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			My favorite on the subject of inner growth—it’s just about the best book I’ve ever read—is called Healing the Child Within by Charles Whitfield. It gave so much in­sight into the problems I saw in my self. It also comes with a workbook, which made it easy for me to grasp, and helped by suggesting ways to change those problems. It’s mostly about people who didn’t have happy childhoods and what people do to compensate for that unhappiness.

			Cher, in Cher: Forever Fit

			by Robert Haas, p 167, Bantam 1991

			Healing the Child Within and its companion book, A Gift to Myself, provide two of the most comprehensive and detailed descriptions of the recovery process ever formulated in layman’s terms. Judging from the ever-increasing amount of people who are openly identifying with the desire to embrace and nurture this inner child, the need for such a healing has reached epidemic proportions in our culture. 

			 Erin O’Shaughnessy MA, LMFCC 

			Licensed marriage, family, and child therapist, 

			Santa Cruz, California  

			         http://cbwhit.com/healing-review.htm
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			Foreword

			I AM HONORED TO WRITE this foreword for the updated edition of the classic, Healing the Child Within.

			A pioneer in trauma recovery, since 1995 Dr. Charles Whitfield has been voted by his peers as one of the best doctors in America. His wisdom and words have touched the hearts and minds of millions of readers and imparted a precious commodity—hope. Throughout his career Dr. Whitfield has generously shared his lifetime of research and clinical experience with other professionals and recovering people. Over seventy-five authors have quoted or cited this book a remarkable number and a measure of the book’s importance in our arsenal of skills.

			In the twenty years since Dr. Whitfield first published Healing the Child Within, we’ve made great progress in understanding the effect of trauma on the human psyche. This book has made a significant contribution to that understanding and has become a best seller as a result. Dr. Whitfield describes the “Child Within” as “the part of us that is ultimately alive, energetic, creative and fulfilled.” (pg. 1). When this part of us is not nurtured a false self emerges. To understand and move beyond being trapped in this false self, Dr. Whitfield draws from three key areas: the impact of child abuse and neglect, the integration from telling our story as a key part of recovery from the many detrimental effects of child abuse and neglect, and how the spiritually-based Twelve Step recovery movement has helped in healing.

			Child Abuse and Neglect

			What is life like without the skills to form and maintain close and safe relationships? Without the ability to care, to feel remorse, empathy and love? Forming healthy emotional relationships is related to specific parts of the brain that develop during the first years of life. Significant interruption of healthy development by repeated trauma often leaves a child in an out-of-control “fight, flight or freeze” state, often called post-traumatic stress disorder, which Dr. Whitfield discusses in Chapter 7. That distressed and impaired development as a child can also lead to difficulty in feeling arousal or pleasure as an adult. In this book, Dr. Whitfield recognizes how common child abuse is in troubled families and describes the many guises of trauma. Recent studies have shown, for example, how neglect and emotional abuse are equally as devastating to the developing child as physical or sexual abuse.

			Dr. Whitfield explains, “While severe physical abuse and overt sexual behavior are clearly recognizable as traumatic to infants and children, other forms of child abuse may be more difficult to recognize as being abusive. These may include mild to moderate physical abuse, covert or less obvious sexual abuse, mental and emotional abuse, child neglect, and ignoring or thwarting the child’s spirituality or spiritual growth.” (pg. 37).

			As early as the first year of life, a child’s ability to express emotion and exhibit levels of control over feelings and behaviors are formed. It is during that critical time in our development that we learn how to relate to ourselves and others. 

			Integrating Our Story

			Our story can tell us a lot about ourself. Why is telling our story so important? While the answer is complex, researchers and clinicians are finding pieces to the puzzle. As Dr. Whitfield so eloquently explains, “We begin to see the connections between what we are doing and what happened to us when we were little. As we share our story, we begin to break free of being a victim or a martyr, of the repetition compulsion.” (pg. 110).

