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Jerome Kagan is a preeminent researcher in the field of child psychology.  He is one of the originators of developmental psychology and is well-known for his work on temperament and the genetic basis of personality. 

Kagan is also known as the great debunker of Bowlby.  The question he answers in this lengthy philosophical essay is whether or not the experiences in the first two years of life have a determining impact on an individual=s life outcomes.

AImagine a contest in which one experienced psychologist is given an accurate description of one hundred children at two years of age that includes the children=s experiences with their parents, their temperament, language skills, attachment patterns, and style of behavior with others, but nothing else.  Another psychologist is told the gender, social class, ethnicity, and birth order of each person but is given no information on their early experiences nor what they were like when they were two years old.  Each psychologist has to predict the profile of cognitive skills, personality, uncertainties, job satisfaction, and marital status at age 25.  I am certain that the second psychologist will do far better than the first because the information she has changes less dramatically over the course of childhood.@ (Page 149)

In this elegant essay, Kagan provides compelling logic, experience, philosophical argumentation, analogies from physics and other fields of science and most importantly research data to support his contention.

This contention is of great importance as it relates to expectancies, resilience and the general hopefulness of children who are the victims of abuse or neglect, their parents and professionals who come into contact with them.  Moreover, this essay greatly supports the notion of the developmental model which is based on the assumption that development continues throughout life and an individual is always in the process of growing and developing.

The idea that infancy is of such great importance is relatively new. It comes from the work of Jean Jacques Rousseau who is quoted as stating A When mothers deign to nurse their own children, there then will be a reform in morals . . . natural feeling will revive in every heart . . . When women become good mothers, men will be good husbands and fathers.@ (Page 84) The general belief in the importance of the early experiences are testified by the countless parents who play music Mozart or Beethoven to the children in the womb or in the nursery.

Kagan calls this the faith in Aunbroken connectedness.@ (Page 86) AThis view of development rests on the assumption that every experience produces a permanent physical change somewhere in the central nervous system, and therefore the earliest experiences provide the scaffolding for the child=s future thought and behavior.  Development become analogous to building a house: 

Just as the form and quality of the foundation determine the integrity of the subsequent frame, first experiences have an overwhelming priority in determining the form and quality of the nature adult=s emotional and mental life.@ (Page 86)

ASimilarly, psychological determinists have assumed that every kiss, hug, lullaby, or scolding alters the child=s brain in ways that will influence his future.  But if slight changes in synapses, like some amino substitutions, are without functional consequence, then every smile at an infant is not to be viewed as a bank deposit accumulating psychic dividends.@ (Page 87)

It is not as if there is no evidence to support this contention of critical periods and continuity of development. But it is mostly an animal research where theoreticians have found support.  Imprinting research, the animal equivalent of Aattachment@ in humans, is a favorite subject for such infant determinists but even here hard data is hard to come by. Though it is true that young chicks will imprint very early on, this imprinting is by no means as stable as some of the early research suggested.  Moreover, once again as Kagan points out, there is a profound difference between the cognitive and interpretive abilities of animals and human beings.  Indeed, as Kagan will point out later on in his essay, it is precisely this capacity to interpret and reinterpret that is at the heart of the resilience of homo sapiens.

The popularity of the critical periods ideology ebbs in flows but it is once again of great currency.  Kagan points to a number of popular magazine articles such as Time magazine (in 1997) where one reads Aexperience in the first year of life lays the basis for networks of neurons that enable us to be smart, creative, and adaptable in all the years that follow@ (page 90). Moreover, Fraser Mustard in Canada and his many colleagues have managed to convince federal and provincial governments of the importance of the early years and a whole slough of new projects and new money are making an effort to provide all children with an accelerated course of intellectual stimulation in order to take advantage of this concept.

It=s not that the learning that goes on in the first two years of life is not important.  Indeed, it=s just as important as the learning at any other stage.  However, this period of life is not determining of the future.  If it isn=t taken advantage of, it is certainly a lost opportunity, but by no means is it the end of the development game.

