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PREFACE


I WROTE THIS book not for professionals but for readers who want to think about their lives and test new ideas–hence the absence of psychological jargon. 

Three terms that I have elaborated in my earlier work figure largely here, however, and they require a word of explanation for readers coming to my work for the first time.


 

Poisonous pedagogy is a phrase I use to refer to the kind of parenting and education aimed at breaking a child’s will and making that child into an obedient subject by means of overt or covert coercion, manipulation, and emotional blackmail. 




In my books For Your Own Good and Thou Shalt Not Be  Aware, I have explained the concept using concrete examples. In my other books I have repeatedly stressed how the mendacious mentality behind this approach to dealing with children can leave long-lasting imprints on the way we think and relate to one another in our adult lives.


A helping witness is a person who stands by an abused child (consistently or occasionally), offering support and acting as a balance against the cruelty otherwise dominant in the child’s everyday life. This can be anyone from the child’s immediate world: a teacher, a neighbor, a caregiver, a grandmother, often a sibling.


Helping witnesses give sympathy and affection to these beaten or neglected children. They trust the children and help them feel that they are not bad or evil but worthy of kindness from others. Thanks to such witnesses, who may be completely oblivious to the role they are playing, children in difficult situations can see that there is such a thing as love in this world. In the best cases they learn how to develop trust in their fellow humans and to accept the love and kindness that come their way.


In the total absence of helping witnesses these children glorify the violence they have been subjected to and frequently make blatant use of it in later life. (It is no coincidence that as children, mass murderers like Hitler, Stalin, and Mao had no helping witnesses to turn to.)


In adult life, a role similar to that of childhood’s helping witness may be taken over by an enlightened witness. By this I mean someone who is aware of the consequences that neglect and cruelty in childhood can have. Enlightened witnesses support these harmed individuals, empathize with them, and help them gain an understanding of their feelings of anxiety and powerlessness as products of their own history rather than as some frightening, mysterious force. This knowledge makes it easier to appreciate the options open to them as adults.


Therapists can qualify as enlightened witnesses, as can well-informed and open-minded teachers, lawyers, counselors, and writers. I see myself as an author whose books are, among other things, designed to convey information that is still frequently considered taboo. My goal is also to help experts–therapists, counselors, educators–understand their own lives better and thus become enlightened witnesses for their clients, patients, children, and, not least, for themselves. Sometimes I have been successful in this endeavor, as is shown by the following excerpt from a letter written to me by a European poet and singer:












Dear Alice Miller,




I am writing to you and sending the enclosed CD as a way of thanking you for the support and help you have given me for so many years. I have had my songs translated into German so that you can read them in your own language.







I remember very well that whenever the present consequences of my past were at their most tormenting, your books were my link with reality. The things I found out about my childhood from the lyrics of my own songs came as a shock. What they revealed was appalling. For a long time I closed my eyes to what I knew deep down and the consequences that were bound to follow if I accepted it. My whole body was crying out and I did not understand why. But with those words, carried by the music and intuitively slipping past the censor on guard within, I came close to what I was trying to tell myself. Slowly, experiences I never knew I had started unfolding before me. If at this sensitive stage I had not had the good fortune to encounter your books, telling me so clearly that I was not alone, I do not know how long I might have gone on suppressing what my inner self was trying to get through to me.







Finally the support from your books gave me the courage to seek help from a psychotherapist, and the sessions with him were the next stage in my labor of self-discovery. At last I was able to share my suppressed experiences with someone and gradually uncover what I had always felt I must hide from myself. Confronting the people who had exposed me to such interference with my self confirmed that my emotional memory had told me the truth. Then it was easier to find a remedy. But I was lucky all the same. With a bad therapist I would have been thrown off the track and lost a lot of time. The way back is long enough as it is, and shortcuts are often deceptive.







Without the information your books communicated to me I would not have been properly able to accept what I read in my sons’ eyes about my self. With my lack of freedom and my early isolation, I would have stood in the way of their freedom even more than I did. I am happy to have found help and support in my attempt to find my way back to the path of my life. When numbing guilt from my past surfaces and tells me I have no right to live, I frequently reach for one of your books and read for a while. That gives me the courage to go on.





In The Drama of the Gifted Child I described the suffering of children forced to live in a world in which their feelings are ignored and denied. My stories helped many readers discover their own personal histories, which they had kept hidden from themselves. In my later books I demonstrated that this denial and repression of childhood suffering, and the blindness to it in later life that I identified in my clients, hold true for many others. In the works of major writers, philosophers, and artists–including Kafka, Flaubert, Beckett, Picasso, Soutine, van Gogh, and Nietzsche–I was able to show the traces their childhoods had left on them and was amazed at the similarities among their life stories. In the childhoods of the worst tyrants in history I discovered a recurring pattern: extreme cruelty, idealization of the parents, glorification of violence, denial of pain, and revenge wreaked on whole nations and peoples as a way of getting even for the cruelty they had once experienced and then denied.








