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“In Emotional Sobriety, Dr. Tian Dayton explains in helpful detail how our hearts, minds, and spirits are wounded and what is needed to recover. She describes neuroscience in lay terms so clinicians, recovering people, and families are able to understand how and why our inner selves struggle to find balance and peace. Her understanding of the connections between mind, body, heart, and spirit are what have been needed in the recovery field for a long time. We now have scientific evidence as to why ‘recovery’ works. This is a masterful piece of work.

“When I wrote Another Chance and introduced the roles within the addicted family system, we were in the beginning stages of truly understanding the devastating effect that addiction and other serious forms of dysfunction had on the entire family system. What we were looking at was emotional imbalance that led to both personal and familial imbalance. Today, neuroscience is ‘proving’ that the mind/body treatment approaches we have been taking for the last three decades are indeed evidence based.”

—Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse, M.A.,

author of Another Chance, Founder of Onsite Workshops

“Bill W., cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous in 1935, took eighteen years to realize the importance of our emotions for a total and balanced recovery. In the article ‘The Next Frontier: Emotional Sobriety’ he wrote that once he addressed this aspect of his life, he was ‘given a quiet place in bright sunshine.’ He had no scientific basis for this. As the founding medical director at the Betty Ford Center, I taught that our emotions are our ‘sixth sense’ and must be given great credence in our decisions. I had no basis for this. Cellular memory studies and the field of psycho-neuro-immunology are providing the basis for many of our metaphors regarding the heart and our emotions. Dr. Dayton has proven once again that she can interpret, apply, and lovingly teach new knowledge to us in an understandable way. These are attributes of the great teacher she is.
 —Joseph R. Cruse, M.D., Addictionologist and Founding

Medical Director, Betty Ford Center and Onsite Workshops, Inc.

“Emotional Sobriety will be a valued resource for all who want to have a better understanding of the trauma of addiction, relationships, related stress, the effect on families, and the biology that binds these together. It provides insight into the importance of balance in our lives and strategies for healing. A lack of emotional sobriety can lead to self-medication and addiction, a problem that not infrequently destroys the health and well-being of affected youth. Dr. Dayton describes how the skills of emotional regulation are both built and undermined and offers practical suggestions for getting back on track to a healthy lifestyle supported by healthy relationships.”

—Hoover Adger, Jr., M.D., M.P.H., M.B.A.,

Professor of Pediatrics, Director, Adolescent Medicine; Faculty Leader;

Florence Sabin College; Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions

“When primary caregivers consistently allow a child to be overstimulated or grossly understimulated, as can be the case in homes where relationship trauma is present, the child may not learn how to develop an affective range. Instead of being able to regulate emotions, these individuals may bounce from one emotional extreme to another.

“In Emotional Sobriety, Dr. Dayton outlines the neurobiology and neuropsychology of this emotional imbalance and with compassion and beautiful clarity outlines the steps one can chose to achieve resilience and healthy self-soothing. Emotional Sobriety is a beautiful creation from a very beautiful person.”

—C.C. Nuckles, Ph.D.

“Emotional sobriety, recovery from relationship trauma, and resilience are what we try to teach our clients each and every day in our Codependency Program at Caron, where Dr. Dayton serves as Director of Program Development & Staff Training. As Bill W. said, it is the next ‘frontier.’ We all need to learn how to live with ‘greater maturity and balance.’ In this book, Tian Dayton shows us how.”

—Doug Tieman, President & CEO, Caron Treatment Centers in

Wernersville, PA, with facilities and offices in Boca Raton, FL;

Philadelphia, PA; New York, NY; and Bermuda.

“The right book at the right time—the addiction recovery community is hungry for understanding and healing the chronic rifts and sores of family trauma. Tian Dayton’s latest book, which integrates neurological research, clinical insights, the arts, and practical exercises, affirms and uplifts whole-family lifelong recovery.”

—Todd Whitmer, Vice President, Alumni & Development,

Father Martin’s Ashley

“Tian Dayton has written a book that not only helps people identify personal patterns of behavior and emotions, and understand their roots, but gives people the tools to begin to deal with life today, in a balanced way. Her straightforward, caring style translates easily to the reader’s daily lives including examples that will ring true for many and make sense of memories and behaviors that may have confused people while growing up. Tian helps individuals unlock the mysteries of their past and enables them to understand connections to their current behaviors. It provides the necessary tools to take action toward recovery and wellness.”

