e
heal

therapy

Healing the Wounds of Familial Abuse: Understanding and Recovering from
Complex PTSD
Taught by Aishah Alam

What Happened to You - The Roots of You Pain

Familial abuse, encompassing emotional, physical, and neglectful experiences within the family
system, lays the foundation for complex trauma (C-PTSD). Unlike single-incident trauma, C-
PTSD develops from chronic and pervasive abuse, fundamentally impacting a child's sense of
safety, predictability, and secure attachment. This repeated maltreatment within the primary
caregiving environment is the core of complex trauma.

Understanding Complex PTSD

Complex PTSD, as defined by Pete Walker, arises from ongoing trauma in childhood or
adolescence, typically within the caregiving system. It's characterized by a constellation of
difficulties beyond typical PTSD, including emotional dysregulation (intense and fluctuating
emotions), a distorted self-perception (feelings of worthlessness, shame), challenges in
relationships (difficulty trusting, forming secure bonds), dissociation (feeling detached from
oneself or reality), and various physical symptoms stemming from chronic stress. For a formal
definition of Complex PTSD, refer to resources by Judith Herman and the diagnostic criteria
outlined in relevant psychological literature.

Why We Don't Talk About It - The Silence Surrounding Familial Abuse

The silence around familial abuse is maintained by significant societal stigma and shame,
making it difficult for survivors to speak out. This happens even more so in religious
communities where the parents are highly respected. Within abusive families, dynamics of
threat, manipulation, and denial often actively suppress disclosure. Internally, survivors may
grapple with fear of disbelief, overwhelming guilt, self-blame, and powerful loyalty conflicts that
prevent them from sharing their experiences.

Acceptance - Acknowledging the Pain of Abandonment:
A core wound in C-PTSD is often the profound pain of parental abandonment, whether

emotional (lack of attunement, support) or physical. It's crucial to validate the intense feelings of
pain, grief, anger, and loneliness that arise from this fundamental lack of nurturing and security.
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Self-compassion is essential in acknowledging that these feelings are a natural and
understandable response to such profound early experiences.

The Subconscious Brain and Choices

The subconscious brain plays a significant role in storing traumatic memories and associated
intense emotional responses. Due to this, we make choices misaligned with our authentic selves
to feel safe or familiar.

Symptoms of Complex PTSD

The impact of C-PTSD manifests across various domains:

. Behavioral Symptoms: These can include difficulties in forming and maintaining
healthy relationships, engaging in avoidance patterns to minimize triggers, acting impulsively,
and engaging in self-sabotaging behaviors as a way to cope with inner turmoil.

. Spiritual Symptoms: Survivors may experience a loss of meaning or purpose, question
their faith or spiritual beliefs, feel disconnected from a higher power or community, and grapple
with existential despair as a result of the profound disruption caused by trauma. Resources like
the Yaqeen Institute's discussions on "why is there evil in the world" can offer a framework for
understanding suffering within a spiritual context. Finding an anchor in Allah, as you mentioned,
can be a vital resource in navigating these challenges.

. Cognitive Symptoms: These often involve negative self-talk (internal criticism, self-
blame), distorted thinking patterns (catastrophizing, black-and-white thinking), difficulty
concentrating and focusing, and memory issues, particularly related to the traumatic experiences.
. Physical Symptoms: The chronic stress of C-PTSD can manifest physically as chronic
pain, persistent fatigue, digestive problems, and hypervigilance, leading to constant muscle
tension and other stress-related ailments.

Fast-Tracking Healing - Anchoring in Allah

Finding an anchor in faith, specifically in Allah, can be a powerful resource for healing. It can
provide a sense of grounding, comfort, and guidance during the challenging process of recovery.
Spiritual practices such as prayer, reflection on religious teachings, and connection with a faith
community can offer solace, meaning, and a framework for understanding and processing
trauma. This personal connection can be a significant source of strength.

Grief - Processing the Losses
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Grief is an essential and unavoidable part of healing from the profound losses associated with
familial abuse. This includes grieving the lost childhood, the lack of safety and trust, and the
absence of healthy parental figures. The stages of grief (denial, anger, bargaining, depression,
acceptance) as described by Kiibler-Ross are not linear, and individuals may move back and
forth between them. Pete Walker emphasizes the importance of allowing and expressing
righteous anger at the abuse experienced. Furthermore, the tears that arise during grief can be
varied — tears of sadness, tears of anger, and tears of release — and allowing these emotions to
flow is crucial. Be prepared for grief to resurface unexpectedly throughout the healing journey.
The concept of "constructive wallowing" can also be a helpful way to approach and process these
difficult emotions intentionally.

Feeling the Depression

Allowing oneself to feel the sadness and depression that often accompany trauma and loss is a
vital step in healing. Resisting or suppressing these feelings can prolong the healing process. It's
important to create space to experience these emotions without judgment, recognizing them as a
natural response to the profound pain endured. Resources from Yageen Institute including talks
given by Sarah Sultan are excellent in this domain.

Difference Between Depressed Feeling and Depressed Thinking

It's crucial to distinguish between the raw emotional experience of depressed feeling (sadness,
emptiness, low energy) and the cognitive patterns of depressed thinking (negative self-talk,
hopelessness, self-criticism). While the feelings are a natural response to trauma, the negative
thoughts can perpetuate and deepen the depression. Learning to identify and challenge these
negative thought patterns while allowing the underlying feelings to be felt is key.

Why It Is Here - Understanding the Roots of Depression

The depression experienced by survivors of familial abuse often stems from the chronic stress,
lack of safety, and emotional neglect inherent in abusive environments. These experiences can
lead to feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, and a deep sense of loss, contributing significantly
to the development of depressive symptoms. The absence of consistent nurturing and support
during critical developmental stages can create a vulnerability to depression later in life.

Mothering Self - Cultivating Self-Compassion

"Mothering self" involves providing the care, understanding, and validation to your inner child
that was lacking during your upbringing. This practice of self-compassion entails treating
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yourself with the same kindness and empathy you would offer a distressed child. It involves
acknowledging your pain without judgment, validating your experiences, and offering yourself
comfort and support.

Fathering Self - Embracing Self-Protectiveness
"Fathering self" is about developing your inner protector — the part of you that can set
boundaries, assert your needs, and safeguard yourself from further harm. This involves building

inner strength, learning to trust your instincts, and actively taking steps to create safety and
security in your life.

Resource List

Books:

. Trauma and Recovery by Judith Herman

. Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving by Pete Walker

. Constructive Wallowing: Tina Gilbertson

Articles/Websites:

. Refer to established definitions of Complex PTSD in psychological literature and
resources.

. Yaqeen Institute: Explore their content, particularly discussions on "why is there evil in

the world" for a theological perspective on suffering: website: http://yageeninstitute.org

Videos/Podcasts:
. Aishah Alam’s YouTube Videos: https://www.youtube.com/@aishahalamofficial


https://www.youtube.com/@aishahalamofficial

