these practices within a humane, literate home culture.

The book also reflects contemporary concerns about citizenship and national character in a global empire. Debates about moral instruction accompanied the expansion of non-denominational schooling, and voluntary societies promoted temperance, hygiene, and civic responsibility. Mason’s programmes included Scripture, history, and biography—Plutarch and English chroniclers among them—to furnish examples of duty, justice, and leadership. She emphasized narration, courteous discourse, and attention as civic virtues transferable to public life. Parents and Children thereby joins a broader late Victorian project: forming self-governing persons capable of thoughtful participation in community, while steering clear of sectarian polemic and the rote moralizing often associated with school primers.

In sum, Parents and Children bears the imprint of its age while quietly critiquing it. It accepts wider schooling and new psychological insights yet resists bureaucratic uniformity, cramming, and purely utilitarian aims. In the context of educational acts, expanding institutions, and burgeoning scientific discourse, Mason re-centers parental responsibility and the personhood of the child. Her synthesis—habit training joined to rich ideas, nature, art, and books—offered a practicable middle way for late nineteenth-century families. The work’s continuing appeal lies in how it translates the era’s best resources into a coherent, countervailing philosophy that dignifies the home as a decisive educational institution.
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'The family is the unit of the nation.'––F. D. MAURICE[1][1q].

Rousseau[2] succeeded in awaking Parents––It is probable that no other educational thinker has succeeded in affecting parents so profoundly as did Rousseau. Emile[3] is little read now, but how many current theories of the regimen proper for children have there their unsuspected source? Everybody knows––and his contemporaries knew it better than we––that Jean Jacques Rousseau[11] had not enough sterling character to warrant him to pose as an authority on any subject, least of all on that of education. He sets himself down a poor thing, and we see no cause to reject the evidence of his Confessions[4]. We are not carried away by the charm of his style; his 'forcible feebleness' does not dazzle us. No man can say beyond that which he is, and there is a want of grit in his philosophic theories that removes most of them from the category of available thought.

But Rousseau had the insight to perceive one of those patent truths which, somehow, it takes a genius discover; and, because truth is indeed prized above rubies, the perception of that truth gave him rank as a great teacher. Is Jean Jacques also among the prophets? people asked, and ask still; and that he had thousands of fervent disciples amongst the educated parents of Europe, together with the fact that teaching has filtered into many a secluded home our own day, is answer enough. Indeed, no other educationalist has had a tithe of the influence exerted by Rousseau. Under the spell of his teaching, people in the fashionable world, like that Russian Princess Galitzin[5], forsook society, and went off with their children to some quiet corner where they could devote every hour of the day, and every power they had, to the fulfilment of the duties which devolve on parents. Courtly mothers retired from the world, sometimes even left their husbands, to work hard at the classics, mathematics, sciences, that they might with their own lips instruct their children. 'What else am I for?' they asked; and the feeling spread that the bringing-up of their children was the one work of primary importance for men and women.

Whatever extravagance he had seen fit to advance, Rousseau would still have found a following, because he had chanced to touch a spring that opened many hearts. He was one of the few educationalists who made his appeal to the parental instincts. He did not say, 'We have no hope of the parents, let us work for the children!' Such are the faint-hearted and pessimistic things we say today. What he said was, in effect, "Fathers and mothers, this is your work, and you only can do it. It rests with you, parents of young children, to be the saviours of society unto a thousand generations. Nothing else matters. The avocations about which people weary themselves are as foolish child's play compared with this one serious business of bringing up our children in advance of ourselves."

People listened, as we have seen; the response to his teaching was such a letting out of the waters of parental enthusiasm as has never been known before nor since. And Rousseau, weak and little worthy, was a preacher of righteousness in this, that he turned the hearts of the fathers to the children, and so far made ready a people prepared for the Lord. But alas! having secured the foundation, he had little better than wood, hay, and stubble to offer to the builders.

Rousseau succeeded, as he deserved to succeed, in awakening many parents to the binding character, the vast range, the profound seriousness of parental obligations. He failed, and deserved to fail, as he offered his own crude conceits by way of an educational code. But his success is very cheering. He perceived that God placed the training of every child in the hands of two, a father and a mother; and the response to his teaching proved that, as the waters answer to the drawing of the moon, so do the hearts of parents rise to the idea of the great work committed to them.

