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to these lower-level rules, 
something greater than 
the sum of its parts can 
emerge. The emergent 
level is thus quite different 
from the level it springs 
from. If the component 
relationships within 
the system become 
optimized for a particular 
task as a result of external 

Systems that can 
be perturbed 
from outside and 

incorporate external 
influences in their future 
behavior possess a 
remarkable capacity for 
learning and growth even 
though they live within 
boundaries defined by 
simple rules. By adhering 

perturbations, the system 
is called adaptive. The 
brain is such an adaptive 
complex system. 

As soon as I laid eyes 
on Jeremy and Shawna, 
the afternoon of their 
first appointment, I 
spotted it. Before either 
of them even spoke. They 

both had the look of a 
threadbare carpet, the 
worn, unfinished, scuffed 
floor showing through. 
They looked exhausted, 
pale, sad, confused, and 
uncertain. I guessed 
that they were in that 
nightmarish stage of 
relationship where they 
are in a chronic state 

of mutual triggering. As 
soon as they began to 
describe what brought 
them, it was clear that 
such was the case. 

Jeremy was a rock 
star, both literally and 
figuratively. He was a 
professional musician, 
enjoying the sexiness of 
the hip, public eye. Having 
grown up in Israel where 
life had been rugged and 
harsh, he had a brassy, 
proud self- confidence 
that bordered on 
superiority. He was utterly 
convinced that it was 
Shawna who had serious 
problems.

Shawna, also very 
attractive, had the 
posture and a bearing of 
fear and caution. In spite 
of being intelligent and 
creative, she struggled 
with life and with the daily 
demands of making a 
living. She was tall and 
slender, but her crouched 
shoulders and downcast 
eyes made her look small, 
tentative, and childlike. At 
least partially, she bought 
into Jeremy’s assessment 
of her. Another part of her 
was furious and insulted 
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by it. Both partners were 
exasperated to the point 
of wondering if it were too 
late, or simply not worth it, 
to start couples therapy 
now. They had been 
teetering with indecision 
for a while: get married or 
go their separate ways? 
And Shawna’s biological 
clock was ticking.

As they described it, 
they fought constantly, 
about “everything,” but 
many of their fights were 
about sex. Jeremy railed 
about the poverty of 
sex in their relationship 
and Shawna’s 
“guaranteed” rejection 
of his advances. Angry, 
critical, and sometimes 
even vengeful, he might 
muse out loud about 
other women or about 

leaving the relationship. 
He frequently made 
pointed remarks about 
how Shawna really 
needed to be “cured.” Of 
course, Jeremy’s anger, 
criticism, and haughty or 
demanding tone were 
anything but erotic or 
attractive to Shawna. 
Beyond being turned 
off, she was terrified. 
She would generally 
cower in the face of his 
anger and withdraw into 
defensiveness, feeling not 
understood, threatened, 
and unclear about his 
intentions. 

Shawna’s father was a 
public figure, handsome, 
charismatic, and 
successful outside the 
home. In private, he 
was moody, with often 

violent, unpredictable 
blasts of anger. Theirs 
was a trophy family, 
and Shawna felt like a 
pretty possession on 
display. Her mother had 
been self-absorbed and 
distracted, and when 
early on her father began 
sexually abusing Shawna, 
her mother looked the 
other way, much as 
she always had with his 
fits of temper. Shawna 
believed that she was in 
fact worthless. Her only 
value in the world was to 
be used as a showpiece 
or a recreational toy. 
Being an object or being 
brutalized or ignored 
by both parents made 
sense to her. And 
because there was lots 
of money, great clothes, 
and fancy schools, she 

choreographed, 
repetitive pattern of 
conflict. It constellated 
around virtually any 
“issue” because the 
apparent issue was not 
really the issue. Jeremy 
assented to carry much 
more than half of the 
responsibility of their 
household. He made 
most of the money 
because Shawna was 
attempting to make 
a go of her own small 
business. He did much of 
the housework because 
he could not stand a 
mess and she seemed 
oblivious to the clutter. He 
cooked as he always had 
in his childhood home. He 
basically “asked nothing 
of her.” So of course he 
felt entitled to at least 
“one small thing”: a robust 
sex life—or at least a sex 
life at all. 

was expected to feel 
privileged. Instead she felt 
guilty. 

