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INTRODUCTION

One sunny spring afternoon about twelve years ago, my allergies were spiking, but I was happy because my favorite season was at its peak. I felt happy enough, in fact, to undergo a phone call with my mother. I was in my Brooklyn apartment; she was in the two-family house in the Bronx where I’d grown up. When we had exhausted the safe topics of conversation—her health and the weather—she paused and said with relish something cruel and demeaning. It may have been directed at me, it may have been a dig at my sister, Gerry, or my aunt Helen—I can’t recall. But I clearly recall the rest of our talk.

Reining in my anger, I said, “As I’ve told you many times in the last two years, you must not say anything cruel to me. If you can’t talk to me without being mean, then we just can’t talk to each other anymore.”

She replied sarcastically, “Hmph! I suppose I have to watch every word I say to you!”

I said, “Actually, you have to watch every word you say to everyone. That’s what good people do. And you are not a good person. We’re done. Goodbye.”

Those were the last words I ever spoke to her.

That afternoon, I freed myself from forty-odd years of her tyranny. Right away, I felt taller, as if a physical weight had slipped from my shoulders, and I could stand up straight at last. Blowing up the last bridge between me and her was one of the most liberating, transformative moments of my life.

Our species’ greatest evil happens not in battle or behind bars, but in millions of homes every day.

Abuse by relatives has harmed more people than warfare, captivity, terrorism, or any other torment humans have invented. About 30 percent of American adults have been abused by their spouse or partner, according to the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence. Too many of these cases don’t get the attention they need: only a third of people harmed by domestic violence get treatment for their injuries. This rate is dramatically lower than for workplace accidents, car crashes, drug overdoses—just about any other mishap you can name.

Child abuse may be even more pervasive. According to the US Department of Health and Human Services, in this country alone, more than three million cases of child abuse are reported annually, one million of which result in intervention by social services or other agencies. Millions more cases, like mine, go unreported. Indeed, an estimated 85 percent of child abuse eludes the attention of authorities.

One of the main reasons that abuse so often goes unrecognized—even by its victims and survivors—has to do with how poorly educated we are about all its varieties. There are four types of “maltreatment,” the umbrella term for the kinds of trauma families can inflict on their children. The two kinds we’re most familiar with are physical abuse and sexual abuse. But the other two types are easier for survivors and society to dismiss. These are psychological abuse (also called emotional abuse) and neglect. The latter is easily the most common, arguably the most harmful, and, tragically, the least recognized. Neglect can take numerous forms, from feeding a child poorly to ignoring their hygiene to not providing decent healthcare to failing to soothe their fear or sadness.

Psychological abuse also covers a broad range of toxic behaviors: insults, intimidation, humiliation, persistent criticism, the silent treatment, and more. It’s generally considered less common than the “obvious” kinds of maltreatment because it’s counted less frequently in statistics. But that’s because, as a 2019 study in the American Journal of Psychiatry points out, it’s “often overlooked and least likely to come to clinical attention.” This study and others back up my own conviction, based on interviews with survivors, that psychological abuse almost always accompanies both physical and sexual abuse—and is therefore more common than those kinds. Psychological abuse is also the most likely form to continue past a survivor’s childhood.

Family violence in all its forms knows no borders of class or race, and neither does the denial of this evil. People of every demographic and political stripe insist that “family matters,” “blood is thicker than water,” and whatever other catchphrase they might invoke to suggest that a shared gene pool or a shared roof should make us consider felonies committed against us to be misdemeanors. We inhabit a world where people are routinely expected to eat dinner with their rapist, to pick up groceries for their assailant, or to show their tormentor how to use Spotify.

This book will call bullshit on the status quo which allows traumatic violence to occur with impunity in homes across America and the world. It will uncover the conspiracy of silence that enables the daily torture of millions. But, most of all, this book will offer much-needed empathy and counsel for survivors. It will celebrate our astonishing resilience, and it will reveal a path I discovered through my own harrowing, but ultimately healing, experience as a survivor who chose to make a permanent break with my abuser.

There is power—even joy—in stepping away from an abusive relationship. That’s the promise of this book.

Throughout my childhood, Teresa Dolan beat me regularly—three times a week on average. Often, I had no idea why she was hitting me beyond a vague impression that I’d disobeyed her. She had a lot of rules that were easy to break. For instance, if my siblings or I slipped and replied to her with “Yes” rather than “Yes, Mommy,” we were in for it. Usually, she disciplined us with her hands, but her weapon of choice was a sturdy, long-handled wooden spoon she called a “beating stick.” When it struck bare flesh on the arms or legs or face, it raised red welts.