Though it is true, no doubt, that every parent is conscious of unwritten laws, more or less definite and noble according to his own status, yet an attempt, however slight, to codify these laws may be interesting to parents.

The Family a Commune––'The family is the unit of the nation.' This pregnant saying suggests some aspects of the parents' calling. From time to time, in all ages of the world, communistic societies have arisen, sometimes for the sake of co-operation in a great work, social or religious, more recently by way of protest against inequalities of condition; but, in every case, the fundamental rule of such societies is, that the members shall have all things in common. We are apt to think, in our careless way, that such attempts at communistic association are foredoomed to failure. But that is not the case. In the United States, perhaps because hired labour is less easy to obtain than it is with us, they appear to have found a congenial soil, and there many well-regulated communistic bodies flourish. There are failures, too, many and disastrous, and it appears that these may usually be traced to one cause, a government enfeebled by the attempt to combine democratic and communistic principles; that is, to dwell together in a common life, while each does what is right in his own eyes. A communistic body can thrive only under a vigorous and absolute rule.

A favourite dream of socialism is––or was until the idea of collectivism obtained––that each State of Europe should be divided into an infinite number of small self-contained communes. Now, it sometimes happens that the thing we desire is already realised had we eyes to see. The family is, practically, a commune. In the family the undivided property is enjoyed by all the members in common, and in the family there is equality of social condition, with diversity of duties. In lands where patriarchal practices still obtain, the family merges into the tribe, and the head of the family is the chief of the tribe––a very absolute sovereign indeed. In our own country, families are usually small, parents and their immediate with the attendants and belongings which gather to a household, and, let it not be forgotten, form part of the family. The smallness of the family tends to obscure its character, and we see no force in the phrase at the head of this chapter; we do not perceive that, if the unit of the nation is the natural commune, the family; then, is the family pledged to carry on within itself all the functions of the State, with the delicacy, precision, and fulness of detail proper to work done on a small scale.

The Family must be Social––It by no means follows from this communistic view of the family that the domestic policy should be a policy of isolation; the contrary, it is not too much to say a nation is civilised in proportion as it is able to establish close and friendly relations with other nations; and that, not with one or two, but with many and, conversely, that a nation is barbarous in proportion to its isolation; and does not a family decline in intelligence and virtue when from generation to generation it 'keeps itself to itself'?

The Family must serve Neighbours––Again, it is probable that a nation is healthy in proportion as it has its own proper outlets, its colonies and dependencies, which it is ever solicitous to include in the national life. So of the nation in miniature, the family: the struggling families at 'the back,' the orphanage, the mission, the necessitous of our acquaintance, are they not for the sustenance of the family in the higher life?

The Family must serve the Nation––But it is not enough that the family commune maintain neighbourly relations with other such communes, and towards the stranger within the gates. The family is the unit of the nation; and the nation is an organic whole, a living body, built up, like the natural body, of an infinite number of living organisms. It is only as it contributes its quota towards the national life that the life of the family is complete. Public interests must be shared, public work taken up, the public welfare cherished––in a word, its integrity with the nation must be preserved, or the family ceases to be part of a living whole, and becomes positively injurious, as decayed tissue in the animal organism.

The Divine Order for the Family as regards other Nations––Nor are the interests of the family limited to those of the nation. As it is the part of the nation to maintain wider relations, to be in touch with all the world, to be ever in advance in the great march of human progress, so is this the attitude which is incumbent on each unit of the nation, each family, as an integral part of the whole. Here is the simple and natural realisation of the noble dream of Fraternity: each individual attached to a family by ties of love where not of blood; the families united in a federal bond to form the nation; the nations confederate in love and emulous in virtue, and all, nations and their families, playing their several parts as little children about the feet and under the smile of the Almighty Father. Here is the divine order which every family is called upon to fulfil: a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump, and, therefore, it matters infinitely that every family should realise the nature and the obligations of the family bond, for as water cannot rise above its source, neither can we live at a higher level than that of the conception we form of our place and use in life.

The Family should (a) learn Languages; (b) show Courtesy abroad.––Let us ask the question: Has this, of regarding all education and all civil and social relations from the standpoint of the family, any practical outcome? So much so, that perhaps there is hardly a problem of life for which it does not contain the solution. For example: What shall we teach our children? Is there one subject that claims our attention more than another? Yes, there is a subject or class of subjects which has an imperative moral claim upon us. It is the duty of the nation to maintain relations of brotherly kindness with other nations; therefore it is the duty of every family, as an integral part of the nation, to be able to hold brotherly speech with the families of other nations as opportunities arise; therefore to acquire the speech of neighbouring nations is not only to secure an inlet of knowledge and a means of culture, but is a duty of that higher morality (the morality of the family) which aims at universal brotherhood; therefore every family would do well to cultivate two languages besides the mother tongue, even in the nursery.