			Research has shown that it is not so much what really happened to us during childhood that matters the most, but how we do or don’t make sense of it. In other words, a coherent personal story suggests emotional and intellectual integration. As Dr. Whitfield says, “Telling our story is a powerful act in discovering and healing our Child Within.” (pg. 96). That simple act causes our brain to perform several tasks at once, including the merging of feelings, behavior, conscious awareness and sensation. During this process, we realize and reframe life events, behaviors and emotions into a more insightful and healthier whole. 

			This integration takes place most effectively in safe places, such as group or individual psychotherapy, self-help group meetings, journaling, or having a heartfelt talk with a best friend. One of the most consistent findings from the last fifty years of research is that the safe and skilled quality of a therapeutic relationship is the best predictor of treatment success. Within that setting, the clinician can help a person find meaning in their life story in a safe place where they can take risks, drop some unhealthy defenses against pain, and hear a supportive whisper in their head as they gain new insight about themselves and their world. Some call this an “epiphany” or an “ah ha” experience. They are now more in touch with themselves—more connected, less defended, and better integrated—all of which is personal growth.

			Buddhists describe the self as an endlessly peeling onion. Every layer is a new chapter to explore and integrate. Dr. Whitfield explains, “As we transform we begin to integrate and to apply transformation to our daily life. To integrate means to make whole from separate parts.” (pg. 119). It is important to understand how integration relates to our well-being. The more integrated our brain, the more complex and healthy it will be, as the following story illustrates:

			Marcus grew up in an alcoholic home. His father was an abusive alcoholic who beat Marcus with a leather belt. At age twelve, Marcus decided that he would never let anyone hurt him again and from that point declared, “If anyone gets in my face, I will kick their ass.” Although he had many drinking buddies, Marcus continually had problems with male authority figures such as supervisors, teachers, policemen and male therapists. When asked he said, “It’s as though there is another person inside of me that takes over–I have no control.” While in treatment, Marcus had a hard time handling his feelings and could not seem to find words to express them. He described his rage as “All or nothing—I either don’t feel anything or feel too much.”

			Much of the language of the brain is represented by our feelings, but Marcus could not name his or handle them well. We refer to this difficulty as being a problem of integration. Marcus can use several techniques to help himself here. One involves having a perception, then making sense of it, and responding in a timely and effective fashion—all of which working a recovery program can facilitate. Second, meditation can help change brain function. For example, mindfulness meditation replenishes mental and emotional energy and promotes new attitudes and responses to life. In this book that you have in your hands, Dr. Whitfield shows us step by step how to accomplish these kinds of recovery skills.

			Growing up in a traumatic environment, a child like Marcus will develop an over-active brain stem. Most stress response systems reside in this area and such increased excitation can lead to fear, anxiety, anger, rage and impulsivity. Repeated childhood trauma can also lead to problems with feeling empathy, problem solving, and the ability to abstract and conceptualize. Furthermore, people like Marcus can over-estimate the degree of threat or mis-read visual cues such as facial expressions, resulting in an inability to modulate emotional pain. Imagine what will happen when he experiences a situation in early recovery that reminds him of the old trauma. For example, if his male supervisor at work gets angry with him, Marcus’ brain has learned to go into a “fight or flight” pattern, which leads to another angry outburst. 

			Healing the Child Within describes fourteen core recovery issues. Among these issues is control or lack thereof. For Marcus, and many others, this fear of losing control leads to self-destructive behavior. In the past, male authority figures have told him they would kick him out of treatment, fire him, put him in jail or punish him in other ways. But these responses only reinforced Marcus’s perception that when he allowed such people to get close, they hurt him. In a therapeutic environment Marcus can learn to break this old non-productive pattern of failure. He can start to learn to self-regulate and self-soothe. Healing the Child Within speaks clearly about this process of change.

			The primary focus of psychotherapy involves the integration of feelings (affect) and thinking (cognition), resulting in personal growth. Marcus had difficulty naming and processing his feelings. How can he best promote such balance and integration? For eons, we have used stories for conveying many kinds of information, including the mental, emotional and physical aspects of our lives. We can integrate and heal our stress-disordered brain and body using a story that we co-create with a therapist, in group, or with our sponsor. This kind of balancing and integration brings new insight. Marcus will likely learn to detach from his childhood coping and survival response of anger that has long caused him problems. As a twelve-year-old, that was the best survival strategy his brain could make. With the introduction of self-soothing skills such as naming, re-framing and meditation, his brain can start to relax in situations that used to trigger anger and rage. 