—Kieth Arnold, Executive Director, Sierra Tucson

“We are an agency committed to creating a safe and just society. TASC (Treatment Alternatives for Safe Communities) facilitates access to treatment for drug-involved offenders and guides them on the path to recovery. We see thousands of women and men whose adverse childhood experiences have later manifested themselves in substance abuse disorders and entry into the justice system. Emotional Sobriety gives hope that the generational trauma of addiction can be healed, and it offers tools to help individuals and families renew themselves in mind, body, and spirit. This book is a must-read for those who want to understand more about emotional development and resilience building.”

—Peter Palanca, Vice President, TASC, Inc. of Illinois

(Treatment Alternatives for Safe Communities)

“The beauty of Tian Dayton’s work is that she has continued to grow and evolve. Emotional Sobriety is a necessary step if we’re going to get beyond our addiction to drama and our story. Recovery is a pathway to freedom and Tian is a guiding light on that pathway.”

—Lee McCormick, Founder and President of the Ranch recovery center in Tennessee and director of Spirit Recovery Inc. program creator for Alta Mira

Recovery Centers, author Spirit Recovery Meditation Journal
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We either make ourselves miserable,
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The amount of work is the same.
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… when Icarus fell

it was spring

a farmer was ploughing

his field …

the whole pageantry

of the year was

awake tingling

near the edge of the sea

concerned with itself …

sweating in the sun

that melted the wings’ wax.

insignificantly …

off the coast …

there was a splash …

quite unnoticed …

this was …

Icarus drowning

—William Carlos Williams





Introduction


For the past twenty-five years, I have been traveling throughout the country speaking and doing workshops for people in recovery from family dysfunction and the psychological and emotional trauma that follows in its wake, as well as for therapists who are working tirelessly with clients who have been affected by addiction, abuse, and relationship trauma. Most of our wounds, when we speak of relationship trauma, are wounds of the heart, mind, and spirit. They are held in the muscle tissue of the body and are imprinted on our neurological systems. We’re literally wired to experience love, warmth, and a sense of well-being through closeness and to fear abandonment. We have evolved this biology of love and fear because our very survival depends on our ability to form lasting and durable attachments, to maintain nourishing and sustaining relationships. That’s why the emotions associated with these “survival” relationships are so intense. We literally would not survive without them.

Love is both the cruelty and the cure. When our hearts are wounded through disappointment or loss, love restores us to comfort and balance. Fear triggers us into self-protective responses like fight (anger, rage), flight (taking off, dissociating), or freeze (shutting down, withdrawing), while love and caring soothes us and brings us back to a state of equilibrium. We are in a constant state of healing small and large insults to our sense of self, our sense of relationship, and our sense of personal and worldly order.

Perhaps we suffer from not being loved enough or in the right way, or losing the attention and reliability upon which we depend, or our orderly and familiar world has ruptured somehow. These wounds, unfortunately, don’t necessarily disappear on their own, particularly if they occurred before our own age of reason; that is, during early childhood. Just as “there’s nothing that succeeds like success,” as unfair as it seems, pain all too often begets more pain. In any case, if we can’t seem to live comfortably in adult relationships, we may be re-creating familiar patterns that carry the echoes of hidden pain from the past. What we need to do in understanding these emotional traumas is to be willing to feel our sore spots long enough to attach words to them, develop emotional literacy, and process them with our thinking minds. We also need to identify the problematic patterns that we’re repeating—even, at times, against our better judgment—and work through the pain and confusion that are driving them so we can learn new and more successful patterns of relating. We need to mine our own issues for information about ourselves, life, and relationships, and become what we might call “adept livers,” studiers of life, people who learn and grow from adversity and turn it into strength. We have nothing less than a medicine chest inside of us that is designed to regulate body rhythms, moods, and emotional health—if we can learn to use it.

Countless times I have found myself wanting to be able to say, just read this, it will guide you through, help you understand what happened to you, what happened to your family, what happened to your nervous system, and it will lay out a simple plan to turn these affects around. So many times, when speaking to therapists who are struggling to help clients understand, in the short time they have with them, the strange, intergenerational pathway of emotional pain or recovery from addiction and the tenacious and destructive patterns that surround it, I have wanted to put together a simple overview. That’s why I wrote this book, so that anyone who wants to understand the mind/body impact of what I refer to as “relationship trauma” in whatever form they have experienced it—emotional, psychological, or physical—will be able to do so. And anyone who wants to turn their life around will have a sense of what actions they will need to take in order to do that. This book will not in and of itself heal you, but it tells you what steps you need to take in order to heal yourself.

I am introducing the idea of relationship trauma in this book because that is primarily what I work with: psychological or emotional trauma that has occurred in the context of a relationship. Whether the trauma is from abuse, neglect, or addiction, our bodies and minds react to being frightened, hurt, or overwhelmed with more intense emotion than we can process and integrate, which interferes with the development of our emotional sobriety.