Again; a fair young Englishwoman was staying with her mother at a German Kurhaus[6]. They were the only English people present, and probably forgot that the Germans are better linguists than we. The young lady sat through the long meals with her book, hardly interrupting her reading to eat, and addressing no more than one or two remarks to her mother, as 'I wonder what that mess is!' or, 'How much longer shall we have to sit with these tiresome people?' Had she remembered that no family can live to itself, that she and her mother represented England, were England for that little German community, she would have imitated the courteous greetings which the German ladies bestowed on their neighbours.

The Restoration of the Family––But we must leave further consideration of this great subject, and conclude with a striking passage from Mr. Morley[7]'s Appreciation of Emile. "Education slowly came to be thought of in connection with the family. The improvement of ideas upon education was only one phase of the great general movement towards the restoration of the family, which was so striking a spectacle in France after the middle of the century. Education now came to comprehend the whole system of the relations between parents and their children, from earliest infancy to maturity. The direction of such wider feeling about those relations tended strongly towards an increased closeness in them, more intimacy, and a more continuous suffusion of tenderness and long attachment."

His labours in this great cause, 'the restoration of the family,' give Rousseau a claim upon the gratitude and respect of mankind. It has proved a lasting, solid work. To this day, family relations in France are more gracious, more tender, more close and more inclusive, than they are with us. They are more expansive too, leading to generally benign and friendly behaviour; and so strong and satisfying is the family bond, that the young people find little necessity to 'fall in love.' The mother lays herself out for the friendship of her young daughters, who respond with entire loyalty and devotion; and, Zola[8] notwithstanding, French maidens are wonderfully pure, simple, and sweet, because their affections are abundantly satisfied.

Possibly 'the restoration of the family' is a labour that invites us here in England, each within the radius of our own hearth; for there is little doubt that the family bond is more lax amongst us than it was two or three generations ago. Perhaps nowhere is family life of more idyllic loveliness than where we see it at its best in English homes. But the wise ever find some new thing to learn. Though a nation, as an individual, must act on the lines of its own character, and we are, on the whole, well content with our English homes, yet we might learn something from the inclusiveness of the French family, where mother-in-law and father-in-law, aunt and cousins, widow and spinster, are cherished; and a hundred small offices devised for dependants who would be in the way in an English home. The result is that the children have a wider range for the practice of the thousand sweet attentions and self-restraints which make home life lovely. No doubt the medal has its obverse; there is probably much in French home life which we should shrink from; nevertheless, it offers object-lessons which we should do well to study. Again, where family life is most beauteous with us, is not the family a little apt to become self-centred and self-sufficient, rather than to cultivate that expansiveness towards other families which is part of the family code of our neighbours?
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The Family Government an Absolute Monarchy––Let us continue our consideration of the family as the nation in miniature, with the responsibilities, the rights, and the requirements of the nation. The parents represent the 'Government'; but, here, the government is ever an absolute monarchy, conditioned very loosely by the law of the land, but very closely by that law more or less of which every parent bears engraved on his conscience. Some attain the levels of high thinking, and come down from the Mount with beaming countenance and the tables of the law intact; others fail to reach the difficult heights, and are content with such fragments of the broken tables as they pick up below. But be his knowledge of the law little or much, no parent escapes the call to rule.

The Rule of Parents cannot be Deputed––Now, the first thing we ask for in a ruler is, 'Is he able to rule? Does he know how to maintain his authority?' A ruler who fails to govern is like an unjust judge, an impious priest, an ignorant teacher; that is, he fails in the essential attribute of his office. This is even more true in the family than in the State; the king may rule by deputy; but, here we see the exigeant nature of the parent's functions; he can have no deputy. Helpers he may have, but the moment he makes over his functions and authority to another, the rights of parenthood belong to that other, and not to him. Who does not know of the heart-burnings that arise when Anglo-Indian parents come home, to find their children's affections given to others, their duty owing to others; and they, the parents, sources of pleasure like the godmother of the fairy tale, but having no authority over their children? And all this, nobody's fault, for the guardians at home have done their best to keep the children loyal to the parents abroad.