She also battered us with hour-long lectures about our sloth, disrespect, and other shortcomings. Often, we were compared unfavorably to the Farleys, a family across the street whom she idolized. Once, she asked me, “Do you know what Owen Farley’s doing while you laze around here watching TV? He’s trying out for TV commercials!” At nine years old, I usually took her insults at face value, but this one seemed illogical to me because I knew that Owen’s mother arranged for him to go to those auditions, and my mother made no such arrangements. I cautiously pointed this out, and she retorted, “Sure, I wouldn’t take you to any tryouts. You’d never get into a commercial.”

She was right: I lacked Owen’s telegenic looks and charm. Even so, she went out of her way to quell any hope I might have harbored. This little scene she orchestrated was a form of psychological abuse.

Like almost every other parent on our block, my mother had grown up on a farm in Ireland and emigrated to the US during the great Irish diaspora in the 1950s and ’60s. She was smart in a calculating way—literally. She could add long strings of numbers in her head, and she’d been a bookkeeper before marrying my father. He worked for the phone company, as many off-the-boat Irish did in those days. (I had an uncle and an aunt who also worked for Ma Bell.) My father was smart in several ways. He only had a seventh-grade education, but he was a voracious reader and a gifted electrician, plumber, carpenter, and gardener. I likely got my love of books from him, but I didn’t get much else. He was mostly absent, taking all the overtime he could get and spending his weekends working in the garage or the garden. He rarely beat us, but he was rarely around to shield us from our mother’s abuse.

From my perspective, her chief intellectual accomplishment was devising psychological torments. One whose malicious originality I still marvel at: Sometimes at night, she’d sit in her recliner perusing the New York Daily News and suddenly announce with glee that “Key Food is having a sale on beating sticks!” We pleaded with her not to buy any more of them, but we knew she couldn’t resist a bargain.

She would alternate her harsh attentions with forms of neglect that were also, as far as I know, her own creations. Every morning, she remained in bed while we ate oatmeal she’d cooked the night before and left to congeal in the pot. This gruel was repugnant, but we might be beaten if she found we hadn’t eaten it, so we usually took the less painful route. When I went away to college, I learned how other people ate their oatmeal—fresh, hot—which was an epiphany as striking as any other I ever had on campus. I also grew three inches in college, which I attribute to having a proper diet at last.

When I was fourteen or so, she wistfully declared me “too old to hit.” But she still had other weapons in her arsenal, like berating us in public or dialing the water heater down to its lowest setting, “Vacation,” in deep winter.

Even in my adulthood, she had a singular knack for undermining, which she deployed at every opportunity. And there were many opportunities, since I talked to her almost every day. Those talks were my portion of the burden we siblings shared. If I didn’t let her pour her vitriol regularly on me, she might drown Gerry in it. I had internalized my mother’s opinion of me, so I believed I deserved her bile. But I knew that my sister—a funny, huge-hearted social worker—deserved none of it. Living near my mother, Gerry caught the lion’s share of her wrath. So, I tried to spare Gerry as much as I could.

When my son, Oscar, was born, Gerry quickly proved to be a superb aunt—loving and generous and present whenever we needed a hand or a break. My mother was none of those things. She informed me a few days after his arrival that we shouldn’t expect her to look after him. As she explained, “I’m not very good with children.” I had to agree.

Across the chapters of this book, I’ll share select scenes of the abuse I suffered in my youth and beyond when these stories, along with accounts from other survivors, might inform this book’s two main purposes. My first mission is the one closest to my own heart and experience: to encourage anyone who has been abused by a family member to consider, without shame or self-reproach, the freedom and comfort they, too, might feel by separating from their abuser. The few books now in print about “estrangement,” the psychological term for stepping away from a relative, generally treat it as unfortunate, if not tragic. They try to help readers repair the frayed ties, rather than help us do what many of us need most—escape ongoing abuse. Physical and sexual abuse usually end when the survivor leaves home, but psychological abuse—which can be just as dire—often outlasts childhood. Indeed, there are no books that seek expressly to do what this one will: offer encouragement and advice on how to estrange without guilt, but instead with confidence, courage, and hope.

These goals are less elusive than we may think. A 2015 survey by the University of Cambridge’s Centre for Family Research revealed that 80 percent of those who’d estranged from a relative found it had “a positive effect on their lives.” This study, one of the few extensive assays of estrangement’s impact, gathered responses from 807 people in the US, UK, Canada, and elsewhere. Testimonials from respondents closely mirror my own experience. One said, “I feel like it has made me a stronger more independent person.” Another reported that “I have more self-respect. I am more relaxed.” Another said, “It’s been wonderful, and I’ve been able to achieve a lot.” Still another declared, “It saved my life.” I want The Power of Parting to help save lives.

