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Progress is the injustice each generation commits with regard to its predecessors.

E. M. CIORAN (1911–1995), ROMANIAN-BORN FRENCH PHILOSOPHER, THE TROUBLE WITH BEING BORN, 1973
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Foreword

Richard Bandler

IT’S ABOUT TIME somebody started to look at what’s considered pathological with new eyes so that we can all see that being different doesn’t necessarily mean that something is wrong with you.

You can take the qualities and characteristics, especially of children—whether they’re supposed to be hyperactive or have a deficit, disorder, or whatever it may be called—and look at it in a nonpathological way. In this and his other books, Thom Hartmann points out how these behaviors were assets in the past—and how they can be in the present and future as well. He suggests ways that we can begin to look at what’s supposedly wrong with our children and ourselves and instead see what’s missing in our educational system, what’s missing in the skills that are taught to psychotherapists, and what’s missing in the things we teach our doctors.

Using the techniques in this book, professionals and nonprofessionals alike can become agents of change and agents of learning. You can learn to use the skills and abilities that come with your genetic structure to transform your life in positive and constructive ways.

Everybody is genetically different in one way or another, but it doesn’t have to mean you can’t function in the society that we have.

Thom’s conceptualization of the ADHD syndrome is refreshing. In a very real sense, we all are a syndrome—“syndrome” is really nothing more than a metaphor itself. The fact is that there is nothing wrong with most of us that a good, clean change of attitude and some new skills wouldn’t fix.

I hope that as you read this book thoroughly, it sinks into your mind that these historical perspectives, and the capacity for transformation, are true about you, whether you have ADHD or not.

RICHARD BANDLER is the cofounder of Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP). He conducts workshops and training seminars internationally and continues to develop new strategies to improve the lives of people around the world.



The First Step to Healing

ODDS ARE YOU’RE READING this book because you have a child with ADD or ADHD, your spouse has it, you have it yourself, or some combination of these situations apply to your life. In any of these cases, the first step to healing or helping others heal is to see them and yourself in a new way—a way that allows for change, offers hope, and provides specific and useful tools. That’s the goal of this book.

Back in the old days, when they milled grain between two huge, round, moving stones, it was common to throw some sand in with the grain as it was poured between the stones. The purpose of this sand was to break up the grain, providing it with a rough, hard surface between the millstones so that the grinding process was more rapid, complete, thorough, and uniform. This sand was referred to as grist.

This book is written in a new language: every word means exactly what it says. Many words also have secondary or tertiary meanings. If you feel a little confused, this is a normal reaction; confusion is one of the first and most primary tools of Neuro-Linguistic Programming.

There is considerable discussion in the first half of this book about the nature of reality and the definition of “normal.” While to the “normal” reader, this may seem overlong, experience tells me that the ADHD reader will find this among the most liberating and healing parts of the book.

Some of the apparently strong statements of opinion on political or social matters are here to provoke the reader into an encounter with internal mental resistance. When you experience statements that you find offensive, contradictory, or possibly even unbelievable, simply look up and to the right and say to yourself, “Oh, that must be one of those rants he told me to look for.”

Unless you want to, you don’t need to let the content of the rant percolate into your brain; indeed, feel free to not agree with all of it, and not even try to not think about ways it may not be—or may be—true or applicable. But do notice how it affects you. This is the grist for your mill of personal transformation, and it provides you with the solid, grounded place from which you can help your child or significant other transform their lives.



PART 1

Reframing ADHD and Why Doing So Matters
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How We Each Experience the World Differently

What a terrible thing to have lost one’s mind. Or not to have a mind at all. How true that is.

DAN QUAYLE, AMERICAN VICE PRESIDENT, MISQUOTING THE UNITED NEGRO COLLEGE FUND’S SLOGAN “A MIND IS A TERRIBLE THING TO WASTE,” 1989

ADHD IS ABOUT THE DIFFERENCES among humans. We and our children have different hair, eyes, and body sizes and different preferences in a thousand areas. Some of us prefer high levels of stimulation, while others like a more quiet world. Some are attracted to novelty and variety, whereas others are most comfortable with the consistent and predictable. In these and many other ways, we aggregate differences that sometimes collect in such a way that we put a label on them, such as “ADHD.”

