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Foreword


This world does not belong to us. We belong to one another.

—TERRENCE REAL



By my early thirties, I’d become aware enough to know, as things stood, I’d never have the things I wanted. A full life, a home, a wholeness of being, a companion, and a place in a community of neighbors and friends all seemed beyond my grasp. I didn’t have the judgment, the courage, or the skills to bring a real life to fruition. I was one of the most successful musicians on the planet, but work is work, life is life, and they are not the same. Even more frustrating, the things that made me good at my job—my easy tolerance, even hunger, for the isolation of creativity, my ability to comfortably and deeply reside within myself and put all my energy into my work for days, weeks, years at a time—doomed my personal life to failure. I lived a lonely but seemingly secure existence. Then at thirty-two I hit an emotional wall and realized I was lost in a deep dark forest, largely of my own making, without a map. So began forty years of trying to find my way through the shadowed trees, down to the river of a sustaining life.

With help I realized, in early middle age, that I was subject to a legacy that had been passed down from generation to generation in my Italian-Irish family. A long and stubborn stream of mental illness and dysfunction manifested itself in my life as a deep, recurring depression and an emotional paralysis. I had a fear of exposing my inner life to anyone besides twenty thousand complete strangers at your nearest arena. The eye-to-eye democracy of real adult love struck fear and insecurity deep in my heart. Meanwhile I could feel my life clock ticking on the things I wanted to do and what I wanted to become.

So how do you transform that legacy? How do you break the chain of trauma and illness whose price is compounded with each successive generation? As Terry says, “Family pathology is like a fire in the woods taking down all in front of it until someone turns to face the flames.” Slowly I began to face those flames, mainly because I couldn’t stand the idea of failing my own children, my family, in the manner that I felt I’d been failed. And at the end of the day, the way we honor our parents and their efforts is by carrying on their blessings and doing our best to not pass forward their troubles, their faults, to our own children. Our children’s sins should be their own. It’s only through the hard work of transformation do those of ours who have come before cease to be the ghosts that haunt us and transform into the ancestors we need and love to walk beside us. Working even a small piece of this into my life took a long time, and I’m still a daily work in progress. My children will have plenty of work to do on their own, but we all have to learn and earn our own adulthood.

Looking more broadly, the price we pay as a society for our toxic individualism and patriarchy is our permanent estrangement from one another. If I can’t connect to you, I can’t connect to us. Whether it’s racism, class differences, or any of myriad other social plagues, its cost is always the same: a broken and dysfunctional system that prevents us from recognizing and caring for our neighbor with a flawed but full heart. Terry’s writing is loving and kind, clever and strong, and he’s written a beautiful and important book, particularly for the moment we are in. It helps lead the way to a more powerful and noble society based on the tenets of love, justice, and respect. He has laid out a process by which we can begin to understand our place in our own families and our society.

I’ve worked hard, and I’ve been lucky. Over the years I’ve found some very good guides through that dark forest and down to that river of life. For my wife, Patti, and me, Terrence Real has been one of those guides, and this book is a map through those trees.

Be safe and journey forward,

Bruce Springsteen
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Which Version of You Shows Up to Your Relationship?

Have you ever felt as if you were an unwitting passenger in your own interactions? You tell yourself a dozen times that this once you will not lose it with your child, colleague, family member, or spouse. But in the heat of the moment—oh my, there it goes: the unkind word, the raised voice, the torrent of what you “really” think.

Maybe you’re not the explosive type. Instead of lashing out, you shut down because you’re either disgusted (I don’t need this!) or overwhelmed (I can’t handle this!) or both at the same time.

Maybe you’re neither aggressive nor withdrawn. Maybe for the most part you’re moderate, even-tempered, and sensible—it’s just that your partner isn’t.

Welcome to humanity.

Your desire is to finally get through to them, or to finally be left the hell alone. But the reins have been ripped from your hands, and you find yourself galloping toward the edge of a cliff. Sometimes you watch it all happen, knowing it’s wrong, knowing you don’t want to do this. In other moments, you abandon your good intentions altogether, jump right onto the horse’s back, and pull on the reins even harder. You scream louder. You shut down even more impenetrably.

Sooner or later—in minutes or hours, days, even weeks—you come to your senses. And then it’s time for you to do damage control. Or you both just move on, sweeping the whole thing under the rug. Until the next time.