Today the problem of child abuse looms large in our public awareness. What is less well known is that what we consider a proper upbringing frequently includes severe humiliations that have far-reaching consequences–humiliations we do not consciously recognize because we have been rendered incapable of perceiving them at the very beginning of our lives. The result is a vicious circle of violence and ignorance. How does this vicious circle work?










	The traditional methods of upbringing, which have included corporal punishment, lead a child to deny suffering and humiliation.


	This denial, although essential if the child is to survive, will later cause emotional blindness, especially parental emotional blindness.


	Emotional blindness produces “barriers in the mind” erected to guard against dangers. This means that early denied traumas become encoded in the brain, and even though they no longer pose a threat, they continue to be an insidious hazard.


	Barriers in the mind stunt our capacity to learn from new information, to put it to good use, and to shed old, outdated programs.


	Our bodies retain a complete memory of the humiliations we suffered, driving us to inflict unconsciously on the next generation what we endured in childhood.


	Barriers in the mind make it difficult, if not impossible, to avoid this repetition, unless we firmly resolve to identify the cause of our behavior as deeply embedded in the history of our own childhoods. But this rarely happens. Far too many of us simply replay what our parents and our parents’ parents and their parents before them have done, stubbornly and blindly repeating: Spare the rod, spoil the child.







The philosopher Karl Popper once wrote that an assertion can claim to be scientific only if it is capable of being falsified. I have abided by that definition, and in this book I again state my claims in a way that can be verified or disproved. You are free to check the veracity of my assertions against your own experiences, as many readers of my other books have done.


But the main purpose of my book is to stimulate reflection–reflection on our own lives and those important stories and histories hidden away in our families. I hope it helps enhance your understanding of what goes on around you and in yourself.


In the first section of the book, “Childhood: The Untapped Source of Knowledge,” I discuss the ways in which the subject of childhood is consistently evaded, even when one would expect the opposite to be the case.


The second section, “How We Are Struck Emotionally Blind,” draws on the latest brain research to explain why  evading childhood reality is so widespread.








In Part III, “Breaking Through: Discovering Our Childhood Histories,” I present several people who have succeeded in retrieving their childhood realities and, reaping the benefits of that accomplishment, have rid themselves of their parental emotional blindness.


In the Epilogue I plead for an end to emotional blindness and to the story of the forbidden fruit. In the age of the Internet we have access to almost unlimited information. Nobody can forbid us to find our truth and to understand the crucial difference between good and evil, between being free to love or being trapped by the compulsion to inflict our old suffering on others.






















PROLOGUE
 THOU SHALT NOT KNOW


WHEN I WAS a child, the story of Creation was for me above all the story of the forbidden fruit. I could not understand why Adam and Eve should not be allowed to have knowledge. To me, knowledge and awareness were wonderful things. So I failed to see the logic behind God’s decision to forbid Adam and Eve to recognize the essential difference between good and evil.


My childhood stubbornness on this point lost none of its vigor when I later encountered other interpretations of the story of Creation. At an emotional level I simply refused to see obedience as a virtue, curiosity as a sin, and ignorance of good and evil as an ideal state. To my way of thinking, the apple from the tree of knowledge promised an explanation of evil and hence represented redemption–good as opposed to evil.


There are countless theological explanations for the motives behind God’s inscrutable counsels, but in all too many of them I see a terrorized child trying hard to interpret the mysterious actions of the parents as good and loving, even though the child cannot fathom them–indeed, has no chance of fathoming them. The motives behind them are unfathomable even for the parents themselves, hidden away as they are in the dark recesses of their own childhood.


I have never understood why God would tolerate the presence of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden only if they remained ignorant and why they were punished so severely for their disobedience. I never felt any yearnings for a paradise where obedience and ignorance are the conditions for beatitude. I believe in the power of love, but for me love is not synonymous with being “good” in the sense of being obedient. Love has something to do with being true to oneself and one’s feelings and needs. And the desire for knowledge is part of that. God obviously set out to deprive Adam and Eve of this loyalty to themselves. But why? My conviction is that we can love only if we are allowed to be what we are: no pretense, no disguises, no facades. We can genuinely love only if we do not deny ourselves the knowledge available to us (like the tree of knowledge in the Garden), if, instead of fleeing from it, we have the simple courage to eat the apple.


I still find it difficult to summon up any kind of tolerance when I hear it said that children have to be beaten to make them “good” and to ensure that God will take pleasure in them. The story of Creation has long prevented us from opening our eyes and recognizing that we have been misguided.