There are other, more fundamental differences between people, however. At the level of these differences, it’s possible to gain direct access into the way a person’s mind works, the way they store and process experience and emotion, and the way they make decisions. These differences have to do with how we experience the world around us.

The exercises and examples in this book present ways to work with and around ADHD and heal from the damage done by a world that doesn’t understand the Hunter in a Farmer’s World (or, in other words, people with ADHD living in a world unsuited to their way of being in the world). Most of the exercises are grounded in a system called Neuro-Linguistic Programming, or NLP. It’s a wide-ranging, comprehensive system first developed over fifty years ago by Richard Bandler and John Grinder that has, over the decades, had a huge influence (albeit rarely acknowledged) in a variety of fields, particularly in psychotherapy, psychology, and advertising and communications. NLP, in a nutshell, is a toolkit of ways to better communicate, better understand others’ communications, and reconfigure our own understandings and experiences of the world in a way that is therapeutic or useful.

Later in the book, after we go over foundational concepts of what “reality” is and how our thinking defines our world, we’ll go into detail about what NLP calls Representational Systems. For now, consider them the primary senses—sight, sound, feeling, taste, and smell—through which the world enters our and our children’s minds.

Many people are shocked when they first discover that not everybody sees (or hears or feels) the world the same way they do. It’s a fact, however, that we each have our own particular ways of experiencing life, and most people have a single representational system upon which they most heavily rely. We’ll go into this, and the consequences of it, in more detail in later chapters. We’ll also discover how knowing a person’s primary representational system is a vital bit of information if you want to work with, help heal, or even communicate with that person.

It also raises another question, Why do we (or our kids) choose the friends we do, and what can we do with that knowledge?

While this has been the subject of endless speculation since the times of Plato and Proverbs, I’ve not seen a definitive study on it anywhere. Some people choose their friends because of geographic proximity or shared interest—many people have made friends with the person next door, a coworker, or fellow hobbyist. There may even be elements of shared ethnicity, intelligence, or temperament. But that alone can’t account for why we feel drawn to one person and not another.

Another possibility is that it has to do with shared representational systems. Visual people feel most comfortable with other visual people, since they have a shared view of reality. Two kinesthetic people share an experience of the world, and two primarily auditory persons would have similar understandings of what life is telling them.

Yet people who have a different perception of the world from ours have interesting and often valuable lessons to teach us. Particularly when we understand our differences, other people’s perspectives can help us expand our experience of life in ways that may not otherwise have been available to us.

Check out this simple test, and give it to a few friends, your family, and your children. The results will open a window to—or tell you more about, or give you a better feel for, depending on your preferred representational system—yourself and those close to you. It’ll also introduce you to a core concept of NLP: people experience the world differently from each other, which is sometimes stated as, “The map is not the territory.” After you’ve taken the test and compared your results with a few friends, consider which of these possibilities may be at work in your relationships.

And if this small revelation is useful for you, continue reading, because this is only the surface-most level of the technology of change that can lead to healing ADHD.


THE HARTMANN MODALITY-PREFERENCE MEASUREMENT INDEX

Rank each of the three answer options below between one and three, with three being “most often true” and one “least often true.” When you’re finished, add up all the As, Bs, and Cs. The numerical scores will tell you (Show you? Give you a feeling for?) which of the three representational systems you’re most and least comfortable with. Keep in mind that, at least at this point, this is just for your entertainment:

1. I naturally and easily say things like:

A__ “I see what you mean”

B__ “That sounds sensible to me”

C__ “I have a good feeling for that”

2. When I encounter an old friend, I often say:

A__ “It’s great to see you again!”

B__ “It’s great to hear your voice again!”