Aren’t you just sick of it? Don’t you regret it? This is not how you want to live, and you keep promising yourself that this time you’ll be different, or they will be different. And indeed, things are fine for a while, maybe even a long while—until she turns away cold and unloving, or until he disrespects and takes liberties again. You just want to get through to that jerk, you have the right, you need to be heard! Or you just want to be left unperturbed. Why can’t she just accept you as you are? You signed up for marriage, not a lifelong self-improvement course!

It has been said that there are two types of couples in the world—those who fight and those who distance.1 I’d add a third type: those who do both. One rails while the other shuts down. Hailstorm and tortoise.2

I’m a relationship expert who’s spoken about and given workshops on superlative relationships to corporations, to the general public, and to psychotherapists around the world. Over three decades, thousands of mental health professionals and corporate coaches have trained in the model of therapy I’ve created, called Relational Life Therapy, and countless individuals and couples have benefited.

If you find yourself frequently fighting with your partner, if you feel unheard or frustrated, if you often feel underappreciated or overly controlled, distanced from, walled off and lonely, or just poorly treated, this book offers you a completely new way to relate. It’s about changing the way you see yourself in relation to your partner so that your life is neither a desert nor a battle. In this book, I am asking you to do something pretty revolutionary, something that will require changing some fundamental parts of your identity—even, for many of you, changing who you think of yourselves as being to begin with.

But I promise it will be worth it—in fact, it’s the only way to end the struggle. Too many couples fight repetitively, resolving not much of anything, or one or both of you backs off, so you begin living “alone together.” Here you will learn how to reconnect, first to yourself—your feelings, needs, and desires—because great relationships start with your relationship to yourself. Then you will learn the skills of a sophisticated and practical relationship technology designed to teach you how to get more of what you want in your relationships with others—how to move past those shadowed trees to the sustaining river of life.

It won’t be easy, as I’m guessing you already know. Because if you’re reading this book, you probably have firsthand experience with a home truth: relationships can be hell. In the heart-to-heart combat of close relationships, we lose it, in ways large or small, often over and over again. We forget that the person we’re excoriating or stonewalling is the one we care about most in our lives. We look at our partner through the wrong end of a telescope, and they seem pitiful or overwhelming or both. That’s where someone like me steps in. I’ve been advising intimate partners, colleagues at work, and business and social leaders for much of my career. I’m a turnaround guy. People come see me when they are on the brink of disaster, when no one so far has been able to help. I’m a couples therapist specializing in male psychology, gender issues, trauma, and power.

Relational Life Therapy is known for producing deep, permanent change quickly in individuals and in their relationships. It teaches men, women, and nonbinary people how to live skilled relational lives—lives of radically honest, fearlessly assertive, passionate connection to themselves and to those they love. Relational Life therapists break many of the rules we learned in school. We are not neutral, for example. When it comes to responsibility, not all problems are an even fifty-fifty split. We take sides. And we don’t hide behind a mask of professionalism. We make a point of being real people, sharing when appropriate from our own journey toward wholeness and intimacy.3

This book is an invitation, the same invitation that I and other Relational Life therapists offer our clients every day. It’s an invitation to truly master a sophisticated skill set, a technology. It’s demanding, I won’t lie, but once you learn it, it has the power to catapult you and your partner into a level of closeness, trust, solidity, and joy that leaves the norms of our culture in the dust. Would you like to feel heard? And can you satisfy your partner’s need to feel listened to as well? Would you like to remember, even in heated or distant moments, that you and your partner stand on the same side?

Remembering Love

Before you pick up that verbal knife, before you brick yourself in even further, let me remind you that you love this person. And therein lies the rub, my friend. Do you remember, really, in that heated moment when fear or righteous anger courses through your veins, that you love this person? Do you remember it when your body shuts down and, for the life of you, you can barely squeak out a word or two? The sobering answer, if you’re dead honest with yourself, is that you do not. In that heated moment, the sweetness between you, the sense of the two of you as a team facing the world together, the sense of us, is nearly impossible to locate.

The good news is that the love is still there. The bad news is that it’s stored in parts of your brain, body, and nervous system that, in those flash moments, you no longer inhabit. Your endocrine system is on high alert, pumping stimulants into your bloodstream. Your autonomic nervous system—far below your consciousness—is in fight-or-flight, spurring you on or shutting you down. The higher functions of your brain (the prefrontal cortex, the reins) have gone completely offline, while the more primitive parts of your brain (the limbic system, particularly the amygdalae) have decisively taken over.4

At those times, the brain is in a state in which the prefrontal cortex is neither connected to nor soothing the subcortical system. Without that soothing and connection, we lose a pause between what we feel and what we do. These more primitive parts of our bodies and brains care only about our personal survival; they have no interest in maintaining the vulnerability of intimacy. Us evaporates and becomes you and me, adversaries in a cold world of I win, you lose.5

