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Chapter 8: Psychological Birth-Order Vantage

We use the term vantage instead of position (more common in discussions of birth
order) to emphasize the distinction between psychological birth order and ordinal
position. We want to consider how each child’s situation in the family provides a unique
perspective from which to view self, others, and the world. Thinking in terms of
perspective rather than position helps the interpreter understand the particular use this
one person made of particular place in a particular family.
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This terminology also helps to avoid an implication of causal determinism in birth
order. “You are bound to do [whatever]: you're a first born.” is an example of
typological errors that obscure the genius of Individual Psychology, “the task of
[which] is to comprehend the individual variant.” as Adler said (p.180).
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The Vantage of the First Born

The perspective common to these children is upward, forward, toward the adult
world and its standards, and away from the world of the other children, except
when sharing the concerns of the adults over them.
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Remember that a first born was, for a time, an only child. First borns often
retain some of the characteristics of onliness, including loneliness. Such persons
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have a sometimes poignant sense of personal uniqueness. They may practice self-
reliance as if sensing it to be a necessity, as people do who are accustomed to being
left alone to solve problems. They may be less at ease with members of their own
age cohort than younger children are, sometimes feeling prepared only for places
among the elders of any group to which they belong.
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Adler noted (p.378) that first borns tend to be conservative in outlook, because
they are nostalgic about the lost golden age of their only child status, from which
they were dethroned by the birth of a younger sibling. Adler thought that this
fictional overvaluing of the past brought with it a greater respect for tradition,
concerns for law and order, and caution in assessing innovations. It is true that
most first borns experienced themselves as very important persons in their “good
old days.” Indeed, they often were. They made wives and husbands into mothers
and fathers, and (when they were also the first grandchildren) promoted the
parents of their parents into grandparents, another important social role. More
photographs were taken of them than were taken of their younger siblings, and
their families kept more complete records of their first words, and fist teeth.
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Later-born children often complain about this, unaware as they are of the
negative features of such a special status. A great deal can be expected of first-born
children. For example, a younger sister was called The Baby at a much later age
than that at which her first-born sister had become The Big Girl. This title came
with “all the rights and privileges thereunto appertaining,” but with some
matching burdens as well. Many first borns become perfectionists in the effort to
meet the challenges of parental expectation (and later, to do what they believe is
required of them if they are to have a place among others). They are often
constricted by righteousness, unable to see how they are of any value unless they
are doing something wonderful or (even more important) admirable.
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The sense of obligation to do only things that are outstanding leads to hesitation,
stalling, and a dread of engaging in anything. After all, whatever anyone does can
always be improved upon. A style of procrastination (sometimes disguised as
preparation) may burden first borns. They experience anxiety (an expectation of
defeat of humiliation) in the presence of opportunities they first define as
obligations and then feel unable to refuse. Achievement, leadership, an interest in
exploration, and the first-born vantage all go together when these children are
encouraged, appreciated for what they can do, and respected for how they choose to
do it, without the burdens of unrealistic expectations.
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Adler was a second born, and described first borns with more than a hint of the
asperity, impatience, and failure to sympathize many second borns feel toward
their older siblings. His observations about first-born characteristics should
therefore be read with some care. All of Adler’s comments on the various sibling
positions are, in fact, suspect as general rules; they should be studied only to show
how he framed his hypotheses for reaching an understanding of the unique
variant, and to sharpen awareness of the differences in phenomenological field
made likely by different birth-order vantages. The study of Individual Psychology
can contribute greatly to clinical sensitivity; it is not a substitute for it.
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