C__ “I’ve missed you!” (and give them a big hug)

3. I have:

A__ a good eye for décor and color coordination

B__ the ability to arrange the stereo and speakers so the music is crystal clear

C__ a special feeling in my favorite rooms

4. I let other people know how I’m feeling by:

A__ the clothes I dress in and the way I do my hair or makeup

B__ the tone of my voice, sighs, and other sounds

C__ my body posture

5. My favorite romantic encounters include:

A__ watching the other person, or vivid visualization or fantasy

B__ listening to the sounds the other person makes

C__ touching and being touched by the other person

6. When I want to really, totally understand something:

A__ I make pictures of it in my mind

B__ I talk to myself about it

C__ I roll it around until I have a good feeling for it

7. When deciding on an important action, I:

A__ must see all aspects of the situation

B__ must be able to justify the decision to myself and/or somebody else

C__ know when it’s the right decision because my gut feelings tell me so

8. When it’s important to me to influence another person, I pay careful attention to:

A__ the pictures I paint with my descriptions

B__ the intonation and pace of my voice

C__ what kind of emotional impact I can bring to the situation

9. When I’m bored, I’m more likely to:

A__ change the way I look or how things around me are arranged

B__ whistle, hum, or play by making sounds in my throat or chest

C__ stretch, exercise, or take a hot bath

10. My favorite authors:

A__ paint vivid pictures of interesting places

B__ write dialogue that sounds true to life

C__ give me a feeling for the story that is moving and meaningful

11. I can tell what another person is thinking by:

A__ the look on their face

B__ the tone of their voice

C__ the vibes I get from them

12. When I’m reading a menu trying to decide what to order, I:

A__ visualize the food

B__ discuss with myself the various options

C__ read the list and choose what feels best

13. I would rather:

A__ look at pictures in an art gallery

B__ listen to a symphony or rock concert

C__ participate in a sporting or athletic event

14. When I’m in a bar with a band playing, I find most interesting:

A__ watching the other people or the band

B__ closing my eyes and listening to the music

C__ dancing with or feeling close to the other people around me

15. A true statement is:

A__ “It’s important how you look if you want to influence others”

B__ “People don’t know a thing about you until they’ve heard what you have to say”

C__ “It takes time to really get in touch with another person’s core self”

You can score it here:

__ A (Visual) __ B (Auditory) __ C (Kinesthetic)

Most people, when they take this test, will find that there is a definite preference for one system or another, but that preference is not more than five or ten points away from their least preferred system. A well-balanced person will have very similar scores for all three areas. A person with radically high or low scores in any one system may want to consider using some of the exercises in later chapters on building attentional flexibility to break up rigid old patterns of perception and broaden and enrich their viewing, hearing, and experiencing of life.

You may also find it interesting that your closest friends—the people you best understand—often score similarly to you on the test. Those you just can’t figure out, no matter how hard you try, may score quite differently from you on the test. This doesn’t mean that you should avoid people who have different modality preference systems; instead, it should give you an insight into (voice to? feeling for?) how you can have a wider range of friends and connections with others. For example, experiment with using language that matches those around you, and while doing so try to also experience the sensory realities that such language implies.

When we have this information about our children, it gives us a whole new range of tools for improving communication and understanding their style of learning. This helps us improve the way we communicate with them. It can also aid you in helping your child’s teachers better understand how your child learns—and through that understanding change the way the child is taught.

This is an introduction to a new world of change. It shows, tells, and gives you a feeling for the possibilities that await you in the rest of the book. Before we get into the specifics of NLP and other change techniques, however, we must first engage in one of the most powerful of all NLP techniques: reframing, or learning to look at things in new and different ways. . . .
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When Is a “Difference” a “Disease”?

A decadent civilization compromises with its disease, cherishes the virus infecting it, loses its self-respect . . .

E. M. CIORAN (1911–1995), ROMANIAN-BORN FRENCH PHILOSOPHER, THE TEMPTATION TO EXIST, 1956

THIS CHAPTER IS ABOUT what happens to children and adults—and to the larger human society—when individuals or groups are defined, categorized, and slotted. It’s important that we understand this, in terms of its impact both on the individual and particularly on a society, because this is exactly what has happened in the recent past to those children and adults who are impulsive, distractible, restless, and risk takers—what has come to be known as ADD and ADHD. The framing that’s currently wrapped around ADHD children is often destructive to self-esteem and demoralizing; by reframing their perspective, you give them hope and step into their world in a way that can be transformational.