HOW EXPERIENCE BECOMES BIOLOGY
AND BIOLOGY BECOMES EXPERIENCE


Neuroscience is now lending scientific authority to what has intuitively guided treatment approaches for many of us in the addictions field for decades. We have understood and recognized how emotional trauma changes not only the mind and heart of a person, but the body as well; how living with chronic emotional pain affects what we now know to be our limbic system; how when the limbic system is impacted, our ability to regulate our emotions is undermined; and why we can’t “just get over it” when we have been impacted by the repeated mobilization of our own fear/stress response.

The ability to self-regulate, to bring ourselves into balance, is key to emotional sobriety. But when our limbic system has become deregulated through chronic stress or crisis, when our emotional switch gets stuck at “on,” our emotional rheostat loses some of its capacity to regulate itself. When we have a hard time regulating ourselves, our moods, relationships, life and emotional balance are affected.

Research in neuroscience is at a place where it can now truly be helpful. Through advances in technology we can actually get a picture of how the brain works. Science can now illuminate why approaches like psychodrama, 12-step programs, group therapy, journaling, bodywork, yoga, exercise, and massage work; why one-to-one therapy can help us learn a new style of attachment; why changing the way we live and the nature of our relationships can change the way we think and feel, and vice versa; and why quick fixes don’t work but why a new design for living does.

The essence of emotional sobriety is good self-regulation. It means that we have mastered those mind/body skills that allow us to balance our moods, nervous systems, appetites, sexual drive, and sleep, and that we’ve developed the ability to experience our inner worlds without running from them so that we can come to understand what makes us tick. Emotional sobriety also means that we have learned how to tolerate our intense emotions without acting out in dysfunctional ways, clamping down and foreclosing on our feeling world, or self-medicating. Self-medicating and compulsive behaviors reflect a lack of good self-regulation.

WE CAN FEEL BEFORE WE CAN THINK
ABOUT WHAT WE’RE FEELING


Emotions predate reason. Our emotional wiring, that is, our limbic system, is in place from birth but our thinking wiring isn’t in place until we’re around twelve, and even then, we’re only beginning to learn how to use it. Because of this discrepancy in development, young children cannot use their thinking to make sense of and to regulate their emotional responses to life.

We learn the skills of self-regulating, initially, through being in the presence of an adequate “external regulator,” say, a mother or a father. We depend on them not only to actually calm us down when we’re upset but to show us how to do that through their own behavior. When we get out of balance, they woo us back into a state of balance. They hold us, physically and emotionally, until we restore our own calm, until our nervous system settles. Gradually we absorb the ability to do that for ourselves. We internalize their regulation and make it our own. Through a successful attachment, we gradually build these skills into our own self system and make them portable.

When our skills of self-regulation are well learned during childhood, they feel as if they come naturally, as if we always had them. When they are not well learned, we may reach to sources outside of ourselves to provide the sense of calm and good feeling that we cannot achieve on our own, or to re-create that sense of calm that we remember having as a small child. Some of our society’s common self-medicators are drugs, alcohol, food, sex, work, and money. Part of recovery from relationship trauma is to find and adopt healthy sources of self-regulation—healthy “external regulators”—so that we can let go of unhealthy ones.

Good emotional sobriety reflects a well-balanced limbic system. The limbic system is the mind/body system that governs our mood, emotional tone, appetite, and sleep cycles, to name just a few of its wide-ranging functions. Repeated painful experiences—over which we have no sense of control and from which we feel we cannot escape—can, over time, deregulate our limbic systems. When this happens, our capacity to self-regulate may be undermined. We may find ourselves depressed, anxious, or irritable, unable to regulate our moods, emotions, appetites, and behaviors. Here’s where we’re at risk for wanting to self-medicate in order to restore inner calm. We may reach for a substance or behavior, a way to feel better fast. Issues with excessive self-medication—such as with an overreliance on food, alcohol, or drugs, or compulsive approaches to activities like sex, work, or spending—in order to regulate our moods reflect a lack of ability to comfortably self-regulate.

