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The Self Under Siege

How much of our identity or ‘self ’ is truly representative of our own wants, needs, and goals in life and how much does it reflect the desires and priorities of someone else? Are we following our own destiny or are we unconsciously repeating the lives of our parents, living according to their values, ideals, and beliefs? In this thought-provoking book, noted clinical psychologist Robert Firestone and his co-authors explore the struggle that all of us face in striving to retain a sense of ourselves as unique individuals.

Through numerous case studies and personal stories from men and women who participated in a 35-year observational study, the authors illustrate how voice therapy, a methodology pioneered by Dr. Firestone, is used to illicit, identify, and challenge the destructive inner voice and to change aversive behaviors. The theory they describe integrates the psychodynamic and existential approaches and is enriched by research findings in the neurosciences, attachment research, and terror management theory (TMT).

An important addition to the area of personality development theory, this book offers a new perspective on differentiation and the battle to separate ourselves from the chains of the past. It will provide psychotherapists and other mental health professionals with the tools needed to help clients differentiate from the dysfunctional attitudes and toxic personality traits of their parents, other family members, and harmful societal influences that have unconsciously dominated their lives.

Robert W. Firestone, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and author. He has been affiliated with the Glendon Association as its consulting theorist since its inception. His innovative ideas related to psychotherapy, couple and family relationships, suicide, parenting, and existential issues have been the inspiration and cornerstone of Glendon’s research and many publications.

Lisa Firestone, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and the Director of Research and Education at the Glendon Association. She also maintains a private practice in Santa Barbara, CA. Since 1987, she has been involved in clinical training and applied research in the areas of suicide and violence.

Joyce Catlett, MA, is an author and lecturer. Since 1979, she has collaborated with Robert Firestone on writing 12 books and numerous articles. She currently lectures and conducts continuing education workshops at universities and mental health facilities throughout the United States and Canada.



The Self Under Siege

A Therapeutic Model for Differentiation

Robert W. Firestone, Lisa Firestone, and Joyce Catlett


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge Press, London and New York]




First published 2013

by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Simultaneously published in the UK

by Routledge

27 Church Road, Hove, East Sussex BN3 2FA



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2013 Taylor & Francis

The right of Robert Firestone to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him/her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congres Cataloging in Publication Data

Firestone, Robert.

The self under siege : voice therapy and differentiation / Robert W. Firestone, Lisa Firestone, Joyce Catlett.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-415-52033-1 (hardback)

1. Self-actualization (Psychology) 2. Differentiation (Cognition)

3. Voice. I. Firestone, Lisa A. II. Catlett, Joyce. III. Title.

BF637.S4F5619 2012

155.2’5—dc23

2012006273

ISBN: 978-0-415-52033-1 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-0-203-12242-6 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9780203122426

Typeset in Garamond

by Apex CoVantage, LLC




I dedicate this book to Lisa Ann Firestone, my beloved daughter and esteemed colleague.

–Robert W. Firestone



Contents


	Foreword

	Preface

	Acknowledgements

	1 Introduction

	2 A Developmental Perspective

	3 The Voice

	4 Voice Therapy

	5 Relationships

	6 Voice Therapy Applied to Couple Relationships

	7 Family Dynamics That Affect Differentiation

	8 The Mother-Daughter Bond and Differentiation

	9 Death Anxiety and Differentiation

	10 The Impact of Cultural and Social Factors on Differentiation

	11 Leadership, Power, and Differentiation

	12 The Differentiated Person

	Notes

	References

	Index







Foreword

Phillip R. Shaver

Separation theory, as described in this book, explains the underlying dynamics of attachment in a way that contributes to our understanding of how insecure attachment patterns are transmitted through generations of family life. Robert Firestone and his co-authors illustrate the theory and methodology with personal narratives gathered from participants in a 35-year observational study of more than 100 individuals and families that encompassed three generations. In this book, they describe the self under siege from interpersonal, societal, and existential perspectives and use voice therapy techniques and methodology to challenge internalized destructive elements of the personality.

For the past few years I have been using educational DVDs from the Glendon Association–the professional home of the authors–in my undergraduate courses, “Personality Theories” and “Psychology of Emotion.” One of the DVDs deals with the intergenerational transmission of self-critical and self-destructive “voices” in the minds of parents and children, as described in Chapters 3 and 4 of the present volume. Because Robert Firestone encourages people to vocalize their internal voices in the second person (“You’re the stupid one, you’re the ugly one; your brother [who committed suicide] was the good one”), viewers of the DVD can hear the shocking cross-generational similarities between parents’ and children’s self-attacks. In the case I’ve just quoted, for example, both the speaker and her pre-teenage daughter say, independently and tearfully, “I was never supposed to be born!” Every time I see this DVD and hear the echoes of the mother’s self-reproach in her daughter’s words, I have to suppress tears (while teaching a large lecture class) even though I’ve seen the DVD many times.

As explained in The Self Under Siege, saying one’s internal self-critical voices aloud evokes powerful emotions in both speakers and listeners. We observers get to see otherwise rational, articulate, well-composed individuals flush red, shout angrily at themselves, and burst into tears when what they have just said strikes home full force, activating a flood of painful memories. The speaker immediately realizes that “this is what he or she (usually the speaker’s mother or father) said to me!” Another example (from another woman), “Change that face! Change that face! … and [regretfully] I feel that way about my son: Change that face!”

Under other circumstances, the same person can discuss her problems in a calm, intellectualized way (as I, a university professor, usually talk about psychological theories and clinical examples in my classes). Without the voicing procedure, an observer would never guess how vulnerable people are to self-criticisms when they hear them spoken out loud, often echoing their parents’ words. Several of the participants in these videos experience and exhibit a second burst of strong emotion when they realize that they are hurting their children in the same ways their parents hurt them, despite their obviously benevolent intentions.

Because the large sample of individuals with whom Robert Firestone and his associates (in the case of this book, his daughter Lisa Firestone and colleague Joyce Catlett) have studied over the years are generally healthy, attractive, intelligent, socially engaged, and financially comfortable, the ambitious students in my university classes, with whom I share the Glendon videos, easily identify with them, cry with them, and marvel that such enviable-looking, presumably privileged people can harbor such cruel and destructive self-critical thoughts. With reflection and discussion, however, the students realize that they have similar voices in their own minds and wish they could get rid of them. Readers of this book are likely to have the same experience. Certainly I gained insight into my own childhood interactions with my parents–remembering more of them than I thought I could–while reading this book.

One of the commendable features of Firestone and associates’ voice therapy is that, unlike generic cognitive-behavioral therapy, it is based on a realization that many of the irrational thoughts, beliefs, and expectations that hamper a person’s progress toward autonomy are personal and unique. Although many of these negative thoughts could be described in general terms–as putdowns, devaluations, demolishers of hopes and dreams, and “contingencies of worth” (Rogers, 1961)–the emotional impact of stating the thoughts out loud and directing them at oneself is much more powerful and insight-provoking than the general ‘cognitions’ or statements one finds, for example, in Albert Ellis’s books (e.g., 2001) about rational-emotive therapy. A person’s particular self-criticisms–unique because they are the words or inferred attitudes of his/her parents–pierce one’s heart in a way that general statements do not.