Often labels are useful, and there are very good reasons that we use them, both as individuals and as a society. At other times, they can be insidious and destructive. As we heal ADHD—one person at a time—it is my belief that we’re also healing our entire society or our “ADHD-ogenic culture,” to borrow a phrase from Dr. Edward Hallowell. So it’s important that we first have an overview—a broad look at what labels are, how they come to be applied, and the impact they can have.

For example, I have a friend who, as he prefers to remain anonymous, I’ll call Bill. This friend has a hereditary brain difference from normal people. He first learned about this when he was a very young child, and he now lives in retirement with his brain abnormality. There is no drug for his condition, and although numerous types of brain surgery and electroshock treatments have been tried on others over the years to correct his type of abnormality, none has ever worked. Many thousands of people were left dead or as mental vegetables as a result of such experiments over the past thirty centuries. If you were to perform a PET, SPECT, or MRI scan on Bill’s brain, you would find that it is organized and wired differently from my brain or those of the vast majority of humanity. Odds are his brain is different from yours.

This difference is not only obvious on a medical scan; it’s also obvious to anybody who spends ten minutes with Bill and observes his behavior.

Bill’s brain abnormality was apparent to his teachers when he was a child. Recognizing his brain abnormality as something that would cause Bill problems in later life, his teachers did their best to try to get him to rewire his brain, or at least perform as if he didn’t have this brain difference. “They really had my best interests at heart,” he told me. “They knew that the whole world is set up for people like you and not for people like me. Even though it seemed to me at the time that they were brutalizing me and singling me out and ridiculing me for my difference, I know now that they were just trying to help me fit in and be a bit more normal. It was very painful as a child, however, to be identified as being so different just because I was left-handed.”

Bill is lucky that he was born in the twentieth century. Five hundred years ago, if he’d allowed people to learn of his difference, the leaders of the Catholic Church (or any of several countries they controlled the governments of) could have declared him an apostate, heretic, demon, agent of Satan, devil, or witch, and he could have been put to death. At the very least, he may have been subject to torture or exorcism and ostracized from both the church and his profession. People of that era and earlier who shared Bill’s brain abnormality often went to great lengths to hide from everybody but their parents the fact of their difference, and there are records of parents and physicians in medieval Europe who put young children to death when it was determined at a young age that they shared Bill’s brain difference.

As it was, the worst thing that happened to Bill was that in the first few years of school, his teachers tied his left arm to his body so he couldn’t use it. In later years, when he’d reach for things with his left hand, the nuns who were the teachers in the school he attended would painfully slap his hand with a ruler or shout across the room at him, startling and humiliating him enough to quickly switch to his right hand.

“Being left-handed is no longer a crime or a sign of demonic possession,” Bill told me a few years ago. “It’s not even any longer assumed that it means you’re gay. Now it’s just a major inconvenience. I suppose I should be grateful for that.”

Grateful, indeed.


THE URGE TO CATEGORIZE

Our culture, from its earliest days seven thousand years ago in ancient Mesopotamia, has a history of wanting to put things into categories. Aristotle was a big fan of this: he came up with the notion that everything could eventually be broken down into some smallest atomic particle component and thus organized and labeled and put into a neat little box. Nicolaus Copernicus and René Descartes expanded on the idea, and the atomic theory of tiny particles and the universe-as-a-machine paradigms reigned supreme as the basic assumptions of science until about forty years ago. That was when physicists realized that many of these understandings were seriously flawed, and they were startled to discover that the universe and all the matter and energy in it are organized more like an idea or a living organism than like a clock or a machine.