Us is the seat of closeness. You and me is the seat of adversarial contest. You and me is great when you are confronting a tiger, but less so when you are confronting your spouse, your boss, or your child. In those fraught moments, what makes it so hard to keep a cool head is a million or so years of evolution, plus one other powerful force: trauma. Trauma pulls you into survival mode, in which you are clenching your fists for the fight or clamping your jaws shut like a fortress. And the more trauma you sustained as a child, the more compelling you and me becomes.6

If you are thinking, Well, gosh, I didn’t have much trauma growing up, my answer is maybe. We’ll talk about it later. But before you make up your mind, why not settle into my discussion of childhood trauma? Because sometimes it doesn’t take much. Depending on your constitution and a host of other variables, it may take only a slight tap on the egg to produce fissures that can last a lifetime.

What’s Your Trauma?

When I’m working with a couple, I have one important question in my mind. It’s not What are the stressors? Stressors—like the pandemic, money woes, mismatched sex drives, kids, and in-laws—are all important, but a well-functioning couple can handle a reasonable amount of stress. The critical question I think about is not even What is the dynamic, the choreography, between you? That’s also an important question, but it’s not the most essential. The central question I ask myself during a therapy session is simply this one: Which part of you am I talking to?

Am I talking to the mature part of you, the one who’s present in the here and now? This is the part I call the Wise Adult. That’s the part that cares about us. Or am I speaking to a triggered part of you, to your adversarial you and me consciousness? The triggered part of you sees things through the prism of the past. I believe there’s no such thing as overreacting; it’s just that what someone is reacting to may no longer be what’s in front of them. One of the blessings that partners in intimate relationships bestow upon each other is the simple and healing gift of their presence. But in order to be present with your partner, you must yourself be in the present, not saturated by your past.

The phrase trauma memory is really a misnomer. You don’t remember trauma; you relive it. The combat vet who hears a car backfire and suddenly spins around like he’s gripping a rifle is not thinking, Now I’m walking down Main Street remembering combat. In that flash moment, the vet is viscerally back at war. The past superimposes itself onto the present, fundamentally confusing the mind.7 When our trauma is triggered, we might physically spring into fight-or-flight mode. Faced with an overwhelming shock—infidelity, for example—I’ve seen patients gasp and head for the door before they came to in my hallway.

But most of us do not reenact the experience of the trauma itself. Instead, we act out the coping strategy that we evolved to deal with it. You were emotionally abandoned throughout your childhood, and so you’ve grown into a charming seducer, expert at securing others’ attention. Or you were intruded upon as a child, and now you operate behind walls; you are adept at keeping people out. I speak of this compensating part of us as the Adaptive Child.8

One of my great mentors, Pia Mellody, spoke of the Adaptive Child as a “kid in grown-up’s clothing.”9 The Adaptive Child is a child’s version of an adult, the you that you cobbled together in the absence of healthy parenting. Here’s a chart detailing the traits of the Adaptive Child, as distinct from the Wise Adult.10




	ADAPTIVE CHILD
	
	WISE ADULT





	Black & White
	
	Nuanced



	Perfectionistic
	
	Realistic



	Relentless
	
	Forgiving



	Rigid
	
	Flexible



	Harsh
	
	Warm



	Hard
	
	Yielding



	Certain
	
	Humble



	Tight in body
	
	Relaxed in body





I’d like you to notice a few things as you look at this chart. First of all, see how tight, certain, and black and white the Adaptive Child is? One of my clients said that her Adaptive Child was like a little fundamentalist who lived inside her. This is in contrast to the flexibility, humility, and appreciation of nuance that are characteristic of the Wise Adult—qualities you may also recognize, from the literature on adult development, as those associated with emotional maturity.11

There’s No Redeeming Value in Harshness

Let’s take a closer look at just one of the immature qualities prevalent in our Adaptive Child: harshness. I tell my clients that if they walk away from their sessions with me with just this one concept, they will have spent their therapy money well. Here it is: There is no redeeming value whatsoever in harshness. Harshness does nothing that loving firmness doesn’t do better.

I once had a client, about seventy, who was a ringer for Clint Eastwood, and indeed, he was a Wyoming rancher. I went over in detail with him that there was nothing of value in harshness, and son of a gun, if he didn’t start to cry. Small, manly Clint Eastwood tears, but tears nevertheless.

I said to him, “So you’re thinking about how hard you’ve been on yourself all these years.”