IT’S NATURAL TO WANT TO
HAVE MORE PLEASURE AND LESS PAIN


We’re wired by nature to be pleasure seekers and to avoid pain. This is why we self-medicate; we don’t want to feel the pain we’re in and we do want to feel pleasure. Our neurological wiring coalesces around this principle. Once we accept and understand that this is at the base of our human and even animal nature, we can make intelligent choices about just how to meet these very fundamental needs and drives—how to actively create enough healthy pleasure in our lives so that we feel satisfied and how to manage pain and stress in ways that don’t make us want to eradicate it through self-medicating because we can’t handle it. Both pain and pleasure are natural. Our limbic system governs these feelings of pleasure and pain. That’s why maintaining a balanced limbic system is so central and important; if our limbic system is balanced we tend to feel more pleasure and less pain. Obviously this reduces our urge to self-medicate. Part of emotional sobriety lies in learning how to live with and manage a certain amount of stress, ambivalence, fear, anxiety, and disappointment, and how to temper those emotions and feelings with love, acceptance, productivity, and community.

Emotional Sobriety is for people who are trying to live a balanced life or attempting to understand what relationship trauma is all about.

You need not have lived with addiction. Any relationship pain that you have experienced and are still hanging on to may mean that you find yourself within the pages of this book. I came to it through my father’s addiction, my parent’s divorce, and the pain that followed in its wake, but these are only some forms of relationship trauma. Neglect, divorce, physical or emotional abuse, living with mental illness, or prolonged separations are some others. The reason that it’s worth the time and effort to work through wounds from the past is simply so they do not interfere with our living comfortably in the present; so we don’t unconsciously repeat emotional, psychological, and behavioral patterns that get us nowhere, patterns that are driven by unresolved emotional issues having their origins in times gone by; so we can get on with life.

The best way to read this particular book is front to back. It is written to guide the reader through a step-by-step understanding of how emotions and thoughts affect our mind, body, and behavior and how to work through issues into greater emotional maturity and balance. After you have this basic understanding, skipping around is fine. You can zero in on the chapters that draw you or that you feel you want to learn about in more depth. The material is sometimes dense, but I have tried to make it as accessible and as engaging as possible through easy-to-grab examples, case studies, my own history, and up-to-date, inspiring research. I have also developed a website to go with the book that you can access through tiandayton.com. The site provides further information on emotional sobriety, journaling exercises, and actual guided relaxations that you can download onto a CD and use at home.

MY STORY


I am an adult child of an alcoholic (ACOA) who fell in love with another ACOA at age twenty-three. Until 1980 we had no idea that growing up with addiction as children could drive and define the way we lived in relationships as adults. We thought what happened in the past stayed neatly fenced within the past. But, as it turns out, nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, it is precisely those early experiences that lay down the neural template from which we operate for the rest of our lives.

Falling in love with my husband was easy. It hardly took six seconds. Living happily ever after was one of the most challenging things I’ve ever done, and one of the best things I have ever done. Intimacy, with its accompanying feelings of vulnerability and dependence, brought up every insecurity, unresolved wound, and frantic hope I had stored in me. All chickens came home to roost.

My husband and I grew up in the 1950s, when feelings were things you felt every three months or so and talked about rarely. Occasionally you had a good cry or a “heart-to-heart,” but most of the time we lived on a steady diet of thought and duty. It wasn’t that thought and duty weren’t great, but this formula works only if nothing goes terribly wrong. If, for example, someone needs to untangle the effects of relationship trauma or addiction, well, there was really no emotional language to cover that sort of thing. People who saw (shhhhh) a psychiatrist were considered to be (shhhhh) … well … a little off or crazy. People who didn’t fit the mold were patronizingly described as “different.”

When my husband and I married, we were two idealistic and wounded people looking for a life. Many of the decisions we made about our life together were based on our overpowering need to feel okay again. We arrived in each other’s arms, tired people at twenty-three and twenty-four. We had each watched our parents’ marriages fall apart, our beloved parents disappear slowly and excruciatingly into alcoholism, and our once-happy families collapse from within. Brandt’s family was high-profile in many ways. Disintegrating in public can be somewhat unbearable, especially if your family has previously been the envy of everyone. My family was high-profile in the Greek American community, having made it, attaining the American dream. My mother had remarried to my stepfather, also from a high-profile Minneapolis family, also dogged by a legacy of familial addiction. Luckily Mom and Walt were recovery-minded and out of denial (mostly). But none of us really knew what to do about the surrounding relationship trauma that we were all experiencing. There wasn’t a name for it, much less a language with which to address it. Both of our families are filled to the brim with wonderful, smart, good-hearted, fun, and accomplished people. There is really nothing missing on those levels; in fact, there is abundance everywhere you look. We are incredibly blessed. But even blessed and intelligent families lose it when their emotional problems overwhelm them. For our families it appeared to be alcoholism that led to relationship trauma … or was unhealed relationship trauma the prequel that led to using alcohol to self-medicate emotional pain?