The following examples illustrate the high price, in terms of health, we pay for the ban on knowledge. I recently received a letter from a stranger who has been a member of the Communist party for decades. He was also on the editorial board of a newspaper disseminating the ideas of many Marxist philosophers. Chancing upon my work a number of years back, he attempted to engage in an exchange with his colleagues about the view that violence and the desire for power are learned in childhood, and that the subject of education by the use of force should be integrated into Marxist thinking. Despite the virulent animosity he encountered, he became more and more convinced that he was on the right path. During this period he suffered from severe arthritis in his feet, making it impossible for him to walk. When he finally resolved to notify the Communist party in writing that he had decided to leave it, he was assailed by massive anxieties bound up with the abandonment he had suffered as a child of a religious family with strict Protestant rules of discipline, a child who never had the right to his own opinions without the threat of punishment and emotional abandonment.


To his surprise and joy, three hours after giving his “notice,” the pain in his feet disappeared. He saw this as proof that he had succeeded in refusing to perpetuate the situation he had been in as a child and in breaking out of a state of dependency that, though affording him the illusion of security in the past, had started to stifle him. The man was astounded at the speed of the bodily response to his action. He knew, though, that this was not a case of “miracle healing” in the usual sense of the term but the logical consequence of his decision to walk out of the prison in which he had been incarcerated.


Although scientific medicine no longer denies that our bodies store information about what we have experienced in our lives, it is frequently at a loss to decipher those experiences. Yet we know of instances in which severe physical symptoms vanish when one succeeds in surmounting such experiences.


Here is another example. A man who had been severely humiliated and abused in his childhood idealized his parents all his life. In old age, when his immune system was compromised, he came down with a serious physical ailment. The messages from his cognitive system told him that everything in his childhood was good and that he had been lucky to have such ideal parents to care for him. But his physical symptom was signaling precisely the opposite, the story the man had spent all his life preferring to ignore. For years he took medications and underwent operations until finally, on the advice of an internist, he began seeing a psychotherapist.


From then on, there was no concealing the terror that this man had been exposed to as a child. He had spent sixty years denying it before finding the courage to face up to the truth. When he regained his health it seemed like a miracle, but there was nothing miraculous about it. If your cognitive system asserts the opposite of what the cells in your body unerringly identify as the truth, you will be living in a state of permanent inner discord. But once both systems are allowed to have the same knowledge, the bodily functions can resume their normal activity.


I can remember as a child causing my parents embarrassment by asking questions they found difficult to answer. I bit back the questions that were on the tip of my tongue. But they come back again and again, and I intend to make use of my freedom as an adult to let the child within finally ask the questions she always wanted to ask.


Why did God plant the tree of knowledge right in the middle of the Garden of Eden if He didn’t want the two people He had created to eat the fruit? Why did He, the almighty God who created Heaven and Earth, lead His creatures into temptation and force them into obedience? If He was omniscient, He must have known that in creating humans He had made beings who would be curious by nature, and that He would be forcing them to be untrue to their nature. Why might He have done that? And what would have happened if Eve had not partaken of the fruit? There would have been no sexual union, so Adam and Eve would never have had any children. Would the world have stayed barren and empty? Would Adam and Eve have lived forever, alone, without children?






Why is having children bound up with sin? Why is the act of giving birth so painful? How are we to understand that God planned these two human creatures to be infertile, although the story of Creation talks of how the birds and the beasts are actively enjoined to go forth and multiply? God must have had a concept of reproduction. Later we are told that Cain married and had children. But if there was no one else on earth except Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel, where did his wife come from? Why did God reject Cain for displaying jealousy? Had He not forced him to be jealous by giving obvious preference to Abel?


Whenever I asked these questions, I aroused indignation for having the temerity to query God’s omniscience and omnipotence and for dismissing the information I did get as illogical and inconsistent. Usually the response was evasive. I was told not to take the Bible so literally, that it was symbolic. Symbolic of what? I asked, but got no answer. Or I was reminded that the Bible contains much that is fine and true, something that I had never denied; but I did not see why I had to accept the things I found illogical.


Children want to be accepted and loved, so in the end they do as they’re told–which is precisely what I did. But that did not mean that I had lost the need to understand. Unable to fathom God’s motives, I set out more modestly to inquire into the motives people might have for so readily accepting these contradictions.


With the best will in the world I could find nothing evil in what Eve did. If God really loved those two he wouldn’t want them to be blind, I thought. Was it really the serpent that seduced Eve into a desire for knowledge? Or was it God Himself? If an ordinary mortal were to show me something desirable and then say I must not desire it, I would find that positively perverse and cruel. But when it came to God, one wasn’t even allowed to think such things, much less say them out loud.