Indeed, Kagan provides an impressive array of research evidence to support the remarkable resilience of children.  Kagan quotes the famous Emmy Werner resilience study that that followed over 600 children born and reared on the Hawaiian Island of Kauai.  In this longitudinal study, social class, not early childhood experiences, was the best predictor of adolescent and adult problems.

The measurement of attachment

Attachment theory has been at the heart of the early childhood debate and the first problem is that attachment is an ill-defined concept and the measures used to assess it are consequently of poor quality.  Bowlby=s Astrange situation@ measure is quite subjective and, from it, the finding that some children might be insecurely attached has little to do with their parenting and in the end is much more related to temperament. Kagan criticizes this measure on three levels, the first is that the data in and of itself is unimpressive with only twenty-three infants part of the original study group.

ABut most of the sentences that represent a person=s memories of the past are novel creations.  They did not exist before they were uttered and were patched together from psychological structures that do not resemble the structure of the spoken sentences.  Further, it is well known that some adults possess a personality that exaggerates the stressful and dysphoric qualities of past experience.  These dour melancholics will recall less satisfying childhoods but not necessarily because they actually had a less loving family.@ (Page 102)

AFirst, the child=s security of attachment at one year did not reliably predict the quality of the eighteen-year-old narratives, securely attached adults were not especially likely to produce coherently organized memories of the past that were full of serenity, predictability, and care.  However, if the parents had been divorced during later childhood - which occurred for 16 percent of the group - the adult narratives revealed insecurity, and the eighteen-year-olds described themselves as anxious.  Thus, stressful experiences during later childhood were the primary determinants of the young adult=s memories, not the security of their attachment at one year of age.@ (Page 104)

AAre they specific cognitive abilities, psychiatric symptoms, fame, wealth, a good marriage, parenting success, a satisfying sex life, capacity for love, meaningful work, loyal friends, or simply a subjective feeling of well-being?@ (Page 107)

ABut despite this extraordinary variation in early experience, excluding the small proportion with serious brain damage or a genetic defect, most will speak before they are two years old, become self-conscious by the third birthday, and be able to assume some family responsibilities by age seven.  The psychological differences among these children are trivial when compared with the long list of similarities.@ (Page 109)

AIf the children born to these three different types of mothers remained in their natal homes, which is usually the case, each would continue to be exposed to a harassed, rejecting, or depressed parent, and the similarity of the continuing environments could produce an anxious, timid older child.  But the culprit is a long, repeated history of experience, not simply the events of the first year.@ (Page 110)

AOne likely explanation is that early experiences establish expectations of nurture or neglect, as well as conditioned emotional reactions that appear to resemble, but are not identical to, adults states of fear, anger, apathy, and frustration on the one hand, or excitement and pleasure on the other.  I do not doubt that such expectations and conditioned reactions are established.  Infants who are tickled, played with, talked to, and smiled at are more alert, more vocal, and laugh more fully and frequently than infants who missed these pleasurable experiences.@ (Page 113)

AThe kiss is most influential when it occurs irregularly or at unexpected times because the surprise facilitates the learning of emotional responses toward others.@ (Page 116)

ADetecting a difference between two events - ideas are events - is one of the best-honed talents of our species.  Some children are not sure a parent values them.  Others doubt their acceptability to peers.  Still others are uncertain over their family=s economic security or their physical attractiveness, social class position, ability to resist domination, or virtue.@ (Page 122)

AThe child=s interpretation of the interaction, which is the more critical event, is more difficult to imagine.  The tendency to award significance to perceptually salient events often leads to mistaken inferences regarding cause and effect.@ (Page 123)

AOne of the few robust facts in the social sciences is that a person=s social class predicts the probability of school failure, violent crime, choice of vocation, and physical and mental symptoms.@ (Page 128)

Kagan then goes on to identify the three most important factors after social class which best predict what will eventually become as adults.  The first of these is birth order.  It would seem that being the first born has a lasting impact, 2) identification with a model and 3) the historical era in which we are born have long lasting impacts on our values, personality and who eventually become.