“No,” he corrected me, “I’m thinking about the damage I’ve done to my sons.”

Meeting Your Adaptive Child

Now just because the Adaptive Child part of you is rigid does not mean it is always outwardly aggressive. You can have an overly accommodating, people-pleasing Adaptive Child. Your Adaptive Child can tend toward superiority, it can tend toward inferiority, or it can bounce back and forth. But whether it’s more dominating or withdrawn, it will react pretty much the same way whenever you’re triggered. This set point reaction, this relational modus operandi, is your relational stance, the thing you will do over and over again when you are stressed.

Take Dan, for example. Dan had a very clear and specific relational stance, the well-worn track of his Adaptive Child. And it was a hairbreadth away from costing him his marriage.

Dan and Julia: A Liar Relents



“I lie,” Dan tells me flatly in the first minutes of our first session.

Julia, his wife, fills in, “About everything large and small. Ask Dan what kind of shoes he has on, and he’ll tell you they’re sneakers.”

Funny line, I think, but she’s not joking. They’re here for a two-day relationship intervention. They and I will spend two whole days together and at the end decide whether they’re either back on track or divorcing. This is the last stop for couples on the brink.

Dan is a nice guy, a sweet man. Just don’t try to get a straight answer out of him. He loves his wife, and he is by and large a well-meaning person. So, why would anyone in his right mind not be able to stop lying as he does? Because, I hypothesize, Dan isn’t quite in his right mind. I don’t mean that I think Dan is crazy, simply that he lives his life as his you and me consciousness, his Adaptive Child, while mistakenly thinking of himself as a Wise Adult, capable of appreciating us. And the culture at large rewards Dan’s Adaptive Child. He knows better than to lie at work, but he does twist himself into knots in order to please his superiors. He works eighty hours a week, and he’s risen through the ranks of the IT company he works for.

Like many of the clients I encounter, Dan has an Adaptive Child that makes him a great success in the world, but it also threatens to devastate his personal life. That’s because the culture at large feeds off of Adaptive Children and is often threatened by mature adults. Our society mirrors the qualities of the Adaptive Child—black and white, rigid, perfectionistic, unrealistic, and unforgiving. This is the culture of individualism, about which I’ll have much to say in Chapter 2.

Dan, white, mid-thirties, tells me that he lies to “stay out of trouble,” glancing at Julia beside him, who is Black and about the same age.

Maybe, I think, but perhaps there’s more to it. As we work together, Dan will show me how he handles himself, his relational stance.

“Did Julia bring you to therapy?” I ask Dan at one point.

“Not bring exactly, but she certainly strongly suggested,” he replies.

“Have you tried to stop lying on your own?”

“Well I’ve tried, of course, but then again, what do you mean by try exactly?”

“Have you been struggling a long time?”

“I can’t say I struggle per se …”

After three or four go-rounds, I begin to feel as though I could say the sky is blue, and Dan will tell me it’s aquamarine. He’s the kind of guy who opens the window in a monsoon, retrieves his soaking wet hand, and says, “There appears to be precipitation.”12

As a couples therapist, I have three sources of information: what the partners report about themselves and each other, how they behave in front of me, and how I feel witnessing their behavior.

When someone says they do something (like lie), and they then do a version of it right in front of me (evade), I have a fair idea that they are as described. So Dan is a champion evader. He lives out of his Adaptive Child. The Wise Adult inside us doesn’t chronically lie. Knowing that, my next question is: What has Dan’s Adaptive Child adapted to? How did Dan get bent into his current relational stance of evasion?

“Show me the thumbprint,” I say to my students, “and I’ll tell you about the thumb.” If Dan has a black belt in avoidance, he learned it somewhere. Chances are that throughout his childhood he saw someone who was slippery, after whom he modeled himself; or conversely, he learned the art of evasion in reaction to some caregiver who was practiced in the art of control.

“Dan”—I try an educated guess—“who tried to control you while you were growing up?”

He contemplates this question. “Not my father. He was passive, hardly there.”

“Your mother ruled the roost?” I try.

He laughs. “With an iron hand.”

“And ruled you …?”

“Well, you see, I was a good actor,” he says.

“What does that mean?”

“I was a good boy. A good athlete, good grades, church on Sundays.” He smiles, amused. “I put up a good front.”

“And what was behind the good front?”

Again, the broad smile. “Well, I guess I must have had a bad back.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh, nothing disastrous. Girls, some drinking, even some weed, coke. But she never knew.”

“You kept it low to the ground,” I venture.

“Sure. What you don’t know can’t hurt you.”

