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Some readers may find that coming to grips with a difficult childhood can spark upsetting feelings. Far from being uncommon, this frequently happens in psychotherapy, which is designed to explore troubling feelings in a safe setting. This book is not intended to be a substitute for formal psychotherapy, though many readers may find it a useful adjunct to treatment. I urge any reader who experiences abnormal depression or anxiety to consult a licensed psychotherapist.










TO THE READER




When I use the word parents in this book, Im talking about the adults who exerted the most significant control over your childhoodbirth parents, guardians, grandparents, stepparents, aunts or uncles. I tend to use parents, plural, for grammatical simplicity even though only one parent or adult figure in your family may have been the controller.

This book includes case studies drawn from comprehensive interviews with a diverse group of forty women and men, ages twenty-three to fifty-eight, who grew up controlled. Collectively, these forty adults have more than six million hours experience growing up in controlling environments. (Detailed information about the participants and interviews can be found in Notes on Research on pp. 239240.) Although each persons story was unique, similarities in how they were controlled transcended age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation, and family historyand strongly mirrored the patterns Ive encountered with private clients from controlling families.

I promised confidentiality to all participants so they could talk openly and honestly. Therefore, all names are pseudonyms. I have also slightly altered age, profession, or other details that might identify those interviewed. In some cases, to honor confidentiality I have combined details of more than one persons experience into a composite character. Where needed, I have altered quotes for grammar or clarity. Other than these alterations, every story, incident, and observation you will read was as told to me. None of it is fiction, even though at times the enormity of control may seem unbelievable. I hope the stories and insights will touch you, teach you, and help you to heal, as they have me.

Ive learned a great deal about control and healing from my clients and those I interviewed, but there is much I have still to master. I have yet to work out all the mixed feelings and control-related problems between myself and my own parents. You, not I, are the expert on your life, needs, and upbringing. I urge you to take this book at your own pace and on your own terms. I want you to feel in control as you read. You dont have to agree with the entire book to find some parts pertinent. And keep in mind that while controlling parents often view the world in all-or-nothing terms, few situations in life are absolute. My goal in writing this book is to remind you that you are not alone, that you can make sense of your childhood, and that you can heal yourself.

This is a book of discovery and resolution. I invite you to discover what may lie underneath some of your most stubborn and troubling habits, patterns, or problems. I urge you to join me on a path toward resolving anything unfinished with your parents, whether they are living or dead. I ask you to fashion a more clear and full view of your upbringing so that you can make peace with your past.










INTRODUCTION
 
DID YOU GROW UP WITH UNHEALTHY CONTROL?


Animals kill their young if they dont want to care for them, but they dont torture them for years.

ALICE MILLER






If your parents controlled you in unhealthy ways, they may have unwittingly planted land mines in your psyche. As a result, you may tiptoe through life expecting buried danger, not treasure, in your path. You may waitand waitfor permission to love, succeed, and feel content. Permission youre not sure how to get. Permission you may have difficulty granting yourself.

Well, you are not alone. An estimated one in thirteen adults in the United States has grown up with unhealthy control. Thats more than 15 million people. (See Notes on Research on pp. 239240.)

Unhealthy control has lasting costs. Such an upbringing can put you at risk for depression, anxiety, poor self-image, addictions, self-defeating behaviors, and stress-related health problems. Lacking a protective sense of self, you may live with too little freedom, too little meaning, and, most of all, far too little self-love. Growing up controlled means inheriting habits and beliefs that complicate relationships, decision making, spirituality, and emotional development. As one thirty-seven-year-old teacher raised in a white-knuckle household said, I feel like Im missing a couple of big chunks on how to be a person.

An unexamined upbringing may lead us unwittingly to replay old patterns with our mates so that our mates come to remind us of our parents. We may misread friends, neighbors, or coworkers who remind us of our parents. We may inadvertently use our children as vehicles to work out unfinished business with our parents. We may unintentionally inflict suffering on ourselves and those around us as we act out old, controlling ways.

After were grown, our controlling parents may still treat us as children. More frustratingly, we may feel as helpless as children when were around our parents. We may struggle to get closer toor find greater distance froma controlling parent. We may even come to understand their motivation for controlling us, yet be at a loss about reconciling that knowledge with our lingering hurt, disappointment, or anger.