Nonetheless, naming and classifying is appealing to people because it gives them a sense of understanding and control, even when the reality of the situation may not justify that. For example, just about everybody learned in school that electricity is the motion of electrons in a wire. But what about electricity that moves through space, such as radio waves, where there is no possible flow of electrons? Then electricity is a wave, we’re told. But a wave of what and in what medium? Nobody knows. The fact is that nobody even knows what electricity is, in wires or in space. It’s definitely not the flow of electrons, even through a wire, and experiments show that in space a single electron will behave like a wave in one circumstance and then like a particle in another. Oddly, experiments show that the most important variable that determines whether it’s a particle or wave is if it’s being observed by a human being. At this moment, scientists are confused about electricity, yet we talk about it as if we understand it, because we can manipulate some aspects of it. We create models of it, such as Ohm’s Law, which work out most of the time, although they break down when pushed beyond the boundaries of normal temperatures and distances.

Remember a time when you were very proud of yourself for understanding something that at first seemed complex. Remember how good you felt? Smile and enjoy that feeling.

Our culture feels good about naming things: it gives us a sense of control. By identifying something, we’ve put it in a box, gotten a handle on it, and given it a clear focus, even if it’s a totally made-up picture. Even though it’s an abstraction, once it’s named it assumes a sense of reality.

With ADHD, for example, there are dozens of different theories about its origin, what causes it, how the brain works or doesn’t work to bring it about, and its meaning. In addition to the American Psychiatric Association’s criteria, there are probably a hundred different “tests” being sold to help therapists or individuals determine if they “have” ADHD. And yet it’s still an abstraction: a label that gives the veneer of reality to something that’s there, certainly, but by no means neatly defined or completely understood.

This obsession with labeling and packaging abstractions into single words or acronyms is in many ways unique to Western civilization. Most other peoples don’t engage in the practice of turning abstractions into nouns. Instead of saying “culture,” for example, most Native American tribes use the phrase “people living together and interacting.” Most societies, historically, have been far more precise in their use of language than our post-Aristotelian civilization.

Along with Aristotle’s idea that all physical matter is classifiable came the idea that all humans are also classifiable. Everybody can be fit, one way or another, into some sort of a slot. Aristotle thought this “organization of humanity” was a splendid idea. He wrote several detailed pieces on how it rationalized slavery and how slaves should be kept and managed. After all, if there are different types of people, it must be that some are superior and some are inferior. Some are born to rule, and some are born to serve.

America’s founding fathers believed this. It was easy to justify displacing and murdering the natives who’d lived in North America for ten thousand years: they weren’t “fully human,” but instead were, in the words of Benjamin Franklin, “mere savages.” Thomas Jefferson knew it was appropriate to buy and own slaves to work his plantation and service his sexual needs. They were, in his eyes and for many of his contemporaries, only three-fifths human (and, to those same men, Native Americans were not at all human).*1

The early 1800s saw Thomas Huxley and Charles Darwin propose theories that further codified the ownership of one human by another: life-forms (including humans) evolve, they wrote, and the fittest, most worthy, most capable of a species will inevitably conquer, dominate, or destroy the lesser, weaker, or more inadequate of the species. Huxley applied this to cultures and civilizations, while Darwin applied it most directly to biology, although both acknowledged the other’s arena. (Huxley, Darwin’s cousin, wrote first on the topic.) Abraham Lincoln believed the concept as well. While he technically “freed the slaves,” he also wrote and said in speeches that Blacks were “a race apart” who should never be allowed to intermarry or share the workplace with the White representatives of what he believed to be the most highly evolved race.

The works of Huxley and Darwin were later used to justify the eugenics movement of racial or ethnic cleansing in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, supported by highly visible people such as Henry Ford and Charles Lindbergh and leading to the forced sterilization of tens of thousands of “inferior” people of all races (mostly the “mentally inferior,” selected by specially trained psychiatrists). When Hitler picked up the banner, his advertisements and posters printed in Germany showed American hospitals where forced sterilization was practiced and quoted American legislators and scientists in talking about the need to “cleanse the race of inferior elements.” A dozen other European countries were practicing forced eugenics before Hitler came to power.

And on a chilling note, I recently heard a speech at an ADHD conference in California by a well-known geneticist who suggested that married couples with ADHD should refrain from having children, for fear of “further damaging our gene pool,” and that one day our society may again have to consider exercising some control over who can have children and who cannot because of the proliferation of “genetic problems,” including ADHD.
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