His motto, I think. You could emblazon that phrase on his T-shirt. “Low to the ground,” I repeat. “Like your father.”

“Sure,” he allows. “I can see that.”

“So what happened if anyone crossed your mother?”

“Oh”—he shakes his head—“that didn’t happen. She was very strict, very religious. Catholic.”

“You never saw anyone cross her?”

“No one dared,” he answers flatly.

I lean back and regard him. Julia sits beside her husband, as still as a stone.

“So you learned,” I tell him.

“I learned what?”

“How to preserve yourself. How to psychologically survive.”

All Relational Life therapists know that they must always be respectful of the exquisite intelligence of the Adaptive Child. Lying to his rigid, commanding mother was precisely the thing little Dan needed to do to preserve his sense of self and autonomy. If Dan, as a child, had to choose between checking out, like his father, and singlehandedly taking on his domineering mother, he chose neither.

“I rendered unto Caesar what was Caesar’s,” he tells me.

“And you took for yourself what was yours.”

Dan smiles, not displeased.

“On the side,” I tell him.

On the side—that’s the problem facing Dan today. In his private life, he still spends money, flirts, has a little drink with the guys—on the side. But as we say in Relational Life Therapy, “Adaptive then, maladaptive now.” The same strategy that kept Dan sane and preserved him as a child is about to sink his marriage. It’s time for Dan to realize that Julia is not his scolding, controlling mother—and that he is no longer that secretly defiant little boy. It’s time for Dan to step into his Wise Adult self—the part of him that can withstand the flood of young feelings that washed over him whenever he sees Julia as demanding, the part of him rooted not in his past but in his present, not the limbic system but his prefrontal cortex. It’s time to help him pull out of you and me into us.

One of the telltale characteristics of the you and me Adaptive Child is that it is automatic, a knee-jerk response. It’s the Whoosh, the visceral reaction that comes up from the feet like a wave washing over your body. I speak of it as our first consciousness, and I divide it into three reactions—fight, flight, or fix. We all know what fight looks like. As for flight, just a reminder that someone can sit inches away from another and still flee—they just do so internally. We call that stonewalling. Finally, the knee-jerk response of fixing is not the same as a mature, considered wish to work on the relationship. Adaptive Child fixers are fueled by an anxious, driven need to take anyone’s tension away from them as quickly as possible. Their motto is “I’m upset until you’re not.”

Dan is neither a fighter nor a fixer. He is a fleer; he flees by lying, omitting, and evading. Now, in our work together, it dawns on him that compliance and passive resistance are not the only two possibilities for him. That might have been true when he faced his mother, but not in his marriage to Julia. Julia has resources—like kindness and understanding—that Dan’s mother largely lacked. And Dan now has resources that he lacked as that little boy, like the ability to stand up to his wife, to tell Julia the truth and let the chips fall where they may. I call this letting the bad thing happen.

One day about two months into our therapy, Dan and Julia saunter into my office holding hands and smiling broadly.

“You two look happy,” I comment.

“We are,” Dan tells me.

“We’ve had a breakthrough,” adds Julia.

“Okay,” I say. “There’s a story here. Tell me.”

It couldn’t have been simpler, they tell me. “It happened this weekend,” Dan fills me in. “Julia sent me off to the grocery store with a list of a few things. True to form, I came back with almost everything.” They glance at each other. “She asked, ‘Where’s the damn milk?’” Dan leans forward, peering at me. “And I tell ya, man. Every muscle in my body wanted to say, ‘They were out of it.’ But instead, I took a deep breath and simply said, ‘I forgot.’”

He turns to his wife and says, “And Julia just burst into tears on the spot.”

“I told him,” she says, “I’ve been waiting for this moment for ten years.”

The Real Work of Relationships: Moving Beyond the Automatic

My wife, the family therapist Belinda Berman, has a name for the kind of moment Dan experienced. She calls it relational heroism—that moment when every muscle and nerve in your body is screaming to do the same old, but through raised consciousness, insight, discipline, and grace, you lift yourself off your accustomed track and deliberately place yourself on another track. You shift from the automatic, thoughtless response, from your you and me consciousness, your Adaptive Child, to something new, something more relational, more connected, more mature. You call on your nontriggered us consciousness, your Wise Adult.

The great spiritual teacher Jiddu Krishnamurti once said that true liberation is freedom from our own automatic responses.13 In our culture, our relationship to relationships tends to be passive. We get what we get, and then we react to it. Most of us try to get more of what we want from our partners by complaining when they don’t get it right. That’s got to be about the worst behavioral modification program I’ve ever heard of.