My second mission is shattering the false idol of family that our society has shored up over centuries, even though that idol has murdered millions and ruined many more lives. Today and throughout history, the single largest source of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse has been victims’ immediate family members: parents, uncles, siblings, spouses, et al. Statistics are hard to come by for reasons we’ll examine later. And the numbers we do have fail to reflect the true extent of the problem, since abuse of all kinds is widely agreed to be underreported. With that in mind, we might take as conservative the Indiana Center for Prevention of Youth Abuse and Suicide’s estimate that 30–40 percent of all sexual abuse is committed by family members. Similarly, we might view as lowball the Journal of the American Medical Association’s finding that 12.5 percent of children have experienced maltreatment by the age of eighteen. More accurate might be this study’s claim that 81 percent of physical abuse was committed by family members. Rather than idealize what families could or should be, we as a society must hold actual families to account when they fail to meet basic standards of safety and support. And we as individuals should part ways with the most toxic among them.

Our most powerful institutions hide the hard truths about family abuse. Consider, for instance, a core figure of the Catholic Church, in which I was raised: Mary, the “Blessed Mother” of Jesus. She is presented as an avatar for motherhood in general, which we are also meant to venerate when we worship her. The Church has, for centuries, shielded legions of bad mothers like mine behind Mary’s robes. Christianity is hardly alone in abetting abuse. Famed psychologist Alice Miller argues that “unquestioning adulation of parents and ancestors, regardless of what they have done, is required not only by some religions, but by ALL of them, without exception.”

Or, to take just one source of misleading myths from the secular realm, television has long bombarded us with happy-family tropes—from Leave It to Beaver to The Brady Bunch to The Cosby Show (starring, it turns out, a convicted sex offender). The “bad” families we’ve seen on TV are so extreme in their badness (Dallas, Shameless, Succession, etc.) that they falter as depictions of actual family dysfunction. This book will show how such distorted representations of family obscure and enable rampant dysfunction, neglect, and abuse.

It’s not just our culture that props up these atrocities. The law conspires against victims, too. Sexual assault by relatives is illegal, but there are no reliable means of prevention or enforcement. Other forms of family abuse simply can’t be prosecuted. According to Human Rights Watch, “ninety percent of the world’s children live in countries where corporal punishment and other physical violence against children is still legal.” And, as a Time magazine headline tersely declares, “Hitting Your Kids is Legal in All 50 States.” That headline dates from 2014, but as of this writing, it still holds true. Parenthood gives people a right to harm others that hasn’t existed anywhere else in American society since the end of slavery.

Academic and professional institutions are also unwittingly complicit in the conspiracy against survivors. One sign of their complicity is the absence of investigation into estrangement, its roots and results. As Scientific American acknowledged in 2020, “There hasn’t been much research about family estrangement.” This absence almost rises to the level of malpractice given a Cornell study that estimated 27 percent of American adults were partly or completely estranged from a family member. As with the other figures we’ve seen, this one is likely on the low side. Karl Pillemer, a sociology professor who led the Cornell research, said as much, citing the shame which prevents many estranged people from reporting that status. If so many people are finding that estrangement works for them, why aren’t researchers digging more and deeper to discover why—and how it might work even better?

Both clinicians and researchers focus on reconciliation as a remedy for the wounds that family inflicts. I was very lucky to find a therapist who helped me evaluate the damage my mother had done to me and navigate the path to freedom from her abuse. But my therapist was acting on her own wisdom rather than guidelines her profession had set forth. Too many people don’t know about the healing power of estrangement because their mental health providers don’t know about it, either.

I only found that out after spending over three years using my extensive professional contacts—I’m a book editor—to search for an expert in the field who might write a book about it. I was hoping for a work that could do for family abuse something like what Melody Beattie’s classic Codependent No More did for its subject. Beattie revealed a phenomenon that impacted millions yet was hidden in plain sight, and her book has saved innumerable lives over the past thirty-five years. As much as I tried, I could find no one to take on family abuse and the powerful remedy I had found until an astute literary agent suggested that I should write that book myself. As he pointed out, I have the requisite authority, born of the decades I spent withstanding abuse. I have the requisite hope, born of overcoming my abuse through estrangement. And, though I’m not a journalist, I’ve edited dozens of great ones. From their experience and my experience guiding them, I’ve amassed the reportorial skills this topic deserves.