Jeremy thought Shawna 
was privileged compared 
to his stoic background. 
His family was of slim 
means, “salt of the earth” 
both parents came from 
backgrounds of suffering 
and hard work. Jeremy 
himself had begun 
earning his own money 
however he could in his 
early teens. His culture 
admired self-reliance 
and he had come to the 
States alone as a youth 
to study. Although he 
missed his family, he was 
proud of how well he had 
done. Jeremy’s mother 
had worked outside the 
home since he was quite 
small. When his sisters 
were born, it was Jeremy 
who took care of the 
babies, and of necessity 
he had become a 
proficient cook before he 
was a teenager. Although 
unmarried, Jeremy and 
Shawna had been living 
together for 4 years when 
we met.

It took no time at all 
to identify Jeremy 
and Shawna’s tightly 
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Shawna wished for 
closeness. She did not 
care that much about 
the house- work, even 
the specially prepared 
food. She wished for 
tenderness: that they 
might talk. She wished 
Jeremy would take an 
interest in her art like he 
had when they first met. 
She wished he would 
want to do things with 
her like hiking or going 

to plays or talking about 
what they were reading. 
He seemed only to value 
her for one thing, and 
beyond that he was 
perpetually angry, just 
like her angry father. She 
occupied herself with 
her work and her close 
women friends, but she 
was lonely. 

The pattern could begin 
with either of them. 
Jeremy was “perpetually” 
angry, and his anger, 
reminiscent of her 
father’s, was scary to 
Shawna. Her triggered 
reaction, much like her 
childhood reaction, 
was to avoid him as 
much as she could. 
Shawna’s absence and 
unresponsiveness to 
his “meager” request 
triggered his childhood 
experience of being 
overly responsible 
and alone. Although 
ultra selfreliant, he was 
bitter about it, even 
demanding. Jeremy’s 
increasing anger 
triggered Shawna’s 
increasing withdrawal. 
Shawna’s increasing 
withdrawal triggered 
intensified anger. The 
rapid-fire volley of 

other’s trauma worse. 
Another hazard of this 
stage is that each 
episode of traumatic 
triggering floods the body 
and brain with stress 
hormones. 

As stress hormones 
rush into available brain 
receptors, serotonin, 
the neurotransmitter of 
calm and well- being, 
is crowded out. The 
brain, bathed in stress 
hormones, defaults into 
serotonin debt, and 
because of the time lag 
for the serotonin to build 
back up again, plummets 
into a backlash of 
depression much like a 
hangover. Exhausted, 
depressed, and deep in 
the legacy of triggered 
childhood despair and 
hopelessness, both 
partners increasingly 
bear the haggard, tell 
tale look I recognized 
when I first met Shawna 
and Jeremy. 

triggering to reaction, 
with the reaction 
triggering a heightened 
reaction, which triggered 
a heightened reaction, 
triggering a still more 
heightened reaction 
ad infinitum, resembled 
all-star tennis. Whack, 
whack, whack, it was 
like Wimbledon with no 
winner. 

I call these cycles of 
escalation because 
the trigger-to-reaction 
chicken- and-egg 
routine is circular and 
self-perpetuating, with 
each progressive loop 
building in momentum 
and intensity. I always 
worry when I see trauma 
and neglect couples in 
this stage. Repeatedly 
reactivating the brain 
circuitry of their worst 
traumatic experiences 
has an effect beyond 
retraumatizing both 
partners. It also spikes 
what is known as “the 
kindling effect”: The more 
a given brain circuit 
is activated, the more 
vulnerable it becomes to 
getting activated again. 
Without help at this stage, 
traumatized couples 
can indeed make each 
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Adult children 
of trauma or 
neglect may or 

may not remember their 
silent, hidden screams 
or prayers of “Make it 
stop!” For most it never 
did stop, not until they 
got big enough to get 
away. Another triggered 
reaction to this stage, 
because they have no 
template for repair, is 
that this living hell will 
never end either. They 
fear that the only way 
to peace and safety is 
to leave. Why do they 
stay? And why do they 
straggle into my office? 
Often there truly is a core 
of real love between 
them. And I also believe 
that the psyche and the 

TIED TO THE 
WHIPPING 
POST 

soul long for healing and 
deeply wish to discover a 
different outcome from 
the heartbreak they have 
known. 

