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  This book tells the story of love as it has been experienced by those who, like myself, have had to act as pioneers. Love has always been treated as something to be left to the artists, rather than submitted to the sharp scalpel of the sciences of the mind. I refuse to accept this and believe that in four decades of work — and personal experience — I have made significant progress.


  My objective is clear: to help people better negotiate this terrain that has traditionally been a source of enormous suffering. I am a firm believer in the power of knowledge and it is my opinion that developing good hypotheses and looking to them for guidance goes a long way towards helping us progress with more confidence and less pain. We should always strive to grow, no matter what our age. Of course, young people probably have more to gain from reading this book, since they may be able to avoid some of the obstacles that older generations have had to face. They may be able to traverse in months — or a few years — a path that used to take, when successful, over a decade. This book offers a surprising new take on love and lays the foundations for intimate relationships that truly respect our growing individual concerns. New ways of thinking are almost never in keeping with traditional feelings. Growth means re-establishing inner harmony, working from solid ideas. It is an arduous task, but I believe the effort will be fully rewarded.


  Becoming familiar with the nuances surrounding the phenomenon of love is a fascinating adventure. Such a process, however, must be useful; it should serve individual growth and real progress toward happiness. Here you will find good answers to many of your concerns. This should inspire optimism in those who, while aware of the difficulties to be overcome, are able to glimpse the reward at the end of the journey.


  A Love Story… with a Happy Ending
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  Once upon a time a cell came into being as the result of the fusion of two others. Then this process reversed and it began to divide. After only a few weeks, there were millions of cells. Then they began to differentiate themselves from one another, each group following its own script: some gave origin to arms and legs; others to a torso and different organs. A handful of cells split in a peculiar way and generated neurons, together forming a nervous system, which established its centre in the cranium.


  After another few weeks, this organism began to function in a rudimentary (but very interesting) manner. Without breathing, it took nourishment from the blood it received through a cord connected to its mother and eliminated its waste in the liquid in which it was immersed and which purified itself automatically. It suddenly began to move in a way that could be felt by the host (the mother). From the stories I have heard, this seems to be the moment when the penny really drops for mothers, who realize they are carrying a living being inside them.


  This is how our story begins, just like the story of love. We didn’t exist, and then, at some stage in our intra-uterine stay, we did. We weren’t and then we were! Some of the processes involved in this phase are known, while others are unknown and mysterious. No one knows if we will one day understand it completely. Scientists believe we will. People with a more religious outlook don’t. I’m not sure where to position myself on the matter and, fortunately, don’t have to.


  I am happy I am not required to pass judgement on the precise moment in which a “non-being” becomes a “being”, since from this moment on any act against it must be treated as homicide. Some believe that this happens on day one; others, that it takes place when the foetus is more developed (at the end of the third month of pregnancy); yet others think that “being” is defined by the first moment of consciousness.


  I am convinced that our brains, initially devoid of information, categorically record the latter portion of our uterine stay. It is a positive record, mostly involving a feeling of harmony (although there may be some discomfort, especially in the last few weeks of this “symbiosis”). I believe it was this harmonious record that gave rise to the biblical idea (Genesis) that life begins in paradise: a calm place, where nothing extraordinary happens, food is abundant, one lives without thinking, and the most one must do is yawn and stretch.


  The more I think about it, the more perplexed I get when I try to understand the path taken by those who have undergone this kind of introspection. Aristophanes says the same thing in Plato’s The Symposium. He says that, originally, we were dual and had four arms, four legs, two torsos, and two heads. A CAT scan of a woman late in pregnancy would be confirmation that this “dual creature” actually exists. Exceptional or inspired individuals have, it seems, been able to vicariously capture the first things the brain recorded while still in the womb. The foetus is in harmony and its brain develops a feeling that corresponds to this state, which seems to stem from its being connected to its mother, perhaps even part of her. They are a single entity.


  The brain only does what is essential. So, if there are no problems, the only record is of serenity. Since it knows no other state, it doesn’t get bored by the fact that nothing happens, which will later be unbearable. In this context, mother and child feel cosy. I think this is the most primitive and simple manifestation of the complex phenomenon of love: a feeling of completeness (experienced more clearly by the mother, since she is also familiar with discomfort) originating from a state experienced as fusion with another human being.