This reactive approach to relationships is inherently individualistic. We have lost us consciousness, an appreciation for the whole, and instead we have shifted into you and me. We have moved out of our Wise Adult into our Adaptive Child parts. The present-based, most mature part of our brain, the prefrontal cortex, has lost connection with the older fast brain, the subcortical limbic system. Without that connection, you lose a pause between what you feel and what you do.

But my message is that in our reactions, we are not simple passengers. Over time, with training and practice, we can change our responses. We can shift from being reactive individuals to being proactive teammates who, in cooperation with our partner, intentionally shape the transaction between us. This everyday practice is relational mindfulness—stopping for a brief moment and centering ourselves. Observing, just as in all forms of mindfulness, the thoughts, feelings, impulses that arise—and choosing something different.

In your close relationships, urgency is your enemy, and breath is your friend.14 Breath can change your heart rate and your thinking physiologically.15 On Dan’s fateful day, he reached for a different part of himself than his usual. His negative expectation, born in childhood—that Julia would be harsh with him—was contradicted. Neurobiology calls this memory reconsolidation; in psychology we call it a corrective emotional experience.16 Dan’s frightened expectation was upended by his wife’s kind response.

The other word for this is healing. And yes, in our relationships, we can heal each other—but not in the ways we commonly think, not by controlling our partners, getting from them what we lacked as children. Rather, we can heal by coming to terms with ignored parts of ourselves. Before we can provide corrective emotional experiences for each other, we must learn how to tend to our own immature parts, to our own reactivity, to our avoidance, our long-suffering frustration. We must master the art of relational mindfulness and retake the reins.

Everyone hears that relationships take work, but few of us have heard what the nature of that work entails. The real work of relationships is not occasional, or even daily: it is minute-to-minute. In this triggered moment right now, which path am I going to take? Rather than being overridden by your history, you can stop, pause, and choose. Moses came down from the mountain and saw that his people were worshipping false gods. Which false gods have you been worshipping lately? Money? Status? Security? Moses looked out at the scene and said, “There is a path toward life, there is a path toward death. Choose life!” (Deut. 30:19). To which I say, “There is a path toward us, toward integration, connection, wholeness. And there is a path toward you and me, trauma, scarcity, selfishness. Choose connection.” But in those fraught moments of choice, you have to know how. The galloping horse of reactivity can pull on you like a relentless law of nature, until you show up to change it.

What follows is a journey toward mastery, from reactivity to responsibility, in those moments of choice.17 But that journey has a price of admission. Embarking on this path requires that we give up many cherished concepts of the world and of ourselves as individuals, starting with the notion that we are, indeed, individuals to begin with.
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The Myth of the Individual

For centuries, Western culture has been dominated by the idea of the individual. And what could make more sense? I exist. I, Terry, this individual person hunched over my laptop, am distinct from others. I am an entity bordered by the perimeter of my body. In fact, the very word individual comes from the term indivisible.1 And I end with my skin. Or do I?

Confined within my body, you’ll find my brain. Is that where my mind also resides? What is the shape of my mind, and does it end with my body? The great anthropologist Gregory Bateson gave the example of a blind man making his way down the street using a stick.2 Surely the stick and the information it yielded, argued Bateson, were a part of his mind.

The noted philosopher and cognitive scientist Thomas Metzinger began his exploration of the nature of consciousness by recounting the well-known “fake hand” experiment, which he re-created using himself as subject. Here’s how he described it:


The subjects observed a rubber hand lying on the desk in front of them, with their own corresponding hand concealed from view by a screen.3 The visible rubber hand and the subject’s unseen hand were then synchronously stroked with a probe …. After a certain time (sixty to ninety seconds, in my case), the famous rubber-hand illusion emerges. Suddenly, you experience the rubber hand as your own, and you feel the repeated strokes in this rubber hand. Moreover, you feel a full-blown “virtual arm”—that is, a connection from your shoulder to the fake hand on the table in front of you.



Perhaps this philosopher’s Thomas-ness ended at the tips of his fingers—but at the tip of which fingers, the real ones or the rubber ones? Cognitive science teaches us that what we think of as ourselves derives not from a direct experience but from a collage of sensations and images—self-representations, pictures we have of ourselves. Similarly, we experience the world not directly but rather as it is filtered through our accumulated knowing.4 We recognize a chair because of its chairness. It fits into a category we already know. Without that cultural knowledge, we would see the world as a newborn baby sees it, as light, shadow, shapes, and smells, coming at us with little or no definition.5

In this regard, we are all a type of narcissist. None of us sees ourselves directly—our self-perceptions are filtered through acquired knowledge. Most of us think of ourselves as our bodies, our physical selves. But that image itself is a construction of our minds. Cognitive science reveals that what we call our self is really a changing tapestry of self-representations, images.6 And the good news is that how we see ourselves and the world may change quickly, dramatically, and with support, permanently.