If you have problems or habits that stubbornly resist change, these may be, in fact, symptoms of unresolved issues with your parents or upbringing. For example, we may grow bored with our jobs or relationships when what we may really need is to cut the apron strings with a parent; we may push ourselves mercilessly to do more when what we really need is to slow down and heal old wounds; or we may overeat when what we may really need is to attend to frustrations inherited from childhood. By looking deeper, we can solve these problems at the source so that they dont merely crop up a few months later in a different form.

This book can help you or someone you love to recognize and disarm the emotional land mines that linger from unhealthy family control. Im here to tell you that many adults who grew up controlled have worked successfully to create happier adulthoods. Youll meet some of them shortly and may find them not all that different from you.

Look at your personality like a puzzle. This book can help you figure out how much of the puzzle was assembled for you by your parents and how many pieces were forced together, whether they fit or not.

How Do You Know?

How do you know if you grew up controlled? Many adults raised with unhealthy control have only a vague sense of it. Others remember excess control but cant explain how it worked. Without something tangible to point to, many who grow up in controlling families come to believe unhealthy control to be normal.

Said a forty-six-year-old designer, I dont know how to explain it, but my mother had this powerful presence and control. To this day I dont understand how she held so much influence over me or how I took on so many of her values despite my best efforts not to.


Overcontrol takes many forms. The most obvious is authoritarianism, but unhealthy control also occurs in a wide variety of families that are anything but strict. The common factor is this:



Controlling families are organized to please, protect, and serve one or both parents, not to foster optimal growth or self-expression among family members.



This book is for you if you or someone you care about came from a family that could be described as one or more of the following:


	Perfectionistic

	Overprotective

	Dictatorial

	Confusing

	Strict

	Belittling

	Authoritarian

	Manipulative

	Harsh

	Smothering

	Reserved

	Overbearing

	Unyielding

	Tense

	Irritable

	Stifling

	Unemotional

	Pushy



Overcontrol can just as easily exist in a model family as in a family having a climate of deception and chaos. Too much control thrives when family members cling to a myth that everything is perfect when its not. Excessive control can exist when a parent demands too much adulation or insists on iron-clad dos and donts. The parent who is too aloof exerts control through deprivation. The parent who is an emotional loose cannon dominates through unpredictability. Overcontrol is fostered by parents who emotionally smother other family members, bully with verbal abuse or physical or sexual violence, or who are too self-absorbed to see their childrens needs.

This test will help you measure the prevalence of control in your childhood and identify whether you may be facing adult-life problems because of it. Check all that apply:

GROWING UP, did you often feel


	 Forbidden to question or disagree with a parent?

	 Pressured by excessive expectations or unattainable standards?

	 Tense when one or both of your parents were around?

	 Confused by parental mixed messages or unclear rules?

	 Criticized more than you were encouraged or praised?

	 Afraid to express anger, fear, or sadness around a parent?

	 Intimidated or belittled by a parent?

	 Manipulated into doing things you didnt want to?

	 Sad, anxious, hurt, deprived, or angry?

	 That physical and emotional affection were scarce in your family?

	 That pleasing your parents was rewarded more than being yourself?



__of 11 checked

In RETROSPECT, did either or both of your parents often


	Try to dictate your thoughts, speech, or morals?

	Overscrutinize your eating, sleep, dress, or personal grooming habits?

	Interfere with your choices of school, career, friends, or lovers?

	Violate your privacy?

	Threaten to disown you for opposing their wishes?

	Withdraw love or affection when you displeased them?

	Use words like lazy, stupid, ugly, selfish, or crazy to describe you?

	Physically or sexually abuse you and/or allow others to do so?

	Need to be the center of attention or try to dominate most situations?

	View the world in right-or-wrong, black-and-white terms?

	Treat emotions as things to be changed, avoided, or ignored?

	Seem perfectionistic, stoic, or driven?

	Seem unwilling to admit they were wrong?

	Seem obsessed with cleanliness, order, details, rules, or schedules?

	Seem hypersensitive to criticism?

	Seem unaware of the pain they caused you and others?



__of 16 checked

Did either of your parents


	Experience major trauma in their childhood?

	Have a family history of physical or sexual abuse, mental illness, or substance abuse?