I’m writing this book to help allay and prevent suffering. But I’m also writing it in a spirit of joy and admiration. The joy is what I believe survivors can feel—what I’ve felt myself—when we free ourselves from our abuser’s grip. The admiration is what I feel—and what I fervently hope you’ll feel—for all of us who have survived abuse. Whether or not they ever estrange from whoever hurt them, the survivors who read this book didn’t get the love and support they needed. Yet they retained their humanity despite their inhumane treatment; they’re brave enough to face hard truths like those you’ve already read in this introduction; and they’re hopeful enough to imagine that freedom might be possible. This book’s highest purpose is to make survivors feel what our abusers worked hard to deny us: the certain knowledge that we are strong and good, that we can gain our freedom, and enjoy the lives we deserve.

The 2019 paper in the American Journal of Psychiatry which I mentioned above estimates that one in four Americans have experienced some form of abuse as children. As that paper shows, the impacts of this abuse are varied and often severe, putting survivors at significantly higher risk of depression, addiction, obesity, type 2 diabetes, stroke, suicide, and more. In the case of suicide, the influence of childhood abuse is especially strong. A 2019 analysis from the University of Manchester, comprising results from sixty-eight studies worldwide, showed that survivors of neglect, psychological abuse, or physical abuse were two and a half times more likely to attempt suicide than the general population. Those who had endured sexual abuse were three times more likely, and those who had experienced more than one kind of abuse were up to five times more likely.

The World Health Organization and other institutions agree that there are four main types of maltreatment—physical abuse, psychological abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect. But the consensus ends here because there are few standards to determine when physical roughness or negligence rise to the level of maltreatment. How often do you have to slap a kid before you’re abusing them? How many trips to bed without supper constitute neglect? How many insults about a girl’s appearance make her father her abuser? How many sardonic references to sales on beating sticks equal psychological torture?

Though questions like these are natural ones to ask as we start exploring whether we were abused, they’re impossible to answer. We want to reduce maltreatment to measurable quantities. But it’s more accurately measured in two qualitative spheres: the environment in which we grew up and its lasting effects upon us. Environment and effects are the main criteria we’ll use in this book to determine whether we’ve survived abuse, and each one will take at least a chapter to unpack.

Part of why abuse is so tough to identify, even in the most blatant cases, is its inherently gaslighting nature. Children have no choice but to consider whatever circumstances they’re in to be normal. This fact is as much rooted in biology as it is in psychology. Bessel van der Kolk, a psychiatrist who has done more than anyone else to shape the public understanding of trauma, explains that kids are “programmed to be fundamentally loyal to their care-takers, even if they are abused by them.” These kids work diligently, if subconsciously, to misconstrue their torment as ordinary.

My mother only beat us when she was alone with us. She was nicer when there were guests in our house, so we presumed that the same applied when we visited other people’s houses and witnessed the relative peace and plenty in which those families lived. It wasn’t till I told some college friends about the beating sticks and congealed gruel that I began to think something might have been amiss at our house. I’d expected those stories to get a laugh, but my audience just stared at me in uncomfortable silence. And it wasn’t till my forties that, with help from my therapist, I began to understand that I’d been abused thoroughly as a child and that my mother was still abusing me, albeit at a lower pitch.

Broadly speaking, abuse can persist into adulthood by two routes: the abuser’s continued insults, criticism, demands, and withholding; and/or “Complex PTSD,” the potentially lifelong hangover suffered by those who have survived long-term trauma of any kind. You’ve heard of PTSD, but it’s quite possible you haven’t heard of CPTSD, even though it is far more common—perhaps the most common psychological illness, as we’ll see in part 1, “The Way Down.” There, we’ll also see why CPTSD is so prevalent, especially among survivors of child abuse, why it is so poorly understood—and why it so often goes untreated.

In the chapters that comprise part 1, I’ll lay out what we understand about family abuse, and why we don’t understand as much as we should. I’ll describe its far-reaching impacts, and I’ll help readers determine if they’ve experienced it themselves. By sharing the expertise of psychologists, social workers, and other professionals who deal with survivors of maltreatment, and by telling the stories of other survivors, I’ll help readers assess their childhoods and their current struggles which may be rooted in early or ongoing abuse, from anxiety to corrosive self-talk to problematic relationships. In part 1 and throughout this book, we will benefit most from the hard-won wisdom of survivors themselves. The people who spoke with me could not have been more diverse in terms of age, race, gender, sexuality, etc. But I was amazed by what united them: their experiences of abuse, the effects of those experiences, their courage, and their ingenuity.