My journey as an ACOA started with Vern Johnson’s book, I’ll Quit Tomorrow. My husband and I were in New York City staying at his mother’s beautiful Fifth Avenue apartment with our daughter Marina, who was just a few months old. I realized that, though I thought I’d escaped addiction, I had landed squarely in another alcoholic family system. This was nothing I didn’t know from the outset. I had simply ignored it. Actually, it had made me comfortable. My husband and I understood each other. Anyway, the night I figured out that it was surrounding us, even though we had supposedly escaped (that is, we didn’t drink), I took Marina, got on a bus to Honesdale, Pennsylvania, where we were living at the time, drove home through a snowstorm, and went to bed. The next day I opened a book that had been on our bookshelf unread for a few months, probably given to me by my mother, a longtime proponent of recovery, or Wheelock Whitney, a family friend and founder of the Johnson Institute.

There was no such term as an ACOA in 1977. Nor was codependency out there in the general public. But every word of that book spoke to me. It described the insidious denial that is part of the disease of addiction; the rewriting of reality to make it not what it is, but something less threatening; the twists and turns in thinking that characterize the alcoholic and the family members surrounding the alcoholic. I read it twice in a day and a half. Anyone who has ever taken care of a baby knows how hard this might be. I read during Marina’s nap time, at night when I was exhausted and wanted to be asleep, during stolen moments when Marina was content looking around for five or ten minutes. After reading it, I knew I had a serious problem. I don’t drink, so that wasn’t it. But everything else that characterized addiction—”stinkin’ thinking”; the kind of thinking that is loaded down with circular rationalizations, distortions, and denial of reality that made you feel either you’re crazy or everyone else is; repeating the same dysfunctional relationship patterns over and over and over again—I had it all. The only thing I didn’t have was the alcohol part. But all of the rest was in me, absorbed a day at a time through living in a world where people were denying the reality that was all around us, denying it with the best of intentions, because that was what people in the 1950s were supposed to do with problems. Put on a happy face. Buck up.

In our family, we didn’t have an emotional language in place for handling the losses and the incumbent pain and confusion we were experiencing. So we did what anyone does who visits a country where they can’t communicate. We scanned each other’s faces for information and a sense of what was going on. We spoke in short phrases. We used sign language. We developed antennae for reading people without words, and when the frustration built and we had no words to give civilized voice to what was going on inside of us, we burst open like hot water pipes or we turned off the water at its source. We disappeared.

It was becoming increasingly obvious to me that both my husband and I had a problem. Even though the terms “ACOA” and “codependent” did not exist, the term “co-addict” did. I figured I was at least one of those, and probably he was, too. The intimacy and intensity of marriage and parenthood were triggering our unresolved family pain. After reading a list of the Twelve Steps in Vern Johnson’s book, I reckoned I would just start with the first step and see what I could do. I was powerless not over alcohol, exactly, but powerless over the effects that living with addiction had had on my heart and mind. My husband was powerless too, as far as I could see.

When the term “ACOA” surfaced in Janet Woititz’s book Adult Children of Alcoholics, I knew just what she was talking about. At the first ACOA conference, I was on my way. I had a mission: to enter this journey called recovery and see if I could figure out what had happened and how to, as we called it then, break the chain—how to make sure that I passed as little unresolved pain on to my children as possible. But it was hard going; we were learning as we went. Today I have a much clearer picture of what recovery is all about, and I can put science behind what used to feel like trial and error.

Brandt and I more or less followed our noses into the kinds of activities that seemed to help us address our rather pressing personal needs. We spent five years in a spiritual community where we studied Eastern philosophy, yoga, and meditation. This was remarkably healing for our bodies as well as our minds and brought us back into balance in many ways. It also deepened our personal spirituality in ways that have benefited us profoundly. But I was always haunted by my growing awareness that though we all sat assiduously in meditation, did intense yoga practices, and ate as carefully as you could possibly eat, we could not outrun our pasts. Though we were daily working to cleanse and refine our personalities, the unresolved residue of pain that many of us came into a spiritual community looking to heal, whether consciously or not, still blocked our ability to achieve true inner peace. It was only too obvious. So our next discovery was ACOA recovery. We did every program for codependency that we could find. We found therapists, psychodrama groups, and 12-step programs and made them part of our lives. We vigorously addressed the unhealed pain that each of us carried from our pasts. For a while this made our lives feel rocky. We didn’t know who we were, who each other was, or who we might become. But we were carried by the excitement and promise of growth and our commitment to our children and to each other. Luckily we made it through to the other side together, though it wasn’t easy.