I think it’s important to consider, as I just suggested, that some of the voices may be based on inferences rather than verbatim parental statements. It seems unlikely, for example, that the girl who said she was never meant to be born was literally told so by her mother. The voices may, in some cases, be verbalizations of inferred parental attitudes and actions, to which children react emotionally as if actual verbal criticisms had been directed at them. It’s now clear in both academic psychology (e.g., Hassin, Uleman, & Bargh, 2005; Kahneman, 2011) and clinical psychology (e.g., Fonagy, 2008; Fonagy, Gergely, & Target, 2008; Renn, 2012) that many mental processes are implicit rather than explicit, intuitive rather than rational, and automatic rather than consciously considered. In the case of emotional wounds caused in childhood by parental failures of empathy and emotional support (failures that marital therapist Susan Johnson, 2008, calls “attachment injuries” when they occur in the context of adult marriage), many of the injuries occurred before the victims could understand emotions or describe them in words.

One of the regrets I have about my own father having died before we could have adult discussions about his life experiences and the reasons for his attitudes, is that I–now a parent of teenagers myself–realize that my inferences about what my dad thought, wanted, and needed were probably incorrect in some important cases. Certainly, I now remember many of his positive, supportive behaviors that I didn’t recognize or acknowledge when he and I were battling during my adolescence and I was trying to establish myself as my own person.

It’s important to consider that many childhood attachment injuries are not discrete, one-time events, like a single car accident. Renn (2012) and others have emphasized that instead, or in addition, many are “cumulative developmental traumas”:

When this context [the child-parent relationship] is characterized by dramatic or cumulative developmental trauma, the attachment system is hyperactivated and the capacity to mentalize [understand and articulate one’s own and others’ intentions and feelings] is compromised (Fonagy, 2008). As a consequence, the child relives the traumatic experience in the mode of psychic equivalence, characterized by a frightening correspondence between internal reality and external reality, instead of in the pretend mode characterized by play, imagination, and metaphor, [thereby blurring the ability] to differentiate inner reality from outer reality (Fonagy et al., 2004; Fonagy & Target, 1996). A compromised capacity for mentalization [has] implications for self-organization, self-agency, impulse control, and affect regulation. … Stressful interpersonal contexts in later life may activate representational models developed in … an early relational context and again compromise the capacity to mentalize (Fonagy, 2008; Renn, 2006). (Renn, 2012, pp. 20-21)


These confusions of past and present experiences create difficulties in close relationships–between marriage partners, and between them and their children–as Firestone et al. explain in Chapter 5. Voice therapy helps to identify components and hints of the representational models that plague individuals and ruin their relationships. They make the models and their historical roots accessible to adult analysis and correction.

Part of the process of adult analysis and correction described in this book are conversations and nonverbal interactions between participants and facilitators (usually Robert Firestone in the videos I’ve watched and in most of the examples in this book). He appears to be an unusually thoughtful and empathic person who is fully present with these individuals, helping them to explore their experiences and perceptions and gain a new perspective on themselves. These interactions remind me of a passage in one of psychoanalyst Thomas Ogden’s (2012) essays on seminal works in psychoanalysis:

Psychological growth … involves a form of acceptance of oneself that can be achieved only in the context of a real relationship with a relatively psychologically mature person. A relationship of this sort (including the analytic relationship) is the only possible exit from the solipsistic world of internal object relationships. Self-acceptance is a state of mind that marks the (never fully achieved) relinquishment of the life-consuming effort to transform unsatisfactory internal object relationships into satisfactory (that is, loving and accepting) ones. With psychological growth, one comes to know at depth that one’s early experiences with one’s unloving and unaccepting [parents] will never be other than what they were. It is a waste of life to devote oneself to the effort to transform oneself (and others) into the people one wishes one were (or wishes they were). In order to take part in experience in a world populated by people whom one has not invented, and from whom one may learn, the individual must first loosen the unconscious bonds of resentment, addictive love, contempt, and disillusionment that confine him [or her] to a life lived principally in his [or her] mind. (Ogden, 2012, p. 75)


Watching the video-recorded groups facilitated by Robert Firestone, watching an interview with him conducted by Lisa Firestone, and realizing that these people have stuck with him for years and contributed to his vision–all of this indicates that he is the kind of “psychologically mature person” that Ogden wrote about.

Reading this book led me to a number of theoretical ruminations about such concepts as repressed emotion. The emotional eruptions that follow the second-person articulation of self-critical voices in the Glendon videos are so dramatically abrupt and forceful that people are often stunned by their vulnerability to what has issued from their own mouths, as if by parental ventriloquism. These eruptions are reminiscent of Freud and Breuer’s (2004/1895) early discoveries concerning repressed or suppressed memories, which led to Freud’s concepts of repression, catharsis, and return of the repressed. Repressed, suppressed, or unrecognized emotions are still central to many approaches to individual and couple psychotherapy (e.g., Johnson, 2008a, 2008b; Renn, 2012), but voice therapy offers additional insights concerning suppressed emotions and the nature of repression.

The term “repressed emotion” has always bothered me, because emotions, as studied in contemporary psychology, are in-the-moment physiological and behavioral reactions which, as such, cannot possibly be stored in a Mylar bag buried deep in the brain. (I sometimes ask my students where “repressed emotions” might reside in the brain, and they sometimes imagine a place where emotions can be pushed down into a container and locked in by a tight lid, similar to pushing a spring-loaded Jack-in-the-box back into its container. But what we mean by emotion–autonomic arousal, discrete facial expressions, emotion-specific actions or action tendencies–is not something, per se, that can be held in a neural Jack-in-the-box container.)

Emotions are evoked by cognitive appraisals of events and experiences (Lazarus, 1991; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001) or by conditioned stimuli associatively connected with such events and experiences (LeDoux, 1996). I suspect, therefore, that what a traumatized person learns to inhibit or exclude from awareness is not the emotions themselves, but the appraisals that trigger them. When a person voices painful attacks on him- or herself in voice therapy, the painful emotions are evoked again, anew, and the pain, humiliation, loss of support, and lack of love are powerfully reinstated.

The similarities and differences between Firestone’s approach and those of Freud, Rogers, contemporary cognitive-behavioral therapists, and today’s positive psychologists were brought home to me again and again while I was reading this book. Unlike the general trend in today’s psychotherapy toward focused, short-term, and often (in my opinion) superficial psychological or questionable medical interventions (encouraged or mandated by insurance companies), Firestone et al. have chosen to explore psychological concepts in depth over a period of years with the same group of people, and eventually with their children as well. Firestone et al. therefore know each of these people as whole, developing, contextualized human beings, making it possible to tackle such large life issues as marriage, sexuality, parenting, work, aging, and mortality. Perhaps by virtue of being well educated and professionally successful, they are interested in more than simply eliminating neurotic ‘symptoms.’ They are motivated to progress toward goals of the kind that Rogers (1961) called the “fully functioning personality” and Maslow called self-actualization.

Contemporary positive psychologists (e.g., Seligman, 2002, 2011) have revived some of the spirit of Rogers’ and Maslow’s humanistic psychology, but–in line with contemporary psychology’s fragmentation and thinness–positive psychologists seem to favor lists of disconnected virtues and simple exercises to promote “happiness.” They have not offered a new approach to depth psychology or considered how their contributions might be integrated into a depth psychology.

Only in books by Irwin Yalom (e.g., 2002, 2008) have I found a contemporary approach to mortality, psychotherapy, and self-development of the kind provided by Firestone and his associates, but Yalom does not have the advantage of having observed the individuals described above Moreover, Yalom tends not to connect his hard-won personal insights with contemporary research, whereas Firestone et al. achieve great clinical depth while linking their ideas to the latest empirical research on, for example, terror management theory (an empirical approach to existential anxiety; see Greenberg, Koole, & Pyszczynski, 2004; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1997; Shaver & Mikulincer, in press), attachment theory (my own field of expertise; see Cassidy & Shaver, 2008; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), social cognition, and social and affective neuroscience.