	Feel overcontrolled by their parents?



__of 3 checked

As an ADULT, have you often felt


	Perfectionistic, driven, or rarely satisfied?

	Like you are under scrutiny even when no one else is around?

	Intimidated or easily angered around controlling people?

	Terrified of being overly dependent in relationships?

	Strong reservations about having children because of how you were raised?

	Melancholy, empty, or deprived?

	Like few people know the real you?

	Afraid of strong feelings or losing control?

	That you missed out on large parts of normal childhood experiences?

	Extrasensitive to criticism?

	Confused about what your feelings are or should be?

	Overly judgmental of others?



__of 12 checked

In your ADULT LIFE, have you often


	Worried or ruminated over confrontations with others?

	Found it hard to make decisions?

	Lost yourself in relationships by putting anothers needs first?

	Had trouble finding a spiritual belief that feels right?

	Found it difficult to relax, laugh, or be spontaneous?

	Had difficulty with sex, touch, or intimacy?

	Had trouble accepting compliments?

	Had an eating disorder or addictive behavior?

	Suffered from stress-related illnesses, burnout, or chronic pain?

	Undermined yourself in work or relationships?

	Assumed others have the confidence you lack?

	Tested the love of those close to you?

	Been abusive, controlling, or disrespectful to friends or a mate?

	Expected that others will try to hurt or take advantage of you?



__of 14 checked


As an ADULT, do you often feel


	That it has taken a long time to emotionally separate from one or both of your parents?

	That you visit or talk to a parent more out of obligation than choice?

	That one or both of your parents dont know you as you really are?

	That one or both of your parents romanticize your childhood to downplay problems?

	That you cannot fully please your parents?

	That your parents just dont get it about their impact on you?

	Tense when you think about a parent coming to visit?

	Horrified when you notice yourself acting like one of your parents?

	A desire to temporarily reduce or sever contact with a parent?



__of 9 checked



Total Questions: 65



Total Number Checked:__



If you answered positively to twenty-two or more questions (more than one third the total), you most likely came from a controlling family. Even people from relatively healthy families are going to have some yeses. The difference is that in controlling families, the above tendencies are present more often, to a greater degree, and with greater emotional costs.

However, if you did answer yes to many of the questions, it doesnt mean that youre damaged goods. It simply means that you facedand surviveda difficult set of early circumstances that may still affect you. Recognizing this, of course, is the first big step toward healing.

Placing Responsibility

Controlled children rarely have the option of acknowledging, Something is wrong here. I dont like the way this feels. Because theyre trained not to recognize their feelings, controlled children may have only a vague sense of constriction or emotional numbness.

If your parents exerted unhealthy control, something was wrong in your family. Healing from such an upbringing often requires that you peek behind the curtain of familial loyalty to examine family rules and beliefs.

Psychoanalyst Alice Miller has written that healing from a painful childhood begins with allowing yourself to express all the feelings and opinions that arose from years of abuse and control; in effect, speaking out after so many years of not being able to.

In so doing, its important to place responsibility where it truly belongs by acknowledging that:


	You arent responsible for what your parents did to you, they are.

	You are responsible for what you do with your life now, your parents arent.



Exploring a pattern of control that was handed down for generations in your family isnt passing the buck; its the first step in stopping the buck. By seeing unhealthy family patterns, you can avoid passing them ona choice your parents may have been unable or unwilling to make.

This exploration is not designed to blame or bash parents. Being a parent is tough. There is no harder or more important job. Parenting is immensely demanding physically, emotionally, financially, and mentally. No parent gets training in being a parent until she or he becomes one. There are no perfect parents. All parents make mistakes, sometimes big mistakes, and still many children grow up relatively happy, well-adjusted, and able to meet lifes challenges.

I do not advocate excessively permissive parenting. Appropriate control and limit setting are crucial to child raising. Children test parental control with petulance, sarcasm, deception, and a host of other techniques, some conscious, most instinctive. The lack of adequate limits in permissive households can cause problems no less troubling than the harsh limits in authoritarian families. Yet this book isnt about appropriate control and limit setting, it is about households with unhealthy controltoo much or the wrong kinds of control for too long.