(I will not take up at length the topic of spousal abuse in this book, although it shares many characteristics with child abuse. It has its own set of issues and a large extant literature to which I would refer affected readers.)

We’ll also examine the dizzying array of forces that enable abusers—schools, law, religion, psychiatry and psychology, pop culture, and more. This conspiracy has ensured that there is no effective prevention or remedy for family abuse—except ones which we might take up on our own.

Part 2, “The Way Through,” will look closely at how we survivors can heal ourselves. For some, this will involve reconciliation; for most, it should entail therapy. And for many, it should embrace partial or total separation. For someone who hasn’t gone through estrangement, it might sound like a sudden, even melodramatic act. But I know from my own experience and others’ that it can and should be accomplished gradually, that it should ideally begin with a short hiatus from the abuser, that the survivor should make explicit rules, and that, if those rules are broken repeatedly, the survivor should feel fully empowered to part ways with their abuser.

This book will acknowledge that some abusers can redeem themselves, while underscoring that most cannot. As I hinted above, I gave my mother two years and a clear set of guidelines for acceptable behavior before I ultimately cut my ties with her. This gave her ample time to mend her ways, and it eased my guilt about leaving her when I finally did, since I’d given her literally hundreds of opportunities to build her side of the bridge that might have connected us.

As we explore the process and possibilities of estrangement, a key theme will be the importance of setting rules. This has three benefits. First, you’re prioritizing your own needs as you’ve never done before. Second, if the abuser can follow the rules, you know that redemption is possible. Third, when you make rules, you instantly take power away from your tormentor. Shifting the balance of power in this relationship can have dramatic effects on your self-esteem and your other relationships. This approach didn’t lead to reconciliation for me, but after some early anxiety, it gave me much solace and strength. In part 2, we’ll learn how to determine these boundaries and patrol them effectively. We’ll also discuss when it might be feasible to build a healthy bond with an abuser who can respect our boundaries.

Part 3, “The Way Up,” will highlight the remarkable sense of liberation and other potential benefits of estrangement. Nobody has ever treated me as badly as my mother did, and, when I hung up the phone on her for the last time, I suddenly wasn’t being treated badly anymore. I now had acres of psychic space I could roam freely, space she had occupied like an invading army with her rants, demands, and slights. Until I took over that space, I never knew how happy it would make me and how much mental and physical energy I’d have when I didn’t need to manage the fallout from her abuse. Healing from the effects of her long-term maltreatment has been slower, but estranging from her helped me greatly in my efforts to exorcise her influence.

Almost immediately after my last call with my mother, I realized that I had finally done what we should all have license to do:

We should all hold our family to the same standards that we hold our friends.

I would never let a friend treat me for one week the way my mother treated me for forty years. None of us should be imprisoned by the cosmic lottery that placed us in an abusive home. We owe our abusers nothing. We didn’t ask to be born among them, and they did us no favor by conceiving us or sharing our genes. It is immoral for anyone—abusers, bystanders, institutions—to expect loyalty to family from anyone who has survived family abuse. The only way relatives can earn our loyalty is by treating us with love and empathy.

I’m not denying that familial bonds can match, if not surpass, all others. My sister is one of my closest friends, and my brother, Tommy, was my savior in my youth. (He died in a car crash in 1999.) I am also grateful to several uncles, aunts, and cousins for uplifting me with many kindnesses during my childhood and beyond. They treated me as only good friends could. As such, they, like my other friends, my wife, my son, Oscar, and my stepdaughters, Greta and Sabine, are my true family. I will encourage readers to do what I was ultimately able to do myself: discern carefully between those in our lives who treat us with the care and concern we deserve and those who do not—and then leave the latter behind.

Part 4, “The Way Out,” will describe how we might begin to topple the conspiracy of silence that enables family abuse. Just like with cancer or addiction or AIDS or sexual assault, one staunch enemy of those who could be saved by estrangement is the stigma that keeps us silent. As the trailblazing organizers of ACT UP declared during the HIV crisis of the 1980s, Silence = Death. This book is, as much as anything else, an effort to dispel the silence that surrounds family abuse and estrangement. If more of us talk about it with each other and anyone else who will listen, we can slowly but inexorably dismantle the false idol of family that has hurt so many. Beyond speaking up, we as individuals have the capacity and the responsibility to call out domestic abuse, whether of children or partners, just as we do when we witness other crimes.