I know from having met and talked with Lisa Firestone and Joyce Catlett at professional conferences, that they are continuously engaged in learning about recent developments in research and in making their clinical and empirical discoveries available to researchers. Their ability to rely on their experience observing and participating with individuals and families without the pressure felt by academic psychologists to obtain federal research grants and specialize in tiny topic areas allows them to think broadly, roam across specific research areas, and seek theoretical integration and tools for individual and social development.

While reading this book I was carried back in memory to my long-standing interests in existential philosophy, psychoanalysis, humanistic psychology, transformational leadership theories, and political and social change. At the same time, I was reminded of important discoveries in contemporary psychology. The authors are thoroughly familiar with research and theories concerning child-parent relationships, marriages, sexuality, depression and suicide, defenses, culture, and the construction, across developmental periods, of a self. Their insights trace back to Laing’s (1971, 1972) classic writings on the divided self, which I hadn’t thought about in years, and to Roger’s (1961) idea that internalized parental conditions of worth, in contrast with unconditional positive regard, distort a child’s path to autonomy and healthy self-regard. There are interesting connections between their theorizing and Kohut’s (1971, 1977, 1984; Kohut & Wolf, 1978) self psychology, which focuses on ways to foster healthy self-esteem (or “healthy narcissism,” as Kohut called it). Firestone et al.’s emphasis on relationships and larger social groups can be viewed in connection with the huge turn toward relational approaches to psychotherapy (promoted for example by Mitchell, 2003). Because Firestone et al. have observed for years the same group of parents and children as they moved through different life phases, they are able to keep sight of the larger picture of human social life as well as the complexity and uniqueness of every individual.

The simultaneous consideration of both individuals and relationships is important. There is a tendency in contemporary relational theories in psychoanalysis to be so self-congratulatory about focusing on relationships, including the one between the therapist and client, that the inner life of individual minds is somewhat neglected. There is a similar tendency in cultural psychology, at least in my university (where 35 percent of the students are of Asian ancestry), to celebrate collectivism while denigrating individualism. Because Firestone et al. are interested in the self, in self-limitations rooted in past relationships, and in helping a person relinquish what Firestone calls “fantasy bonds” or imagined connections with previous relationship partners and move toward greater differentiation and autonomy, they are champions of the individual mind while realizing that it is, in part, a product of social relationships, both constructive and destructive. This emphasis on individual development goes hand-in-hand with an acknowledgement of human mortality and existential anxiety. The authors are partially rooted in Western existential philosophy, which was based on recognizing that each individual has only one life to live, and the freedom and responsibility to live it authentically (or not).

In focusing so intently on individuals and the desirability of differentiation, individuation, and autonomy, this book is strongly “Western” in its orientation, perhaps even specifically American. Although I am aware of modern critiques of American individualism, I found myself, while reading this book, quite proud of being a child of the Enlightenment, of the Declaration of Independence, and of the 1960s human potential movement (now viewed critically by many conservative Americans, but clearly the precursor of classic humanistic and contemporary positive psychology). This “Western” framework is appropriate for the educated residents of Santa Barbara, California (where the Glendon Association is located), at least those who, like me, are seeking what Maslow (1971) called “the farther reaches of human nature.”

Despite my own affinity for this “Western” orientation, I wonder how the authors’ ideas will fare in other cultures. Would participants in collectivist societies accept the notion of differentiating themselves from family members and pursuing their own inclinations? Would Tibetan Buddhists–another example–wish to develop themselves within a philosophy that emphasizes “no self” and “nonattachment” (Sahdra, Shaver, & Brown, 2010). I don’t mean to prejudge these matters, but teaching, as I do, at a university with as many Asian and Asian American students as European Americans makes me realize how conflicted the Asian students often are about embracing American norms and ideals, on the one hand, while attempting to please their parents and extended families, on the other. I have, for example, had more than one student talk to me during office hours about their wish to attend graduate school in psychology despite their parents’ insistence that they become doctors or dentists, or take over a family business. One of them decided a few years ago to attend graduate school in clinical psychology despite her father’s claim that he would never to speak to her again if she did, and for years she has stayed in a hotel when she returns to her California hometown. Her mother comes over for meals and catch-up discussions while her father keeps his promise never to speak to her again. Hers is definitely a “self under siege,” but my culture and her father’s culture have different ideas about how to end the siege.

The previous paragraph is an example of the many internal dialogues I’ve had with myself while reading this thought-provoking book. Because of its breadth, depth, and seriousness, readers will be both educated and spurred to think further–in fact, to develop themselves further, in line with the authors’ intentions. If self-development and self-actualization are your own personal goals, reading this book will greatly facilitate your journey.
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Preface

The authors have always been interested in psychotherapy as a lifestyle pursuit of self-awareness, self-understanding, and personal autonomy. Our primary concern has been to define and preserve the essential humanity of our clients and ourselves, and in particular the human spirit. In this regard our goals for psychotherapy reach beyond helping disturbed or maladapted individuals in overcoming their problems and include helping normal individuals in their process of self-actualization. Our primary interest has been in understanding and overcoming people’s resistance to finding a freer, more fulfilling life. It was inevitable that our quest would lead us to identify and challenge the primary forces that act as a barrier to self-differentiation.

Differentiation ultimately means being human to the fullest extent—that is, becoming an independent person who functions primarily in the adult mode, lives with integrity, and has an inclusive worldview. It is crucial at this juncture in our evolution to develop a new humanitarian perspective not only to transcend destructive familial and social influences that reinforce the individual’s defensive mode of living but also to preserve the species in relation to climate control, warfare, and other crucial problems facing humanity.

The Self Under Siege 1 describes the struggle that all people face in striving to retain a sense of themselves as unique individuals. Not only are we affected by environmental and existential challenges, but we also exist in a social structure that imposes serious restrictions on some of our most important human qualities—the capacity for sustaining personal feeling, the desire to search for meaning, and the ability to live in harmony with other people. The result is that we are all plagued, to varying degrees, by an internal dialogue or thought process that is critical, restrictive, and, at its worst, self-destructive. Indeed, the self is under siege in almost every aspect of an individual’s daily life. As e. e. cummings accurately observed, “To be nobody-but-yourself—in a world that is doing its best, day and night, to make you [into] everybody else—means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting” (from “A Poet’s Advice,” cited by C. Norman, 1958).

The book sets forth a new perspective on the process of differentiation and provides an innovative method for freeing oneself from the enemy within. To a certain extent, all people experience a split within their personality. Early in their development, they incorporate critical attitudes and self-destructive elements into their personalities and remain undifferentiated, to varying degrees, from these internalized harmful influences throughout life. We describe the dynamics of this essential division between destructive tendencies and life-affirming, goal-directed tendencies. The division of the personality fosters a self-hating voice within the child that attempts to destroy the project of being and becoming oneself that gives human existence its most significant meaning. Only by learning to understand and cope with one’s internal demons in the form of these negative thought processes can one aspire to emancipation and personal freedom.

I (the first author, Robert Firestone) have spent the majority of my professional life developing and exploring voice therapy procedures and separation theory to help people in the process of individuation. My work has proven to be a valuable laboratory for understanding psychopathology as well as the core problems normal individuals face in their relationships and careers. Furthermore, my methodology has enabled clients to progress beyond previous limitations in traditional talk therapy and overcome the most serious obstacles to their personal development.

