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			Learning to heal inner wounds

			“Life is a problem,” say some who reach certain stages resigned and weary from the various difficulties they have had to face. There will be those who, with better luck, would enthusiastically recount how pleasant their days are, full of joy and romance. One could argue for hours about why fate is cruel to some and leaves others almost untouched, but the truth is that this is one of humanity’s greatest mysteries. We only have one life, and we must try to live it in the best way possible with what fate has in store for us, if we can call it that. Inconveniences, obstacles, anxieties. Different crises can be called different things and take thousands of forms depending on the person. But there is one thing that is unique and admits no alternatives: to a greater or lesser extent, we all have problems, and pretending not to encounter them would be as foolish as trying to escape death. No one is exempt from suffering setbacks. It is true that a person in a good financial situation may experience a lesser crisis than someone who is not enjoying a prosperous present. However, it would be a clear reductionism to equate problems only with a lack of money. The estrangement or loss of a loved one, or any other type of emotional conflict, is just as significant. There is no immunity in exchange for wealth, and on certain occasions, pain spares neither the rich nor the powerful.

			When faced with problems, the big difference lies between those who decide to remain trapped behind the bars of anguish and those who are more optimistic and view life as a long obstacle course to be overcome. As reflected in the opinions of the famous physicist Albert Einstein—who argued that crises bring progress—it all depends on the point of view one chooses to take.

			Psychology has given a name to this ability of human beings to recover from the deepest blows of life: resilience. According to the Dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy, this term refers to “the human capacity to flexibly accept extreme situations and overcome them.”

			The Spanish Institute of Resilience brings together other definitions according to the field in which it is registered:

			•In classical psychology, resilience is linked to the capacity for recovery in the face of emotional crises.

			•In positive psychology, it refers to the power of recovery and post-traumatic growth.

			•In neuroscience, it is the ability to cope with, overcome, and emerge stronger from a conflictive situation.

			Resilience is a concept taken from physics, referring to the property that some metals have to respond to external factors that affect them without becoming deformed. In other words, it refers to the ability of metal to recover its original state without undergoing any type of modification. This same concept is transferred to the human sciences.

			Medicine also adopted this term, using it to express the ability of bones to grow in the right direction after a fracture. Resilience has nothing to do with invulnerability or social success. It is not a process for increasing talent or making people better at their jobs. Instead, it is something akin to a “rebirth,” related to the possibility of healing the wounds of the past. It does not mean that problems will magically disappear, since crises cause a wound in the memory, but this capacity opens up the possibility of finding a renewed meaning in life.

			•

			Love is stronger

			The origin of the concept of resilience—whose etymological meaning is “to jump back, jump again, or bounce back”—came from research conducted by American psychologist Emily Werner. In 1955, the specialist began a social epidemiology study on an island in Hawaii, together with another researcher, Ruth Smith. There, for more than thirty years, they analyzed 700 children who had been born into extreme poverty, malnutrition, and disease, and—in at least a third of the cases—had suffered from stress, abuse, alcoholism, etc.

			The results of the research yielded data that was, as expected, that children condemned to live in this oppressive and violent atmosphere developed different types of pathologies. However, the researchers were surprised to discover that 30% of the young people studied had not developed any disorders and, not only that, but they were also healthy and happy. They observed that they were able to overcome adversity and build their own future.

			At first, they were considered “invulnerable” children, and it was believed that their ability to be indifferent to problems was due to a genetic cause. However, both researchers soon discovered that, in reality, all of these resilient children had received support and care from a significant adult—not necessarily a family member—who had accepted them beyond their physical and intellectual characteristics. Thus, what mattered was the affection and love received from that “significant adult”; this was the basis for the successful development of these children.

			The conclusion reached by Werner and Smith was central to the research they published in 1982 under the title “Vulnerable but Invincible.”

			This story teaches us that the central element of human resilience is emotional bonds with others, even if it is just one person. In this sense, socialization nurtures optimism and the will to live.

			Werner belonged to the first generation of researchers dedicated to identifying risk factors and protective factors that enable children to adapt in complex situations. These experts considered resilience to be something to be investigated once a person had overcome a problem, when they had already acquired the capacity for resilience. The analysis focused only on the factors that had made resilience possible.

			In the 1990s, a second generation of researchers emerged, among whom Edith Grotberg stands out—she will be discussed later. Unlike their predecessors, they placed special importance on dynamism. In other words, they saw resilience as a process that could be replicated. They tried to identify the dynamics in the resilience process so that they could then reproduce them in similar contexts.

			•

			To be born is not to ask, to live is not to know, to die is not to want

			Every beginning of life condenses a certain amount of mystery and expectation about what will come next. The beginning of any stage is difficult to analyze; it says nothing about a person’s luck or misfortune, the obstacles they will have to overcome, or who they are destined to meet.

			That beginning we know as childhood is a stage of discovery and wonder, of contact with the world, full of games and innocence. Perhaps that is why childhood is, for most people, a stage that awakens so many good memories. The most melancholic miss the possibility of spending hours having fun without thinking about work obligations, decisions to make, or bills to pay.

			However, it is a mistake to believe that children who have not gone through traumatic experiences or suffered the treatment of extremely violent parents live free of problems. The truth is that babies can suffer distress before they have the ability to speak—and even before they are born—inside their mother’s body.

			In fact, many specialists emphasize the importance of teaching this ability to overcome and heal pain from the earliest stages of life. What’s more, they advise showing children your own flaws. It is logical that parents cannot always appear perfect in front of their children. Without causing distress in children, the purpose of openly showing reality is to provide tools to help young children understand difficult situations such as the death of a loved one, the separation of parents, or the illness of a close family member.
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