1) 
Birth order
AFirst-born children - about 40 percent of Americans - are more likely to hold a benevolent, respectful view of authority.  Later-borns are more likely to form a skeptical, occasionally cynical, conception.  As a consequence, the eldest in a family is most disposed to adopt the parents= values.@(Page 131)

AFirst-borns from middle-class American homes obtain better grades and are more often valedictorians of their high school class, gifted in some domain of talent, and listed in Who=s Who in America.@ (Page 131)

However, the five-year-old with an eight-year-old sibling lives in a different world.@   (Page 132)  There is such a thing as sibling rivalry and this does impact on how later children perceive and interpret what goes on about them.  AThey can generate a low but chronicle level of resentment toward those with authority and lead the later-born to conclude, partly on realistic grounds, that, relative to the older sibling, he is less talented at many of the skills the family values.@ (Page 132)

2) 
Identification
AThe human brain prepares young children to seek and to detect similarities among an array of objects or events.@  AMost five-year old girls believe that they share more features with their mothers than with their fathers, and therefore a five-year-old girl who sees her mother become frightened by a thunderstorm may infer that a fear of storms is one of her own characteristics as well.@ (Page 135) Identification is based on a number of factors including how distinctive the qualities that differentiate one group with another and those that make other individuals similar Athat is why whites in South Africa are more strongly identified with their ethnic group than are whites in England or the United States.@ (Page 137)

AA second robust perceptual principle is that elements that are proximal to each other, that are continuous, or that have a common fate seem to cohere to define a unitary object.  Coherence among physical elements of an object is analogous to consistency among the symbolic meanings ascribed to categories.  If a child in Montana classifies herself as Vietnamese, conceptual consistency demands that she behaves in ways that are in accord with her understanding of the stereotype for Vietnamese children.@ (Page 138)

Social class being more amorphous is less distinct than ethnicity and thus less salient and less stable in differentiating between groups and for the allowance of creating similarities within groups.  This is really interesting in terms of poverty, Aa state of poverty is most distinctive in societies where many are affluent, as is true for most modern Western states.@ (Page 140) Not surprisingly, Ano uniform psychological outcomes flow from absolute poverty, but many predictable, undesirable outcomes flow from a belief in one=s relative poverty.@ (Page 140)

1. 
Historical Era
 AFinally, the historical era during which the adolescent years are spent can have a profound influence on adult values.  Although the years from five to eight are important for establishing identifications, eight-year-olds are too young to understand the deep premises of their society.  Religious piety permeated every part of life in seventeenth-century New England.  The children living in this era could not have known that the devil was a premise and not a fact.  The important advances in intellectual capacity that emerge at thirteen to fifteen years motivate youth to brood about their beliefs because their experiences are often not plumb with their childhood ideas.@ (Page 144)

It is of great importance to note that these three factors that contribute to what we will eventually become show their influence later on in childhood and even in adolescence.  Thus, these important features of who we are establish themselves throughout childhood and adolescence into young adulthood.

The concept of interpretation

It would seem that the thing that distinguishes human beings from other species is our capacity to interpret and to reflect on what=s going on.  This is very similar to the concept of rumination that is well described by cogent of psychologists such as Bandura and Seligman.

ADetecting a difference between two events - ideas are events - is one of the best-honed talents of our species.  Some children are not sure a parent values them.  Others doubt their acceptability to peers.  Still others are uncertain over their family=s economic security or their physical attractiveness, social class position, ability to resist domination, or virtue.  Although many children live with more than one of these worries, one often dominates the list.  The six-year-old who believes that his peers do not like him experiences a moment of uncertainty when he realizes the difference between what is and what he wishes to be true.@ (Page 123)

AThe child=s interpretation of the interaction, which is the more critical event, is more difficult to imagine.  The tendency to award significance to perceptually salient events often leads to mistaken inferences regarding cause and effect.@ (Page 123)
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