The book describes a developmental perspective and outlines factors that oppose differentiation in the family of origin, the couple, and the new family constellation. It postulates the concept of the fantasy bond, an imaginary connection or fused identity with mother, family, country, and religion that people invoke to heal the wounds of emotional pain, frustration, separation anxiety, and death anxiety. The fantasy bond offers a false sense of safety and security and a feeling of pseudoindependence but at the same time predisposes maladaptive responses. We focus attention on destructive societal influences and the social pressure to conform to conventional ways of living that are based primarily on a defensive orientation that supports the destructive thought processes. We elucidate how psychological defenses that were once adaptive for the child become self-limiting and dysfunctional in later life.

Later we outline the problem of passivity and submissiveness to authority figures and the damage caused by pathological leadership and the misuse of power. We go on to describe the concept of personal power as a positive manifestation of power, relating to a person’s self-confidence, maturity, sense of autonomy, and integrity. Last, we indicate that the fear of death is the ultimate enemy of differentiation, because when we become afraid, we tend to retreat from life and desperately rely on defenses that include subordinating ourselves to other people, painkillers and addictive habit patterns, and fantasy processes. In the last chapter, we describe the characteristics of the ideally differentiated person, the therapeutic value of friendship, and the special significance of depth psychotherapy.

In developing their treatment program, the authors utilized findings from a 35-year observational study of more than 100 individuals and families who contributed significantly to the development of the new methodology. Through the personal narratives of these participants and clinical case studies, we illustrate how voice therapy, a cognitive-affective-behavioral methodology, was used to access, identify, and challenge destructive thought processes and change maladaptive behaviors based on their prescriptions. The theoretical approach described in this book has been enriched by findings from the neurosciences, attachment research, and terror management theory, which validate many of the first author’s basic tenets.

In conclusion, most people are unaware of the extent to which their behavior is governed by a destructive thought process that not only causes considerable pain and personal limitation but inclines people to be trapped into repeating negative aspects of their parents’ lives. They can best challenge these insidious effects by identifying and understanding the source of their self-critical, self-attacking thoughts and endeavoring to change behaviors based on the negative voices that they harbor. Bear in mind that it requires complete dedication to fight one’s way out of these maladjusted patterns. Our ultimate goal is to help the individual remain independent, open, honest, deep feeling, vulnerable, and able to operate with integrity from his or her own value system.
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Can human beings be persons today? Can a man be his actual self with another man or woman? … Is freedom possible?

—R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience



Each person has a unique set of genes that distinguishes that individual from every other human on the planet, with the exception of identical twins.1 This identity is affected by the impact of interpersonal stimuli that are either favorable to the development of the personality or damaging to it. In order for people to live their own lives and fulfill their destinies, they must differentiate themselves from destructive environmental influences. To the degree that people can retain significant aspects of their unique identities, they are able to live truly individualistic and creative lives.

Painful events and negative programming during the developmental years constitute the most serious threat to the evolution of the authentic self. Psychological defenses, which were once adaptive as an attempt to dull or block out early interpersonal trauma, later become limiting and dysfunctional and, at their worst, can predispose psychopathology.

To lead a free life, a person must separate him- or herself from negative imprinting and remain open and vulnerable. This differentiation is difficult to accomplish and requires considerable effort because, as children, people not only identify with the defenses of their parents but also tend to incorporate into themselves the critical or hostile attitudes that were directed toward them. These destructive personal attacks become part of the child’s developing personality, forming an alien system, the anti-self, distinguishable from the self system, which interferes with and opposes the ongoing manifestation of the true personality of the individual. Remaining undifferentiated renders one unable to fully accept the gift of life and, instead, leaves one merely living out the life of another.2

In addition, children must contend with the anxiety surrounding their evolving awareness of a finite existence. Death fears reinforce the psychological defenses that they formed earlier in life and thereby intensify the division within the personality between the self and anti-self systems. To a large extent, the impact of death awareness affects a person throughout his or her life span.

Last, the self is under siege by social imprinting from the society at large. In the struggle to achieve and maintain autonomy and a strong sense of self, one must resist the tendency toward unnecessary conformity and avoid becoming a passive part of a group process. Society represents, in part, a pooling of the individual defenses of its membership; its collective attitudes, politics, and philosophies reflect back on the individual. These social pressures impose limitations on a person’s unique approach to life and sense of freedom and pose a significant threat to his or her individuality. It is a full-time job to cope with alien elements from both interpersonal sources and societal influences.


The Story of Kevin

We refer here to the example of Kevin and a conversation the first author (R. Firestone) had with this 3-year-old boy because it inspired us to further explore the problem of self-differentiation and eventually influenced us to write this book. From 1977 to the present, we have used a technique called voice therapy to help individuals identify the destructive thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs that were interfering with their personal growth and movement toward autonomy and independence. The technique, which uses a dialogue format, enables people to expose their self-attacks and cope with alien elements of their personalities. In essence, the methodology challenges the enemy within that predisposes much of a person’s misery and malfunction in life. Voice therapy exposes the split that exists in each person between the real self and the incorporated negative parental attitudes that make up the anti-self. My interaction with Kevin reinforced my focus on helping people access and separate from alien elements of their personalities and underscored how critical it is for each of us to develop and maintain an independent, authentic, and differentiated sense of ourselves.

Kevin’s parents, Jenny and Michael, were distraught because their son exhibited violent behavior and impulsivity and would savagely attack other children without provocation. Seemingly out of nowhere, he would suddenly hit or try to bite a younger child. He was agitated a good deal of the time, continually pretended to be an aggressive animal like a dinosaur or a tiger, and threw a serious tantrum if interrupted. He manifested certain risk-taking behaviors and appeared unconcerned about things that would frighten most children. There were times when he would hit himself in the face with his fists while saying he was bad. At other times, for no apparent reason, he would suddenly collapse on the floor and scream out.

His parents discussed their concerns with me and spoke of their fear that Kevin’s violence, lack of control, and bravado might, in part, be related to genetic factors (Fowles & Kochanska, 2000).3 Jenny and Michael felt unable to cope with the situation, and Jenny had asked a friend of the family, Amy, to help her with Kevin. Although Amy was a sensitive and warm individual who had an easy way with children, she could not feel for this boy, and he provoked uncharacteristically angry emotions in her. Over time, she had become worried and discouraged.

One day, Amy spoke to me about her worries about Kevin. She described his demeanor as being unpleasant and said that he appeared to be unlovable. She provided me with valuable insight into the family’s dynamics. She said that, although she knew Jenny felt loving toward Kevin, she would often act strangely with him. She would engage in scary games, jumping out at him and making mean faces. While Jenny thought they were playing and having fun, the child appeared to be terrified.4 Amy also mentioned that, in her opinion, Jenny seemed immature and misattuned to her son and had difficulty being nurturing.

Kevin, a nice-looking boy with blond hair, was small for his age. On the day that I met him, he looked like he felt angry and scared. It was obvious to me that this child was of exceptional intelligence. My initial reaction to Kevin was similar to Amy’s experience of him. He gave me an uneasy feeling, and it was hard to warm up to him. I found him unlikeable, a rare feeling for me to have toward any child. Then I decided that I wanted to get to know him better, so I sat down next to him and started to talk with him.