Because children are 
dependent and cannot 
leave, they must find 
a way to tolerate and 
survive their lonely and 
painful plight. Adults who 
survived were trained 
by their childhoods 
to endure and adapt 
somehow. When you 
ask, “Why do I stay?” with 
perhaps even shame and 
humiliation, it is precisely 
this childhood training 
that makes it possible, 
even makes sense of it. 
And there are also ways 
that childhood taught 

them to make it distinctly 
worse. 

Shawna had no idea that 
to Jeremy, as a child of 
neglect, her withdrawal 
felt to Jeremy like the 
most heinous cruelty 
imaginable. Under all the 
bravado was a little boy 
who had suffered the 
desolate loneliness of 
preoccupied and absent 
parents and the despair 
of being too early and 
too much on his own. 
The brain develops in 
resonance, and with no 
one there as an anchor, 
mirror, and companion, 
the hollow, echoing 
solitude compromises 
it. While he convinced 
himself early that he was 
strong and tough and did 
not need anything, at his 
core he sadly grappled 
with a severe deficit of 
interpersonal learning 
and the belief that he 
would never get what he 
needed in relationship. 
Much as he almost 
boasted that it did not 
matter, in his heart of 
hearts, he knew that it did. 

In her childhood home, 
silence, retreating into the 
safe haven of her room or 

staying late at school to 
work on art projects kept 
Shawna busy and safe. 
When she stayed away, 
avoided Jeremy, or just 
tuned him out, Shawna 
could imagine “I didn’t do 
anything ... I’m taking care 
of myself! He’s just always 
angry.” For Jeremy, her 
absences were a violent 
abandonment, like a 
dagger in his primal 
wound. Nothing incited 
his rage more bitterly or 
more instantly. 

For Shawna, having her 
powerful father value 

her only for his sexual 
grati- fication repeatedly 
confirmed her deepest 
conviction “I don’t 
matter at all.” Jeremy’s 
wish to have sex even 
when he was mad at 
her, or his entitled and 
self-centered attitude 
when they did have 
sex, added fuel to her 
simmering burn, not 
to mention the panic. 
Sometimes she resorted 
to a feminist argu- ment 
about objectification. 
Most of the time she just 
clammed up. 



CYCLES OF ESCALATION: IT TAKES TWO TO TANGLE CYCLES OF ESCALATION: IT TAKES TWO TO TANGLE 10 11

Ruth Cohn MFT

One of Jeremy’s 
frequent 
complaints was 

that Shawna was “selfish.” 
(No matter that she 
thought the same about 
him.) Once sympathetic, 
he tired of her trauma 
stories, complaining that 
they were dramatic and 
self-indulgent. “Enough 
already, I know it was 
awful!” It was true that 
Shawna sometimes 
“explained” too much. 
Rather than listening 
to Jeremy’s pain, she 

THE RAT 
HOLE OF 
SELF-
HATRED  

would “justify” her sexual 
difficulty or her fearful 
withdrawal, and he would 
once again feel that 
“Here we go again. It is all 
about you ... ” 

But other times Shawna 
would default to an 
ancient childhood 
pattern I call the “rat 
hole of self-hatred.” 
She would proceed to 
trash herself in Jeremy’s 
presence. “You are right! 
I’m a worthless piece of 
excrement and you’d be 
much better off without 
me. Whatever I try to do 
makes things worse. I’m a 
blight on this planet and I 
would be better off dead. 
I should have killed myself 
as a kid like I always 
thought of doing. I was 
just too chicken to do it 
... ” Yet these diatribes of 
self-condemnation were 
as angrily self- centered 
as her defensive 
explanations. They were 
equally disconnected 
from Jeremy’s pain, so 
they did nothing to help 
him, nothing to facilitate 
reconnec- tion. Quite the 
opposite, they served 
to alienate and annoy 
Jeremy further, increasing 
the gaping distance. 

Jeremy had a knee-
jerk tendency to 
offer: He would 

offer to pay for things, 
he would offer to 
help Shawna with her 
business, he would take 
on more and more 
responsibility for the 
household and the dogs. 
Jeremy took pride in his 
generosity. The problem 
was the gnawing 
resentment that often 
followed his overoffering 
and overgiving. He 
frequently leapt to say 
yes without think- ing 
of what that yes might 
in fact mean to him. 
Could he really afford it, 
whether in money, time, 
or emotional stamina? 
Often not, but he realized 

YEAH, 
YEAH, 
YEAH 

it too late. He would 
find himself exhausted, 
short of time for his own 
priorities, in over his 
head, or broke. Then he 
would resent Shawna. 
Or he would believe he 
had somehow earned 
entitlement to something 
sexual or otherwise, even 
if the “deal” had been 
unspoken or just sealed 
inside his own head.