Psychologists used to think that character, once developed, was very difficult to transform. They assumed that once a neural pathway was set in the brain, it was set. The discovery of neuroplasticity changed all that.7 We’ve come to realize that habitual neural networks can open up and re-form—that is, take in new information and restructure. The often-cited phrase is “Neurons that fire together wire together.”8 Or as neurobiologists say, “States become traits.”9 In psychotherapy, neuroplasticity is currently the name of the game.10 In my practice, I have seen that opening neural pathways can lead to profound change, to brand-new traits and behavior, sometimes in a matter of minutes.

“That would stop me in my tracks.”

Ernesto, Latinx and fifty-six, was a rager. He wasn’t a physical rager, thank goodness, but he was a screamer, demeaner, a get-in-your-face-and-say-nasty-things verbal abuser. “It just comes over me too fast,” he tells me about three-quarters of the way through a ninety-minute one-shot consultation with him and his wife, Maddy, also Latinx and a few years younger. Ernesto sounds like many abusive clients I have listened to over the years.

After meandering around for the better part of an hour, I finally ask him a question that hits pay dirt: “Who taught you how to be nasty and mean?”

“You mean like family?” he stutters. “Well, my mother died when I was eight, and my father remarried. Yeah, I guess my stepmother.”

“What was she like?”

Ernesto smiles, shakes his head. “Oh, she was the meanest, worst, most horrible—”

“So, she’s the one,” I say.

“Yes.”

“She taught you how to be this nasty?”

“Yes, I guess she did.”

“And what’s it like to see that?” I try to catch his eye as he looks down at the floor. Sitting across from him, I can feel his shame, a flush of warmth up his face. “Ernesto?” I ask softly.

He doesn’t speak.

“Where are you now?” I ask after a time. “What’s going on?”

“Oh,” he says, not smiling. “I’m embarrassed. For someone to see me the way I see her.” He shakes his head, looking beyond me.

I wonder what he’s seeing, remembering.

“I feel mortified,” he tells me.

“That embarrassment is what we call healthy guilt, or remorse. If you had felt that up front, it would have stopped you. Make sense?”

He nods, head down.

“Do you have a picture of your stepmother?”

“What, on me? No.”

“Can you get one?”

“Sure,” he says. “Yeah, I can.”

“Good. Here’s what I want you to do. You can rage at your wife. I can’t stop you. But the next time you’re about to blow, before you do, I want you to take out the picture of your stepmother, look her in the eye, and say: ‘I know I’m about to do harm. But right now, being like you is more important to me than my wife is.’ Say that, and then go ahead and rage if you have to.”

Ernesto’s head snaps up, and he looks at me. “That’s not true. That would stop me in my tracks. She’s not more important than my wife is.” He falls silent, reaches out his hand, and places it palm up on Maddy’s lap.

She takes his hand, and they gaze at each other. That was almost fourteen years ago. Ernesto has not raged since.

Neurobiologists tell us that it takes two things to unlock and open up a neural pathway. The first is that the implicit must be made explicit. Sometimes you need help seeing what you don’t see. But you must be open to the feedback. Second, there must be some sort of recoil, a sense of discrepancy, of “Oh no, I’m not sure I really want to keep doing that.”11

In my interview with Ernesto, I helped make the implicit explicit by putting into words his replay of his stepmother’s behavior. Ernesto supplied the recoil. After that he had, according to current research, about five hours to take in new learning and begin to forge a new neural pathway: “Oh my goodness, I will not replicate the awfulness I grew up in!”

In that moment of recoil, Ernesto awoke to us. This was the woman he loved he’d been yelling at. What had he been thinking? With my help, he shifted out of his left hemisphere into both hemispheres. He was led by the relationality of the right brain, but the practical wisdom of the left collaborated as well.12 With my help, he remembered the whole, the relationship of which he was a part. This is our optimal state in relationships.

Ernesto shifted from his Adaptive Child—the immature part of him that absorbed his stepmother’s rage and discharged it—into his Wise Adult. He borrowed my prefrontal cortex until he woke up his own. Put most simply, he borrowed my brain. We do this for one another all the time. Current research clearly indicates that we are not walled-in, freestanding individuals. Our human brains—in fact, most mammals’ brains—are built for co-regulation.