For most of history, governments have been organized on a patriarchal, authoritarian model. Only recently has democracy, functioning on the consent of the governed, offered an alternative to patriarchal authoritarianism. The first year in which a majority of nations had democratic governments was 1992.


Similarly, most families historically have been based on patriarchal authoritarianism. Of course, a family is not a democracy; children are not yet adults and cannot govern. But I believe both children and parents thrive in democratic familiesin which both children and adults have the right to speak, think, feel, and trust, free from unhealthy control. As democratic governments become the norm worldwide, how can we expect our children to grow up and live in democracies when they have known only unhealthy control, not democratic ideals?

Control and trust are diametrically opposed and inextricably linked. We control to the extent that we mistrust the world. When we trust the world, we can feel safe enough to let go of much of our need to control. Controlling parents, by and large, do not trust. Parental overcontrol is nearly always a generations-old cycle, in place well before you came along. Most controlling parents, in fact, were themselves tremendously misused as children or were traumatized by family deaths, crises, or abuse. If they never got help for their hurts, they may feel alone in an untrustworthy world, and be desperately trying to control life rather than risk being savaged again.

I feel sad for such controlling parents deep hurt. Yet parents who ignore or hide their wounds may spend their lives running from the ghosts of the past. In the process, their children pay a tremendous price.

Unlike your parents, you have a choice. You can heal your wounds rather than ignore or hide from them. You can transcend the cycle of control rather than perpetuate it.

The Human Face of Unhealthy Control

As part of researching this book I conducted comprehensive interviews with forty adults ages twenty-three to fifty-eight who grew up controlled. Their experiences illustrate many of the points in this book, weaving a rich tapestry of sadness and hurt, wisdom and hope. You may discover that you have commonalities with many of these peoples early experiences as well as with the problems they inherited from unhealthy parental control. Participants ranged from:


	An Arkansas preachers daughter to the California daughter of a Holocaust survivor

	The daughter of second-generation working-class Italian immigrants to the adopted son of wealthy New England socialites

	The son of Middle Americans whose ancestors fought in the American Revolution to the daughter of Chinese immigrants who barely escaped with their lives in the 1949 Communist revolution

	The oldest daughter of seven children from an Irish-Catholic family to the only daughter of an African-American single mother

	The gay son of a military officer father and fundamentalist Christian mother to the son of a Latin American father and a sadistic, abusive mother

	The daughter whose mother barely survived her childhood in a World War II Japanese concentration camp to the daughter of a schizophrenic mother who could barely negotiate daily life.



Despite their different backgrounds, these people showed striking similarities in how they were controlled and how it affected them. You may discover emotional kinships with some of these peopleand you may find that reading about their efforts to heal their difficult childhoods will validate the work you are doing to heal.

There Is Much You Can Do

If your parents were controlling, you saw control modeled as a strategy for livingbut its not the only one. The more aware you are of how your parents controlled and of the fallout of their early control in your present life, the more informed the choices youre likely to make about controlling your children, your mate, and yourself.

Despite an uptight upbringing, you can reclaim the most vital parts of your life, emotions, and dreams that may have withered in childhood.

Despite a childhood in which you had little say, you can discover a new richness to your voice in the world.

Despite growing up with unhealthy family ties, you can fashion more nourishing relationships with those close to you.

Despite your own painful childhood, you can significantly increase the chances that your children will not suffer the pains you suffered.

Despite a troubled past with your parents, you can develop a more realistic and satisfying relationship with them as they near the end of their lives, and with their memories after they are gone.

It is possible to be yourself even if you had to be always on for your parents. Its possible to use your feelings for your betterment, not against it. No matter what your age or how restrictive your upbringing, its possible to fulfill your personal promise and find the contentment that was derailed by parents who may not have known better or couldnt have done things any differently.

All these things are possible by achieving greater individuation from a controlling upbringingand it begins with emotionally separating from the hurtful and problematic habits of your parents and family system. Individuation also includes setting right what was knocked out of balance by overcontrol and redefining yourself and your life in your own terms.

By individuating you can better know the hero or heroine in you: the biggest and strongest parts of you that helped you survive when you were smallest and weakest. Precisely because your parents were so controlling, you had to develop many strengths to surviveresourcefulness, intuition, perseverance, and sensitivity, for example. Luckily, the skills you taught yourself in navigating a difficult childhood are yours to keep and can be quite useful in adulthood. You deserve to feel independent and whole, to have healthy boundaries, to have free speech and open emotional expression. You deserve to heal.