To keep his attention, I encouraged him to look at my eyes. We engaged in some friendly small talk, and then I asked him about the things that scared him. His face looked serious, and, in an earnest voice, he began to tell me a story. He said that there were two Kevins—a regular Kevin and a Kevin witch—as well as a Mommy witch. Based on what I knew about the fantasy bond, I conjectured that the Kevin witch was the destructive aspect of Jenny’s mothering that he had assimilated. I intuitively challenged him, saying, “There is only one Kevin.” Kevin responded, “No, there are two Kevins.” To this I repeated, “There is only one Kevin.”

He objected for a while, but I repeated the sentence over and over. Suddenly he caught on and his eyes lit up. He jumped out of his chair and said, “This is what Mommy does.” He imitated his mother, raising his arms in a menacing manner and making an angry, distorted face. Then he said, “Let’s attack the Mommy monster!” and started pummeling a pillow, hitting it with his fists. I supported him in expressing his anger. I said that he was killing the monster but that I would protect him. After the outburst, Kevin felt particularly relaxed and self-possessed; his face had changed and he looked sweet. I felt warmly toward him.

Following this conversation, Kevin’s family told me that he seemed more lovable and relaxed. His outward behavior was friendlier and more affectionate, which was significantly different from his usual demeanor. Whereas in the past he had frequently referred to himself as a bad boy or a monster, his parents reported that he had begun referring to himself more often as a good boy.

My unusual encounter with this child and its positive outcome impressed me. I was surprised that I could verbally communicate with someone so young. I pondered the significance of our conversation and interpreted the exchange as follows: When I said that there was only one Kevin, I was really saying that the Kevin witch represented the threatening persona of his mother that Kevin had incorporated into himself. In his fantasy of fusion with his mother, he saw himself as the monster. That is the reason he judged himself as bad and why he acted out elements of the raging, incorporated monster on other children. When he made the separation from the Kevin witch and conceptualized himself as simply Kevin, he was able to mobilize his anger toward his mother and he felt relief.

When children are especially frightened or hurt, they incorporate the aggressor (the person causing them emotional pain) into themselves. This is a psychological survival mechanism that reduces intolerable stress. Because of this incorporation process, Kevin had a split within himself that was part him (the self) and part his scary mother (the anti-self) that was alien to him and aggressively directed outward toward other children. After Kevin made the separation from his internalized parent, he seemed like a different person. He maintained a pleasant disposition with only occasional outbursts of anger. When these fits did occur, they were much more moderate and he was reachable. Following my conversation with Kevin, he and his parents entered into an ongoing treatment program, and Kevin continued to make progress. Nonetheless, my brief exchange with him was exceptionally significant and meaningful both to Kevin and to me.

To a considerable extent, people become carbon copies of one or both of their parents. To the degree that they manifest their parents’ positive qualities, this identification becomes a harmonious, integrated part of the personality. However, parents’ negative characteristics, points of view, and maladaptive psychological defenses become a separate, nonintegrated, alien aspect of the personality that has a destructive influence.

For example, my father was a good-hearted medical doctor who believed in helping people and felt love and respect for his patients. I have embraced a career in a helping profession as a psychotherapist and manifest a similar concern for my clients. On the other hand, my father exhibited a mean, hypercritical attitude toward me as a child, and, to my own detriment, I have internalized this destructive pattern. To a considerable extent, my self-critical attitude and self-depreciation have played a part in limiting my capacity to enjoy life.

Perfect parenting is impossible. Because of the power differential between parent and child and the child’s utter helplessness and dependency, some degree of trauma is inevitable. A certain amount of parental misattunement and failure to repair these disruptions are unavoidable, even in the best of circumstances. This is because, despite parents’ best intentions, their unresolved trauma is usually unconsciously—or sometimes even purposefully—acted out on their offspring. This negative imprinting tends to have a significant effect throughout the lifetime of the individual and can far outweigh positive influences. For example, casual irritability or anger on the part of parents (particularly when disciplining their children) may have a dramatically frightening effect on the child who experiences the parents’ mean face and angry disposition as life-threatening.

We place a great deal of emphasis on the material about Kevin because, to varying degrees, all people experience a split in their psyche that is similar to his. Fonagy and his colleagues (Fonagy & Bateman, 2008) have described how this split leads to the development of the “alien self”:

To achieve normal self-experience the infant requires his emotional signals to be accurately or contingently mirrored by an attachment figure. … When a child cannot develop a representation of his own experience through the caregiver’s mirroring interactions, he internalizes the image of the caregiver as part of his self-representation. We have called this discontinuity within the self the “alien self.” (pp. 142–143)5


Our real self is under siege by our anti-self. To the extent that we retain the critical attitudes and destructive elements we have incorporated into our own personalities, we remain undifferentiated from our parents throughout our lifetimes. For most of us, there is very little awareness of the negative elements that we have assimilated and that are now manifested in our personalities. These characteristics are hurtful to ourselves and others, particularly those closest to us.

In a very real sense, we have both a positive and negative identity, and we are very different people depending upon which side is dominant. The negative identity is most likely to emerge and become ascendant when we are under stress or are particularly fearful. On those occasions, we symbolically reconnect to the people who caused us psychological pain and anxiety in our developmental years by acting out the destructive behaviors that they directed toward us.

To summarize, to the extent that we are possessed by this alien aspect of our personality, we exist as divided selves. This incorporated personality represents the dark side of parents or caretakers—in essence, the worst attitudes and behaviors that were directed toward us as vulnerable children. Left unchallenged, the anti-self operates as an extensive alien viewpoint that has an impact on us throughout our lives. This process is damaging to both individuals and their relationships, and, sadly, most of us remain largely unaware of its insidious effects. These incorporated attitudes promote a defensive lifestyle that predisposes misery and maladaptive behavior, opposes individuation and self-realization, and serves as the core resistance to psychotherapy and a happy and harmonious life.


The Self and Identity

According to Kerr and Bowen (1988), “Differentiation is a product of a way of thinking that translates into a way of being” (p. 108). “The more differentiated a self, the more a person can be an individual while in emotional contact with the group” (p. 94). And “This process of change has been called ‘defining a self’ because visible action is taken to which others respond” (p. 107).

Philosophers and psychologists have long debated the nature of the self. Many contemporary Eastern thinkers believe that one’s perception of having a self is merely an illusion. A number of Western psychologists, including social constructivists, claim that the self can only be studied or understood in the context of the social environment, pointing out that others tend to reify the concept of self. With respect to this ongoing debate, developmental psychologist Daniel Stern (1985) asserted, “Even though the nature of self may forever elude the behavioral sciences, the sense of self stands as an important subjective reality, a reliable, evident phenomenon that the sciences cannot dismiss” (p. 6).6

Erik Erikson (1963) frequently used the terms identity and self interchangeably, describing identity as dynamic, fluid, and capable of being transformed in significant ways throughout a person’s lifetime. “As proposed by Erikson, identity helps one to make sense of, and to find one’s place in, an almost limitless world with a vast set of possibilities” (Schwartz, 2005, p. 294).

For Erikson, personal identity represents one’s set of goals, values and beliefs. What is most important … is the extent to which this set of goals, values and beliefs are internally consistent and, taken together, form a coherent sense of self. (Schwartz, Zamboanga, & Weisskirch, 2008, p. 635)7


Jeffrey Arnett (2000) has proposed a new stage in identity formation: emerging adulthood, which spans the years between 19 and 29. In this distinctive stage, “changes in worldviews are often a central part of cognitive development. … It is notable that emerging adults who do not attend college are as likely as college students to indicate that deciding on their own beliefs and values is an essential criterion for attaining adult status” (p. 474). Erikson’s and Arnett’s formulations are congenial with my (R. Firestone’s) own way of thinking about self and identity. In my conceptualization, the self system, in contrast to the anti-self system, is composed of the unique wants, desires, goals, and values that hold special meaning for the individual as well as the specific manner and means that the individual uses to fulfill these goals.