Still another important part of my healing has been to reconnect with the unique gifts and strengths of my childhood. I didn’t have far to look. I owe so much to my family of origin—my extended Greek family of grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins—and to my Greek church. The way Greek people raise children—the way I was raised—is as neurologically sound as it gets. It’s resilience building in situ. We cuddle, kiss, and cajole children into being. The Greek way in which my family operated is to be family centered and to let everyone speak up, as long as they show respect for elders. Kids in Greek families are very highly valued, dragged everywhere their parents go, and treated like little people from the beginning. We talk constantly and about everything; silence is definitely not golden for the average Greek. The bonds of family are strong, which always gave me a wonderful sense of place. It also made having those bonds tested, tugged at, and torn very shocking and painful. But the philosophical and spiritual underpinnings of our culture, along with the sense of relatedness that surrounded me, helped me to cope effectively. There was always a safety net of extended family and church community to turn to. I was never without resources.

Greeks have a fundamental respect and feeling of celebration about life. All Greeks think they are Plato or Aristotle. We have a powerful sense of the meaning behind life—behind everything, for that matter—and we read hidden meaning into just about anything that happens. Greeks tend to be spiritual; our religion is laced into our culture. With this kind of foundation, coping well came naturally. Relationship trauma blocked me from being able to access, feel, and revel in these gifts. Recovery gave them back to me.

Clearly the idea of seeking balance in life is not a new one. The ancient Greeks grappled with these and other basic themes through myth, philosophy, and theater. The Eastern philosophies talk about the middle path. Seeking stability and balance has been a goal of any society that aimed for an ideal of healthy or enlightened living. We are fortunate enough in America to have the education, leisure, and security so we can contemplate the questions that have been preoccupying mankind through the ages. Emotional sobriety is a modern look at an ancient problem.

In the story of Icarus we see this struggle for finding the middle road take shape. The famous labyrinth from Greek legends was built by Daedalus for King Minos. However, once he finished it, Daedalus fell out of favor with the king and was shut up in a tower with his beloved son, Icarus. Trapped and desperate, he hatched a plan for them to escape. The sea was closely watched by the king’s soldiers, so Daedalus imagined that if they were ever to return home, they would have to make wings and escape by air. He laced the feathers together with thread and rope and held them in place with wax. When the wings were finished, Daedalus hitched them onto Icarus’s and his own back, and they stood poised on a cliff ready to take their flight to freedom. Being a mature adult Daedalus was worried about how his adolescent son would handle the heady gift of flight. Still, he had no choice but to let him fly on his own strength, or forever remain a prisoner. Daedalus tried in a single sentence to teach his son what can take a lifetime to learn.


“‘Icarus, my son,’ said Daedalus, ‘I charge you to keep at a moderate height, for if you fly too low the damp will clog your wings, and if too high the heat will melt them. Keep near me and you will be safe.’ While he gave him these instructions and fitted the wings to his shoulders, the face of the father was wet with tears, and his hands trembled. He kissed the boy…. Then rising on his wings, he flew off, encouraging Icarus to follow, and looked back from his own flight to see how his son managed his wings. As they flew the ploughman stopped his work to gaze, and the shepherd leaned on his staff and watched them, astonished at the sight, and thinking they were gods who could thus cleave the air” (Bulfinch 2000).



Icarus and his father soared away from their prison tower. But Icarus couldn’t contain his excitement even though it could mean his own demise. Heady with the sudden gift of flight he began to soar higher and higher toward the heavens, ignoring the ever-increasing heat from the sun beating down on him. Horrifyingly, the wax on his wings began to melt, and his feathers started to sag. Icarus fluttered madly trying to get them to work again, but they would no longer hold his weight. As they became heavier and heavier he sank uncontrollably toward the sea. His feathers became soggy with constant spatter and mist rising from the sea. And though he tried to cry out, his voice was not strong enough to carry on the wind. His father called his name, “Icarus, Icarus, where are you?” But at last he saw the feathers bobbing up and down on the water, floating on the waves. Icarus drowned.

Icarus’s flight symbolizes living in the extremes. The art in life is perhaps to learn both to spread our wings and to chart a sane and healthy course. Without the risk of flight, we go nowhere, but without an understanding of middle ground, we ignore our own shadow. Soaring from grandiose highs to depressive lows doesn’t allow us to integrate some of both, to find middle ground where we can be all of who we are, where we can be whole people with many parts, many sides, both dark and light—from where we can remain in flight.