			This is the kind of integration that Dr. Whitfield speaks of in this classic book. To become whole is to become and to realize that we are capable of peace and understanding of ourselves and others.

			The Spiritually-Based 12 Step Recovery Movement

			As Dr. Whitfield writes, “In perhaps one of its briefest definitions, spirituality is about the relationships that we have with our self, with others and with the universe.” (pg. 127).

			A person does not have to be religious to be spiritual. The benefits of spirituality include humility, inner strength, a sense of meaning and purpose in life, acceptance of self and others, harmony, serenity, gratitude and forgiveness.

			The relationship between meditation and spirituality has been well documented. Meditation and spirituality both involve feelings of release into places beyond space and time. Spirituality and healing are closely connected. From a common sense perspective, spirituality serves as a strength when used in recovery. In cases where someone says they are either an atheist or agnostic, meditation techniques can be a useful replacement.

			There are many ways to enhance spirituality. Of great importance to Marcus may be his association with a spiritually-based 12 Step program and surrounding himself with spiritual people. Learning to appreciate the many spiritual moments in his life will also be important for him. Living a meaningful and engaged life increases pleasure and reduces isolation, emptiness and pain.   

			Dr. Whitfield explains, “…we can begin to see that happiness is not something that we attain. Rather happiness, peace or serenity is our natural state. Beneath all of what we add to our feelings and experience, beneath our self-contraction, lies serenity Itself.” (pg. 141).

			In 1986, when this book was first published, it was cutting edge and ahead of its time. Just as relevant today as it was twenty years ago, Healing the Child Within remains a ground-breaking book in trauma psychology and recovery. I welcome you to its pages, knowing that within them you will find healing and wisdom.

			Cardwell C. Nuckols M.A., Ph.D.
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			Introduction

			IN 1986 I WROTE this book as a kind of educational aid and “bibliotherapy” for my patients. I based its simple healing content on what I had observed for years among my patients, most of whom were adults who had been traumatized as children, and what I had learned up until then from reading the clinical and scientific literature on the subject. At that time I did not intend this book for the general public, and did not anticipate that it would sell over a million copies—or that it would be translated into over ten other languages worldwide (see page 150). 

			That nearly all of the original content and principles in this book have held up to the later, and now current, clinical scientific and research findings is remarkable, but not surprising. Over the last twenty years these findings have verified the detrimental effects of growing up in a traumatic and hurtful family. Of all these painful effects, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which I discuss in Chapter 7, may be one of the most common and disabling disorders that befall adult children of trauma. 

			Validation

			As has been shown by my ten years of research and reading of over 330 scientific studies that were conducted on well over 230,000 people world-wide, such trauma may also result in numerous other hurtful effects that manifest in other ways, including any one or more of the common so called mental disorders—from depression, to addictions, to schizophrenia—plus an array of physical disorders. 

			Also called “trauma spectrum disorders,” these illnesses show a strong link with having a history of repeated childhood trauma. Furthermore, contrary to current psychiatric lore, the evidence for these illnesses being due to a genetically transmitted disorder of brain chemistry is weak. Indeed, if and when any brain abnormalities are found in research studies on them, these abnormalities are likely a mechanism for the disorder, with the repeated childhood and later trauma being the cause of both mechanism and disorder.1

			Since 1986 we have learned several more important things. Most families across the world are dysfunctional in that they don’t provide and support the healthy needs of their children. What results is an interruption in the otherwise normal and healthy neurological and psychological growth and development of the child from birth to adulthood. In order to survive, the traumatized child’s Real Self (True Self or Child Within) goes into hiding deep within the unconscious part of its psyche. What emerges is a false self or ego which tries to run the show of our life, but is unable to succeed because it is simply a defense mechanism against pain and not real. Its motives are based more on needing to be right and in control. 

			The Meaning of Healing the Child Within and the ACoA Movement

			This approach to healing that I describe in this book has also been validated by the countless people who have recovered by using its principles. I summarize six of its main meanings as ­follows.