In this regard, the essential questions regarding identity are these: How much of our identity or self is truly representative of our own wants and goals in life, and how much does it reflect the wants and priorities of someone else? Are we following our own destiny, or are we unconsciously repeating the lives of our parents and automatically living according to their values, ideals, and beliefs?

Most people rarely, if ever, consider these questions in relation to how they are conducting their lives. They implicitly trust that their thoughts, beliefs, and feelings are their own and fail to recognize that they may be channeling someone else’s thoughts and feelings. They perceive themselves as integrated or whole rather than as divided or of two minds.

In our experience, we have found that most people are initially unaware of the extent to which their lives have been preempted or taken over by an incorporated parent whose thoughts, beliefs, and feelings are actually antagonistic to their own desires and goals. Most people are compliant and rarely deviate from the beliefs and opinions held by their parents and tend to live conventional and predictable lives. They fail to recognize their lack of differentiation or the fact that they are reliving someone else’s life rather than living their own life. Others adopt a defiant stance in opposition to their parents’ ideas and values and approach life mistakenly believing that their defiance and rebelliousness are their real identity. However, compliance and defiance are both driven by the views, behaviors, or lifestyle of one’s parents, and neither is truly representative of one’s own identity or self. It is of the utmost importance to take both of these contingencies into consideration when approaching the project of differentiation.

Our aim in this book is to help readers identify and break with external and internal negative influences—that is, to emancipate themselves from imagined connections with parents, to unlearn destructive aspects of early programming, and to learn to embrace more life-affirming ways of satisfying needs and pursuing goals. The process of differentiation is arduous work and a lifelong project, because as people give up habitual ways of living, which are based on their parents’ defensive prescriptions about life, they will inevitably experience the anxiety aroused by a heightened awareness of their aloneness and vulnerability. Nevertheless, working through these issues is a worthwhile endeavor, because it enables a person to live a full and integrated life.


The Pilot Study

Because we recognized the value of differentiation and wished to broaden our perspective on the subject as it related to individuality, personality dynamics, and psychotherapy, we formed a group to study the process. The experimental population referred to in the preface was originally made up of more than 30 professionals and close friends who volunteered as subjects because they wished to develop themselves further. Our motivation was twofold: to learn and expand our psychological knowledge and to further develop ourselves personally.

We decided to use the methods of voice therapy, which involves a dialogue format whereby subjects express critical attitudes toward themselves and others in the second person. For example, instead of saying, “I’m stupid” or “I’m shy,” a person would say, “You’re stupid” or “You’re shy,” as though someone else were expressing the thought. In revealing critical attitudes toward others, instead of saying, “He’s taking advantage of me,” a person would say, “He’s taking advantage of you.” We knew from past experience with the technique that when people entered into this type of dialogue, considerable emotion was manifested and participants were able to separate out alien and dysfunctional elements of their personalities. They were also able to understand where and how they developed their negative point of view toward themselves and others and to grasp the extent of the destructive effect it had on their personal lives and careers.

Other voice therapy procedures involved answering back to the critical attacks on self and others, planning corrective suggestions for behavioral change based on countering the negative voices, and implementing these suggestions on the action level. In prior studies, we found that these procedures not only constituted an effective method for understanding maladaptive aspects of personality but also served as an effective psychotherapy procedure that demonstrated positive results for a variety of psychological disorders.

In the current study, we asked the subjects to represent one or another of their parents or significant family members in the voice therapy format. They would reveal the person’s critical attitudes and point of view toward them as though that person were speaking to them directly. For example, a participant might start by saying, “This is my mother’s point of view,” and then begin the dialogue as follows: “You always were an angry child. You never were any good; I always resented you.” The process of expressing these negative parental points of view enables the participant to come to understand his or her destructive attitudes.

Five basic steps were involved in the subjects’ attempts to differentiate from their incorporated malevolent voice attacks: revealing the destructive ideation and feelings that were directed toward them from a particular parent in the form of a dialogue as described above; developing insight regarding the sources of the attack; answering back by stating their own point of view; recognizing the impact of the voice on present-day behavior; and planning and implementing constructive action that challenged and countered the internalized point of view.

In the process, subjects not only identified the enemy within but also became aware of the myriad negative ways that they had become like their parents. They recognized that they manifested many of the unpleasant and noxious characteristics of their parents in their interactions with other people. In this manner, destructive thoughts and actions are passed on through the generations with painful residual effects. For example, parents who were themselves victims of a variety of abuses in their developmental years innocently or not so innocently pass on these abuses to their own children.

There are two aspects of the imprinting process that indicate the seriousness of a lack of differentiation. The first and most important is that the introjection of negative, self-destructive attitudes and related defenses bears a primary causal relationship to psychopathology. The second concern relates to the problem of formulating one’s own goals, values, and ideals, thereby establishing a separate and unique identity. Without differentiating from parents or caretakers, we may never succeed in living our own lives.


An Example

To illustrate the concept of differentiation and our therapy approach to the subject, one can consider the following case material, which involves Vivian, a 26-year-old woman who had moved with her husband and young daughter to California from their home state of Kentucky. Even though she had been eager to relocate her family to the West Coast, after the move, instead of feeling happy and optimistic, Vivian was extremely self-critical and somewhat pessimistic about her life.

In dealing with her self-hating thoughts, Vivian utilized the methods of voice therapy to formulate and verbalize her mother’s attitudes toward herself, her husband, and her daughter as though her mother were speaking about her and them. Her mother’s basic attacks have been excerpted from the material that Vivian presented, and the following passages contain an abbreviated version of her expressions in the group discussions.

About herself [in a snide tone and pronounced Southern accent]: You’re weird. You’re not like other women; you’re not feminine. You were such an ugly little girl! You were so shy and backward, no wonder you didn’t have any friends! And you think it’s going to be different here? It’s not, because you’re still like that!

About her daughter: So you have a daughter! Big deal! You don’t know anything about taking care of a child. And she looks just like you. She’s ugly, creepy, just like you. She’ll never have any friends. She’s going to turn out unlovable, just like you!

About her husband: Do you really think he has loving feelings toward you? Why would he? You’re so ugly, creepy, and unlovable. You know why? Because he’s a creep, just like you. And why would you want to be with him, anyway? He’s weak and wimpy.

About herself: Who do you think you are, saying these things? Nobody wants to hear you! I’m not interested in what you have to say! Why don’t you just keep your mouth shut? In our family, we’re quiet about these things, and you should be quiet, too. Just shut up!


In describing her insights after expressing her mother’s negative views about these areas of her life, Vivian said,

I can see that even though I left my mother in Kentucky, she is still in my thoughts even though I’m in California. It’s like she moved with me. I actually think that the attacks are stronger because I physically left her. Her voice is telling me that I am the same person she said I was as a child. And she’s not just attacking me; she’s attacking the people I love and the people who love me.


After discussing her insights, Vivian was encouraged to answer back to the criticisms and attacks on herself and her family.