How This Book Is Organized

This book is organized in three parts:

Part One, Naming the Problem, will help you see the full extent of parental control by describing in detail eight styles of controlling parents. Youll be able to determine which of these typesor combination of typesfits one or both of your parents. When you know your parents styles, you can better recognize the continuing effects of their early control on you.

Part Two, Understanding the Problem, will help you reckon with controls lingering costs. Youll begin to understand the complex, powerful process of overcontrol and find answers to major quandaries such as, How did my parents do it? and Why do I feel the way I do? Youll gain clarity on your feelings as a child and discover connections between those feelings and your present-day problems. By exploring the aspects of yourself you had to disown or distort in childhood, youll pave the way for reclaiming your total self. And, youll get a clear sense of why your parents acted as they did, which will hasten your healing.

Part Three, Solving the Problem, helps you let go of a painful childhood and the lasting effects of unhealthy control so that you can emotionally leave home. Well explore a broad array of paths to healing, along with exercises you may find helpful. This section will help you design your own healing process, at your own speed, in a way that suits you best.










PART ONE

Naming the Problem













1

HEALTHIER PARENTING VERSUS CONTROLLING PARENTING


If you bungle raising your children, nothing else matters much in life.

JACQUELINE KENNEDY ONASSIS






Healthy parenting is simple: Raise children well and set them free. Being a healthy child is also simple: Play, learn, grow up, and leave home.

But while both job descriptions are simple, neither is easy. The primary difference between healthier families and controlling families is that the parents in healthier families allow their children to grow up as persons in their own right.

Controlling parents fail to protect and nurture, robbing their children of playtime by using harsh or erratic discipline. They model unhealthy habits and hamstring their sons and daughters efforts to individuate. Thats why people who grow up controlled sometimes struggle to emotionally leave home well into their thirties, forties, or fifties.

The following chart shows eight major differences between healthier families and controlling families. You might notice which side of the chart most closely parallels your childhood experience.




Characteristics of Healthier Vs. Controlling Families



Healthier Families



1. Nurturing Love

   Parental love is relatively constant

   Children get affection, attention, and nurturing touch

   Children are told they are wanted and loved



Controlling Families



1. Conditional Love

   Parental love is given as a reward but withdrawn as punishment

   Parents feel their children owe them

   Children have to earn parental love



Healthier Families



2. Respect

   Children are seen and valued for who they are

   Childrens choices are accepted



Controlling Families



2. Disrespect

   Children are treated as parental property

   Parents use children to satisfy parental needs



Healthier Families



3. Open Communication

   Expressing honest thought is valued more than saying
   something a certain way

   Questioning and dissent are allowed

   Problems are acknowledged and addressed



Controlling Families



3. Stifled Speech

   Communication is hampered by rules like Dont ask why and
    Dont say no

   Questioning and dissent are discouraged

   Problems are ignored or denied



Healthier Families



4. Emotional Freedom

   Its okay to feel sadness, fear, anger and joy

   Feelings are accepted as natural



Controlling Families



4. Emotional Intolerance

   Strong emotions are discouraged or blocked

   Feelings are considered dangerous



Healthier Families



5. Encouragement

   Childrens potentials are encouraged

   Children are praised when they succeed and given compassion
    when they fail



Controlling Families



5. Ridicule

   Children feel on trial

   Children are criticized more than praised



Healthier Families



6. Consistent Parenting

   Parents set appropriate, consistent limits

   Parents see their role as guides

   Parents allow children reasonable control over their own bodies
    and activities



Controlling Families



6. Dogmatic or Chaotic Parenting

   Discipline is often harsh and inflexible

   Parents see their role as bosses

   Parents accord children little privacy



Healthier Families



7. Encouragement of an Inner Life

   Children learn compassion for themselves

   Parents communicate their values but allow children to develop
    their own values

   Learning, humor, growth and play are present



Controlling Families



7. Denial of an Inner Life

   Children dont learn compassion for themselves

   Being right is more important than learning or being curious

   Family atmosphere feels stilted or chaotic



Healthier Families



8. Social Connections

   Connections with others are fostered

   Parents pass on a broader vision of responsibility to others
    and to society



Controlling Families



8. Social Dysfunction

   Few genuine connections exist with outsiders

   Children are told Everyones out to get you

   Relationships are driven by approval-seeking


The Consequences of Unhealthy Parenting

Healthier parents try, often intuitively and within whatever limits they face, to provide nurturing love, respect, communication, emotional freedom, consistency, encouragement of an inner life, and social connections. By and large they succeednot all the time, perhaps not even most of the time, but often enough to compensate for normal parental mistakes and difficulties.