Causes which lead to the Abdication of Parents––Here is indicated a rock upon which the heads of families sometimes make shipwreck. They regard parental authority as inherent in them, a property which may lie dormant, but is not to be separated from the state of parenthood. They may allow their children from infancy upwards to do what is right in their own eyes; and then, Lear turns and makes his plaint to the winds, and cries––


         'sharper than a serpent's tooth it is
         To have a thankless child!'


But Lear has been all the time divesting himself of the honour and authority that belong to him, and giving his rights to his children. Here he tells us why; the biting anguish is the 'thankless' child. He has been laying himself out for the thanks of his children. That they should think him a fond father has been more to him than the duty he owes them; and in proportion as he omits his duty are they oblivious of theirs. Possibly the unregulated love of approbation in devoted parents has more share in the undoing of families than any other single cause. A writer of today represents a mother as saying––

"'But you are not afraid of me, Bessie?"

"No indeed; who could be afraid of a dear, sweet, soft, little mother like you?"'

And such praise is sweet in the ears of many a fond mother hungering for the love and liking of her children, and not perceiving that words like these in the mouth of a child are as treasonable as words of defiance.

Authority is laid down at other shrines than that of popularity. Prospero describes himself as,


         'all dedicate
    To study, and the bettering of my mind'


And, meantime, the exercise of authority devolves upon Antonio; is it any wonder that the habit of authority fits the usurper like a glove, and that Prospero finds himself ousted from the office he failed to fill? Even so, the busy parent, occupied with many cares, awakes to find the authority he has failed to wield has dropped out of his hands; perhaps has been picked up by others less fit, and a daughter is given over to the charge of a neighbouring family, while father and mother hunt for rare prints.

In other cases, the love of an easy life tempts parents to let things take their course; the children are good children, and won't go far wrong, we are told; and very likely it is true. But however good the children be, the parents owe it to society to make them better than they are, and to bless the world with people, not merely good-natured and well-disposed, but good of set purpose and endeavour.

The love of ease, the love of favour, the claims of other work, are only some of the causes which lead to a result disastrous to society––the abdication of parent. When we come to consider the nature and uses of the parents' authority, we shall see that such abdication is as immoral as it is mischievous. Meantime, it is well worth while to notice that the causes which lead parents to resign the position of domestic rulers are resolvable into one––the office is too troublesome, too laborious. The temptation which assails parents is the same which has led many a crowned head to seek ease in the cloister––


         'Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,'


even if it be the natural crown of parenthood.

The Majesty of Parenthood––The apostolic counsel of 'diligence' in ruling throws light upon the nature and aim of authority; it is no longer a matter of personal honour and dignity; authority is for use and service, and the honour that goes with it is only for the better service of those under authority. The arbitrary parent, the exacting parent, who claims this and that of deference and duty because he is a parent, all for his own honour and glory, is more hopelessly in the wrong than the parent who practically abdicates; the majesty of parenthood is hedged round with observances only because it is good for the children to 'faithfully serve, honour, and humbly obey' their natural rulers. Only at home can children be trained in the chivalrous temper of 'proud submission and dignified obedience'; and if the parents do not inspire and foster deference, reverence, and loyalty, how shall these crowning graces of character thrive in a hard and emulous world?

It is perhaps a little difficult to maintain an attitude of authority in these democratic days, when even educationists counsel that children be treated on equal terms from the very beginning; but the children themselves come to our aid; the sweet humility and dependence natural to them fosters the gentle dignity, the soupçon of reserve, which is becoming in parents. It is not open to parents either to lay aside or to sink under the burden of the honour laid upon them; and, no doubt, we have all seen the fullest, freest flow of confidence, sympathy, and love between parent and child where the mother sits as a queen among her children and the father is honoured as a crowned head. The fact that there are two parents, each to lend honour to the other, yet free from restraint in each other's presence, makes it the easier to maintain the impalpable 'state' of parenthood. And the presence of the slight, sweet, undefined feeling of dignity in the household is the very first condition for the bringing-up of loyal, honourable men and women, capable of reverence and apt to win respect.