  I reaffirm my belief that the feelings derived from this sensation remain in the empty brain; they are our first mental record. Semi-conscious life begins, and very nicely at that.
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  Despite the apparently positive beginning, the fact that our first mental record is a feeling of completeness is problematic, because later experiences are compared with it and rarely feel as soothing. They may be rich and interesting, but are hardly ever as harmonious. The most serious thing is that what follows this feeling of completeness is extraordinarily dramatic: suddenly, the membrane containing the amniotic fluid and foetus bursts and the painful process of labour begins. It is our big bang1.


  Babies are born crying and in a state of panic. Their faces are a picture of desperation, which is to be expected, seeing as they have gone from wonderful to downright terrible. It is impossible to imagine a more drastic transition. Those who watch a birth smile, joyfully acknowledging the arrival of a new being. Meanwhile, the baby cries and cries. Current efforts to reduce birth-related stress are more than called for, but they are palliative measures that can only ease a little of a newborn’s real drama.


  The more I think about it, the more convinced I become that birth is the biggest and most traumatic experience of our lives. We are flung from paradise straight into a torture camp! Little by little the desperation dissipates and we realize, thanks to the care we receive, that we are not totally abandoned and that his new state — capable of generating a terrible feeling of forsakenness — can be eased by the helpful presence of our mother (or a substitute), who is always (or almost always) ready to alleviate all kinds of physical discomfort. It’s all new and not at all pleasant, since we have never felt hunger, thirst, or cold before, or uncomfortable excrement in our nappies. Before, we didn’t even have to breathe, as we received previously oxygenated blood in the uterus.


  Birth has always received the treatment given to “facts of life”, which may explain why the pain and traumatic experiences involved have been overlooked. It is curious to think that facts of life can be brutally traumatic; but it is also strange to overlook them just because they are “natural”. The pain of women in childbirth attracted medical attention long before the pain that babies feel. In the mid-20th century, people began to talk about painless births for mothers — which resulted in an enormous increase in the number of Caesarean sections. Some decades later, gynaecologists realized it might be a good idea to pay a little more attention to the suffering of babies, who should be born smiling (which is impossible).


  I hope that this century psychology finally takes a serious interest in the subject, which I have been reflecting on since 1980. Notwithstanding honourable exceptions (among which the extraordinary Otto Rank, author of The Trauma of Birth, published in the early 20th century2), most psychoanalysts are still much more interested in the Oedipal complex and other events that come later.


  Studies in neurophysiology show that major traumatic experiences leave almost indelible marks, which are somehow recorded physically in the central nervous system. There are thus physical and emotional marks. People who have lived through times of war and concentration camps, or who have survived fires, terrorist attacks, or natural disasters — of the many traumatic events that can befall us — can go for reasonably long periods of time without remembering these painful situations. But from time to time the memories come flooding back as strong as ever, as if the events had taken place only yesterday. Traumas leave marks and influence the lives of almost everyone who has experienced them.


  We cannot, therefore, continue to neglect the trauma of birth, the first and greatest of all, which catches us completely unprepared, dependent, and fragile. It will be responsible for many relevant aspects of our future, especially those I discuss in the pages to come. Another important consideration is that this is something that takes place on the frontier between what is innate, purely biological, and what happens to us as a life experience, inevitable and universal. It is not, however, part of our genetic arsenal. Nor is it a permanent, inevitable phenomenon from the point of view of science and technology. If, in the future, we are able to generate foetuses in glass incubators (we are not far from it), and if they are able to remain there for more than the nine months of uterine gestation, and if they are able to observe their surroundings without having to “be born” (leave the incubator), and if they can be born and unborn (return to the incubator from time to time), we may come to know beings who are devoid of the trauma of birth. But can they accurately be called human beings?
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  The only resource we have to try to understand what goes on in babies’ minds is observation. They cry and make jerky movements, giving us the impression that they feel unprotected, lost, threatened, weak, and defenceless against the world around them. They look forsaken, and we assume it is how they feel. Everything suggests that what is going on in their minds is horrible. When, as adults, we find ourselves in situations that bear some resemblance to that of babies (being wheeled on a stretcher into an operating theatre, or lost in an unknown city in a country whose language we don’t speak, etc.), we are overcome by a painful feeling of forsakenness.