Overcontrol, in contrast, throws young lives out of balance: Conditional love, disrespect, stifled speech, emotional intolerance, ridicule, dogmatic parenting, denial of an inner life, and social dysfunction take a cumulative toll.

Controlling families are particularly difficult for sensitive children, who experience emotional blows and limits on their freedom especially acutely. Sensitive children also tend to blame themselves for family problems.

The more your experience mirrored the Controlling Families side of the preceding chart, the greater your risk of inheriting distorted views. You might note whether one or more of the following five distortions causes problems in your present life:

1. Distortions of Power and Size

If one or both parents demanded absolute control and dependence or treated you in ways that made you feel small, you may have inherited distortions of power and size. You may automatically view yourself as less capable than others or, alternatively, as so big and powerful that you have to protect others from yourself. You may feel you lack permission to do things that are within your perfect right. You may feel intimidated or, conversely, contemptuous in the presence of authority figures. Distortions of power and size can handicap you at work, as a parent, and in your other intimate relationships.

2. Distortions of Feeling and Wanting

If emotions were banned, inflated, or feared, and your desires shamed or thwarted, you may have inherited distortions of feeling and wanting. You may regard emotions such as anger, fear, sadnesseven joyas life-threatening and overreact to them. You may be unable to tolerate a loved ones strong feelings. You may deprive yourself of legitimate yearnings or live with unrealistic hopes. You may unconsciously expect life to be painful and, as a result, you may automatically become uncomfortable whenever good things happen. Distortions of feeling can lead you to fear or ignore your emotions and misinterpret the emotions of others. Distortions of wanting can leave you feeling deprived.

3. Distortions of Thinking

If truths were denied, perceptions discounted, or blame and shame heaped on you, you may have inherited distortions of thinking. You may accept overcontrol from others, thinking that it is normal. You may chronically doubt your perceptions. You may leap to conclusions based on all-or-nothing reasoning. Distortions of thinking may lead you to avoid personal responsibility or to assume too much responsibility for others actions. Distortions of thinking can put you at risk for misreading others and yourself.

4. Distortions of Relating

If closeness was dangerous, or if you were infantilized for too long, or if you were thrust into the caretaker role too soon, you may have inherited distortions of relating. You may be unable to get close to others even when you want to. You may unwisely trust others or be unable to trust at all. You may see others as threats or as saviorsnot simply as people. Distortions of relating can rob you of intimacy and pleasure.

5. Distortions of Self and Identity

If your intuition, initiative, or needs were devalued, you may have inherited distortions of self and identity. You may underrate your abilities, undercut your potential, or underplay your strengths. You may banish parts of your personality, present a false front to others, or see yourself as an object instead of a person. Distortions of self leave your primary relationshipthat with yourselfunderfueled.

But remember: Knowledge is power. By recognizing these distortions in your life, you can heal them.

How You Responded to Overcontrol

While you had relatively little power as a child, you were not simply passive. You were a growing, coping being who did your best to survive. Controlled children generally seek one or more of the following coping strategies:


	Complying by doing what parents want

	Rebelling by opposing parental wishes

	Distracting through clowning around or emotional outbursts

	Dissociating by numbing out, escaping into addiction, or becoming virtually invisible

	Outdoing by trying to gain parental favor or by being more perfect than their parents



Each of these strategies has both payoffs and costs:


	Compliant children avoid some parental wrath but may forfeit autonomy.

	Rebellious children gain autonomy but may adopt a negative self-image.

	Distracting children avoid negative attention but may lose stature.

	Dissociating children escape control but may lose a sense of self.

	Outdoing children gain parental approval but may internalize unhealthy values.