Part 4 will also look beyond our personal roles at the ways that our institutions can redeem themselves. I’ll argue that our society must fundamentally transform its blind-eye approach to family violence. I’ll urge us all to consider children’s safety to be a human right as innate and inviolable as any other. I’ll also detail specific ways we as individuals can work to stop the cycle of abuse in our families and communities.

With The Power of Parting, I hope to comfort and encourage other survivors who have endured the same injustice I survived. I hope to alert the world to that injustice. And I hope to help end it.




PART 1

The Way Down





CHAPTER 1

Society: The Root of Abuse

When Oscar’s mom and I were expecting him, bellies swelled everywhere we looked. When he was born, the world became awash in babies and their paraphernalia. Of course, the birth rate hadn’t suddenly skyrocketed. Rather, we had become more alert to others in our situation, and we all gravitated toward each other.

Something similar happened when I started talking about my estrangement and this book. Many friends and colleagues who had never mentioned their struggles began to reveal them to me. If someone had grown up without the tensions that can produce estrangement, they were rarely more than one degree of separation from them—maybe an old friend or their spouse’s family. As we saw earlier, the chances are at least one in four that anyone you meet will be estranged from a family member. It was astounding and comforting to find such a large community of fellow travelers—and heartbreaking to think that I’d been denied that comfort for five decades.

Conspiracies of Silence

What denies us that comfort is silence. What causes this silence is an intricate web of ignorance, avoidance, and shame that permeates our society. It begins where the abuse itself begins—at home. Children lack knowledge of the world at large that might tell them their home life is aberrant. They think that however they live is normal and whatever they get is what they deserve. Those who get love believe they deserve it, and those who get beaten, harassed, raped, or neglected believe they deserve it. Until my late teens, it didn’t occur to me that multiple beatings per week were unusual. When I learned that they were, it took me a couple more decades to realize that they weren’t my fault.

At first, the sense that everything at home was normal ensured my silence, then the sense that I was abnormal shamed me into silence.

The communities in which we grow up almost always shirk their responsibility for preventing abuse. When I was young, the institutions that could have protected me from abuse—church, family, and school—enabled it instead. The educational system failed to teach us what maltreatment was, and it didn’t address visible signs of abuse and neglect like the welts on my arms or the clothes I wore several days in a row. Nowadays, most states require teachers, doctors, social workers, and others who deal regularly with children to tell authorities when they spot such signs—an improvement over the schools of my youth. Some states even expand the ranks of “mandated reporters” to include hairdressers and photographers. But most maltreatment leaves no bruises or scars, except permanent internal ones.

Beneath this inattention is a host of traditions and memes that we rarely examine critically. Take “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” I heard that motto hundreds of times in my youth, and I never questioned it. Its roots reach back to the Old Testament, which commands the faithful: “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish them with the rod they will not die. Punish them with the rod and save them from death.”

Even those who blanch at that command would endorse advice against “airing your dirty laundry in public”—that is, sharing your private business with outsiders. This has the patina of reason to it; outsiders can’t understand all the nuances of our family, team, company, or faith, so how can they judge us fairly? But it’s really no more rational—or ethical—than the Mafia’s omertà or Hollywood’s infamous nondisclosure agreements. All these codes of silence are essentially the same. They prevent victims and other would-be truth-tellers from speaking out, they protect toxic power structures, and they guarantee that abuse will be passed down through generations.

Judith Herman, MD, a pioneer in the study of trauma, points out that, for victims, “the complicity and silence of bystanders—friends, relatives, and neighbors, not to mention officials of the law—feel like a profound betrayal, for this is what isolates them and abandons them to their fates.” My own family was full of bystanders. My father was the eldest of eleven children, and my mother was the second eldest of five, so we had a bevy of aunts and uncles and more cousins than we could count. None of them warned us that my uncle Sean was a violent alcoholic, but his short fuse and the beer cans filling the back of his car hinted that we should steer clear.

One time, he and my aunt Mary arrived late to a family gathering. Another of my relatives, spotting the fresh cast on her arm, joked, “Ah, Mary! Did Sean do that to you?”

Aunt Mary’s mute glance made clear the answer was no joke. After a few suspenseful seconds, everyone in the room picked up the conversations that had been interrupted by the late arrivals, and nothing more was said about the cast. In any abusive environment, silence is the most infectious and deadly disease.

During my work on this book, I’ve come to realize that the same mechanisms of abuse work at every level of human interaction. They can operate one-on-one, among siblings, spouses, or parents and their kids; they can lurk within a wider circle that includes other relatives and neighbors; and they can underpin entire nations. Silence is the most pervasive mechanism of abuse, as it’s the only one shared by abusers, victims, and witnesses. For survivors, tormentors, and society as a whole, it’s the default setting.