Like Icarus, we need to learn to fly in the middle range. The challenge of emotional sobriety is to learn to seek and respect moderation and to value the experience of being poised in flight from where we can see clearly in all directions, from where we can steer a fruitful path and respond to the elements without being unnecessarily overtaken by them. Icarus’s journey illustrates the dangers of bouncing from one extreme to the other and the benefits of living in balance, what Aeschylus must have meant when he said, “everything in moderation.” This is emotional sobriety.



1
What Is Emotional Sobriety?

Curiously the subject of emotions was studied very little until the past couple of decades. Previously we were worshippers of the mind. We lived as if our emotions were incidental little things that leaked out over sentimental songs or bubbled forward during evocative occasions like beach walks, graduations, or weddings. We imagined our thoughts ruled the day and emotions followed neatly in line.

But recent research in neuroscience suggests just the opposite. Emotions, it turns out, impact our thinking more than our thinking impacts our emotions. The emotional part of our brain actually sends more inputs to the thinking part of our brain than the opposite (Damasio 1999). In other words, when our emotions are out of control, so is our thinking, and when we can’t bring our feeling and thinking into some sort of balance, our life and our relationships feel out of balance too.

Emotional sobriety encompasses our ability to live with balance and maturity. It means that we have learned how to keep our emotions, thoughts, and actions within a balanced range. Our thinking, feeling, and behavior are reasonably congruent, and we’re not ruled or held captive by any one part of us. We don’t live in our heads, our emotions don’t run us, and we aren’t overly driven by unconscious or compulsive behaviors. We operate from a reasonably integrated flow and enjoy a life experience that is more or less balanced and present-oriented. We’re not “off the wall,” and at those moments when we do fly off the wall, as all of us do and probably need to now and then, we can find our way back again.

FEELINGS CAME FIRST


Emotions came long before thinking in our human evolution. The limbic system developed eons before the prefrontal cortex or the thinking part of our brain.

Emotions are adaptive, telling us all sorts of very important things. They tell us what is important to us and how much attention to give it. Madison Avenue has known about this for a very long time. Advertising often seeks to grab us at the gut level. Our feelings inform and affect many of our decisions.

Darwin felt that our emotional system was highly conserved throughout evolution because emotions are so critical to our survival. The cave woman who loved her babies and felt fear when they were threatened was the one who survived and kept our species alive. She is the DNA strain that led to us.

Developmentally speaking, feelings predate thoughts. The limbic system that governs our emotions develops before the thinking part of our brains or our prefrontal cortex.

FINDING OUR FEELING RHEOSTAT


Emotional sobriety is about finding and maintaining our emotional equilibrium, our feeling rheostat, the one that helps us to adjust the intensity of our emotional responses to life. Emotional sobriety is tied up in our ability to self-regulate and to bring ourselves into and maintain our balance.

But how do we achieve this living in balance? Is it something we can train ourselves to do? If we didn’t learn adequate skills of self-regulation in childhood, can we learn them in adulthood? And how do we fall in and out of balance?

Science now can describe in comprehensive detail just what goes on in the body when we experience emotions, or to take it one step further, how our body works with our mind to experience, process, and create our emotional world. Science can also describe in some detail what happens to us, physically and emotionally, when we fall out of balance.

Emotions occur in the body as well as in the mind. When we’re scared, for example, we tense up. Who can’t relate to this? Maybe we’re in fourth grade and the teacher puts us on the spot: we don’t know the answer, and we feel a moment of panic. Our palms sweat, our hearts beat fast, we tense up and sit overly alert in our chair. The blood leaves our head and goes straight to our muscles. Our mind seems to turn off, and we can’t think of the answer we’re sure we know. Our cortex, which is our thinking brain, can freeze up when we get scared. But our emotional or limbic brain keeps operating. If the stressor is momentary, being thrown into this mind/body conundrum is no big deal. We’ll take some deep breaths, relax, and come back to normal.

But if the stress is chronic, it can impact our internal regulators. We can get stuck in our prepare-for-stress mode. Our nervous system becomes keyed for overreaction, or under-reaction. We move from one to ten and ten to one. We live on the extremes rather than in four, five, or six. Emotional sobriety is about learning to live on middle ground.


IT TAKES TWO TO BECOME ONE


We learn the skills of self or what we call “limbic regulation” from those who surround us when we are young. As children, if we get frightened or hurt, for example, we look to our mothers, fathers, and caregivers to help us to feel better, to sooth us and woo us back into balance.

Children are dependent on their parents for nothing less than their survival. Because of this, what goes on in those primary relationships affects us on a deep level, at that survival level. Who am I in relationship to you? Do I please you? Am I safe in your arms? Do I have a place in the world? Will I be fed, understood, and cared for? These kinds of fundamental issues are part of early life.