Children are a Public Trust and a Divine Trust––The foundation of parental authority lies in the fact that parents hold office as deputies; and that in a two-fold sense. In the first place, they are the immediate and personally appointed deputies of the Almighty King, the sole Ruler of men; they have not only to fulfil his counsels regarding the children, but to represent his Person; his parents are as God to the little child; and, yet more constraining thought, God is to him what his parents are; he has no power to conceive a greater and lovelier personality than that of the royal heads of his own home; he makes his first approach to the Infinite through them; they are measure for the highest; if the measure be easily his small compass, how shall he grow up with the reverent temper which is the condition of spiritual growth?

More; parents hold their children in trust for society. 'My own child' can only be true in a sense; the children are held as a public trust to be trained as is best for the welfare of the community and in this sense also the parents are persons in authority with the dignity of their office to support; and are even liable to deposition. The one State whose name has passed into a proverb, standing for a group of virtues which we have no other word to describe, is a State which practically deprived parents of the functions which they failed to fulfil to the furtherance of public virtue. No doubt the State reserves to itself virtually the power to bring up its own children in its own way, with the least possible co-operation of parents. Even today, a neighbouring nation has elected to charge itself with the training of its infants. So soon as they can crawl, or sooner, before ever they run or speak, they are to be brought to the 'Maternal School[10],' and carefully nurtured as with mother's milk, in the virtues proper for a citizen. The scheme is as yet but in the experimental stage, but will doubtless be carried through, because the nation in question has long ago discovered––and acted consistently upon the discovery––that what you would have the man become, you must train the child to be.

Perhaps such public deposition of parents is the last calamity that can befall a nation. These poor little ones are to grow up in a world where the name of God is not to be named; to grow up, too, without the training in filial duty and brotherly love and neighbourly kindness which falls to the children of all but the few unnatural parents. They may be returned to their parents at certain hours or after certain years; but once alienation has been set up, once the strongest and sweetest tie has been loosened and the parents have been publicly delivered from their duty, the desecration of the home is complete, and we shall have the spectacle of a people growing up orphaned almost from their birth. This is a new thing in the world's history, for even Lycurgus[9] left the children to the parents for the first half-dozen years of life. Certain newspapers commend the example for our imitation, but God forbid that we should ever lose faith in the blessedness of family life. Parents who hold their children as at the same time a public trust and a divine trust, and who recognise the authority they hold as deputed authority, not to be trifled with, laid aside, or abused––such parents preserve for the nation the immunities of home, and safeguard the privileges of their order.

The Limitations and Scope of Parental Authority––Having seen that it does not rest with the parents to use, or to forego the use of, the authority they hold, let us examine the limitations and the scope of this authority. In the first place, it is to be maintained and exercised solely for the advantage of the children, whether in mind, body, or estate. And here is room for the nice discrimination, the delicate intuitions, with which parents are blessed. The mother who makes her growing-up daughter take the out-of-door exercise she needs, is acting within her powers. The father of quiet habits, who discourages society for his young people, is considering his own tastes, and not their needs, and is making unlawful use of his authority.

Again, the authority of parents, though the deference it begets remains to grace the relations of parents and child, is itself a provisional function, and is only successful as it encourages the autonomy, if we may call it so, of the child. A single decision made by the parents which the child is, or should be, capable of making for itself, is an encroachment on the rights of the child, and a transgression on the part of the parents.

Once more, the authority of parents rests on a secure foundation only as they keep well before the children that it is deputed authority; the child who knows that he is being brought up for the service of the nation, that his parents are acting under a Divine commission, will not turn out a rebellious son.

Further, though the emancipation of the children is gradual, they acquiring day by day more of the art and science of self-government, yet there comes a day when the parents' right to rule is over; there is nothing left for them but to abdicate gracefully, and leave their grown-up sons and daughters free agents, even though these still live at home; and although, in the eyes of their parents, they are not fit to be trusted with the ordering of themselves: if they fail in such self-ordering, whether as regards time, occupations, money, friends, most likely their parents are to blame for not having introduced them by degrees to the full liberty which is their right as men and women. Anyway, it is too late now to keep them in training; fit or unfit, they must hold the rudder for themselves.

As for the employment of authority, the highest art lies in ruling without seeming to do so. The law is a terror to evil-doers, but for the praise of them that do well; and in the family, as in the State, the best government is that in which peace and happiness, truth and justice, religion and piety, are maintained without the intervention of the law. Happy is the household that has few rules, and where 'Mother does not like this,' and, 'Father wishes that,' are all-constraining.