In childhood, helping had 
been an urgent attempt 
at being noticed in some 
way, or it was the only 
way to get anything he 
needed. Jeremy did not 
realize he was repeating 
something from his past 
with all of this “doing,” and 
he also did not realize 
that he was rapidly 
losing Shawna’s trust 
by supporting and then 
resenting her. “I don’t feel 
safe to accept anything 
from you anymore. It feels 
like a trap or a trick, or an 
exchange of currency.” 
It was painful that this 
sense of danger impelled 
her to push away the 
help she craved. The 
result was more rejection 
for Jeremy, more feelings 
of lonely worthlessness 
for Shawna. 
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The good news 
about cycles of 
escalation is that 

both partners hold the 
possibility of achieving 
the lifelong fantasy 
of making it stop. The 
reason is simple: It takes 
two to escalate. Both 
Shawna and Jeremy 
worked hard to learn that 
if one of them triggered 
and the other did not 
react, the cycle did not 
ignite. Like a dud firework 
it fizzled, sputtered, and 
was quietly extinguished. 
If Jeremy made a biting 
comment about being 
sexually frustrated and 
Shawna stayed calm 
and nonreactive, Jeremy 
would eventually settle 
down and even feel 
remorse for his nastiness. 
This might even happen 

CYCLES OF 
ESCALATION: 
ANOTHER 
ONE BITES 
THE DUST  

relatively quickly. He 
might still have the same 
feelings to express, but he 
would do so differently. 
Having the airspace clear 
of static and tension 
freed him to be more 
self-aware, which he 
increasingly came to be. 
Similarly, when Jeremy 
was able to manage his 
reaction to Shawna’s 
withdrawal, she was less 
inclined to withdraw, or 
she did not withdraw as 
far or as long. Released 
from the immensely 
upsetting triggered 
reactions of the other, 
both began to make the 
unimaginable discovery 
of apology! Yes, Virginia, 
the ceasefire of cycles of 
escalation is imminently 
achievable by all. And 
how is this done?
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The first step may be the 
most important, because 
it is easy to be blinded 
by the trees and miss 
the forest. It can often 
seem as if the fight really 
is about the plans for 
the weekend who should 
clean the bathroom 
a birthday gift or sex. 
Jeremy and Shawna 
could enact the same 
trigger–react sequence 
about any content. If the 
conversation tripped his 

H There are three 
essential steps in 
interrupting the 

cycle of escalation. Again, 
this is anything but easy, 
but it is life-changing. In 
effect, this is the essence 
of trauma therapy in a 
nutshell. So do not expect 
of yourself that you will 
be able to quickly and 
independently achieve it. 
Since we are working with 
long-entrenched brain 
mechanisms originally 
wired in a survival-mode 
situation, they will be 
doggedly persistent and 
convincing. Go gently 
and with good help. 

· Step One: Recognition · Step Two: Identifying       
  the Source 

“I’ll never get what I need” 
or her “I don’t matter” 
switch, they were off to 
the races. This can be 
encouraging, because 
it changes the focus 
from “We fight about 
absolutely everything” 
to “We have a handful 
of nagging and highly 
charged vulnerabilities.” 
Big difference, in fact! 
As we become able to 
discern the live wires, 
the real conversation 
gradually becomes 
possible. 

  
We have already covered 
the concept of the “big 
bang.” So we know that 
whenever there is a big 
charge of emotion, some 
deep past injury has 
been bumped, nicked, or 
ripped back open. The 
challenge is having the 
humility and the patience 
to reflect and plumb the 
historical archives to 
unearth the template. I 
say humility and patience 
because when angry 

and hurt, we would all 
rather point an accusing 
finger at the other than 
rummage around in 
our own inner bone 
heaps and when we are 
upset, real restraint is 
required to slow down 
and reflect. Period. If we 
can turn inward and 
locate the roots of the 
powerful reaction, we 
have the possibility of a 
new choreography and 
of altering the march of 
history. 