I feel like I could go on and on saying my mother’s attacks on all areas of my life, but right now I feel so angry. I just feel like saying back: “Goddamn it! Fuck you. You’re wrong about me! I’m not an unlovable, creepy person. That’s such bullshit! You may have seen me that way, but that’s not who I am. And I don’t see my daughter that way, either. I love my husband. I love my daughter. And they love me. You’re wrong about me and about my life!”

My mother was the one who didn’t have friends, who didn’t have a husband, who didn’t love her daughter. That’s true of her, not me. I feel like I’m so different from her, I mean at the opposite end of the spectrum. I appreciate being able to say this, to stand up for myself. I think that it was also important for me to say rationally what I felt about her attacks.



Follow-Up

Over a period of several months working with this form of voice therapy dialogue and expanding on these formulations, Vivian came to understand the division in her personality. She challenged thoughts that were critical of herself, her husband, and her daughter. In talking about her goals, she thought of actions to take to go against her voice attacks. She made an effort to express affection toward her husband and made sure to set aside time each evening for conversation with him. She was compassionate and patient with her daughter and offered her support as she adjusted to a new school. As a result, Vivian’s mood improved considerably; she felt happy and more herself. Her progress was a direct result of her ongoing use of voice therapy methods to gradually differentiate her own point of view and behaviors from the cynical, hostile attitudes of her mother.

The original investigation that we undertook several years ago to examine and analyze the voice has been supplemented by the more recent pilot study. Our basic conclusion from both explorations is that we can access the internalized destructive thought process and accompanying affect with this dialogue format. We can understand its roots and further the process of differentiating from the damaging effects of negative programming internalized during the developmental years.

Voice therapy has proven to be valuable both as a research tool and as a therapeutic methodology. It has led to the development of scales for assessing the potential for self-destructive behavior and suicide risk: the Firestone Assessment of Self-Destructive Thoughts (Firestone & Firestone, 2006), and for violence risk, the Firestone Assessment of Violent Thoughts (Firestone & Firestone, 2008a, 2008b). Items on both scales are made up of actual voice statements revealed by subjects during observational studies. Results of reliability and validity studies show that the scales effectively discriminate between suicidal or violent individuals and nonsuicidal or nonviolent subjects at a high level of significance.

In conclusion, a destructive thought process exists within all of us, and we are plagued to varying degrees by an internal dialogue that is harmful, restrictive, and, at its ultimate extreme, self-destructive. By identifying the voice and going against its dictates, we can begin to address the questions posed earlier: Are we living our own lives and pursuing our own dreams, or are we repeating patterns of the past and reliving our parents’ lives? Are we being ruled by the ways our parents, other people, and the world have viewed us or by attitudes that express our real self? The more we are able to break with our parents’ negative prescriptions for living and differentiate our own point of view from the views they imposed on us, the greater the opportunity we have for fulfilling our personal destiny in life.
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There are those who say that man will never find a way to be scientific about himself. I believe this is as shortsighted as his own emotionality. … I think the differentiation of self may well be one concept that lives into the future. It merely begins to define how one human life is different from all those in the immediate environment.

—Michael Kerr and Murray Bowen, Family Evaluation



Introduction: Separation and Differentiation

Life can be conceptualized as a series of progressive weaning experiences as originally described by Otto Rank (1936/1972). It begins with birth, then continues with separation from the breast, from the mother, from parents; the first day of school, leaving home, getting married, pregnancy, becoming a parent, saying good-bye to one’s children as they leave home, becoming a grandparent; and it ends with one’s death, the ultimate separation. As we evolve as individuals and become more independent, we become aware of moving away emotionally from some sense of security in the family. Each separation experience creates a new situation that is both exciting and frightening. It heralds growth and new frontiers but at the same time symbolizes the loss of parental support, which fosters separation anxiety.

A distinction can be made between the concepts of separation and differentiation: the former refers to physical distance or geography, whereas the latter refers to distinguishing oneself as a unique individual. In this sense, leaving home is very different from forming a separate identity or individuating. A person may seek independence by leaving one’s family of origin but will most likely maintain destructive parental attitudes and prohibitions that are binding and that negatively impact the emergence of one’s personal freedom or independence.1

Differentiation is a universal struggle that all humans face if they wish to fully develop themselves as individuals. The process of differentiation encompasses four tasks. A person needs to: (1) break with internalized thought processes (i.e., critical, hostile attitudes toward self and others); (2) separate from negative personality traits assimilated from one’s parents; (3) relinquish patterns of defense formed as an adaptation to painful events in one’s childhood; and (4) develop one’s own values, ideals, and beliefs rather than automatically accepting those one has grown up with.

One must identify one’s critical, self-destructive attitudes; understand their source; and challenge them by changing the relevant behaviors. People must come to the understanding that they do not have a fixed identity. They have the power to identify and alter features of their personalities that they find negative or unpleasant. Later, as individuals develop their own values and ethics from within, they can begin to “chart the course of their lives in a manner that is both harmonious and well integrated” (Morrant & Catlett, 2008, p. 350). Differentiating from parental introjects and psychological defenses based on the emotional pain of childhood is essential not only for neurotic or seriously disturbed individuals; it is a central developmental issue in every person’s life.

Our distinctive DNA code is the organic basis of our personal identity or self.2 Very early in life, this innate distinctiveness gives rise to our awareness of being separate and alone. This sense of aloneness stimulates a desire for affiliation or belongingness as a survival mechanism. It is impossible for the newborn to begin to develop a self or identity in a vacuum. The self emerges only in relation to another person or persons.3

Developmental psychologists as well as neuroscientists emphasize that the development of the neonate’s brain and personality is environmental-dependent—that is, the growth and development of the self are completely dependent upon inputs from the environment, specifically upon stimuli from other humans (Perry, 2001; Schore, 2003b; Siegel, 1999; D. Stern, 1985). Our need for social affiliation and attachment is expressed through the pursuit of love and personal contact; however, when this need is not fulfilled in childhood, we often choose to rely on fantasy processes to compensate for the emotional deprivation we experienced at the time (Firestone, 1985).


Positive and Negative Environmental Inputs That Affect the Development of the Self

From the beginning, the parental environment has a profound impact on the baby. In an optimal setting, infants encounter attuned responses from caring adults that promote a feeling of safety, which in turn facilitates learning and the further development of the core self. These positive inputs originate in interactions with parental figures who are able to provide their children with a secure base from which to explore their world as they grow and develop. Ideally, parents would be warm, affectionate, and sensitive in feeding and caring for their offspring and offer them control, direction, and guidance as well.

Unfortunately, even in a relatively benign atmosphere, a certain amount of damage occurs because of the infant’s heightened reactivity to sensory inputs—for example, overstimulation and understimulation (D. Stern, 1985).4 The prolonged dependence of the human infant on his or her parents for physical and psychological survival provides the first condition for defense formation. According to Guntrip (1961), the infant’s need for “reliable maternal support” is so absolute and failure to provide it so nearly universal that “varying degrees of neurotic instability … are the rule rather than the exception” (p. 385).

Because the infant or young child lacks worldly experience and a sense of proportion and because of the size differential in relation to the parents, the same events that might seem relatively trivial or insignificant to adults are often highly dramatic to the child. The desperate need for love and care from a parental Figure makes negative experiences appear more exaggerated and dangerous from the child’s vantage point. Anger or irritability on the part of parents may be seen as life-threatening from the child’s perspective but register only on the periphery of parents’ awareness.5 As Winnicott (1958) observed, seemingly innocuous interactions with an insensitive parent can seriously impinge upon the child’s “going on being.” Even “good-enough” parents, who can be characterized as effective in relation to their child-rearing functions, have certain limitations and deficits that are damaging to the child’s emerging self.