So I was left alone with my reflections, and my search for enlightenment from books was equally fruitless. Then I made a simple discovery that put the contradictions in a whole new light. The Bible was written by men. We must assume that those men had been through some unpleasant experiences at the hands of their fathers. Surely none of them had had a father who took pleasure in their inquiring minds, realized the futility of expecting the impossible of them and refrained from punishing them. That was why they were able to create an image of God with sadistic features that did not strike them as such. God as they saw Him devised a cruel scenario in which He gave Adam and Eve the tree of knowledge but at the same time forbade them to eat its fruit–that is, to achieve awareness and become autonomous personalities. He wanted to keep them entirely dependent on Him.


To me, a father who takes pleasure in tormenting his child is sadistic. And punishing that child for the effects of his own sadism has nothing to do with love, but a great deal to do with poisonous pedagogy (the Bible is full of it). This was how the authors of the Bible saw their “loving” father. In his Epistle to the Hebrews (12:6–8), Paul makes it clear that it is chastisement that bestows the certainty of being the true sons of God and not bastards: “If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with sons; for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not? But if ye be without chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards, and not sons.”


I can imagine that people whose childhoods were lived in an atmosphere of respect, without physical punishment and humiliation, will believe in a different God when they grow up–a loving, guiding, explaining God, giving them an example they can live by. Either that or they may do without an idea of God altogether, preferring to get their bearings from human models they can look up to as embodiments of love in the true sense of the word.


This book is the expression of my identification with Eve. Not the infantile Eve palmed off on us as a kind of Little Red Riding Hood, easy prey to an animal’s cunning temptation, but with an Eve who saw through the injustice of her situation, rejected the commandment “Thou shalt not know,” set out to understand the difference between good and evil and was prepared to assume responsibility for her actions.


In these pages I offer the insights that have become accessible to me since I found the courage to listen to what my body was trying to tell me and in this way to decipher the meaning of the very beginning of my own life. The journey back through childhood to that beginning enabled me to discover and describe the subtle mechanisms of denial that operate in us but that we rarely perceive because the commandment “Thou shalt not know” gets in the way.


I sincerely believe that we not only have the right to know what is good and what is evil; we have the duty to acquire that knowledge if we hope to assume responsibility for our own lives and those of our children. Only by knowing the truth can we be set free. Only in this way can we free ourselves from the fears and anxieties we knew as children, blamed and punished for sins we did not know we had committed, the fateful fear of the sin of disobedience, that crippling anxiety that has wrecked so many people’s lives and keeps them in thrall to their own childhood.


Given the right help, we as adults can free ourselves from that terrible spell. We can procure vital information and realize that we are no longer forced to stay the submissive child, searching for some profound logic in everything our educators and religious instruction teachers passed to us as the gospel truth–and which was nothing other than the product of their own anxieties. You will be amazed at the relief you will feel when you step out of that stifling role. Then, at last, you will claim your right to face reality head-on, to reject illogical justifications, and to remain true to your own history.






















Part I
CHILDHOOD: THE UNTAPPED SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE






EVER SINCE civilization began, people have debated how evil came into the world and what they can do to combat it. The prevailing view has held that evil results when a child’s innate destructive instincts are not redirected into goodness, decency, and nobility of character by a liberal dose of corporal punishment.


Today, no one seriously believes in the old wives’ tale that the devil smuggles a changeling into the cradle, forcing us to inflict a strict upbringing on the diabolical offspring to bend it toward submission. But from some quarters we do hear the serious contention that there are such things as genes that predispose certain individuals to delinquency. The quest for these rogue genes has inspired many a research project, even though the hypotheses behind it fly in the face of the facts. No advocate of the “congenital evil” theory has ever, for example, explained why suddenly, at the turn of the twentieth century, a spate of children with “bad genes” was born who would later be utterly willing to do Hitler’s bidding.


Sufficient scientific evidence has been marshaled to refute the notion that some people are just born bad. This absurd myth, encountered in almost all cultures, has been effectively exploded. It is dead, but it refuses to lie down. We know today that the brain we are born with is not the finished product, as once thought. The structuring of the brain depends very much on events experienced in the first hours, days, and weeks of a person’s life. And there is mounting evidence that the brain is capable of being modified throughout life, and certainly in the early years. The capacity for empathy, for example, cannot develop in the absence of loving care. The child who grows up neglected, emotionally starved, or subjected to physical cruelty will forfeit this capacity.


Of course, we do not arrive in this world as a clean slate. Every new baby comes with a history of its own, the history of the nine months between conception and birth. In addition, children have the genetic blueprint they inherit from their parents. These factors may determine what kind of temperament a child will have, what inclinations, gifts, predispositions. But character depends crucially upon whether a person is given love, protection, tenderness, and understanding in the formative years or exposed to rejection, coldness, indifference, and cruelty. Many very young murderers, barely more than children, were born to adolescent, drug-dependent mothers–conditions that we know often go along with extreme neglect, lack of attachment, and traumatization.
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