Chapter 3 Parents as Inspirers


Table of Contents



Children must be born again into the Life of Intelligence[8q]

Parents owe a Second Birth to their Children––M. Adolf Monod claims that the child must owe his mother a second birth––the first into the natural, the second into the spiritual life of the intelligence––and moral sense. Had he not been writing of women and for women, no doubt he would have affirmed that the long travail of this second birth must be undergone equally by both parents. Do we ask how he arrives at this rather startling theory? He observes that great men have great mothers; mothers, that is, blest with an infinite capacity of taking pains with their work of bringing up children. He likens this labour to a second bearing which launches the child into a higher life; and as this higher life is a more blessed life, he contends that every child has a right to this birth into completer being at the hands of his parents. Did his conclusions rest solely upon the deductive methods he pursues, we might afford to let them pass, and trouble ourselves little about this second birth, which parents may and ofttimes do, withhold from their natural offspring. We, too, could bring forward our contrary instances of good parents with bad sons, and indifferent parents with earnest children; and, pat to our lips, would come the Cui bono? which absolves us from endeavour.

Science supports this Contention––Be a good mother to your son because great men have had good mothers, is inspiring, stimulating; but is not to be received as a final word. For an appeal of irresistible urgency, we look to natural science with her inductive methods; though we are still waiting her last word, what she has already said is law and gospel for the believing parent. The parable of Pandora's box is true today; and a woman may in her heedlessness let fly upon her offspring a thousand ills. But is there not also 'a glass of blessings standing by,' into which parents may dip, and bring forth for their children health and vigour, justice and mercy, truth and beauty?

'Surely,' it may be objected, 'every good and perfect gift comes from God above, and the human parent sins presumptuously who thinks to bestow gifts divine.' Now this lingering superstition has no part nor lot with true religion, but, on the contrary, brings upon it the scandal of many an ill-ordered home and ill-regulated family. When we perceive that God uses men and women, parents above all others, as vehicles for the transmission of his gifts, and that it is in the keeping of his law He is honoured––rather than in the attitude of the courtier waiting for exceptional favours––then we shall take the trouble to comprehend the law written not only upon tables of stone and rolls of parchment, but upon the fleshly tablets of the living organisms of the children; and, understanding the law, we shall see with thanksgiving and enlargement of heart in what natural ways God does indeed show mercy unto thousands of them that love Him and keep his commandments.

But his commandment is exceeding broad; becomes broader year by year with every revelation of science; and we had need gird up the loins of our mind to keep pace with this current revelation. We shall be at pains, too, to keep ourselves in that attitude of expectant attention wherein we shall be enabled to perceive the unity and continuity of this revelation with that of the written word of God. For perhaps it is only as we are able to receive the two, and harmonise the two in a willing and obedient heart, that we shall enter on the heritage of glad and holy living which is the will of God for us.

Processes and Methods of this Second Birth––Let us, for example, consider, in the light of current scientific thought, the processes and the methods of this second birth, which the child claims at the hands of

    'Custom lies upon us with a weight,
    Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!'
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         'God has made us so'
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              'who knows us as we are,
    Yet loves us better than He knows,'



    'The very pulse of the machine,'



    'Gentle Jesus, meek and mild,'
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    "What get I from my father?
         Lusty life and vigorous will:
    What from my gentle mother?
         Cheerful days and poet's skill,"


    ("Vom Vater hab' ich die Statur,
         Des Lebens ernstes Führen;
    Vom Mütterchen die Frohnatur,
         Und Lustzu fabuliren.)



    'In the Kingdom are the children––
         You may read it in their eyes;
    All the freedom of the Kingdom
         In their careless humour lies.'



    'That well by reason it men callen may
    The daisie, or else the eye of day.'



    'The burden of the mystery,
    The heavy and the weary weight
    Of all this unintelligible world'––
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    'Over the buttons she falls asleep
    And stitches them on in a dream,'
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         "To have all power, and be as having none!"



Chapter 11 Faith and Duty (Reviews) Parents as Teachers of Morals



Chapter 12 Faith and Duty



Chapter 13 Faith and Duty



    'I would that one would grant me,
         O my Lord,
    To find Thee only.
         *           *           *           *           *


    That Thou alone wouldst speak to me, and I to Thee,
    As a lover talking to his loved one,
    A friend at table with his friend,'
         ["The Imitation of Christ" (rhythmic translation).]
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