  What seems to reduce a baby’s suffering? Being cradled by his mother (or another adult substitute). When he is in her arms breastfeeding or being bottle-fed, he appears to feel something that may be reminiscent of intrauterine life. Previously protected inside his mother’s belly, he is now cradled outside her. There are many discomforts, all new and unexpected (when compared to its situation prior to birth), and all have to do with physiological functions that used to be resolved without any disruption to the peace and quiet of foetal life. There are uncomfortable nappy-rashes; air ingested during breastfeeding that requires a whole series of burping manoeuvres; not to mention colicky tummies, minor infections, earaches, etc.


  Being in the world instead of in our mothers’ bellies is undoubtedly a change for the worse, at least in this phase of our lives. Caring for newborns is intensive and goes on day and night, leaving mothers (especially more anxious or inexperienced ones) exhausted. When a mother finally works out why her baby is crying and alleviates both his physical and emotional suffering, he sleeps serenely. He feels comforted, and this seems to be his only true pleasure in his first few weeks of life.


  Should a mother have to be away from her baby for a few minutes — which is inevitable — and some kind of discomfort wakes her precisely at this moment, he will start crying again, and the terrifying feeling of pain, vulnerability, and forsakenness will return. Even the most attentive (and well assisted) mothers are unable to prevent all moments of suffering. When successfully resolved, the feeling of cosiness is reinstated. Neonatal life seems to oscillate between despair and overcoming it, which leads to cosiness. This will inevitably be interrupted again by some form of discomfort, which will bring back the feeling of despair, which will again be resolved and restore the feeling of peace and equilibrium.


  Newborns thus live in the domain of pain, and their only pleasure is derived from its end (a kind of negative pleasure, because it is a remedy for suffering). When babies aren’t crying they are sleeping, and vice versa. (All of this, of course, is in the very beginning.)


  The person responsible for easing a baby’s pain and restoring equilibrium is the one special (increasingly familiar) person whose simple presence always seems to bring good news. There is no doubt that for a baby his mother is everything! He will not be able to survive without her, as she is his reason for living3. He nourishes a special, growing feeling for her. He wants to be near her all the time, snuggled up in her arms — the best place in the world and his greatest pleasure.


  I define love based on these considerations, as the feeling babies have for their mothers, who make them feel cosy and save them from abandonment. Love is thus what we feel for the person who gives us the negative pleasure resulting from the end of the pain of forsakenness. Our adult love lives are not very different. I believe that, at least in part, our adult relationships repeat this early experience. Because we are not in the habit of trying to resolve feelings of forsakenness on our own, we go looking for mother-substitutes, who will have the mission of making us feel cosy throughout our adults lives.
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  The weeks go by and babies’ periods of sleepiness grow shorter. Their motor skills improve and they are able to lift their heads, then sit up. Now awake, they are stimulated by their environment: people go past, they are taken outside for fresh air, they are intrigued by the sounds of rattles and other toys, which may also have flashing lights. They become acquainted with more and more objects, places, and people, with whom they gradually become familiar. They smile at the people they recognize (including their fathers, who only really enter the story here), and this is a sign of satisfaction and cosiness. New is scary; familiar is soothing. (Are we not like this throughout life, although we complain of boredom and the monotony of routine?)


  The human brain is privileged, such that babies record everything and acquire an increasing amount of information, including words (sounds with fixed, specific meanings). The maturing of the peripheral nervous system, bones, and muscles allows babies to start crawling and, around the end of their first year of life, they hesitantly take their first few steps. They advance both physically and in the accumulation of data in the brain — which I like to compare to a computer operating system. Little by little, our innate equipment is activated by a fledgling application — a memory program that allows it to amass information (which will gradually be connected and cross-referenced to other data).


  Babies start to realize that they are separate entities to their mothers. Everything suggests that until now they have seen themselves as extensions of their mothers, as if their uterine state were still the norm. Some authors refer to what happens at the end of a baby’s first year of life as “psychological birth”, an appropriate name because it indicates the beginning of self-awareness, that is, its true birth.


  This period coincides with efforts to discover their own physical limits, i.e., their bodies. Getting to know things means looking at them, putting them in their mouths, touching them. Suddenly, there is a surprise: touching certain parts of their bodies provokes a curious and very enjoyable sensation, a pleasant tingling. Later we will call these parts of the body erogenous zones, which essentially correspond to the genitals and the outside orifice of the anus. Babies tend to touch these pleasure-generating regions again and again. Most people continue to do so throughout childhood, adolescence, and even their adult lives.
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