Continued into adulthood, these coping strategies carry with them both assets and liabilities. For example:


Complying: The ability and willingness to know and meet peoples needs and wishes can be valuable assets. But do you comply with others demands even when its not in your best interests?

Rebelling: An independent, free spirit is a rare gift. But do you automatically rebel even though you lose more than you gain?

Distracting: Being able to lighten up a situation is a special and needed talent. But do you find yourself distracting when it would be more helpful to face a situation head-on?

Dissociating: Being able to turn inward and shut out stress can help in concentrating and relaxing. But are there times when dissociating makes unhealthy situations worse?

Outdoing: Self-discipline and the drive to accomplish are powerful assets. But do your efforts sometimes feel compulsive or involuntary?



As an adult, you have choices beyond these five coping strategies. Although they helped you survive the emotional minefields of your family, they were reactive. This book will show you how to create a healthier balance of power between you and your parents, both your actual embodied parents and your internalized parentsthose inner critics who shape and shame. A healthier balance of power can help you fashion proactive rather than reactive coping strategies. For example, the following new directions may bring growth:

If you tend to comply, you may want to find more opportunities to go your own way and make independent choices.

If you tend to rebel, you may want to strengthen your ability to more readily accept unpleasant (though not abusive or destructive) people or situations.

If you tend to distract, you may want to practice sticking with and observing uncomfortable (though not abusive or destructive) situations.

If you tend to dissociate, you may want to work harder to focus on the here and now.

If you tend to outdo, you may want to find new ways to ease up and relax.

Controlling Family Loyalties: Ties That Blind


People find it hardest to recognize problems in their own families.

TIPPER GORE



As you read this book, feelings of family loyalties may become triggered. Such feelings, however uncomfortable, are perfectly normal.

Healing from growing up controlled can be hard work. Its troubling to acknowledge shortcomings in your parents and yourself. Its painful to conclude that, if not for your parents limitations, you might have grown up happier, with healthier relationships and a less troubled life. Guilt, anger, fear, sadness, and love make relationships with our parents among the most complicated in our lives.

The loyalties and inhibitions installed during your preverbal years can make it hard to explore your upbringing, even years later, as an adult. Many of us grew up in black-and-white, all-or-nothing families. The result, black-and-white, all-or-nothing thinking, can be a form of denial, which exists to keep hurt away, at least temporarily. When you start to explore past pains and current problems, you break that denial. In so doing, you may feel sad, mad, disloyal, exhilarated, lonely, and free, in quick succession or simultaneously.


Separating from our parents in order to define our own identities is the chief task of adolescence. Its no surprise that the teenage years are so tumultuous; that goes with the individuation territory. In controlling families, however, individuation rarely takes place in the teens because controlling parents tend to hold on too tightly or push too hard. Many controlled teenagers feel too loyal, confused, afraid, or wounded to make the break. The good news is that individuation in our twenties, thirties, forties, or fifties takes place on a deeper level, with more balance and greater growth, than is possible during adolescence.

As you read on, you might notice your inner dialogue. Thoughts like Dont blame others or Its all in the past may actually be the internalized voices of your parents. These thoughts may feel like warnings to stop exploring, but they offer you valuable information. Observing these messages can show how voices from your past reach into your present to dictate behavior. If you occasionally feel awash in wrong or conflicting feelings, questions, or insights, I suggest that youre not doing something wrongyoure making progress. By exploring the paradoxes of your feelings and your relationship with your parents you are embracing more than the either-ors you grew up with. You are gaining freedom from overcontrol.

Top 10 Guilt-Inducing Family-Loyalty Thoughts

Several concerns commonly occur at various stages of individuating and healing among adults who grew up controlled. For readers who may feel ambivalent about revisiting their familys control, the following ten concerns and responses may help you sort through your feelings and decide how deeply you want to explore.

If youre ready to plunge forward, skip this list. If at some point later on you feel bogged down in your growth and healing, thats the time to refer back to this section.


	1. I owe my parents respect, loyalty, and gratitude. They made a lot of sacrifices for me and I wouldnt be here if not for them.