The childhood material 
is not always obvious 
or transparent and 
sometimes defies 
language at first. Here is 
the story I told Jeremy 
and Shawna in response 
to their skeptical 
questions. Abraham had 
an explosive judgmental 
reaction when Lucy took 
“too long” to come to 
attend to their baby when 
she cried. He lambasted 
her with criticism, calling 
her self-centered, lacking 
in clear priorities, failing 
as a mother, and lacking 
in essential values. She 
was devastated and 
defensively lashed back 
with explanations for 
what she had to quickly 
do on her way to the 
baby. She insisted she 
was doing the best she 
could and he was simply 
clueless about what was 
required to be a mother. 

Only when we stopped 
action and Abraham 
studied the feelings that 
erupted in him when their 
tiny, vulnerable baby 
cried and wailed did he 
recognize how familiar 
the howl of urgency and 
the comfort that did not 
come felt to him. There 

R. I. P.: 
LAYING THE 
TRAUMA 
STORY TO 
REST  
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in our session, suddenly 
this large, burly Marlboro 
man looked different. His 
eyes darkened and had 
a glistening, sad faraway 
look. His chest ached and 
his limbs tensed as he 
crouched forward in the 
chair, seeming to hold 
himself. He did not have a 
picture or story memory 
of being a hungry infant 
waiting alone for an 
absent mother. But the 
sense of emergency 
and helplessness were 
deeply known to him, he 
could feel that. He knew 
that his mother had 
suffered postpartum 
depression and gone 
back to work when he 
was but 6 weeks old. So 
we could construct a 
comprehensible scenario 
for why his reaction was 
so extreme. This made 
sense to both him and 
Lucy and affected her 
much more than his 
reasoned criticism of 
her parenting. It also 
interrupted their cycle of 
escalation, amounting to 
a victory for all three of 
them. 

It is through processing 
that the unintegrated 
fragments of traumatic 
experience are laid to 
rest. Rather than a potent 
newsreel of war poised to 
be repeatedly projected 
on the screen of live daily 
experience, they join the 
archives of past memory. 
A kiss becomes just a kiss, 
a helicopter becomes 
just a helicopter and no 
longer a startling alarm 
bell. The once-traumatic 
memory is logged as 
other nontraumatic 
autobiographical 
memory is logged, 

joining a continuous 
thread of consecutive 
life experience. It may 
still be accompanied by 
emotions. Certainly both 
Lucy and Abraham felt 
sadness for the lonely 
infant that had been 
evoked in Abraham’s 
body. But the scene 
ceased to replay in 
present time. 

How then is this feat 
accomplished? As we 
saw in the graphic 
display of the brain 
scan, essential parts of 
the trauma experience 
are lost to cognition 
and verbalization. 

Accessing the pieces we 
do have—the visual, the 
body sensation, and the 
emotion—and available 
details of the story, 
bringing those partial 
elements together into a 
rich braid, a semblance 
of a story line begins to 
form, and it makes sense. 
Granted, Abraham did 
not know from explicit 
recall that he was a 
neglected infant, so we 
want to be careful not to 
author an authoritative 
set of “facts.” But the 
emotions that emerged 
in this big, strong guy 
as we discussed this 
scenario were profound 
and tender. And following 
these discussions, his 
reaction to Lucy and to 
their infant’s cries was 
gradually changed. He 
still wanted her to be 
more organized and 
get to feeding the baby, 
but it no longer felt like a 
dire and life-threatening 
emergency. 

The present time 
challenges of daily life 
do not simply disappear. 
As Jeremy and Shawna 
were quick to discover, 
once the cycle of 
reactivity resolved, they 

were in a position to craft 
a sexual relationship. And 
other challenges of their 
life together lined up and 
waited to be tackled. Now 
living squarely in present 
time, however, instead 
of hovering between 
theaters of past and 
present, they were able to 
do just that. 

Jeremy and Shawna 
stayed the course. 
It was a rough road, 

not quick and not linear. 
But as they hung in there 
and did their work, their 
character and reactions 
increasingly made 
sense, even as they were 
changing. They could 
see about themselves 
and each other, “Oh, 
that is why I was that 
way.” Freed from the 
tyranny of an unending 
past and armed with 
understanding, they 
could choose to change. 
It was deeply moving 
to witness each other’s 
deep work, and they 
became ever closer in 

the process while also 
constructing a picture 
of themselves and 
their lives that became 
organized into a coherent 
autobiography. Last I 
heard, they had married 
and had two little boys. 
Those two have a 
good shot at a secure 
attachment style! 

Thank you for reading. 
This was an excerpt from 
my book, Coming Home 
to Passion which can be 

found on Amazon.

· Step Three: Processing 

EPILOGUE 
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