			Awakening by us and our clinicians that there is more to recovery than simply “don’t drink” (or don’t use drugs, or don’t try to control another’s use) and go to meetings. Many have tried that, and while improved, were still hurting. Many transferred their addiction to food, money, sex, work, unhealthy relationships or another self-destructive, compulsive behavior. Many also found that the psychiatric drugs they were given did not work well and had bothersome or toxic effects.1, 2

			Discovery and Identification of our Real Self (Child Within) and our spirituality. For many, the old-style conventional organized religions often encountered by recovering people is giving way to a more expansive, universal, experiential, life- and growth-giving spirituality.

			Validation of our experience of growing up in a dysfunctional family. Many of us grew up in an alcoholic family, and others grew up in other kinds of dysfunction. 

			Permission to do the healing work of recovery. In a departure from the usual mental health model of having some sort of mental disorder or “psychopathology,” this approach reframes our suffering from the old view of being bad, sick, crazy or stupid to having a normal reaction to an abnormal childhood situation.1, 2

			Structure for the specifics of what to do to accomplish the healing process. I describe these specifics in this book and in more detail in A Gift to Myself and My Recovery.3, 4

			Recovery from our confusion, suffering and lack of purpose, meaning and fulfillment in life.3

			[image: ]

			While re-reading this book in preparation for this update, I corrected a few typos and some out-of-date terms and sentences, but I did not have to change the basic text and message of healing. I have also provided a new and up-to-date reference section and added an index to make it more reader-friendly. 

			Patience and Persistence

			Recovery from the effects of trauma and growing up in a dysfunctional family and world takes patience and persistence. We are naturally impatient to reach the end without delay, and skip the hard work of healing. An important part of successful recovery is learning to accurately name what happened for us and the components of our inner life as they come up for us, including our various feelings, and learning to tolerate emotional pain without trying to medicate it away. 

			One of the most profound principles of healing is embodied in the phrase “one day at a time.” Although healing takes a long time, by using this admonition our outlook can shift immediately, making the journey not only more tolerable, but meaningful, and anchoring us in the present moment. As we grieve our buried pain and work through our core recovery issues, with patience we will slowly release our past unresolved internal conflicts. We gradually discover that our future is a ­destination not yet determined. Our life is in the present, which is where we can eventually find peace.

			Charles L. Whitfield, M.D.
Atlanta, Georgia–2006

			1	Whitfield, C.L.: The Truth about Depression: Choices for Healing. Health Communications, Deerfield Beach, Florida, 2003 

			2	Whitfield, C.L.: The Truth about Mental Illness: Choices for Healing. Health Communications, Deerfield Beach, Florida, 2004 

			3	Whitfield, C.L.: My Recovery: A Personal Plan for Healing. Health Communications, Deerfield Beach, Florida, 2003

			4	Whitfield, C.L.: A Gift to Myself: A Personal Workbook and  Guide to the Healing My Child Within. Health ­Communications, Deerfield Beach, Florida, 1990

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Discovering Our Child Within

			THE CONCEPT OF THE CHILD Within has been a part of our world culture for at least two thousand years. Carl Jung called it the “Divine Child” and Emmet Fox called it the “Wonder Child.” Psychotherapists Alice Miller and Donald Winnicott refer to it as the “true self.” Many in the field of alcoholism and other chemical dependence call it the “inner child.” 

			The Child Within refers to that part of each of us which is ultimately alive, energetic, creative and fulfilled; it is our Real Self—who we truly are. 



OEBPS/image/HCITitlePg.jpg





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
HEALING THE
CHILD WITHIN

Discovery and Recovery
for Adult Children
of Dysfunctional Families

Charles L. Whitfield, M.D.





OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
\

15 M
l
Copigg Sga N

DISCOVERY

AND RECOVERY
FOR ADULT
CHILDREN OF
DYSFUNCTIONAL
FAMILIES

International bestselling aut
CHARLES L. WHITFIELD, M.D.

Foreword by Cardwell C. Nuckols, Ph.D.
Expanded and Updated Edition