The Relational Brain

Interpersonal neurobiology is the study of how our brains and central nervous system form through our relationships in childhood and how relationships impact our neurobiology as intimate adults.13 What we’re finding out is that the mind exists in a social context. Partners in close relationships co-regulate each other’s nervous systems, cortisol (stress hormone) levels, and immune responsiveness. Secure relationships lead to increased immunity and less disease, to say nothing of lower scores in depression, anxiety, and higher reported general well-being. Insecure relationships stress you out and can make you ill.14

Research has substantiated what most parents know intuitively, that the neurological development of infants and young children depends on loving, stimulating social interaction.15 From the first weeks of life, infants actively seek and elicit connection. Parents provide what one psychoanalyst called a “good enough holding environment” for the child.16 A toddler falls off his bike and looks to the expression on his caretaker’s face to see how bad the scrape is. Parents routinely soothe children, lending them perspective—this pain won’t last forever—and emotional modulation. According to the pioneer infant observational researcher Ed Tronick, “Child developmental researchers use the term neuroarchitects to describe caregivers of young infants. A baby’s earliest relationships determine the nature of the wiring—they literally build the brain.”17

Every day in my office, I see what happens to people who didn’t, as children, receive help modulating their emotions. Generally, they’re cut off from their emotions. Without ancillary help from a grown-up’s nervous system, they did—and still do—find emotions, theirs and often yours, overwhelming.

“I Relied on Myself.”



Paul, white and forty-eight, crosses his ankle on top of his knee and drums his fingers absently on his horizontal leg. His wife, Cheryl, also Caucasian, fifty-five, has had it with him. He is too closed off, too unintimate. She needs more. And yet, Paul assures me, he came from a normal, happy childhood. No one screamed at him or hit him or bullied him, he tells me. I’ve heard this before, and at this early point in the session, it’s difficult to ascertain whether Paul grew up in an unloving home or just a quiet one.

I ask, “So who did you turn to for comfort or reassurance when you were hurt or scared?”

“Why,” he muses, “I don’t recall turning to anyone. I relied on myself.”

“From what age?”

“Pardon?”

“How young were you when you first learned to take care of it yourself?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “As long as I can remember.”

“Right,” I tell him. “You shut the door on feelings so long ago, you don’t remember. But you didn’t come out that way. Further back than your memory stretches, you did reach out to your parents once or twice for solace, and their response led you to conclude that depending on them, emotionally, was a bad idea.”

Paul shifts in his chair, listening.

“With no one there to help modulate your feelings, you did a very smart thing as that little boy. You shut them down. Closed a door on them.”

Paul is a type-one love avoidant, someone who, in today’s psychological parlance, would be classed as having an avoidant dismissive attachment style. Paul lives behind walls because he grew up in a family where everyone lived behind walls, so what’s the problem? Being emotionally shut down is normal to Paul. And if he lived alone, he’d be fine, but he isn’t alone. He has a wife and a bunch of kids, all of whom need him. The problem for Paul is that we humans cannot be surgical with our feelings. If you open up to one feeling, they all come. Cheryl is knocking hard on Paul’s door. But opening up his heart to her means reopening the door he firmly closed as a child. He is routinely subject to emotions, but he doesn’t have the tools to identify them.

“You left your feelings,” I tell him in a later session. “They never left you. They’ve been percolating the whole time. You just need help connecting to them again and naming them.”

I have to teach Paul how to have emotions. He needs them to share with his wife. For some time, she’s been feeling bored with their marriage, she confesses later in the session. Paul needs to share his emotional life with Cheryl, and he needs to become interested in Cheryl’s emotional life as well. All this requires help because when little Paul fell from his bicycle, the adults looked away or stared at him without expression.

I tell Paul about passive abuse, emotional neglect. His issue is not that something is present (like sexual energy or rage) that shouldn’t be; rather, it’s that things that should be there aren’t: guidance, comfort, sharing. More children are removed from homes because of neglect than because of violating abuse. If you want to see clearly what happens to infants and young children when connection is withheld, watch any of Dr. Ed Tronick’s “still face” experiments on YouTube.18

“Here’s what you see,” I tell Paul, recommending a Tronick video to him. “The taped vignette starts off great. You see Mother with a young child on her lap, one and a half, maybe two. The boy holds a toy brontosaurus, and the dinosaur feeds the mother, and the mother eats the imaginary food offered by the toy. Mother and child













































Stan: You Can Be Right or Be Married

























































Steve: “Did I Get It, Doc?”
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