Confronting what was unhealthy in your upbringing doesnt make you disloyal to your parents, and it doesnt indicate that youre downplaying their contributions. Rather, it means youre being loyal to yourself. Theres nothing disrespectful about asking honest questions when theyre in your own best interests. If you came from a controlling family, developing a flexible sense of family loyaltiesthat doesnt diminish your sense of yourself or exist in all-or-nothing termscan allow you to see both the good and the bad in your past and in your parents. Its both helpful and healing to study how unhealthy loyalties may have been instilled in you and whether you are trapped by them even today.




	2. What if exploring this makes me feel anger, pain, fear, or grief?




You dont have to explore your childhood. Its never easy, particularly if your childhood wasnt easy. Yet it can be freeing.

As you delve into your past, emotions can be intense because they often include leftover emotions you couldnt fully experience as a child. If you had controlling parents, they were probably terrified of being overwhelmed by feelings. Thats a major reason for why people control. If your parents feared feelings, they probably tried to avoid, alter, or block all family members emotional expressions.

Reclaiming your independence may mean connecting with anger, sadness, hurt, rage, loneliness, desolation, or anxiety. As strong as these feelings are, they will eventually pass. By examining and embracing your feelings, you strengthen emotional muscles that were underused in childhood.




	3. Its all in the past, so what good does it do to go over it?




While exploring a painful childhood can initially seem to make your life more difficult, it will eventually help you to enjoy a healthier present and future. Your sense of self can change. Your relationship with your parents can change. Your willingness to be yourself despite others disapproval can change.

For many years I downplayed my parents influence on me. Looking back, I can see why: It was painful to admit that they had let me down, even if unintentionally; it hurt to face my desperate attempts to be accepted, hiding my needs and weaknesses, yet still never feeling accepted; and, most of all, it grieved me to realize that I, like all children, was powerless to stop my parents from hurting me.

It can be hard to accept the idea that parents have so much of an impact on us. It may be hard to remember that as children we were relatively helpless and dependent. It can be terrifying to admit that your parents muffed one of the biggest jobs of their livesraising you. It can be so threatening, in fact, that many of us tend to rationalize away that hurt. Freedom lies in seeking a balanced view that neither minimizes nor overstates.





	4. What if my parents die before I sort all this out?




Watching a parent age and die is always tremendously difficult. If your parents were abusive or controlling, their aging can bring a special set of emotional challenges.

Few of us have finished relationships with the dead. It can feel devastating if a parent dies before you have had a chance to say your piece or make your peace




	5. It wasnt that bad. Lots of other children had it much worse.









	6. I dont want to be a victim and blame others for my problems.









	7. My parents were only doing what they thought was right. Better to forgive and forget.








	8. I dont remember much of my childhood. How do I know if I was controlled?








	9. My parents, family, or friends might ridicule or reject me if I explore this.









	10. Its hopeless to think that I can change, given how long I have been this way. Its hopeless to think my parents will ever change.













	Smothering. Terrified of feeling alone, Smothering parents emotionally engulf their children. Their overbearing presence discourages independence and cultivates a tyranny of repetition in their childrens identities, thoughts, and feelings.

	Depriving. Convinced that they will never get enough of what they need, Depriving parents withhold attention and encouragement from their children. They love conditionally, giving affection when a child pleases them, withdrawing it when displeased.

	Perfectionistic. Paranoid about flaws, Perfectionistic parents drive their children to be the best and the brightest. These parents fixate on order, prestige, power, and/or perfect appearances.

	Cultlike. Distressed by uncertainty, Cultlike parents have to be in the know, and often gravitate to military, religious, social, or corporate institutions or philosophies that allow them to feel special and certain. They raise their children according to rigid rules and roles.

	Chaotic. Caught up in an internal cyclone of instability and confusion, Chaotic parents tend toward mercurial moods, radically inconsistent discipline, and bewildering communication.

	Using. Determined never to lose or feel one down, Using parents feed off their children emotionally. Hypersensitive and self-centered, Using parents see others gains as their loss, and consequently belittle their children.

	Abusing. Perched atop a volcano of resentment, Abusing parents verbally or emotionally bullyor physically or sexually abusetheir children. When theyre enraged, Abusing parents view their children as threats and treat them accordingly.

	Childlike. Feeling incapable or needy, Childlike parents offer their children little protection. Childlike parents, woefully uncomfortable with themselves, encourage their children to take care of them, thereby controlling through role reversal.
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