Here’s an example. We’re on the spot again, but this time we’re little, we’re being blamed for something, and we can’t figure out what we did wrong. We did the same thing yesterday, and no one got mad. Our parent is yelling at us. They look out of control, with arms flying around and eyes filled with fury. It’s as if another person has taken over their body and that other person is scary. We are two feet tall. They are huge. We are barely able to tie our shoes or open the refrigerator. They can drive a car and buy groceries. We can’t run because they would catch us. We can’t fight; they’d win. So we freeze, and all sorts of what we call survival responses swing into action. Our bodies start pumping out adrenaline, for example, in case we need to flee for safety or stand and fight. But we can’t do either. We’re stuck.

What happens when home is scary, when the family we are growing up in becomes a source of ongoing stress? What about when our fight/flight apparatus gets mobilized not because we’re staring into the spear of an adversary or a bear is lumbering toward us, but because our mother is depressed and lost in a world where we can’t connect with her or our father is on a drinking binge and hurling abuse of all kinds that reverberates around the house and throws everyone’s emotional state out of whack? What if our parents are getting divorced and our lives are being turned upside down? How is our development affected, in other words, when the very place that represents home and hearth feels threatening?

The child looks to the parent to learn whether or not he should be scared and how scared he may need to be. Even a barking dog, fireworks, or a thunderstorm can frighten a child out of his wits. The child is completely dependent on his or her parent to act as an external regulator because his or her own internal regulators won’t be fully developed until around age twelve or so. This is why the small child is so vulnerable to emotional and psychological damage when the home is chaotic. Not only is what’s going on frightening him and throwing him out of balance, but if the parent is the one who is scaring him, the child loses access to his path back to regulation. He’s scared, and no one is telling him it’s okay, cuddling and reassuring that life will soon return to normal or that he will not, in any case, be abandoned to manage all by himself.

It’s time for a caveat, though. I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. Life can be difficult. It’s designed to be challenging. All homes fly out of balance some of the time. All parents lose it occasionally; then they repair the damage and everyone’s fine, even better sometimes, having come through a problem and learned a little something or having felt misunderstood and disconnected and found their way back into a comfortable space. Ideally families tolerate moments of imbalance and find their way back to balance.

Evolution favors adaptability and flexibility because life is constantly changing. We’re not meant to live by some rigid ideal of perfection. It’s not natural. What we want to develop is flexibility, adaptability, and resilience. We want to sink and then swim again, to lose our balance and have some sense of  to get it back, which actually develops a broader and more complex range of skills and abilities in us than trying to live a phony or contrived sort of balance. It even creates new learning and hence new neural wiring.

As I write this it makes me think of how my cat somehow knows that I want to corral her so I can take her into the city with me. Every week, when Monday morning comes, she can just somehow hear me think. She can hear my husband think, too. We are thinking, “catch the cat.” And she immediately slinks away, under the bed, into a closet, somewhere hidden, somewhere she feels is safe. If we have been stupid enough to leave the door open, she shoots outside. Then we’re really in for a hair-pulling, nerve-bending couple of hours.

Our sweet little kitty’s instinct to escape is inborn. She has a brain the size of a couple of walnuts, but still she has all the survival instincts strewn throughout her brain and body that we will read about in this book. Her scanning instinct is so honed that she can truly read our minds. All we have to do is think about catching her and she does one of three things. She puts her back up and hisses, flees the room as fast as her little legs will carry her, or freezes dead in her tracks, like some exotic forest animal that somehow got transported from the branch of a ginkgo tree to our wall-to-wall carpet. These fight/flight/freeze responses are all part of her animal brain/body system, her limbic system.

But what she doesn’t have that we humans have is a well-developed prefrontal cortex, a place where she does math or crossword puzzles or plans a vacation to Europe. That’s why we can outsmart her, learn all her favorite hiding places, when not to let her have the run of the house. And because she is not complicating her survival responses with a lot of thinking, when she wants to flee, she just flees if at all possible, or tries to fight, or stays absolutely still. She doesn’t seem to worry much about consequences, such as “If I leave, will my sister get my room? Can Lilly still come over if I’m in trouble? Or will my parents dock my allowance?” But children do think all these things because their brains are more evolved. They are much bigger than walnuts. They worry and try to come up with solutions to stay out of trouble, even if their solutions are driven by the best thinking of a five-year-old who is scared, immature, and needy. Children who want to preserve their connection with their parents above all else will likely come up with whatever strategy they need to insure that bond. These child solutions can stay with us throughout life if they are never reexamined, especially if they get frozen into place by fear.
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