The extreme sensitivity of the child to harmful influences that are practically imperceptible to an outside observer is documented in the first author’s film, Invisible Child Abuse (Parr, 1995). The film offers many examples of relatively healthy individuals who were nevertheless seriously impaired in certain aspects of their development by innocent or not-so-innocent hurtful actions on the part of their parents. In the film’s conclusion, I (R. Firestone) said,

The fact is that all the participants in the film were scarred in ways that negatively impacted their development in the incidental process of growing up. Because of the lack of understanding of children and parent-child relationships, subtle forms of emotional abuse largely go unnoticed or at the least are misunderstood.

It’s a certain kind of insensitivity, a certain kind of “lack of feeling”— basically not seeing the child as a person with tender emotions and a vulnerable nature. These are not the kinds of things that most parents or people would even think were that hurtful until you actually see the damage done to the individuals involved and observe their limitations in how they conduct their lives.



Parental Ambivalence

Parents have a fundamental ambivalence toward themselves that is also manifested in a basic ambivalence toward their offspring. These conflicting feelings and attitudes coexist within all people in all societies (Firestone, 1990a; Hrdy, 1999, 2009; Rohner, 1986, 1991).6 In research conducted in 35 cultures, Rohner (1986) examined parents’ attitudes and found that they existed on a continuum ranging from parental warmth and acceptance to indifference, rejection, and hostility. Both positive and negative attitudes could be measured intergenerationally (in both parent and child). The patterns of parental rejection assessed by Rohner and his associates included hostility and aggression, dependency, emotional unresponsiveness, negative self-evaluation (negative self-esteem and negative self-adequacy), emotional instability, and a negative worldview (Firestone & Catlett, 1999).

Just as parents indicate positive and negative feelings toward themselves, they display both tender, nurturing impulses and hostile feelings toward their children. Mothers and fathers have a natural desire to love and nurture their children; however, at times, they harbor unconscious resentment and anger toward them—both profoundly affect their children’s ongoing development. Because negative, hostile feelings toward children are generally socially unacceptable, parents are resistant to seeing these aggressive feelings in themselves and attempt to deny or suppress them. However, the negative side of parents’ ambivalence is expressed in both critical attitudes and punitive behaviors that the child is highly sensitive to.

In addition, people who are inward, withdrawn, or self-protective tend to be limited in their ability to adjust to the responsibilities of parenthood. For example, a parent may pass on his or her self-protective way of dealing with life by being either overly protective or neglectful in relating to the child.

Children are also extremely sensitive to how their parents feel toward themselves. They feel relaxed and secure in an environment in which their parents have positive regard for themselves. However, if their parents have low self-esteem, strong feelings of inferiority, or unresolved feelings of loss or trauma from their past, children intuitively sense their parents’ state of mind and feel threatened in their own security (Firestone, 1990a).

A parent’s ambivalent feelings and attitudes—his or her state of mind—are picked up by the infant or child at the neuronal level, via brain-to-brain communication, during feeding, play, and other social interactions (Cozolino, 2006; Schore, 1994; Siegel, 1999; Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). According to Cozolino, the growth of the infant’s brain “depends on interactions with others for its survival” (p. 6).

When good-enough parenting combines with good-enough genetic programming, our brains are shaped in ways that benefit us throughout life. And the bad news? We are just as capable of adapting to unhealthy environments and pathological caretakers. The resulting adaptations may help us to survive a traumatic childhood but impede healthy development later in life. Our parents are the primary environment to which our young brains adapt, and their unconscious minds are our first reality. (p. 7)



Emotional Hunger

Most parents believe that they love their children even when their child-rearing patterns would be described as angry, indifferent, neglectful, or even abusive. Parents’ internal image or fantasy of love allows them to imagine that their actual behaviors are affectionate and caring. In addition, they often confuse their own intense feelings of need and anxious attachment for genuine love. They fail to make a distinction between emotional hunger, which is a strong need caused by deprivation in their own childhoods, and genuine feelings of tenderness, love, and concern for their child’s well-being.

Emotional hunger may be expressed in anxious overconcern, overprotection, living vicariously through one’s child, or an intense focus on appearances. Parents who behave in this manner exert a strong pull on their children that drains a child of his or her emotional resources. The residual effects of parental hunger on adolescent and adult personalities are often evidenced in an inward, self-protective orientation toward life, fear of success, severe anxiety states, or passive-aggressive tendencies (Firestone, 1990a).


Parental Withholding

Many parents inhibit or hold back their affection and other positive qualities from their loved ones, particularly their children, despite their best intentions to love and care for them. Because of their own defenses, they are often also unable to accept love and affection from their children. To be refractory to a child’s loving responses is especially damaging in that it denies the child a sense of him- or herself as a feeling, loving person (Firestone & Catlett, 1999).

The child who is being withheld from is left feeling emotionally hungry and tends to form an anxious/ambivalent attachment to the withholding parent.7 In many cases, children who are hurt in this way stop wanting affection (become self-denying). At the same time, they tend to hold back their natural feelings of love and affection toward their parents. They unconsciously block the flow of their natural feelings, increasingly rely on fantasy for satisfying their needs, and develop a defensive posture toward life for the purpose of keeping real experiences predictable and manageable and maintaining their psychological equilibrium, however negative it may be.


Attachment, Attunement, and Misattunement

The newborn needs close contact with a consistent caregiver to ensure its survival and adequate protection from separation experiences and other stimuli that might overwhelm its immature system. According to Bowlby (1982), attachment develops out of an evolutionarily determined behavioral system within the infant that functions to keep it in close proximity to an adult, protects it from harm and intense anxiety states, and later facilitates its exploration of the environment.

The formation of an optimal or secure attachment is largely dependent on the parents’ responses to cues or signals from the infant indicating its needs. When parents are sensitively attuned to the baby, they adjust the intensity and emotional tone of their responses to accurately match the child’s feeling state and needs. Obviously, no one can ever be completely consistent in adjusting his or her responses to these cues; in fact, research has indicated that attuned interactions occur in only one out of three of parent-infant exchanges (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003).

Interactions with well-meaning but emotionally immature parents who themselves have suffered a good deal of unresolved personal trauma and loss in their own upbringing are detrimental in innumerable ways to the healthy growth and development of children (Cassidy & Mohr, 2001; Main & Hesse, 1990). In general, parental deficiencies lead to both harmful, insensitive treatment and repeated failures to repair disruptions in attuned interactions between parent and child. These conditions intensify the child’s feeling of isolation and fear of abandonment. In such circumstances, children are diverted from what would have been their natural developmental pathway and they go on to lead primarily defended lives.8

Bowlby (1988) proposed the concept of developmental pathways based on the biologist C. H. Waddington’s (1957) theoretical model and distinguished it from the Freudian concept of libidinal phases. In explaining this concept, Bowlby wrote,

At conception the total array of pathways potentially open to an individual is determined by the make-up of the genome. As development proceeds and structures progressively differentiate, the number of pathways that remain open diminishes.

A principal variable in the development of each individual personality is, I believe, the pathway along which his attachment behavior comes to be organized and further that that pathway is determined in high degree by the way his parent-figures treat him, not only during his infancy but throughout his childhood and adolescence as well. (p. 65)


If a parent is able to successfully repair disruptions in attuned interactions with the child, the child gradually learns to regulate his or her emotions.
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