Codes of silence are bedrock among institutions as diverse as law enforcement (the so-called blue wall of silence) and street gangs (“snitches get stitches”). Silence is built into the world’s smallest institution—the family—and its largest—the Catholic Church. When I was young, the Church absolved our tormentors while it taught us to “turn the other cheek” and to “honor thy father and mother” without making any exceptions to those fiats. As Rebecca Solnit observes in a 2022 New York Times essay, “Christianity pays more attention [than other religions] to forgiveness from victims, and its traditions of penance and confession tend to focus on making things right with God rather than with those they’ve harmed.” Judith Herman reminds us that these traditions put particular pressure to forgive upon “subordinated groups, whose justified resentment might make those in power uncomfortable.” One of the largest subordinated groups is, of course, children.

Family: The Nuclear Option

Other core tenets of Christianity have also harmed innumerable children. In his book Spare the Child, Rutgers historian Philip Greven points to Christianity’s “widely held conviction that the child enters the world with a distorted or wayward will. It is therefore [considered] the responsibility of parents to break” that will. Donald Capps, a professor at the Princeton Theological Seminary, explains that “parents have taken this injunction to break the child’s will as a mandate to inflict severe physical punishment.” This is especially true among Evangelical Christians, propelled in part by the perennial bestseller Dare to Discipline by James Dobson, a psychologist and influential Christian activist and broadcaster. Dobson’s book argues that corporal punishment is the duty of all good parents and offers them guidance on the most effective ways to carry out that duty. He comes a little too close to home for my taste when he advises parents to use a wooden spoon for disciplinary purposes.

The impact of Christianity on families extends far beyond those who believe in the divinity of Jesus. Starting about 1,700 years ago, the Catholic Church engineered a gradual but massive cultural pivot toward the “nuclear family”—a father, mother, and their children—as our species’ core unit and away from the traditional or “extended” family—a multigenerational web of cousins, in-laws, and other relatives that shared duties and resources. This shift would ultimately decouple Western societies from the family structure for which humans are wired and the one that’s better on balance for most children and parents.

In his book The WEIRDest People in the World, Harvard anthropologist Joseph Henrich explodes the notion that the nuclear family is natural or normal. It is, instead, an outlier, the product of a series of edicts issued by the Church to counter arranged marriages and unions it deemed incestuous. Originally, Church fathers prohibited marriage between first cousins, a sensible policy given the likelihood of genetic anomalies in the offspring of closely related parents. But over the next few centuries, the Church’s prohibitions became much more difficult to justify in practical terms. For instance, widows were forbidden to marry their brothers-in-law, a practice that helped to keep assets within the family and maintain social ties. Sixth cousins (who are pretty much strangers in genetic terms) had to give the Church all their property if they wed, an injunction meant to fray this slender family bond. And the Church encouraged, sometimes required, newlyweds to create their own households apart from their families of origin.

There are several theological, historical, and material reasons why the Church took such a consistent hard line, and its long-term effects are profound, including the rise of individualism, the growth of innovation, and the spread of colonialism. For our purposes, the most significant impact was the erosion of clan- and tribe-based family units, which were the norm among our species until medieval times, from hunter-gatherer cultures to Imperial Rome. An analysis of 1,200 preindustrial societies showed that only 8 percent featured nuclear families; the vast majority of societies were built upon extended families. These structures were buttressed and enhanced by various kinds of marital alliances between cousins, in-laws, stepsiblings, et al. that allowed many relatives to retain and grow shared assets, both practical and emotional, over generations. When the Church banned those traditional alliances, the extended family lost its foundation, and the Church gained wealth as many families’ resources, which they could no longer hold on to through inheritance or marriage, passed into its coffers. As a result, our species’ need for “cooperative” kinship arrangements, where several people pool their resources and share the rigors of child-rearing, was permanently undermined.

Starting with the Protestant Reformation in the early sixteenth century, the dominance of Catholicism waned. But the family dynamic it had bequeathed to Western societies was well established and would eventually become the perceived foundation of civilization itself. From evolutionary biologists to anthropologists to economists, mainstream academics have touted the nuclear family as the “traditional” or “natural” form, despite abundant evidence that it’s not. Rebecca Sear at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine attributes this bias to the fact that these academic disciplines grew dramatically in the years following World War II when the nuclear family was at its zenith, promoted by popular culture and subsidized by governments eager to remove women from the workforces they’d entered during the war.

Among social conservatives, a staunch “family values” ethos has simultaneously taken root. The powerful activist group Family Research Council, founded by James Dobson (author of Dare to Discipline), lobbies vigorously for government policy and funding that promotes the “traditional” nuclear family—a straight married couple and their children, with the husband as breadwinner and the wife as homemaker—while discouraging other arrangements, including gay marriage, cohabitation, and divorce. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation’s blueprint for reshaping American life along radically conservative lines, sounds a similar note, asserting that “families comprised of a married mother, father, and their children are the foundation of a well-ordered nation and healthy society.” And popular conservative thinker William Bennett joins this chorus with his contention that “if we have stronger families, we will have stronger schools, stronger churches, and stronger communities with less poverty and less crime.” In fact, the opposite is true—stronger social institutions, less poverty, and less crime beget stronger families, not vice versa.

David Brooks shows in a 2020 Atlantic piece that “the shift from bigger and interconnected extended families to smaller and detached nuclear families ultimately led to a system that liberates the rich and ravages the working class and the poor.” In America, the nuclear family, which so many still consider society’s bedrock, had a remarkably fleeting heyday—Brooks calls it a “blip”—from 1950 to 1965. During that period, “conditions in the wider society were ideal for family stability. The postwar period was a high-water mark of church attendance, unionization, social trust, and mass prosperity—all things that correlate with family cohesion.” Since then, those conditions have all declined, and “America now has two entirely different family regimes. Among the highly educated, family patterns are almost as stable as they were in the 1950s; among the less fortunate, family life is often utter chaos. There’s a reason for that divide: Affluent people have the resources to effectively buy extended family to shore themselves up.” Brooks is referring here to the nannies, tutors, therapists, coaches, and other professionals that wealthier families can hire to take on many of the duties of raising their children. Poorer families can’t afford such necessities, and the public sector provides scant support for them. So those families are more likely to fall apart than are richer ones, and “the children in those families become more isolated and traumatized.”

When those children grow up, the chances are slim that they’ll find relief from their trauma, even among the professions that are, in theory, devoted to healing trauma.

Therapy’s Blind Spots

Many survivors of family abuse turn to therapy for help, only to find a focus on reconciliation that’s precisely the opposite of the distance they need to put between themselves and their abusers.

While therapists are taught a range of techniques for fostering reconciliation among family members, they learn little about how to help their patients move away from toxic relatives. My therapist told me that “no one discussed estrangement” in any of her undergraduate courses or her graduate training. Fortunately for me, she saw past this gap in her education and helped me figure out how to separate from my abuser. But the gap is all too common. Therapist Elizabeth Heaney found in her own training an almost adversarial attitude toward estrangement. It was “talked about as if the person had given up on the true goal of an ongoing relationship with family, no matter how dysfunctional that relationship might seem.” She said, “I never heard any validation that opting out of a family relationship might be a smart move or a healthy choice.” But after years of treating patients, “it’s a choice I’ve come to respect and honor.”

Wisdom like Heaney’s and my therapist’s is still rare in the profession. As the Cornell professor Karl Pillemer notes, “There is no evidence-based therapy or treatment for individuals coping with or trying to resolve estrangements.” This is an appalling void, given that roughly sixty-eight million Americans are currently estranged from at least one relative. Also appalling is the dearth of research into preventing abuse. The American Medical Association concludes that “research in this area is limited” and “there are no accurate tools for predicting a child’s individual risk for maltreatment.”

Much of the blame for the lack of research can be laid at the feet of the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). This federal agency is the largest source of funding for research on mental illness in America. For much of this century, it has been captivated by a reductive emphasis on finding specific biological causes for these illnesses. When Thomas Insel, a neuroscientist who found the link between oxytocin and social bonding in mammals, took over NIMH in 2002, he set out to change what he believed was a murky approach to investigating mental illnesses. For decades, most research had fallen somewhere within the “biopsychosocial” model, which views mental illnesses as arising from a combination of biological, psychological, and social factors. This commonsense approach suggests that our minds are molded simultaneously by nature, nurture, and environment—our genes, our upbringing, and conditions in our community.

In 2010, Insel and his colleagues launched the Research Domain Criteria, or RDoC, “a new framework for the study of mental disorders,” as psychiatrist George Makari describes it in a 2023 New Yorker article. This new framework is just the latest in a long series of efforts to make mental healthcare into a “hard” science like biology or chemistry. Other notable examples include the introduction of medications in the 1980s that were hailed as cure-alls for depression and other ailments, and the DSM’s misguided mission to quantify
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